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			About the Book

			Just how do French women in their fifties ooze style, confidence and youth?

			What are they doing and how can we learn from them?

			In this witty and uplifting book Mylène Desclaux speaks tenderly and honestly about turning fifty and what it means, not only for herself as a Parisian, but for all other women of the same age.

			‘Fifty isn’t the middle, or three quarters of the way through. It’s not the end, or the final part. It’s having a clear conscience, standing back from your achievements, it’s a sum of experiences, a round figure, and a door opening out on to a street full of things you still haven’t explored.’

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Mylène Desclaux is a blogger and previously worked as a publicist. She lives in Paris and this is her first book.

			Read her French blog here: 

			http://happyquinqua.com/

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For Michel

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			‘Age is an abstraction’

			My therapist during our last session

			(Paris, 7th arrondissement, indecent hourly rate)
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			The Big 5–0

			The day I turned fifty, I was single, my children had left home and I’d stopped working. Two decades earlier, I’d had a baby and set up my own business. I’d been in love and fallen out of love. Then I fell in love again, had another baby and fell back out of love. There were no more children, but in my love life, I carried on more or less following a five-year plan (four men in twenty years).

			At that point I was looking for the second chapter of my professional life . . . with no luck. I also wanted to meet someone . . . but no luck there either. And as if a powerful karmic force had brought about a fitting reversal of roles, I was starting to get the brush-off from men on a regular basis. I sensed the workings of natural justice and could hear the amused mutterings of the men I’d left by the wayside. ‘Serves you right,’ said a voice inside me.

			Everything seemed too much: the enforced solitude, the creeping laziness, the weight of the past, the empty nest and the empty bed, the vacuity of the present and above all, the idea that nothing was really going to get any better physically. I realised that with its cult of youth and thirst for the new, society always takes a harsh view of these in-between ages. On the job market or as a potential love interest, fifty-year-old women are not in great demand. There are always people who’ll tell you that ‘life begins at fifty’. But really? Let’s say that between ‘it was better before’ and ‘it’s wonderful now’, there’s a certain moderating truth in the middle.

			Am I alone in not feeling defined by my age? And less still by the term ‘fifty-something’, which makes me think of my mother’s generation, when I feel I am so different to those women. I look around me and see that when faced with a choice between wanting their last few rolls of the dice before it’s too late and settling down somewhere cosy, today’s fifty-year-olds don’t hesitate for long. They’re brimming with an all-encompassing energy, a kind of agitation that sometimes conceals a feeling of vertigo.

			That’s something I know a bit about myself, as I’m tightrope walking on a wire. The landscape is sublime, but there’s still a chasm under my feet. My balancing bar is threatening to break and send me tumbling down. The personal Jiminy Cricket tucked behind my ear reassures me, whispering that everything’s fine, that I’m lucky, that I need to reach for my star. That instead of being afraid of the abyss that’s calling to me, I’d be better off immersing myself in the spectacular beauty of this virtual Grand Canyon.

			The day I turned fifty, I decided never to talk about my age again, to anyone, and especially not to myself. Clearly, the only way of keeping this promise I hit upon was to start a blog called HappyQuinqua [Happy Fifty-Something] and embrace the paradox, whilst considering the advantages of this point in life, which we try our best to think of as mid-life. No, fifty isn’t the middle, or three quarters of the way through. It’s not the end, or the final part. It’s having a clear conscience, standing back from your achievements, it’s a sum of experiences, a round figure, and a door opening out on to a street full of things you still haven’t explored.

			Fifty can be terrible or wonderful. It’s certainly easier if we’ve planned and anticipated, if we’ve taken the right line into life’s hairpin bends. Better if we haven’t skidded off course, and better still if we narrowly avoided a wipe out.

			We can count ourselves lucky to have been born at a time when fifty gets a little younger every year, thanks to nutrition, improvements in cosmetics and our quality of life. Then if we add in love, humour, a good set of genes and . . . a bit of luck, there you go, ten years younger: a straight flush of perfect conditions.

			All the same, in terms of life expectancy – and even though this particular statistic is constantly rising – in my fifties I’m moving further and further away from the mid-point of my life, painfully aware that I’ve lived through more summers than I have left. Whilst I’m guided by my experiences to an extent, I do my best to keep nostalgia at bay, by making a few compromises with my memories. I eliminate regrets as much as possible, and I do believe that I don’t miss any of the hallmarks of my youth: late nights full of energy; feeling fresh the morning after; the irrepressible, impulsive sex; the inappropriate behaviour of the men back then . . . Now, I take pleasure in what’s left, and give thanks to be living in an age that provides us with an array of amazing products that were unavailable to our mothers, making our fifties the new forties.

