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PREFACE

I have	to	say	I’m	getting	just	a	little	sick	of	hearing	how	forty	is	the	new	thirty,	fifty	is	the	new	forty,	and	so	on.	If	you	believe	everything	
in	 the	 self-help	 section,	 life	 for	 the	boomers	 is	 just	 getting	better	 and	
better	 –	we’re	 not	 growing	 old,	 we’re	 growing	 fitter,	 and	 richer,	 and	
having	more	sex.

It’s	 time,	 I	 think,	 for	 a	 light-hearted,	 tongue-in-cheek	 look	 at	
the	boomers	by	one	of	 their	 own.	 I	 try	not	 to	 complain	 about	getting	
older	 –	 I	 mean,	 consider	 the	 alternative,	 right?	 But,	 as	 Leonard	
Cohen	so	aptly	put	it,	“I	ache	in	the	places	where	I	used	to	play.”

At	the	risk	of	sounding	like	a	whiner,	didn’t	those	old	Freedom	55	ads	
make	you	think	you’d	at	least	own	a	sailboat	by	now?	Even	if,	like	me,	
you’re	terrified	of	the	open	sea??

And	what	about	those	of	us	who	are	still	supporting	our	(practically)	
grown-up	kids?	Come	to	think	of	it,	there’s	almost	no	way	to	talk	about	
these	things	without	sounding	like	a	whiner	–	but	I’ll	try.

Before	I	 leave	you,	an	explanatory	note:	some	of	you	are	going	 to	
have	a	sense	of	déjà vu	 reading	 these	pages.	The	first	fifteen	chapters	
were	posted	online	on	http://margietaylor.com/blog.	My	thanks	to	those	
of	you	who	read	the	blog	and	gave	me	feedback	and	encouragement.	The	
blog	is	still	active,	by	the	way.	As	am	I,	relatively	speaking.
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One

SIXTY IS THE NEW TWENTY

Nana	was	old.	She	was	old	when	I	was	born	and	she	was	old	while	
I	was	growing	up.	The	whole	 time	I	knew	her	(she	died	when	I	

was	eighteen)	she	was	a	gray-haired	matriarch	who	put	the	fear	of	God	
into	my	boyfriends	and	had	an	unnerving	habit	of	flicking	my	skirt	up	to	
make	sure	I	was	wearing	a	slip.	Nana	was	of	a	generation	that	believed	in	
hard	work	and	making	do	and	not	complaining.	I	loved	and	respected	her	
enormously,	but	she	was	ancient.	I	couldn’t	imagine	her	ever	being	youg.

It	has	only	recently	occurred	to	me	that	Nana	was	fifty-four	when	I	
was	born.	Eight	years	younger	than	I	am	now.	Eleven	years	younger	than	
Cher.	She	hadn’t	even	turned	sixty	and	she	had	been	old	for	ever.

Of	course,	that	was	the	way	it	was	in	those	days.	Fifty-four	was	old.	
Fifty	was	old.	Good	grief,	thirty	was	old.	Friends	of	mine	who	planned	to	
become	stewardesses	(the	term	“flight	attendants”	had	yet	to	be	invented)	
knew	they	had	ten	to	twelve	years	to	meet	a	rich,	eligible	bachelor	on	a	
flight	from	New	York	to	Paris	and	charm	him	into	marriage.	Thirty	was	
the	cut-off	for	stewardesses	–	hell,	it	was	the	cut-off	for	life.	Anything	
really	 interesting	 –	 modeling,	 traveling	 the	 world,	 writing	 the	 Great	
Canadian	Novel	–	had	to	be	done	before	you	turned	thirty.	Even	having	
children,	which	wasn’t	all	 that	 interesting	but	was,	after	all,	expected,	
had	to	take	place	before	you	turned	thirty.
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Something	 happened	 to	 women	 after	 thirty,	 something	 sad	 and	
hormonal	and	inexplicable,	that	apparently	didn’t	happen	to	men.	Men,	
like	 fine	 wines	 and	 old	 books,	 improved	 with	 age.	 They	 took	 on	 a	
rumpled,	leathery	sheen	that	was	only	enhanced	by	a	few	wrinkles.	Cary	
Grant	was	pushing	sixty	when	he	romanced	Audrey	Hepburn	in	Charade	
–	she	was	thirty-four.	Did	we	throw	up	in	disgust?	We	did	not.	Would	
we	have	been	aghast	if	the	tables	were	turned?	Absolutely.	Did	we	think	
there	was	 something	“sick”	about	 relationships	between	older	women	
and	younger	men?	Of	course	we	did.	It	went	against	the	natural	order.	
Older	men,	younger	women	–	we	didn’t	necessarily	like	it	but	we	didn’t	
question	it.	Like	the	annual	spawning	of	the	salmon,	it	was	the	way	it	
was	and	had	been	 that	way,	verily,	 since	 the	dawn	of	 time.	 I	have	no	
proof	but	I’m	willing	to	bet	God	created	Eve	a	good	five	years	younger	
than	Adam.	Just	because	He	could.

There’s	a	story,	maybe	apocryphal,	about	Marilyn	Monroe	at	a	party	
the	 year	 that	 she	 died.	 “Thirty-six,”	 she	 kept	 saying,	 “it’s	 all	 over.”	
Because	 it	was.	Blonde	and	beautiful	and	over	 the	hill	–	 that	was	 the	
way	it	was.

If	only	Marilyn	had	been	born	a	little	later	–	well,	quite	a	bit	later,	
actually	–	she’d	be	facing	forty	with	new	lips,	new	breasts	and	a	baby	on	
the	way.	As	for	her	sex	life	–	the	best	was	yet	to	come.

I	know	this	because	I	recently	started	writing	for	one	of	those	new	
seniors’	magazines.	This	 is	what	 freelance	writers	do,	by	 the	way	–	 if	
this	 is	 a	 career	 that	 interests	 you	 then	 listen	 up,	 sweetie,	 here’s	 a	 tip.	
Take	stock	of	yourself	every	ten	years	or	so,	and	figure	out	what	interests	
you	 now	 that	would	 have	 bored	 the	 socks	 off	 you	 ten	 years	 ago	 and	
write	about	it.	Ten	years	ago	I	was	all	about	teenagers	–	teenage	dating,	
teenage	curfews,	teenage	angst.	Now	–	phooey	on	all	that!	(Does	anyone	
actually	say	“phooey”	any	more?	Did	they	ever?)	Let	the	teenagers	take	
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care	of	themselves	–	they’ll	survive	somehow	–	they	always	do.	

These	 days	 I’m	 all	 about	 retirement	 communities	 –	 reverse	
mortgages	 –	 vitamin	 supplements.	You	 know,	 geezer	 stuff.	And	 there	
are,	 conservatively	 speaking,	 a	 gazillion	magazines	 out	 there	 catering	
to	 geezers.	They	 have	 all	 kinds	 of	 cute	 titles:	The	Good	Life,	 Living	
Well,	Active	Adult	–	these	are	code	words	for	“reading	material	for	old	
people”	without	really	calling	a	spade	a	spade.	

According	 to	 these	magazines,	 getting	 older	 doesn’t	mean	what	 it	
used	 to	when	my	grandma	was	alive.	Now	 it	means	continuing	 to	do	
everything	you	always	did	but	doing	more	of	it	–	traveling,	dating,	having	
sex.	Especially	having	sex.	If	these	magazines	are	to	be	believed,	there	
are	 sexual	 gymnastics	 going	 on	 in	 those	 “assisted	 living”	 apartments	
that	would	rival	a	frat	house	toga	party.	(Okay,	okay,	I	know	–	nobody	
has	toga	parties	anymore,	I	know	that	–	this	is	what	we	writers	like	to	
call	 making	 a	 humorous	 allusion.	 Play	 along	 with	 me	 here.)	 One	 of	
the	articles,	in	fact,	shows	a	picture	of	an	elderly	couple	“romping”	in	
the	bedroom	–	having	a	pillow	fight,	if	you	can	believe	it,	as	a	playful	
prelude	to	“doing	it.”	It	also	includes	a	section	on	“safe	sex”,	which	I	
assumed	had	to	do	with	being	careful	not	to	do	anything	strenuous	that	
might	put	your	back	out,	but	turned	out	to	be	about	STDs.	

Well,	good	for	them.	Although,	I	have	to	say,	I	can	only	imagine	my	
husband’s	reaction	were	I	to	pick	up	a	pillow	and	bash	him	over	the	head	
with	it.	I	don’t	think	“playful	sex”	would	be	the	first	words	that	would	
come	to	his	mind.	

Although	 it	 never	 came	 up,	 thank	 goodness,	 I	 can	 assume	 my	
grandmother’s	sex	 life	was	pretty	well	a	 thing	of	 the	past	by	 the	 time	
I	was	born.	Back	then	it	was	fairly	commonly	accepted	that	one	of	the	
compensations	for	aging	was	the	ability	to	settle	down	at	night	with	a	
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good	book	and	not	have	your	slumber	interrupted	by	a	randy	partner.	Sex	
was	for	young	people.	

And	now	it	seems	that	every	retiree	in	the	Western	world	is	having	
sex.	Who	knew?	I	suppose	it’s	Viagra	that’s	done	it	–	and	now	they’re	
working	on	something	similar	for	women.	Pretty	soon	there	won’t	be	a	
single	good	excuse	left	not	to	have	sex,	and	those	of	us	who	aren’t	rolling	
in	the	hay	with	our	partners	every	night	are	going	to	feel	guilty	as	hell	
about	it.

What	I	want	to	know	is,	who	are	these	sexual	athletes?	Do	you	know	
them?	Because	I	don’t.	I	have	single	girlfriends	who	haven’t	dated	since	
Clinton	left	office	(just	a	coincidence,	I’m	sure,	but	still…)	I’m	relatively	
certain	they’re	not	having	sex.	And	my	married	friends	are	preoccupied	
with	 the	 usual	 stuff:	 jobs,	 grandchildren,	 aging	 parents,	 the	 economy.	
When	we	get	 together	we	 talk	about	mortgage	 rates	 and	house	prices	
and	how	it	would	be	great	to	get	away	for	a	couple	of	weeks	but	who	
can	afford	to	take	the	time	off	anymore?	Sex	just	never	seems	to	come	
up,	as	a	topic	of	conversation.	The	people	I	know	may	be	having	hot	sex	
and	keeping	 it	 to	 themselves	but	 I	doubt	 it.	Our	generation	was	never	
terrific	at	keeping	secrets.	The	only	 thing	better	 than	having	great	sex	
was	talking	about	it	afterwards.	In	fact,	come	to	think	about	it,	the	talking	
was	often	better	than	the	having.	

I	think	Winston	Churchill	and	his	wife	had	the	right	idea.	They	had	
separate	bedrooms,	so	he	could	sit	up	late	drinking	scotch	and	planning	
the	war	while	she	got	a	decent	night’s	sleep.	If	he	was	interested	in	a	little	
fun,	he	wrote	her	a	note	suggesting	they	get	together	and	waited	for	her	
response.	That	seems	to	me	the	height	of	civility.	No	bashing	themselves	
around	with	pillows,	no	playing	hide	the	sausage,	not	for	Winston	and	
his	beloved	Clementine.	Nothing	kinky	about	their	sex	lives.
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Although	there	is	a	quote	attributed	to	him	about	“rum,	sodomy	and	
the	lash.”	He	was	referring	to	the	British	navy.	

I	think.

Nana and Granddad, coping quite well with being “ancient”
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Two

LIFE IS A MOVEABLE FEAST

I got	 one	of	 those	moving	 circulars	 in	 the	mail	 the	other	 day	–	 you	know,	a	local	company	promising	to	make	my	next	move	“as	pleasant	
and	 affordable	 as	 possible.”	 Pleasant	 and	 affordable,	 my	 eye!	 In	 my	
opinion,	there’s	no	such	thing.

At	the	risk	of	sounding	like	a	crank,	you	should	know	that	I	speak	
from	experience,	having	moved	twenty-seven	times	in	all.	Twenty-seven	
moves,	and	those	are	only	the	ones	I	remember.	There’s	a	snapshot	of	
me	 on	 the	 steps	 of	what	 appears	 to	 be	 the	 rooming	 house	where	my	
parents	lived	when	I	was	two,	taken	the	day	we	moved	in.	I	appear	to	be	
quite	happy;	had	I	known	this	was	just	the	first	of	a	lifetime	of	moves,	I	
might	not	have	been	so	delighted.	I	know	I	took	part	in	a	half-dozen	or	
so	experiments	in	communal	living	when	I	was	at	university,	and	I	don’t	
remember	much	about	those	either.	Generally	they	lasted	a	month	or	two,	
depending	on	the	noise	level	and/or	sanitary	standards	of	my	roommates,	
at	which	point	I’d	roll	up	my	Mucha	posters,	reclaim	my	clay	baker,	and	
move	home.	Home	being	the	home	of	my	father,	whose	door	was	always	
open	to	his	daughters,	their	friends	and	their	boyfriends.	(To	be	truthful,	
the	man	was	a	saint	–	were	I	to	wake	up	to	a	living-room	full	of	sleeping	
bags	and	strangers,	I’d	be	tempted	to	call	the	police.	Not	my	father;	“mi	
casa	es	su	casa,”	that	was	my	dad.)
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Dad	was	always	pleased	to	have	me	back	–	well,	initially,	that	is.	The	
mutual	thrill	of	it	all	tended	to	wear	off	within	a	couple	of	weeks,	and	I’d	
be	casting	about	for	new	digs,	as	they	say,	getting	ready	to	pack	up	my	
things	and	make	another	move.

The	thing	is,	in	all	those	comings	and	goings,	I	don’t	remember	ever	
–	not	once	–	asking	my	father	to	help	me	move.	He	didn’t	so	much	as	
lift	a	shoebox.	And	why	would	he?	I	was	the	one	who	was	moving,	not	
him.	 It	would	 simply	not	have	occurred	 to	me	 to	ask	him	 to	help	me	
move	–	and	anyway,	sweet	man	though	he	was,	he	wouldn’t	have	done	
it.	Moving,	like	mowing	the	lawn	and	clearing	out	the	garage,	was	what	
boyfriends	were	 for.	You	didn’t	 expect	your	parents	 to	 engage	 in	 that	
kind	of	manual	labour	–	they	were	too	old!

So	here	I	am,	at	least	ten	years	older	than	my	father	was	when	I	was	
going	to	school,	and	in	the	past	decade	I	have	helped	my	daughter	move	
nine	times.	Nine	times.	Are	you	doing	the	math?	Add	that	to	the	twenty-
seven	I	told	you	about	and	the	others	I	said	I	couldn’t	remember	and	you	
have	a	ridiculous	amount	of	time	spent	shifting	people	around.	With	all	
that	moving	of	beds	and	books	and	kitchen	utensils,	it’s	hard	to	imagine	
finding	time	to	do	anything	else.	Think	of	the	books	I	could	have	written	
had	I	not	been	packing	and	unpacking	boxes	all	my	life!	It	explains	a	lot.

	 I’m	not	 alone	 in	 this,	 I	know.	Half	 the	parents	 I	know	do	 this	on	
a	semi-regular	basis;	the	other	half	have	kids	who’ve	never	left	home,	
which	will	be	discussed	at	length	further	on	in	this	book.	(If	you’re	dying	
to	find	out	what	I	think	of	perfectly	healthy	adults	being	allowed	to	live,	
rent-free,	in	their	parents’	basements,	feel	free	to	skip	ahead	to	Chapter	
Seven,	“Two’s	Company,	Three	is	Just	Wrong!”)	

I	have	yet	to	meet	anyone,	young	or	old,	who	likes	moving.	People	
like	to	have	moved	–	they	like	to	be	settled	in	a	new	city,	a	new	country	–	
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even	a	new	apartment.	But	nobody,	I	think,	likes	moving.	It’s	like	flying	
–	we	look	forward	to	leaving	the	snow	and	gloom	of	winter	for	tropical	
sunny	beaches	and	some	of	us	even	like	being	on	the	airplane,	but	can	
anyone	say,	especially	these	days,	that	they	enjoy	the	process	of	driving	
to	the	airport,	lining	up	at	the	ticket	counter,	and	going	through	security?	
We	do	it	because	we	have	to.

So	why	do	we	 continue	 to	move	our	 children?	 (Now,	 I	 know	 that	
at	 least	 some	of	 you	 right	 now	are	 shaking	your	heads	 in	 that	 faintly	
reproving	way	you	have,	and	saying,	“Ridiculous!	I	haven’t	helped	my	
son/daughter	move	since	he/she	was	eighteen!	It’s	your	own	fault,	Taylor	
–	you’ve	brought	this	on	yourself	and	I	have	no	sympathy	for	you	and	
your	spineless,	wishy-washy	ilk!”	And	all	I	can	say	to	that	is,	yes,	you’re	
right,	of	course,	but	that’s	the	kind	of	book	this	is	and	if	you	feel	that	
way,	you	probably	shouldn’t	be	reading	it	in	the	first	place.)

There	 is	 a	 reason,	 I	 think,	why	we	 continue	 to	move	 our	 children	
long	past	the	time	when	we	should	physically	be	doing	so:	it’s	because	
all	their	lives	we’ve	fed	them	this	myth	that	we	are	ageless.	That,	unlike	
our	parents,	and	our	parents’	parents,	WE	WILL	NOT	GET	OLD.	We	
have	fed	them	this	myth	because,	on	some	weird,	inexplicable	level,	we	
believe	it.	In	some	part	of	our	post-World	War	II,	hippy-dippy	brains	we	
think	we’re	still	the	Who	generation,	hoping	to	die	before	we	get	old.	We	
think	that	by	telling	our	kids	we’re	not	up	to	hauling	sofas	down	three	
flights	of	stairs	we’re	somehow	giving	in	to	Old	Father	Time.	

Well,	 here’s	 a	 news	 flash,	 boomers:	 WE’RE	 OLD.	 Not	 ancient.	
Not	 necessarily	 decrepit.	But	 old.	Older	 than	we	were,	 not	 as	 old	 as,	
with	 any	 luck,	we	will	 be.	Too	 old	 to	move	 our	 kids.	Take	 a	 look	 at	
the	generation	we’ve	raised.	Thanks	to	unprecedented	dental	care,	skin	
creams,	and	better	nutrition,	they’re	probably	the	healthiest	generation	
of	young	people	the	world	has	ever	seen.	They’re	taller	than	us,	they’re	
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stronger	than	us,	and	they’re	fitter	than	us.	They	have	equally	tall,	strong,	
fit	friends	who	owe	them	favours	dating	back	to	junior	high.	THEY	CAN	
MOVE	THEMSELVES.	(Sorry	about	all	the	capital	letters	but	I	seem	to	
have	got	into	a	bit	of	a	flow.)	SO	LET	THEM	DO	IT.	(Okay,	that’s	it,	I	
promise.	It	worked,	though,	didn’t	it?	You	got	the	point.)

Brave	talk,	I	know,	especially	from	one	who	is	notoriously	spineless	
and	wishy-washy.	(Still	smarting	from	that	comment,	but	determined	to	
rise	above	it.)	But	I’ll	have	a	chance	very	soon	to	try	out	my	new	resolve.	
My	daughter	has	plans	 to	move	again	 this	summer.	Her	 lease	 is	up	 in	
June	and	they’re	raising	the	rent.	It’s	a	bit	of	a	blow	to	her	father	and	
me,	 I	 have	 to	 admit.	When	we	moved	her	 in	 last	 year,	we	had	hopes	
that	 this	might	be	 it	–	 for	one	 thing,	her	apartment	has	storage	space,	
which	means	we’ve	been	able	 to	unload	several	boxes	of	her	assorted	
memorabilia,	including	4,000	Archie	comics	she	plans	to	sell	on	eBay.	
Some	day.	For	the	first	time	in	years,	there’s	actually	room	in	the	garage	
for	the	car.	

Now	 she’s	 talking	 about	 moving	 in	 with	 a	 couple	 of	 roommates,	
where	she’ll	be	lucky	to	have	room	for	herself	and	the	dog,	let	alone	her	
stuff.	

Well,	as	Marie	Antoinette	said	to	the	peasants,	“Sorry,	hon,	not	my	
problem.”	I’m	taking	a	hard	line	approach	here	–	it’s	the	new	me.	Tough	
–	no	nonsense	–	firm	as	the	Rock	of	Gibraltar.	We	Taylors	are	made	of	
stern	stuff,	after	all	–	we	didn’t	survive	the	Siege	of	Exeter	by	letting	our	
kids	push	us	around.	“Stock	up	on	bubble	wrap,	darling,”	I’ll	 tell	her.	
“The	torch	has	been	passed.	Give	me	a	call	when	you’re	settled	and	I’ll	
pop	by	with	a	plant.	Toodle-oo!”

Harsh	words,	perhaps,	but	they	must	be	said.	I	figure	I	have	one	more	
move	left	in	me,	and	I’m	saving	it	for	the	condo	in	Florida.	The	one	with	
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the	private	elevator,	ocean	views	and	 tennis	 court.	And	not	 an	Archie	
comic	in	sight.

The first of many moves
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WHERE DID I PUT MY MEMORY?

We	 rented	 a	movie	 the	other	 night.	There’s	 nothing	particularly	
unusual	about	this;	 in	fact,	 lately,	 it’s	unusual	for	us	to	go	out	

to	 a	movie.	 In	 the	past	five	years	we’ve	almost	never	 seen	a	film	 the	
year	it	comes	out.	Going	to	the	movies	just	doesn’t	grab	me	the	way	it	
used	to,	partly	because	I	loathe	these	huge	multiplex	cinemas,	and	partly	
because,	as	an	over-fifty	female	not	interested	in	“chick	flicks”,	there	are	
very	few	films	made	for	people	like	me.

There’s	nothing	new	about	this	–	since	the	1950s	movies	have	been	
skewed	to	teenagers	and	young	adults,	because	they’re	the	ones	who	go	
see	them.	But	you	have	to	wonder	if	maybe	it	isn’t	a	chicken-and-egg	
situation;	maybe	young	people	go	to	see	those	movies	precisely	because	
they’re	made	 for	 them	 and	 if	Hollywood	made	movies	 the	 rest	 of	 us	
liked,	maybe	we’d	go	see	a	film	more	often.	But	what	do	I	know?	There	
are	market	 research	companies	 that	do	nothing	all	day	 long	but	 try	 to	
work	out	who	goes	to	the	movies	and	why.	If	they	say	people	want	to	
see	movies	about	zombie	aliens	blowing	up	trucks,	who	am	I	to	differ?

Anyway,	back	to	the	movie.	It	was	called	Last Orders,	and	it	starred	
Michael	 Caine,	 Bob	Hoskins,	 and	David	Hemmings.	 Tom	Courtenay	
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was	 in	 it,	 too,	 and	Helen	Mirren.	Maybe	 you’ve	 seen	 it?	 It’s	 about	 a	
group	of	old	 friends	who	 take	a	 trip	 to	 the	 seaside	when	one	of	 them	
dies	in	order	to	spread	his	ashes	on	the	water.	Sounds	a	bit	morbid	but	
it’s	not.	At	 least,	I	don’t	 think	it’s	morbid,	but	 then	I’m	someone	who	
considers	a	trip	to	a	cemetery	a	great	day	out.	I	like	wandering	around	
old	tombstones,	thinking	about	the	people	buried	there	and	the	lives	they	
had	and	how	we	all,	 eventually,	 end	up	dead	–	actually,	 that	 is	 pretty	
morbid,	now	that	you	mention	it.	

So	we	watched	 this	movie	 and	 it	wasn’t	 until	maybe	 two	minutes	
before	it	went	to	black	and	the	credits	started	rolling	that	I	realized	I’d	
already	seen	it.	Six	years	ago.	Watched	the	whole	thing	and	had	no	idea...	
no	memory	of	the	plot,	characters,	dialogue...	nothing.	Not	till	right	near	
the	end	–	 there’s	 this	 scene	where	Helen	Mirren,	who	plays	Amy,	 the	
dead	man’s	wife,	is	saying	good-bye	to	her	disabled	daughter	–	well,	I	
don’t	want	to	give	the	plot	away	but	that’s	when	it	hit	me.	That’s	when	I	
remembered	that	I’d	already	seen	it.

I	mention	 this	 because	 it’s	 the	most	 recent	 example	 of	 something	
that’s	happening	more	and	more	often	–	not	saying	goodbye	to	disabled	
daughters.	That	may	or	may	not	be	happening	more	often,	I’m	not	in	a	
position	to	say.	No,	I’m	talking	about	my	memory.	Specifically,	the	lack	
of	it.	I	just	don’t	remember	things	the	way	I	used	to.	

Oh,	I	know	my	name	and	the	names	of	my	children	and	depending	on	
how	much	wine	I’ve	had	the	night	before	I	generally	wake	up	knowing	
what	day	it	is.	I	don’t	forget	important	occasions	like	birthdays	or	dentist	
appointments	and	I	haven’t	got	lost	 in	my	own	neighbourhood	since	I	
was	six.	(All	of	which	is	a	relief,	to	be	honest.	The	Alzheimer	Society	
lists	 ten	warning	 signs	 of	Alzheimer’s	 disease	 and	 those	 are	 some	 of	
the	things	they	mention:	repeatedly	forgetting	important	appointments,	
getting	lost	driving,	getting	lost	walking	in	familiar	areas	like	your	own	
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neighbourhood.	There’s	nothing	funny	about	Alzheimer’s	and	I	suggest	
if	you	are	truly	concerned	about	your	memory	–	or	that	of	a	loved	one	–	
that	you	take	the	test.)

All	of	the	women	I	know	are	forgetting	things	these	days	–	we	laugh	
about	it	when	it’s	not	driving	us	crazy.	I’ll	be	emailing	a	friend	of	mine	
and	suddenly	I	can’t	remember	the	name	of	her	children.	(“And	how	are	
the	little	ones?”	only	takes	you	so	far,	especially	when	her	kids	are	old	
enough	to	have	“little	ones”	of	their	own.)	Or	some	store	clerk	will	ask	
for	my	telephone	number	and	I’ll	draw	a	complete	blank.	 I’m	forever	
signing	up	for	online	services	and	forgetting	my	username	and	password.	
(Before	you	say,	“Why	don’t	you	write	them	down?”	you	should	know	
that	I	do	just	that,	and	then	forget	where	I’ve	written	them.)	I	put	things	
away	 in	“safe”	places	and	never	find	 them	again.	And,	of	 course,	my	
favourite	–	coming	downstairs	to	get	something	and	having	no	idea	why	
I’m	there.	Do	you	have	that	happen?	Do	you	have	to	turn	around	and	go	
all	the	way	back	upstairs	in	order	to	remember?	Welcome	to	my	world.	

Now,	this	is	going	to	come	as	a	shock	but	when	I	was	young	I	did	not	
have	a	huge	range	of	talents.	I	couldn’t	throw	a	ball,	I	definitely	couldn’t	
catch	 one,	 and	 I’m	 the	 only	 person	 I	 know	who	 grew	up	 in	 northern	
Canada	and	never	learned	to	skate.	I	did	eventually	get	the	hang	of	riding	
a	bike,	but	unless	you’re	qualifying	for	 the	Tour	de	France	 this	 is	not	
something	that	garners	you	much	praise.	In	terms	of	athletic	endeavour,	
it’s	seen	as	slightly	more	strenuous	than	walking	upright	and	just	below	
jogging.

At	the	risk	of	being	appearing	immodest,	however,	I	had	a	prodigious	
memory.	I	could	–	and	did	–	rattle	off	poetry	at	the	drop	of	a	hat.	When	I	
was	eight,	I	memorized	Alice in Wonderland	from	cover	to	cover	and	by	
the	time	I	was	ten	I	could,	if	requested,	recite	the	entire	libretto	of	HMS 
Pinafore	off	by	heart.	(Not	surprisingly,	I	was	seldom	asked	to	do	this.)	
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If	you’re	getting	the	sense	that	I	was	a	rather	solitary	child,	you	wouldn’t	
be	far	wrong.	While	my	peers	were	involved	in	healthy	outdoor	activities	
like	playing	kick-the-can	and	learning	how	to	smoke,	I	was	trilling	away	
to	Sir	Joseph	Porter,	KCB,	and	his	sisters	and	his	cousins	and	his	aunts.	
My	parents,	I	think,	thought	of	me	in	much	the	same	light	as	you	would	
a	 talking	 gerbil:	 an	 astonishing	 feat,	 no	 doubt,	 but	 how	will	 she	 ever	
make	a	living?

This	memory	 thing	 continued	 right	 through	 adolescence	 –	when	 I	
was	twelve,	I	won	a	prize	at	church	camp	for	knowing	more	Bible	verses	
than	 anyone	 else.	Romans	3:23:	 “For	 all	 have	 sinned	 and	 come	 short	
of	the	glory	of	God.”	See?	I	can	still	do	it.	But	my	telephone	number?	
Forget	it.

Years	ago	I	knew	enough	Spanish	to	carry	on	a	relatively	civilized	
conversation;	these	days	I’m	left	with,	“Dónde está mi abrigo?”	“No sé, 
lo siento mucho.”	(“Where’s	my	overcoat?”	“I	don’t	know	–	sorry.”)	I	
have	no	idea	why	this	particular	exchange	has	stayed	with	me	when	so	
many	more	 interesting	 and	 colourful	 phrases	 have	 vanished.	 I	 did,	 at	
one	time,	know	how	to	insult	someone	in	Spanish	–	loosely	translated,	
it	went	along	the	lines	of,	“Your	mother	is	no	stranger	to	the	caresses	of	
barnyard	animals.”	Perhaps	it’s	just	as	well	I’ve	forgotten.	I’m	sure	it	has	
no	place	in	a	book	written	by	a	respectable	senior	citizen.

Anyway,	it’s	not	just	about	remembering	things	I	used	to	know;	it’s	
about	 trying	 to	 learn	 anything	 new.	My	 son,	 who’s	 been	 teaching	 in	
Korea	for	the	past	four	years,	brought	his	girlfriend	home	to	meet	us	last	
Christmas.	I’d	been	hoping	to	ask	her	about	her	family	and	the	work	she	
does	and,	you	know,	generally	get	to	know	her,	but	my	efforts	to	learn	a	
few	simple	Korean	phrases	were	fruitless.	Her	English	is	quite	good	and	
we	managed	all	right	–	still,	a	week	is	a	long	time	to	nod	and	smile	and	
talk	about	how	cold	it	is	in	Canada	in	December.	
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There	are	ways,	they	tell	me,	to	improve	your	memory	–	things	like	
mnemonics,	which	 I	 remember	 from	elementary	 school:	 “Every	good	
boy	 deserves	 fudge”	 for	 the	 lines	 of	 the	 treble	 staff,	Roy.	G.	Biv	 for	
the	colours	of	 the	 rainbow.	 (My	husband	has	one	he	came	up	with	 in	
university	to	remember	the	cranial	nervous	system	of	the	rat:	“Old	’orrible	
oranges	taste	terrible	and	f***ing	awful.”	I	asked	him	what	it	stood	for	
and	he	said	he	couldn’t	remember...	which	is	one	of	the	problems	with	
this	device.	You	remember	the	mnemonic	rather	than	the	information.)	

I	suspect,	though,	that	what’s	needed	in	my	case	is	something	a	little	
more	 radical.	Lately	 I’ve	 been	 practicing	 “neurobics”	 –	 think	 of	 it	 as	
pilates	 for	 the	 brain.	 Proponents	 say	 just	 doing	 routine	 things	 a	 little	
differently	will	help	your	brain	stay	fit.	Using	your	non-dominant	hand	
to	write	or	brush	your	teeth,	for	instance	–	which,	by	the	way,	is	harder	
than	it	sounds.	Being	right-handed,	I	 tried	brushing	my	teeth	with	my	
left;	it	was	ridiculously	awkward,	the	strangest	part	being	that	my	right	
hand	immediately	went	into	spasm,	imitating	the	brushing	movements,	
as	if	it	was	holding	some	kind	of	invisible	toothbrush.	Very	weird.

I’ve	 had	 better	 luck	 with	 some	 of	 the	 other	 suggestions,	 such	 as	
taking	a	shower	with	my	eyes	closed,	which	is	really	quite	restful,	and	
distinguishing	coins	using	only	my	sense	of	touch.	(They	suggest	that,	
if	you	really	want	a	challenge,	you	try	to	do	the	same	with	paper	money	
but	as	I	never	have	any	it	seems	a	pretty	pointless	exercise.	I	mean,	who	
carries	cash	any	more?	Try	it	with	your	credit	cards,	instead.	Now,	that 
would	be	a	challenge.)

These	exercises	make	sense,	of	course,	only	if	you	do	them.	Which	
means	you	have	to	remember	to	do	them.	Which	brings	us	back	to	where	
we	started	in	the	first	place.	

Maybe	 I	 just	 have	 to	 be	 realistic	 about	 this	whole	memory	 thing.	
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These	lapses	are	probably	just	a	normal	part	of	aging	and	not	necessarily	
a	sign	that	I’m	slipping	into	dementia.	But	it’s	interesting,	isn’t	it,	how	
different	it	is	when	you’re	young?	You’re	like	an	athlete	who	takes	her	
prowess	for	granted.	You	don’t	 think	about	why	things	come	easily	to	
you	until	they	don’t.

One	day	you’re	reeling	off	Bible	verses	like	a	madwoman	and	then,	
all	 of	 a	 sudden,	 you’re	 sitting	 through	 movies	 you	 don’t	 remember	
watching.	It	gives	you	pause,	I	tell	you.
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KICKING THE BUCKET (LIST)

It	was	 Justin	 Zackham	who	 gave	 us	 the	 phrase.	He	wrote	 a	movie	
called	The Bucket List	 about	 two	 terminally	 ill	men	who	 come	up	

with	a	list	of	things	they	want	to	do	before	they	die	–	before	they,	in	other	
words,	kick	the	bucket.	Now	you	can’t	go	anywhere	without	someone	
asking	about	your	bucket	list	–	what’s	on	your	list?	What	do	you	want	to	
do	before	you	die?

The	world	is	suddenly	full	of	brave,	ambitious	souls	planning	to	swim	
with	the	dolphins,	climb	the	Eiffel	Tower,	and	see	the	Great	Pyramids	at	
sunrise.	That	is	when	they’re	not	volunteering	at	Romanian	orphanages,	
kayaking	down	the	Zambezi,	or	parachuting	out	of	airplanes.

There	are	bucket	 list	 travel	books,	bucket	 list	movie	books,	bucket	
list	blogs	that	tell	you	how	to	create	your	own	bucket	list.	Any	day	now	
someone’s	going	to	come	up	with	1001 Lists You Must Make Before You 
Die.

