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            FIRST, A QUESTIONNAIRE. ARE YOU:
            

         
 
         
            a) Aged between 40 and 55?
            
 
            b) Acutely conscious that life hasn’t panned out for you quite the way you thought it would when you were 18?
            
 
            c) Obsessed by your childhood, especially your inability to remember it?
            
 
            d) Alienated by technology?
            
 
            e) Scared of cancer?
            
 
            f) Even more scared of death?
            
 
            g) Planning your retirement, even though you know it’s going to be a wasteland of impoverished misery?
            
 
            h) Nervous of all the young people in your office?
            
 
            i) A lot happier when you’ve had a couple of glasses of wine?
            
 
             
            j) Okay, half a bottle?
            
 
            k) Getting divorced?
            
 
            l) Consoling friends who are getting divorced?
            
 
            m) Having, or considering having, an affair?
            
 
            n) Having, or considering having, an affair with friends who are getting divorced?
            
 
            o) Aware that The Beatles were only in their late twenties when they split up? They’d made all those records, records that changed the world. And what have you achieved? What?
            
 
            p) Worrying about what all those drugs you took when you were younger are going to do to you?
            
 
            q) Stuck with a tattoo you hate?
            
 
            r) Tired. Just really, really tired?
            
 
            s) And depressed?
            
 
            t) And angry. Christ, where does that anger come from? Why did no one prepare you for it?
            
 
            u) ‘Growing out’ of all your clothes?
            
 
             
            v) Thinking about moving to the country?
            
 
            w) Turning into your parents?
            
 
            x) Puzzled because you seem, somewhere along the line, to have lost all the friends you actually liked and acquired a load of new ones you barely know?
            
 
            y) Constantly obsessing about accessorising your home?
            
 
            z) Aware that noticing, and moreover having opinions about, ‘stuff in the papers’ marks you out as practically dead?
            
 
            If you’ve answered ‘yes’ to more than half of these questions, then congratulations, you are officially experiencing ‘midlife’. Middle age. The beginning of the end. Do not worry. Help is at hand…
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1.
 
            PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

         
 
         
            The older we get, the more enthusiastically we embrace change. But this change is a double-edged thing. We acquire wisdom, but also the temper of Zeus. We learn how to make the world’s tastiest Christmas cake, but forget our friends’ names unless they’re written down.
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RADICAL CHEEK
            
 
            When you were younger you were so damn radical you refused to eat South African apples; you had a day out in London c/o your student union to march against student loans; you refused to pay the poll tax; handcuffed yourself to pop stars to protest against Section 28; you camped at Greenham and once even threw a sickie so you could take part in an anti-capitalist march, though only because a really cute girl you met in a bar said she was going too.
            
 
            While no one can accuse you of lacking fighting spirit, it is nevertheless the case that, nowadays, this has been redirected into causes such as: arguing with your line manager; arguing with your parents; arguing with the call-centre drone dealing with your broadband; arguing with the traffic warden who has just given you a ticket for parking your people mover on the zigzags outside school when you were only dropping your kids off for fuck’s sake and you had to be quick because you had a hair appointment.
            
 
            But at least you buy Fair Trade bananas, and you signed the online petition about the planned bypass and you really do feel quite bad about buying cheap clothes you know have been stitched by tiny hands. And only last week you nearly didn’t buy cod because you saw a documentary about overfishing…
            
 
            See? Still an activist at heart.

         
 
         
            
ANGER MANAGEMENT
            
 
            Getting older is a licence to be angry. About anything – the more trivial the better. And once we start, we can’t stop.
            
 
            One minute we are carefree 20-year-olds, oblivious to the minor worries of the world around us; the next we are posting strongly worded threats on internet discussion forums about our neighbours’ wheelie bins. But doesn’t it feel good? The rising pulse, the adrenalin rush, the dilated pupils… It’s a bit like the last time you took E.
            
 
            Untrustworthy, anecdotal evidence gathered from the discussion forum thread postings of our fellow south London residents suggests the topics most likely to raise the average midlifer’s blood pressure are:
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               	speed bumps
     
               	antisocial people having house parties
     
               	the unsightliness of decaying road accident flowers
               
     
               	schools being closed for elections/ snow/gas leaks
               
     
               	toddlers weeing in the street
     
               	aeroplane noise
     
               	foxes chewing through the pipes of garden watering systems, then pooing on your doorstep
               
     
               	an unidentified loud humming noise
     
               	the price of petrol
     
               	other people’s security lights
 
            
 
            Why is it bad to get angry in midlife?
 
