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Foreword

WHEN I WAS ASKED to be part of the Grumpy Old Women TV series I wondered just how much grump I had in me, but once the camera started rolling I realized I couldn't stop – just about everything and anything niggles the hell out of me. But surely this wasn't meant to happen to us – we were the first generation to be liberated, indulge in a spot of free love, put flowers in our hair. And now look at us – mad as hell . . . but rather cute and irresistible with it.

The average grumpy day begins when I leave the house for work. I get to the end of my drive and I can't turn on to the road, because the geniuses who only live to blight my local traffic system have placed a bus stop directly opposite the existing stop, on the narrowest part of a busy-to-busting main road, on a curve, 400 metres from the worst traffic lights in North London. Not a good start.

Twenty minutes later I'm at last on my way to rehearsals in Waterloo. I will be in reverse for much of the journey as I'm faced down by one hideous, fuel-guzzling, air-polluting, four-wheel-drive people carrier after another. Needless to say, the roads are peppered with temporary lights, gaping holes, orange cones by the thousand and not a single working workman anywhere to be seen.

My next grumpy moment occurs in the lavatory, where I become engaged in hand-to-hand combat with an industrial-sized toilet-roll applicator the size of Pavarotti. There I am, bent over, my hand curved back on itself like a Balinese temple dancer, flailing away at a perforated piece of paper I can neither see nor reach.

During the day my grumpiness increases. I can take any amount of Anglo Saxon expletives, but what I can't tolerate is someone telling me that I'll be 'sat' over there, as if I were a plant pot, or pronouncing the letter 'h' as 'haitch'. Aaargh! Or waiters waving 14-inch pepper pots in front of my nose – as if I want 14 inches of anything. Or baseball caps worn back to front by the large and the aged – they're not dumb enough worn forwards? Which only leaves television and this foreword isn't long enough to house my despair.

There is a bright spot on my frowning horizon: the truly marvellous, the truly cathartic, TV series Grumpy Old Women, which is made for women like you and me – a little bit older, and maybe a little bit fatter, but inside still the eighteen-year-old we were when we forced ourselves into a pair of hot pants. So here's to Grumpy Old Women – God bless her and all who sail in her . . .

Yours, incredibly grumpily,
 Maureen Lipman






Introduction

DISCLAIMER

For the purposes of my Auntie Dorothy I would like to stress that any references of a sexual or crude nature in this book are as a result of extensive research on my part into other people's lives and experience, and not my own.

GRUMPY OLD WOMEN are a little bit older than they were, they're a little bit fed up – quite a lot fed up, actually – and this book is dedicated to this hitherto silent majority of women of a certain age who find the whole business of being a grown-up infinitely harder than they had imagined. Age itself is irrelevant. They may look a teeny bit middle-aged on the outside, but on the inside they are the young, fragile and entirely irresistible women they were in their 20s. They may not wear thongs or sex-kitten bikinis any more, but it doesn't mean that deep down they aren't every bit as gorgeous and irresistible as they were all those years ago. This book is for those wonderful women – they might be 30, or 40 or 50 or much older – who share a special serenity and wisdom that means that they are nearly always right. They nearly always know best . . . and I am proud to be their self-appointed form captain.

This book is also for the people who are lucky enough to live with women like us. It can be their guide map to understanding the true depths and beauty of our (sometimes not apparent to the naked eye) charm, intuition, affection and sheer bloody wonderfulness.

So how does it feel to be a Grumpy Old Woman? Well, for a start, it seems like only yesterday that you were raving it up to 10cc and the Bay City Rollers, only five minutes since you were scrutinising the problem page in Jackie magazine to try to glean more information about the docking procedure of sexual intercourse, and no time at all since you were doing your hair in flick-backs like Charlie's Angels. But then look what happened – you got older and a little bit fatter, and suddenly you got grumpy. Boy, you got grumpy. And now just about everything gets you in a bad mood. Some days you are so mad that you walk past a pigeon and feel like giving it a good boot up the backside for no reason at all; if you see someone up a ladder, the idea of kicking it away from under them appeals for no reason other than that it would make you feel momentarily better; and if you were on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, you'd agree in rehearsal to wave when they introduced you, but then sit on your hands when it came to doing it for real. Just out of spite.