The	 suggestions	 range	 from	 the	 mundane-but-achievable	 –	 like	
walking	barefoot	on	 the	grass	or	 taking	a	new	 route	 to	work	–	 to	 the	
highly	unlikely	(waking	up	next	to	Brad	Pitt,	for	example,	which	would	
probably	give	both	of	us	a	shock.	I	don’t	know	what	Brad	looks	like	in	
the	morning	but	I	need	two	cups	of	coffee	and	a	shower	before	I	can	face	
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the	day.	We’re	probably	both	better	off	if	he	sticks	with	Angie.)

A	lot	of	 these	lists	have	to	do	with	getting	off	your	butt	and	going	
somewhere	 –	 preferably	 somewhere	 far	 from	 home	 that	 involves	 a	
certain	 amount	 of	 discomfort.	 Soaking	 up	 the	 sun	 in	 Cancun	 doesn’t	
cut	it	anymore	–	you’ve	got	to	be	hiking	Lake	Titicaca	or	exploring	the	
Glowworm	Caves	of	New	Zealand.

I’m	left	with	the	sense	there	are	all	 these	people	out	 there	hustling	
from	 one	 destination	 to	 the	 next	 just	 so	 they	 can	 tick	 it	 off	 in	 their	
journals:	“Great	Wall	of	China	–	good	–	done	that.	Off	to	the	Serengeti.”	
It	sounds	a	little...	obnoxious.

One	of	the	more	realistic	books	is	50 Things to do When You Turn 50,	
which	includes	down-to-earth	goals	like	paying	off	your	mortgage	and	
getting	a	colonoscopy.	Not	as	inspiring	as	seeing	the	Great	Pyramids,	I	
suppose,	but	perhaps	as	satisfying	in	the	end	(pun	intended).

Personally	I’d	like	to	make	it	through	the	night	without	having	to	get	
up	to	use	the	bathroom.	I’d	also	like	a	tattoo,	but	only	if	I	could	wash	it	
off	in	the	morning.

The	thing	about	these	bucket	lists	–	or	life	lists,	if	you	prefer	–	is	that	
they’re	based	on	the	premise	that	if	you	get	to	do	all	these	things	you’ll	
go	to	your	reward	with	no	regrets,	having	done	everything	you	wanted	to	
do	and	had	a	fulfilling,	adventurous	life.

Well,	maybe.	I’m	not	sure	 it	works	 that	way.	Life	 is	about	making	
decisions,	 and	 choosing	 to	 do	 one	 thing	 usually	means	 choosing	 not	
to	do	something	else.	So	you’re	bound,	at	some	point,	to	have	the	odd	
regret	about	“the	path	not	taken”	–	even	if	you’re	pretty	happy	about	the	
path	you	took.
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Anyway,	here	I	am,	solidly	on	the	side	of	the	anti-bucketers,	and	I	
come	across	this	terrific	book:	1001 Books You Must Read Before You 
Die.*	As	the	kids	say,	OMG!	A	thousand	and	one	novels,	beginning	with	
The Thousand and One Nights,	written	around	850	AD,	and	ending	up,	
almost	a	thousand	pages	later,	with	A.	S.	Byatt’s	The Children’s Book,	
published	in	2009.

I	got	out	the	calculator:	if	I	was	to	read	one	of	these	books	a	week	–	
in	chronological	order,	the	way	they’re	listed	in	the	book	–	I	could	have	
them	all	read	in	19.25	years.

I’ve	decided	to	try.

It	won’t	be	easy.	James	Joyce,	of	course,	is	on	the	list.	I	remember	
trying	to	get	through	Ulysses	40	years	ago	–	I	got	to	chapter	3,	the	one	
that’s	 called	 “Proteus”,	 and	gave	up.	Life	 is	 short,	 I	 decided.	 I	 have	
better	 things	to	do.	Maybe	I	should	learn	to	knit.	One	day,	I	figured,	
when	I’m	old	and	decrepit	and	have	no	other	claims	on	my	time,	I’ll	go	
back	to	Ulysses	and	give	it	another	try.

Since	 then,	 I’ve	 lived	a	Joyce-free	existence,	and	I	can’t	say	I’ve	
suffered	for	it.

Still,	it’s	on	the	list.	It	will	have	to	be	read.	War and Peace	will	be	a	
nightmare	–	half	a	million	words	and	almost	as	many	characters.	Proust	
may	finish	me	off;	am	I	up	to	seven	volumes	of	Proust?	Is	anybody?

But	what	fun	to	have	an	excuse	to	re-read	David Copperfield.	And	
The Catcher in the Rye.	And	The Diviners.

You	see,	the	whole	point	of	the	bucket	list	–	I	say	this,	having	come	

*	Peter	Boxall,	ed.	(2010).	Universe	Publishing.
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over	to	the	pro-bucket	side	–	is	not	the	act	of	ticking	off	the	books	or	the	
movies	or	 the	must-see	destinations.	 It’s	what	 the	 list	 says	about	you:	
Who	are	you,	really?	And	what	is	it	you	still	want	to	do?

What	I	am,	when	it	comes	right	down	to	it,	is	a	reader.	It’s	what	I	did	
as	a	kid	when	I	should	have	been	out	learning	to	skate	or	building	a	snow	
fort.	 It’s	what	I	did	all	 through	high	school	and	university,	 right	up	 to	
when	my	children	were	born	and	reading	books	took	a	back	seat	to	car-
pooling,	laundry,	and	stripping	wallpaper.	Oh,	yes	–	and	work.	

One	of	these	days,	I	used	to	think,	I’ll	get	back	to	reading.	One	of	
these	days,	I’ll	read	all	those	terrific	novels	that	have	been	written	since	I	
left	school.	One	of	these	days,	when	I	get	time,	I’ll	catch	up.

Well,	the	clock	is	ticking.	

I	don’t	know	that	I’ll	be	any	happier	for	it	or	more	fulfilled	or	whether	
I’ll	always	enjoy	the	experience.	I	may	wear	out	my	eyeballs	ploughing	
through	Joyce	and	I	know	I	won’t	finish	in	19.25	years.

But	it’s	what	I	want	to	do.

We	don’t	all	want	to	swim	with	the	dolphins...	which	is	probably	a	
good	thing	for	the	dolphins.	Do	they	want	to	swim	with	us,	I	wonder?	
Isn’t	 it	possible	 they	see	us	as	 just	a	wee	bit	of	an	 intrusion?	Call	me	
cranky,	but	I’ll	bet	we’re	not	on	their	bucket	lists.
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SORTING OUT LIFE’S BIG QUESTIONS

They	say	as	you	age	you	spend	more	time	thinking	about	the	really	
important	things	in	life:	Why	do	we	exist?	What	happens	after	we	

die?	What	can	we	do	about	global	warming?

Unfortunately,	 in	 my	 case,	 my	 personal	 world-view	 seems	 to	 be	
shrinking;	my	“big”	questions	are	getting	–	well,	smaller.	I’ve	gone	from	
waking	up	in	the	middle	of	the	night	worrying	about	the	meaning	of	life	
to	trying	to	decide	if	I	should	keep	on	dyeing	my	hair.

It’s	embarrassing	to	admit	that	something	as	superficial	as	hair	can	
occupy	so	much	of	my	thinking,	but	I’ve	never	claimed	to	be	particularly	
profound.	I	prefer	the	light	touch;	leave	the	deep	thinking	to	people	who	
understand	string	theory.	(Which	isn’t	to	say	I	haven’t	tried	to	understand	
string	theory	–	I	looked	it	up	on	Wikipedia	and	got	as	far	as	the	end	of	
the	second	sentence,	at	which	point	I	gave	up	and	went	back	to	playing	
FreeCell.	Stick	to	what	you’re	good	at,	I	say.	I’m	sixty	–	who	do	I	have	
to	impress?)

So,	back	to	the	hair	situation.	When	it	comes	right	down	to	it,	there	
are	really	only	two	kinds	of	women	in	the	world:	those	with	good	hair,	
and	the	rest	of	us.
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I’ve	had	more	“bad	hair”	days	than	–	well,	let’s	just	say	I’ve	had	a	lot	
of	bad	hair	days.	My	son,	bless	his	heart,	used	to	call	me	“Chia	head”,	
which	leads	us	to	the	first	of	Life’s	Great	Lessons:	children	are	given	to	
us	to	keep	us	humble.	He	has	had	better	hair	than	me	from	the	age	of	
three,	partly	because	he	works	at	it	–	the	boy	has	never	met	a	hair	product	
he	didn’t	like.	I,	on	the	other	hand,	cling	to	the	belief	that	I	should	be	able	
to	run	a	comb	through	my	hair	and	head	out	the	door.		(The	fact	that	I	
continue	to	do	this	may	make	you	think	twice	about	recommending	this	
book	to	your	friends.	Try	to	get	past	this;	I	have	other	qualities.)

Having a bad hair day on a mountain

They	used	to	say	you	could	tell	what	year	a	woman	got	married	by	
her	hairstyle.	The	idea	was	that	a	woman	would	find	the	perfect	“do”	–	
or	one	she	could	live	with,	at	least	–	by	the	time	she	was	married	and	
then	stick	with	it,	for	ever	and	a	day.	I’m	not	sure	that	was	ever	true...	I	
think	women	just	got	caught	up	in	motherhood	and	housework	and	all	
the	other	claims	on	their	time	and	who	the	hell	had	time	to	think	about	
changing	hairstyles?
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I	started	dyeing	my	hair	“for	real”	about	the	time	Dynasty	and	Dallas 
and	the	big-hair	look	were	dominating	the	airwaves.	(I	am	not	going	to	
explain	either	of	these	shows	except	to	say	they	were	popular	TV	soap	
operas.	If	you’ve	never	heard	of	them,	you’re	probably	too	young	to	be	
reading	this.	Just	be	glad	they	came	and	went	before	you	were	born.)

I	would	like	it	put	on	record	that	dyeing	my	hair	is	all	that	keeps	me	
from	having	the	WORST	HAIR	EVER.	If	I	were	to	stop	colouring	my	
hair,	I	would	quickly	slip	from	bad	hair	to	ABSOLUTELY	TERRIBLE	
HAIR.	I	feel	the	need	to	emphasize	this	because	brave	words	are	written	
these	 days	 about	 going	 gray	 naturally	 –	 as	 if	 there’s	 something	 to	 be	
applauded	about	setting	down	the	Clairol	and	backing	away:	“Nothing	
to	see	here,	folks,	move	away	from	the	sink.”	Internet	chat	forums	are	
devoted	to	the	debate,	with	the	go-natural	proponents	claiming	the	high	
moral	ground	and	everybody	else	sounding	like	Paris	Hilton	wannabes.	
There’s	a	kind	of	tyranny	about	this	kind	of	thinking	that’s	almost	as	bad	
as	its	opposite	–	the	one	that	insists	you’re	never	allowed	to	age.

What,	 I’d	 like	 to	 know,	 is	 so	 terrifically	wonderful	 about	 looking	
older	 than	 you	 have	 to?	There	 are	 a	 great	many	 things	 about	 getting	
older	that	we	can’t	control	–	gravity	will	always	triumph,	in	the	end.	We	
can’t	stop	the	aging	process	but	colouring	our	hair	lets	us	slow	it	down,	
just	a	little.	Besides,	why	should	the	kids	have	all	the	fun?	Where	is	it	
written	that	past	a	certain	age	we	have	to	accept	the	hair	colour	God	gave	
us	–	mousey,	drab	and	uninspiring	though	it	may	be?

The	 women	 I	 know	 are	 pretty	 evenly	 divided	 on	 the	 issue	 and	 it	
appears	to	come	down	to	this:	the	ones,	like	me,	who’ve	always	felt	they	
were	thrown	a	curve	ball	in	the	hair	department,	continue	to	colour	their	
hair.	The	ones	who	were	gifted	with	good	hair	approach	the	matter	with	
sanguine	optimism:	they	know,	no	matter	what	colour	it	is,	their	hair	will	
never	betray	them.



26

60.is.the.new.20

There	are	women	–	and	I	know	because	I’ve	seen	them	–	who	have	
glorious	 gray	 hair.	 It’s	 sleek	 and	 shining	 and	 dramatic	 and	 they	 look	
wonderful.	Those	are	the	women	we’re	talking	about	when	we	sing	the	
praises	of	going	gray.	Very	few	of	us	are	longing	to	look	like	Eleanor	
Roosevelt,	admirable	woman	though	she	was.

As	for	the	men	I	know	–	well,	the	truth	is,	they	really	don’t	care.	“You	
dye	your	hair?	Really?	So	what’s	for	supper?”

(This	is	another	of	Life’s	Great	Lessons:	men	who	aren’t	hairdressers	
really	 don’t	 care	 about	 your	 hair.	The	 only	 time	 they	will	 notice	 that	
you’ve	“done	something”	to	your	hair	is	if	you	a)	shave	it	off,	or	b)	grow	
a	mustache.	Men	do	care	about	their	own	hair,	however,	and	they	invest	
much	more	 time	and	money	on	 it	 than	you’d	 think.	 If	you	need	more	
information	on	this,	talk	to	my	son.)

After	almost	thirty	years,	colouring	my	hair	has	become	an	addiction.	
Breaking	the	habit	would	be	almost	as	hard	as	quitting	smoking.	When	
packets	 of	 hair	 dye	 come	 labeled	 with	 warnings	 from	 the	 Surgeon-
General,	 I’ll	 go	 cold	 turkey	and	 let	 the	 “transition”	begin.	Until	 then,	
hand	me	the	plastic	gloves	and	move	away	from	the	sink.	Nothing	to	see	
here,	folks.	Nothing	at	all.
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LET THEM EAT CAKE

I threw	my	last	dinner	party	on	the	weekend	–	throw	being	the	operative	word,	as	it’s	always	been	something	that	gets	thrown	together	at	the	
last	minute,	no	matter	how	much	planning	I	do	beforehand.

I’ve	never	been	a	dinner	party	diva.	In	my	experience,	people	who	
love	 giving	 dinner	 parties	 tend	 to	 be	 –	 shall	 we	 say,	 tightly	 wound?	
Perfectly	 applied	 makeup,	 table	 set	 just	 so,	 and	 funky	 little	 Martha	
Stewart	 touches	 like	 edible	 place	 cards	 designed	 to	 show	 your	 fun,	
quirky	side	while	making	your	guests	dislike	you	just	a	little	more	than	
they	already	do.

Anyway,	back	to	the	dinner	party.	I	invited	seven	people	which	meant	
there’d	be	nine	of	us	and	a	baby.	He’s	only	ten	weeks	old	and	doesn’t	
need	to	be	fed	–	well,	not	by	me.	He	is	truly	adorable	and	just	sits	and	
watches	you	in	this	very	intent	way	some	babies	have.	You	can	tell	he’s	
going	to	be	a	writer.	Or	a	serial	killer.	One	or	the	other.

His	mother	(I’ll	call	her	Anne)	has	a	severe	allergy	to	wheat.	Four	
days	before	D-day	 I	Google	 “delicious	gluten-free	 recipes”	 and	 settle	
on	chicken	paprika,	roast	potatoes	and	steamed	carrots,	with	taco	chips	
and	salsa	for	starters.	Pretty	simple,	right?	So	simple,	in	fact,	that	I	figure	
I	can	easily	prepare	everything	on	the	day,	as	long	as	I	do	the	grocery	
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shopping	the	day	before.

Dessert	 and	 salad	 are	 taken	 care	 of	 –	 both	 are	 being	 provided	 by	
our	guests.	Whenever	guests	ask	if	they	can	bring	something,	I	always	
suggest	 they	bring	 the	 salad	or	 dessert.	 Salads	 are	 always	more	work	
than	 they	 should	 be,	 and	 if	 someone’s	 going	 to	 bring	 dessert	 they’re	
going	to	make	something	delicious	that	 they	can	eat,	allergies	and	all,	
which	saves	you	the	trouble	of	trying	to	learn	how	to	prepare	gluten-free	
apple	crisp	or	whatever.

The	morning	of	D-day	minus	two	I	get	a	phone	call:	one	couple	isn’t	
coming.	Unfortunately,	they	were	the	ones	bringing	the	salad	so	now	I	
have	to	come	up	with	something.	I	decide	on	romaine	and	spinach	leaves	
tossed	with	 strawberries,	mandarin	oranges	and	glazing	almonds.	The	
recipe	for	glazing	the	almonds	sounds	a	little	more	complicated	than	I’d	
like	but	if	I	make	it	the	night	before	I’ll	be	fine.

Comes	the	day	before	the	dinner	and	I	should	be	at	the	poultry	market,	
picking	out	my	chicken	legs	–	not	my	chicken	legs,	silly...	the	ones	I’m	
cooking	for	dinner.	Instead,	I’m	having	one	of	those	days	where	nothing	
I	write	makes	sense	and	what	does	make	sense	is	boring.	It	reminds	me	
of	a	quote	attributed	to	Samuel	Johnson:	“Your	manuscript	is	both	good	
and	original;	but	the	part	that	is	good	is	not	original,	and	the	part	that	is	
original	is	not	good.”

By	the	end	of	the	afternoon	I’ve	written	exactly	three	sentences	that	
are	fit	to	keep.	By	then	the	poultry	market	is	closed,	which	means	I’ll	
have	to	go	in	the	morning,	and	if	I’m	going	to	pick	up	the	chicken	in	the	
morning	I	might	as	well	do	the	rest	of	the	shopping	then,	too,	rather	than	
make	two	separate	trips.	Besides,	getting	those	three	sentences	finished	
has	left	me	completely	exhausted	and	even	on	a	good	day	I	can’t	face	the	
supermarket	express	lane	at	5:00	in	the	afternoon.	So	there	goes	the	idea	
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of	getting	a	head	start	on	dinner	by	glazing	the	almonds	the	night	before.

The	morning	of	the	dinner	party	I’m	up	early,	cleaning	the	oven.	This	
is	 something	 I	 originally	 planned	 to	 do	 the	 day	 before,	 but,	 as	 you’ll	
remember,	I	spent	the	day	writing	those	sentences.	I	don’t	particularly	
care	about	having	a	spotless	oven,	as	it’s	one	part	of	the	kitchen	almost	
nobody	sees,	but	 it	 tends	 to	smoke	when	Ken	does	 the	roast	potatoes,	
which	causes	the	smoke	alarm	to	go	off,	and	you	have	to	open	the	front	
door	 and	 stand	 under	 the	 detector	waving	 a	 dish	 towel	 until	 it	 stops.	
It’s	 quite	 a	 racket	 and	 it	 scares	 the	 cats,	 and	 you	 don’t	 really	want	 it	
happening	when	you	have	guests	for	dinner.

With	 the	oven	 in	passable	condition,	 I	check	my	shopping	 list	and	
notice	 the	 chicken	 paprika	 recipe	 calls	 for	 two	 tablespoons	 of	 sour	
cream.	How	this	escaped	my	notice	earlier	I	have	no	idea	but	it	could	be	
a	problem	–	one	of	the	guests	is	lactose	intolerant.	On	to	the	computer:	
does	sour	cream	contain	lactose?	The	answer,	it	seems,	is	complicated	
–	sour	cream	is	fermented;	 the	fermentation	process	 turns	most	of	 the	
lactose	into	lactic	acid.	Most,	but	not	all.	So	it	could	be	okay,	but	it	might	
not	be.	I	decide	to	drop	the	sour	cream.

Once	I’m	in	the	supermarket,	all	goes	well	until	I	hit	the	spice	section.	
Hungarian	paprika,	that’s	what	the	recipe	calls	for:	“One	tablespoon	high-
quality	hot	or	sweet	Hungarian	paprika.”	I	can	find	nothing,	anywhere,	
referring	 to	Hungarian	paprika.	The	 tins	 they	have	are	clearly	marked	
“Paprika”	and	then,	because	 this	 is	Canada,	 they	repeat	 it	 in	French	–	
which,	curiously	enough,	is	also	“Paprika.”

I	waylay	a	passing	store	clerk.

“Can	you	tell	me	where	this	is	made?”
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He	 takes	 the	 tin	 from	my	hand,	 turns	 it	 around,	 and	 reads	 out	 the	
information	 written	 on	 the	 side:	 “McCormick	 Canada	 Inc.	 London,	
Canada.	Printed	in	the	USA.”

“Yes,	but	it	wasn’t	made	there.”

“Wasn’t	it?”	He	appears	surprised	but	not	particularly	interested.

“I	think	it	was	probably	packaged	there,	but	the	product	was	made	
somewhere	else.	Do	you	know	if	it’s	Hungarian	paprika?”

He	studies	the	tin,	and	I	wait,	my	hopes	sinking.	Eventually,	he	shakes	
his	head.	“Sorry,	no	idea.”

I’m	about	to	explain	that	I’m	making	a	recipe	calling	for	Hungarian	
paprika	but	stop	myself	just	in	time.	This	is	one	of	those	“old	person”	
things	I	catch	myself	doing	more	and	more	often	these	days	–	divulging	
irrelevant	personal	information	to	store	clerks	who	could	care	less.

“Is	there	anyone	who	would	know?”

“Bob,	I	guess.”

Great,	now	we’re	getting	somewhere.

“Can	I	speak	with	him?”

“He’s	on	his	break.”

I	thank	him,	take	the	tin	and	put	it	in	my	shopping	cart.

Back	home,	I	check	out	the	paprika	situation	on	the	internet.	And	it	
is	there	that	I	learn	the	awful	truth:	paprika	is	made	from	bell	peppers.	In	
addition	to	her	gluten	allergy,	my	friend	–	the	one	I’m	calling	Anne	–	is	
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terribly	allergic	 to	bell	peppers.	 I	mean,	really,	badly	allergic	 to	 them.	
And	here	I	am,	her	so-called	friend,	about	to	serve	her	chicken	paprika.	
Why	don’t	I	just	give	her	paint	thinner	and	be	done	with	it?

At	this	point	you’re	probably	assuming	the	dinner	party	was	a	disaster.	
Well,	it	wasn’t.	We	had	chicken	paprika	minus	the	paprika,	strawberry-
orange-almond	salad	without	the	almonds,	and	the	roast	potatoes	did	not	
trigger	the	smoke	alarm.	Anne	brought	tofu	chocolate	mousse	for	dessert	
and	it	was	so	amazing	I’m	seriously	reconsidering	my	stand	on	soy.

Still,	that’s	it.	Maybe	it’s	my	age	but	giving	dinner	parties	seems	like	
too	much	work.	In	the	end	it’s	about	enjoying	your	friends,	but	I	can	do	
that	without	killing	myself	 in	 the	process.	From	now	on	 it’s	beans	on	
gluten-free	toast	washed	down	with	a	bucket	of	merlot.

And	tofu	chocolate	mousse	for	dessert.
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TWO’S COMPANY, THREE IS JUST WRONG!

Of	 all	 the	myths	 out	 there	 about	 aging	 –	 and	 there	 are	 plenty	 –	
downsizing	is	one	of	my	favourites.	By	the	time	we’re	sixty-five,	

so	the	story	goes,	we’ll	have	traded	in	our	big,	energy-guzzling	family	
homes	for	miniature,	perfectly	functional	living	spaces	with	just	enough	
space	 to	 swing	 the	 proverbial	 cat.	 Our	 heating	 costs	 will	 be	 next	 to	
nothing,	our	maintenance	costs	will	be	even	less,	and	there	will	be	no	
room	–	I	repeat,	NO	ROOM	–	for	anyone,	related	or	not,	to	sleep	over.

Dream	 on.	 Look	 around	 you.	 How	 many	 of	 your	 friends	 and	
colleagues	have	actually	downsized?	Is	it	because	they	can’t	bear	to	part	
with	the	old	homestead?	Or	is	it	because	they	can’t	sell	up	and	move	out	
until	their	grown	children	do	the	same?	According	to	Statistics	Canada,	
44%	of	young	adults	between	 the	ages	of	 twenty	and	 twenty-nine	are	
still	 living	with	 their	parents.	Think	about	 it.	Almost	half	of	Canada’s	
so-called	senior	citizens	are	still,	in	effect,	raising	their	children.	Makes	
you	shudder,	doesn’t	it?

This	is	the	“millennial”	generation,	the	boomer	offspring	who	should,	
by	rights,	be	out	 there	making	a	living,	pulling	their	weight	 to	get	 the	
economy	 going.	 Instead	 they’re	 demonstrating	 a	 distinct	 aversion	 to	
growing	up.	The	English	have	a	name	for	them:	they	call	them	“kippers”	
–	 “kids	 in	 parents’	 pockets,	 eroding	 retirement	 savings.”	 In	 North	
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America	they’re	more	commonly	called	“boomerangers”:	post-grad	kids	
who	move	back	with	their	parents	instead	of	striking	out	on	their	own.

Leaving	home	used	to	be	 the	way	you	told	the	world	you	were	no	
longer	a	child.	It	was	as	much	a	rite	of	passage	as	attending	your	first	
peace	rally	or	smoking	your	very	first	joint	(two	things	which	tended	to	
occur	practically	simultaneously.)	Hitchhiking	across	Canada,	thumbing	
across	Europe	–	even	moving	across	town	into	a	basement	apartment	in	
a	house	occupied	by	bikers	and	potheads	–	it	was	all	glorious	proof	of	
your	newfound	independence.	No	one	to	tell	you	what	to	do,	nobody	to	
lay	down	ridiculous	rules	when	it	came	to	eating	pizza	for	breakfast	or	
playing	Mott	the	Hoople	full	blast	at	3:00	in	the	morning.	If	you	wanted	
to	stay	up	all	night	and	sleep	in	until	2,	you	did	so.

I	honestly	don’t	remember	a	time	when	I	didn’t	want	to	leave	home.	I	
fantasized	about	it	when	I	was	five	and	started	running	away	when	I	was	
nine,	although	I	seldom	got	further	than	the	end	of	the	block.	If	you’d	
asked	me,	back	then,	what	was	so	terrible	about	living	with	my	family,	
I’d	have	had	a	list	of	reasons	as	long	as	my	arm	–	number	one	being	NO	
PRIVACY.

Nobody,	 when	 I	 was	 growing	 up,	 thought	 kids	 needed	 their	 own	
space;	we	were	lucky	to	get	our	own	beds.	You	got	a	room	of	your	own	
for	only	one	of	two	reasons:	you	were	an	only	child	(which	automatically	
meant	 you	were	 spoiled	 rotten	 and	 envied	 by	 every	 other	 kid	 on	 the	
block),	or	you	had	a	horrible,	contagious	disease	and	had	to	be	put	under	
quarantine.	In	all	other	cases,	if	you	wanted	privacy,	you	locked	yourself	
in	 the	 bathroom.	To	 this	 day	 if	 I	want	 to	 read	 anything	 that	 requires	
concentration,	I	need	to	be	within	flushing	distance	of	the	toilet.

Back	in	the	day,	if	you	were	in	your	twenties	and	you	were	still	living	
at	home	 it	went	without	 saying	 there	was	definitely	 something	wrong	



34

60.is.the.new.20

with	you.	I	had	a	friend	who	lived	with	her	parents	until	she	was	twenty-
five.	There	were	benefits,	like	getting	to	use	the	family	car,	but	it	was	sad	
all	the	same.	It	pretty	much	scarred	her	for	life.

It’s	 a	 cultural	 thing,	 I	 know;	 lots	 of	 societies	 consider	 it	 a	 perk	 to	
keep	the	kids	at	home	till	they’re	married.	There’s	a	sense	that	parents	
will	continue	to	care	for	their	children	well	 into	adulthood	and,	as	the	
opposite	side	of	the	coin,	the	children	will,	in	turn,	care	for	their	aging	
parents.

I	 applaud	 that	 –	 good	 for	 them.	 In	 a	 perfect	 world	 where	 one’s	
mother-in-law	 was	 a	 beacon	 of	 kindness	 and	 sensitivity	 and	 one’s	
children	were	caring,	deferential,	and	unfailingly	polite,	we’d	all	choose	
to	live	together	indefinitely.	Here	in	North	America,	however,	we	have	a	
more,	dare	I	say,	realistic	attitude	to	family	ties,	one	that	–	for	better	or	
worse	–	values	independence	and	individualism.	We	don’t	want	to	have	
to	depend	on	our	children	in	our	golden	years,	and	we’d	prefer	to	have	
them	not	depending	on	us	once	they’re	no	longer	children.

But	here’s	the	rub:	at	what	age,	exactly,	does	a	young	person	leave	
adolescence	and	enter	adulthood?	When,	in	fact,	do	they	grow	up?	The	
answer	appears	to	be:	these	days,	maybe	never.

To	be	 fair,	 today’s	 twenty-	and	 thirty-somethings	have	a	couple	of	
things	going	 against	 them	 that	we	didn’t	 have	 to	deal	with	–	 the	first	
being	massive	debt.	When	I	graduated	from	university	shortly	after	the	
Last	Great	Extinction,	I	had	just	under	$3,000	to	pay	back	to	the	bank;	
today	 it’s	 not	 unusual	 for	Ryan	 or	Chelsey	 to	 end	 up	 owing	 between	
$20,000	 and	 $30,000	 after	 graduating	 with	 a	 degree	 in	 Philosophy,	
Communications,	 or	 David	 Beckham	 Studies.	 (I’m	 not	 kidding	 –	
Staffordshire	University	offers	just	such	a	program	as	part	of	its	course	
on	“football	culture”.	Which	sounds	like	an	oxymoron,	don’t	you	think?)
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Housing	costs	are	another	stumbling	block	–	young	people	cite	the	
lack	 of	 affordable	 housing	 as	 a	 reason	 for	 not	 moving	 out.	 My	 first	
apartment	cost	me	$75	a	month	including	utilities,	and	it	was	furnished.	
(It	was	a	pretty	gruesome	place,	even	by	the	standards	of	the	day,	which	
were	 low.	The	walls	were	painted	 landlady	green	and	 the	 shag	carpet	
bore	traces	of	the	former	tenants,	who	appeared	to	have	owned	at	least	
one	incontinent	dog.	Still,	it	was	mine.	I	could	stay	up	all	night	and	listen	
to	Joni	Mitchell	on	the	stereo	and,	as	long	as	I	avoided	certain	spots	on	
the	rug,	I	was	blissfully	content.)

I	can’t	help	wondering,	 though,	 if	 the	high	cost	of	 living	is	 just	an	
excuse	 for	 coddled	young	people	 to	 avoid	growing	up.	At	 the	 risk	of	
sounding	 like	my	 high-school	 vice-principal,	 there’s	 something	 to	 be	
said	for	drawing	the	line	at	some	point	and	insisting	that	these	“emerging	
adults”	 act	 their	 age.	 (That’s	 the	 latest	 term,	 by	 the	way,	 for	 twenty-
somethings.	 It	 stands	 for	 young	 people	who	 have	 passed	 adolescence	
but	haven’t	yet	made	it	all	the	way	into	full-grown	adulthood.	It	can	last,	
apparently,	for	anywhere	from	age	fifteen	to	thirty-five.	Scary,	isn’t	it?)

It’s	popular	to	blame	the	boomers	for	everything	but	this	is	one	case	
where	I	think	the	prosecution	has	a	point	–	we	are,	after	all,	the	generation	
who	made	“parenting”	a	verb.	We	infantilized	our	children,	driving	them	
back	 and	 forth	 to	 school	well	 into	 junior	 high,	 taking	 charge	 of	 their	
sporting	activities	–	sending	them	the	message	loud	and	clear	that	they	
were	not	 to	be	 trusted	 to	behave	 in	a	 responsible	 fashion.	Some	of	us	
spent	so	much	time	supporting	and	encouraging	our	kids	we	forgot	one	
of	the	most	important	aspects	of	raising	children:	kicking	them	out	of	the	
nest.	And	when	life	in	the	nest	is	as	convenient	as	it	is	–	when	the	baby	
birds	are	getting	their	laundry	done	and	their	meals	made	and	unlimited	
use	of	the	car	–	well,	why	would	they	want	to	leave?

The	big	difference	is	that	when	we	were	young	(and	yes,	I’m	sorry	
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about	 sounding	 like	a	broken	CD	–	bear	with	me,	 I’m	almost	done)	
life	with	Mom	and	Dad	just	wasn’t	much	fun.	For	the	most	part,	our	
parents	were	strict	and	old-fashioned;	they	didn’t	like	our	music,	they	
didn’t	like	our	friends	–	sometimes	they	didn’t	like	us.	The	food	they	
served	was	pretty	boring,	they	set	curfews	that	made	it	difficult	to	party	
till	dawn,	and	they	kept	the	TV	turned	to	programs	we	hated.	(And	with	
only	two	channels	and	no	remote	control,	our	choices	were	limited	to	
begin	with.)	

In	other	words,	they	weren’t	“cool”.	They	were,	for	lack	of	a	better	
word,	“parents”.	They	had	very	little	desire	to	get	to	know	us	as	people	
–	 they	weren’t	our	 friends.	They’d	cared	 for	us	 through	diaper	 rash,	
colic,	and	the	mumps,	and	to	them	we	would	always	be	children.	They	
would	always	know	better	than	us	what	was	good	for	us	–	and	it	would	
always	 be	 everything	we	 hated.	Who	wouldn’t	 want	 to	 leave	 home	
when	the	company	was	so	depressing?

I’ve	ranted	long	enough.	If	you	need	any	further	incentive	to	give	
the	kids	a	shove,	consider	this:	a	study*	carried	out	recently	in	the	UK	
suggests	that	young	men	who	live	at	home	with	their	parents	tend	to	
show	more	violent	tendencies	than	those	who	move	out	on	their	own.	
It	 seems	 that	 living	 at	 home	 allows	 them	 more	 disposable	 income,	
which	they’re	likely	to	spend	on	alcohol	and	drugs,	leading	them	into	
potentially	violent	situations.

You	want	to	avoid	turning	your	son	into	a	thug?	Kick	him	out.	He	
may	not	thank	you	for	it,	but	your	neighbours	will.

*	Coid,	Jeremy	and	M.	Yang.	“Violence	and	delayed	social	independence	among	young	
adult	British	men.”	Social	Psychiatry	and	Psychiatric	Epidemiology.	June	6,	2009.
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Contemplating leaving home
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DOMESTIC SCIENCE

Last	night	I	attended	a	cooking	show	at	my	neighbour’s	across	the	
road.	I	drank	wine,	wolfed	down	half	a	dozen	appetizers,	and	spent	

$42	on	a	baking	pan.	Yep,	you	heard	me	right	–	$42.	I	came	home	tipsy,	
with	garlic	on	my	breath,	and	hid	the	receipt	from	my	husband.	I	do	this	
every	year.	There’s	something	about	these	cookware	shows	that	excites	
the	domestic	goddess	within	me.	I	sit	there	nibbling	stuffed	mushroom	
caps	and	cheese	puffs	and	pretty	soon	it’s,	“I	could	do	that,	if	only	I	had	
the	right	equipment!	I	could	be	the	next	Julia	Child!”	(This	is	generally	
after	my	third	glass	of	chardonnay,	at	which	point	I	sign	up	for	a	citrus	
press/gravy	separator/avocado	peeler	and	stumble	home.)