                 
               	It increases your risk of having a heart attack. Researchers at Johns Hopkins School of Medicine tracked 1,055 medical students for 36 years. They found that the angry ones were six times more likely to suffer a heart attack by the age of 55 and three times more likely to develop heart or blood vessel disease. (No, we don’t know how the researchers measured their subjects’ anger. Number of plates thrown per month?)
               
     
               	Anger reduces your attention span. When you’re angry, a surge in brain chemicals like norepinephrine and cortisol makes you ‘hyperfocus’, as if you were stalking a deer through a forest. Which you wouldn’t be, ever, obviously. But you know, it’s an attractive image.
               
     
               	It will come to define you and not in a sexy way like ‘angry young man’. ‘Angry old man’ merely evokes the smell of dandruff and old slippers.
               
 
            

         
 
         
            
WHEN CHEESE IS MORE THAN JUST CHEESE…
            
 
            It isn’t just wine that inspires nerdish levels of food snobbery. Seemingly proletarian commodities are also open to exploitation by the midlifer intent on a bit of gastronomic one-upmanship. The joy, of course, is to revel in the endless variety available within an innocuous category of foodstuff like ‘tea’ or ‘cheese’; the challenge is to find the most obscure and hard-to-source example, even if it tastes like old socks.
            
 
            Cheese
 
            With more than 700 varieties of cheese produced in the UK alone and nearly 400 in France, there is scope for indulgence of trainspotterish proportions as you work your way along the cheese counter. Try to restrain yourself from ‘theming’ your cheese board, however, eg only cheeses from Wales (Caerphilly, Snowdonia, Y-Fenni) or beginning with the letter V (Vacherin, Blue Vinney, Vignotte). This will make you look like you have too much time on your hands.
            
 
            Whether you actually serve your cheese course before or after what you used to call pudding but now call dessert isn’t in itself important; merely to know that conflicting schools of thought exist is enough.
            
 
             
            Feel free to make a fuss in any restaurant that neglects to give your cheeseboard time to reach room temperature or provide a different knife for each cheese to avoid contamination of flavours. Cross off your Christmas card list any guest uncouth enough to cut the point (or ‘nose’) off the Brie.
            
 
            Chocolate
 
            Annoy any obsessive dieters by going on about how chocolate is actually really good for you and not at all fattening if you go for the good stuff with more than 70% cocoa (ie less than 30% fat). Stress that, by raising levels of serotonin (responsible for happy feelings) in the brain, it can lower blood pressure and has even been shown – ‘by scientists’ – to ward off cancer.
            
 
            Insist on tasting all chocolate by snapping it ostentatiously (a good ‘snap’ signifies quality product), then placing it towards the back of your tongue to melt. Mutter stuff about being able to detect berries, smoky notes and a long finish. In fact, employ any wine vocab you might have picked up – it’s all valid.
            
 
            Meanwhile, make sure you haven’t left any Wispa wrappers visible in the bin.
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            Honey
 
            With honey, it’s important to bang on self-righteously about antioxidants and a natural defence against hay fever as you are building up resistance to the potential ecological catastrophe.
            
 
            Insist on keeping at least three types of honey on the go at any one time, explaining to guests how ‘the lavender honey tastes so very different from the heather honey, it’s practically a different foodstuff!’
            
 
            Tea
 
            Why offer guests a mere ‘cup of tea’ when names such as Orange Pekoe, Imperial Oolong, Darjeeling, Lapsang Souchong and Silver Needle trip so silkily off the tongue? The leaves and buds of the Camellia sinensis, handpicked, can be categorised as: green tea (the earliest form of tea, unoxidised); blue tea (semi-oxidised); black tea (the strongest and most familiar to Western palates); white teas (the rarest and most delicate).
            