You thought that you were supposed to mellow as you got older, to become mature, serene and all-knowing, but the truth is that these days you are boiling mad, and if you could find the rolling pin, you'd brandish it in traffic, and clip people round the ear with it when they annoyed you. Which is all the time. Everyone. And everything. It's just as well they don't sell guns at Argos.

Just in case you're not sure whether you, or the woman you are buying this book for, is a Grumpy Old Woman – here are some of the things to look out for:

SIGNS OF BEING A GRUMPY OLD WOMAN


	Your bra size is practically a telephone number, and you now shop in the underwear department from hell.

	If you sat on a beanbag, you might need to call the emergency services to get you out.

	You say to people, 'That shows my age,' and they no longer contradict you.

	You are the litter police.

	Shop assistants cower in fear as you storm up to their counter to return shoddy goods.
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	Market researchers in the street with stupid clipboards ignore you – you've been ignoring them for years, anyway.

	Little bits of your face start to sag and give you that really grumpy look often seen on the sort of women who push their way in at jumble sales and get all the bargains.

	You have to put your reading glasses on the end of your nose, and glare over them like the headmistress in Please Sir.

	You remember Please Sir.

	You are plucking your facial hair on an hourly basis. It's all right for men – they're meant to have a moustache.

	You complain a lot.

	You like a nice fountain pen.

	You become a morning person.

	You start to enjoy pottering.

	You develop the Edward Heath double chin.

	You start collecting used margarine tubs and used plastic bags.

	Young men are afraid to be left alone with you lest you pounce.

	You like a slip-on shoe – saves all that bending.

	You find Terry Wogan less annoying.

	You order your first pleated skirt from a catalogue.

	You are secretly rather pleased that your daughter has an orthodontic brace that looks like part of the waste disposal unit because – let's be honest – it makes you look a bit better.

	If you wore a thong, you might look like a Sumo wrestler.

	You buy attention-seeking bags and shoes on the basis that they do them in your size, and send out what you believe are fun and funky image messages.

	Easy-care fabrics start to appeal.

	Your pubes start to go a bit straggly, a bit grey, a bit sparse.

	In the (very) unlikely event that you went pony trekking, everyone else would be given normal ponies and then they'd bring out a carthorse big enough to tow a jugger

	naut for you. That's code for 'you now have a fat arse'.



THINGS THAT BUG GRUMPY OLD WOMEN

These things are just the tip of the iceberg you understand – a full list obviously wouldn't fit into a book, dur . . .


	Grumpy Old Men. Women have every reason to be grumpy. Men do not. Deciding whether to comb over, whether to tuck the shirt under or over the beer belly, or experiencing some frustration with superglue is about as bad as it gets for men. (Mind you, superglue is annoying.)

	People who say 'bear with me two seconds' when you know they are going to be 15 minutes.

	Stupid Americanisms that have polluted our language, such as people asking the waiter if they can 'get' the soup to start . . . What do they mean? They want to go into the kitchen and get it themselves?

	Things that claim to be 'home-made' or 'farm fresh' when you know they are the entire opposite, as in they have come from the freezer in the cash and carry.

	Stupid words at the end of a name that are supposed to convince us that something is hugely better than it was. Our Jobcentre has just been renamed Jobcentreplus – the only difference being that there are now laminated floors, a lot of yellow and green paint, and fewer staff to help you.

	Coffee-vending machines that have run out of cups but still take your money while pouring all your coffee down the plughole.

	Needless and pointless signs that are supposed to be helpful, such as 'Warning – deep water' situated right next to the sea, or 'Beware – tripping hazard' on a perfectly visible step, or 'May contain nuts' on a whole nut bar of chocolate, but which are really only there to protect someone from litigation.

	Sellotape. Especially the behaviour of Sellotape during the Christmas period.

	Child-proof aspirin bottle tops that you need a child to help you to open.

	Stupid pyramids of apples that people put on counters at pretentious beauty parlours – not because they think you might like an apple, but just because they think it looks chic and expensive. I always help myself to the bottom one . . .

	Pointless stickers on the backs of cars. I saw one today that said 'Twins on Board'. Good job you told me, otherwise I'd have slammed into the back of you.

	Jane Asher and her stupid marvellous cakes.



If you're still not sure whether you, or the woman you are buying this book for, embody the requisite degree of grumpiness, listen out for some of the following.

GRUMPY OLD WOMEN TEND TO SAY . . .


	Is it me or is it hot in here?

	I shan't be coming here again.

	I can remember those flared trousers first time around.

	How much?

	What a rip off.

