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Dear All, 

 

No I don't want to join a book club seemed a bizarre choice for a serious reading group but we rose to the 

challenge -  we were prepared to laugh at ourselves and consider the realities of getting older. Of course some 

of us are closer to being sixty than others. The main character Marie Sharp, who is very close to being sixty, is 

determined not to be forced into doing anything to prove that she is still young at heart. She wants, as she 

grows older, to take the opportunity to slow down and not to be obliged to be adventurous or to learn a foreign 

language. Her image of a book club is of a group of oldies feeling they must be stimulated .eg 

 

 "Certainly not!" said Marie Sharp, when a friend suggests she join a bookclub when she turns sixty. "Bookclub 

people always seem to have to wade through Captain Corelli's Mandolin or, groan, The God of Small Things. 

They feel they've forever got to poke their brain with a pointed stick to keep it working. But either you've got a 

lively brain or you haven't. And anyway, I don't want to be young and stimulated any more. Those oldies who 

spend their lives bicycling across Mongolia at eighty and para-gliding at ninety, aren't brilliant specimens of 

old age. No, they're just tragic failures who haven't come to terms with ageing. I want to start doing old things, 

not young things." 

 

We objected to her old fashioned view of a book group- acknowledging that we certainly aren't a group of oldies. 

But we noted that in the UK there can be a lot of pressure on readers to belong to a book club- nearly everyone 

does- all over the country. Marie Sharp is determined to be her own person- which we admired. 

 

Virginia Ironside said that she wrote the book to make people laugh and to make them feel good about getting 

older. Had she succeeded? How much had we enjoyed the book? 

 

Our comments 

 

" I really liked it and found it funny.The granny bit was the best part- I began to see why so many 

grandmothers adore their grandchildren." 

 

" Yes. Marie hadn't enjoyed being a mother to a small baby- she had felt frustrated and bored-  she had 

probably had post natal depression. So now she could make up for lost time whilst not having the full 

responsibility of caring for her grandson." 

 

" She falls in love with her grandson in a way that she says she never did with a man. She longs to be with him 

- he becomes the highlight of her life. It's touching but a little weird." 

 

" Her relationship with her gay friends James and Hughie was realistic and very moving. She seemed to be 

able to be more herself with them than her other friends.She could really communicate with Hughie and they 

shared the same values" 

 

"Some of the diary was repetitive- she concentrated a lot on her desire to give up sex and she went on about 

that too much." 

 

" Why did she include so many spam messages? They were unecessary and boring after a while." 

 

"In the beginning I liked the novel- it reminded me of  the Adrian Mole diaries which I enjoyed- but I stopped 

liking it when she longed to be old. " 

 

" I feel a bit guilty about liking it- because it wasn't deep but I have to admit I really enjoyed it. One criticism- 

she put a lot of paranoia into her diary. I only write in my diary when I'm happy." 



 

" I'm the opposite- the paranoid parts reminded me of my diary.." 

 

" I gained a lot of insight into how it feels to be older than me- I'm going to read it again when I'm approaching 

sixty- in over thirty years time!" 

 

" Marie's friend Penny has sex with a much younger man- I kept thinking- would my husband ever be attracted 

to a sixty year old woman?" 

 

" I have a colleague of sixty who has been together with a much younger man for twelve years but they have to 

keep it a secret from most people." 

 

" I met a very attractive seventy year old lady who told me that she had been celibate since she was forty five. 

As a child she had witnessed the horror of the Russian troops abusing women in post war Berlin and this had 

put her off sex- more or less- for life." 

 

" I don't like the idea of still having sex when I'm sixty. I imagine I will be too tired to be interested." 

 

" Let's hope that sex at sixty won't be as painful as Penny seemed to find it !" 

 

" It's rare to read about anyone growing old positively and with such a sense of humour. I was impressed by 

that." 

 

" Is there really a freedom pass for pensioners in England ? I think that's a wonderful name for a travel card." 

 

" My parents emigrated from China to Canada. It has been difficult for them to adjust to living in a culture 

where old people are not respected as they are in China." 

 

" There is a national holiday in Japan entitled "Respect the Old." We also use a different part of speech in 

Japanese when addressing older people out of respect.  In families older siblings are referred to as "sister" or 

"brother." The younger sibling can be called by their first name." 

 

" In Asia when asking the way from an older lady on the street one will say please "older sister" to show respect. 

This can backfire if the person is not actually as old as they look!" 

 

" I didn't like the book. I felt Virginia Ironside was jumping on the Bridget Jones bandwagon- using the 

formula to cash in on a market. I did like that she was celebrating old age but I didn't laugh very much at all. It 

felt contrived." 

