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      INTRODUCTION

      
      
         ‘You are forty. That is a critical age. Between thirty-five and forty everybody has to turn a corner in his life, or smash
            into a brick wall.’
         

         Dr von Haller in Robertson Davies, The Manticore (1972)

      

      
      Some years ago, I chanced upon an interview with two of my favourite musicians, Walter Becker and Donald Fagen of Steely Dan.
         Then in their late forties, the pair had recently started working together again after fifteen years of floundering around
         in underachieving solo careers. What had they been up to? asked the interviewer. Did the fallow years constitute some sort
         of, well, midlife crisis?
      

      
      Becker (or it might have been Fagen) snorted. Midlife crisis? he said. It’s not as simple as that. You have a midlife crisis,
         fine, and you get over it. Then you have another one. After that there’s another one and then another, and so on and so on
         until you die. There followed a brief pause, as the interviewer tried to remember what his next question was. Beads of sweat
         may have spontaneously formed on his forehead.
      

      
      For some reason the exchange stayed in my memory. I hadn’t yet thought of writing a book about midlife. I didn’t feel the
         term applied to me. I was only forty or so, a mere stripling. Even so, there was something deeply convincing in the notion
         of the midlife crisis as a semi-permanent state, from which only death could deliver you. Around ten years later, after failing
         to celebrate my fiftieth birthday, and not leaving the house for nearly a fortnight, I started thinking about this book. The
         Becker/Fagen story came back to me. I set about tracking it down. Maybe I had torn the interview out of the magazine and put
         it in the drawer in my desk I reserve for magazine articles I tear out and never read again. No, I hadn’t – although I did
         spend a happy afternoon reading these old articles, before putting them back in the drawer, possibly for ever. But everything
         is on the internet, isn’t it? Not this article. I began to wonder whether I had imagined it. I discussed the problem with
         the woman I live with (also, by coincidence, the mother of my children). Has it occurred to you, she said, that it may have
         been an interview with completely different people in a different magazine at a different time?
      

      
      No it hadn’t. But thanks for that.

      
      This sorry little tale is, of course, middle age in microcosm. When my brain was sharp and my shoes were occasionally polished,
         I would have been sure of my facts, and might even have remembered the next question the interviewer asked. Even if I hadn’t
         been, the indefatigable researcher I like to think I used to be would have made calls, gone to libraries, done anything to
         verify the story. But now I couldn’t be bothered. Was it time for tea yet?
      

      
      Middle age is comedy, and also tragedy. Other people’s middle age is self-evidently ridiculous, while our own represents the collapse of all our hopes and dreams. Mel Brooks’s great
         quote says it all: ‘Tragedy is when I cut my finger. Comedy is when you walk into an open sewer and die.’ Our own indignities
         may be intolerable, but those of our friends and our loved ones keep us sane. What we all fear, more than anything else, is
         turning into sitcom dads: long, droopy men in inadequate knitwear, sitting in armchairs railing against the iniquities of
         the modern world. The fear is understandable. Ours was the generation most blighted by the spectre of the sitcom dad, who
         dominated television comedy between the 1960s and the 1980s, the years when we were most open to suggestion. But where once
         we identified with Harold Steptoe, now we begin to see the world through the eyes of his malign, almost toothless father Albert.
         It’s a long time since we sympathised with Bart Simpson. His father is our role model now, and that of tens of millions of
         men across the world. Hundreds of millions, maybe.
      

      
      If we are talking about ‘blight’, though, there was an even more iniquitous influence on our impressionable childhoods, and
         an unusually tall man with glasses was mainly to blame. In the 1970s I was among millions of bored schoolchildren who sat
         in front of the television on dull, rainy afternoons and watched something called Looks Familiar. This daringly cosy panel game traded in nostalgia for the 1940s and 1950s, and its host, Denis Norden, began each show with
         a wry definition of middle age. (He was in his mid-fifties at the time.) ‘Middle age is when, wherever you go on holiday,
         you pack a sweater,’ he said in January 1976. The show’s most dedicated viewers, who were actually older than middle-aged, crotchety and increasingly housebound, nodded their heads in approval. A ghost of a smile
         might even have been seen to cross their bitter, cracked lips. But we children watched in horror and fascination. There was,
         literally, nothing else on, and we hadn’t reached an age when not watching television was a genuine option. I am firm in my
         belief that my generation’s repugnance towards the concept of middle age is a direct consequence of our having watched too
         many episodes of Looks Familiar in our youth.
      