It	occurs	to	me	to	wonder:	does	anybody	cook	anymore	–	apart	from	
those	who	do	it	for	a	living?	I’m	talking	about	cooking	from	scratch,	as	
opposed	to	throwing	something	in	the	microwave	and	heating	it	up.	Even	
the	concept	of	“scratch”	has	changed.	My	great-grandmother	killed	and	
roasted	chickens	she	raised	on	the	farm;	my	grandmother	canned	beets	
and	raspberries	 from	her	garden,	and	my	mother	made	her	own	bread	
and	 ice-cream.	When	 I	want	 to	 cook	a	meal	 from	scratch	 I	pick	up	a	
barbecued	chicken	and	a	bag	of	mixed	greens	from	the	supermarket	and	
add	my	own	vinaigrette	dressing.

Is	this	what	Irma	Rombauer	had	in	mind	when	she	penned	The Joy 
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of Cooking?	 I	 think	 not.	 There’s	 very	 little	 joy	 in	 the	 average	 North	
American	 kitchen	 these	 days;	 those	 granite	 countertops	 and	 built-in	
convection	ovens	are	strictly	for	show.

Seems	to	me	we	began	to	lose	our	joy	in	cooking	at	about	the	same	
time	we	began	to	be	aware	of	all	the	awful	things	food	can	do	to	us	–	clog	
our	arteries,	damage	our	bowels,	raise	our	blood	pressure,	trigger

Cooking from scratch

allergies.	And	it	doesn’t	help	that	keeping	your	weight	down	is	harder	
as	you	age	–	everything	you	really	want	to	eat	has	a	gazillion	calories.

To	 be	 honest,	 though,	 my	 own	 relationship	 with	 the	 kitchen	 has	
always	been	a	 little	 fraught.	The	cookbook	 I	 remember	best	 from	my	
childhood	was	Peg	Bracken’s	I Hate to Cook	–	a	shocking	thing	to	admit	



40

60.is.the.new.20

back	in	1960.	Unlike	some	of	my	friends,	I	don’t	have	fond	memories	
of	delicious	aromas	emanating	from	our	kitchen.	My	mother	was	ill	and	
from	the	time	I	was	seven	our	meals	were	prepared	by	a	succession	of	
housekeepers	who	were	hired	for	their	stamina	rather	than	their	culinary	
expertise.	 I	 remember	 a	 lot	 of	 stewed	 tomatoes	 and	 tinned	beans	 and	
something	called	Klik	which	was	one	of	those	menu	items	that	seemed	
ubiquitous,	like	fruit	cocktail.	It	was	cheap,	I	imagine,	which	is	why	we	
had	it	so	often.	It	certainly	wasn’t	particularly	tasty;	I	have	no	recollection	
of	my	sisters	and	me	begging	for	extra	helpings	of	Klik.*

You	would	think	a	constant	diet	of	bland,	unappealing	meals	would	
encourage	me	to	learn	how	to	cook,	but	it	didn’t.	It	simply	fed	the	flames	
of	 an	 incipient	 longing	 to	 one	 day	 live	 in	 a	world	where	 I	would	 be	
waited	on	hand	and	foot	by	an	army	of	domestic	servants.	Plan	B	was	to	
set	myself	up	in	some	hotel	on	the	Riviera	and	take	all	my	meals	in	the	
restaurant.	Plan	C,	as	I	recall,	involved	relying	on	future	technology	to	
come	up	with	a	meal-in-a-pill,	like	on	The Jetsons.	

Had	 fate	 been	 allowed	 to	 take	 its	 natural	 course,	 I	 might	 have	
matured	 into	 adulthood	 not	 knowing	 a	 spatula	 from	 a	 basting	 brush;	
Home	Economics	saved	me	from	that.	When	I	was	in	junior	high	(the	
equivalent,	 I	 suppose,	 of	 middle	 school),	 girls	 were	 required	 to	 take	
regular	 classes	 in	 cooking	 and	 sewing,	while	 the	boys	 took	 Industrial	
Arts	 –	otherwise	known	as	Shop.	The	boys	 learned	how	 to	make	 fun	
things	 like	ashtrays	and	coffee	 tables;	we	girls	 learned	how	to	knit	an	
ascot	scarf.

*	For	 those	of	you	not	born	and	brought	up	in	Canada	–	or	 those	of	you	who	were	but	
enjoyed	a	higher	income	bracket	–	some	explanation	may	be	in	order.	Klik,	along	with	its	
partner,	KAM,	was	the	equivalent,	I	think,	of	SPAM	–	a	canned	meat	product	high	in	fat,	
consisting	mostly	of	pork.	It	came	with	a	key	which	opened	the	can	in	the	middle.	It	came	
out	in	a	solid	brick,	you	cut	it	into	slices	and	fried	it.	Or	baked	it	in	a	casserole.	It’s	still	
being	made	by	Maple	Leaf	Foods	Inc.,	so	I	will	say	no	more	about	it.
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Now,	I	was	no	fool	–	I	knew	even	then	that	this	was	a	pretty	useless	
thing	to	be	learning	how	to	do.	In	my	continual	imagining	of	“My	Future	
Life”,	 I	 saw	 no	 ascot	 scarves	 around	my	 neck	 –	 especially	 not	 ones	
knitted	with	Beehive	baby	blue	yarn.	And	especially	not	 ones	knitted	
by	me.

We	 also	 learned	 to	make	milk	 toast	 for	 breakfast.	This	was	 in	 the	
Dark	Ages	before	the	invention	of	Eggo	Waffles	and	Pop	Tarts,	and	it	
was	 definitely	 before	Blueberry-Flavoured	Pancakes	 and	Sausages	 on	
a	Stick.	I	came	across	this	latter	delicacy	on	the	Jimmy	Dean	website	–	
which	I	assumed	had	something	to	do	with	the	late	actor	but	is	actually	
“America’s	number	one	breakfast	sausage.”	According	to	the	website.

While	we’re	on	the	subject,	I	should	tell	you	that	the	folks	at	Jimmy	
Dean	also	provide	recipes	for	creative	ways	to	use	their	products.	The	
Jimmy	Dean	6	Layer	Breakfast	Casserole,	for	instance,	calls	for	six	eggs,	
heavy	cream,	jalapeno	pepper,	cheddar	cheese,	and	a	package	of	Jimmy	
Dean	sausage.	Oh,	and	bread.	There’s	even	a	video	on	the	proper	way	
to	cut	open	a	sausage	roll	–	spoiler	alert:	you	freeze	it	for	a	minute	or	
two.	No	more	getting	your	fingers	greasy	struggling	with	sausage	meat	
spilling	out	of	its	wrap.	I	wish	I’d	known	this	years	ago...	it’s	the	kind	of	
information	that	might	have	changed	my	life.

Anyway,	back	to	the	milk	toast.	As	I	say,	it	was	a	long	time	ago,	but	
even	back	then	milk	toast	was	not	a	staple	of	anybody’s	diet.	As	far	as	
I	can	tell,	it	was	something	you	served	to	children	and	old	people	when	
they	weren’t	well	–	sort	of	a	punishment,	I	guess,	for	getting	sick.

It	was	ridiculously	easy	 to	make	and	yet,	as	 I	 recall,	 I	managed	 to	
make	a	hash	of	it	every	time.	Something	about	scalding	the	milk	eluded	
me.	You	were	 supposed	 to	 let	 it	 heat	 in	 the	pan	 and	 stir	 it	 constantly	
until	little	bubbles	appeared	around	the	edges;	invariably,	my	attention	
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wandered	and	before	I	knew	it	Mrs.	Cormier	would	be	standing	over	me,	
giving	me	shit	for	letting	the	milk	boil	over.	Again.

I	did	not	do	well	in	Home	Ec.	I	would	have	preferred	to	be	putting	
together	ashtrays	in	Shop,	but	it	was	the	sixties	and	integrated	electives	
were	far	in	the	future.	(Although	we	did	have	a	boy	in	our	Grade	9	typing	
class;	Henry	had	bad	skin	and	was	in	love	with	Mr.	Poulton,	the	drama	
teacher,	so	Henry	probably	didn’t	count.)

There’s	no	guarantee	that	I	would	have	done	any	better	in	Shop.	I	just	
think	I	might	have	found	the	projects	a	tad	more	useful.	Of	course,	now	
that	practically	everyone	has	given	up	the	habit	I	would	have	ended	up	
surrounded	by	 redundant	 smoking	paraphernalia	which	 I	would	 try	 to	
sell	on	eBay	or	at	garage	sales,	and	would	eventually	have	to	give	them	
to	Goodwill,	which	I	would	feel	guilty	about,	like	you	do	when	you	stuff	
a	 still-decent	 sweater	missing	 its	 buttons	 into	 a	 bag	of	 clothes	 you’re	
giving	away.

(What	do	you	do	about	items	like	that?	The	sensible	thing	would	be	
to	go	 to	a	 fabric	shop	and	buy	a	bunch	of	new	buttons	and	sew	 them	
on,	but	 if	you	had	 time	 to	do	 that	you’d	have	 time	 to	fix	most	of	 the	
clothes	you’re	about	to	give	away	and	Goodwill	wouldn’t	get	anything.	
Which	would	be	terribly	unfair.	So	you	stuff	the	sweater	into	the	bag	and	
hope	that	the	people	at	Goodwill	will	find	the	time	to	sew	the	buttons	on	
themselves.	Which	they	won’t,	of	course.	They’ll	take	it	out	of	the	bag,	
roll	 their	eyes	in	disgust,	and	toss	it	 into	the	garbage.	But	at	least	you	
tried.)

Over	the	years	it	has	occurred	to	me	that	there	are	all	kinds	of	things	I	
should	have	been	learning	in	Home	Ec,	and	none	of	them	have	anything	
to	 do	with	milk	 toast.	These	 are	 things	 that	would	 have	 stood	me	 in	
good	stead	for	life	–	like	removing	a	Cheerio	from	a	hardwood	floor,	for	
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instance.	It’s	never	mentioned	on	the	box	but	Cheerios,	once	they	have	
soaked	in	a	bowl	of	milk	for	a	half	hour	or	so,	will	stick	to	a	wooden	
surface	with	the	tenacity	of	Krazy	Glue.	What	they	do	to	rugs	is	even	
worse,	but	if	you’re	silly	enough	to	let	your	kids	eat	on	the	carpet	you	
deserve	what	you	get.

And	while	we’re	on	the	subject,	why	not	do	an	entire	module	on	stain	
removal?	 Real	 stains,	 I’m	 talking	 about	 –	 not	 ring-around-the-collar.	
Red	wine	stains,	dog	throw-up	stains,	Magic	Marker	stains.	And	worse	
–	 smells!	Two	 summers	 ago	we	adopted	 a	beautiful,	five-year-old	 cat	
from	the	Humane	Society	and	discovered	within	a	week	why	she’d	been	
abandoned	–	 she	peed	everywhere.	For	Bella,	our	house	was	 just	one	
large,	multi-level	toilet.	The	only	place	she	didn’t	pee	was	–	you	guessed	
it	–	the	litter	box.	Which,	just	for	the	record,	was	changed	regularly.

Eventually,	 Bella	 stopped	 peeing,	 but	 the	 smell	 was	 permanent.	
We	tried	vinegar,	detergent,	baking	soda	and	hydrogen	peroxide,	and	a	
number	of	commercial	products	we	found	on	the	internet.	In	the	end,	we	
had	to	replace	the	carpet.

But	 back	 to	 cooking.	The	 real	 problem	with	Home	Ec	was	 that	 it	
was	 boring.	 The	 food	 was	 boring,	 the	 instructions	 were	 boring,	 and	
Mrs.	Cormier,	bless	her	heart,	was	extremely	boring.	There	was	no	joy	
in	 the	cooking	process	–	no	sense	 that	 the	preparation	of	 food	should	
be	anything	other	than	prosaic,	tedious	and	routine.	I	mean,	it	was	the	
sixties.	Outside	 the	classroom	 there	was	 sex,	drugs	and	 rock	&	 roll	–	
inside,	we	were	making	milk	toast.

I	feel	a	little	bad	for	Mrs.	Cormier,	now	that	I	think	of	it.	How	could	
she	possibly	compete	with	teenage	hormones	and	the	Beatles?	No	doubt	
she’d	 grown	 up	wanting	 to	 set	 the	world	 on	 fire	with	 her	 cooking	 –	
perhaps	she	hoped	to	become	the	next	Irma	Rombauer.	And	where	did	



44

60.is.the.new.20

she	end	up?	In	a	Grade	8	classroom	in	a	small	Ontario	town	overseeing	a	
bunch	of	hapless	thirteen-year-olds	who	thought	crudité	was	French	for	
dirty	joke	and	Al	Dente	was	the	name	of	the	janitor.

Sorry,	Mrs.	C.,	you	deserved	better.	Then	again,	so	did	we.

Mrs. Cormier’s Recipe for Milk Toast (as I remember it)

Ingredients:
Butter	
4	slices	white	bread,	toasted	(Wonder	Bread	is	best,	if	you	can	get	it)	
2	cups	scalded	milk	
1/4	cup	raisins	(optional)	
1/4	teaspoon	of	granulated	sugar	
Cinnamon

Directions:
Butter	the	toast	and	place	in	two	soup	bowls.	
Pour	half	the	scalded	milk	over	each	serving	of	toast.	
Add	raisins	and	sugar	and	let	sit	for	a	minute	or	two.	
Sprinkle	with	cinnamon.	
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THREE THINGS I PROBABLY WON’T
GET AROUND TO DOING... EVER

1.  Program the remote.

I	hate	to	admit	this.	Absolutely	hate	it.	It’s	such	a	cliché,	isn’t	it?	Such	an	
“us”	versus	“them”	thing	–	“us”	being	anyone	over	forty,	“them”	being	
everybody	else.

But	 it’s	 true.	I	was	doing	all	right	with	the	one	that	came	with	our	
TV	four	years	ago.	My	son	was	living	at	home	back	then	and	he	was	in	
charge	of	the	remote.	He	programmed	it	to	do	all	kinds	of	fancy	things	
and	all	was	well.	Late	last	fall	it	started	screwing	up.	You	had	to	hold	it	
at	just	such	an	angle,	and	press	the	button	REALLY	hard	while	walking	
slowly	 backwards	 away	 from	 the	 television	 and	mentally	 urging	 it	 to	
work.	At	least,	that’s	what	worked	for	me.	My	husband	just	yelled	at	it,	
which	NEVER	worked	and	upset	the	cats,	especially	Bella	who	has	low	
self-esteem	and	always	thinks	any	yelling	is	directed	at	her.

Eventually	it	stopped	working	altogether,	which	would	be	fine	if	you	
could	still	change	channels	and	check	the	menu	without	it.	But	you	can’t.	
Anything	and	everything	you	want	to	do	has	to	be	done	by	the	remote.	
It’s	completely	taken	over.	I	mean,	once	upon	a	time	someone	thought	
it	would	be	lovely	to	be	able	to	turn	the	TV	off	without	having	to	get	up	
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from	the	couch,	and	now	you	can’t	even	watch	the	damn	thing	unless	
you’ve	taken	Remote	Control	Programming	101.

The	 cable	 people	 gave	 us	 a	 new	 remote	 control	 and	didn’t	 charge	
us	 for	 it,	which	was	nice	of	 them,	but	 it	would	have	been	 even	nicer	
if	one	of	them	had	come	over	and	shown	us	how	to	use	it.	Unlike	the	
one	we	had	before,	this	is	a	universal	remote,	which	I	think	means	you	
can	use	it	to	operate	your	television,	your	DVD	player,	and	maybe	your	
microwave.	Well,	not	this	baby.	I	fought	with	it	for	three	days	and	as	far	
as	I	can	figure	it	will	just	–	if	it	feels	like	it	–	power	on	the	digital	box.	I	
had	to	get	another	one	to	turn	on	the	TV	and	change	the	channels.	And	I	
have	a	third	one	for	the	DVD.

I’d	ask	my	son	to	sort	it	out	but	he’s	in	Korea	teaching	English	and	
anyway,	you	can’t	keep	depending	on	your	children	for	these	things,	can	
you?	There	comes	a	time	when	you	have	to	let	go.

2.  Learn to play the piano.

Years	 ago	when	Ken	 and	 I	were	 young	 and	 foolish	 and	 believed	 our	
children	were	musically	“gifted”,	we	bought	a	digital	piano.	The	idea,	I	
think,	was	that	they	would	spend	an	hour	every	day	diligently	practicing	
and	 then,	 once	 they’d	 become	masters	 of	 the	 instrument,	 they	 could	
support	us	in	our	old	age	from	their	earnings.

By	 the	 time	 we	 were	 liberated	 from	 this	 delusion,	 we’d	 moved	
ourselves	–	and	our	piano	–	across	the	Atlantic.	Twice.	Aside	from	wiping	
off	the	dust	and	moving	it	around	to	accommodate	changes	in	our	living	
space,	the	poor	thing	has	scarcely	been	touched	in	fifteen	years.	It	just	
sits	there,	pushed	against	a	wall	in	the	master	bedroom,	glaring	at	me.

Recently	–	out	of	guilt,	more	than	anything	–	I	decided	to	learn	to	
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play	it	myself	and	bought	an	instruction	book	which	claimed	to	be	for	
adults:	Accelerated Piano Adventures for the Older Beginner.	An	“older	
beginner”	 –	 that’s	me	 down	 to	 a	T.	The	first	 page	 is	 all	 about	 sitting	
properly	while	playing	the	piano;	the	second	page	tells	you	to	give	each	
of	your	fingers	a	number,	and	wiggle	them.	On	page	3	we	learn	the	piano	
keyboard	 has	 both	 black	 and	white	 keys.	 (How	much	 “older”	 are	we	
talking	here?	Seven?	I	wouldn’t	call	myself	a	child	prodigy	but	I’m	sure	
I	knew	this	by	the	time	I	went	to	kindergarten.)

I’m	not	saying	this	isn’t	important	information	but	it	doesn’t	seem	to	
be	bringing	me	any	closer	to	actually	playing	the	damn	thing.	It’s	a	little	
like	deciding	to	make	sushi	and	finding	out	that	before	you	cook	the	rice	
you	have	to	learn	to	speak	Japanese.

After	six	weeks	and	twenty	to	thirty	minutes’	practice	every	day,	I	am	
now	able	to	play	the	five	notes	in	C	position,	first	with	my	right	hand	and	
then	with	my	left.	By	the	time	I’m	able	to	show	off	my	prowess,	I’ll	be	
on	the	far	side	of	ninety.	As	soon	as	I	figure	out	how	to	log	onto	eBay,	
I’m	putting	it	up	for	sale.

3.  Buy another bathing suit.

It’s	not	for	lack	of	trying.	I	own	a	black	one-piece	bathing	suit	which	I	
bought	a	very	long	time	ago.	I’m	not	sure	exactly	how	long	ago	that	was	
but	I	know	it	was	before	we	had	email.	Or	the	internet.	Or	DVDs.	I	think	
we	had	cell	phones	but	I	can’t	be	sure.	It’s	probably	sufficient	to	say	that	
this	bathing	suit	is	well	past	its	sell-by	date.	As	am	I.

Nevertheless,	last	summer	I	determined	to	get	myself	a	new	one.	We	
were	heading	south	to	a	place	by	the	ocean	–	I	would	be	spending	time	
on	the	beach,	and	I	did	not	want	to	appear	in	public	in	a	fifteen-year-old	
bathing	suit.	I	might	even	go	in	the	water	–	who	knows?	Stranger	things	
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have	happened.	I	screwed	up	my	courage	and	headed	to	the	mall,	to	a	
store	I’ll	call	Swimsuits	R	Us	because	I	have	enough	on	my	plate	without	
getting	sued.

It	used	to	be	you	could	walk	into	any	department	store,	head	to	the	
sportswear	department	and	find	a	pretty	good	assortment	of	bathing	suits.	
Now,	not	so	much.	The	few	department	stores	still	out	there	don’t	keep	
much	swimwear	in	stock	–	they	appear	to	have	dropped	that,	along	with	
children’s	toys,	sewing	patterns	and	hardware.	These	days,	if	you	want	
to	buy	a	bathing	suit,	you	have	to	go	to	a	tanning	salon	–	which	caters	to	
a	very	specific	demographic	to	which	I	haven’t	belonged	in	thirty	years	
–	or	a	swimsuit	specialty	shop.	I	picked	the	specialty	shop	as	the	lesser	
of	two	evils;	here’s	how	it	went:

I	walk	in.	There	are	two	sales	clerks	at	the	far	end	of	the	store,	talking	
to	each	other.	There	is	nobody	else	in	the	store.

I	proceed	to	walk,	slowly,	up	and	down	between	the	racks,	studying	
the	swimsuits	on	offer.	Every	now	and	then	I	stop,	take	one	off	the	rack,	
check	out	the	colour,	style	and	price	tag,	put	it	back	and	move	on.	If	I	had	
a	sign	on	my	forehead	saying,	“Potential	customer”	it	could	not	be	more	
obvious	that	I’m	looking	to	buy.

I	work	my	way	towards	the	back,	and	stop	within	a	couple	of	feet	of	
the	clerks,	checking	out	the	bathing	suits	right	in	front	of	them.	They	are	
talking	about	something	that	happened	on	the	weekend	that	was	totally	
weird	and	disgusting	and,	like,	can	you	believe	she	still	wants	to	go	out	
with	him?	Like,	whatever!

They	stop	talking;	any	minute	now,	I	think,	one	of	them	will	say,	“Can	
I	help	you?”	They	don’t.	They	don’t	seem	to	be	aware	of	my	existence.	
If	 it	wasn’t	for	the	fact	that	I	can	see	my	own	feet	and	hands,	I	might	
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believe	I’ve	somehow	become	invisible.

I	could	ask	for	help,	of	course,	but	I	don’t.	I	have	my	pride.	I	move	on,	
continuing	to	appraise	the	merchandise.	Either	these	young	women	are	
not	working	on	commission,	or	they	live	at	home	with	wealthy	parents	
and	do	not	really	need	to	work.

There	 is	 an	 eerie	 silence	 in	 the	 store,	 now	 that	 they’ve	 stopped	
talking.	The	only	sound	is	that	of	my	feet,	slowly	heading	towards	the	
exit.	They’re	waiting	for	me	to	leave,	I’m	sure	of	that.	It	dawns	on	me	
that	I’ve	stumbled	into	one	of	those	places	meant	only	for	the	young	–	
they’re	embarrassed	for	me.	Afterwards	 they	will	ask	each	other,	 like,	
what	was	she	thinking?	Like,	totally!

I	will	wear	my	fifteen-year-old	one-piece	until	 it	 falls	 apart,	 and	 I	
shall	then	go	naked.	I	will	be	arrested	for	indecent	exposure	and	probably	
put	in	jail,	but	I	will	never,	ever	attempt	to	buy	another	bathing	suit.	So	
help	me	God.

	

Early bathing suit experiences
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FADE TO BLACK

I didn’t	know	there	was	a	name	for	it	–	the	way	a	lot	of	older	women	dress,	myself	included.	Those	gray	and	black,	long	droopy	cardigans	
and	tunics	–	gray-on-gray,	black-on-black,	and	occasionally,	just	to	spice	
things	up,	gray-on-black	or	black-on-gray.	As	 if	we	were	headed	 to	 a	
funeral,	or	a	convention	of	Sicilian	widows.	A	bunch	of	us	get	together	
and	 children	 automatically	 start	weeping	while	 small	 dogs	 run	 in	 the	
other	direction.

It’s	 the	 Eileen	 Fisher	 look:	 stretch	 silk	 jerseys,	 flat-soled	 shoes,	
turtleneck	poncho	tops,	all	guaranteed	to	hide	the	bumps,	rolls	and	excess	
body	fat	and	deceive	absolutely	nobody.	I	have	a	friend	who	has	an	entire	
closet-full	 of	 these	 shapeless,	 stretchy	 cashmere/jersey/linen	 thingies,	
and	there	isn’t	an	actual	colour	to	be	found.	Should	she	be	invited	to	the	
next	Kennedy	family	catastrophe,	she’ll	be	able	to	outfit	the	entire	clan.

The	 thing	 about	 these	 clothes	 –	 and	 the	 reason	 they’re	 so	 popular	
–	is	 they	work	for	all	sizes	and	shapes,	and	they’re	easy.	They’re	also	
not	cheap.	$218	for	a	pair	of	elastic-waist	pants,	$158	for	a	pencil	skirt.	
Which	is	why	I	refer	to	the	Eileen	Fisher	look	–	I	can’t	actually	afford	
the	real	thing.

I’m	so	out	of	the	loop	I	never	knew	there	was	an	Eileen	Fisher	until	
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fairly	recently	when	I	caught	Rosie	O’Donnell’s	rant	on	her	radio	show.	
I’d	like	to	think	this	means	I’m	not	totally	out	of	it	if	I	listen	to	Rosie	
O’Donnell	 but	 the	 truth	 is	 I	 came	 across	 her	 completely	 by	 accident	
on	YouTube.	My	God,	 I	 am	pretty	 hip,	 come	 to	 think	 of	 it!	 [Note to 
self: My daughter tells me that unless one is talking about one’s upper 
legs, nobody says hip anymore. Sorry.]	So	 I	Googled	 “Eileen	Fisher”	
and	there	she	was,	and	there	were	all	those	clothes	my	friends	and	I’ve	
been	wearing	 for	 the	past	 ten	years...	 	 or	 variations	of	 them,	 anyway.	
Flowing	tops,	floppy	pants,	all	washable	fabric	and	politically	correct.	
And	shapeless.	

Listen:	it’s	not	about	the	money.	If	people	can	afford	to	pay	through	
the	nose	for	a	dress	that	looks	like	a	burqa,	good	for	them.	I’m	just	saying	
I’d	like	to	see	a	little	splash	of	colour	now	and	then.	Just	a	splash.	And	a	
hint	that	there’s	an	actual	body	underneath	all	that	material.

But	I	digress.	What	I	really	want	to	know	is,	where	is	it	written	that	
older	women	 look	 good	 in	 black?	 Some	women	 look	 good	 in	 black,	
just	 as	 some	women	 look	good	 in	purple.	There	 are	probably	women	
who	 look	 good	 in	 plaid	 although	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 word	 is	 Scottish	
for	 “blanket”	 and	 there	was	 a	 time	when	you	 could	be	 transported	 to	
Australia	for	wearing	it	–	purportedly	for	political	reasons	but	it	could	
just	as	easily	have	been	based	on	aesthetics.	Anyway,	unless	you’re	a	
horse	or	can	trace	your	family	heritage	back	to	Robert	 the	Bruce,	you	
should	probably	leave	the	plaid	in	the	closet.

I	remember	when	I	started	wearing	black	in	earnest.	It	was	November	
1988	and	I	was	in	Paris	with	my	stepdaughter,	who	was	working	in	the	
fashion	 industry.	 She	 took	me	 to	 a	 promotional	 party	 at	 Le	 Palace,	 a	
very	 chichi	 discotheque	 on	 rue	 du	 Faubourg-Montmartre.	 [Note from 
daughter: Chichi?? Please! Go back to hip! Note to self: Quit letting 
daughter edit my writing.]	 In	 case	 you	 haven’t	 popped	 over	 to	 Paris	
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lately,	Le	Palace	is	a	theatre	now	but	in	its	heyday	it	was	Paris’	answer	
to	Studio	54.	The	night	I	was	there	the	place	was	packed	with	models	–	
I	mean,	it	was	models	as	far	as	the	eye	could	see.	They	were	tall,	they	
were	young,	and	every	single	one	of	them	wore	black.	It	was	like	being	
trapped	in	a	Robert	Palmer	video.	For	the	first	time	in	my	life	I	felt	old,	
ugly,	and	short,	all	at	the	same	time.

Everything	 I	 bought	 after	 that	was	 black.	Or	 gray.	Or	 charcoal.	 It	
made	 life	 a	 lot	 easier.	 Instead	 of	wondering	 if	 the	 turquoise	 camisole	
would	go	with	the	navy	blue	pants,	I’d	just	slip	on	a	black	T	shirt,	a	pair	
of	black	 jeans	and	 top	 it	off	with	 the	ubiquitous	black	cardigan	and	 I	
was	good	to	go.	It	was	easy,	and	there’s	a	time	in	your	life	when	easy	is	
important.	You’re	juggling	kids,	career,	housework	–	having	a	unicolour	
wardrobe	means	one	less	decision	you	have	to	make.

All	 that	 black	 never	 looked	 good	 on	me.	My	 skin	 is	 too	 pale,	 or	
something.	 Or	 maybe	 it’s	 my	 hair	 colour.	 I	 look	 back	 at	 pictures	 of	
myself	and	I’m	not	impressed.	I	look	old,	and	I	look	tired.	And	I’m	not	
alone.	You	see	an	older	woman	walking	down	the	street	dressed	from	
head	to	toe	in	black,	you	don’t	think,	“Wow,	she	looks	amazing!”	If	you	
notice	her	at	all,	you	probably	just	think	she	looks	old.

The	 last	 woman	 who	 looked	 really	 good	 in	 black	 was	 Audrey	
Hepburn	 in	Funny Face.	 She	was	 twenty-eight,	 she	weighed	 103	 lbs	
and	she	was	gorgeous.	(I	realize	this	is	the	second	time	I’ve	mentioned	
Audrey	Hepburn	in	this	book.	I	had	no	idea	she	played	such	a	big	part	
in	my	subconscious.	Interesting	fact,	by	the	way	–	Audrey	Hepburn	and	
I	have	one	thing	in	common:	we’re	both	5’6	½”.	At	least,	she	was	when	
she	was	alive.	And	I	used	to	be	before	I	had	children.	I’ve	been	losing	
approximately	 a	 centimeter	 a	 year	 since	 my	 kids	 were	 born.	 I	 know	
we	shrink	as	we	age	but	 if	 this	keeps	up	 they’ll	have	 to	bury	me	 in	a	
shoebox.)
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So	I’m	(gradually)	 losing	 the	black,	which	means	 I’ve	had	 to	start	
figuring	out	what	 to	wear	again.	And	 to	be	honest,	 the	 retailers	aren’t	
terribly	 helpful.	 I’ve	 walked	 into	 those	 stores	 specifically	 geared	 to	
boomers	–	I	won’t	name	them,	you	know	the	ones	I	mean	–	and	walked	
right	 back	 out	 again.	Not	 going	 that	 route,	 thank	you	 very	much.	 I’ll	
pass	on	the	high-waisted	pleated	pants	and	the	floral	jacket	with	padded	
shoulders.	Reversible	 cardigans?	 I’m	sorry,	but	 is	getting	 two	 frumpy	
sweaters	for	the	price	of	one	really	an	incentive	to	buy?	Might	as	well	
don	an	“Old	Chicks	Rule”	T-shirt	and	a	pair	of	sweatpants	and	give	up.	
The	 clothes	 that	 aren’t	 frumpy	 are	 over	 the	 top.	There	 seems	 to	 be	 a	
consensus	among	retailers	that	older	women	only	go	looking	for	clothes	
when	they’re	about	to	be	the	mother	of	the	bride.

Not	that	I	want	to	dress	like	my	daughter.	Wearing	clothes	too	young	
for	you	is	the	opposite	end	of	the	spectrum...	the	English	call	it	“mutton	
dressed	as	lamb”;	in	North	America	it’s	the	cougar	look.	You	see	it	all	the	
time	–	middle-aged	women	in	clothes	that	not	only	look	great	on	their	
daughters	but	were	probably	swiped	from	their	daughters’	closets:	off-
the-shoulder	sweaters,	skinny-leg	jeans,	tube	tops	and	spaghetti	straps.	
And	wa-a-ay	 too	much	cleavage!	A	few	years	ago	I	worked	next	 to	a	
woman	–	I’ll	call	her	Thelma	–	who	regularly	came	to	the	office	spilling	
out	of	her	top.	She	was	amply	endowed	and	proud	of	it,	and	there	was	
likely	a	time	when	she	was	rewarded	for	her	bosomy	profile.	Men	paid	
attention.	They	still	do	–	and	so	do	women.	Talking	to	Thelma,	it	was	
difficult	 not	 to	 notice	 her	 “girls.”	Unfortunately,	 gravity	 and	 years	 of	
sunbathing	 had	 taken	 their	 toll	 on	 her	 décolletage	 and	 all	 the	 chunky	
jewellery	in	the	world	couldn’t	distract	you	from	the	wrinkles.	It	wasn’t	
pretty,	and,	in	the	office	at	least,	it	wasn’t	appropriate.

But	it’s	more	than	just	not	setting	out	to	dress	like	a	celebrity.	They,	
after	 all,	 are	 performers,	 and	 performers	 can	 not	 only	 get	 away	with	
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dressing	like	–	well,	dressing	flamboyantly,	if	you	will	–	it’s	de	rigueur	
that	they	do	so.	I	mean,	come	on:	do	you	want	to	see	Barbra	Streisand	in	
sweats?	Sophia	Loren	in	a	track	suit?	Matthew	McConaughey	in	a	shirt?	

What	most	of	us	want,	I	think,	is	to	look	the	best	we	can	at	whatever	
age	we’re	 at.	We	 don’t	want	 to	 look	 as	 if	we’re	 trying	 too	 hard,	 but	
neither	do	we	want	people	to	think	we’re	not	trying	at	all.	We	want	to	
look	graceful	and	at	least	moderately	stylish,	and	we’d	like	it	to	look	like	
it	all	came	together	without	any	effort	on	our	part.	So,	for	the	benefit	of	
all	of	us	wishing	to	keep	relatively	in	step	with	the	times,	I	humbly	offer	
up	the	following:

TEN PRETTY ARBITRARY THINGS  
TO AVOID “DRESSING OLD”

1. Too	many	rings:	Looks	cute	and	funky	on	young	women;	on	older	
women	 it	 just	draws	attention	 to	 the	 fact	you’ve	been	around	 long	
enough	to	amass	a	lot	of	jewellery.	And	speaking	of	hands:	

2. Artificial	nails:	First	of	all,	nobody	believes	them	(which	I	concede	
isn’t	 the	 point)	 and	 secondly,	 unless	 you	 live	 a	 life	 of	 complete	
indolence	they’re	utterly	impractical.	My	first	“gels”	were	so	long	I	
couldn’t	type	and	had	to	get	someone	to	open	my	Pepsi	for	me.	Either	
get	a	proper	manicure	or	settle	for	keeping	them	short	and	natural.	
And	if	you	have	to	have	blood-red	nails,	get	a	pedicure.	

3. Pleated	 jeans:	Okay,	 jeans	make	 you	 feel	 young.	 But	 if	 you	 have	
to	wear	 them	with	pleats,	 you’re	 automatically	negating	 the	youth	
factor.	Better	to	avoid	them	altogether.	