	It's a disgrace.

	What's for lunch?

	I want to talk to the manager.

	You're too young to be the manager.

	Bonking (when describing others – obviously).

	I'm 'popping' out. (Only middle-aged people 'pop'. It's very Valerie Singleton).

	I could murder a nice cup of tea.

	Let's have a sit down.

	Cheerio.

	Cheers.

	Struth.

	Hasn't it been cool for the time of year?

	The hit parade.

	Spending a penny.

	Naughty but nice.

	We can't go on meeting like this.

	Whoops.

	Right you are.



GRUMPY OLD WOMEN SPEND LITTLE TIME . . .


	Sicking up in the street.

	Asking the doctor for the morning-after pill – but it might be a laugh to show up at the surgery one busy morning and ask.

	Three-in-a-bed sessions.

	Snogging in public.

	Lighting farts (in public).

	Putting bollards on the tops of statues – although, interestingly, Grumpy Old Women would be the last people the police would suspect – neat.

	Wearing T-shirts that say 'Fancy a shag' or All I want is a blow job'.
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But perhaps we shouldn't be putting such wicked thoughts into respectable middle-aged women's heads.





CHAPTER ONE
 From hot pants to
 hot flushes

YOU STILL FEEL YOUNG. You still feel like you did when you were about 18. OK, so you know a lot more than you did: you know that the chocolate-vending machines in Tube stations never work; you know that two days after chucking something out, you find a use for it and wish you'd kept it. Those sorts of pearls of wisdom are among the benefits of age. However, trying to crack the business of being a grown-up is infinitely trickier.

Sometimes, even at my age, I still feel like I'm preparing for life proper to begin, still trying to get things balanced and orderly so that I can begin living Life with a capital L – being a domestic goddess and a successful woman about town rolled into one. Probably with a house by the sea and matching bed linen, where the sun shines every day. But then John Lennon got it right when he said, 'Life is what happens when you're planning other things'. Real life is about putting the washing away, managing the nine-to-five routine, and waking up in the middle of the night wondering whether you left the oven on.

I still feel like I did when my life was just beginning, like I did when I started at university, like I did when I was driving my first car, but I look in the mirror and see someone who is very evidently grown up and way past that time. Grown right up and over the other side of the hill. I can't believe I'm now the age my parents were at their silver wedding anniversary, when I thought they looked about 95. That night I saw them kiss – the only time I saw them kiss – and thought to myself it was disgustingly inappropriate at their age. Now, two minutes later, here I am the same age myself.

So let's start with some of the physical attributes that go with the territory. Some of the things that we see in the mirror or in the holiday photos that cheese us off and get us very grumpy indeed.

MIDDLE-AGE SPREAD

My entire body is turning into my mother's, or Judy Finnegan's. I now look so old that if I was stupid enough to go into a nightclub, people would assume I was an undercover policewoman. WPC Menopausal. If I got on to the dance floor and strutted my stuff, people would run for cover, averting their eyes in horror, like in an Alfred Hitchcock film. Just like my mother, every bit of my body is either sagging, or bulging, or both. I'm sprouting some of those bobbly warty things on my nose and chin that look just like the ones they sell in fancy-dress shops for Halloween parties. Is there any bit of my body that doesn't need a spot of structural repair? Even my feet are getting all idiosyncratic: my toes are growing in odd directions, my toenails are so hard and horny that I've had to buy a pair of those nail scissors that could cut whole chickens in half, and open-toed sandals are a no-go area. Perhaps that's why God invented pop socks – perfect camouflage as well as natural contraceptives (being guaranteed passion-killers).

And my boobs . . . Oh – my – God! It's like someone is inflating them with the thing we take camping to blow up the sleeping-bags. Slowly but surely they expand every month.
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The only bras that fit now have pulleys, ropes and hooks, and are built by civil engineers. Bras for Grumpy Old Women today, suspension for the Forth Bridge tomorrow. My bras now look like the kind of thing Hattie Jacques would have hung up in Carry on Camping . . . If I did try to burn my bra these days, I might have to call the fire brigade.

And then there's knickers – sorry, I mean pants. High leg, low leg, pull in, pull out . . . what's a middle-aged girl to do for the best? Corrective underwear is what, as long as you are not going on a hot date. Some chance! And thongs, whose idea were they? Not a middle-aged woman's, that's for sure. Middle-aged women and thongs – not a good look. Think Sumo wrestler . . . So don't say you weren't warned. Although I see they've now brought out the 'control thong', with an industrial-strength elasticated panel down the front, which pulls you in so dramatically that it makes you walk at a 45-degree angle and pushes the rest of you out at the back, giving you a neat rear-view shelf for keeping things on – which is handy.