      
      Anyway, we are all in denial on the subject, according to the British Social Attitudes Survey. Only 3 per cent of Britons
         in their thirties consider themselves middle-aged. They prefer terms like ‘thirtysomething’ (58 per cent) or even ‘young’
         (31 per cent). No more than a third of Britons in their forties own up to middle age. There is more acceptance of the term
         among fiftysomethings, but here’s the rub: 27 per cent of people in their seventies are still calling themselves middle-aged.
         How many centenarians, one wonders? It shows that you’re only as young as the adjective you feel.
      

      
      Curiously, we can be more precise about what makes other people middle-aged. According to research conducted at the University
         of Kent, Britons believe that you stop being young at thirty-five and start being old at fifty-eight. Middle age therefore
         lasts for twenty-three years. But this is an average: different age groups have different definitions. Young people, the fifteen
         to twenty-fours, say that middle age starts at twenty-eight and ends at fifty-four. Octogenarians, by contrast, say it starts
         at forty-two and ends at sixty-seven.
      

      
      ‘Mr Salteena was an elderly man of forty-two,’ wrote nine-year-old Daisy Ashford in The Young Visiters.
      

      
      ‘I have always loved jokes,’ said Tim Brooke-Taylor, of The Goodies and I’m Sorry, I Haven’t A Clue. ‘I loved them when I was very young and I still love them now that I’m … well, now that I’m … er … still very young.’
      

      
      (If you watched The Goodies as a child, you must be middle-aged by now.)
      

      
      Frasier Crane, in Frasier, had three definitions of middle age. You can no longer eat pizza after sundown. You go ‘oof ’ when you sit down on a sofa.
         And I’m afraid I can’t remember the third, which itself is another signifier.
      

      
      Perhaps it’s safe to say that middle age is in the eye of the beholder. I had schoolfriends who were middle-aged at twelve.
         (They haven’t changed much.) When I was nineteen my girlfriend was also nineteen, and she had previously gone out with a 24-year-old
         called Alistair. I met him once. Methuselah might have lived to 969 and Noah to 950, but neither of them could have been as
         old as Alistair. He wore a tie with a short-sleeved shirt and had a briefcase. My friends and I all laughed at him behind
         his back, but we might as well have been laughing at death itself. We could recognise a grim portent when we saw one. We only
         had five years left, and then we would be … Alistair.
      

      
      That said, I have known at least one man in his seventies who had an absolutely whopping midlife crisis – not his first, by
         any stretch – which suggests that Becker and Fagen were spot on. So – and this is not a blatant attempt to sell my book to
         as many people as possible – I would suggest that middle age can begin pretty much as soon as you can talk, and last until
         death. Youth, by comparison, is a mere passing fancy.
      

      
      This book is about men in middle age. It is about humiliation, loss of dignity, crushing disappointment and aching knees. It is also about liberation, loss of fear, the abnegation of ambition and the pleasures of inactivity. Although it
         moans incessantly, and loses its temper once or twice, I would like to think that, at heart, it is hopeful and optimistic.
         For I believe there are consolations in this time of life. We may have lost our hair, our waistline or our way completely,
         but we have also gained self-knowledge, a certain amount of guile and what some might call ‘gravitas’ (and others would call
         weight). As Jane Fonda told an interviewer in January 2011:
      

      
      ‘I’ve learned that people tend to get happier over fifty – less stressed, less anxious, less hostile. They don’t know why,
         but scientists surmise it’s because we’ve been there, done that, and none of it killed us. You don’t make mountains out of
         molehills, you make lemonades out of lemons. Everything becomes more positive.’
      