			I consciously make an effort to collect amusing, sweet or enjoyable moments, somewhere on the spectrum between The Small Pleasures of Life and The Sweetness of Life*. It’s such a pleasure to pluck these nice little anecdotes from everyday life and to share them, never finding life ordinary as it passes by. Recognising the good sides of things: your daily life, your home town, your era, other people, their smiles. Turning situations around to see a brighter side from a different viewpoint, then sprinkling flowers on your words and stars on your heart, with the sole aim of bringing enchantment to the instant. Communicating joy as soon as possible. This is all part of what I’ve achieved.

			And then there are those passive, serene moments that I don’t seek out, force or control. Without deciding, emphasising or making a song and dance, I’m finally ready to embrace them. That’s probably what happiness is about, according to its simplest etymology: bonheur [happiness], la bonne heure [the right time]. Perhaps our fifties correspond to this wonderful time that lacks the short, sharp cutting edge of the instant, but is smooth as velvet and has no need to rush. Like a gentle reaction to the acceleration of our lives, I now try to focus a little more on the moment and a little less on the instant.

			I wanted to write this book in order to share an objective but benevolent view of women in their fifties – anecdotal but holistic, caustic but humorous – looking at their transgressions, their courage, their obsessions, their struggles. Women who have to overturn decades of often demeaning prejudices, without ever giving up their daily struggle to stay in the race.

			Why French Women Feel Young at 50 is aimed at every woman who suffers that feeling of vertigo caused by the accumulation of years at fifty. Because once we’ve tamed this acute consciousness of our finite existence, once we’ve eradicated our complexes about the year of our birth, once we’ve come to terms with the endemic proliferation of signs of ageing on our necks and the tops of our knees, free at last from the gaze of others upon our bodies, we can finally breathe and continue on our way, at peace and truly in touch with ourselves.

			And if along the way, we fancy stopping, pushing back the furniture, turning up the volume and dancing on the table, who can stop us?

			No more fifty going on fifteen

			One day, in this world of ours that comes up with new classifications to suit the mood of the times, the word quinquado appeared, a contraction of quinquagenaire [fifty-something] and ‘adolescent’. The term, invented by the sociologist Serge Guérin, usually refers to a man or a woman in his or her fifties living the jubilant life of a teenager. An article published in the Swiss newspaper Le Temps in 2015 set the ball rolling, followed by a piece in Le Nouvel Observateur in France, and so on. They all quoted my blog, presenting me as the archetypal quinquado. It was as if they’d suddenly discovered the moon. More and more fifty-somethings of both sexes were enjoying newfound freedom because they were divorced, had no children or because their kids had left home. They had kept in shape by doing sport and had more free time because they were working less (or not at all). So what did they do? What did they buy? Taking the place of housewives under fifty, the favourite target for advertisers and the media, fifty-something quinquados were going to be consuming like the thirty-somethings back in the old days.

			I remember confidently stating that a quinquado was a woman in her fifties who watched her weight, ate seeds, downed seaweed smoothies, seasoned her cooking with yuzu, sprinkled it with chia, did ballet fitness classes, allowed herself dalliances with younger men, scattered the word ‘totally’ through her sentences and described things as ‘awesome’. Which didn’t stop her from being a member of a running club, drinking organic beer from the bottle, riding around on a scooter or a bike, playing Age of Empire online and knowing the names and main characters of all the current must-watch series. Was the phenomenon on the rise, they asked me? Totally!

			But soon, the media were painting quinquados as women with uncontrollable energy who refused to grow up, went out to nightclubs, borrowed their daughters’ ripped jeans, got tattoos on their nether regions, took young lovers (changing them at the drop of a hat) and wore diamonds in their belly buttons. At this point I realised how far removed this sensationalist version was from my idea of a serene evolution. A case in point was a TV report featuring a blonde fifty-something squeezed into a pair of overly tight low-rise jeans going wild on the dancefloor with her daughter before eagerly sticking her tongue down the throat of a young hipster fifteen years her junior. You can just imagine the journalist egging her on: ‘Go on, move those hips, we’re filming you, and now, give him a kiss . . .’