I tried thongs for a bit, and I thought they were marvellous because you've got no line, no visible panty line, which is kind of cheesy. And so I went into thongs in a big way. And I can't wear them now because I wore them so much I gave myself galloping anal itch.

Dillie Keane

No, I don't think I would've worn thongs even when I was young and trying very hard. No, that's ridiculous. You might just as well go without knickers at all.

Annette Crosbie

So popular are thongs (for reasons that totally escape me) that scientists are apparently working on the maternity thong. Just pause and think of that for a moment – picture the ads on billboards – I suspect they'll cause accidents, or cardiac arrests.

All those lovely sex-kitten cute underwear shops with teeny-weeny bras and fancy strappy knickers and sexy-bitch ranges are no longer for me. I imagine if I went into one of those shops they'd say they didn't have anything in my size without even looking. Just as well I'm not thinking of having an affair, isn't it? It would have to be seriously dark. Not that I'd ever really have the nerve. I could never pluck up the courage to buy the condoms. Even though they are tantalisingly near the till at Asda. It would be just my luck for Brown Owl to take over on the checkout as I sneaked them under the cauli.

Everything's going to pot – even my knees are going all saggy and droopy, and never mind cellulite on the backs of my thighs – I now have it on the front too.

Facial hair is a real and constant battle. Some of us could give a Philoshave a run for its money.

The worst thing is a sudden shaft of sunlight and a mirror. And you think, 'My God, I've been walking around like the Forest of Dean'. If I were to lose my tweezers, I would die.

Nina Myskow

They're sort of individual. And a bit like 'Look at me, I'll just be growing here, on my own, and in a pubic style as well.'

Arabella Weir

Plucking and tweezing is simply not enough – it's the sheer volume of pubic styles, and they're not wispy ones, but great blooming dark things that look like fuse wire – so you have several choices: you can go to the beautician's every week for the foreseeable future and have some hideous course of electrolysis or laser treatment that will clog up your diary and set you back hundreds of pounds, or you can buy one of the home waxing kits they sell at Boots. I followed the instructions to a T, but even I could see that if I got this wrong I could be walking round with first-degree burns on my top lip during the annual sales conference. I put it in the microwave as instructed, walked oh-so-carefully upstairs to the bedroom mirror with it, and gently pasted it on my upper lip and chin with a stick that looked like the ones supplied with ice-cream tubs at the pictures. Trouble is, I couldn't get the stuff off, and then it all hardened, which it's not supposed to, and it took me a good hour of excruciating pain to pick it all off bit by bit with a pair of tweezers. There was no big satisfying rip like it promises on the packet. I think I managed to nuke about three hairs after hours of agony, and ended up with a bright-red top lip mat looked like I'd drunk too much Ribena. Great.

WEIGHTY MATTERS

Middle age, of course, also affects your middle. The old midriff bulge makes an appearance, and you get a nasty paunch. If you're wearing something floaty people glance down at it and wonder – just for a second – whether it might be that you're pregnant – but then realize the statistical improbability and assume (more accurately) you just like your food too much. You wear a pair of shorts and now they ride up your crotch and your legs rub together. I suppose you should have known better than to wear shorts at all. Your upper arms go all Mrs Mills and flop about when you wave someone goodbye or shake out the duvet. So unless you can set aside an hour's weightlifting every day, sleeveless T-shirts are out.

And all this structural repair that your body needs takes so long. Even brushing your teeth is high maintenance. You can't just brush your teeth and get on with your day; you have to get out all the surgical implements the hygienist flogged you – flosses, tapes, little brushes for between your crowns, buffers and pokers to get your gums in shape and to maintain all your root canal work. By the time you've tweezed out your beard and done all the dental work, you can count on at least an hour before you even get downstairs in the morning. Then there's your corns to scrape, your yoga to do and your eyebrows to pluck. You're left with only about half an hour a day to achieve anything. You remember – stones ago – when a visible panty line was as depressing as things got? What you would give for that to be your major problem now?

None of this was going to happen to you. But then it does, not because of anything you consciously do or don't do. It just happens. And with luck you are married to a Grumpy Old Man with man-breasts and sticky-out hairs on his shoulders and it doesn't seem so damned important.