      
      Actually, typing in that paragraph has just made me angrier than I have been for a while. But you can see what she means.
         Sort of.
      

   
      
      1

      
      MATURE

      
      
         ‘Nobody realises that some people expend tremendous energy merely to be normal.’
         

         Albert Camus

      

      
      There was, in my teenage years, a boy at school who was very mature. He had a larger head than most of us, and white blond
         hair, and large black-rimmed glasses, which he knew were a strength rather than a weakness. He went mountaineering in the
         school holidays, and may well have stared death in the face during one of those expeditions. He certainly stared me and my
         friends in the face. ‘You’re really immature,’ he would say.
      

      
      Well, we couldn’t let him get away with that. In purely physical terms, he was plain wrong. My friend M, who has Greek Cypriot
         parentage, was infinitely hairier than him. M was also hairier than most of our teachers, hairier in fact than I am now. Maturity, in this sense, was a matter of genetic good fortune. It wasn’t to be gained by scaling Welsh peaks,
         or adopting a superior air in school corridors. We mocked the mountaineer relentlessly. He became Mr Mature. To our consternation
         and dismay, he responded to our ridicule with considerable maturity. He rose above it, and us, and everything, his mind far
         away and several thousand feet above sea level. Is he still scrambling up sheer cliff-faces, breathing the clear high air
         of maturity? I do hope so. If he has fallen off a mountain in the meantime, I have no doubt that he tut-tutted at the absurdity
         of it all on the way down.
      

      
      Thirty years pass, in the wink of an eye, and still we wonder about maturity. Have we acquired it yet? What is maturity anyway?
         Is it a good thing? And what precisely does it want from us?
      

      
      The first time I wore a suit to work, it was 1984, and I was twenty-three. I looked in the mirror, marvelled at the polished
         shoes, admired the absence of stains on the tie, and wondered who this person was. I was young, and looked younger than my
         years, and I had never shown much aptitude for impersonating grown-ups. But the suit is a costume, and an ingenious one. Mine
         was grey, cheap and undistinguished, but it magically transformed me into someone who had a job at last. A suit’s power is
         not unlimited. It cannot do much for the job interviewee, who looks so nervous and out of place entering the giant building
         in clothes he would never normally wear, carrying the briefcase he may have borrowed from Alistair. But once you have the
         job, the suit settles you down and takes over the general running of things. You are no longer wearing it just to impress a single individual, who has the power to give or deny you a job you don’t really want because it’s dreadful,
         boring beyond measure and probably pointless. Once you have the job, you wear the suit because you are someone who has a job
         that requires you to wear a suit. Without the smallest effort on your part, your suit confers on you an authority you never
         previously possessed. It gives you validation in your own eyes, in the eyes of your proud parents (who may have been mentally
         fitting you for this suit since infancy), and in the eyes of all the other people who wear suits. It also saves you having
         to decide what to wear every morning. It is a short cut to seriousness.
      

      
      I can’t believe how quickly I bought into the suit. Low was my salary, and mundane were my duties, but somehow the suit managed
         to nullify my youth and inexperience and, indeed, my rampant foolishness. I went to meetings and talked nonsense with the
         best of them. I learned that an expensive and distinctive tie could offset the cheapness of the suit, announcing you as an
         imaginative, even creative thinker to people who, as a rule, distrusted these qualities in others but would welcome them,
         if not expressed too fervently, by someone in a meeting who was wearing a cheap suit. After a while I got really daring, and
         bought another suit. This one was grey and cheap too, but it was of a lighter cloth, and so could be worn during summer, or
         when the first one became so stained and disgusting that my colleagues started to avoid me.
      

      
      As I became accustomed to my new life, I saw that individuality could be expressed through tiny fluctuations in the dress
         code. My friend D, who worked in the basement, mostly on his first novel, had suit trousers that were slightly too short, allowing him to reveal a bohemian inch of brightly coloured sock. One of our bosses, a raffish old gentleman with
         an evil laugh, wore a deliberately wide pinstripe that somehow communicated both his eminent education and his innate wideboyness.
         Both these men showed that they were wearing the suit: it wasn’t wearing them. This was a state of grace I never quite achieved.
      