 
            Of course, it’s not just about knowing what to drink but how to drink it. George Orwell once wrote an entire essay on the subject for the Evening Standard. Favouring strong Indian teas over Chinese, his eleven golden rules, since you ask, included using loose tea, a teapot, skimmed milk, and no sugar. As for the controversial matter of whether to put the milk in first…
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
MIDLIFE SENSATIONS EXPLAINED: NOSTALGIA 
            
 
            Q. A funny thing keeps happening to me. I’ll hear a pop song from my childhood that I wasn’t aware I liked or even knew very well and suddenly I’ll be a blubbing wreck. If I’m in a café or shop I’ll have to go and hide in the toilet until the moment has passed. But it’s no good because this emotional memory (if that’s the phrase) will have triggered a torrent of other associations – the taste of a block of vanilla ice cream wedged between two salty wafers; the ‘M’ in the centre of the steering wheel of the Morris Minor my mum used to drive… What’s going on?
            
 
            A. Ah, yes. This is nostalgia – an emotion scientists believe is unique to humans. The word derives from the Greek ‘nostos’ (returning home) and ‘algos’ (pain or ache). The Victorians linked it to melancholia and suicide. We use it to denote a naïve idealisation of the past. But really it’s more than that: a yearning to return to the world of your youth. Some psychologists think nostalgia is a clever attempt by our brains to protect us from the loneliness and isolation that comes with ageing. But we don’t know any psychologists personally, so we can’t verify that. It sounds plausible though, doesn’t it?
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
AVERSION THERAPY: MAKE NOSTALGIA A THING OF THE PAST!
            

            Nostalgia for your childhood

            Sit down with some meat paste sandwiches and a bottle of Vimto and spend the day watching reruns of Bread on Dave, and leafing through a broadsheet newspaper with tiny type and no pictures of celebrities. Ask a friend to chain smoke next to you as you do this. Children of the 1970s should flick the mains switch off for about an hour just when you’d normally be cooking supper or watching TV. If you go out for a drink in the evening, be sure to leave the pub by 10.30pm. On no account turn your computer on.
            

            Nostalgia for student days

            Take £20 out of the cashpoint to live on for the week. Dig out your copy of Brain Salad Surgery by Emerson Lake & Palmer. Try to read the whole of Paradise Lost in one day. Pour beer over your carpet and leave to dry. Food: accessorise pasta with supermarket own-brand jar of pasta sauce that tastes like bile mixed with red custard. Otherwise just eat toast. On no account eat a vegetable. 
            

            Costume-drama-induced nostalgia

            Costume dramas and country-house novels have become bywords for cosy cultural consumption, harking back to simple times when life seemed so much more straightforward. But as you wallow in your romanticising of Lark Rise to  Candleford, Jane Austen, PG Wodehouse, Foyle’s War or Agatha Christie, remember that as well as featuring pretty hamlets and unspoilt countryside, balls in Bath, hilarious public-school japes in country houses, the wearing of hats and dressing for pre-dinner cocktails, they were also times of poverty, disease and hard manual labour, extreme sexual inequality, extreme social inequality, war and murder (the latter usually in country houses at cocktail hour by over-privileged people in hats).
            

            
            

            Nostalgia for lost loves

            Google them or look them up on Facebook. See how saggy/paunchy/ mumsy/bald they’ve become. Believe it or not, the brooding youth or foxy JCR social sec whose soft-focus image you’ve carried in your head all these years is now as creased and careworn as you are. (NB Any old flames who appear to have become successful lawyers, celebrated novelists, fighter pilots or supermodels must obviously be completely different people who just coincidentally share the same name. And background. And look a bit similar.)
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            FOOD YOU REALLY SHOULD  HAVE  GROWN OUT OF BY NOW
            

            
                

            

            pickled onion Monster Munch
 instant noodles
 ketchup with everything
 yoghurt you suck out of tubes
 sugar-coated cereals
 blue drinks
 Slush Puppies
 processed-potato smiley faces
 99 Flakes
 fizzy cola bottles and exploding
 sherbert
 tinned spaghetti (especially if in amusing  shapes or containing mini sausages)
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FOOD YOU REALLY SHOULD HAVE LEARNT TO LIKE BY NOW
            

            olives
 oysters
 sushi
 haggis
 herbal tea
 salty liquorice
 neat spirits
 real ale
 rare steak
 kale
 sweetbreads
 anchovies
 eels
 celery
 mushrooms
 seemingly weird combinations like
 strawberries + basil, or pepper
 chocolate
 sweet things in savoury dishes
 flowers in salads
 beetroot
 really smelly cheese
 walnuts
 Guinness
 Christmas pudding
            

         

         
         

         
            
‘WE MUST MEET UP FOR A DRINK!’
            