4. Embroidered	denim:	Last	year	I	finally	gave	away	my	beloved	denim	
jacket.	 If	you	see	 someone	walking	around	 in	a	 jean	 jacket	with	a	
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brightly-coloured,	sequin-studded	parrot	on	the	back,	say	“hello”	for	
me.	I	still	miss	it.	

5. Leopard-print	anything:	Unless	you’re	a	successful	author	of	romance	
novels	 or	 a	 (male	 or	 female)	wrestler,	 stay	 away	 from	 the	 animal	
prints.	Younger	women	can	wear	them	with	a	kind	of	ironic	flair;	on	
older	women	they	just	look	tacky.	

6. “Hippie”	clothing:	Yes,	we	wore	peasant	blouses	and	“granny”	skirts	
in	the	1960s.	And	yes,	the	look	is	having	a	resurgence	in	popularity.	
But	the	women	wearing	headbands	and	bell-bottoms	today	weren’t	
even	born	back	then;	they	can	get	away	with	it,	we	can’t.	And	besides,	
do	we	really	want	to	go	back	to	shopping	at	army	surplus	stores?	

7. Bouclé:	There’s	something	about	this	fabric	that	just	screams	old.	I	
think	it’s	a	personal	thing	–	I	remember	friends	of	my	grandmother	
wearing	 cardigans	 knitted	 from	bouclé	 yarn.	 Forget	 it...	 I’m	being	
silly.	

8. Patterned	sweaters:	 I’m	 talking	about	 the	kind	Colin	Firth	wore	 in	
Bridget Jones’ Diary...	the	turtleneck	with	the	giant	reindeer	on	the	
front.	Reindeer,	Santas,	bells	and	whistles	–	none	of	these	belong	on	
clothing	worn	by	anyone	over	the	age	of	six.	Seven,	tops.	

9. Bathing	suits	with	skirts	attached:	 I	bought	one	of	 these	years	ago	
when	I	was	pregnant	for	the	first	time.	Every	time	I	went	in	the	water	
it	 ballooned	 out	 like	 –	well,	 like	 a	 balloon.	Nothing	 says	 old	 like	
looking	like	a	beach-ball	in	the	water.	And	finally:	

10. Ponchos:	Hable usted español?	No?	Then	ix-nay	on	the	oncho-pay.



56

Eleven

IT’S IN TO EAT OUT – AGAIN!

I was	 nine	 the	 first	 time	my	 parents	 took	me	 and	my	 sisters	 out	 to	dinner.	We’d	moved	back	to	Ontario	from	Manitoba	and	my	parents	
were	staying	at	a	hotel	while	looking	for	a	house	for	us	to	live	in.	In	the	
meantime,	my	two	younger	sisters	and	I	were	staying	with	relatives.	It	
felt	very	strange	–	different	food,	different	house	rules.	It	was	only	for	a	
month	but	it	felt	much	longer.

At	 the	end	of	 the	 summer,	my	 folks	 found	a	place	 they	 liked,	 and	
could	afford.	They	took	us	to	dinner	to	celebrate,	and	it	felt	like	a	very	
big	deal,	because	I’d	never	actually	eaten	 in	a	restaurant	before.	This,	
I	know,	will	shock	anyone	born	after	1960,	as	 it	 reeks	of	poverty	and	
deprivation,	but	it	wasn’t	really.	It	was	just	the	way	it	was.	Europe	was	
bursting	 at	 the	 seams	with	 bistros	 and	 cafés	 and	 tavernas	 catering	 to	
every	generation;	in	North	America	eating	out	was	what	your	parents	did	
on	their	wedding	anniversary.	Kids	ate	at	home.						

We	went	in,	sat	down	at	a	booth;	the	waitress	came	over	with	a	damp	
cloth	and	a	handful	of	menus	and	immediately	made	a	big	fuss	over	us	
three	 girls,	which	was	 embarrassing.	 I	was,	 as	 I	 said,	 nine	 years	 old;	
I	 wished	 to	 appear	 as	 though	 eating	 in	 restaurants	 was	 an	 everyday	
occurrence	 for	 one	 as	 sophisticated,	 even	 jaded,	 as	 myself.	 Hard	 to	
do	when	a	big,	busty,	middle-aged	woman	is	pinching	your	cheek	and	
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saying	you’re	cute	as	a	button.

Still,	 it	 was	 pretty	 exciting,	 getting	 to	 eat	 somewhere	 that	 wasn’t	
home	and	wasn’t	a	 relative’s	house,	and	having	food	we	never	had	at	
home.	Plus	there	was	a	jukebox	at	the	table	–	four	songs	for	a	quarter.	We	
weren’t	allowed	to	play	it	and	we	didn’t	have	a	quarter,	but	it	was	fun	just	
turning	the	pages	and	reading	out	the	names	of	the	songs.	When	it	came	
time	to	order,	I	decided	on	a	toasted	Western	sandwich	with	chips	and	
gravy	(we	didn’t	call	them	fries	–	that	was	American),	while	Mom	and	
Dad,	being	more	adventurous,	ordered	from	the	Chinese	food	section:	
sweet	and	sour	chicken	balls,	egg	rolls	and	shrimp	fried	rice.	I	think	my	
sisters	had	spaghetti	and	meatballs	–	there	was	no	such	thing	as pasta.				

But	the	really	special	part	about	this	particular	restaurant	wasn’t	the	
food.	Not	the	real	food,	that	is,	the	food	you	actually	ate.	What	knocked	
me	out	on	that	first	visit	–	pierced	the	surface	of	my	haughty	demeanour,	
if	you	will	–	was	an	array	of	glass	dessert	dishes	on	display	above	the	cash	
register,	each	of	them	filled	with	what	appeared	to	be	a	different	flavour	
of	Jell-O.	They	shone	like	edible	jewels,	glittering	in	the	sunshine;	I	had	
to	have	one.

Eventually	the	BBMW	came	back	to	the	table.

“Now,	what’ll	you	girls	have	for	dessert?	Apple	pie	à	la	mode?	Just	
baked	fresh	this	morning.”

My	sisters	went	with	the	pie;	I,	on	the	other	hand,	ordered	Jell-O.

“Raspberry,	please.	With	whipped	cream.”	It	sounded	somehow...	oh,	
I	don’t	know	–	je ne sais quoi,	if	you	know	what	I	mean?

“Oh,	sorry,	honey,	we	don’t	have	Jell-O.	Would	you	like	some	nice	
chocolate	pudding?”
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I	wasn’t	about	to	be	lied	to.	I	pointed	to	the	bowls	on	display	just	over	
her	shoulder.

“Jell-O,”	I	repeated.	“One	of	those.	Please.”	

The	 “please”	 was	 an	 afterthought	 –	 the	 woman	 might	 be	 a	 little	
simple	but	I	didn’t	wish	to	appear	rude.

She	smiled	and	winked	–	winked!	–	at	my	parents.

“Honey,	those	are	just	bowls	of	coloured	water.	They	look	nice,	but	
they’re	not	Jell-O.”

Determined	to	maintain	my	sangfroid,	I	told	her	I’d	have	one	anyway	
–	the	red	one,	please.

The	 BBMW	 shook	 her	 head.	 “They’re	 not	 for	 sale,”	 she	 said.	
“They’re	for	display	purposes	only.”

I	look	back	upon	this	as	my	first	experience	of	false	advertising	–	soon	
to	be	followed,	in	order	of	disappointment,	by	X-ray	specs,	amazing	sea	
monkeys,	and	the	miniature	dog	that	fit	in	a	teacup.

It	was	 a	pretty	 crushing	 experience,	 but	 I	 got	 over	 it.	By	 the	 time	
I	was	old	enough	 to	eat	out	 regularly,	 I’d	 lost	my	 taste	 for	Jell-O	and	
actually	thought	the	coloured-water-in-dishes	thing	was	a	little...	tacky.	
I,	along	with	the	rest	of	North	America,	discovered	pizza	and	pasta	and	
Greek	salads	and	curry	and	chose	to	frequent	restaurants	with	candles	
stuck	in	Chianti	bottles	and	not	a	Jell-O	dish	in	sight.	Ah,	the	arrogance	
of	youth.

The	point	–	because	 there	 is,	 actually,	 a	point	–	 is	 that	 I	 ate	out	 a	
lot	when	I	was	single	and	when	I	met	the	man	who	would	become	my	
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husband	(I’ll	call	him	Ken	–	because	that	is,	after	all,	his	name)	I	found	
that	he	liked	eating	out	as	much	as	I	did.	So	for	a	few	years	we	did	just	
that.	We’d	come	home	 from	work,	open	 the	 fridge	 to	find	 two	 frozen	
chicken	legs	and	a	jar	of	mayonnaise,	and	one	of	us	would	say,	“There’s	
nothing	to	eat.	Should	we	go	pick	up	something	from	the	supermarket,	
or	should	we	eat	out	tonight?”	Eating	out	won	hands	down	nearly	every	
time.

We	did	that	five	or	six	nights	a	week;	the	rest	of	the	time	we	phoned	
out	for	pizza.

All	of	this	changed	once	we	had	children.	Contrary	to	the	myth	that	
North	American	 society	 is	 child-friendly,	 it’s	 not.	At	 least,	 not	where	
restaurants	are	concerned.	Unless	it’s	one	of	those	places	with	a	“kids	eat	
free”	sign	or	waiters	who	burst	into	song	when	you	order	the	surf	’n’	turf,	
young	children	are	usually	non grata.	Bringing	a	toddler	into	any	place	
that	serves	white	wine	or	cappuccino	is	equivalent	to	turning	up	with	a	
Jack	Russell	terrier	under	your	arm.	In	fact,	in	many	places	I	can	think	
of,	the	owners	would	prefer	the	dog.

Honestly,	 I	 don’t	 blame	 them;	 there’s	 something	 about	 a	 fancy	
restaurant	that	brings	out	the	demon	in	your	average	two-year-old.	They	
reach	for	 the	salt	shaker,	upset	 the	sugar	bowl,	and	 throw	forks	at	 the	
nice	old	couple	at	the	next	table.	You	can	appease	them	temporarily	with	
crackers	and	those	little	creamer	containers,	but	if	they	are	not	fed	within	
seven	minutes	of	being	seated,	they	set	out	to	wreck	the	joint.

It’s	got	to	do	with	their	attention	span:	they	don’t	have	one.	Threats	
don’t	 work	 because	 a	 child’s	 imagination	 is	 limited	 to	 what	 has	
previously	 taken	 place,	 and	 unless	 you	 have	 actually	 thrown	 him	 out	
of	a	window	once	before	or	fed	him	to	the	family	dog,	he	simply	won’t	
believe	you.	Whispered	pleas	fall	on	deaf	ears	–	even	if	your	child	wants	
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to	behave,	she	can’t.	Within	the	heart	of	every	two-year-old	is	a	small,	
angry	creature	urging	her	on:	“Spill	your	water	glass.	Come	on,	do	 it.	
You	know	you	want	to.”	And	when	it	comes	to	a	choice	between	a	boring	
grownup	who’s	muttering	threats	between	tightly-clenched	jaws	and	a	
delightful	little	devil	who’s	telling	you	to	have	fun	–	well,	who	do	you	
think	you’re	going	to	listen	to?

The	problem	is,	as	a	parent	you	can’t	win.	If	you	ignore	the	racket	and	
bury	your	nose	in	the	wine	list,	the	other	diners	will	exchange	ominous	
remarks	about	spoiled	children	and	how	some	people	should	never	have	
kids.	If	you	decide	to	play	the	authority	card	and	resort	to	a	wallop	on	
the	rear	end,	you	leave	yourself	open	to	charges	of	child	abuse.	At	the	
very	least,	you’ll	be	asked	to	remove	your	abusive	self	and	your	poor,	
victimized	child	from	the	restaurant	so	the	other	diners	can	enjoy	their	
meal	in	peace.	Your	kid,	of	course,	seeing	a	chance	to	play	to	the	crowd,	
will	open	his	mouth	and	 let	out	a	bellow	 like	a	bull	moose	 in	mating	
season.	The	 only	 thing	 to	 do	 –	 and	 I’ve	 done	 it	 –	 is	 to	 pick	 up	 your	
toddler	and	get	the	hell	out	of	there...	which	is	a	pity	if	you’ve	already	
opened	the	wine	because	they’ll	probably	make	you	pay	for	it.

With	all	this	in	mind,	it’s	no	wonder	that	for	years	we	abandoned	the	
nicer	restaurants	in	favour	of	those	that	catered	to	families.	We	ate	a	lot	
of	burgers,	and	spilled	a	lot	of	ketchup.	But	we	survived.	And	we	did,	
from	time	to	time,	venture	en famille	into	the	classier	places.	It	seemed	
important	to	introduce	our	children	to	the	niceties	of	fine	dining	and	to	
pass	on	my	Three	Rules	of	Eating	Out:

1. A	restaurant	isn’t	your	living	room.	Or	bedroom.	Or,	God	forbid,	
your	bathroom.

2. Don’t	snap	your	fingers/rattle	your	glass/whistle	at	the	waiter.	
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3. If	you	don’t	like	it,	don’t	eat	it.	But	DO	NOT	throw	it	on	the	floor.	
Or	push	it	aside	and	ask	for	pizza.	Or	try	to	exchange	it	for	your	
sister’s	order.	In	fact,	if	you	don’t	like	it,	eat	it	anyway.	I’m	tired	
of	arguing.	

Our	children	are	grown	now,	and	we’ve	begun	to	eat	out	again.	We	
eat	earlier	than	we	used	to	–	and	the	food	gives	us	heartburn	–	and	the	
wine	keeps	us	up	all	night	–	but	going	out	for	dinner	is	still	a	treat.

What	I	want	to	say	about	all	this	is	that,	in	the	years	while	Ken	and	
I	were	sticking	to	the	fast-food	joints,	there	were	some	changes	to	the	
restaurant	scene,	the	major	one	being	that	the	people	who	wait	on	you	
aren’t	called	waiters	any	more	–	they’re	servers.	“Waiter”	and	“waitress”	
went	the	way	of	“stewardess”	and	“fireman”.	Which	I’m	sure	you	know,	
I	just	thought	I’d	mention	it.

Anyway,	here	are	some	other	things	you	might	want	to	keep	in	mind,	
if	you’re	planning	to	get	into	the	dining	out	experience	in	a	major	way:

KEEP IT ZIPPED: No,	 I’m	not	 talking	about	 that!	 If	 that’s	an	 issue	
for	you,	 then	you	certainly	 shouldn’t	be	going	out	 to	 restaurants!	 I’m	
talking	 about	 the	 tendency,	 as	 we	 age,	 to	 tell	 the	 server	 all	 kinds	 of	
personal	details	about	us,	our	kids,	and	our	grandkids.	That	nice	young	
waitress	might	seem	really	interested	in	your	son’s	trip	to	Korea,	but	she	
has	ten	tables	to	wait	on	and	two	servers	called	in	sick	tonight	and	the	
busboy	forgot	to	fill	the	water	glasses	and	all	she	really	wants	is	for	you	
to	please,	please	hurry	up	and	decide	what	you	want	to	order	and	let	her	
get	on	with	her	job!

LINEUPS:	Back	in	the	day,	lineups	were	only	for	famous	restaurants,	
like	Sardi’s	or	Tavern	on	the	Green.	(Oh,	good	grief,	listen	to	me!	Like	I 
was	ever	at	Sardi’s	or	Tavern	on	the	Green.	But	you	know	what	I	mean.)	



62

60.is.the.new.20

These	days	every	neighbourhood	bar	and	grill	has	a	 forty-five-minute	
wait,	unless	you	turn	up	before	5:00	on	a	Tuesday.	(Which	is	what	Ken	
and	I	do,	actually	–	we’re	eating	earlier	and	going	to	bed	earlier	every	
year.	Eventually	we’ll	have	breakfast	before	the	sun	rises,	lunch	in	the	
middle	of	the	morning,	dinner	at	three,	and	be	nicely	tucked	into	bed	in	
time	to	watch	Jeopardy.)	So	if	you	have	a	sudden	craving	for	chicken	pad	
thai	at	7:00	on	a	Saturday	night,	be	prepared	to	wait.

NOISE:	Restaurants	 are	 noisier	 than	 they	 used	 to	 be.	That’s	 it.	They	
just	are.	I	don’t	know	why	–	sometimes	it’s	the	music	blaring	from	the	
speakers,	but	not	always.	That	combined	with	the	gradual	hearing	loss	
you’re	 experiencing	makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 have	 a	 nice,	 cozy	 chat	 in	 a	
restaurant.	If	a	good	heart-to-heart	is	the	real	point	of	the	evening,	go	out	
to	the	car,	open	a	bottle	of	wine,	sit	there	in	the	driveway	and	natter	to	
your	heart’s	content.	And	finally:

TIPPING:	This	is	a	big	one,	because	a	lot	of	older	types	(me	included,	
until	recently)	still	think	a	good	tip	is	15%.	Well,	not	any	more.	Unless	
a	mandatory	gratuity	or	service	charge	has	been	added	to	the	bill,	20%	
is	pretty	much	 the	standard	now,	and	 if	 the	service	and	 the	 food	have	
been	outstanding,	you	might	leave	a	little	more.	In	many	restaurants,	the	
people	who	serve	you	don’t	get	to	keep	all	their	tips	–	they	share	it	with	
the	busboy	and	the	bar,	even	if	all	you’ve	ordered	is	a	glass	of	wine	or	a	
beer.	If	this	seems	a	lot	to	you,	consider	eating	out	less	but	tipping	more	
when	you	do.	The	one	 thing	 that	hasn’t	changed	over	 the	years	 is	 the	
wage	paid	to	people	in	the	service	industry:	it	still	sucks.
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ON LOOKING IN THE MIRROR
(With Apologies to Joyce Kilmer*)

I	think	that	I	shall	never	see	
The	face	that	once	looked	back	at	me.

The	teeth	that	seemed	so	clean	and	white	
(With	just	a	hint	of	over-bite)

Have	now	begun	to	move	their	places	–	
Sixty	and	I	now	need	braces??

What’s	this	fuzz	that’s	now	appearing	
On	chin	and	cheek	and	under	earring?

The	sagging	under	eyes	and	jaw	–	
Both	should	be	against	the	law!

Even	when	I	feel	unstressed	
Frown	lines	make	me	look	depressed.
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It’s	not	that	I’m	embracing	plastic;	
I’d	just	like	skin	that’s	more	elastic.

There’s	something	just	a	tad	pathetic	
About	the	“looking	young”	aesthetic,

But	it’s	unnerving	when	I	see	
A	matron	looking	back	at	me!

I	could	ban	mirrors,	I	expect,	
But	family	members	would	object.

Until	this	fit	of	bleakness	passes	
I	think	I’ll	just	stop	wearing	glasses!

*	Joyce	Kilmer	(1886-1918),	American	poet,	author	of	“Trees”
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Thirteen 

SOME THOUGHTS ON THE “A” WORD

So	here’s	the	story:	Once	upon	a	time	we	lived	in	a	society	where	age	
was	irrelevant;	our	elders	were	revered	and	respected...	old	age	was	

admired,	not	 feared.	 In	 this	perfect,	more	 civilized	era,	 older	workers	
passed	down	their	skills	to	the	young,	and	continued	to	do	so	as	long	as	
they	were	willing	and	able.	They	weren’t	pushed	out	of	their	jobs	into	
early,	unwanted	retirement,	they	were	never	overlooked	for	promotion	
in	 favour	of	 twenty-	and	 thirty-somethings	with	more	energy	and	 less	
experience,	and	when	companies	were	looking	for	innovate	new	ideas	
they	always	went	to	their	senior	employees	first.	

It	was	a	wonderful	time.	There	were	unicorns.	And	everybody	lived	
happily	ever	after.

Unfortunately,	the	people	who	lived	back	in	those	halcyon	days	aren’t	
around	at	the	moment	to	tell	us	what	a	paradise	it	was	for	the	elderly.	Just	
think	of	it:	no	pensions,	no	health	benefits,	no	social	welfare	programs...	
and	all	those	lovely	workhouses	waiting	to	take	you	in	when	you	were	
too	sick	to	work	any	more	and	couldn’t	afford	to	eat.	

The	truth	is	that	nobody	has	ever	liked	getting	old.	Some	of	us	deal	
with	it	better	than	others	–	either	through	good	planning,	a	good	attitude,	
or	 good	 genes.	 But	most	 of	 us	 would	 really	 prefer	 to	 be	 just	 a	 little	
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younger.	 “Old	 age	 is	 fifteen	 years	 older	 than	 I	 am.”	Oliver	Wendell	
Holmes	said	that	and	isn’t	it	the	truth!	When	I	was	fifty,	old	age	was	
sixty-five.	Now	that	I’m	in	my	sixties,	I	think	old	age	is	really	closer	to	
seventy-five	–	or	eighty.	And	I’m	sure	I’ll	keep	raising	the	bar	the	older	
I	get.	Why	not?	It’s	my	bar,	I	can	do	what	I	like	with	it.

But	while	we	boomers	may	still	feel	young	and	perky,	the	rest	of	the	
world	might	not	see	it	that	way.	In	a	recent	survey	by	CARP,	Canada’s	
Association	for	Retired	Persons,	two-thirds	of	the	respondents	reported	
being	discriminated	in	one	way	or	another,	whether	it	was	getting	poor	
service	at	a	restaurant	or	store,	being	made	the	butt	of	a	joke,	or	failing	
to	get	a	job	or	a	promotion	because	of	their	age.

And	women,	as	you	might	expect,	reported	experiencing	ageism	to	
a	greater	degree	than	men.	My	own	particular	gripe	is	with	newspaper	
headlines	 that	 tell	 us	 “Seventy-year-old	 grandmother	 hit	 by	 a	 car.”	
Have	you	ever	seen	one	about	a	seventy-year-old	grandfather?	And,	
unless	it	was	actually	one	of	her	grandchildren	behind	the	wheel,	does	
it	even	matter?

But	 I	digress.	Ageism	–	discriminating	against	people	because	of	
their	age	–	is	not	a	good	thing:	it	lumps	people	into	stereotypes,	and,	
at	 the	darkest	end	of	 the	spectrum,	 it	allows	vulnerable	people	 to	be	
physically	and	verbally	mistreated	because	they	are	old.	It	diminishes	
them.	 And	 right	 now	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 out	 there	 are	 feeling	 pretty	
diminished.	Age	discrimination	suits	in	the	US	have	gone	up	by	almost	
thirty	 per	 cent,	 and	 in	Britain,	where	 1600	workers	 are	 being	made	
redundant	every	day,	the	older,	better	paid	employees	are	the	ones	at	
greatest	risk	of	getting	sacked.*

*	The	Telegraph,	Fri.,	April	15,	2011	
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The	 difference	 between	 what	 happened	 in	 the	 past	 and	 what’s	
happening	now	is	that	now	it’s	happening	to	us	–	the	generation	that	was	
never	going	to	get	old	–	the	ones	that	were	warned	not	to	trust	anybody	
over	thirty.	It’s	a	little	karma	biting	us	in	the	butt,	and	we	really	don’t	
like	it.

But	 it	works	 both	ways.	How	many	 times	 have	 you	 looked	 at	 the	
“kid”	driving	the	bus	or	about	to	drill	holes	in	your	teeth,	and	wondered	
if	he	or	she	is	old	enough	to	have	a	licence?	Or	told	someone	you	don’t	
a)	go	to	the	movies,	b)	go	to	restaurants,	or	c)	listen	to	the	radio	anymore	
because	a)	the	movies	are	made	for	kids,	b)	the	restaurants	are	too	noisy,	
and	c)	there	haven’t	been	any	good	songs	written	since	1973.

Even	if	you’re	doing	your	best	not	to	become	a	crotchety	old	coot,	it’s	
a	challenge	to	keep	doing	what	you	did	thirty	years	ago	with	the	same	
zeal,	energy,	and	enthusiasm	you	once	had.	When	I	consider	the	jobs	I	
took	on	in	my	twenties	and	thirties	–	how	hard	I	worked	and	what	I	was	
paid	–	I	just	don’t	think	I’d	be	willing	to	work	that	hard	again	for	that	
kind	of	money.	

Most	of	 the	women	 I	know	who	are	 still	working	 full	 time	would	
kill	for	a	four-day	week	–	three	days	would	be	even	better	but	that’s	not	
going	 to	 happen.	Are	 they	 lazy?	No,	 but	 they’re	 tired.	They’ve	 spent	
years	 juggling	 kids,	 soccer	 practice,	 school	 deadlines,	 and	work,	 and	
what	they’d	like	at	this	point	is	a	little	breathing	space.	A	little	time	to	
stop	and	smell	the	roses,	and	maybe	even	pick	a	few.

Which	is	why	it	gets	complicated	when	you	start	using	the	“A”	word.	
Because	although	you	don’t	want	to	be	treated	like	a	doddering	old	fool,	
you	also	don’t	want	to	be	treated	like	a	kid.	There	are	things	you	can	do	
about	it	on	a	professional	level:	work	hard	at	keeping	your	skills	up	to	
date,	attend	workshops,	be	a	mentor	to	younger	workers.	Don’t	gripe	if	
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you’re	asked	to	do	something	you	think	is	beneath	you,	and	remember	
to	smile.	

If	you’re	 job	hunting,	 tighten	up	your	resumé.	You	may	have	been	
working	since	Eisenhower	left	office	–	or	feel	that	you	have	–	but	there’s	
no	need	to	advertise	the	fact.	Keep	it	to	a	page	–	two	at	the	most	–	and	
keep	it	focused	on	your	skills,	not	your	age.

And	remember,	you’re	never	too	old	to	learn	something	new,	or	to	
branch	 into	 a	 new	field	 of	 endeavour.	Henri	Rousseau	was	 forty-nine	
when	 he	 quit	 his	 job	 as	 a	 tax	 collector	 to	 paint	 full	 time.	 Raymond	
Chandler	 published	 his	 first	 novel	 at	 fifty-one.	And	 Colonel	 Sanders	
began	his	chicken	franchise	when	he	was	in	his	sixties.	

As	Mark	Twain	said,	“Age	 is	an	 issue	of	mind	over	matter.	 If	you	
don’t	mind,	it	doesn’t	matter.”
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FRIENDS LIKE THESE

I have	thirty-four	friends.	I	know	this	because	Facebook	tells	me	so.	My	son	has	four	hundred	and	seven	friends	and	Lady	Gaga	has	over	
ten	million	friends	on	Facebook	and	holds	the	current	world	record.	I	
know	this	from	Google.	Everything	I	know	at	the	moment,	aside	from	
the	names	of	my	children	and	some	basic	rules	of	grammar,	is	from	the	
internet	–	a	sad	fact	which	probably	deserves	a	chapter	of	its	own.

(Speaking	 of	 Facebook,	 Ivy	 Bean	 from	 Bradford,	 England,	 was	
Facebook’s	oldest	known	user	at	the	age	of	one	hundred	and	two.	She	
became	an	online	celebrity	and	by	the	time	she	died	in	July	2010,	she	
had	 4,962	 friends	 on	 Facebook	 and	more	 than	 56,000	 followers	 on	
Twitter.	Ms.	Bean’s	last	tweet	was	July	6,	2010.	It	read,	“Going	to	have	
my	lunch	now	will	be	back	later.”)*

My	very	first	friend	was	Donna;	she	lived	down	the	street	from	me	
and	had	an	older	brother	named	Spike.	She	and	I	sat	out	in	the	middle	of	
the	road	and	made	mud	pies,	which	you	could	do	back	then	when	you	
lived	on	a	dirt	road	pretty	much	in	the	middle	of	nowhere.	Donna	and	
I	lost	track	of	each	other	after	we	started	kindergarten;	I	guess	I	could	
track	her	down	through	Facebook	but	aside	from	asking	her	how	Spike	

*	Ivy	Bean,	retrieved	April	28,	2011	from	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ivy_Bean.
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is	doing	we	probably	wouldn’t	have	a	lot	to	talk	about.

Between	the	ages	of	six	and	eighteen	I	had	four	best	friends	–	one	at	a	
time.	When	it	came	to	friendship	I	was	a	serial	monogamist.	I	was	never	
one	for	belonging	to	a	group	–	to	be	honest,	I	found	them	intimidating,	
those	bands	of	 little	girls	marching	across	the	playground	arm-in-arm,	
carrying	 in	 their	 curly	 heads	 the	 secret	 to	Double-Dutch	 and	 intricate	
hand-clapping	 games.	 I	 finally	 overcame	 this	 fear	 of	 girls-in-groups	
in	college	when	I	discovered	like-minded	women	who	had	never	been	
cheerleaders.	It	was	an	enormous	relief.

Me, Donna, and friends, taking a break from making mud pies

At	 any	 rate,	 here	 I	 am,	 forty	 years	 later,	 with	 thirty-four	 friends,	
which,	if	you	do	the	math,	works	out	to	85%	of	a	friend	per	year.	I’ve	
always	thought	of	myself	as	a	pretty	friendly	person	but	apparently	not.	
In	 fact,	 thirty-four	 Facebook	 friends	 is	 probably	 overstating	 the	 case.	
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If	you	define	a	friend	–	and	I	do	–	as	someone	with	whom	you	would	
share	your	 innermost	 thoughts	–	especially	 the	ones	 that	do	not	 show	
you	in	a	particularly	positive	light	–	then	I	probably	have	twenty	“real”	
friends.	And	 further,	when	 you	 consider	 that	more	 than	 half	 of	 those	
“real”	friends	live	on	the	other	side	of	the	country	–	or	the	planet	–	and	
cannot	be	counted	on	for	impulsive	shopping	trips	to	the	mall	or	Saturday	
night	wine	and	gripe	sessions...	well,	you	can	see	my	predicament:	to	all	
intents	and	purposes,	I’m	practically	friendless.

And	the	situation	is	getting	worse.	I	have	been	losing	friends	at	an	
alarming	rate	–	some	through	what,	 for	 lack	of	a	better	word,	I’ll	call	
“attrition”,	by	which	I’m	referring	to	the	way	some	of	the	best	and	most	
beloved	friends	go	before	their	time.	The	good	may	not	always	die	young	
but	we	can	all	bring	to	mind	some	exceptionally	good	people	who	didn’t	
get	to	stick	around	as	long	as	they	deserved	to.	(Here’s	to	Brooke,	Susan,	
Bev,	and	Trudie.)

Others	are	 lost	 to	me	because	we	de-friended	each	other	–	made	a	
mutual	decision	to	go	our	separate	ways.	No	harm	done...	it	was	good	
while	it	lasted.	Have	a	nice	life.

The	thing	about	friends	is	that	they	fill	roles	in	your	life	and	when	
you’re	very	young	the	demands	of	those	roles	are	pretty	simple:	they’re	
good	 at	making	mud	 pies,	 for	 instance,	 or	 their	 house	 happens	 to	 be	
within	walking	distance	of	yours.	Or	maybe	your	mother	approves	of	
them	so	she	arranges	a	lot	of	play	dates.	Then	you	get	older	and	what	
you	really	want	in	a	friend	is	someone	your	parents	don’t	approve	of	–	
preferably	someone	who	wears	too	much	makeup,	knows	a	lot	of	guys,	
and	has	regular	access	to	her	father’s	car.	You’re	looking	for	someone	to	
help	you	navigate	the	minefield	we	call	“becoming	an	adult.”	Someone	
to	share	your	secrets,	go	clubbing	with	you,	and	listen	to	you	vent	about	
your	parents/boyfriend/teachers	without	offering	a	single	word	of	advice.	
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But	what	you	want	in	a	friend	in	your	teens	and	twenties	is	not	always	
what	 works	 for	 you	 several	 decades	 later.	 We’ve	 all	 had	 long-time	
friendships	 that	 just	 fizzled	 out...	 you	 find	 yourself	 drifting	 apart	 and	
eventually	you	arrive	at	some	kind	of	unspoken	agreement	that	whatever	
you	had,	or	thought	you	had,	isn’t	there	any	more	and	you’ll	stop	sending	
Christmas	cards.	

These	 are	 the	 easy	 de-friending	 events.	 The	 difficult	 ones	 are	
explosive	and	usually	unexpected.	You	get	a	phone	call	–	or	a	letter	–	or	
an	email,	and	you’re	informed	in	no	uncertain	terms	that	at	some	point	in	
the	past	you	said	or	did	something	that	did	NOT	go	down	well	and	now	
all	hell	has	broken	loose	and	the	damage	is	completely	beyond	repair.	
The	best	thing	you	can	do	in	these	situations	is	apologize	and	get	the	hell	
out	of	there.	I	lost	one	friend	because	I	criticized	her	taste	in	wine.	Now,	
I’m	pretty	sure	there	was	more	to	it	than	that	–	in	fact,	she	SAID	there	
was	more	to	it	than	that	–	but	it	was	the	cutting	wine	remark	that	set	the	
wheels	in	motion.	

Which	 is	why	 I	 refuse	 to	believe	 those	people	who	boast	of	never	
having	 lost	 a	 friend.	 If,	 over	 the	 course	 of	 a	 lifetime,	 you’ve	 never	
lost	a	friend,	you’ve	probably	not	said	much,	either.	 I’m	betting	those	
“never	lost	a	friend”	types	have	never	spoken	their	minds	about	politics,	
religion,	or	whether	those	jeans	make	you	look	fat,	and	they	have	almost	
certainly	never	remarked	in	a	disparaging	sort	of	tone,	“Okanagan	wine?	
In	a	carton?	Are	you	kidding?”	(I	had	a	friend	once	who	regularly	began	
conversations	with,	“Margie,	I	have	to	be	honest.”	Note	the	verb	tense:	
had.	 Within	 the	 boundaries	 of	 friendship,	 honesty	 is	 like	 habanero	
peppers:	a	little	goes	a	long	way.)

Ending	a	friendship	in	a	confrontation,	however,	is	a	very	“old	person”	
thing	 to	do.	 I	have	 it	on	good	authority	(my	daughter)	 that	 these	days	
people	just	unfriend	them	from	their	Facebook	page,	or	stop	answering	
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their	 text	messages.	Much,	much	cooler	 than	calling	 someone	up	and	
screaming	into	the	telephone,	“I	hate	you!	You	have	ruined	my	life!”

In	 the	end,	having	burned	a	few	bridges	over	 the	years,	 I’m	not	 in	
favour	 of	 the	 scorched	 earth	 policy	 –	 even	when	 it	 comes	 to	 ending	
particularly	 toxic	 friendships.	 Confrontations	 are	 draining,	 and	 things	
said	in	the	heat	of	the	moment	can	resonate	for	a	lifetime.	

Neil	Sedaka	said	it	fifty	years	ago	–	breaking	up	is	hard	to	do.	And	
breaking	up	with	a	friend	can	be	more	devastating	than	breaking	up	with	
a	lover	or	spouse.	I	know	married	couples	who	have	gone	their	separate	
ways	more	amicably	 than	some	of	 the	 friends	–	or	 former	 friends	–	 I	
know.	There’s	a	thin	line	between	friendship	and	hate,	and	you	have	to	
have	known	someone	pretty	darn	well	 to	end	up	loathing	them	with	a	
passion.