      
      Indeed, after two years and four months, it had become apparent to everyone that I had no aptitude for this job whatsoever.
         My bosses and I discussed the situation, and we arrived at a mutual agreement that I should leave. (They decided and I couldn’t
         disagree.) You might wonder how I had survived so long. So did I, but they explained that, while the job itself had been beyond
         me, I was quite good at appearing to know what I was talking about, or ‘schmoozing the client’, as the raffish old gentleman
         called it. All those years at school of trying to master content while deliberately ignoring style had come to nothing. I
         had ‘schmooze potential’ and, accordingly, a bright future.
      

      
      The suits went in the wardrobe, where they stayed until taken to Oxfam years later. Subsequent jobs required no formal uniform,
         and for twenty years now I have been a freelance writer, gradually losing the ability to get dressed at all. I never built
         on my schmooze potential, if it ever existed in the first place. These days I think it may have been the suits. For me, maturity
         was cloth-deep. I still keep some of the ties as a reminder, or maybe a warning.
      

      
      We learn early, then, that there’s a wealth of difference between real maturity, whatever that is, and the appearance of maturity.
         For many of us, of course, the ability to fake it is all we’ll ever need. Modern capitalist society – suit world, if you like – doesn’t seem to require much more. Everyone needs to be able to do their job, but you will get no further if
         you cannot adapt your responses to the prevailing ethos. You could call this mature behaviour – and at the time I think we
         did. With hindsight, a more useful word might be ‘expedient’. There’s something faintly heartbreaking about the idea of us
         all, young, foolish, bursting with ambition, happily conforming to accepted norms because that’s the way to get on. It never
         occurs to you that there might be a price to pay later on.
      

      
      Corporate maturity, therefore, lies either in cutting and shaping your personality to what’s required, or in pretending
         to do so and thus having to wear a mask for the rest of your adult life. An old friend of mine, sharp, tricky, an instinctive
         anarchist and piss-taker, entered suit world after university and rose quickly through the ranks, as though he knew something
         they didn’t. I used to ask him, have you ever made any friends at work? Good God no, he’d say, I keep my home life completely
         separate. But can’t you help it? I’d say. Every so often you’re bound to meet a like-minded person. He looked at me as though
         I was mad.
      

      
      Some years ago we started to see brief profiles of him in newspapers. He was a tough customer, they said. Disciplined, committed,
         highly intelligent, but rather dry, even humourless.
      

      
      Hmm, we thought. Humourless?

      
      For this character is a funny man. Not in a gentle way; in fact, his humour is needlessly provocative. (He and I have fallen
         out badly in the past when I thought he had gone too far and he couldn’t see it at all.) But this new perspective made me realise that he had spent twenty-five years in work wearing a mask, pretending to be a version of himself, albeit
         a supremely effective one. No wonder that, when any of us saw him in his spare time, he would go slightly bonkers and start
         winding people up at random. No wonder, also, that although he found the job intellectually stimulating and fantastically
         lucrative – he is rich beyond imagination – he always talked about chucking it in, becoming a teacher, living a different
         life. None of his friends believed he would. Every time he talked about giving up, he would be offered a more senior job with
         an even larger pile of money. How much do you need? In suit world there’s no such thing as enough. However much you have,
         you always need (i.e. want) more.
      

      
      The danger is that, one day, you try and take off the mask, and find that it’s stuck on. In an episode of the reimagined Doctor Who, set during World War II, gas masks became permanently attached to people’s faces, and everyone turned into a zombiefied
         automaton. Few children seemed to find this episode particularly terrifying, but all the adults I knew were filling their
         trousers. At the end of the show, while men of a certain age cowered behind substantial items of furniture, the Doctor solved
         the mystery and saved everybody’s lives. Well, everybody on screen anyway.
      