 

"What I loved about it was that it made me feel it is important just to be yourself at any age. I wasn't a typical 

teenager and it's good not to be under pressure to conform."  

 

" Sixty is the new forty. We don't necessarily think of sixty as being old. Our perception of age has changed. The 

book would have been more effective if Marie had been at least seventy." 

 

" Hughie was such a brave character. He was able to approach death by focusing on all the bad things that he 

wouldn't have to experience- like Alzheimers, losing his sight, watching all his friends die, becoming 

incontinent etc." 

 

"Retirement can be a very difficult time for couples. Men find it hard to adjust to being at home full time. My 

father has just retired and is forever interrupting my mother to show her things in the garden. He even 

suggested that she get rid of her car- which filled her with horror- she values her independence too much. 



Marie's retired male friend who every day asks his wife "is lunch ready, pet?" is typical." 

 

"I liked Marie as a person and think she would be a fun member of a reading group, if she could be persuaded 

to join one." 

 

"I found the passage about therapists annoying!" eg 

 

The great thing about age,' said the therapist, whose wife had finally leaned over the table and taken his plate, 

'is that it's never too late. You can do so many things. Take an Open University degree, go bunjee-jumping, 

learn a new language...''But it is too late!' I argued. 'That's what's so great about being old. You no longer have 

to think about going to university, or go bunjee-jumping! It's a huge release! I've been feeling guilty about not 

learning another language for most of my adult life. At last I find that now, being old, I don't have to! There 

aren't enough years left to speak it. It'd be pointless! 

 

"I feel like a totally different person now. I can't remember being a child very well. We change our skin every 

seven years and maybe our personalities too!" 

 

" I'd like to share my favourite passage from the book."  eg 

 

One of the funny things about being old is that when you're four years old, you can imagine yourself as a one, 

two or three year old. But when you're sixty, you've got a vast range of eras to choose from. So one day I feel like 

a miserable three-year-old, the next like a girlish twenty-five-year old, hop straight into feeling like a mature 

sixty-year-old and back, before you know it, to being a precocious twelve- year-old. The case of selves increases 

and decreases until eventually you've got a veritable Wagner opera of people on stage to pick from. 

 

We also discussed Marie's account of how the world has changed since her childhood. eg 

 

When I was young we had no car, no telly, no supermarkets, no frozen food, no mobile phones, no central 

heating, ( the doors were always closed in Winter to keep the heat in) and the lights were always turned off 

whenever we left a room, to save our electricity. 

When I was small a man used to come round every evening on a bicycle with a long lighted stick to ignite the 

gas lamps in our London street. Rag and bone men drove by at weekends with their carts and nose-bagged 

horses. And in the Summer I would collect huge boxes of ice from the fishmonger to keep in our icebox, a 

lead-lined substitute for a fridge. 

Nearly everyone in the streets was thin and white.Their teeth were often bad, their hair was, like mine at the 

time, only washed once a week, and everyone smelled, it being long before the days of deodorant. We were 

living in post war London, where, as George Orwell wrote, austerity ruled and everything smelled of boiled 

cabbage and sweat, of grimy walls and dirty clothes." 

 

Virginia Ironside's childhood sounds Dickensian- I had no idea that gas lamps were still being used then and so 

many things didn't exist that we now take for granted .Yet rag and bone men are returning to the streets of 

London and we would do well to turn more lights off to save energy. But it was good to be reminded of just how 

much has changed in a lifetime. 

 

We had fun discussing this book and most of us had laughed a lot and were reminded that there are plenty of 

advantages in getting older. Overall the book was a success with our group although we were cynical about the 

title "No! I don't want to join a book club". We suspected that an inspired editor had come up with the title to 

ensure sales in the UK and the States. A book club is only referred to on one occasion and the image Ironside 

uses of a book club is rather old fashioned. While researching Virginia Ironside, I discovered that she belongs to 

a film club and has had a face-lift! 

 

But we all agreed - good on her for celebrating older people!  



 

Our next meeting is on Monday 17th December at 19.30 to discuss George Gissing's New Grub Street. A 

demanding but very worthwhile read!  Please take a look at our website for lots more information about 

George Gissing. 

 

http://www1.to/reading-group 

 

In January we are discussing "Swallowing Grandma" by Kate Long. 

 

Please let me know if you are hoping to come on 17th December. Thanks to everyone for making the groups so 

enjoyable. 

 

Good Reading!! 

 

All the best 

 

Jan 


