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As an American, I have lived in a climate of fear my entire life. The fear of contracting polio was one of the earliest memories, confining me to the boundaries of my own back yard for a bunch of summers. My friend Charlene’s Doberman also was a constant source of menace, emitting low growls and displaying bared teeth, directed almost exclusively at me. Obviously I didn’t sleep a wink at Charlene’s slumber parties. 
Then there was the Red Scare, lurking around every corner, with the threat of nuclear annihilation more a matter of when than if. It seems I spent most of the fifth grade under my desk, honing ducking-and-covering skills. Our neighbors generously invited us to share their back-yard bomb shelter, when the dreaded day arrived.
With time and age, objects of terror multiplied. Among the new concerns: AIDS, microbes, e-coli, fiber deficiency, the threat of having my concealed weapon taken from me, riding in a car without a seatbelt, mad-cow disease, Y2K, swine flu, a Socialist for president, and now affordable health insurance  and inflicted on 95 percent of Americans.
But, unfortunately, my adult children have introduced me to a new fear—one that I predict will assume epidemic proportions in the next few years as the large cohort of Baby Boomers advance into their “golden years.” The consuming fear I’m talking about is appearing to be an old person.
This unanticipated horror was first brought to my attention last month by our eldest son as I was hanging new lace curtains in our remodeled kitchen.  “Do you really need curtains in the kitchen?” he asked. “No one can see in unless they’re lurking in the back yard by your bird feeder.”

The following weekend, #2 son came out for a visit and spied the new curtains.  “Do you have even one window that isn’t swaddled in yards of cloth?” he asked.

Finally, my daughter made it out to the Valley.  “Oh, Mama! How darling! Lace curtains in the kitchen. You have such a sweet old lady’s home!”

That did it. I tweaked the curtains off their rods within seconds, and couldn’t wait till she left so I could scrutinize my entire lifestyle and rinse away as much old lady taint as possible.

How Not to Appear to Be an Old Person
Methodology

I approached this undertaking scientifically, buttressing my findings with well-researched facts from two Internet sites and interviews with six persons, including myself, four blood relatives, and a man standing next to me in line at Costco.

The good thing about the fear of taking on the traits of an old person is that you can do something about it by simply turning your life inside out. I wouldn’t dream of affixing a date to when you might be actually considered to be an old person, but if you’re 60+ you might start thinking about it. To teens and 20-somethings, age 40 is probably the onset. If you’re Goldie Hawn, 80 is when it begins.
In carrying out this analysis, I was not concerned about the physical or biological aspects of being a senior, like aching knees and backs, the onset of debilitating diseases, sexual dysfunction, or the loss of hair, hearing and memory. Nor do I explore the cosmetic ones, like face lifts, teeth caps, hair coloring, or hair implants. Rather the scope of my research was limited to those facets of our lifestyle which, if not carefully monitored, quickly and needlessly identify one as being of the older generation. 

My methodology in undertaking this study and analysis was to compare the vocabulary, décor/environment, and leisure activity of those born before 1964 with the same traits exhibited by those born between 1964 and 1999, that is the cohorts commonly known as Gen X and Gen Y. Absent from my study population are those born between 2000 and the present, whose max age is 10. 
Age is the only variable taken into consideration. Other possible variables were rejected as being totally irrelevant, such as individuals’ economic status, race, ethnicity, state, region or country of origin, educational attainment, profession or employment status, gender, religion, height, weight, political affiliation, or favorite animal. 

Vocabulary

Traitorous Words.  Nothing gives away your age as much as the use of outdated words. What makes them especially dangerous is that most of the time you don’t even realize that no one but your contemporaries has uttered them for 50 years. I remember both of my grandmothers and even my mom referring to the fridge as an “ice box.”  One of my uncle’s friends called all refrigerators “Norge Frigidares.”

Moving into my generation, I have only a small sample of fuddy-duddy words, because I don’t actually hear them as fuddy-duddy at all.  For this reason, I encourage loyal readers to add to this list at their earliest convenience. Note: I am not recommending that you remove the outmoded words from your vocabulary, but that you avoid using them in the presence of the young.

	ME (born < 1964)
	GEN X and GEN Y

(born >1963)

	Ailment
	Illness, disease

	Slumber party
	Sleepover

	Turkey Dressing
	Turkey Stuffing

	Beauty Shop/Beauty Parlor
	Salon, Hair Salon

	Nice wool slacks
	Nice wool pants

	Kleenex
	Tissue

	Toilet paper
	Toilet tissue

	Hi!
	Hey! Yo! Wazzup! 

	Fellow/Guy
	Guy/Dude

	Grade School
	Elementary School

	Home Phone
	Land Line

	Ear phones
	Ear buds, Blue Tooth,  Headset

	Girdle
	Spanx

	Panty hose
	What are panty hose?

	Record player, Stereo, Hi Fi; 

Tape player
	Tape, CD, or DVD player; 

iTunes, MP3 player

	Record, tape
	CD, DVD, MP3

	Books-on-Tape
	Audio Books,  Podcast

	Cell phone
	PDA, Blackberry, iPhone, Palm,
Droid, etc.


Accents. One of my 60ish friends revealed to me recently that she is afraid to speak in the presence of her granddaughter, who is a speech pathologist by training and profession. The young woman is offended by my friend’s Fort Valley/Strasburg accent. While it is tempting to advise my friend to ignore the little snip and talk however she wants, for those committed to being taken seriously by their juniors, the only solution is a year or two of expensive diction lessons, preferably with Meryl Streep’s speech coach in Hollywood. This will not only remove all character and localisms from her speech, it will also remove my friend from her granddaughter for a couple of years, during which time the kid may grow up.

Décor and Environment

Stream-lined and Functional.  One thing that is a sure sign of being “of a certain age” is decorating your home with curtains or drapes, wallpaper, patterned upholstery fabric, and flowered china. While I don’t hang out with a lot of people who are decades younger than myself, I am familiar with the tastes and preferences of my kids and their friends—admittedly urban and suburban.

I’d call their décor “1980s Dentist’s Office.” Lots of chrome, not a curve in sight, no window treatments, except for an occasional roll-up shade. And of course minimal floor coverings—certainly no wall-to-wall carpeting. Terror flits through my kids’ eyes when I offer them a wonderful antique bed or table from my late parents’ or grandparents’ homes, as if I were passing off radio-active goods.

And then there’s the silver—hollowware and sterling. When we were married, my parents’ friends loaded us up with gorgeous silver. This was very fashionable in the 1930s when their generation was setting up housekeeping. I haven’t had to buy a piece since, but I love every stick of it—and use it. 
Stainless is the way to go these days. If you want to appear young and vibrant, hide the silver and the delicate Lenox china and pull out the everyday stainless and clunky earth-colored pottery dishes when young friends come to call.
Another home item that quickly identifies your age is the presence of a “land line” in your home. Most people under the age of 40 have only cell phones, which aren’t really called cell phones anymore, but Blackberries, iPhones, or other miniature hand-held computers that allow users to talk, take blurry, under-exposed pictures, select vegan restaurants, and fill out their tax returns at the same time. This info came to me from another young relative who tried for a half-hour to explain the differences between these gadgets before giving up. To avoid the stigma of being old and uncool, unplug and hide your home phone when Gen Xers or Yers are present and have a pretend iPhone sitting out on display. 
The second part of this column will appear in the May issue of the Courier. Your anonymous contributions solicited up to April 15.
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