Still,	 it’s	 the	price	we	pay	 for	making	emotional	 connections.	You	
can’t	lose	a	friend	if	you	never	had	one,	and	who	would	go	through	life	in	
that	condition?	The	fact	is,	friends	are	good	for	our	health.	Studies	have	
shown	 that	people	who	have	no	 friends	 are	more	 likely	 to	die	 sooner	
than	people	who	do,	and	a	Harvard	Medical	School	study	found	that	the	
more	friends	women	have	the	fewer	physical	ailments	they’re	likely	to	
experience,	and	the	more	enjoyment	they	get	out	of	life	as	they	age.

So	here’s	to	friendships,	old	and	new	–	may	our	friends	let	us	rant	
about	our	finances	without	giving	us	 lectures	on	money	management,	
may	they	always	make	us	laugh,	and,	most	important,	may	they	come	to	
know	all	of	our	faults	and	foibles	and	continue	to	like	us	anyway.
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THINGS THAT GO BUMP IN MY KITCHEN

I went	to	the	mall	on	the	weekend.	I	realize	this	is	the	kind	of	earth-shattering	information	that	makes	you	long	to	step	into	my	shoes,	just	
for	a	day,	and	be	a	part	of	my	never-ending	whirlwind	of	an	existence.	
As	incredible	as	it	sounds,	it’s	true.	While	others	flew	off	to	Paris	for	the	
weekend	or	treated	themselves	to	a	day	at	the	spa,	I	went	to	the	mall.

I	went	 there	 to	buy	a	 toaster.	 (I	know,	 it	 just	keeps	getting	better.)	
Our	old	toaster	–	and	I	use	the	word	“old”	loosely,	having	bought	said	
toaster	eighteen	months	ago	–	developed	a	few	nasty	habits.	First	of	all,	
it	would	only	toast	the	bread	on	one	side,	making	the	toasting	process	
twice	as	long	as	it	should	be.	I	could	live	with	that	–	so	it	takes	an	extra	
two	minutes	to	make	toast	in	the	morning!	Where	do	I	have	to	go	all	of	a	
sudden	that	I	can’t	spend	an	extra	two	minutes	making	breakfast?

Secondly,	it	stopped	popping	up.	At	first	the	red	light	would	just	go	
out	and	the	toast	would	stay	in	its	shell	and	you’d	have	to	press	a	button	
to	release	the	carriage	and	then	it	would	come	up.	But	then	that	button	
stopped	working	 and	you	had	 to	 reach	 in	with	 a	 knife	 and	pierce	 the	
toast	to	bring	it	up	out	of	the	toaster.	Having	been	told	as	a	child	never	
to	stick	a	knife,	fork,	or	other	metal	implement	into	a	toaster,	this	always	
made	me	nervous.	Luckily,	I	was	not	instantly	electrocuted,	but	it	makes	
me	wonder	 about	 some	 of	 the	 other	 things	 I	was	 told	 not	 to	 do	 as	 a	
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child,	 like	eating	in	bed	(it’ll	attract	bugs),	crossing	your	eyes	(they’ll	
stay	that	way),	and	sticking	your	arm	out	the	window	of	a	moving	car.	
This	last	was	from	my	grandfather;	he	always	said	if	you	put	your	arm	
out	 the	window,	a	 truck	would	come	along	and	slice	 it	off.	According	
to	 Grandpa,	 there	 were	 entire	 orphanages	 full	 of	 one-armed	 children	
who’d	lost	their	arms	this	way.	Why	they	were	orphans,	however,	I	never	
thought	to	ask.	

Back	to	the	toaster.	At	about	the	same	time	as	the	pop-up	mechanism	
failed,	the	bagel	setting	stopped	working.	Since	it	had	been	toasting	on	
only	one	side	for	quite	a	while,	however,	none	of	us	noticed.	

The	next	stage	in	the	toaster’s	decline	was	when	the	operating	lever	
began	to	falter.	You’d	push	it	down	and	it	would	come	right	back	up.	The	
secret,	we	found,	was	to	jam	it	down	with	great	firmness	and	hold	it	for	a	
couple	of	seconds,	to	show	it	who	was	boss.	If	you	did	this	with	enough	
brute	force,	it	stayed	down,	the	heating	element	came	on,	and	you	got	
your	toast.

When	the	heating	element	stopped	working,	I	gave	up.	For	a	week	
or	two	I	made	my	toast	in	the	oven	under	the	broiler,	but	it	never	turned	
out	very	well	and	was	a	huge	waste	of	electricity	besides.	I	knew	that,	
in	the	end,	I’d	have	to	buy	another	toaster,	but	I	think	I	was	hoping	that	
the	toaster,	having	been	left	to	its	own	devices	for	a	few	days,	might	cure	
itself	–	the	way	you	sometimes	get	over	a	cold	if	you	stay	in	bed	for	a	
while.

I	don’t	 remember	my	parents	ever	 throwing	out	a	 toaster	–	or	any	
other	electric	appliance.	In	 the	days	before	planned	obsolescence,	you	
took	things	to	be	fixed	when	they	broke,	or	fixed	them	yourself.	We	had	
a	toaster	when	I	was	growing	up	that	was	given	to	Mom	and	Dad	as	a	
wedding	present.	It	was	a	thing	of	beauty	in	heavy	chrome	with	a	sturdy	
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black	cord	and	made	a	satisfying	ka-ching	every	time	the	toast	popped	
up.	 That	 toaster	 lasted	 through	 three	 kids,	 thirty	 years,	 and	 umpteen	
thousand	 pieces	 of	 toast.	 The	 one	 time	 I	 remember	 it	 going	 “on	 the	
blink,”	as	 they	used	 to	say,	my	father	 took	 it	down	 to	 the	 local	 repair	
shop.	The	guy	replaced	the	cord,	shined	up	the	chrome,	and	there	it	was,	
good	for	another	ten	years	of	efficient,	trouble-free	toasting.

I	hate	giving	up	on	appliances,	no	matter	how	small.	It’s	so	depressing,	
staring	at	a	blender	that	no	longer	blends,	an	iron	that	won’t	iron,	a	coffee	
grinder	that	won’t	–	[Note from daughter: We get the picture, Mom. Move 
on. Please.]	In	the	past	ten	years	I’ve	bought	four	toasters,	each	of	which	
managed	to	gasp	its	way	through	its	one-year	warranty	before	giving	up	
the	ghost.	No	matter	how	much	I	pay	or	what	brand	I	choose,	it’s	always	
just	a	matter	of	time	before	I’m	back	to	cooking	toast	under	the	grill.	I’ve	
even	 considered	 buying	 the	 extended	warranty	 –	 something	 that	 goes	
completely	against	the	grain,	by	the	way.	Every	time	a	sales	clerk	asks	
me	if	I	want	the	extended	warranty,	I	want	to	say,	“So	you’re	telling	me	
this	piece	of	junk	is	probably	going	to	break	down	in	a	year	or	so	and	if	I	
don’t	cough	up	another	$20	it’s	basically	not	your	problem,	is	that	it?”	I	
never	say	any	such	thing,	of	course	–	it’s	not	her	problem,	she	just	works 
there.	Expressing	your	opinion	to	sales	clerks	about	extended	warranties,	
loyalty	cards,	lack	of	staff,	and	on-line	surveys	is	one	of	those	things	that	
mark	you	as	an	“old”	person	and	I	recommend	avoiding	it	whenever	you	
can.

Having	reached	the	end	of	my	tether,	toast-wise,	I	headed	to	the	mall.	
I	 believe	 I’ve	 complained	 before	 about	 department	 stores	 no	 longer	
carrying	certain	 items:	swimsuits,	kids’	 toys,	sewing	patterns.	Well,	 in	
the	interests	of	balanced	reporting,	I’m	here	to	tell	you	they	are	currently	
outdoing	themselves	when	it	comes	to	small	appliances.	Their	shelves	
groan	 under	 the	 weight	 of	 gadgets	 you	 never	 knew	 existed	 but	 now	
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realize	you	may	not	be	able	to	live	without.	Can	you	really	carry	on,	for	
instance,	without	an	electric	chocolate	melting	pot?	Or	a	state-of-the-art,	
die-cast	citrus	press?	Yes,	it’s	priced	at	$250	but	do	you	drink	enough	
juice	at	the	moment?	Imagine	how	much	more	you’d	consume	if	you	had	
one	of	these.	Why,	it’d	pay	for	itself	in	no	time.

I	 arrive	 at	 the	 toaster	 section	 a	 little	 shaken.	 I	 had	 a	 budget	 in	
mind	when	I	came	into	the	store	–	$30,	perhaps...	$40,	tops	–	but	I’m	
confronted	with	 toasters	 that	promise	 to	do	everything	but	go	out	and	
buy	the	bread	for	me.	By	spending	just	a	little	more	–	well,	a	whole	lot	
more,	actually	–	I	can	have	a	toaster	whose	sleek,	compact	design,	slide-
out	crumb	tray,	and	adjustable	browning	control	will	literally	change	my	
life.	I	can	buy	a	mint	green	or	canary	yellow	toaster.	I	can	get	one	that	
will	toast	sandwiches.	I	can	purchase	a	toaster	that	will	make	all	other	
toasters,	before	and	after	this	one,	look	cheap,	slovenly,	and	shiftless.	

In	 the	 end,	 I	 remind	 myself	 that	 it	 is,	 after	 all,	 a	 toaster	 I	 want.	
Something	 that	 will	 heat	 up	 a	 slice	 of	 bread	 in	 the	morning	 without	
turning	it	into	charcoal.	Or	setting	the	kitchen	on	fire.	I	plunk	down	my	
$30,	 politely	 refuse	 the	 extended	warranty,	 and	 bring	my	new	 toaster	
home,	telling	myself	this	time	things	will	be	different.	What	did	Samuel	
Johnson	 call	 it?	 “The	 triumph	 of	 hope	 over	 experience.”	Against	 all	
logic,	I	choose	to	believe	that	this	toaster,	unlike	its	predecessors,	won’t	
force	me	back	to	the	broiler.	

It	may	even,	like	my	parents’	wedding	gift,	be	written	about	by	my	
children,	years	from	now,	and	held	up	as	an	example	of	the	“good	old	
days.”	You	know	–	when	toasters	were	made	in	China.
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GRANDPARENTING AT A DISTANCE

Last	summer	we	drove	down	to	Martha’s	Vineyard	for	our	annual	
family	vacation.	The	second	night	we	were	there,	my	husband	was	

alone	in	the	living	room	with	our	granddaughter,	Nora,	who	was	two	at	
the	time.	She	sidled	up	to	him	–	and	I	use	the	word	“sidled”	advisedly	–	
and	regarded	him	thoughtfully	for	a	moment.

“Granddad,”	she	said,	“I’m	going	to	kill	you.”

She	said	this	in	a	whisper,	with	not	a	trace	of	a	smile.

My	husband	was	understandably	taken	aback.

“Really?”	

She	nodded.	“Yes.	I	really	am.”

“When?”

Very	distinctly,	in	that	same	low,	rather	ghostly	whisper,	she	told	him	
exactly	when:	“Thursday.”

Obviously,	 she’d	 given	 this	 some	 thought.	 We	 left	 for	 home	
Wednesday	night.



79

Margie.Taylor

My	stepdaughter	 and	her	husband	 live	 in	Los	Angeles,	California;	
my	husband	and	I	 live	in	Ontario,	Canada.	As	the	crow	flies	there	are	
seven	 states,	 two	Great	Lakes,	 the	Rocky	Mountains,	 and	 the	mighty	
Mississippi	between	us	and	our	grandchildren.	Needless	to	say,	we	don’t	
do	overnighters.

This	puts	me	 in	 the	position	of	having	 to	 remind	people	 that	 I	do,	
indeed,	 have	 grandchildren.	 I	 quite	 like	 them,	 actually,	 and	 consider	
them	an	important	part	of	my	life.	I	just	don’t	see	them	very	often.	Which	
means	when	we	do	see	them	we	put	ourselves	out	to	prove	to	them	and	
the	world	at	 large	 that	we	are	 the	very	best,	 funniest,	most	 interesting	
grandparents	in	the	world.	So	please	don’t	kill	us.

We	discovered	Skype	at	about	the	same	time	William,	our	grandson,	
was	born.	I	probably	don’t	have	to	explain	this	to	all	you	computer-savvy	
readers,	but	just	in	case	some	of	you	haven’t	heard	about	it,	Skype	is	a	
software	application	that	lets	you	make	voice	and	video	calls	over	the	
internet.	For	the	past	six	years	our	main	contact	with	William,	apart	from	
occasional	visits	 to	California	 and	 the	 annual	get-together	on	 the	 east	
coast,	has	been	through	the	internet.	I	think	he	was	rather	put	off	the	first	
time	he	met	us	in	person;	we	were	the	people	who	lived	in	his	mother’s	
computer...	older	versions	of	Dora	and	Diego.	When	he	got	bored	with	
us	(which	happened	pretty	frequently)	he	could	turn	us	off...	or	go	play	
with	his	trains	and	leave	us	to	his	mother	to	deal	with.

It’s	difficult	to	persuade	a	toddler	there’s	something	to	be	gained	from	
sitting	in	front	of	a	computer	screen	talking	to	a	couple	of	old	people	who	
live	several	thousand	miles	away.	Inevitably,	attention	spans	wander.	I	
understand	this	completely.	If	I’d	been	asked	to	carry	on	a	conversation	
with	my	grandparents	for	more	than	three	minutes	when	I	was	a	child,	
I’d	 have	 been	 hard	 pressed	 to	 do	 so.	 But	 then,	 I	 had	 very	 different	
grandparents.
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Obviously,	it	was	a	different	time.	People	were,	for	better	or	worse,	far	
less	indulgent	where	children	were	concerned.	My	grandparents	didn’t	
hesitate	 to	 tell	my	parents	when	 I	was	out	of	 line.	They	 felt	perfectly	
entitled	 to	dole	out	advice	on	potty-training,	 tantrums,	and	everything	
in	between.	And	why	wouldn’t	 they?	Anyone	who	was	older	 than	me	
had	the	right	to	tell	me	off	–	neighbours,	store	owners,	even	complete	
strangers.	It	was	all	about	authority	and	power:	big	people	had	the	power	
and	we	children	had	none.

My	 grandparents	 loved	 me	 and	 I	 loved	 them.	 My	 grandmothers,	
especially,	were	 solid	anchors	 in	an	 increasingly	uncertain	world,	 and	
I’m	hugely	grateful	for	them.	When	I	was	a	child,	though,	they	did	not 
hang	on	my	every	word.	They	did	not	find	every	 little	 thing	 I	 said	or	
did	absolutely	precious,	and	when	I	was	in	their	presence	they	did	not	
stop	all	day-to-day	activities	in	order	to	focus	on	me.	My	grandfather,	
especially,	was	 a	 stickler	 for	 children	 behaving	 like	miniature	 adults.	
He	had	a	long	and	detailed	list	of	childish	transgressions	he	would	not	
permit	under	his	roof,	the	greatest	of	them	being	slouching	at	the	table	
and	chewing	gum.	He	always	said	gum	was	made	from	the	scraps	off	the	
factory	floor;	I	believed	that	for	years.	It	didn’t	stop	me	chewing	gum	but	
it	did	make	me	wonder	about	the	flavour.

As	 they	 say	 in	 the	 movies,	 that	 was	 then,	 this	 is	 now.	 Today’s	
grandparents	are	too	busy	painting	bubble	wrap	and	running	scavenger	
hunts	 to	 worry	 about	 sitting	 up	 straight	 at	 the	 table.*	 It’s	 all	 about	
being	fun,	creative,	wise,	and	loving	–	everything	you	tried	to	be	with	
your	 own	 kids	 and	 failed.	 Grandchildren	 give	 us	 a	 second	 chance	 at	
parenting,	 without	 the	 responsibility.	 Little	 Ryan	 writes	 on	 the	 walls	
with	his	magic	markers?	“Goodness,	doesn’t	he	have	an	artistic	flair,”	

*	 For	 more	 ideas	 of	 fun	 things	 to	 do	 with	 your	 grandchildren,	 check	 out		
www.grandparents.com.
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you	say,	smiling	gaily	as	you	get	out	the	rubbing	alcohol.	Little	Vanessa	
spits	her	vegetables	all	over	 the	kitchen	floor?	“They	must	have	been	
overcooked,”	you	tell	your	daughter.	“She	has	such	a	delicate	palate!”	
You	pick	up	the	vegetables,	give	your	granddaughter	a	hug,	and	send	her	
home	with	broccoli	in	her	hair.	

Grandparenting, back in the day

There	 are	 times	when	 being	 a	 good	 grandparent	 is	 about	 keeping	
your	mouth	shut.	We	raised	our	children	to	stand	up	for	themselves,	to	
question	authority,	and	to	believe	in	their	own	self-worth.	Now	they’re	
attempting	 to	 do	 the	 same	with	 their	 own	 children.	 It’s	 an	 enormous	
responsibility	and	the	best	we	can	do	as	grandparents	is	to	support	them.	
Which	often	means	biting	your	tongue	till	the	blood	drips.	We	love	and	
adore	our	grandchildren,	and	want	only	the	best	for	 them.	But	 they’re	
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not	our	kids.	Their	parents	are	the	ones	raising	them,	and	if	they	want	
our	advice,	they’ll	ask	for	it.	Otherwise	–	unless	you’re	witnessing	actual	
abuse	or	the	kids	are	literally	destroying	your	house	–	mum’s	the	word.

This	summer	we	will	once	more	head	down	to	Martha’s	Vineyard	for	
our	annual	week	with	the	grandkids.	We	will	put	ourselves	out	to	prove	
our	grand-worthiness.	We	will	swim	in	the	ocean,	collect	seashells,	read	
stories,	and	pretend	 to	be	monsters.	We	have	 just	one	week	each	year	
to	make	our	mark	with	our	grandchildren	and	we	don’t	want	to	blow	it.

As	Nora	has	intimated,	the	consequences	could	be	dire.
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WHAT WE HAVE HERE IS A
FAILURE TO COMMUNICATE

I’ve	 been	 reading	 the	 letters	 of	 Nancy	Mitford.	 Now,	 there	 was	 a	
letter-writer.	They	all	were,	those	Mitford	sisters.	Of	course,	they	had	

some	 impressive	people	 to	write	 to	 –	Evelyn	Waugh,	Cyril	Connolly,	
Field	Marshal	Montgomery	 –	 and	 some	 equally	 interesting	 people	 to	
write	about.	When	you’re	on	cordial	terms	with	the	Duke	and	Duchess	of	
Windsor	you	have	more	to	discuss	than	the	state	of	the	weather.

They’re	going	the	way	of	the	dodo	bird,	I’m	afraid.	Not	the	Mitfords	
–	 although	at	 the	 time	of	 this	writing,	 only	Deborah,	 the	youngest,	 is	
still	alive.*	I’m	talking	about	letters	–	REAL	letters,	that	is,	as	opposed	
to	invitations	from	your	credit	card	company	offering	to	increase	your	
level	of	personal	debt.	If	you’re	anything	like	me,	the	last	real	letter	you	
received	was	your	great-aunt	Mildred’s	account	of	her	bus	tour	through	
the	Holy	 Land.	There	 are	 people	 alive	 today	 –	 and	 they’re	 generally	
under	 thirty	 –	 who’ve	 never	 written	 an	 actual	 letter.	 They	 send	 text	
messages	on	their	cell	phones	and	“tweets”	on	Twitter	and	if	they	have	
something	to	say	that	takes	up	more	than	a	line	or	two,	they	blog.	They	

*	Deborah,	the	Dowager	Duchess	of	Devonshire,	was	the	youngest	Mitford	sister,	born	in	
1920.	She	married	Lord	Andrew	Cavendish,	younger	son	of	the	10th	Duke	of	Devonshire,	
and	has	written	a	dozen	books,	mostly	about	her	life	as	chatelaine	of	Chatsworth,	one	of	
England’s	greatest	country	houses.
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do	write	thank-you	notes	for	wedding	and	shower	gifts,	but	only	because	
they	have	to.	(When	the	day	comes	–	and	it	will	–	when	a	text	message	
is	considered	an	appropriate	form	of	thanks,	I	shall	lay	my	head	on	my	
pillow,	close	my	eyes,	and	shuffle	off	this	mortal	coil.)

However.	 No	 point	 crying	 over	 spilled	 ink.	Waiting	 for	 people	 to	
get	back	into	 the	habit	of	 letter-writing	 is	 like	pining	for	 the	return	of	
the	typewriter	or	black-and-white	TV.	People	always	mourn	the	end	of	
something	 that	was	popular	when	 they	were	young.	When	Gutenberg	
invented	the	printing	press	I	can	just	imagine	all	those	monks	shaking	
their	shaven	heads	and	insisting	it	would	never	replace	the	handwritten	
manuscript.	

But	I	digress.	The	point	I	want	to	make	is	that	in	this	world	of	instant	
messaging	 and	 social	 media	 and	 dozens	 of	 new	 and	 exotic	 ways	 to	
talk	 to	everyone	under	 the	sun,	 it’s	getting	more	and	more	difficult	 to	
communicate	with	your	kids.	My	own	children	stopped	responding	 to	
email	ages	ago.	They	also	don’t	answer	 their	phones.	If	 I	want	 to	call	
my	daughter	I	dial	her	phone,	let	it	ring	a	couple	of	times,	and	hang	up.	I	
then	get	a	call	back	from	her	a	minute	later.	“Did	you	call	me?”	she	asks.	
If	I	say,	“I	left	a	message	on	your	voice	mail,”	she’ll	tell	me	she	never	
listens	to	her	voice	mail.	This	is	the	new	thing.	My	step-daughter	lives	in	
California.	If	I	want	to	call	her,	I	dial	her	cell-phone	or	send	her	an	email.	
I	never	leave	a	message	on	her	home	phone	because	she	never	checks	her	
messages.	Ever.	Checking	your	voice	mail	has	become	an	“old	person”	
thing.	Who	knew?

When	we	have	family	over,	and	the	phone	rings,	only	my	husband	or	
I	get	up	to	answer	it.	My	kids	assume	it	isn’t	for	them,	and	they’re	right.	
None	of	their	friends	use	the	phone	any	more	except	to	text	each	other.	
I	tried	texting	but	it	takes	me	twenty	minutes	to	write	a	single	sentence,	
and	anyway,	I	can’t	remember	the	acronyms.	That’s	how	they	do	it	so	
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quickly,	 you	know	–	 it’s	 all	BWDIK	 (But	What	Do	 I	Know),	CMIW	
(Correct	Me	 If	 I’m	Wrong),	 and	my	personal	 favorite,	EMRTW	(Evil	
Monkeys	Rule	The	World,	which	I’ve	never	seen	anyone	actually	use	but	
hope	to	find	a	use	for	myself,	one	of	these	days.)

It’s	taking	a	while	for	older	people	to	catch	on	to	this	whole	not-using-
the-phone	thing.	Parents	continue	to	buy	cell	phones	for	their	children	
thinking	 it’ll	 help	 them	keep	 track	of	 their	whereabouts,	not	 realizing	
the	kid	will	check	to	see	who’s	calling,	say,	“Oh,	it’s	just	Mom,”	and	not	
answer.	 It	also	gives	 them	a	great	new	excuse	 to	go	AWOL:	“Sorry,	 I	
tried	to	call	but	I	couldn’t	–	I	forgot	to	charge	my	phone.”

I	thought	I’d	solved	the	communicating-with-my-children	dilemma	
by	 joining	Facebook,	but	even	Facebook	 is	getting	“old”...	 its	 fastest-
growing	demographic	is	women	over	fifty.	It’s	so	like	the	young,	isn’t	it?	
They	go	out	and	invent	something	cool	and	as	soon	as	the	rest	of	us	figure	
it	out	and	start	using	it,	too	–	feeling	extremely	proud	of	ourselves	for	
having	finally	learned	how	to	upload	our	profile	photos	–	they	abandon	
it	and	move	on	to	something	else.	I	think	it’s	because	we’ve	been	using	
it	to	post	pictures	of	our	grandchildren.	Young	people	probably	hate	that.	
Especially	when	they’re	the	grandchildren	in	question.

Pretty	soon	we’ll	have	Facebook	all	to	ourselves,	just	as	email	and	
telephones	are	now	mostly	for	fogies.	Which	leads	me,	however,	to	make	
a	confession:	I	don’t	talk	on	the	telephone	much	any	more,	and,	for	the	
most	part,	I	like	it	that	way.

The	fact	 is,	 telephones	are	 intrusive.	They	have	a	 tendency	 to	 ring	
at	 inopportune	 times,	 like	when	you’re	about	 to	sit	down	 to	dinner	or	
you’re	watching	TV.	Nine	times	out	of	ten	it’s	somebody	trying	to	get	
you	to	buy	a	time-share	but	when	it’s	from	a	friend	or	family	member,	
what	do	you	do?	Explain	that	you	can’t	talk	right	now	because	you’re	
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watching	a	re-run	of	Raymond?	I	don’t	think	so.	Your	alternative	is	to	
let	 it	go	to	voice	mail	but	 then	you	feel	guilty...	what	kind	of	horrible	
person	prefers	television	to	chatting	with	a	friend?	No	wonder	nobody	
likes	you!

Thankfully,	my	 sister	–	who	 is	one	person	 I	 always	 like	 to	 talk	 to	
–	 feels	 the	 same	way	 about	 unexpected	 phone	 calls.	 She	 and	 I	make	
phone	 call	 appointments	 by	 email.	We	need	 to	do	 this	 because	 in	 the	
past	thirty	years	we	have	yet	to	have	a	phone	conversation	that	lasts	less	
than	an	hour,	and	if	we	were	continually	calling	each	other	up	at	random	
moments	we’d	never	get	anything	done.

It’s	 got	 to	 the	 point	 where	 a	 phone	 call	 I’m	 not	 expecting	 sets	
my	nerves	on	edge;	 if	 it’s	not	 a	 telemarketer,	 I	 assume	 it’s	bad	news.	
Someone	has	died...	I’m	overdrawn	at	the	bank...	the	cost	of	fixing	my	
car	 is	 going	 to	 be	 twice	what	 the	 car	 is	worth.	When	 I	 call	 someone	
myself	–	family	members	excluded	–	it’s	generally	because	they	don’t	
have	 email,	 or	 they	don’t	 check	 it	 very	often,	 and	while	 the	phone	 is	
ringing	I’m	thinking:	“Don’t	pick	up!	Don’t	pick	up!”	It’s	just	so	much	
easier	to	leave	a	message	on	their	voice	mail.

I	admit	to	this	because	I	know	I’m	not	alone.	Many	business	people	
say	 they	seldom	use	 the	phone	any	more,	 relying	on	email	 for	almost	
everything.	 They	 use	 their	 phones	 for	 checking	 their	 email,	 sending	
text	messages,	browsing	the	web,	taking	pictures	of	their	kids.	Actually	
talking	on	the	telephone,	like	letter-writing,	is	becoming	a	thing	of	the	
past,	and	that’s	not	necessarily	a	bad	thing.	If	you’ve	ever	spent	twenty	
minutes	 on	 hold	 trying	 to	 get	 through	 to	 a	 real	 person	 at	 the	 phone	
company,	you’ll	have	no	great	nostalgia	for	the	telephone.

Something	just	occurred	to	me:	I	think	not	checking	your	voice	mail	
may	actually	be	a	status	thing.	It	tells	the	world	you’re	so	incredibly	busy	
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you	have	no	time	to	check	your	voice	mail.	Or	you	get	so	many	of	them	
it	would	take	you	half	the	morning	to	listen	to	them	all.

I	do	not	have	 this	problem.	 I	always	have	 time	 to	check	my	voice	
mail	and	I	almost	never	have	a	message.	Call	me	–	I	may	not	pick	up	
but	 I	 love	getting	voice	messages.	Unless	 you’re	one	of	 those	people	
who	 leave	messages	 that	 go	on	 for	 three	minutes.	Or	unless	 you’re	 a	
telemarketer.	Or	you’re	somebody	looking	for	money.

On	second	thought,	don’t	call	me	–	I	won’t	call	you.	It’s	the	modern	
way.
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MY (NOT SO) BRILLIANT CAREER

I had	an	email	the	other	day	from	a	student	who	read	one	of	my	books	and	 had	 some	 questions	 for	 me.	 It’s	 always	 flattering	 when	 you	
get	 these	 kinds	 of	 requests,	 but	 I	 can’t	 help	 thinking	 they	 come	 from	
youngsters	whose	high	school	English	teacher	set	them	an	assignment	at	
the	beginning	of	term	to	read	“a	living	Canadian	writer.”	The	ones	that	
come	to	me	are	the	procrastinators.	“My”	student	is	not	the	most	avid	
reader	in	the	world.	He’d	rather	be	out	playing	hockey	or	football,	given	
the	choice.	Or	pool.	And	who	could	blame	him?

And	so	he	leaves	the	assignment	to	the	last	minute.	By	the	time	he	
realizes	it’s	due	on	Friday,	the	library	shelves	have	been	picked	through	
by	his	more	diligent	classmates.	Atwood,	Ondaatje,	Munro,	and	the	rest	
have	 already	 been	 claimed	–	 the	 canon	 of	Canadian	writers	 has	 been	
cleaned	out.	

“We	 have	 something	 by	 Margie	 Taylor,”	 the	 librarian	 tells	 him.	
“She’s	Canadian.”

“Is	she	alive?”

“Oh,	 yes,”	 the	 librarian	 says.	 “Very.”	 (I	 don’t	 know	why	 she	 says	
“very”	but	I	just	picture	her	saying	it.)
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“Great,”	my	student	says.	“I’ll	take	it.”

And	so	he	goes	home	with	Displaced Persons	or	Some of Skippy’s 
Blues,	not	really	expecting	much.	Maybe	he	has	one	of	only	200	copies	
printed	 of	Murder in the Atrium. [Note from daughter: This is really 
shameless self-promotion, Mom. Good for you!]	Whatever.	He	knows	
only	that	he	has	a	book	by	a	living	Canadian	writer;	all	he	has	to	do	now	
is	read	it,	write	up	a	report,	and	get	it	in	by	Friday.

Except,	in	the	case	of	this	particular	student	–	the	one	that	emailed	
me	 the	 other	 day	 –	 the	 teacher	 has	 assigned	 an	 extra	 task:	 interview	
the	 author	 and	 find	 out	why	 he	 or	 she	 chose	 to	 become	 a	writer.	 It’s	
right	there,	at	the	top	of	his	list	of	questions,	and	I	really	wish	it	wasn’t.	
Because	the	fact	is,	I	didn’t	really	choose	to	be	a	writer	–	at	least,	not	for	
a	very	long	while.	

I	was	fifty	when	I	finally	decided	to	get	serious	about	writing	full-
time.	Up	to	that	point,	I	tried	a	variety	of	careers.	It	was	a	little	like	trying	
on	shoes	–	 if	 the	 job	fits,	wear	 it.	At	 least	until	 it	gets	uncomfortable,	
or	the	heels	fall	off,	or	–	I	can’t	keep	up	the	metaphor,	but	you	get	the	
picture.

When	I	was	very	young	I	thought	about	being	a	missionary.	A	lot	of	
young	 girls	 go	 through	 this,	 I’ve	 discovered.	My	Catholic	 girlfriends	
wanted	to	be	nuns,	while	we	Protestants	dreamed	of	traveling	to	faraway	
countries	in	order	to	“convert	the	natives.”	Thank	goodness	for	puberty,	
which	arrived	just	in	time	to	turn	us	from	religious	pursuits	to	ones	where	
we	were	likely	to	meet	boys.

In	 my	 teenage	 years	 I	 wanted	 to	 sing.	 It	 started	 with	 a	 one-time	
appearance	 on	 a	 Saturday	 morning	 radio	 show	 called	 “Junior	 Talent	
Jamboree.”	My	best	 friend	 at	 the	 time	 had	 oodles	 of	 confidence.	 She	
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taught	me	the	words	to	“Carolina	in	the	Morning”	and	dragged	me	down	
to	the	local	movie	theatre	to	audition.	We	were	good	enough	to	land	the	
“gig”...	the	following	Saturday	we	turned	up	again,	sang	in	front	of	an	
actual	audience,	and	people	clapped.	(They	also	stood	on	their	seats	and	
threw	empty	popcorn	boxes	at	the	screen	but	that	was	inevitable.	When	
you	delay	the	beginning	of	The Absent-Minded Professor	you	know	to	
expect	these	things.	We	didn’t	take	it	personally.)	Besides	the	applause,	
we	were	 each	 given	 a	 comic	 book,	 free	 popcorn,	 and	 a	 pass	 to	 next	
Saturday’s	matinee.	Who	knew	singing	was	such	a	lucrative	enterprise?

After	that	I	sang	whenever	it	was	remotely	feasible	to	do	so.	I	sang	
in	the	glee	club,	the	church	choir,	and	the	shower.	Eventually	I	joined	a	
folk	group,	bought	a	guitar,	and	taught	myself	to	play	four	chords	–	G,	
C,	D,	and	A	minor.	The	great	thing	about	folk	music	is	that	almost	every	
folk	song	ever	written	can	be	played	with	these	chords.	Unfortunately,	
I	 lacked	 the	stick-with-it-ness	 to	 learn	any	more	 than	 those.	 I	 stopped	
carting	my	guitar	around	with	me	to	parties	–	even	back	then	you	were	
expected	to	know	how	to	play	the	thing	–	and	moved	on.	

My	Plan	B	was	 to	become	an	actor.	 It	seemed	to	me	a	pretty	easy	
career	choice,	to	be	honest.	I’d	seen	all	the	“Gidget”	movies;	all	you	had	
to	do	was	wear	nice	clothes,	ride	around	in	sports	cars,	and	say	lines	into	
a	camera.	In	college	I	landed	the	part	of	Susy	in	Wait Until Dark*	and	
practiced	being	blind	in	bars.	(I	don’t	mean	I	was	blind	drunk,	which	is	
something	altogether	different	and	doesn’t	really	need	much	practice.)	
Once	again,	all	went	well,	people	clapped,	and	this	time	nobody	threw	
popcorn	boxes.	I	was	hooked.

After	graduation,	I	flew	to	England,	determined	to	make	a	living	on	

*	This	part	was	played	by	Audrey	Hepburn	in	the	1967	film,	which	probably	explains	why	
she’s	turned	up	so	frequently	in	this	book.
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the	 stage.	Within	a	week	of	arriving	 in	London	 I	went	 to	 see	Maggie	
Smith	in	Private Lives	at	the	Royal	Court	Theatre.	I	walked	out	of	the	
theatre	two	hours	later	with	two	thoughts	in	mind:	“I’ll	never	be	as	good	
as	Maggie	 Smith,”	 and	 “I	 need	 to	 get	 a	 job.”	 So	 I	 put	 the	 acting	 on	
hold	and	got	a	job	as	a	receptionist	for	a	firm	of	architects.	To	be	fair,	I	
probably	made	more	in	a	week	than	I	would	have	made	in	six	months	as	
a	struggling	actor	but	it	wasn’t	the	money	that	kept	me	off	the	stage:	it	
was	an	awareness	of	my	limitations.	