      
      You have an old friend. You have known him for years. (It probably is a ‘him’, but I know a ‘her’ who qualifies as well.)
         You are fond of him, you see him from time to time, but when you see him, you spend most of your time waiting, waiting, waiting
         for a spark of whatever it was you liked about him in the first place. You are sure it’s there somewhere. But these days it’s cleverly concealed. After a few years of boredom and disappointment, you realise that this
         isn’t a friendship any more, it’s an echo of one, because your old friend is an echo of the person he used to be. You see
         him less and less often, then not at all, and one day you think, why am I sending this dreary turd a Christmas card? Waste
         of postage.
      

      
      Then you lie in bed at four in the morning and wonder how many people feel the same way about you.

      
      Doctors call this the Michael Fish Syndrome, after the prominent TV weatherman and raconteur. There, in front of his map of
         the UK, stands Michael Fish, bald, with glasses and one of those moustaches no one grows any more. He is wearing a drab jacket.
         His voice is a monotone. He is uncommonly pleased with himself. Try imagining this Fish as a child. It is impossible. Picture
         a youthful, unpompous Fish, fired with enthusiasm for isobars and scattered showers, determined to make a career in the Met
         Office, and emulate his heroes, Bert Foord and Jack Scott, by appearing on television in a drab jacket after the Six O’Clock News. You can’t. The young Fish has been obliterated by the middle-aged Fish, as though it never existed.
      

      
      Where does pomposity come from? Perhaps there is a genetic element. ‘It’s not my fault. My father was pompous, and his father
         before him was pompous, and his father before him was pompous. If my son isn’t pompous, I shall want to know why.’ Or it could
         be nurture rather than nature: pompous parents, talking endless self-serving drivel over dinner, hard-wiring their children
         to drone on and on at parties forty or fifty years later. Either way, there doesn’t seem to be much you can do about it. However
         light and bright and funny you might be as a young person, in middle age you will be drawn inexorably to all that is grey and tedious,
         and nothing in the world will give you more pleasure than the sound of your own voice.
      

      
      Not so long ago I was hanging around in a local bookshop, quietly seething because they didn’t stock one or other of my books,
         when I heard a man complaining at the counter. ‘You said the book would be in today.’ The young female assistant was suitably
         apologetic, but he was getting angrier and angrier. ‘I don’t care about the wholesalers: you absolutely assured me it would
         be in today.’ He had grey hair, wore a long overcoat and had a grumbly old voice. Poor old sod, I thought. You knew he really
         wanted to say ‘Do you know who I am?’, even though he knew she wouldn’t know who he was, because he wasn’t anybody. He turned
         round and I saw his face for the first time. He had been in the year above me at school. He had been quite a gentle soul then.
         Now, purple with rage, he stormed out of the shop. He didn’t see me, let alone recognise me, which was lucky. Is this what
         it comes to? I thought. Is that it?
      

      
      Maybe pomposity is a virus. Airborne particles infect us on public transport, or in the queue in the post office when the
         man in front of us discovers that it’s going to cost £1.92 to send that tiny package second class. Or maybe it’s just a defence
         mechanism, an antibody trying to protect our system from the world’s indifference and hostility. A gentle, bookish fourteen-year-old
         becomes an angry old fool in a bookshop, defeated by someone else’s very mild inefficiency.
      

      
      At the heart of pomposity, though, is a loss of humour. You can only take yourself too seriously if you have forgotten how ridiculous you are. When I get pompous – and I can feel
         it almost physically, as though I was calcifying from the inside out – there is almost always a sense-ofhumour failure at
         the heart of it. When you are younger you seem to absorb failure and humiliation far more efficiently. But later on you feel
         you have put in the hours, you have paid your dues, and now you deserve more and better from the world. And the world doesn’t
         give it to you. In fact it pays you no attention at all. All it asks of you is that you sod off and leave it alone. But still
         the minor humiliations rain down upon you, and as usual you have left your umbrella at home. They said it would be sunny today.
         I blame that Michael Fish. Can’t he ever get it right?
      