It's not as if you can just knuckle down to a big box of Quality Street and turn into Peggy Mount, as your mother did, with no one batting an eyelid. These days you have to try to retain your figure by spending hours in the gym, then spend hours at the hairdresser's trying to re-create your natural (or I should say original) hair colour (assuming you can still remember it). People say, 'You look well', which is code for 'You look a bit fat', and you buy those big necklaces to cunningly divert people's attention from your larger boobs and chin. When you have your photo taken you have to suck your tummy in. And when they come back you think you forgot to.

Wrinkles you were expecting, but your face starts to go all saggy round the jowls, you get battle-scar pot marks and splodges on your skin and that grumpy look begins to take hold. On a bad day you stare at yourself in the mirror and think that people might say you have the face you deserve, which is undoubtedly not a very pretty one. You could spend your entire salary on skin care.

Thank God for beauty products because at least they give you hope. Even if they do nothing for you, you can sort of slam the box to your forehead and think it's helping. And it has to be expensive stuff because if it's cheap stuff, it won't work. I'm not interested in cheap stuff. I don't care if it's all packaging, that's fine by me. Just as long as it sells me a dream.

Nina Myskow

Time was when a tub of Nivea was as complicated as it got. Now you have to buy cleansers, toners, night cream, day cream, stabilisers and all manner of quasi-scientific products that sound as though they could double as biological weapons. You are now so cynical about all these skincare products that cost about £100 a pop that you wonder whether a dollop of Flora on both cheeks might be just as effective. You don't know what to do for the best. If only Valerie Singleton were still on Blue Peter she'd have known what to do: probably would have had a cunning plan with some sticky-backed plastic.

I don't actually inhabit my body any more. At some point somebody came along, body snatched, gave me this. It's the kind of body I used to look at on beaches and think, 'Goodness me, how does that happen? How could you let yourself go like that?' That's how it happens – it just happens.

Kathryn Flett

You consider drastic measures to hold back the tide of physical decay. You buy one of those abdominal exercisers that sit on the bedroom floor and trip people up and snag their ankles, and eventually work their way into the corner and then into the spare room, before finally being advertised in the local paper and then taken down to the car boot sale.

You could go in for some botox, or try never to smile or laugh again (might be surprisingly achievable, in fact) to ensure no more wrinkles appear, or spend your entire savings on having it all snipped and sucked away. I blame Heat magazine.

Even your hair – in fact, especially your hair – goes all horrid and frizzy and grey and washed out. Whatever products you buy, and there are plenty to choose from, you get the flyaway Camilla Parker Bowles bouffant hair from hell – not a good look. The only way to look remotely presentable is to have it 'done' like your mother did – to go to the hairdresser twice a week and have it pulled and clamped and straightened into behaving. But we don't have time for this, so we do it ourselves and manage to blow dry one side just fine, but the other does its own thing and frizzes up, so that we look like we've plugged ourselves into the mains.

The grey hair advances at such a pace that you have to give up going to the salon – to use that marvellously middle-aged word – and dye your own roots at home. Trouble is, Grumpy Old Women are not known for their patience and attention to detail. They don't have time to read instructions on anything. You get the packet home and it has to be on your hair within 30 seconds, the keys still swinging in the front door. Reading the instructions is far too much fuss and bother, and would involve getting your specs on, so, like everything else, you do it at 100 miles an hour and don't notice that the instructions say you have to wear protective gloves, or that it has to cook in the microwave for 15 seconds first (depending on the wattage of your microwave, not that you've ever got time to look into that sort of malarky . . . Don't be silly – too busy).

It's the same story when you decorate. You have to be getting paint on the walls within three minutes of walking through the door with the can of paint. No time to prepare surfaces or read instructions; barely even time to cover up the beds or carpets. Everything has to be now, immediate, because Grumpy Old Women are the most impatient people on earth. They are running out of time fast, and boy, do they know it. Naturally, it means that you end up with bright-red hair the colour of a postbox, or you get a stipple effect on the radiators instead of gloss white, or you microwave the supper and it explodes, splattering the kitchen with chicken tikka that takes industrial cleaning to get rid of. See how much time you save?

And now that you are a bit older, a bit more middle-aged, what on earth are you supposed to wear? Everything in the shops – skinny little vests, hipster pants, sleeveless tops – is aimed at young people, and obviously isn't available in your size. Of course, there's a good reason for this: you'd look bloody stupid in it.