			So let’s drop the term quinquado and find another way to refer to these women in their fifties, and more than that, women who go through these years taking full responsibility for their lives, in a spirit of curiosity and good humour, focusing all their attention on what does them good.

			It’s not a question of age. What’s new here is the energy they possess and intend to hold on to for as long as possible. These fifty-somethings are into any experience that can enrich their lives. They might go to a rap concert with their kids but also to the opera, go out jogging and walking, read Elle and Spinoza, have an older lover and a young husband. Or vice versa.

			So call her what you want. For me, she’s a woman who’s still young, but incidentally also happens to be fifty.

			

			
				
					*  Translator’s note: both were French bestsellers examining the little things that make life worth living. 

				

			

		

	
		
			The Question of Age

			‘The person who continues to hide his age ultimately believes himself to be as young as he would have others believe.’

			Jean de La Bruyère, The Characters

			Should you tell people your age?

			Age is both a number and a figure, an addition and a subtraction. It moves, but only in one direction. Age is always going up. We ought to be able to invest in it, like the stock market, for a guaranteed return. Age is a part of us that changes every year. So do we put up with it, or not? How old should we be before we stop telling people our age? It can start very young. Because people who are unhappy with their age will be like that for their whole lives. Those who inflate their age at fifteen will be the same people who subtract some years at fifty. But lying about your age only to have your memory let you down or poring over Photoshop tutorials so you can doctor your passport photo are risky activities, and highly inadvisable.

			Lying ages you

			One of my good friends systematically takes five years off her age. Whatever the circumstances, without batting an eyelid, she comes out with a number that is not her real age. She can’t help it. All of her close friends are in the know but are nice enough to ignore this touch of vanity. Most of the time, it’s fine, because she’s beautiful and slim and looks ten years younger than she is. After all this time, I suspect she’s convinced herself.

			I think that when someone has always lied about their age and you find out how old they actually are, it ages them terribly. The lie is counter-productive, and the reve­lation puts years on you: it makes you seem desperate rather than young. A lie is only effective if it’s never found out, and if there’s even the slightest possibility of being discovered, you’re better off telling the truth from the outset. (Be careful though, this doesn’t apply to infidelities: couples can work around a bit of wounded pride, but struggle to recover from knowledge of a betrayal. Best not to have to deal with the complications, which last longer than the initial satisfaction. So keep your nose clean, and everything else for that matter, but that’s another story.)

			One day, this young fifty-something and her new boyfriend set off for a weekend in Venice. At the airport, they handed over their passports to the border officer, who studied them carefully . . . then handed both documents back to her companion. Glancing at his ladylove’s passport, he discovered her date of birth, which obviously didn’t match her invented age. Catching his gaze, she realised that he knew. The cat was out of the bag. All of the previous weeks’ efforts at concealment cancelled out by an immigration official’s blunder. She cursed her lack of attention, she should have stayed focused . . . Her thoughts whirred around her head, eating away at her even on their gondola ride. She tried to forget what was, after all, a minor incident, but it became an obsession. Will he leave me at the end of the weekend because I’m a liar or because I’m too old, she asked herself.

			The morning of their departure, she was packing her bags while he was shaving in the bathroom, his passport negligently left on the chest of drawers. So out of pure curiosity – after all, he had seen hers – she opened it. And what a surprise! To her astonishment, happiness or annoyance, she discovered that he had also lied about his age, to the same extent. In their pre-relationship exchange of information, they had both made out they were born five years later. Sharing a lie of the same magnitude is better than a lie on one side, but putting a strain on a budding relationship with this sort of discovery isn’t necessarily the best omen for the future. There was no need to take the risk. But ultimately, two people desperate to pass themselves off as younger had found each other.

			And besides, at the time of writing, they’re still together.

			Don’t ask . . .

			Not asking someone’s age is the best way not to be asked your own. When you meet someone, to keep things authentic and on neutral ground, it’s better that neither of you knows the other’s age. This way, you avoid prejudices and eliminate the feeling of inequality that can be caused by a complex about your number of birthdays, even though you deny its existence. It’s a bit like our accent, only less visible.

			 . . . don’t tell

			So leave age where it belongs, in the realm of accountancy, Google data and administrative documents. My experience has taught me that you should never, EVER, tell people your age. We don’t give a damn about age, age can f**k off, because the little spark kindled by a look, a few words, a tone of voice or a caress clearly cannot be measured by the information on an ID card, unless the gentleman has designs on procreation – which isn’t always the case, especially at the age we’re interested in.