(This	is	one	of	those	things	that	has	changed	over	the	years	–	no	one	
appears	to	think	they	have	limitations	any	more.	I	believe	the	self-esteem	
industry	is	 to	blame	here;	 it’s	 turned	everything	on	its	head.	You	used	
to	have	to	do	something	in	order	to	be	considered	successful.	Now	just	
being	alive	qualifies	you	 for	 celebrity	 status.	More	on	 this	 in	Chapter	
Twenty-One:	“Today’s	Episode	Is	Brought	To	You	By	The	Letter	“K”.”)

Eventually	I	landed	a	job	as	a	morning	radio	host,	which	meant	getting	
up	while	normal	people	were	 still	 asleep	 and	going	 to	bed	 right	 after	
supper.	Because	I	never	managed	to	fall	asleep	until	after	midnight	I	was	
sleep	deprived	for	years,	which	may	go	some	way	to	explaining	some	
of	my	choices	at	that	time,	such	as	getting	married	and	having	children.	
I	 switched	 to	hosting	 afternoon	 shows	 and	writing	parenting	 columns	
about	how	not	to	raise	your	kids.	I	did	this	for	quite	a	long	time	–	almost	
thirty	years	–	and	by	the	time	I	came	to	the	decision	that	interviewing	
other people	about	their	jobs	was	not	really	the	job	I	wanted,	I	was	too	
old	to	do	anything	but	write.	And	so	I	did.

Now	that	I’m	in	my	sixties	I	wish	I	hadn’t	given	up	on	acting	quite	so	
easily.	I	could	see	myself	playing	Lady	Bracknell	or	one	of	the	Calendar 
Girls	 –	which	 just	 about	 sums	 it	 up	when	 it	 comes	 to	 roles	 for	 older	
women.	
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I	have	no	regrets	about	giving	up	the	guitar,	though.	Some	things	are	
simply	not	meant	to	be.

	
Impressing my cousin with my four chords
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YOU CAN LIE DOWN WHEN YOU’RE DEAD

I had	an	aunt	who	used	to	say	that.	It	wasn’t	said	to	cheer	me	up,	or	even	to	depress	me.	It	was	to	remind	me	that	wasting	time	was	practically	
a	mortal	sin.	You	were	put	on	this	earth	to	be	busy	and	productive	and	
if	you	weren’t	careful	you’d	find	yourself	out	in	the	street	without	even	
a	tin	roof	over	your	head.	You	want	to	lie	down	and	do	nothing?	Well,	
there	is	a	time	for	that,	and	it’s	called	death.

This	was	what	motivational	speaking	sounded	like	when	I	was	a	kid.	
None	of	this	“you	are	a	child	of	the	universe”	stuff	–	no	assurances	about	
being	special	and	unique	and	building	your	self-esteem.	It	was	all	get	
up,	get	out	there,	and	do	something.	And	for	heavens’	sake,	quit	wasting	
time.

It	occurs	to	me	that	the	concept	of	wasting	time	must	be	relatively	
recent.	The	idea	that	 time’s	a	commodity,	 like	food	or	underwear,	and	
that	it	has	to	be	“spent”	in	productive	ways,	otherwise	you	are	“wasting”	
it	–	that	seems	pretty	modern.	It	has	a	very	capitalist,	money-centered	
feel	to	it,	wouldn’t	you	agree?	I’m	guessing	that	in	ancient	times	people	
were	too	busy	foraging	for	food,	trying	to	keep	warm,	and	fending	off	
the	Huns	to	sit	around	wondering	if	what	they	were	doing	was	making	
the	best	use	of	their	short,	bleak,	and	mostly	miserable	time	on	this	earth.
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Speaking	of	short,	bleak,	and	mostly	miserable,	when	I	was	a	teenager	
I	wasted	a	lot	of	time.	I	spent	hours	sitting	around	the	house	waiting	for	
the	telephone	to	ring,	for	instance.	I	went	out	on	dates	with	boring	young	
men	and	talked	about	what	they	wanted	to	talk	about	when	I	might	have	
been	home	reading	a	book.	Or	writing	one.	When	my	girlfriends	and	I	
were	old	enough	to	drive,	we	spent	hours	on	Friday	and	Saturday	nights	
doing	“the	drag”	–	driving	up	and	down	the	main	streets	of	our	town,	
looking	for	boys	to	flirt	with.	If	they’d	given	out	marks	for	time-wasting	
we’d	have	made	the	honour	roll.

I	wouldn’t	go	so	far	as	to	say	I	became	a	writer	only	because	it	allows	
me	to	waste	time	in	the	privacy	of	my	own	home,	but	it	was	definitely	
a	factor.	As	a	writer	it’s	possible	to	waste	an	entire	morning	and	call	it	
“work.”	You	sit	down	to	write	and	you	decide	you	need	a	coffee	before	
you	can	start.	You	get	up	to	pour	a	cup	of	coffee	and	you	notice	that	the	
drawer	where	you	keep	the	coffee	spoons	really	needs	a	clean-out.	You	
start	clearing	out	the	drawer	and	you	find	a	box	of	slides	from	your	1975	
camping	trip	 to	Jasper.	You	think	you’ll	check	to	see	 if	any	are	worth	
keeping	before	chucking	them	in	the	garbage,	and	you	find	one	of	a	lake	
that	you	know	is	quite	famous	but	you	can’t	remember	the	name,	and	that	
really	bothers	you,	so	you	Google	“lakes	in	Jasper	National	Park”	and	of	
course	it’s	Maligne	Lake	–	you	can’t	believe	you	forgot	that.	Scrolling	
down	the	page	you	notice	they’re	offering	cruises	to	Spirit	Island	which	
is	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	Maligne	Lake	and	you	wonder	 if	maybe	 that’s	
something	you	and	your	husband	should	do	one	of	 these	days	so	you	
start	checking	out	the	cost	and	pretty	soon	two	hours	have	gone	by	and	
it’s	time	for	lunch.	Your	husband	calls	and	says,	“So,	what’ve	you	been	
up	to	all	morning?”	and	you	get	terribly	testy	because	of	the	intrusion.

“I’m	 trying	 to	write,”	 you	 tell	 him,	 “and	 I’m	 never	 going	 to	 get	
anything	done	if	I	have	to	keep	answering	the	phone.”	
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Thanks	to	the	internet,	there	are	so	many	more	opportunities	to	waste	
time	than	there	used	to	be.	There’s	email,	and	Facebook,	and	LinkedIn,	
and	Google,	not	to	mention	online	games.	I	used	to	play	FreeCell	on	my	
computer	but	then	I	discovered	Battleship	Solitaire	which	is	even	more	
addictive.	I’ve	probably	played	a	thousand	games	since	I	discovered	it	a	
year	ago	which	may	not	qualify	me	to	join	Online	Gamers	Anonymous	
but	 is	most	 definitely	 a	 ridiculous	waste	 of	 time.	Still,	 it	 does	fill	 the	
long,	dreary	minutes	spent	waiting	on	hold	for	the	telephone	company	–	
another	ridiculous	waste	of	time.

When	 it	 comes	 to	 games,	 though,	 I’m	 small	 fry.	 There	 are	 more	
than	500,000	people	whiling	away	their	lives	playing	online	Scrabble,	
for	instance.	Add	that	to	the	34	million	playing	Empires	and	Allies,	39	
million	harvesting	their	crops	on	Farmville,	and	35	million	playing	Texas	
HoldEm	Poker,	and	it’s	no	wonder	the	economy’s	in	a	mess.	

As	 you	 get	 older,	 you	 realize	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 time-wasting	 is	
relative:	what	one	person	considers	a	waste	of	time	may	be	somebody	
else’s	 life	 work.	 Isaac	 Newton’s	 mother	 took	 him	 out	 of	 school	 to	
manage	her	estate;	she	wanted	him	to	be	a	farmer,	like	his	dad.	I’m	sure	
she	thought	his	fascination	with	Descartes	and	Galileo	was	a	complete	
waste	of	time,	and	who	could	blame	her?	She	had	no	way	of	knowing	he	
was	going	to	come	up	with	the	theory	of	gravity	–	she	just	wanted	him	
to	do	something	useful.	

I’m	 no	 Isaac	Newton	 (surprise,	 surprise!)	 but	 I	 do	 think	 I	 have	 a	
better	 understanding	 now	 of	 what	 constitutes	 wasting	 time	 and	 what	
actually	contributes	to	your	overall	life	experience.	Regret,	for	instance,	
is	a	waste	of	time,	as	is	looking	for	compliments.	Waiting	for	the	world	
to	appreciate	your	talent	is	a	huge	waste	of	time,	as	is	not	going	ahead	
and	doing	what	you	want	to	do	until	somebody	pays	you	to	do	it.	
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What’s	important	in	life	are	all	those	things	that	contribute	to	making	
you	a	kinder,	more	interesting,	well-rounded	person.	Everything	else	is	
a	waste	of	time.

Something	to	think	about	next	time	you’re	stuck	in	traffic.

MY ENTIRELY SUBJECTIVE AND PROBABLY 
INCONCLUSIVE LIST OF TEN TOP TIME WASTERS 

(along	with	their	corollaries	–	the	things	that	weren’t):

•	 Gym	class	was	a	waste	of	time;	learning	to	swim	was	not.

•	 Worrying	about	“being	popular”	was	a	waste	of	time;	making	friends	
was	not.

•	 Trying	to	keep	the	house	tidy	was	a	waste	of	time;	playing	with	the	
kids	was	not.

•	 Tupperware	parties	were	a	waste	of	time;	boozy	dinners	with	friends	
were	not.

•	 Smoking	was	a	waste	of	time;	dancing	was	not.

•	 New	Year’s	resolutions	were	a	waste	of	 time;	letters	to	Santa	were	
not.

•	 Trying	to	learn	to	play	the	guitar	was	a	waste	of	time;	singing	along	
to	ABBA	(although	painful	for	my	children)	was	not.

•	 Sitting	in	meetings	was	a	waste	of	time;	gossiping	with	co-workers	
was	not.

•	 Struggling	 through	 In Search of Lost Time	 was	 a	 waste	 of	 time;	
reading	How Proust Can Change Your Life*	was	not.

•	 Death in Venice	was	a	waste	of	time;	going	to	Venice	was	not.

*	How	Proust	Can	Change	Your	Life	(New	York:	Pantheon	Books)	is	a	very	fun	read	if	you	
haven’t	read	it	already.	I	wouldn’t	go	so	far	as	to	say	Alain	de	Botton,	the	author,	makes	
Proust	relevant,	or	even	readable,	but	he	does	make	you	wish	you	were	smarter.
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STILETTO FAREWELL

When	I	was	younger,	there	were	two	things	I	told	myself	I’d	never	
give	 up:	my	 driver’s	 license,	 and	 high	 heels.	Especially	 high	

heels.	I	wore	them	on	every	possible	occasion	and	even	some	impossible	
ones.	Wore	them	with	jeans,	wore	them	with	mini	skirts...	I	believe	I	even	
wore	them	once	or	twice	with	shorts,	which	is	a	look	I	don’t	recommend	
unless	you’re	hoping	to	be	approached	by	out-of-towners	looking	for	“a	
good	time.”

I	was	never	a	fan	of	“sensible”	shoes.	Sensible	shoes	were	what	I	wore	
when	I	was	seven.	Plain	brown	Oxfords	when	I	wanted	patent	leather.	
Sensible	 shoes	 were	 what	my	 grandmother	 wore.	 Call	 me	 difficult	 –	
many	have	–	but	I	didn’t	want	to	wear	shoes	like	my	grandmother	wore;	
I	wanted	to	wear	high	heels.

Aside	from	the	ones	my	mother	owned,	the	first	high-heeled	shoes	I	
remember	were	a	pair	of	Cinderella	“glass”	slippers	given	to	my	younger	
sister	 on	 her	 birthday.	They	were	made	of	 clear	 green	plastic	 –	 those	
were	the	days	before	everything	and	anything	girly	had	to	be	pink.	Even	
if	they	had	fit	me	properly	they	would	have	been	terribly	uncomfortable.	
I	didn’t	even	particularly	like	Cinderella	(all	that	housework	and	what	
does	she	get?	A	coach	that	turns	into	a	pumpkin	driven	by	rats.	Ugh!)	
Nevertheless,	 I	 coveted	 those	 plastic	 high	 heels	 with	 all	 my	 heart,	
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“borrowed”	 them	 whenever	 my	 sister	 wasn’t	 looking,	 and	 no	 doubt	
contributed	to	their	premature	demise.

Me, my Dad, and my sisters (Note sensible shoes)

Fast	forward	four	years.	I’m	thirteen,	it’s	December,	and	I’ve	talked	
my	father	into	letting	me	buy	a	pair	of	high	heels	for	a	Christmas	party.	
Green	suede	“kitten”	pumps	–	shoes	with	 little	1	½”	heels	favored	by	
adolescent	 girls	 as	 heels-in-training.	 They	 cost	 “the	 earth,”	 which	 in	
those	days	was	about	$7,	and	I	swore	to	guard	them	with	my	life,	and	
be	home	by	eleven.	 It	was	snowing	when	I	 left	 the	party...	 it	 took	me	
forty	minutes	to	walk	home	in	the	snow,	I	missed	my	curfew,	and	was	
grounded	for	a	month.

My	 beautiful	 suede	 shoes,	 that	 I’d	 promised	 to	 preserve	 like	 the	
Shroud	of	Turin,	were	ruined.
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Unfortunately	 for	 the	 shoe	 addict	 I	 aspired	 to	 be,	 my	 coming-of-
age	took	place	around	the	time	that	Haight-Ashbury	and	Laura	Ashley	
were	dictating	fashion.	The	“look”	was	tie-dyed	T-shirts,	flowing	skirts,	
and	macramé.	High	heels	didn’t	fit	with	protest	marches	and	be-ins	and	
second-wave	feminism;	stilettos	were	out,	natural	was	in.	If	you	couldn’t	
get	away	with	bare	feet,	sandals	were	the	next	best	thing.	Or	clogs.	Had	
it	not	been	for	the	advent	of	disco,	I	might	have	spent	my	twenties	and	
thirties	 in	unisex	 footwear	–	comfortable,	yes...	 elegant,	not	 so	much.	
Say	what	you	will	about	the	BeeGees,	they	gave	us	back	our	heels.	

My	all-time	favorites	were	a	pair	of	wooden	six-inch	sling-backs.	I	
wore	 them	with	designer	 jeans	 that	were	so	 tight	you	had	to	 lie	down	
to	get	 them	on	and	needed	a	 seam	 ripper	 to	get	 them	off.	[Note from 
daughter: Oh, please, Mom – just when I thought the images couldn’t get 
worse!]	It	was	the	eighties,	what	can	I	say?	

What	gets	overlooked	when	talking	about	footwear	is	the	fact	that	high	
heels	give	women	a	sense	of	power.	Think	of	Joan	Crawford	in	Mildred 
Pierce,	or	Bette	Davis	in	All About Eve.	Or,	more	recently,	Meryl	Streep	
in	The Devil Wears Prada.	Tough,	modern	women	taking	orders	from	no	
one.	You	might	not	like	them	but	you	have	to	admire	them.	Could	they	
have	carried	it	off	in	flats?	There’s	Bette	Davis	standing	on	the	staircase,	
telling	her	party	guests	to	fasten	their	seatbelts,	it’s	going	to	be	a	bumpy	
night.	And	then	she	clumps	upstairs	in	non-skid,	rubber-soled	shoes	that	
fully	support	her	feet.	Nope,	sorry.	I	don’t	think	so.

So	when	I	tell	you	I	don’t	wear	heels	any	more,	it’s	not	because	I’ve	
stopped	thinking	those	women	were	fabulous	and	it’s	not	because	I’ve	
suddenly	decided	high	heels	are	frivolous	or	uncomfortable	or	bad	for	
your	feet.	Barbie’s	been	wearing	them	for	half	a	century	and	you	don’t	
hear	her	complaining.	
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The	answer	is	none	of	the	above:	I’m	simply	afraid	of	falling.	

I	was	never	the	most	graceful	creature	in	the	world	but	in	the	last	five	
years	my	sense	of	balance	seems	to	have	gone	along	with	my	memory	
and,	increasingly,	my	hearing.	I	can	trip	over	a	cornflake	on	the	kitchen	
floor.	Coming	downstairs,	I	hold	on	to	the	banister	for	dear	life,	as	if	I’m	
making	my	way	 down	 the	Queen	Mary	 gangplank.	My	 confidence	 is	
gone;	I	just	don’t	trust	myself	in	heels.	

Pathetic,	 isn’t	 it?	I’ve	finally	reached	the	stage	where	I’d	rather	be	
safe	 than	 fashionable.	 It	 took	 a	while	 –	 I	 have	 a	 pair	 of	 black	 suede	
five-inch	stilettos	I	wore	as	recently	as	three	years	ago.	Now	and	then	I	
take	them	out	of	the	closet,	hold	them	to	my	heart,	and	consider	wearing	
them...	just	for	a	minute,	just	to	remind	myself	what	it	felt	like	to	tower	
over	my	children.	And	then	common	sense	prevails,	and	I	put	them	back.	
It	just	isn’t	worth	the	risk.

You	 don’t	 give	 a	 lot	 of	 thought	 to	 falling	 when	 you’re	 younger.	
Unless	 you’re	 rock	 climbing	 or	 jumping	 out	 of	 helicopters,	 falling	 is	
not	considered	a	major	risk	factor.	Once	you’re	in	your	sixties,	though,	
falling	becomes	an	 issue.	Falls	 are	 the	 leading	cause	of	 injury	among	
seniors,	and	the	older	and	more	frail	you	become,	the	likelier	you	are	to	
fall	and	do	some	serious	damage	to	yourself.*

It’s	 depressing,	 I	 know.	 The	World	 Health	 Organization	 describes	
various	 factors	 that	 increase	 our	 chances	 of	 falling	 –	 narrow	 steps,	
slippery	surfaces,	loose	rugs,	and	insufficient	lighting.

And	inappropriate	footwear.	It’s	right	there,	under	“Behavioral	Risk	
Factors,”	along	with	multiple	medication	use	and	lack	of	exercise,	and	

*	WHO	Global	Report	on	Falls	Prevention	in	Older	Age	©World	Health	Organization,	2007
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it’s	pretty	safe	to	assume	they’re	not	talking	about	tying	shoe	boxes	on	
your	feet,	or	wearing	sandals	in	the	snow.	“Inappropriate	footwear”:	a	
slightly	disguised	code	name	for	high	heels.	

All	 is	 not	 lost.	 I	 know	 that.	There	 are	 low-heeled	 shoes	 out	 there	
that	 are	 absolutely	 fine	 –	 there	 are	 ballet	 shoes,	 and	 espadrilles,	 and	
Birkenstocks,	and	–		

I’m	sorry.	I	think	I’m	coming	down	with	something.	I’m	going	to	go	
and	lie	down	for	a	while.	Don’t	mind	me,	I’ll	be	fine.	

Really.
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TODAY’S EPISODE IS BROUGHT
TO YOU BY THE LETTER “K”

So	I’m	standing	in	line	at	the	supermarket,	minding	my	own	business,	
trying	not	 to	 care	 that	 the	woman	ahead	of	me	has	well	over	her	

limit	of	items	for	the	express	checkout.	The	sign	says,	very	clearly,	“1	
to	16	items	only”	–	can’t	people	read?	Or	maybe	they	can’t	count.	Most	
likely	they	just	don’t	care.	It’s	things	like	this	that	cause	perfectly	normal	
citizens	to	fly	into	a	rage	and	go	all	postal	at	the	checkout.

Not	wishing	 to	find	myself	on	 the	 internet	with	 the	caption	“crazy	
lady	 flips	 out	 in	 the	 supermarket,”	 I	 summon	 up	 all	 my	 reserves	 of	
restraint,	cast	a	withering	glance	in	her	direction,	and	turn	my	attention	
to	the	magazine	rack.	I	can’t	be	certain	but	I’d	guess	there	are	a	dozen	
magazines	 on	 display,	 and	 every	 one	 of	 them	 features	 a	 picture	 of	 a	
celebrity.	I	know	they’re	celebrities	because	there	are	headlines	on	every	
cover	saying	things	like,	“Bad	celebrity	bodies,”	and	“Too	thin/too	fat	
celebrities,”	 and,	worst	 of	 all,	 “Celebrities	without	makeup.”	 I	 do	not	
recognize	 a	 single	 celebrity.	 They	 could	 step	 out	 of	 those	 magazine	
covers	and	sit	on	my	face	and	I	wouldn’t	have	a	clue	who	they	are.	Not.	
One.	Clue.

Before	we	go	any	 further,	 I	 should	 tell	you:	 I	do	 get	out	now	and	
then.	I	go	to	movies.	I	visit	friends.	As	you	can	see	from	the	previous	
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paragraph,	 I	 shop.	 I	 have	 not	 spent	 the	 past	 10	 years	 secluded	 on	 a	
Tibetan	hillside	learning	to	speak	Aramaic.	I’ve	been	out there,	dammit.	
I	should	know	who’s	famous	and	who’s	not.

And	I	don’t.	Which	makes	me	wonder	about	my	own	celebrity	–	or	
rather,	lack	thereof.	If	so	many	perfectly	ordinary	people	with	so	little	
going	for	them	have	managed	to	make	a	splash	in	the	celebrity	wading	
pool,	what	am	I	doing	wrong?

People	used	to	be	famous	because	they’d	done	something:	written	a	
book,	made	a	movie,	started	a	fast	food	chain.	Even	if	you	weren’t	sure	
who	they	were	you	sort	of	knew	who	they	were:	“Saul	Rubinek?	Oh,	he	
was	in	that	Clint	Eastwood	movie	–	you	know,	the	one	they	filmed	in	
Alberta.	Isn’t	he	Canadian?”

Now	there	are	famous	people	popping	up	for	no	discernable	reason	
whatsoever.	 Jack	 and	 Kelly	 Osborne.	 Kimberley	 Stewart.	 The	 three	
Kardashian	 sisters	–	or,	 as	a	 friend	of	mine	 referred	 to	 them	recently,	
“those	Karmazian	 girls”:	Kim,	Khloé,	 and	Kourtney.	And	 the	Kevin-
who-married-Britney-Spears-and-fathered-her-children.

What	is	it,	by	the	way,	with	all	the	“k”s?		k.d.	lang	started	it,	I	think,	
followed,	 in	 no	 particular	 order,	 by	Kanye	West,	 Keanu	 Reeves,	 and	
Kareem	Abdul-Jabbbar.	And	now	we	have	Kat	Von	D	and	Keyshia	Cole	
and	Kal	Penn	and	Kiera	Knightley.	People	are	going	out	of	their	way	not	
to	spell	their	names	with	a	C,	if	they	can	help	it.	I	don’t	really	blame	them	
–	“Khrystyne”	looks	much	more	interesting	than	“Christine,”	even	if	it	
does	sound	the	same	–	but	I	think	we’re	working	this	letter	to	death.	And	
fond	as	I	am	of	the	firm	of	Costner,	Spacey,	Bacon,	and	Klein,	I	would	
suggest	that	the	Screen	Actors	Guild	put	a	ban	on	accepting	any	more	
actors	named	Kevin.	Enough	already.
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We’re	 living	 in	 an	 era	 where	 people	 are	 famous	 because	 they’re	
famous.	And	although	we	may	deplore	this,	it’s	really	nothing	new.	You	
may	or	may	not	remember	a	TV	show	called	The Hollywood Squares.	
It	 ran	 for	 seventeen	years	on	NBC	and	 syndication	and	 I	never	knew	
what	any	of	the	show’s	“celebrity”	contestants	did,	or	had	done,	to	merit	
their	celebrity.	As	far	as	 I	could	 tell,	Wally	Cox	and	Paul	Lynde	were	
celebrities	because	the	announcer	said	they	were.	Who	was	I	to	argue?

It	was	a	slippery	slope.	Before	you	knew	it	we	had	Nicole	Ritchie	
and	 Paris	 Hilton	 and	 the	 Kevin-who-married-Britney-Spears-and-
fathered-her-children.	 (He,	 by	 the	 way,	 has	 two	 other	 children,	 Kori	
and	Kaleb,	which	is	more	information	than	you	want	about	the	guy	but	
does	underline	my	point	about	this	“k”	business.)	Like	Zsa	Zsa	Gabor	
and	Porfirio	Rubirosa,	these	people	are	famous	for	being	famous.	And	
they’re	extremely	likely	not	to	be	famous	by	the	time	you	read	this.	Fame	
has	always	been	fleeting;	these	days	it	has	the	lifespan	of	a	fruit	fly.	

The	 rise	 and	 fall	 of	 that	 spectacular	moocher	Kato	Kaelin	 should	
serve	as	a	kind	of	cautionary	tale:	today	you’re	the	world’s	most	famous	
houseguest	and	tomorrow	you’re	listed	on	an	internet	site	as	one	of	The 
100 Most Irrelevant Figures of the 20th Century.	Which	is	still	a	form	of	
fame,	I	suppose,	just	not	the	kind	we	visualize	for	our	children.

Lacking	 extraordinary	 beauty,	 youth,	 and	 any	 real	 natural	 talent,	
I’m	 left	with	 looking	 to	 those	who	 have	 gone	 before	me.	Ladies	 and	
gentlemen,	I	offer	you:

TEN SHORTCUTS TO GETTING FAMOUS AND WHY  
THEY MAY NOT WORK FOR ME

1. Make	a	sex	tape:	I’m	in	my	sixties.	That	ship	has	sailed.
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2. Pick	 fights	with	my	 neighbours	 and	 post	 the	 videos	 on	You	Tube	
(see	Kevin	“Kimbo	Slice”	Ferguson):	Physical	violence	makes	me	
nervous.	I’m	kind	of	a	coward,	to	be	honest.	

3. Sleep	my	way	to	fame:	This	would	most	likely	involve	changing	my	
name	to	Kendra,	Kimberley,	or	Karissa	and	moving	into	the	Playboy	
mansion.	As	 I’m	only	young	enough	 to	be	Hef’s	daughter,	not	his	
granddaughter,	it	won’t	work.

4. Adopt	 sextuplets,	move	 to	 Pennsylvania,	 and	 struggle	 to	 raise	 the	
kids	in	a	carefree,	“normal”	environment	while	inviting	a	TV	crew	to	
film	them	being	potty-trained.	Then	file	for	divorce	after	two	years	
citing	irreconcilable	differences:	My	husband	would	never	agree	to	
it.	He’s	funny	that	way.

5. Marry	 someone	 famous,	 release	 an	 album,	model	 for	Macy’s,	 and	
sue	Britney	Spears	for	custody	of	our	children:	Um,	I’ll	get	back	to	
you	on	this.

6. Invent	a	religion:	This	really	shouldn’t	be	here.	Inventing	a	religion	
takes	time	and	the	Scientologists	have	already	taken	all	the	celebrities.

7. Live	through	my	pets.	An	amazing	amount	of	people	are	filming	their	
cats,	dogs,	bunnies,	and	hamsters	and	posting	them	on	You	Tube:	My	
cats	are	a	cynical	bunch.	They	don’t	perform	on	command.

8. “Embellish”	the	truth.	James	Frey	wrote	a	book	about	his	struggles	
with	addiction.	The	book	became	a	best-seller	and	he	was	interviewed	
by	Oprah	Winfrey.	When	it	came	out	that	he’d	fabricated	many	of	the	
salient	details,	he	went	back	on	Oprah	to	defend	himself.	She	made	
mincemeat	out	of	him:	The	book	went	on	to	sell	five	million	copies	
and	has	been	published	in	twenty-nine	languages	worldwide.	Again,	
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I’ll	get	back	to	you.

9. Self-mutilate.	Eric	“The	Lizardman”	Sprague	has	sharpened	his	teeth,	
bifurcated	his	tongue,	and	had	green	scales	tattooed	over	his	entire	
body.	He’s	hoping	to	get	a	tail:	Too	creepy.	Not	to	mention	painful.

10. Get	 a	 reality	 show	 on	MTV	where	 they	 film	me,	my	 friends,	 and	
my	family	going	to	the	gym,	tanning,	doing	our	laundry,	and	getting	
punched	in	the	face.	Call	it	Real Seniors Behaving Badly:	Actually,	I	
think	it	could	work.
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ALL CREATURES GREAT AND SMALL

Moishe	 is	not	doing	well.	 In	 fact,	he’s	probably	on	his	way	out.	
He	weighs	almost	half	what	he	used	to	and	there’s	a	suspicious	

bulge	in	his	stomach	area	that	might	or	might	not	be	a	tumour.

Moishe	is	a	cat,	an	11-year-old	black	shorthair	with	a	small	spot	of	
white	on	his	chest.	Moishe’s	been	ill	for	six	months	although	it’s	only	
really	 been	noticeable	 for	 the	 past	 three.	His	 owner,	 a	 good	 friend	of	
mine,	has	taken	him	to	the	vet	twice,	and	after	laying	out	$800	for	blood	
tests	and	antibiotics,	the	vet	has	confirmed	what	she	knew	already:	he’s	
pretty	 sick	 and	he’s	 not	 going	 to	get	 any	better.	He	has	maybe	 a	 few	
weeks,	maybe	a	few	months,	left	to	live.

In	the	great	scheme	of	things,	this	is	pretty	small	potatoes,	I	guess.	
When	you	think	of	all	 the	people	out	there	dealing	with	aging	parents	
and	 dying	 partners,	 and	 the	 decisions	 they	 face	 about	 caring	 for	 the	
people	 they	 love,	 the	 trials	 and	 tribulations	 of	 one	 small	 cat	may	 not	
seem	terribly	significant.

Unless,	of	 course,	you	happen	 to	 live	with	 a	 cat.	Or	 a	dog.	Or,	 as	
we	did	when	my	daughter	was	young,	a	green	and	yellow	budgie	who	
enjoyed	the	freedom	of	the	house	until	one	morning	when	the	bathroom	
window	was	inadvertently	 left	open	and	he	flew	out,	never	 to	be	seen	
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again.	My	daughter	has	had	her	share	of	crises	over	 the	years	but	her	
grief	over	losing	that	small	bird	is	something	I’ll	never	forget.

But	to	get	back	to	Moishe.	At	the	moment,	he’s	not	in	pain.	He’s	still	
eating,	and	he	still	 loves	 to	be	cuddled	and	scratched,	 so	 the	decision	
that	will	have	to	be	made	eventually	can	be	put	off	for	a	little	while	yet.	
There	are	things	they	can	do,	of	course.	There	are	always	things	they	can	
do,	if	you	have	enough	money	and	are	willing	to	fork	it	over.	Modern	
science	has	come	up	with	all	kinds	of	ways	to	keep	animals	alive,	just	
like	they’ve	done	with	people,	and	this	is	all	well	and	good.	Except	that	
it’s	complicated	matters	for	people	like	my	friend,	who’s	newly-retired	
and	having	to	adjust	to	not	having	as	much	money	as	she	used	to.	Even	
if	 you’re	 not	 retired	 and	 have	 plenty	 of	money	 to	 throw	 around,	 you	
may	feel	there	are	other	things,	like	the	mortgage	and	groceries	and	car	
insurance,	that	you	should	be	spending	it	on.

So	when	 the	vet	 says	he	 could	do	 a	 tumour	 search,	 and	 then	 look	
at	chemotherapy	or	some	other	equally	expensive	treatment	that	might	
prolong	the	life	of	your	companion	by	a	year	or	two,	what	do	you	do?	
When	do	you	say	no?	And	what	do	you	do	about	the	guilt	you	feel	for	
making	that	decision?

Speaking	of	guilt,	I	took	Goodie,	our	twenty-year-old	tabby,	for	her	
annual	checkup	last	month.	The	vet	said	her	teeth	aren’t	in	great	shape	
and	recommended	dental	surgery.	I	told	him	I’d	think	about	it	but	I	was	
lying	through	my	teeth.	Which	are	also	in	need	of	some	work,	now	that	
you	mention	it.	In	human	terms	Goodie’s	in	her	nineties;	who	wouldn’t 
need	 dental	work	 at	 that	 age?	But	 a	 thousand	 dollars	 for	 orthodontic	
work	for	my	cat?	Thanks,	but	no	thanks.	I’ll	pass.

We’ve	sheltered	a	variety	of	pets	over	the	years.	Besides	the	above-
mentioned	budgie,	there	was	Missy,	a	cat	who	liked	to	fetch	champagne	



109

Margie.Taylor

corks,	Magic,	 another	 budgie	who	 died	 of	 pneumonia	 and	was	 given	
a	proper	funeral	 in	 the	Unitarian	tradition,	and	Max,	a	rescue	cat	who	
liked	to	lie	down	when	he	ate,	Roman-style.	We	adopted	our	first	dog,	
Bouncer,	when	my	daughter	was	nine,	and	I	quickly	came	to	see	why	
people	 liked	 them.	Dogs,	 that	 is,	not	daughters.	 (I	 like	daughters,	 too.	
They’re	just	not	the	point	of	this	story.)	Yes,	dogs	are	loyal	–	man’s	best	
friend	and	all	that	–	but	they’re	also	intuitive.	They	know	when	you’re	
upset.	(Cats	do,	too,	but	they	don’t	particularly	care.)	Dogs	are	excellent	
listeners.	You	can	take	your	dog	out	walking	and	tell	him	your	problems	
and	he’ll	never	try	to	give	you	advice.	He’ll	just	trundle	along	the	path,	
sniffing	 the	 trees,	making	 the	 odd	 detour	 to	 roll	 in	 the	mud	 or	 chase	
squirrels.	But	he’s	listening.	Not	judging,	not	inwardly	rolling	his	eyes	
and	wondering	why	it’s	always	about	you,	you,	you.	Just	listening.	

Bouncer	was	a	black	Lab	cross	and	he	lived	to	be	fifteen,	which	is	a	
good	old	age	for	a	Lab.	When	it	was	time	to	let	him	go	we	grieved.	For	
a	very	long	time	after	he	died	I	continued	to	let	him	in	at	night.	I	just	felt	
him	there,	outside	the	door,	waiting	to	be	let	in.	Eventually,	the	sense	of	
his	presence	faded	and	I	stopped.	