 
            Just to be clear – a six-monthly text or email exchange in which you say ‘we  must meet up for a drink’ is not the same as actually meeting up for a drink.
            

         

         
            
ISN’T IT IRONIC…
            
 
            In your teens and twenties, it seemed impossibly funny to say the opposite of what you meant or knew to be true. It fitted nicely with the posture of cynical, dissenting sophistication you felt obliged to adopt and made you look… clever? Was that what it was? (That, by the way, is the title of a song by the ironic Pet Shop Boys, a band you liked a lot at the time for their posture of cynical, dissenting sophistication.)
            
 
            The problem with irony is all the things it doesn’t allow you to do – to be sincere, for example, or to emote in any way, emotion being so easily confused with sentimentality. And this just isn’t sustainable into your thirties and forties when, whether you like it or not, stuff will erupt into your life which only a psychopath would attempt to tackle in a spirit of lofty detachment.
            
 
            Also, you no longer have time to waste watching crap like Big Brother, which you used to say you were watching ironically when, ironically, you weren’t. If you really were to start watching it ironically then that would be doubly wasteful of the time you no longer have – if you see what we mean.
            

         

         
         

         
            
DEAR GOD…
            
 
            You’ve always called yourself an atheist. You bought that Richard Dawkins book and loved the sound of little faith-grapes being splattered by the mallet of scientific fundamentalism. But then, shortly after your 48th birthday, something weird happened. You started to worry. About what would happen if, you know, there was actually a God.
            
 
            What if you were waiting in line to go through the turnstile into heaven when suddenly you felt St Peter’s bony fingers on your arm – ‘Come on, lad. What’s through there isn’t for you.’
            
 
            ‘But it must be! I can see my parents! They’re smiling and beckoning!’
 
            ‘I’m sure they are, son.’
 
            ‘I must go to them.’
 
            ‘There’s no “must” about it.’
 
            ‘What do you mean?’
 
            ‘It’s the Dawkins Room for you. You might want to take off that cardigan…’
 
            One night, in the sweaty course of which you dreamed a dream very much along these lines, you resolved to start going to church. Not all the time. Just… occasionally. And in secret. Because your children – the children you taught from an early age that only stupid people believed in God – would campaign for the stocks to be brought back just so they could put you in them and throw  rotten fruit at you if they got the merest inkling.
            
 
            The problem with the whole religion-as-insurance-policy approach is that God is omniscient: He knows what you’re up to and you’re still going to fry.
            

         

         
         

         
            
FRIENDS REUNITED
            
 
            The curse of Facebook means it’s easier than ever to organise reunions. If you’re on it – and you shouldn’t be, because it’s for children – you’re contactable, and if you’re not, well, there’s always some Judas who knows where you live and is willing to pass on the information. Subtly different are the formal reunions masterminded by your old school or university. With their gilt-edged invitations promising marquees and sun-dappled lawns, they’re slightly more tempting and you may feel yourself wavering. Maybe it would be fun? I  could stay in my old room!
            
 
            Now, this is a ridiculous notion. One: your ‘old room’ was a hole, which seemed okay at the time only because it was bigger than the box room at home and had a fire and a toaster. Two: if you felt any kind of warmth towards your alma mater, you’d have visited it before now and wouldn’t keep binning all those letters begging for donations.
            
 
            So the only incentive for attendance is a desperate, ghoulish hope that the lives of the people who made you miserable will have spiralled out of control, and that everyone looks older, fatter and more tired than you. This isn’t a bad incentive, as incentives go. However:
            
 
                 
               	Don’t assume that people who were failures at school are failures as middle-aged adults. This is not how the world works.
               
     
               	Wait a decent amount of time – 20 minutes at least – before breaking away from your partner to go in search of an old boyfriend or girlfriend.
               
     
               	Don’t keep saying, ‘It’s been so long, I can’t think why we haven’t been in touch…’ when you know perfectly well.
               
     
               	Don’t begin conversations by asking, ‘So what do you do now?’ You’ll still be there half an hour later. Try a more lateral approach, for example: ‘How many funerals have you been to in the past year?’
               