			Nothing ages you like announcing your age gratuitously, especially if you’re not that young any more. The minute you proclaim how old you are, it sticks to your skin and becomes imprinted on your face as if by magic. Before, you were a person, a voice, a smile, a new possibility, but you suddenly have a label stuck on your forehead, where the horizontal lines that confirm your revelation have now become all too visible. The great thing about something left unsaid, on the other hand, is that it doesn’t exist.

			Being however old you are is nothing to be particularly proud of. I’m always amazed by the growing number of ‘things to be proud of’ that people brandish like defensive or even offensive weapons. It’s crazy the way people are proud of everything these days. We can be proud of an accomplishment, a success, of graduating or of our children . . . Basically things we’ve done, achieved or had a hand in. But being proud of your age, your religion or your sexual preferences is a bit strange. These are all intimate details and not up for negotiation.

			They just are.

			That’s it.

			The give-aways that you’re over fifty

			So you’ve dodged the question, skirted round it with a joke or got out your phone, pretending you’ve got a text. Basically, you’ve managed not to reveal your age and glossed over the fact that you didn’t answer the question. Well done. But what about all the tell-tale signs? Things it’s difficult to hide, or impossible to ignore?

			The ages of your brothers, sisters and children

			You will have to keep your wits about you to avoid situ­ations that can turn into traps, when certain people (or more likely certain women), without directly asking your age, casually employ a whole battery of tricks that come at the issue from the side, crab-like, which might go something like this:

			‘Have you got any brothers or sisters?’

			‘Yes, a brother.’

			‘How old is he?’

			‘Fifty-two.’

			‘So is he older or younger?’

			If he’s disappointed to discover that you have no brothers or sisters, Mr Curious then turns to the semi-frontal approach that will finally enlighten him:

			‘Have you got kids?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And how old are they?’

			Unless lying comes easy, the answer is enough to blow your cover – bearing in mind, remember, that it’s better for people to know you’re in your fifties than to find out you’re in your fifties and you’re a liar. There’s a clear advantage here for those who had their kids later in life: the projected effect of their children’s ages immediately makes them seem younger, because a young child is the best anti-wrinkle accessory in existence.

			But there’s also the older child, the one from your previous life. You’d forgotten about him. He’s almost thirty, so a couple of questions and answers, and bang goes your instant radiance. Whilst it’s relatively easy to hide your age, with the help of a few tricks I’ve personally put to the test, covering up the existence of your grown-up children is a taller order. And then there are also special cases, earlier marriages, life’s little accidents combined with personal or religious convictions. A seventeen-year-old girl could give birth to a daughter who repeats the scenario at the same age as her mother. So the first girl would be a grandmother at thirty-four. And why not a great grandmother twenty years later? Biologically, it’s not an aberration, but socially, it’s a hard one to live down. Great grandmother at fifty-four! Before long, we’ll be able to have children at that age thanks to progress in reproductive science. At which point we’ll have to invent some terminology for these new configurations.

			In general, politeness dictates that the person who asked the delicately indelicate question about the age of your children shows their surprise with a falsely flattering half-smile. So be prepared for the usual exclamation: ‘No!? Incredible!’ Or the classic: ‘Really? Did you have them very young?’

			But once again, be careful. You need to decide if you’ve been complimented out of politeness, as a pick-up line, or if the person is simply hoping to borrow some money.

			Never fall into the trap of coquettishly mentioning your age in the expectation that the other person will be amazed. It’s a risky gambit, because through misfortune, malice or lack of sleep, you might fail to inspire the expected reaction. You were fishing for a compliment and receive a slap in the face. A woman who tells you her age for no particular reason is ALWAYS expecting a compliment. And if she doesn’t hear the expected ‘Really? You don’t look it!’, be aware that she’ll take it as impolite if she’s under forty-five, downright rude if she’s under fifty-five and a mortal offence if she’s any older.

			Depending on who asks me the question, I sometimes like to reply: ‘Yes, I’ve got two kids, a four-year-old boy and an eighteen-month-old girl.’ A dumbstruck or amused reaction is guaranteed. (As long as no one suggests they can’t be mine.) That’s my lying fifty-something side, which never comes out for long, but means I can dodge the issue. ‘Ha, ha, ha,’ we laugh, and move on to something else. Mr Curious or Mrs Devious will struggle to return to the subject without looking as subtle as a bulldozer.

