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To all those growing old …
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Can you believe that all that turned out to be then? At the time I thought somehow it was now. Did it occur to you that it was going to be ‘then’?

Deborah Eisenberg






Introduction

I am in my eighties and moving on towards the end of my life. It is a time to think about things as they were and as they are now. How has it happened? Was it all inevitable that it should be so? How much have we shaped our own lives? And are we doing it still, as we move on through our last years? Or is choice an illusion, and are our expectations circumscribed by forces beyond our control?

This is a story of personal choices, many of them trivial. But each of them intended. It is a story of how I thought I was in control of numerous considerations, and found I wasn’t. It echoes my thoughts looking back on life, our vivid sense of individuality set against implacable forces of character, change and evolution. It seems we matter little in our time or any other. Like the water in the stream, it flows but remains the stream. We are such.

I have lived through years of change: political, ecological, scientific, social. I was born into a time and place where my sort of people, lower middle class, had no phones, no cars, no foreign holidays, no expectations. All that has changed. It was a Britain of deeply rooted class divisions in a country of proud imperial power, where church and Parliament issued the rules and we were expected to obey. That has changed too.

I grew up believing the world around me was the norm: the ‘now’. That norm would be how we judged what came next. Growing older, we discover that what we knew as the norm of power and wealth has been superseded by what came next. We have become ‘then’. In the ‘now’, young people take for granted university education, global travel, things to buy and enjoy, choices of entertainment. But that too will change and evolve, and become their past.

This is the story of decisions I made about moving house, how the details of that move have built into something that has changed my life, moved it on to where I am now.

I am of a generation who almost accidently got rich: I bought a house in the 1960s and sold it some half a century later. It was windfall, unsought but more than welcome. It takes care of moving house, my old age and the care I will need then. There was nothing planned or intended.

I am well aware how grossly unfair this is. But that’s how the housing market was as we entered this century. As property values boomed and our bricks and mortar turned to gold, I began to think there should be a tax raised on property that had soared in value. Then, I liked to imagine, we could improve social housing, do something about those sleeping rough – all the social aspirations we pay lip service to. But it’s not a popular idea: it lacks what they call political traction, and would be a quick way to lose an election. It seems that people are nourished by hope throughout their lives, and hope of increasing their stake in the world is one of them. Now we seem to guard our assets with ever more fervour, as though some malignant force might snatch what we hold dear, away from us and our families. I can sympathise with that too. A sense of insecurity is one of the deepest anxieties that afflicts old age, which should be a time of calm, of reconciliation and resignation.

But old age also needs a project. We all need a reason to get up in the morning. Life provides plenty of reasons: to earn a living, bring up a family, pursue the loves of our lives, follow our interests – chase after football, art, travel. Serious old age changes all that. Instead, and slowly, the lifelong compulsion to do something – to be active, to achieve – wears away. Or perhaps as with macular degeneration: the eye’s retina gets tired and doesn’t work as well. Get up and go is for the young. The boisterous energy, ready to conquer worlds, is gone for good. We either conquered worlds or we didn’t. It’s too late to start now. That is of course a matter for gentle regret.

There are far more things we have failed to do than most of us have done. The sense of hope and possibility is now tinged with autumnal decline. I will never be an ice skater (Sonja Henie haunted my teens) or a brain surgeon. I will never climb high mountains (even Everest is too crowded these days). I will never sail across the Atlantic, design a dress, or run a bank. The wilder notions of what we might have done pile up beside us, bestow unwittingly a sense of melancholy.

But, like many older people, I have had the luck and health to feel I could create my own future. Since my Sunday-school lessons to ‘do good, be good’ and my resolve to make it to university, I have tried to make the most of what were not always easy circumstances. I have a career that might look like steady progress through the institutions of broadcasting. In fact, it wasn’t like that at all. There have been lurches from one path to another, unanticipated switches between television and newspaper journalism, with snatches of novel-writing and stage-performing in the mix. It’s been fun, and hard work.

There have been good reviews and bad, a clutch of awards.

Then, with all this, has come an un-looked-for bonus. Having begun to write about growing old, in 2008 I was invited by the Labour government to become their Voice of Older People, a role in public life, unpaid but amply rewarded by the insights it gave me into the lives of others. It happens to people with any kind of public profile: the invitations to sit on boards, become trustees, ambassadors, patrons. Such roles have their own kind of life: an abundance of paperwork – accounts, policy, company structure – attendance at meetings around big tables, and the friendship of all sorts of people, each of them expert in their own discipline. Eventually I fetched up as a Labour peer in the House of Lords.

Along the way I have two happy marriages – seventeen and twenty-five years apiece, failing eventually for immediate reasons. Two children and six grandchildren. Having escaped the unhappy and dysfunctional family of my childhood, I have grown to appreciate the value of a close and happy family life. In old age it comes to have a special intensity. It has sustained me most particularly throughout the pandemic lockdown and its isolation. Now I face deep old age, and charting the route and sharing it helps me on my way.
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