     
               	Allow your eyes a maximum of two seconds’ ‘resting time’ on any part of a person’s anatomy. This is just long enough to allow you to take in baldness and fatness and assess the amount of work someone has had done without it being too obvious.
               
     
               	Don’t ask about children. Just don’t.
     
               	When the guy who was a failure at school but is now a Drama Producer for Radio 4 reveals this fact to you, don’t say, ‘That’s an amazing coincidence because do you know I’ve just written a play for radio! It’s called “What’s Good for the Goose” and it’s set on a farm in Cumbria in the run-up to Christmas. I’ve got it here actually, on a little flash drive…’
               
 
            

         

         
            
MIDLIFE MISCONCEPTION: 
 THAT THE INDULGENCE OF ECCENTRICITIES IS ACCEPTABLE
            
 
            So you want to walk around the house with no clothes on? What of it? You’re 47; it’s your house. If someone knocks at the door and you answer it and they’re shocked, well – tough. Being naked in your own home isn’t public nudity. It isn’t indecent. You’ve looked into this and the legal definition of indecency is ‘conduct that the average man would find shocking and revolting’.
            
 
            The average man (maybe even woman – you haven’t told your wife or daughters about it) has much more important things to worry about. And while your body isn’t what it used to be, seeing it unclad isn’t going to make anyone spontaneously vomit.
            
 
            So – let’s have no more of this nonsense.
 
            Of course, there were always going to be remarks made about your hair. And you admit it’s an unusual style – shoulder-length; dyed black; a line shaved through the centre parting. You’ve tried explaining its, er, genesis (it was a look sported by Peter Gabriel in the early 1970s), but even among fans of melodic but intense art-rock made by Old Carthusians the response has been lukewarm. Someone said it looked ‘satanic’. But that’s just stupid, isn’t it? Satan doesn’t have hair.
            

         

         
THINGS THAT PASS FOR EXCITEMENT THESE DAYS
         

         A double espresso

         A new organic café opening on your high  street
         

         The arrival of the new Boden catalogue
         

         Finishing Wolf Hall
         

         General elections

         A bountiful tomato harvest from your growbag
         

         Successful erection of flat-pack furniture
         

         Being out in town after 11.30pm

         Finding out someone famous has moved in across the street from you

         Cupcakes

         The fact that there’s an Argos iPhone app
         

         The idea that there might possibly be new  albums at some point from Kate Bush or David Bowie or the remaining members of Pink Floyd
         

         Losing 2lb

         Beating a younger colleague at squash
         

         A racy storyline in The Archers
         

         The first of the season’s asparagus in your veg box

         Ordering dessert

         
         

         
            
FRIENDSHIP: MALE
            
 
            Men are rubbish at making and keeping friends because they don’t work hard enough at it. As a result, by the time you get to midlife your social circle consists of:
            
 
            1 your partner’s friends, assuming you have a partner and that this partner is female
            
 
            2 the ghosts of people you used to be friends with when you worked with them and to whom you still refer as ‘friends’ even though you haven’t seen them in eight years. To be honest, you wouldn’t know how to get in touch with them if you wanted to. Except through Facebook. And you’re not doing that. What are you, desperate?
            
 
            3 a couple of old friends from school who you see once or twice a year and have nothing in common with beyond the fact of your shared past and, possibly, an ability to reproduce.
            
 
            4 a couple of old friends from university – people you saw a lot of just after you’d graduated but drifted more or less completely out of touch with because:
            
 
            a) you disliked their partners
            
 
            b) you were jealous of their jobs
            
 
            c) you secretly fancied them and it all got a bit intense
            
 
            d) you realised they were stealing from you to fund an out-of-control coke habit
            
 
            e) you realised their manic ‘high-spiritedness’ (their phrase) was a symptom of bipolarity and decided to withdraw quietly because clinically depressed friends are exhausting – you already had three of them when two is the most anyone can cope with
            
 
            f) they were once present when you were so drunk that you wet yourself
            
 
            g) they admitted they had always voted Tory, way before voting Tory was something people did simply because there wasn’t a plausible alternative
            
 
             
            h) they droned on and on about their role in the Britpop War of 1995–96 (junior press officer for a tiny Camden-based indie label) as if it was actually a proper war that they and their muppety, drugged-up colleagues were trying to win
            
 
            i) they kept telling you, when you did meet, that The Office wasn’t funny, couldn’t possibly be funny, because situation comedy reached an unsurpassable high with Blackadder II in 1985
            
 
            5 the random collection of actors, photographers, builders and antiques dealers you spend every weekend with travelling to provincial towns to watch your team being subjected to another humiliating defeat. You think of these people as your ‘family’, partly because of the intense emotional experiences you share, but mainly because you see far more of them than you do your actual family.
            