We	 have	 another	 dog	 now,	 a	 Jack	Russell-pug	 cross	who	 gets	me	
up	in	the	morning	at	daybreak,	eager	for	his	walk.	Besides	being	good	
listeners,	dogs	are	excellent	at	guilting	you	into	doing	things	like	going	
for	walks	which	you	should	do	anyway	but	probably	wouldn’t	if	the	dog	
wasn’t	chewing	on	your	feet	to	make	you	get	out	of	bed.	

A	 few	 years	 ago	 the	 Humane	 Society	 came	 out	 with	 a	 report	 on	
companion	animals	and	the	role	they	play	in	the	lives	of	older	people.*	
They	 found,	 for	 instance,	 that	 pets	 lower	 your	 blood	 pressure	 just	 by	

*	Silver	Paws:	The	role	of	pets	in	reducing	human	health	care	costs.	Humane	Society	of	
Canada,	2008.
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being	present.	A	few	minutes	spent	cuddling	your	pet	can	do	more	 to	
relieve	 stress	 than	 talking	 your	 problems	 over	 with	 your	 spouse.	 In	
studies	 where	 people	 were	 asked	 to	 carry	 out	 unpleasant	 tasks,	 they	
performed	 better	 when	 they	 had	 a	 pet	 with	 them	 rather	 than	 another	
human.	According	 to	 an	Australian	 study,	people	with	pets	pay	 fewer	
visits	to	the	doctor,	recover	more	quickly	from	illness	and	surgery,	and	
are	less	likely	to	report	feeling	lonely.	

Whatever	my	friend	does	in	the	end,	I	hope	she	adopts	another	cat.	In	
spite	of	the	costs	of	keeping	them	–	estimated	to	be	around	$1,500	a	year	
–	the	benefits	of	living	with	pets	are	enormous.	Aging	boomers	looking	
for	creative	ways	to	stay	healthy	should	seriously	consider	adopting	an	
animal,	if	they	don’t	already	have	one.

As	for	Goodie,	our	elderly	cat,	she	seems	to	be	coping	with	the	lack	
of	surgical	intervention.	She’s	eating	her	food,	purring	a	lot,	and	doesn’t	
appear	to	be	in	pain.	

I’m	not	 sure	 you	 can	 ask	 for	much	more	 than	 that,	 after	 a	 certain	
point.	I	think	she’s	just	happy	to	be	alive.	We	both	are,	bad	teeth	and	all.
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TRUE CONFESSIONS

When	Mark	Twain	was	a	boy	growing	up	in	Hannibal,	Missouri,	
he	decided	to	keep	a	diary.	Every	day	he	wrote	the	same	thing:	

“Got	up,	washed,	went	to	bed.”	Years	later,	he	reflected	that	it	gave	him	
no	 small	 satisfaction	 to	know	 that	 even	 as	 a	 boy	he	washed	when	he	
got	up.	He	never	attempted	another	diary,	though;	the	monotony	of	the	
entries	discouraged	him	from	that	particular	line	of	writing.

I	should	have	listened	to	Twain.	My	first	diary	was	given	to	me	as	a	
birthday	present	the	year	I	turned	twelve.	It	was	a	five-year	diary	bound	
in	olive	green	leather	and	the	fact	that	it	has	managed	to	survive	for	half	
a	century,	minus	its	cover	and	the	last	three	weeks	of	January,	is	truly	
amazing.	I’ve	held	on	to	this	little	book	only	because	it’s	a	relic	of	my	
adolescence	and	for	no	other	reason...	certainly	not	for	its	literary	value.	
If	you	doubt	this,	let	me	offer	you	a	sample:	“Wed.,	Jan.	2nd:	Had	a	bath,	
washed	my	hair,	set	it,	and	did	my	nails.	Didn’t	go	out	much.”	Well,	how	
could	I,	with	all	that	bathing,	hair-washing,	and	nail-doing!	It’s	a	wonder	
I	had	time	to	keep	a	diary,	considering	how	busy	I	was.

Two	years	 later,	 things	were	 still	 zipping	 along	 at	 the	 same	hectic	
pace:	 “Fri.,	 Jan.	 3rd:	Went	 downtown	 &	 bought	 quite	 a	 few	 things,	
including	a	pair	of	red	slacks	which	I	have	to	wash	so	they’ll	shrink	&	
fit	me	better.”
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Okay,	so	here	we	might	have	a	clue	as	to	why	I	had	all	this	time	on	
my	hands.	Red slacks?	I	have	no	memory	whatsoever	of	purchasing	such	
a	thing,	but	there	it	is,	in	my	own	unmistakably	messy	handwriting.	The	
rest	of	January	is	missing;	by	the	time	we	catch	up	with	the	memoirist	it’s	
early	February	and	there	is	no	further	mention	of	the	red	slacks.	Maybe	
I	burned	them;	I	can	always	hope.

You’d	think	the	sheer	boredom	of	recording	such	events	would	have	
stopped	me	at	some	point,	but	no,	I	carried	on	right	to	the	bitter	end.	In	
fact,	the	final	entry,	written	on	December	31st,	1965,	says,	among	other	
things,	that	I	went	downtown	and	bought	myself	a	new	diary.	That	sound	
you’re	hearing	is	Pepys	rolling	in	his	grave.

In	spite	of	this	ignominious	start,	I’ve	been	keeping	diaries,	off	and	
on,	for	most	of	my	life.	I’ve	never	gone	back	and	read	one	which	didn’t	
make	me	 cringe	 and	 yet	 I	 continue.	Why?	To	 reaffirm	my	 existence,	
perhaps?	Perhaps	on	some	level	I	don’t	believe	I’ve	lived	unless	I	see	it	
written	down.	Or	maybe	at	an	even	deeper	level	I’ve	always	known	the	
time	would	come	when	I	wouldn’t	remember	what	I	had	for	breakfast,	let	
alone	what	happened	fifty	years	ago.	The	red	slacks,	remember?

Which	isn’t	to	say	there	aren’t	moments	of	interest,	however	brief.	
Every	now	and	then	I	come	across	a	passage	that	gives	me	pause,	like	
this	one,	from	August	24th,	1963:	“Mary	Lou	&	I	went	to	see	‘Gidget.’	
As	soon	as	I’m	old	enough	I’m	going	to	Rome.	That	letter	is	at	the	police	
station	now.	Nothing	will	come	of	it,	I	hope.”

Um,	 excuse	 me?	What	 letter?	And	 why	 on	 earth	 were	 the	 police	
involved?	 I	 was	 fourteen.	 I	 didn’t	 have	 a	 driver’s	 licence,	 didn’t	 do	
drugs,	and	had	never	been	on	a	date.	What	could	I	have	been	doing	that	
would	merit	 investigation	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 law?	 It’s	 a	mystery.	The	
letter	is	never	mentioned	before	or	since	that	day.	Like	the	infamous	red	
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slacks,	it	simply	disappears	from	the	written	record.

	

	
	 If	I	had	any	sense,	I’d	make	a	bonfire	and	reduce	these	pages	to	
cinders.	But	I	don’t.	I	keep	them	around	and	every	few	years	I	unearth	
them	 from	 the	 corner	 of	whatever	 closet	 is	 sheltering	 them,	 and	 read	
them	all	over	again.	Sometimes	I	share	bits	with	friends.	It	can	make	for	
a	pretty	hilarious	evening,	depending	on	how	much	wine	we’ve	had.	

And	now	I’m	sharing	them	with	you.	Because	you	are,	after	all,	my	
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friends.	And	because	I’m	betting	that	many	of	you	have	similar	cringe-
making	documents	stashed	away	in	some	shoebox	or	other,	and	against	
all	reason	you	hang	on	to	that	shoebox	thinking	you’ll	burn	it	one	day	
when	you’re	 really	old.	 	 I	know	this	because	 there	are	TV	shows	and	
stage	shows	and	websites	devoted	 to	 the	goofy,	humiliating	things	we	
wrote	in	our	diaries	as	kids.	And	they	are,	for	the	most	part,	hilarious.

Let	me	tell	you	about	Mortified,	if	you	don’t	already	know	about	it.	
This	 is	a	project	 that	began	when	Dave	Nadelberg,	 the	founder	of	 the	
show,	discovered	a	truly	awful	love	letter	he’d	written	as	a	teenager	and	
decided	to	share	it	with	friends.	Over	the	years	Mortified	has	morphed	
into	a	series	of	concerts,	books,	and	YouTube	videos	where	participants	
take	 to	 the	stage	 to	 read	from	their	adolescent	diaries,	notebooks,	and	
letters.	You	can’t	help	but	sympathize	even	while	you’re	 laughing	out	
loud.	Within	every	suave,	got-it-all-together	grown-up	there’s	a	fourteen-
year-old	who	wore	his	heart	on	his	sleeve	and	had	it	stomped	on	or	a	
girl	who	spent	her	Grade	8	graduation	dance	holed	up	in	a	stall	in	the	
women’s	washroom.	 (Me?	You’re	 thinking	 that	was	me?	Why	would	
you	think	that?	Anyway,	it	would	take	too	long	to	discuss	it.	I’ll	just	say	
that	being	found	there	by	the	“cool”	girls	was	not	my	most	embarrassing	
moment	that	year,	which	tells	you	as	much	as	you	need	to	know	about	
me	and	junior	high.)	

There’s	something	cathartic,	I	think,	about	sharing	one’s	insecurities	
with	a	roomful	of	strangers.	By	taking	those	long-ago	events	that	seemed	
so	dreadful	at	the	time	and	reducing	them	to	hilarious	anecdotes,	we	strip	
them	of	their	power	to	hurt	us.	

Not	all	journals	are	embarrassing,	of	course.	Over	the	years	I’ve	kept	
a	number	of	trip	diaries,	which	are	increasingly	useful	as	aide-mémoires,	
and	 once,	 when	 I	 was	 first	 working	 in	 radio,	 I	 kept	 a	 diary	 of	 my	
dreams.	Reading	it	now,	thirty	years	later,	tells	me	things	about	myself	
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I	 probably	 should	 have	 known	 at	 the	 time	 but	 didn’t.	 Stresses	 about	
work,	 insecurities	about	 relationships	–	 it’s	all	 there.	One	of	my	most	
vivid	dreams,	which	I’m	sure	I	would	have	forgotten	if	I	hadn’t	written	
it	 down,	 is	 about	 going	 for	 a	walk	with	my	 soon-to-be	 husband,	 and	
running	into	his	ex-wife	and	her	parents.	I	expect	him	to	say	something	
to	them	but	as	we	pass	everyone	is	silent,	although	smiling	a	little,	and	
we	walk	by.	Back	in	the	house	I’m	glad	they	all	got	a	chance	to	see	me,	
finally	 –	 now	 they	 know	what	 I	 look	 like.	 I	 look	 in	 a	mirror,	 feeling	
pleased	with	myself,	and	am	horrified	to	see	that	I	have	a	dark,	heavy	
stubble	of	beard	all	over	my	face.	

Yikes.
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THE FIRST THURSDAY OF THE MONTH

Book	 clubs	 are	 to	 my	 generation	 what	 bridge	 clubs	 were	 to	 my	
mother’s.	Ladies	who	lunch	have	become	ladies	who	read.	Or	talk	

about	 reading.	Or	 drink	wine	 and	 nibble	 pasta	 salad	 and	mention	 the	
book	in	passing.	There	are	book	clubs	for	every	age	group	but	once	you	
get	to	your	sixties	the	pressure	to	join	–	or	start	–	a	book	club	is	almost	
as	intense	as	the	demand	to	take	up	golf.	

There	was	a	 time	when	 I	wouldn’t	do	either.	 I	grew	up	 loving	 the	
solitary	 pleasure	 of	 immersing	myself	 in	 a	 really	 good	 book.	Talking	
about	 it	 afterwards	 seemed	 anticlimactic	 and	 fraught	 with	 potential	
hazards:	others	might	not	love	it	as	I	did.	They	might	point	out	flaws	in	
the	narrative	that	would	make	me	rethink	my	affection	for	the	book	or	
the	author.	 I	didn’t	want	someone	 telling	me	Somerset	Maugham	was	
superficial,	or	that	Margaret	Laurence	wasn’t	as	wonderful	as	I	thought	
she	was.	They	were	old	friends,	after	all;	I	didn’t	want	them	bad-mouthed	
in	my	presence.

Two	years	ago,	I	gave	in.	“Grow	up,	Taylor,”	I	told	myself.	“If	your	
literary	sensitivities	are	so	fragile	they	can’t	take	the	rough	and	tumble	
of	a	monthly	discussion	group,	you’re	even	more	gutless	than	I	thought.	
Show	some	intestinal	fortitude,	for	heaven’s	sake.”
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And	so	I	agreed	to	join	a	book	club.	I	thought	I’d	try	it	for	three	or	
four	months	and	 if	 it	wasn’t	working	for	me	I’d	make	some	plausible	
excuse	–	tell	them	I’d	gone	blind	or	something	–	and	quit.	We	meet	eight	
times	a	year	on	the	first	Thursday	of	the	month	and	I	haven’t	yet	felt	the	
need	to	feign	blindness	or	dementia	or	any	other	related	affliction.	I	like	
the	women,	I	like	the	conversation,	and	if	I	don’t	always	like	the	books,	I	
at	least	walk	away	each	time	with	a	better	understanding	of	why	I	didn’t	
like	it.	In	other	words,	it’s	been	great.

Twenty	years	ago	book	clubs	were	generally	reserved	for	“literary”	
types:	librarians,	teachers,	and	would-be	writers,	for	the	most	part.	And	
then	Oprah	came	along	and	took	all	the	elitist	pretensions	out	of	book	
clubs.	By	starting	her	televised	book	club,	she	told	us	we	didn’t	have	to	
have	a	degree	 in	American	Literature	 to	enjoy	a	good	book.	And	 that	
reading	–	surprise,	surprise	–	could	be	fun.	

She	was	 criticized	 for	 it,	 of	 course.	Oprah’s	Book	Club	 became	 a	
flashpoint	 for	 critics	 who	 felt	 that	 just	 getting	 people	 to	 read	 wasn’t	
enough;	 they	had	 to	be	 the	“right”	kind	of	 readers	 reading	 the	“right”	
kind	of	books	for	the	“right”	reasons.	The	books	that	turned	up	on	Oprah	
were	 often	 books	 that	 comforted,	 rather	 than	 disturbed.	 With	 some	
outstanding	exceptions,	the	books	were	often	more	about	therapy	than	
literature;	they	reinforced	the	reader’s	convictions	about	good	and	evil,	
love	and	hate,	men	and	women,	and	so	on.	In	an	uncertain	world,	they	
offered	messages	of	hope,	redemption,	and	inspiration.	Sometimes,	they	
were	pap.

She	 chose	 some	 hard	 stuff,	 too.	 Joyce	 Carol	 Oates	 doesn’t	 write	
fluff.	Neither	do	Rohinton	Mistry,	Cormac	McCarthy,	or	Gabriel	García	
Márquez,	 all	 of	whom	 found	 their	way	onto	Oprah’s	Book	Club.	But	
there	were	enough	“middlebrow”	choices	to	cause	the	literate	types	to	
turn	up	their	noses.
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What	can’t	be	denied	is	what	happened	to	books	once	they’d	been	
selected	by	her	book	club.	They	called	it	the	“Oprah	effect”	the	way	a	
book’s	sales	would	soar	into	the	stratosphere	after	being	discussed	on	the	
show.	It	didn’t	work	for	the	final	selection,	which	was	a	special	edition	of	
A Tale of Two Cities	and	Great Expectations,	but	then,	Dickens	doesn’t	
really	need	the	money.

I	 enjoy	 my	 monthly	 book	 club	 sessions.	 I’ve	 learned	 a	 lot	 and	 I	
probably	read	more	now	than	I	ever	did,	just	to	keep	up	with	the	“constant	
readers”	in	the	group.

But	 I’m	 still	 not	 going	 to	 play	 golf.	 You	 have	 to	 draw	 the	 line	
somewhere.

And	while	we’re	on	the	topic:

There	 are	 no	 rules	 for	 what	 makes	 a	 successful	 book	 club.	 Book	
clubs	are	as	individual	as	their	members,	and	what	works	for	one	group	
doesn’t	necessarily	make	it	for	another.	Still,	my	limited	experience	as	
a	book	club	member	leads	me	to	offer	some	guidelines	–	I	give	you	the	
following:

SIX SUGGESTIONS FOR PROMOTING  
THE HEALTH, HAPPINESS, AND CONTINUED 

 WELL-BEING OF YOUR BOOK CLUB 

1. What	 happens	 in	 the	 book	 club	 stays	 in	 the	 book	 club.	You	 totter	
home	after	three	glasses	of	wine	and	your	husband	asks,	“What	did	
you	talk	about?”	You	tell	him	you	talked	about	the	book.	You	do	NOT	
tell	him	you	talked	about	Irene’s	divorce,	Terri’s	daughter’s	drinking	
problem,	or	Sharon’s	husband’s	colonoscopy.	The	book.	That’s	what	
you	talked	about.	That’s	what	you	say.	And	then	you	go	to	bed.
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2. The	wonderful	thing	about	a	book	club	is	that	the	other	members	will	
frequently	disagree	with	you	about	the	main	character,	the	plot,	or	the	
way	it	was	written.	This	is	also	the	irritating	thing	about	a	book	club.	
There	are	no	wrong	answers.	A	book	club	is	not	a	test.	All	opinions	
are	equal,	which	leads	me	to	Rule	#3:

3. Be	nice.	You	may	be	astonished	that	anyone	could	read	The Girl with 
the Dragon Tattoo	 and	not	 see	 that	 the	violence	 is	 overblown	and	
faintly	ridiculous.	You	may	have	loved	Room: A novel	so	much	you	
take	it	as	a	personal	affront	that	someone	else	in	the	group	thought	it	
was	claustrophobic	dreck.	You	would	like	to	slap	that	person	–	or,	at	
the	very	least,	call	her	an	idiot.	Don’t.	You’re	allowed	to	think	it.	You	
just	don’t	say	it.

4. Give	 equal	 time.	 Remember	 the	 irritating	 girl	 in	 junior	 high	 who	
always	had	her	hand	up	no	matter	what	was	asked?	Who	always	had	
an	opinion	no	matter	the	topic?	Who	just	loved	to	hear	herself	talk?	
That	was	me.	In	the	intervening	years	I	learned	to	shut	up	now	and	
then	and	let	other	people	talk.	It’s	a	good	way,	I	find,	to	learn	stuff,	
and	it	makes	for	more	interesting	conversations.	Don’t	let	the	talkers	
dominate	the	group.	Whether	it	takes	a	stopwatch	or	a	talking	stick	
or	someone	brave	enough	to	interrupt	 the	talkers,	find	a	way	to	let	
everybody	say	what	they	want	to	say	before	moving	on.	

5. All	book	clubs	start	out	being	about	books,	but	most	of	them	don’t	
stay	there.	They	become	something	else,	and	if	you	like	the	something	
else	they	become,	you’re	happy.	And	if	you	don’t,	then	–	well,	you’re	
not.	There	comes	a	time	in	the	life	of	every	book	club	when	you	have	
to	decide:	what	kind	of	book	club	are	you?	There	are	book	clubs	that	
are	wine	clubs,	there	are	book	clubs	that	are	social	networking	clubs,	
and	there	are	book	clubs	that	are	all	about	food.	Make	a	decision:	is	it	
a	book	club	or	is	it	a	food	club?	In	my	experience,	a	glass	–	or	several	
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glasses	–	of	wine	stimulates	discussion.	But	food	can	take	over.	If	you	
join	a	club	of	foodies,	you’ll	find	yourself	making	tandoori	chicken	
for	The White Tiger	and	oxtail	soup	for	Water for Elephants.	I’m	not	
saying	this	is	a	bad	thing;	I’m	just	saying	you	should	be	prepared.	

6. Have	fun.	 If	 it	stops	being	fun,	 talk	about	 it.	Fix	 it.	And	if	 it	can’t	
be	fixed,	move	on.	Life’s	too	short	to	spend	time	reading	books	you	
don’t	enjoy	and	discussing	them	with	people	you	don’t	particularly	
like.

My first book club
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LAUGH, I THOUGHT I’D DIE

“Knock-knock.”

“Who’s	there?”

“Isabella.”

“Isabella	who?”

“Isabella	necessary	on	a	bicycle?”

This	is	the	very	first	knock-knock	joke	I	remember	hearing.	I	told	it	
to	my	parents	when	I	was	five	and	they	fell	about	laughing	like	crazy.	
Last	week	I	told	it	to	my	grandson.	He	didn’t	laugh.	He’d	never	heard	
the	name	Isabella,	and	his	bike	doesn’t	have	a	bell.	Nobody’s	does,	any	
more.	So	I	explained	it	to	him.	And	then	he	fell	about	laughing	like	crazy.	
Joke	still	works.

Laughter	 is	 good	 for	 you.	 It	 lowers	 our	 stress	 levels,	 boosts	 our	
immune	systems,	and	helps	us	cope	with	the	challenges	of	aging.	The	
good	news	is	that	aging	doesn’t	impair	our	humour	radar.	We	still	enjoy	
a	good	joke	–	assuming	we	understand	it.	

And	 there’s	 the	 rub.	 Because	 a	 study	 came	 out	 a	 few	 years	 ago	
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that	 suggests	 that	 our	 ability	 to	 comprehend	 humour	 decreases	 as	we	
age.*	It	has	to	do	with	our	short-term	memory,	our	capacity	for	abstract	
reasoning,	 and	 our	 cognitive	 flexibility,	 all	 of	 which	 deteriorate	 over	
time.	The	study	wasn’t	about	the	things	people	find	funny;	it	was	about	
whether	people	“get”	why	 they’re	 funny.	And	young	people	“got”	 the	
humour	more	often	than	oldsters.	So	when	Gramps	says	he	doesn’t	get	
what’s	 so	bleeping	 funny	about	 that	TV	program	you’re	watching,	he	
may	not	just	be	trying	to	be	an	old	crank	–	he	may	actually	not	get	the	
joke.

If	this	is	true,	then	I	really,	really	don’t	want	to	get	old.	Getting	the	
joke	 is	 important.	 It	keeps	us	 in	 the	 loop,	 lets	us	be	part	of	society,	 if	
you	will.	Not	 getting	 the	 joke	 is	 like	 going	 to	 a	 party	 in	Paris	where	
everybody	is	speaking	French.	You	want	to	join	in,	you	want	to	be	part	
of	the	party,	but	all	you	know	is	“Connaissez-vous Grenoble?”	And	once	
you’ve	 established	 that	 yes,	 they	 are	 familiar	 with	 Grenoble,	 there’s	
nothing	more	to	say.

The	thing	about	a	sense	of	humour	is	that	it’s	like	driving:	everybody	
thinks	they	have	one	–	a	good	one	–	just	like	everyone	thinks	he’s	a	good	
driver.	You	are	unlikely	to	meet	in	your	lifetime	a	single	person	who	will	
say,	“I	have	no	sense	of	humour.”	People	will	admit	they	can’t	do	math.	
They’ll	freely	confess	they	have	a	tin	ear	and	can’t	tell	one	musical	note	
from	another.	But	no	one	will	tell	you	they	have	no	sense	of	humour.

Which	 is	unfortunate,	because	 it’s	not	 the	people	with	no	sense	of	
humour	who	make	 life	 difficult.	 It’s	 the	 ones	who	 see	 themselves	 as	
outrageously	gifted	in	the	wit	department	who	terrify	the	bejeezus	out	
of	us.	The	ones	who	specialize	in	slapstick,	for	instance,	having	gained	

*	Wingyun	Mak	and	Brian	D.	Carpenter	(2007)	Humour	Comprehension	in	Older	Adults.	
Journal	of	the	International	Psychological	Society/Vol	13/Issue	04/pp	606-614
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kudos	from	their	peers	back	in	elementary	school	for	stuffing	an	entire	
cheeseburger	into	their	mouth	while	standing	on	their	head.	Or	the	ones	
who	think	the	height	of	humour	lies	in	email	forwards.	There	may	indeed	
be	some	funny	things	in	email	forwards,	but	there	are	people	(and	I’m	
one	of	them)	who	literally	cringe	at	the	sight	of	them.	As	soon	as	one	of	
those	“Fwd:	Best	laugh	you’ll	have	all	day!!”	messages	turns	up	in	my	
mail	box,	I	hit	the	delete	button.

My	husband’s	 from	England.	 I’ve	 spent	 a	 significant	 chunk	of	my	
married	 life	 explaining	 to	 people,	 “He’s	 just	 joking.	He’s	 not	 serious	
–	he’s	from	Liverpool.”	And	yet,	as	far	as	I	know,	Ken	has	never	told	
a	 joke.	Every	 now	 and	 then	 he	 tries	 to	 tell	 a	 joke	 and,	 invariably,	 he	
botches	it.	He	either	can’t	remember	the	punch	line,	or	he	gives	it	away	
too	soon,	or	he	forgets	the	middle	bit	and	has	to	start	again,	at	which	point	
his	audience	mumbles	something	about	needing	a	refill	and	escapes	to	
another	part	of	the	room.	

What	Ken	 is,	 though,	 is	witty.	He	 has	 a	 spontaneous,	 unrehearsed	
sense	of	 the	 ridiculous	which	has	nothing	 to	do	with	 telling	 jokes	but	
keeps	me	 in	 stitches	–	 that	 is,	when	 I’m	not	wanting	 to	 strangle	him.	
After	thirty	years	of	playing	Joan	to	his	Darby,	I	will	say	here	and	now	
that	Ken’s	sense	of	humour	–	and	mine,	such	as	it	is	–	is	what	has	kept	us	
together.	That	and	the	fact	that	we	have	nowhere	else	to	go.

Having	a	well-developed	sense	of	humour	may	not	make	you	rich.	
There’s	 little	 evidence	of	 the	wit	 of	Donald	Trump	 (unless	you	count	
laughing	 all	 the	 way	 to	 the	 bank)	 and	 I	 have	 never	 heard	 anything	
intentionally	funny	said	by	any	member	of	Britain’s	royal	family.*	What	

*	Contrary	to	all	those	rabid	royalists	who	swear	on	a	stack	of	Bibles	that	Prince	Charles	
is	a	natural	wit	who	is	always	making	side-splitting	comments	about	the	weather,	he	isn’t	
and	he	doesn’t.	Trust	me.
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it	will	do,	however,	is	help	you	cope	with	not	being	rich.	Or	famous.	Or	
even	particularly	happy.	People	with	a	sense	of	humour	do	not	wake	up	
giggling	every	morning.	If	you	think	they	do,	you	are	confusing	them	
with	smurfs.	Or	Care	Bears.	Some	of	the	world’s	funniest	people	almost	
never	smile	–	have	you	noticed	this?	Woody	Allen,	Rowan	Atkinson,	and	
the	two	guys	who	do	the	Flight	of	the	Conchords	are	not	a	smiley	bunch.	
Funny,	yes,	but	scarcely	a	smirk	to	be	found.

I	choose	to	believe	the	research	is	wrong.	Any	day	now	someone’s	
going	 to	 come	up	with	 a	 study	 that	 proves	 that	 humour	 is	 culturally-
based.	Young	people,	being	of	a	different	culture,	“get”	jokes	aimed	at	
them	while	older	people	fail	to	see	the	humour.	This	explains	why	young	
people	find	old	people	funny	and	vice	versa.	Different	cultures,	different	
jokes.

In	the	meantime,	my	advice	is	to	laugh	anyway.	Laugh	your	head	off	
if	everybody	else	is,	or	at	least	smile.	Don’t	sit	there	and	say	you	don’t	
get	it.	For	one	thing,	someone	will	be	sure	to	try	to	explain	the	joke	to	
you	and	that	will	kill	it	dead.	E.	B.	White	said	analyzing	humour	was	like	
dissecting	a	frog:	few	people	are	interested	and	the	frog	dies.
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TEN THINGS THAT ARE SUPPOSED  
TO BE FUNNY BUT AREN’T

1. Emoticons.	Especially	 the	 ones	 that	 laugh.	They’re	 just	 downright	
creepy.

2. Clowns	getting	hit	in	the	face	with	pies.

3. Clowns	hitting	each	other	with	plastic	baseball	bats.

4. Clowns.

5. Email	forwards	about	old	people	having	sex.

6. Email	forwards	about	old	people	not	having	sex.

7. Email	forwards.

8. Home	videos	of	babies	falling	downstairs.

9. Home	videos	of	kids	hitting	each	other.

10. Home	videos.
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ALL LIFE, NO STYLE

Several	 years	 ago,	 my	 ninety-year-old	 mother-in-law	 went	 to	 the	
doctor	for	her	annual	check-up.	

“I’m	a	little	concerned	about	your	cholesterol,”	he	said.	“What	was	
your	parents’	like?”

“I	have	no	idea,”	she	told	him.	“They	didn’t	have	cholesterol	back	
then.”

That	is	how	I	feel	about	lifestyle.	People	didn’t	used	to	have	lifestyles	
–	they	simply	had	lives.	I	like	what	Fran	Lebowitz	said	about	it:	people	
who	use	the	word	lifestyle,	she	said,	“are	rarely	in	possession	of	either.”

The	 word	 has	 always	 made	 me	 squeamish.	 Back	 in	 the	 day,	 it	
conjured	 up	 images	 of	 white	men	 in	Afros	 wearing	 leisure	 suits	 and	
disco	shirts.	Think	game	show	host,	throw	in	a	necklace	of	puka	shells,	
add	a	moustache	and	sideburns,	and	you’ve	pretty	much	got	it.	People	
with	 lifestyles	 furnished	 their	 studio	 apartments	 with	 shag	 rugs	 and	
waterbeds,	and	had	copies	of	The Joy of Sex	prominently	displayed	on	
their	 coffee	 tables,	 right	 next	 to	 their	 lava	 lamps.	They	 adored	Susan	
Sontag	and	progressive	rock,	and	they	read	Playboy	“for	the	interviews.”

People	with	 lifestyles	 tended	 to	 have	 occupations	 that	 began	with	
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prepositions:	they	worked	“in”	film	or	“in”	broadcasting,	or	they	were	
“in”	the	financial	sector.	They	were	seldom	“in”	carpentry	or	roadwork,	
although	they	were	frequently	“in”	construction	or	real	estate.	They	were	
also	often	“in”	therapy,	and	generally	felt	superior	to	those	who	weren’t.	
They	talked	a	lot	about	being	“evolved”	and	finding	their	“inner	child”	
and	you	really	did	not	want	to	get	stuck	next	to	them	at	a	party.

I	made	a	decision	early	on	not	 to	have	a	 lifestyle;	 I	didn’t	 like	 the	
clothes,	I	hated	the	furniture,	and	the	conversation	was	boring.	When	I	
thought	about	it,	which	wasn’t	often,	having	a	lifestyle	seemed	like	a	lot	
of	work,	especially	when	you	were	already	juggling	kids,	pets,	and	a	job.	
Now	and	then	I’d	pick	up	an	issue	of	The New Yorker	or	Vanity Fair	and	
read	about	people	with	lifestyles	but	they	never	seemed	to	have	much	
to	 do	with	me.	 Studio	 apartments	 gave	way	 to	 condominiums	 on	 the	
Upper	West	Side,	shag	rugs	were	replaced	with	hardwood.	There	were	
conservative	lifestyles,	grunge	lifestyles,	and	hip-hop	lifestyles.	People	
even	joined	Second	Life	so	they	could	have	virtual	lifestyles	online.*	

So	here	I	am,	having	gotten	to	the	ripe	old	age	of	sixty,	never	having	
had	 even	 a	 semblance	 of	 a	 lifestyle	 and	 not	 feeling	 any	worse	 for	 it.	
You’d	 think	 they’d	 leave	you	alone	 at	 this	point	–	give	up	on	you	as	
incorrigible.	

Well,	 no	 such	 luck.	 There’s	 a	 whole	 new	 lifestyle	 being	 sold	 to	
us	and	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	bean	bags	and	shag	rugs.	It’s	 the	one	
sandwiched	between	the	words	“adult”	and	“community.”	Think	acres	
of	green	grass	that	never	knew	a	weed...	man-made	lakes	with	no	pesky	
animals	to	disturb	the	view...	tennis	courts	where	you	can	hack	at	the	ball	

*	Confession:	I	did	this,	too,	actually.	I	created	an	avatar	called	Sonja	Llewellyn	and	gave	
her	short	purple	hair.	That	was	three	years	ago.	As	far	as	I	know,	she’s	still	there,	somewhere	
on	Tempura	Island.	I	feel	bad	about	abandoning	her.	If	you	run	into	her,	give	her	my	best.
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to	your	heart’s	content,	without	any	show-off	forty-year-olds	turning	up	
and	demanding	court	time.

If	 this	 is	 your	 idea	 of	 paradise,	 go	 for	 it.	To	me	 it	 sounds	 a	 little	
less	realistic	than	Second	Life,	and	certainly	not	as	much	fun.	I	always	
thought	I’d	be	spending	my	golden	years	in	the	heart	of	the	city	–	Paris,	
preferably,	 but	 New	 York,	 London,	 Toronto,	 or	 Montreal	 would	 do.	
Somewhere	where	 the	hustle	and	bustle	of	 life	would	stir	my	creative	
juices,	 where	 the	 sounds	 of	 the	 city	would	 drift	 in	 through	my	 open	
window	and	remind	me	that	I’m	part	of	a	community.	A	real	community,	
not	one	invented	yesterday.

I	pictured	myself	popping	out	to	grab	a	coffee	and	a	bagel,	stopping	
to	talk	with	the	guy	who	owns	the	second-hand	book	shop	on	the	corner,	
sharing	a	joke	with	the	young	mom	across	the	street	on	her	way	to	pick	
the	kids	up	from	school.	I	saw	myself	no	longer	needing	a	car	because	I	
could	walk	everywhere	I	wanted	to	go...	or	take	the	bus	or	the	subway.	

Alas.	I	appear	to	be	in	the	minority.	It	seems	that	it	is	every	boomer’s	
dream	 to	 live	 in	a	bungalow	 townhouse	 located,	 if	not	within	spitting	
distance	 of	 a	 golf	 course,	 then	 actually	 on	 a	 golf	 course.	When	 not	
golfing,	 residents	 of	 these	 communities	 play	 tennis,	 swim,	 and	 take	
lessons	in	ballroom	dancing	without	ever	having	to	leave	home.*

Golf	course	living	is	not	cheap.	But	if	you	can	afford	it,	and	you	love	
to	golf,	why	not?	I	certainly	have	no	objection.	It’s	a	free	world	–	go	

*	 One	 note	 about	 ballroom	 dancing:	 I	 am	 not	 disparaging	 it	 whatsoever.	 I’ve	 always	
dreamed	of	tripping	the	light	fantastic	without	tripping	over	my	feet	–	or	my	partner’s.	Ken	
and	I	took	it	up,	briefly,	ten	years	ago.	Our	problem	was	the	dog.	Between	classes	you	were	
supposed	to	practice	at	home.	When	we	tried,	the	dog,	a	large,	friendly,	but	rather	neurotic	
black	Lab,	assumed	Ken	was	trying	to	murder	me.	He	threw	himself	between	us	time	and	
again.	We	tried	shutting	him	in	the	bedroom	but	he	howled	so	piteously	we	had	to	let	him	
out.	We	never	got	past	the	fox-trot.
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for	it.	