Now that I'm old [shopping for clothes has] become entirely frustrating because there is nothing for me to wear in the shops. Nothing. I mean, I'm not going to wear hipster pants, am I? If I wear hipster pants and I sit down, I'll shoot out the back of them. It's not on.

Germaine Greer

I find myself buying something simply because it's comfortable. And I think, 'That'll be practical', so I'll go home with a skirt of unspeakable ugliness, and I'll think, 'Oh that'll be quite nice. I could just dress it up with one of my cardigans.' But three weeks later you think, 'Why did I buy this?'

Dillie Keane

Or you can go for the trying-too-hard look of black leather trousers, or a clingy, low-necked top revealing leathery cleavage and too much bosom, but you end up looking like Bet Lynch. Avoid leopardskin or safari fabrics of any kind as they spell 'desperate'. Just a little tip I picked up. You'll thank me.

You could pick up and browse through one of the many catalogues that come through your door from companies who have spotted that you are now middle-aged. Pages and pages of pleated skirts and cardigans, and acres of beige. Beige beige beige. As well as some nice china collectibles and stretch chintz sofa covers. You might huff and puff about them at first, but one day you will find something you fancy, something useful, such as a Venetian blind cleaner, and bingo, you're hooked. Anything that you can send off for without having to park the car and deal with shop assistants is a big plus, and with clothes you don't have to suffer the back view of yourself in the changing room mirror – oh, joy of joys. The trouble is that when the clothes arrive they never fit, and they never look like they're made of easy-care acrylic in the photos. You are then forever on the phone to returns and refunds, carefully packing them up, then queuing at the post office to return them all, and making sure they are credited to your Visa account when the statement comes through a month later. After all that, parking and going into the changing room begins to feel relatively convenient by comparison.

Shoes also become a nightmare, because suddenly you can't do high heels, what with the corns, the bad back, the bunions and the sheer exhaustion of it all. And then, when you do go for it, and you leave the Eccos at home and put some swanky heels on, you look like a drag queen, wobbling about because you're not used to them.

Unfortunately, exercise now has to form part of your daily routine. You start joining the early-morning swimming brigade to keep in some sort of acceptable shape, and also to feel less stiff and help the old aches and pains. But one day you can't make the early morning, and get there in the evening – just in time for the over-50s session. You'd like a swim, but wonder whether anyone will notice you are way under 50. You give it a go anyway, and approach the woman behind the counter – the one you dislike. One of the ones you dislike. Never got her mind on the job, that girl. People drown right under her nose and she's still thinking about what to wear on Saturday night. Cow. I bet when the going gets tough and the loos need hosing down, she's not the one chasing the turd round with the hosepipe. The sort of girl who is never there when you need her would be my reading of the situation. Not an attractive quality in a lifeguard.

So she's on the till. 'Swim please,' I say. No trouble so far. She hasn't actually looked up, so it doesn't count. 'Have you got any towels left?' I ask, making her look at me, and hoping that she is suddenly going to say, 'Now there's no way you're over 50.' She looks. She makes no comment. Not even, 'You do know it's the over-50s session, don't you?' Do you know what she said? Do you know what she said? 'I have got some towels but they're not very big – will you be able to manage?' I've decided to watch her very carefully from now on and plan to get her involved next time I swim past an unpleasant plaster that needs fishing out.

Once in the pool with the over-50s, of course, your mood lifts. My fellow swimmers gaze admiringly at me as I walk to the poolside with a positively youthful spring in my step. Once in the water, the flirting is tangible – men loitering in the shallow end waiting for me to push off for my next Olympic-style length. Well, length anyway. The only problem is that they are all over 60, but at least their varicose veins are hidden under the water.

The women are a different story . . . With their rubber flip-flops and drawstring wash-bags containing little plastic boxes of Pears soap, they were giving me the sort of look that seems to ask, 'How does she look so good at 50? OK, so her body has gone to pot, and she looks a bit rough around the eyes, but I wonder where she buys her skin-care from. What kind of HRT is she taking? We haven't seen her at line-dancing yet, and let's hope she doesn't start coming'
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If only the men were still up to it. Might be worth trying to wear a few of them out.