      
      There is a way of turning pomposity to your advantage, and that’s called eminence. The only qualification here is unchallengeable
         worldly success. In the late 1990s, like many writers before and since, I made the grave mistake of trying to write a screenplay.
         After months working with my co-writer, stomping around his office arguing about whether a particular character really would
         have said that, we had several meetings with powerful film people who might or might not have seen something potentially lucrative
         in our feeble scribblings. One such was an Englishman who had made a good career for himself in Hollywood. So good was it,
         in fact, that he palpably regarded it as a come-down to be back in London stuck in a meeting with people like us. You could
         not catch his eye. It focused only when there was something worth focusing on.
      

      
      At the end of the meeting I rolled up to him and said, ‘I remember you from school. You were in the year above me.’ He raised his face, and very nearly looked at me. Can you develop a squint in middle age? I don’t believe so. Briefly studying
         my right ear, he muttered ‘Hmpflflmpfl’, or some such, and then turned round and walked away. Whether or not he remembered
         me wasn’t relevant. The point is that he was too eminent to be seen to remember me. Burnished by power to a glimmering sheen,
         he had passed beyond the realm of normal conversation. Or maybe he thought I was going to ask him for 10p for a cup of tea.
      

      
      Eminence, for him, had become a form of self-protection. To acknowledge even the most tangential connection would have been
         to show weakness, but the determination not to show weakness in itself showed weakness. A minute later he was out of the office
         and within five minutes I am sure he had forgotten he had ever met me. Every time I see him profiled in a magazine, always
         adoringly, by a writer who’d love to sell him something, I think, ‘You are an arsehole.’ But to be mature about this for a
         moment, it’s possible that people pretend to have been at school with him every single day of his life.
      

      
      (I really was at school with him. So was the angry man in the bookshop. Or were we?)

      
      Eminence gives you a glow. You emit light without being plugged in. There’s a newspaper executive I used to know when he was
         number four or five on the paper, still approachable, good fun, a little bit scary but wholly recognisable as a human being.
         A dozen years later he is running the show and whenever he walks into a party, a respectful hush falls. He is now eminent.
         He exudes power. It is natural that people fawn on him. It could be a different man. All signs of youthful innocence and vulnerability
         are gone, or at least shielded by eminence. If he turned round to one of his minions and said ‘Give me an avocado’, you can guarantee
         that he would have one, peeled and sliced, in his hands within thirty seconds. How can that not change you?
      

      
      No one really wants to be middle-aged. We would all rather be twenty-five, however awful it may have been at the time. But
         eminence somehow gives a purpose to the middle years. You will almost certainly be humbled one day, by old age and infirmity
         and younger people who want everything you have, but for now the world is yours. You have worked hard for this; you deserve
         it. Eminence is the ultimate reward, better even than money. Mother Teresa managed to resist its call, but she is just about
         the only one. She renounced worldly success, and there can be no eminence without it. Take away worldly success and we’re
         back with the sad, angry man in the bookshop. Pomposity is eminence on a budget.
      

      
      Is there maturity in any of this? Maybe, maybe not. When women talk about maturity they usually mean emotional maturity, and
         for many men that’s always going to be a tough call. Looking inwards may not come naturally to you. You may prefer to look
         elsewhere. (The television, for instance.) Not everyone has the gift of introspection. Besides, do you need emotional maturity?
         Will it get you anywhere? Worldly success and eminence don’t appear to demand it; indeed, it might even be a disadvantage.
         We don’t look to Simon Cowell and Piers Morgan for signs of emotional maturity, just as we don’t expect cats to swim. As I
         said, a plausible manner can take you a long way, and a psychopathic will to succeed should help you complete the journey.
         A thick skin is the only protection you need against the vicissitudes of life. Nothing can dent the carapace of Morgan’s self-regard. No argument will ever convince Cowell that
         he is anything other than right.
      