What	 I	do	object	 to	about	 these	places,	 though,	 is	 the	way	 they’re	
being	marketed.	Builders	are	spinning	the	notion	that	communities	like	
these	promote	social	cohesion...	 that	 if	you	 live	 in	one	of	 them	you’ll	
make	a	better	neighbour,	a	better	friend,	and	a	better	citizen.	

Really?	 It	 seems	 to	 me	 that	 these	 adult	 lifestyle	 communities	 do	
just	 the	 opposite.	 Instead	 of	 promoting	 a	 healthy	 interaction	 between	
residents	 and	 the	 community	 at	 large,	 they	 foster	 a	 sense	 of	 hostility	
and	a	fear	of	the	“other”...	 the	other,	in	this	case,	being	those	who	are	
younger,	poorer,	and	potentially	more	violent.

If	you’re	really	paranoid	about	the	social	underclass,	you	can	move	
into	a	gated	community,	a	kind	of	modern	utopia	where	well-off	seniors	
can	avoid	having	to	mix	with	undesirables.	It	seems	to	me	an	odd	solution	
to	 the	whole	 security	 question:	 voluntarily	 imprison	 yourself	 –	make	
your	own	life	more	restrictive	and	provide	yourself	with	less	freedom	–	
in	order	to	protect	yourself	from	the	so-called	criminal	element.

It’s	 interesting	how	 the	 issue	of	safety	 is	never	exactly	spelled	out	
in	the	magazines	and	marketing	brochures.	Nobody	wants	to	be	the	one	
to	say,	“Listen,	it’s	a	jungle	out	there.	Move	in	here	where	it’s	safe.”	So	
they	find	other	ways	to	say	it,	generally	by	using	a	kind	of	disingenuous	
language	that	refers	to	“exclusive”	neighbourhoods,	“private”	swimming	
pools,	and	“intimate”	layouts.	All	code	words	for	keeping	out	the	riff-
raff.	

Who	are,	after	all,	the	people	who	make	life	interesting.	

It’s	 ironic,	don’t	you	think,	 that	 it’s	our	generation	–	the	ones	who	
were	all	for	communal	living	and	breaking	down	social	barriers	–	who	
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are	 clambering	 now	 to	 live	 in	 these	 havens	 of	 privilege?	We’re	 like	
medieval	Europeans	hunkered	down	behind	the	massive	stone	walls	of	
our	fortified	cities,	trying	to	keep	the	barbarians	at	bay.	If	you	know	your	
history,	you’ll	know	how	well	that	worked	out.
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RETHINKING RETIREMENT

I want	to	say,	first	and	foremost,	I’m	not	retired.	Yes,	I	seem	to	have	a	
lot	of	time	on	my	hands	and	no,	I	don’t	make	a	regular	income.	But	

I’m	not	retired.	I	work	from	home	which	is	like	being	retired	but	without	
the	pension.	Or	the	hobbies.	Or	the	travel.	As	my	kids	used	to	say,	it’s	
the	same	but	different.

Everybody	assumes	I’m	retired,	of	course.	I’m	certainly	old	enough	
to	be.	 I’m	sixty-two,	which	 is	 the	average	retirement	age	 in	Canada	–	
just	6%	of	Canadians	continue	to	work	after	turning	sixty-five.	So	if	I	
continue	working	for	four	more	years	I’ll	be	part	of	a	pretty	select	club.	
Which	rather	appeals	to	me,	to	be	honest.	

The	 thing	 is,	 I	 never	 looked	 on	 retirement	 as	 something	 I	wanted	
to	do.	While	others	were	squirreling	away	their	savings	and	fantasizing	
about	seniors’	cruises	on	the	Mediterranean,	I	was	simply	in	denial.	If	I	
didn’t	think	about	it,	didn’t	plan	for	it,	then	it	wouldn’t	happen.

You	know	 the	 scene	 in	When Harry Met Sally	where	 she’s	 crying	
because	she’s	just	heard	from	her	ex	that	he’s	about	to	get	married,	and	
she	tells	Harry	she	drove	him	away	AND	she’s	going	to	be	forty?	“In	
eight	years,”	he	 tells	her,	and	she	says,	“But	 it’s	 there.	 It’s	 just	sitting	
there,	like	some	big	dead	end.”	
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That’s	how	I	always	felt	about	retirement.	There	it	was,	looming	on	
the	horizon,	a	big,	fat,	dead	end	with	a	sign	overhead	reading,	“Abandon	
hope	all	ye	who	enter	here.”

Terrible	way	to	look	at	it,	I	know.	As	if	retiring	from	work	was	retiring	
from	life.	But	that’s	how	I	saw	it.	Sort	of	like	having	a	perpetual	holiday.	
I	don’t	do	holidays	very	well.	I’m	fine	for	the	first	five	or	six	days	and	
then	I	start	to	get	itchy.	I	start	wondering	about	life	–	is	this	all	there	is?	
Am	I	really	happy?	Why	is	there	air?	I	can	work	myself	into	a	first-class	
depression	given	enough	time	to	sit	around	doing	nothing.	

I	was	at	a	family	reunion	a	while	back	and	found	myself	apologizing	
for	not	being	retired.	Everybody	there,	it	seemed,	was	singing	the	praises	
of	retirement	–	all	the	great	trips	they	were	taking,	or	planning	to	take,	
the	glory	of	having	a	whole	day	 to	do	nothing	but	 read.	 It	was	 like	a	
cult.	It	took	me	back	to	junior	high	when	the	neighbourhood	kids	went	
to	the	cottage	every	summer	and	we	didn’t	own	a	car.	I	felt	jealous	and	
defensive	all	at	once.

“Well,	I	guess	I	just	like	to	keep	busy,”	I	said.

“Busy!”	They	laughed.	“We’ve	never	been	so	busy	since	we	retired.	
There	aren’t	enough	hours	in	the	day	to	do	everything.	We’re	busier	than	
ever.”

Okay,	I	give	in.	Retirement,	like	nostalgia,	isn’t	what	it	used	to	be.	
Today’s	retirees	are	volunteering	on	boards,	taking	part	time	jobs,	caring	
for	 their	 grandkids,	 and	 seeing	 the	 world.	When	 they’re	 not	 piloting	
their	Winnebagos	through	the	redwoods	they’re	taking	part	in	hot	yoga	
sessions,	 checking	 out	 farmers’	markets,	 and	 going	 back	 to	 school.	A	
couple	we	know	retired	last	fall	and	now	we	have	to	plan	two	months	
ahead	to	get	together	for	lunch.	In	the	past	year	they’ve	been	to	Hong	
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Kong,	 Vietnam,	 Cambodia,	 California,	 and	 Spain.	 They	 have	 their	
health,	 they	have	money,	 and	 they	have	 each	other.	They’re	 having	 a	
fabulous	time.	

They	 also	 traveled	 a	 lot	before	 they	 retired.	They’ve	 always	 liked	
to	travel.	You	don’t	suddenly	turn	into	Scott	of	the	Antarctic	at	sixty	if	
you’ve	never	left	home,	any	more	than	you	start	climbing	mountains	if	
negotiating	the	stairs	gives	you	trouble.	So	if	you’re	planning	to	travel	
once	you	retire,	you	might	want	to	try	it	out	first.

On	the	other	side	of	the	coin	is	a	friend	of	mine	who	was	pushed	into	
early	retirement.	She	didn’t	want	to	go,	had	always	enjoyed	her	job,	and	
had	no	plans	for	doing	anything	else.	She	has	no	idea	what	she	wants	to	
do	with	the	rest	of	her	life	and	consequently	–	at	the	moment,	at	least	–	
she	does	very	little.

She’s	not	alone.	According	to	the	US	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	most	
retirees	 spend	 their	 extra	 eight	 hours	 a	day	watching	more	 television,	
doing	more	work	around	the	house,	and	sleeping	later	than	their	working	
counterparts.	 I’m	not	 saying	 they’re	not	having	a	good	 time;	 I’m	 just	
saying	it	doesn’t	sound	very	inspiring.

Of	 course,	 for	 our	 parents’	 generation	 this	 was	 what	 you’d	 call	 a	
rhetorical	discussion.	Most	of	them	didn’t	get	a	say	as	to	whether	or	not	
they	retired;	 if	 they	 lived	 to	be	sixty-five	 they	cleared	out	 their	desks,	
were	given	a	handshake	and	a	watch	and	were	out	the	door.	They	may	
not	have	liked	it,	but	they	didn’t	question	it.	Retirement	was	their	reward	
for	years	of	faithful	service.	If	they	ended	up	feeling	bored	and	useless	
they	kept	it	to	themselves.	It	was	just	the	way	it	was.	

Now,	with	mandatory	retirement	becoming	a	thing	of	the	past,	many	
of	us	will	choose	to	keep	working	well	into	our	seventies	or	later.	Which	
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may	 or	 may	 not	 be	 a	 good	 thing.	While	 an	 eighty-year-old	 may	 be	
perfectly	capable	of	flying	a	plane,	I’m	not	sure	I	want	to	be	on	it.	

It’s	usually	assumed	that	those	of	us	who	keep	working	after	sixty-
five	are	either	unrepentant	workaholics	or	too	poor	to	retire.	I’m	far	too	
lazy	to	be	classed	as	a	workaholic	but	I	do	agree	that	money,	or	the	lack	
of	it,	has	played	a	part	in	my	decision	to	carry	on	working.	Which	makes	
me	wonder	just	how	much	money	you	really	need	to	retire	these	days?	
According	to	some	financial	experts,	anyone	who	retires	with	less	than	
a	million	dollars	will	be	eating	out	of	a	dumpster	in	no	time.	If	it’s	any	
consolation,	Ernie	Zelinski	says	this	is	a	crock.	He’s	a	best-selling	author	
who	 argues	 for	 a	 holistic	 approach	 to	 life.	 Creativity	 and	 a	 balanced	
lifestyle,	he	says,	are	the	keys	to	personal	fulfillment	in	retirement,	and	a	
sense	of	purpose	is	more	important	than	an	impressive	nest	egg.*	

I’m	with	Ernie.	Having	a	sense	of	purpose	seems	to	me	essential	to	
anything	you	do	in	life,	whether	it	involves	work	or	not.	Perhaps	getting	
older	makes	 it	 even	more	 essential.	 In	 the	 (relatively)	 short	 time	 we	
have	left	we	want	to	continue	to	contribute...	 to	feel	useful...	although	
our	ideas	on	how	to	go	about	it	may	vary.	For	me	it’s	still	about	work,	
because	I	enjoy	it.	But	I’ve	come	to	accept	there	may	come	a	time	when	
I	will	stop	enjoying	it,	or	decide	there	are	other	ways	to	contribute.	Then,	
and	only	then,	will	I	retire.

In	the	meantime,	some	closing	remarks	on	retirement:

1. Retirement	is	not	lethal.	You	do	not	curl	up	and	die	just	because	
you	retire.	You	may	die	shortly	after	you	retire	but	the	two	events	
are	not	necessarily	related.

*	How	to	Retire	Happy,	Wild	and	Free:	Retirement	Wisdom	That	You	Won’t	Get	From	
Your	Financial	Advisor,	by	Ernie	J.	Zelinski	(Visions	International	Publishing,	2009)
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2. Retirement,	like	everything	else	in	life,	takes	some	getting	used	
to.	I	didn’t	particularly	plan	to	be	a	parent,	but	I	got	the	hang	of	
it	eventually.	I	expect	I’ll	eventually	get	the	hang	of	retirement.

3. There	is	a	lot	of	information	about	retirement	on	the	internet	and	
most	of	 it’s	written	by	people	who	want	 to	sell	you	something.	
Buyer	beware.



136

Twenty-Eight 

STRONG LIKE BULL, SMART LIKE STREETCAR

I always	thought	my	father	was	wise.	Not	just	smart,	but	really	wise.	I	have	several	examples	of	his	wisdom	and	I’m	going	to	share	one	with	
you	but	first	I	have	to	apologize	to	my	sister.

I	have	two	younger	sisters,	and	this	particular	story	is	about	Ruth,	the	
one	in	the	middle.	Ruth	has	a	very	good	sense	of	humour	(which	I	think	
comes	from	being	the	one	in	the	middle;	you	need	it	in	order	to	survive.)	
So	when	she	reads	this	I’m	pretty	sure	she’ll	forgive	me.	If	not,	I	hereby	
grant	her	permission	to	tell	an	equally	embarrassing	story	about	me.	As	
you	know,	Ruth,	there	are	plenty	to	choose	from.

When	 Ruth	 was	 twelve,	 a	 friend	 of	 hers	 told	 her	 about	 breast	
implants.	Keep	in	mind	that	this	was	back	in	the	mid-1960s,	and	surgical	
enhancement	wasn’t	as	common	back	then.	I	was	fifteen	and	had	breasts;	
Ruth,	at	the	time,	didn’t.	She	wanted	them,	and	she	didn’t	want	to	have	
to	wait	forever	to	get	them.

So	she	asked	my	father	about	it.	Her	question	was,	as	I	remember	it,	
“Dad,	there’s	an	operation	you	can	get	that	gives	you	big	breasts.	Can	I	
have	it?”	

My	mother	was	 in	hospital	with	MS,	so	 the	 raising	of	me	and	my	
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sisters	was	 up	 to	my	 father,	who	 did	 a	 pretty	 credible	 job,	 all	 things	
considered.	He’d	dealt	with	boyfriends,	and	acne,	and	periods.	But	this	
was	a	new	one,	even	for	him.

Many	fathers	would	have	said	“No”	right	away.	But	Dad	knew	that	
adolescent	girls	tend	not	to	give	up	easily	when	they	have	their	hearts	
set	on	something,	so	he	told	her	to	give	him	a	couple	of	days	to	think	
about	it.

A	few	days	later	she	brought	it	up	again.	Here’s	what	he	said:

“The	thing	is,	Ruth,	these	operations	are	very	expensive	and	I	don’t	
have	a	lot	of	money	at	the	moment.	But	I	have	a	suggestion:	we	could	
afford	to	get	the	operation	done	now	on	one	side,	and	then,	perhaps	in	a	
year	or	two,	we’ll	have	the	money	to	do	the	other.	What	do	you	think?”

My	sister	thought	about	it.	She	considered	the	prospect	of	walking	
around	with	one	breast	bigger	than	the	other	for	a	year	or	two	–	or	longer.	
She	decided	she	was	better	off	without	the	surgery.

To	me,	that’s	wisdom.	It’s	like	Solomon	offering	to	cut	the	baby	in	
half,	a	classic	example	of	wisdom	in	action.	

I	 always	 thought	 I’d	 get	 wisdom	 with	 age.	When	 I	 was	 young	 I	
figured	I’d	be	wise	by	the	time	I	was	thirty;	I	kept	bumping	it	up	a	decade	
or	so	and	now	I’m	beginning	to	think	my	father’s	wisdom	gene	may	have	
bypassed	me	completely.	I’ll	tell	you	right	now,	I	wouldn’t	have	come	
up	with	that	answer	for	Ruth	in	a	million	years.	My	answer	would	have	
been,	“What,	are	you	kidding?	Don’t	be	silly,	your	body	is	absolutely	
fine.	And	will	you	please	pick	up	your	room	like	I	asked	you?	It	looks	
like	a	bomb	went	off	in	there.”

The	 thing	about	wisdom	 is	 it	doesn’t	 really	have	much	 to	do	with	
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intelligence.	Socrates,	reputedly	an	intelligent	man,	is	supposed	to	have	
said,	“I	am	the	wisest	man	alive,	for	I	know	one	thing,	and	that	is	that	I	
know	nothing.”	Wisdom,	I’m	sure,	has	something	to	do	with	humility.	
The	 guy	 who	 goes	 around	 telling	 people	 how	 smart	 he	 is	 may	 have	
terrific	self-esteem,	but	he	doesn’t	have	wisdom.	

The	question	is,	“What	is	wisdom?”	How	do	you	get	it	and	how	do	you	
know	when	you	have	it?	Since	1980	there	have	been	over	fifty	empirical	
studies	of	wisdom	including	a	$2	million	research	project	launched	by	
the	Arete	 Initiative	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Chicago.	 It’s	 called	Defining 
Wisdom	 and	 it	 involves	 two	 dozen	 researchers	 looking	 at	 everything	
from	intuitive	problem	solving	to	wisdom	in	the	Age	of	Enlightenment.	
The	projects	are	fascinating	and	if	you	want	to	follow	what’s	happening,	
go	to	wisdomresearch.org	and	check	them	out.	

What	my	father	had,	I	think,	was	practical	wisdom:	knowing	how	to	
do	the	right	thing,	at	the	right	time,	with	the	right	person.	It	was	about	
bending	the	rules	for	the	right	reasons...	not	to	get	what	you	want,	but	to	
make	things	better	for	somebody	else.

I’ve	been	thinking	about	my	father’s	brand	of	wisdom	since	coming	
across	 a	book	by	Barry	Schwartz	 and	his	 colleague,	Kenneth	Sharpe:	
Practical Wisdom:The Right Way to do the Right Thing.	 According	
to	 the	authors,	practical	wisdom	has	 to	do	with	virtue,	something	you	
don’t	hear	much	about	these	days,	and	judgment.	You	need	to	be	able	
to	judge	what	should	be	done	in	a	given	situation,	which	is	something	
they	call	“moral	skill.”	And	along	with	that	–	and	this	 is	where	virtue	
comes	in	–	you	need	to	have	the	“moral	will”	to	do	the	right	thing.	Moral	
skill	without	moral	will	results	in	Machiavelli,	or,	to	cite	a	more	recent	
example,	Bernie	Madoff.	

What	I	find	comforting	about	this	concept	of	practical	wisdom	is	that	
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you’re	not	necessarily	born	with	it;	 it	can	be	learned.	Meaning	there’s	
still	hope	for	me	and	people	like	me	who	are	still,	if	not	crazy,	then	a	little	
foolish	after	all	these	years.	Practical	wisdom	comes	from	experience	–	
generally	difficult	or	challenging	experiences	that	make	you	rethink	your	
priorities.	The	older	you	are,	the	more	experience	you	have,	right?	Ergo,	
we	should	all	end	up	wise	in	our	old	age.

So	why	don’t	we?	Why	do	some	of	us	move	towards	wisdom	while	
others	get	stuck	in	the	mud	of	our	personal	history,	knee-deep	in	regrets,	
recriminations,	and	despair?	By	the	time	we’re	in	our	sixties,	why	aren’t	
we	all	wise?

Schwartz	and	Sharpe	say	the	current	wisdom	deficit	is	at	least	partly	
the	 result	 of	 having	 created	 a	 society	 that	 relies	 too	 heavily	 on	 rules	
and	 incentives.	We’ve	 built	 up	 a	 bureaucracy	 that	 discourages	 people	
from	using	their	common	sense	or	their	personal	discretion,	especially	
in	professional	situations.	What’s	needed	in	order	to	restore	balance	to	
the	world	–	and	make	us	happier,	in	the	long	run	–	is	not	more	rules	but	
greater	practical	wisdom.	

It	sounds	a	lot	like	common	sense...	something	that,	like	virtue,	is	in	
short	supply	at	the	moment.

 

Practical Wisdom:The Right Way to do the Right Thing,	 by	
Barry	Schwartz	and	Kenneth	Sharpe,	is	published	by	Riverhead	
Books	(2010).
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STUFF AND NONSENSE... AND MORE STUFF

I have	too	much	stuff.	In	the	past	forty	years	I	have	gone	from	someone	who	 could	 –	 and	 did	 –	 fit	 everything	 I	 owned	 into	 a	 backpack	 to	
someone	who	is	drowning	in	stuff.	I	think	about	it	at	night	sometimes,	
and	it	haunts	me.	Recently,	I	made	an	inventory	of	some	of	the	useless	
things	I’m	hanging	on	to	but	cannot	seem	to	part	with.	They	include:	

•	 a	perfectly	good	thermos	bottle	missing	its	lid;	

•	 a	crock	pot	I	haven’t	used	in	fifteen	years;

•	 a	“limited	edition”	old-fashioned	radio	that	no	longer	works	but	
will	still	play	cassette	tapes	.	.	.	if	cassette	tapes	ever	come	back	
into	fashion;

•	 approximately	two	hundred	3	¼	inch	floppy	disks	I	can	no	longer	
use	but	don’t	want	to	throw	away	because	I	don’t	know	what’s	on	
them	and	will	probably	never	find	out;

•	 a	china	teapot	which	I	don’t	really	like	and	doesn’t	pour	properly	
but	can’t	give	away	because	it	was	given	to	me	by	a	friend;

•	 three	 strings	 of	 Christmas	 tree	 lights	 that	 don’t	 work	 because	
some	of	the	bulbs	need	replacing,	and

•	 a	complete	set	of	the	1993	Encyclopedia	Britannica.*	

*	I	should	mention	here	that	it’s	my	husband’s	fault,	not	mine,	that	we’ve	been	lugging	
these	books	around	for	almost	twenty	years.	He	insists	we	keep	them;	I	say	it’s	all	online	
now	and	anyway,	the	books	are	outdated.	The	jury	is	out.
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I’ve	 always	 had	 difficult	 letting	 go	 of	 things.	 I	was	 like	 that	 as	 a	
child.	You	can	understand	this,	I’m	sure.	We	all	get	attached	to	our	dolls,	
teddy	bears,	 toy	 trucks,	 and	blankies.	For	 every	 toddler	who	makes	 a	
painless	transition	from	bottle	to	sippy	cup,	there	are	three	more	fighting	
passionately	to	hang	on	to	their	pacifiers.

But	 with	 me	 it	 went	 further.	 I	 pined	 for	 Christmas	 trees	 (no	 pun	
intended)	when	they	were	being	thrown	out.	I	ached	for	rusted	wagons,	
broken	cutlery,	shoes	that	I	had	grown	out	of.	I	particularly	remember	
a	Hallowe’en	costume	I	wore	when	I	was	five.	My	mother	made	long	
braids	for	me	out	some	old	nylon	stockings	and	I	went	trick-or-treating	
as	a	little	Dutch	girl.	I	held	on	to	that	costume	for	ages	and	would	not	
be	persuaded	to	part	with	the	paper	apron	and	hat	until	they	literally	fell	
apart.

My	son	asked	me	 the	other	day	 if	 there’s	anything	I	wish	I’d	kept	
from	my	childhood.	Anything	that	was	thrown	out,	lost,	or	destroyed	that	
I	really	miss	and	would	love	to	still	have	now.	He	was	trying	to	decide	if	
he	should	get	rid	of	a	box	of	his	old	super-hero	comics	–	maybe	they’d	
be	worth	something	some	day.	Or	maybe	he’d	want	to	pass	them	on	to	
his	children.	

The	answer	I	gave	him	was,	No,	there	isn’t	anything	I	wish	I’d	kept.	
Your	childhood	isn’t	about	things,	it’s	about	people.	Go	ahead	and	get	rid	
of	the	comics,	I	told	him.	Trust	me,	you	won’t	miss	them.

Brave	words,	from	someone	who	has	a	filing	drawer	filled	with	stories,	
hand-made	birthday	cards,	school	scrapbooks	and	drawings	made	by	my	
kids	when	they	were	small,	and	several	plastic	storage	bins	of	old	school	
uniforms,	Brownie	ties,	karate	belts,	and	soccer	shirts.	I	may	not	be	able	
to	lay	my	hands	on	the	grocery	list	I	wrote	this	morning	but	if	my	son	
ever	wants	his	Grade	5	report	card,	I	know	just	where	to	find	it.
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(Speaking	of	report	cards,	it	always	puzzled	me	that	my	parents	didn’t	
save	more	of	the	things	I	produced	in	the	classroom.	After	all,	I	was	the	
first-born	child	–	the	budding	genius	–	the	one	who	knew	all	those	Bible	
verses,	remember?	Recently,	I	came	across	my	Grade	9	report	card	and	it	
all	became	clear:	B+	in	French	and	History,	C+	in	Art,	a	pass	in	Typing,	
C-	in	Health.	How	can	you	do	poorly	in	Health?	Cough	too	much?	Come	
down	with	the	flu?	Math	and	Science	were	a	write-off.	The	only	subject	
where	 I	 shone	was	English	which	 I’d	been	speaking	since	 I	was	 two.	
It	was	a	 little	humbling,	 I	have	 to	 tell	you,	but	 it	did	explain	why	my	
parents	weren’t	treasuring	my	school	work.)

I’m	relatively	certain	I’m	not	a	hoarder.	It’s	unlikely,	I	think,	that	I’ll	
wind	up	living	in	an	apartment	crammed	to	the	ceiling	with	junk,	and	
be	 found	 one	 day	 crushed	 to	 death	 under	 a	mountain	 of	 newspapers,	
being	 eaten	 by	my	 cats.	 I	 do	 think,	 however,	 that	 the	 time	 has	 come	
for	 a	 clear-out.	 If	 not	 for	my	 sake,	 then	 for	my	kids.	As	morbid	 as	 it	
sounds,	do	I	 really	want	my	children	 to	have	 to	wade	 through	all	 that	
junk	after	I	die,	making	decisions	about	what	to	keep,	what	to	give	away,	
and	what	to	toss	in	the	garbage?	Will	they	think,	perhaps,	that	because	I	
held	on	to	that	china	teapot	for	so	long	it	must	have	been	precious	to	me	
and	therefore	they	won’t	be	able	to	throw	it	out	either	and	a	whole	new	
generation	will	be	stuck	with	a	ridiculous,	useless	teapot	that	won’t	pour	
properly?	Is	this	the	inheritance	I’m	leaving	my	children?

Looking	 back,	 I’m	 grateful	 that	 my	 parents,	 unlike	 me,	 weren’t	
sentimental	 about	 material	 things.	 They	 grew	 up	 in	 the	 Depression;	
nobody	had	much	and	what	they	did	have	wasn’t	worth	a	lot.	They	also	
moved	frequently,	and	each	move	resulted	in	a	clearing-out.	As	a	result,	
I	have	very	 little	memorabilia	 from	my	childhood.	There’s	a	Hummel	
figurine	an	uncle	gave	me	for	my	seventh	birthday,	an	Ivorex	plaque	that	
belonged	to	my	grandmother,	my	diaries,	and	some	poems	I	wrote	when	
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I	was	twelve.	And	that’s	probably	enough.	Any	more	than	that	–	unless	
you	have	it	in	cold,	hard	cash	–	is	superfluous.

If	you	need	reinforcement,	there’s	a	wonderful	IKEA	ad	you	should	
watch	if	you	haven’t	already.	It’s	the	one	about	the	lamp.	An	old	desk	
lamp	is	taken	out	of	the	house	and	set	down	on	the	curb	with	the	trash.	
Inside,	a	brand	new	lamp	takes	its	place.	Outside,	the	sky	grows	dark	.	.	
.	the	rain	falls	.	.	.	sad	music	plays.	

A	man	 passing	 by	 stops	 and	 addresses	 the	 camera:	 “Many	 of	 you	
feel	bad	for	this	lamp,”	he	says.	“That	is	because	you	are	crazy.	It	has	no	
feelings.	And	the	new	lamp	is	much	better.”

He’s	right,	of	course.	But	I	still	feel	bad	for	the	lamp.

	

Heading out for treats as a little Dutch girl
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DON’T WORRY . . . BE HAPPY

Life	is	a	trade-off.	My	sister	said	that,	once	upon	a	time.	We	were	
talking	about	 relationships,	and	she	was	making	 the	point	 that	 if	

you	want	to	stay	together	you	don’t	always	get	exactly	what	you	want.	
And	neither	does	your	partner.	But	if	you	each	get	enough	of	the	things	
that	really	matter	to	you,	then	somehow	it	works.

She	was	right,	and	it’s	not	just	about	marriage.	Life	is	a	trade-off,	and	
the	older	I	get	the	more	I	appreciate	the	benefits.

I	should	mention	I’m	not	necessarily	talking	about	compromise;	in	
a	 compromise	 you	 give	 up	 something	 and	 the	 other	 person	 gives	 up	
something	and	in	the	end	neither	of	you	really	get	what	you	want.	You	
want	to	tour	the	Loire	Valley,	he	wants	to	lie	on	the	beach	in	California.	
You	compromise	and	go	to	Florida,	it	rains	all	week	and	you	come	home	
barely	speaking	to	each	other.	History	is	full	of	compromises	that	haven’t	
turned	out	terribly	well	–	the	Berlin	Wall,	the	Middle	East	situation.	And	
there	was	that	famous	Missouri	compromise	of	1850	.	.	.	you	know,	the	
one	that	paved	the	way	for	the	American	Civil	War.

A	compromise	suggests	you	can	have	your	cake	and	eat	it,	too.	Well,	
here’s	the	thing:	you	can	have	your	cake	or	you	can	eat	it,	but	you	can’t	
do	both.	So	at	some	point	you	have	to	decide	how	much	you	really	want	
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that	cake.	In	a	trade-off,	you	get	to	keep	the	part	of	the	cake	that	really	
matters	to	you	and	in	return	you	let	the	other	person	keep	something	you	
think	is	really	awful	–	like	a	replica	of	the	soccer	world	cup	trophy,	for	
instance.	Just	to	pick	a	random	example.	He	leaves	the	toilet	seat	up	and	
you	eat	toast	and	peanut	butter	in	bed.	He	watches	English	football	every	
Saturday	morning	and	you	get	your	re-runs	of	Raymond.	

These	sound	like	small	things	I	know,	but	it’s	the	small	things	that	
make	a	marriage	–	or	break	it.	“In	sickness	and	in	health,	till	death	do	
us	part”	is	all	very	well	–	anybody	can	agree	to	that.	But	what	about	not 
braining	the	person	who	stands	in	the	kitchen	and	asks,	“Where	do	we	
keep	the	butter?”

Back	to	the	topic.	The	value	of	the	trade-off	is	something	you	don’t	
generally	 appreciate	 when	 you’re	 young.	When	 you’re	 eighteen	 you	
want	what	you	want	when	you	want	it.	And	if	you	can’t	get	it	from	one	
person,	or	one	job,	or	one	community	–	well,	you’ll	go	elsewhere.	

This	is	when	life	starts	throwing	curve	balls	in	your	direction.	You	
spend	the	next	couple	of	decades	ducking	and	weaving,	piling	up	debts,	
working	too	hard,	and	car-pooling	the	kids,	and	if	you	have	a	moment	to	
stop	and	consider	your	old	age,	you	wonder	what’s	in	store	for	you	if	you	
manage	to	survive	to	see	it.

And	then,	around	fifty,	things	begin	to	turn	around.	For	some	reason	
that	researchers	can’t	quite	figure	out,	people	not	afflicted	with	dementia	
or	other	mind-altering	conditions	begin	to	feel	happier	as	they	grow	old.	
Makes	 no	 sense,	 really	 –	 hair	 falling	 out,	 bones	 and	muscles	 aching,	
friends	and	relatives	getting	sick	and	dying.	Can’t	run	or	even	walk	as	
fast	as	you	used	to	and	even	making	it	up	the	stairs	is	a	challenge.	By	any	
reasonable	stretch	of	the	imagination	every	single	person	over	the	age	of	
seventy	should	be	depressed	as	hell.	And	they’re	not.	
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What	 seems	 to	 happen	 is	 that	 as	 we	 get	 older	 we	 learn	 to	 avoid	
situations	 that	 make	 us	 unhappy.	 The	 job	 we	 had	 in	 our	 thirties	 that	
was	ridiculously	stressful...	the	so-called	“best	friend”	who	was	always	
putting	 us	 down...	 the	 frantic	 running	 around	 to	 meet	 a	 gazillion	
deadlines,	most	of	 them	self-imposed.	As	you	age	you	 just	 stop.	Stop	
worrying	about	pleasing	people	you	don’t	particularly	like,	stop	trying	
to	have	the	perfect	body,	 the	perfect	kids,	 the	perfect	 life.	Somewhere	
along	the	way	you	learn	to	relax,	just	a	little,	and	allow	yourself	to	live.

According	 to	 a	 recent	 Gallup	 poll,	 our	 stress	 levels	 peak	 at	 age	
twenty-two	and	reach	their	lowest	point	at	eighty-five.	We	worry	pretty	
continuously	 until	 we’re	 fifty,	 and	 then,	 for	 some	 reason,	 we	 stop.	
Feelings	 of	 anger	 begin	 to	 diminish	 after	 eighteen,	 while	 feelings	 of	
sadness	 peak	 at	 fifty,	 decline	 steadily	 until	 we’re	 seventy-three,	 and	
then	go	up	just	slightly	to	age	eight-five.	We	also,	apparently,	get	more	
enjoyment	out	of	life	as	we	age,	and	although	there’s	a	slight	dip	at	the	
end,	we	never	again	reach	the	low	point	of	our	early	fifties.*	

Maybe	it’s	biological	–	changes	in	the	chemistry	of	the	brain	and	all	
that.	Or	maybe	the	people	answering	the	survey	were	lying.	Who	knows?	
If	 scientists	 can’t	figure	 it	 out,	 I	 certainly	won’t	 try.	 I	 like	 to	 think	of	
it,	 though,	as	another	example	of	 the	whole	“life	 is	a	 trade-off”	 thing:	
Mother	Nature	says,	“Okay,	I’m	taking	away	your	youth,	your	skin	tone,	
and	 your	 ability	 to	 remember	 the	 name	 of	 your	 second-cousin-twice-
removed,	but	I’m	replacing	it	with	happiness.	Deal?”	

Deal.	

*	“Happiness	May	Come	With	Age,	Study	Says.”	NY	Times,	May	31,	2010.
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TEN REASONS TO BE HAPPY AS YOU AGE

1. No	more	parent-teacher	interviews.

2. No	more	math.	In	spite	of	that	recurring	dream	you’ve	had	since	high	
school,	passing	algebra	will	never	again	be	an	issue.	Let	it	go.	

3. Seniors	discounts	at	the	movies.

4. No	more	car-pooling.

5. Your	kids	finally	stop	expecting	you	to	move	them.	

6. Lovely	grandchildren	who	can	be	handed	back	to	their	parents	when	
they’re	angry,	 tired,	upset,	or	throwing	a	tantrum.	Which	of	course	
never	happens	because	our	grandchildren	are	perfect,	right?

7. Free	drinks	for	seniors	at	participating	Taco	Bell	restaurants.

8. Discounts	on	prescription	drugs	 (the	downside	being	 that	yes,	you	
will	probably	be	taking	a	lot	of	prescription	drugs.)

9. Guilt-free	Friday	nights	at	home	watching	TV	without	 feeling	 that	
you	should	be	out	there	“doing	something.”

10. No	more	zits!
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