Sometimes all this effort spent on trying to hold back the tide of decay seems like a total waste of time. It's not even that anyone else cares two hoots what I look like now. No one even seems to notice how much older and fatter I've become, as I am now entirely invisible. Even those ghastly market researchers with clipboards in the shopping centre have started to ignore me. I only noticed it the other day. For years I have been avoiding them – pushing past their sad little ambush, mouthing, 'Too busy, sorry' But when I think about it my invisibility has happened gradually. First they started to make less of a bee-line for me, looked less devastated if they didn't nail me. Now they don't even bother to stop me at all. I actually went right up to one the other day and, to give her a shock, asked her if she knew the way to the local Ann Summers shop. Of course, she just told me. Cow.

Now you are so invisible that when you ask someone, 'How do I look?' they gaze at you pityingly and say, 'fine', while thinking, 'like it matters?' To anyone at all. Even my Grumpy Old Man finds me invisible. I suppose he might notice if I had a hand grenade stuck on my forehead, but probably only if it went off.

Of course sometimes being invisible is a godsend.

There are tremendous upsides to being invisible. You can observe, you can watch. Life is more interesting. When you're self-involved and you see yourself centre stage all the time, you're in agonies of self-consciousness, you're really concerned: How do I look? How do I sound? It's wonderful not to care about that any more.

Germaine Greer

You can nip out to the chippy in your old anorak and some slippers and no one will bat an eyelid. Except when you do, it's sod's law you will bump into someone you want to impress – your boss, or your boss's boss – and now the anorak and the slippers feel like a terrible idea. So you cross the road and stare into the dry cleaner's window, pretending you've found something fascinating, and they come right up to you and gush, 'We thought it was you!'

It's not just the way you look that's a problem: your joints start to stiffen up, and you need a bit of momentum to get yourself out of chairs; you pick things up off the floor with more huffing and puffing, and those funny picky-uppy things that litter collectors use to pick up rubbish start to seem like a good idea; or you just leave stuff on the floor because you can't be bothered to pick it up. You have to sit down to put your socks on – none of this balancing on one leg nonsense any more. You can forget pole-dancing.

You have to buy some reading specs, which are a total nuisance. You fiddle around in your handbag for them, have to balance them on the end of your nose because they make you feel sick otherwise, but you can't see a thing without them. You can't even read the numbers on your mobile without fannying around with your specs. Of course, it would be easy if you bought a chain to put them round your neck, but come on – you have some pride. Who wants to look like Larry Grayson?

ALL CHANGE

As if all this wasn't enough to get you down, the menopause or 'the change' starts to rear its ugly, unfashionable head. Your period's late, which of course you don't notice for ages since the PMT now seems to run back to back from one end of the month to the other with only the briefest period of sanity in the middle. You take yourself off to the doctor and he says, 'How old are you now?' as if it's not in the notes in front of him. 'Forty-five' you say. 'When did your mother start the change?' Oh – my – God. We're not talking outrageously late pregnancy at all; rather, we are talking the start of the change. As a result, you leave with some HRT, not a pregnancy testing kit.

Suddenly periods seem so desirable, so happening, so cool. Makes you feel like spring-loading some tampons in your handbag to impress people, make them think you are still in the land of the living, still fertile. You had started to daydream about leaving a pregnancy testing kit casually in the bathroom cabinet, which would give Teenage Daughter a shock and wipe the smile off her face. You call Grumpy and sob down the phone to him about wanting to have babies again. He misunderstands and comes home with enough condoms to last (you) till the end of the year. Not the best idea in the circumstances, but hey, he could have gone mad and bought a whole ten-pack.

I suppose all the signs were there: the mood swings are getting a touch violent – one minute you are hurling plates at other members of the family (some with food still on) and the next you see some soppy article in Woman's Weekly about a child dying of liver cancer and you are a hopeless soggy mess on the sofa in need of group hugs and all sorts of embarrassing nonsense. Now it's sounding like we're difficult to live with or something. It has to be said that some women do go a bit bonkers as they hit middle age: they start to hang out at Cliff Richard concerts, or get front-row seats to see David Essex at the panto, then queue up at the stage door to get his autograph. I rest my case.

And the odd hot flush starts to happen – you get all hot and bothered over nothing at all.

I do get hot. Sometimes I think, 'Oh, I can smell the menopause on me! You know, it's kind of BO and Prozac and furniture polish.

