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Introduction


Entering your sixties brings with it a warm and fuzzy
feeling of freedom through redundancy, through
obsolescence, through living outside of the conversation
and forever existing on the wrong end of the stick.

Nick Cave
The Red Hand Files



Back at the beginning of 2020, before Covid struck, we had a kitchen put in.

(I should probably emphasise that we are not the sort of people who idly, even casually, have kitchens put in. My mother had inherited some money, and was so appalled by our kitchen, which had remained unchanged for more than thirty years, that she told us she wanted to buy us a new one. We said yes, with grace and no little gratitude.)

The whole operation would take between three and four weeks, and we were advised to move out for the duration. As it happens, my partner Polly and my son James spent most, if not all, of that time in the flat, breathing in copious quantities of dust and shortening each of their lives by several decades. But I hit the road, and went off to visit some of my friends outside London that I hadn’t seen for some time, in one or two cases years, and whom I had never previously seen in their natural habitat. A working holiday, I told these friends. I won’t stay more than three days in any one place, because no guest ever should, and I am close to deadline on a book I’m writing, so you’ll hardly see me. Have laptop, will travel.

Those three and a half weeks were one of the most fascinating experiences of my life. I learned so much about myself and about my friends (who, in all cases, I thought I knew pretty well) that I am anxious to do it again, go and see different people, maybe some of the same ones, go out and learn more. Next time I won’t do it in January, because it was bloody cold everywhere, occasionally wet and often rather bleak. England in winter isn’t for exploring; it’s for staying inside, drinking tea and reading books.

As it happens, all the people I visited, except one couple, were about my age or a little older. I was born in July 1960, so at the time of my tour I was fifty-nine, with a prominent birthday on the horizon. In January I was trying my hardest not to think of this prominent birthday, but visiting people who had already passed through that terrifying threshold was actually a glimpse, not so much into the future but into different sorts of present that none of us could quite escape. One man (single, big house) was cheerful but lonely; one couple were missing their sons, who had all grown up and moved out; another couple told me they slept a lot, and they did, a hell of a lot; a third couple had the toughest job of all, looking after their granddaughters, aged seven and eight, because their rackety daughter couldn’t look after them herself for drug-related reasons. Everywhere I went there was a slight undertow of sadness. Not terrible misery, because we are all British and we make the best of what we have, but a tinge of disappointment, of this-is-where-we-have-ended-up, of stoical acceptance of less than ideal circumstances. In the past we had our youth and the promise of what was coming next. Now our youth has vanished and what is coming next you really don’t want to think about. We have made decisions, some of them ill-considered, others downright foolish, and now we have no choice but to live with the consequences of these decisions. So we do. It’s not ideal.

The thing is, we’re not old. We are fit (to an extent), we have all our marbles (at least for now) and our faces, some harder than before, some softer, tell the stories of our lives. When I was young I thought remarkably little of sixty-year-olds, mainly because I thought almost entirely of myself. Now I’m sixty other people matter much more to me, and the fragility of our lives, the knowledge that things may suddenly go wrong in a way that can never be put right, gives those lives a piquant new flavour. In Britain, relatively few people die in their fifties, but in their sixties they start keeling over in droves. I have three very good friends who were all born within six weeks of each other in 1949. (They are all in my pub quiz team, as it happens.) One of them, Chris, got a nasty cancer and died in early 2016, aged sixty-six. The other two, Patrick and Alan, are both fit and healthy and functional. Either of them could easily live another quarter-century. I myself am planning to live well beyond the age of a hundred, mainly to annoy people. When you are fifty, death is still freakish. When your friends die young, it’s a shock and a surprise. When you are sixty it seems reasonable to assume that quite a lot of us won’t be here in ten years’ time. We don’t know who, but we each hope it won’t be us, and that we will still be here to see them off. When your friends die old, it’s still a shock, but it’s no longer a surprise.