      
      It seems terribly unfair that society should reward the untalented but supremely confident over all others. It is unfair. What makes it even more galling is that by giving these people everything they want, we only reinforce their sense
         of self-worth, which seems to increase their certainty that they are doing the right thing. Even worse is the knowledge that
         if you did happen to capture them, torture them and kill them slowly and very, very painfully, other Morgans and Cowells would
         scuttle out from behind the wardrobe to take their place in the world. People actually want to be like Piers Morgan and Simon
         Cowell. They crave fame and fortune that will enable them to bypass maturity completely. It’s not perpetual youth Simon Cowell
         seeks, but perpetual immaturity. The second is easier to buy than the first.*

      
      Emotional maturity is an option, no more. If we so wish, we can learn nothing from life at all. The mountaineer thought that
         maturity was a given: he was lucky enough to have it, and we weren’t. There was hope for us. We could still acquire it if
         we wanted it badly enough. And we tried, we really tried. At the same time you do want to retain some of your youthful joie de vivre, that part of you that feels like the real you. I don’t want to be the man in the bookshop, or the newspaper editor, or the film executive. I certainly don’t want to be Piers Morgan or Simon Cowell. But then
         I never wanted to be the mountaineer. My friends and I are still making the same facile jokes we made thirty years ago, some
         of which will turn up in this book. True maturity, whatever it is, remains just out of reach. Perhaps you only attain it when
         you realise you can never attain it. Mountains, I now see, could help you in this process. Maybe the mountaineer hasn’t fallen
         off. Maybe he has jumped.
      

   
      
      2

      
      RAGE

      
      
         ‘The only way I would return to my old school would be with a sub-machine gun and a fully armoured platoon.’
         

         Robert Morley

      

      
      The man in the bookshop, storming out, thwarted, powerless, humiliated. We all know what it feels like. On this occasion,
         though, my primary feeling was one of relief. When we see someone else overwhelmed by rage, we might feel frightened, or amused,
         or contemptuous, or deeply concerned that the angry person will see us and recognise us, which could make things very sticky.
         But we rarely feel more rage.*

      
      So a man in a bookshop loses his rag. We watch as the rage radiates from his shaking body and reddening face like waves in
         a ripple tank. And we feel our own underlying fury recede a little, as though the man has somehow tapped into it to replenish
         his own supply. That’s a neat trick, we think. Can we all do that? What the man in the bookshop sees, though, is that he is
         the only person there who feels so angry, and everyone else’s lack of anger makes him even angrier. If he were not a man in
         his early fifties with poor circulation and a chronic terror of lifelong imprisonment, he would tear someone apart with his
         bare hands. Maybe that man over there, whose face is vaguely familiar. As it is, he bangs the door on his way out and declares
         that he will never come back to this stupid fucking shop, at least until the next time he needs to buy a book.
      

      
      The rest of us stay behind and breathe again. For a few seconds, the angry man siphoned off some of our own excess rage and
         we feel almost light-headed as a consequence. Sometimes you only realise you are labouring under a burden when someone momentarily
         takes it away from you. How much rage must we be living with every day? And why do we only notice it when, briefly, it is
         gone?
      

      
      Rage, I have come to believe, is the dominant emotion of our times. For my parents, and probably yours too, it was fear. They
         lived through the war, when many didn’t. They survived the Cold War, to their astonishment. And they lived at a time when, in Britain at least, gradations of class were so tightly defined that everything you said, everything
         you did, identified you as lower-upper-lower-middle class or whatever. Twitch those net curtains. The port goes this way.
         No one says settee or serviette, unless they do. My mother, now in her seventies, delights in the recent freeing of social
         bounds, although, like an Alan Bennett character, she still can’t say the word ‘lesbian’ out loud. She whispers it, while
         articulating it in an exaggerated manner so you know what she means. There’s a part of me that wants to force her to scream
         the word from the rooftops, to free herself from these shackles of fear. Not that she’s a lesbian, of course, although I’m
         quite tempted to tell her that I am.
      