			In any case, you can rely on the internet to inform the whole world of your life story and the age you left school, so everyone will realise that if you graduated from a certain school in 1985, you wouldn’t have been eight years old at the time. Children and Google are treacherous clues that are hard to escape. Happily (or unhappily), not everyone’s interested in you.

			So let’s take a relaxed approach to the subject, not hiding behind a mask, embarrassed or compromised. And if some ignorant man or woman should ask you your age to your face in the discreet atmosphere of a shared confidence, remind them with a smile that it’s rude to ask and, taking my therapist’s example, reply that ‘age is an abstraction’. Mind you, I’ve noticed that it’s never someone older who asks the question . . .

			Your name

			On the chronological scale, your first name betrays at least your generation, if not the year of your birth. If you’re a French woman called Geneviève or Jacqueline, you’re in your sixties whether you like it or not. If your name is Catherine, Nathalie or Brigitte, you’ve every chance of being in your fifties. If you’re a Caroline or a Stéphanie, you must be in your forties. Answer to Coralie or Astrid? You have to be in your thirties. It’s not a rule, just a statistic. Of course, if you’re lucky enough to be called Charlotte or Faustine and in your fifties, you have your inspired parents to thank, or your lawyer for taking care of the legal necessities. 

			Otherwise, you can always try to jazz up your first name by anglicising it: Jane for Jeanne, Ellen for Hélène . . . Or by modernising it: Liane for Éliane, Framboise for Françoise, Marine for Martine (bad example†), Lily-Rose for Roselyne, Dgini for Geneviève, Mylène for Mireille . . . On the subject of Mylène, I swear it’s my real name as stated on my official documents, but only for the past twenty years. My original name has been legally expunged by virtue of my perseverance and thanks to my partner at the time, a lawyer specialising in murders and sects.

			No one has ever called me anything but Mylène. On the marvellous day of my birth, my father went to regis­ter me at Perpignan town hall, but the clerk decreed that Mylène was not a permissible first name and he had just a few minutes to choose between Marie-Hélène and Marie-Madeleine. My father was already in a state due to the arrival of the first daughter in the family for 120 years, a child who wasn’t going to play rugby or belote‡. ‘You know what? Put what you like!’ he replied in his southern accent. My father has always had a reputation for delegating, but he really outdid himself that day. The main point for me here is that I narrowly avoided being called Marie-Madeleine, the kind of name that makes it difficult to get on in life, except in a nunnery.

			So that’s why I spent over thirty-five years with official documents made out in a name that nobody used. Exam results, flight reservations and official registrations were all situations that filled me with hatred for the arrogance of that town-hall clerk, or my father’s failure to insist upon the name I’d always answered to. Have I ever wanted to go by another name? Never, with the possible exception of the day I finally broke up with a man I’d already spent too much time with (back then, specimens like him weren’t yet known as perverse narcissists). As he disappeared from my life for good, he pointed out that Mylène sounded exactly the same as mille haines [a thousand hatreds]. It was the most liberating break-up of my life, and one that really was too long in coming . . .

			Bumping into people from our former lives

			Besides your name, your grown-up children and the lines round your eyes, there are also a whole host of circumstantial clues that show you belong to a different generation to the other people in the room. When an old acquaintance from the distant past makes an unexpected appearance, for example. She recognises you, but you can’t place her. Which is always more flattering than the other way around. And you think she looks terribly old, which is not the way you see yourself, but it occurs to you that the ghost from your past might be thinking the same thing about you. No one is happy with the encounter, but the circumstances call for a heartfelt smile from both parties, although the colour drains from my face. Seeing former schoolfriends is depressing: avoid the ordeal! Don’t hesitate to turn down invitations to reunions. Nostalgia is terrible for the complexion.

			My roots are in the far south of France. I adore my Catalan homeland and my village, which is one of the most beautiful in France. When I’m there, I sometimes bump into certain classmates who are unaffected by urban vanities. These people remember a time when you were ‘young but . . .’, in other words young, naturally, but with certain defects you wish you’d never had, or at least hope have been forgotten. No, you don’t want to be reminded of your fine crop of spots, the barbed-wire braces you used to wear on your teeth, or the glasses
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