“Step we gaily, on we go.”

They clasp hands across the small table.
The warm Catalan sunshine bathes the city and the couple in a warm, energising glow. The same yellow sun that makes a superman out of a mild-mannered reporter makes this man and a woman feel young at heart in their autumnal years. Perhaps the sun shines just for them, so lost are they in each other. Three glorious, joyful years have passed since they met for coffee at the Festival and made the instant connection. A shared love of travelling with minds and hearts that are open wide to welcome new experiences. So many countries yet to visit together. So many sights to share and experiences to gather into their basket of memories as bees collect sweet nectar. 
Though Time has worked some of its negative juju on both of them, perhaps even been cruel in some ways, their time together has been the happiest of their lives. Younger friends say, ‘isn’t it lovely that you can grow old together.’ How little they understand how these Third Age travellers view age as the numbers tick inexorably up through the fifties, sixties, and seventies. 
Age is nought but a number he often says.
He is her senior by seven years. His lucky number. 
They steadily grow older together, yes, but with no sense of disappointment at leaving their younger years behind them. They have, in the here and now, precious times touched by the magic of growing older and wiser together. 
She still calls him her handsome man. 
He gazes in wonder at her beauty. 
Optimism unbounded in the reflected glow of grey tinged love. He keeps his hair short to disguise the hair loss which mimics his father’s. Lines on his tanned face are not yet deep grooves, a sign he says of his maturity and mellowing. Dorothy views grey hair and lines upon her body through a less benevolent lens, as society so often does. He has girth and heft but not yet the broadside spread which might fill the airplane seat to overflowing.                                                                                           
They have felt the heartache of losing friends of similar age to debilitating illness which deprives one of precious faculties. To the tune of psalms and hymns they have waved other friends off into the radiant light of whatever Heaven they may have imagined for themselves. Yet, neither is the preserve only of those who grow old. Younger friends have taken their leave too, well before their time.
The signs of age are undeniable. The firm muscles which once rippled under a thick cotton rugby shirt now sometimes struggle to carry all the groceries home. Skin loose over muscle, the striations on the flesh running north to south like meandering tramlines. Aging, senescence, is like an isotope declining in potency over its half-life, a physiological deterioration they cannot stop, though they improve their odds by staying healthy and mobile. Eating well (if occasionally too much); being active, not smoking, drinking their favourite wine to moderation. 
The true essence of growing old for them is joy. Sitting outside this café where Picasso once sat, they talk only in the present or future tense, acknowledging the past only as they raise a glass of red to absent friends and family. Travellers, explorers, two hearts joined by the umbilical of constant curiosity and wonder. They cycle but they do not race. He braves rain and snow to watch weekend sport, feeling the chill in his bones more than his younger friends yet enjoying a memory of the physical battle. With superior tactics he can beat younger men at squash and as a twosome they win decent pocket money in pub quizzes. They who have grown up through green screens, robotically blinking cursors, floppy discs, games which took half a night to load from a cassette player now carry small computers in pocket and purse, capable of landing a rocket on the Moon. They can switch them on, even without the assistance of grandchildren. Two minds which retain their sharpness and their capacity for wringing every ounce of joy from life under Spanish skies. 
Now, at the start of their latest adventure, they marvel at the glory that is Barcelona. Only two days in and their memory sack is bulging. If music and art be the food to sustain, they have taken their fill. The Mercat de Sant Josep de la Boqueria, Els Quatre Gats, Museum of Catalan Modernism. Ticked off their list of ‘must do before we feel old.’ 
They have found in each other a soul mate and the joy of a calm mind. No internal clock in their heads winding back to their youth. No heartbreaking nostalgia for awkward teenage years. Grey hair, eyes hidden behind new spectacles, hearing just a little dimmer than last year, tired limbs or the odd twinge of arthritis cannot dim their joy at waking up in the warmth of each other’s arms. Grey love is not the love of youth. More intimate than infrequent breathless sex, yet ultimately more satisfying than ever it was for having roots deep in their hearts. 
Had they not seen the passing years, they would not have their individual and shared joys of grandchildren. Who could not feel young at heart in the presence of such boundless energy? The grandchildren call them the Ancient and Wise ones, a label they wear with pride and a wry chuckle. The road to Wisdom has been long but brings a warming glow nonetheless. 
He lifts his glass, gazing at the crinkles around her eyes as she smiles back to him with infinite tenderness. A moment of re-affirmation, knowing that they will be together until age and Time separate them. Neither speaks of the possibility that one might leave the other behind. Earthly forces may separate them, but their spirits will soar together into Eternity.
Age is not just a chronological number.
Nor is it an imp upon their shoulders.
They know better.
Age, faced with grace and defiance has so much more to offer.