About a decade ago I wrote A Shed of One’s Own, a meditation (with jokes) on male middle age. At the age of fifty I had what I thought was the mother and father of all midlife crises, which turned out to be a perfectly ordinary, even boring, midlife crisis, and Shed was the result. I haven’t re-read it since, because I have no strong wish to relive what I remember as particularly grim days. If you write autobiographically tinged non-fiction as I do, each book represents who you were when you wrote it, and if you can find the courage to re-read it later you will realise how much you and the world have changed in the years since. Whenever I look at Rain Men, my first book, which was about village cricket, I love the energy, the rage, the effervescence, the sheer bagginess of it, and recognise very little of what currently constitutes my life or my personality. I think a lot of us think of ourselves as serenely unchanging, as beacons of consistency in an uncertain world. Writers know otherwise, as do musicians, and artists of every stripe. You look at your early work and shudder, even if it was, objectively, so much fresher and more energetic than your later, more technically adept work. So this book doesn’t dwell on what was then, because that has gone, for ever. Instead it seeks to describe what is now, when we are no longer young, but not yet old. We are somewhere in the middle, and even the term ‘middle-aged’ doesn’t quite do it justice, because whippersnappers of forty-five could justifiably use that word to describe themselves. And ‘late middle-aged’ just sounds like a euphemism or, worse, a squeaky little genteelism, like saying you live in west West Hampstead when you really live in Cricklewood.

So Richard, my publisher and friend who is a year younger than me (but for god’s sake don’t tell his bosses because they will try to ‘retire’ him), and I coined the phrase ‘young/old’ to describe our current state. (That was actually the working title of this book.) We are far too old to be young, but we are also too young to be properly old. I still have all my hair and all but two of my teeth, but I have bags under my eyes you could carry the shopping in. Swings and roundabouts, swings and roundabouts. Not that we could go on either any more, as all that fast movement up and down and round and round would make us vomit, pass out or possibly die.

My friend Adrian, who is about nine months older than me, rejected the idea for this book out of hand. ‘What do you mean, young/old? We’re just old.’ He said this while sitting in the pavilion at Lord’s in early April, watching the first day of Middlesex v Derbyshire, for which I had prepared by donning thermals from neck to ankle (a wise precaution, although the wintry sun did peep through the clouds once in a while). ‘Just doing this makes us old buffers by definition,’ he pronounced. But Adrian is as bald as a coot, he has three grandchildren, and his wattle is so pronounced he could probably smuggle drugs in it. We had to agree to disagree, as icicles started to form at the end of our noses.

A note on the title. ‘Still a bit of snap in the celery’ is a phrase Richard Ingrams invented to promote his magazine the Oldie, and Richard my publisher decided to steal it, there being no book with that title (until now). Its purpose is to suggest that while we might be getting on a bit, we are still fully functional (fill in obvious joke here). It has the benefit of being positive, because in the main my attitude towards the early sixties, where I now reside, is and remains positive, even though my fear of the future seems to grow daily. I liked ‘Young/Old’ but it was decided it was a bit ‘Ronseal’: it does what it says on the tin. This is not considered a good thing in publishing today, for reasons I don’t wholly understand, but I can live with it. You do live with things at sixty-two. What does any of it matter in the long run?

The comedy of it all gets me. If you try to cut your toenails with anything less than a blowtorch, you are compelled to laugh, because the only alternative is stabbing someone with those now useless scissors. I have realised, in writing this book, that I am living through one of the most purely humorous phases of life, which may be why I laugh out loud if I happen to catch sight of my naked body in a mirror. (Our flat is full of mirrors, possibly as punishment for some long-forgotten crime.) Certainly my children, now in their early twenties, see me as a figure of fun, not to be taken entirely seriously until they run out of money and need to ask me for some.

But, like the Oldest Swinger in Town, I hang on slightly desperately to whatever of my youth remains to me, so I have decided to ignore Adrian, and I reject utterly his opinion that we are now just old. You may be, sunshine, but I am not. I find myself encouraged in this endeavour by the words of another friend of mine, who first read A Shed of One’s Own in his late thirties. He thought it was hilarious. Then he read it again when he was forty-nine and thought it the most terrifying book he had ever read. I like that reaction. I would send him a copy of this book, if only I could remember which friend of mine this was, but as I said, I am now sixty-two, so obviously that would be too much to ask. If it was you, please let me know, and if it wasn’t you, please don’t pretend it was. So let’s press on now, with an update on that most worrying of our various problems, the Body. Do you still have one? Is it complete and functioning within normal parameters, as they say on Star Trek? I very much hope so . . .
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