Jenny Eclair

But undoubtedly the worst thing about turning into the middle-aged woman from hell is that you are turning into you know who – the one person you dread turning into . . . your mother.
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SIGNS OF BECOMING YOUR MOTHER


	You get out of a chair like she does.

	You enjoy a nice sit down like she does.

	You find yourself asking your daughter where her friends live, not out of any real interest, but in order to establish how middle class they are.

	You wipe cutlery in restaurants before using it.

	You are fussy about the state of the tea towels in the kitchen.

	You pick out a top with a nice collar.

	You complain that new curtains don't have enough lining.

	You fuss about how you are going to get somewhere, and start to fret about where the nearest loo is.

	You buy some lavender soap.

	Someone buys you scented drawer liners, and instead of throwing them away in a fit of temper, you try them out and like them.

	You let food get mouldy in the fridge and say that sticking to sell-by dates is a waste of money.

	You get lazy with the housework and try a spot of dusting using the hairdryer. Result!



The list of similarities between you and your mother grows longer and longer. Like her, you can't sleep. You need five trips to the loo in the middle of the night. You can't drink tea or coffee too late because it keeps you awake. Then the bed has to be just right – not too low, not too high. You're fussy about the pillow size, and the way the duvet sits. You don't like draughts, or too much noise, or too much light. You can't sleep in. Even on New Year's Day, when everyone else is still asleep at 11 a.m., you've been awake since seven and have emptied the dishwasher and cleaned the kitchen by the time they all stagger down, fresh-faced and rested. Bastards.

You fiddle on with domestic chores and worry about getting behind with the ironing, just like she did. You like to be 'in front' which effectively (no, ultimately) means that on your deathbed there won't be any potatoes to peel or any outstanding ironing.

You start to forget. You forget people's names, sometimes your own children's names. You know you know someone who is waving at you, but you have no idea who they are.

Just sometimes you bump into people and you think, You're my best friend, aren't you? I recognise you. Ooh, you're looking a bit old. What's your name?'

Jenny Eclair

You can't remember people's names. I'm saying, 'Oh, do you remember that actor? You know, the one who was in that film,' and then you can't remember the film's name, and, 'You know, he was married to . . .' and you can't remember who he was married to. 'You know, the one who had the dreadful childhood and she was on that show,' and you can't remember the TV show she was on.

Nina Myskow

You walk into the pantry and forget what you went in there to get; you go upstairs and purposely open a cupboard but can't remember why.

The memory's going, so I go up and down the stairs a lot. I go upstairs, I remember something downstairs; I go down again, I forget what I'm doing. I go into the the garden, I forget what I'm there for. Then I have to stand in the same place and think, 'Why am I here?'

Michele Hanson

You have to write everything down on sad little lists as soon as a thought strikes you. You write shopping lists on the back of cereal packets and then forget to take them with you when you do go shopping. You keep forgetting your PIN number, so you work out some cunning code and put it in the back of your diary, then stand at the cash point, forget how the code works and the machine eats your card. Not that you have reached your mother's stage yet – she is so forgetful now that if she were at school, she would be in Special Needs.

To make it worse, in fact, your mother seems to be having so much more fun than you. What with her creative writing, watercolour classes and line dancing, she's on a packed schedule; then there's all the soaps to watch – and the omnibus on Sunday. If she does manage to help out, it has to be in the ad break. She's always on some off-peak holiday to Tenerife. Probably topless, wouldn't be surprised. I blame EasyJet. I thought she was supposed to be knitting squares for the Red Cross or running Meals on Wheels or something. These days she is very 'with it', as she puts it – never out of slacks. Even the children seem to think she is very à la mode. Where does that leave me?

It's all enough to make you feel like doing something really wicked and rebellious, to show the world you are not prepared to go quietly into old age – how about leaving your mother sitting near the checkouts at Asda and not going back to pick her up, or wearing one of those hideous slogan T-shirts that young people love and you disapprove of so much – 'Fancy a Shag?' Or you could whizz up and down the office corridor playing Special Olympics on your funny bad-back chair that you have to kneel on. That'd give everyone a shock – make them sit up and notice you.

I suppose there are some pros to getting older. You just don't give a monkey's what people think any more. In your teens and 20s, you used to talk about how embarrassing things were. Now it would take something monumental to embarrass you. You get changed on the beach into your cossie without even taking too much trouble about holding the towel. Of course, if it fell off and uncovered a considerable volume of white flabby flesh for all to see, it would be your children who would be embarrassed, not you. Joy.
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