      
      Rage has spread. At first it seemed only to affect people in cars. Once it had been given a name, road rage multiplied like
         a lethal virus accidentally let out of its laboratory. Soon, men were killing other men for cutting them up on motorway slip
         roads. So apoplectic did drivers become that I’m sure more accidents were caused by middle-aged men having heart attacks and
         dying at the wheel than by simple bad driving. These accidents, by their very nature, would generate ever longer tailbacks,
         which would push up driver stress levels yet further. One morning the M25 could become so congested with cars driven by sedentary,
         slightly overweight middle-aged men with an important meeting in twelve minutes’ time, that some sort of critical mass will
         be reached. Drivers will be dying faster than the emergency services can get to them. Bodies will have to be helicoptered
         out, company cars abandoned on the hard shoulder and whole swathes of middle management will be wiped out overnight. Come
         to think of it, maybe this has happened already. Maybe it happens all the time, and no one thinks to mention it.
      

      
      Wherever you look, there is something to be angry about. Some of us are actually looking quite hard for things to be angry
         about. At least one newspaper we could name employs hundreds of reporters, or rage correspondents, to scour the world for
         stories that will make its readers kick a cat and punch holes in the wall. This newspaper is fuelled by rage. As it happens,
         rage is quite an efficient fuel. The more you use, the more you generate. People who woke up in the morning in a state of
         cruel vexation buy this newspaper to make themselves even crosser. If we could tap in to all this pent-up anger, we wouldn’t
         need wind farms or nuclear power stations. A hundred or so people in Leather head, foaming at the mouth at the story on page
         six, could probably generate enough electricity to power a town the size of Leatherhead.
      

      
      This newspaper knows its market, though. It knows its readers will be rendered furious by many of the same things. I am not
         sure I can make the same assumption of this book’s readers. Different strokes enrage different folks. How do you feel about
         fortnightly rubbish collections, for instance? Famous people saying they would never have plastic surgery when they obviously
         have had loads? Speed bumps? Cold callers? Jeremy Clarkson’s huge smug face? Here’s how each one rates on my personal wrath-ometer:
      

      
      
         	
            Fortnightly rubbish collections: doesn’t affect me personally, yet. But willing to be furious about the possibility that they
               might be imposed at some point in the cost-saving future. Anticipated rage scores highly on the wrath-ometer.
            

         

         	
            Plastic surgery: pathetic and self-deluding. But does it make me angry? No.
            

         

         	
            Speed bumps: can just about see the purpose of them, when I’m trying to be rational.

         

         	
            Cold callers: reminds me of when I was young and worked for a PR company, and had to call people who really didn’t want me
               to call them. So while I am now as rude and unpleasant to cold callers as everyone else, I can’t help pitying anyone who has
               to do as ghastly a job as that, because no one, surely, does it because they want to.
            

         

      

      
      No, the only one of the five that makes me uncontrollably furious is Jeremy Clarkson’s huge smug face. And not just the sight
         of it, either. The mere thought of it. Hang on a moment while I drink a glass of water and try to calm down.
      

      
      We might not agree on what we are angry about: indeed, I suspect we could come to blows over it. You will have a fair idea
         of what will light your own touchpaper, but you can only guess what lights someone else’s. It might not be Jeremy Clarkson,
         or misplaced apostrophes, or hot-air hand driers in public lavatories that give you second-degree burns. It could even be
         you.
      

      
      A good way to check this out is to spend some time on the internet. Read something on a website, form an opinion and be bold
         enough to express it in a little box at the bottom of the page. Then come back later, read the response from others, and see
         your modest observations flattened by waves of bile and contumely.
      

      
      There are many theories as to why people express themselves on the internet with a violence they would never contemplate in
         normal conversation, let alone life. One is that the closing of all the loony bins in the 1980s and the change of emphasis
         to ‘care in the community’ pushed mad people on to the streets and, thereafter, into internet cafés. Another is that people
         who express themselves thus simply do not realise that the people who read what they say might be hurt and upset by it. Because
         it’s ‘virtual’ and at one remove from reality, they don’t recognise that they have any responsibility to the feelings of others.
         To be in touch with your inner psychopath has never been easier.
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