 
            6 ‘Dave Shuffle’, ‘One Eyed Jack’, ‘The Bluffer’ and ‘Chelmsford John’ from the online poker forum.
            
 
            7 The dog.
            

         

         
            
FRIENDSHIP: FEMALE
            
 
            As you think nothing of striking up a conversation with the person next to you in a queue, overcompensate for feeling isolated and/or having a boring job by joining local committees and book groups, and always make time to send Christmas cards and update your blog with your child’s every acheievement or your latest emotional hiccup, by now you have a HUGE circle of friends. The fact that you haven’t actually seen many of these people face to face for several years or had a conversation of longer than five minutes (not including talking about your work/their children/schools) is immaterial. 
            
 
            Your extensive social circle consists of:
 
            1 all the brilliant, supportive women you’ve met on the internet
            
 
            2 the summer fair committee
            
 
            3 the parents of the children at school you want your own children to be friends with, which is why you are always inviting these children over for playdates
            
 
            4 the parents of the children at school that your children are actually friends with, largely because they have bigger gardens, more video games, and parents who feed them reconstituted potato shapes for tea
            
 
            5 work colleagues. And ex-work colleagues. And partners of work colleagues, particularly your line manager because if you’re nice to her perhaps she’ll let you take the afternoon off for sport’s day
            
 
            6 friends from your past you’ve got back in touch with because…
            
 
            a) you want to make it clear to all the popular kids from school that you DID manage to get a husband in the end
            
 
            b) you think they might now be in a position to give you work
            
 
            c) you fancied them when you were about 16. Maybe they’re still available
            
 
            d) you’d heard they’d got divorced. Maybe their ex is available
            
 
            e) you remember they had an older brother. Maybe their brother is still available
            
 
            f) they had a cute French penpal who came to stay one summer and snogged you. Maybe they’re still available
            
 
            g) you thought a reunion with the old crowd would turn back the clock and make you all feel young again, though actually you all just drank far too much, said things you shouldn’t and have been a mass of seething resentments ever since. Plus, you now feel even older
            
 
             
            h) you saw them on a social networking site and decided to stalk them
            
 
            i) you saw them on TV and decided to stalk them
            
 
            i) you were on TV and want all the popular girls to know just how successful you are now
            
 
            7 Friends you’ve always kept in touch with because…
            
 
            a) If they ever told anyone about that time with you, Mickey thingy, the vodka and the fire extinguisher then it would not only be really embarrassing but bar you from certain professions on ethical grounds
            
 
            b) You feel bad about the time you got off with their boyfriend behind their back when you were 15 (which in fact is okay because you still haven’t twigged that at the same time they were getting off with yours. I mean, where did you think those love bites came from?)
            
 
            c) They know your real age.
            
 
            8 The one or two friends your partner has made to whom he actually remembered to introduce you
            

         

         
            
MIDLIFE CONUNDRUM: WHERE DID YOUR KNOWLEDGE GO?
            
 
            Just because you know that cappuccini is the plural of cappuccino, or shout at football commentators who incorrectly talk about Barcelona’s Nou Camp (rhyming with shoe) instead of Camp Nou (rhyming with cow), doesn’t mean you can speak a foreign language.
            
 
            Maybe you used to be able to speak a foreign language. Maybe you au paired in Brussels, went InterRailing round Italy, or once bought a Spanish tape before a holiday. But don’t let this fool you into thinking you can go into a bar in a foreign city and attempt to engage the natives in conversation. 
            
 
            What else have you forgotten since school? Differential calculus? Boyle’s Law? The chemical symbol for silver? More than the first three lines of ‘Four Quartets’? Why Ethelred was Unready? All this unused wisdom, which you spent your teens cramming into your eager brain, has been pushed aside in favour of:
            
 
            1 an in-depth knowledge of a subject so specialised it’s of absolutely no interest or use to anyone apart from other specialists – the regional sales figures for ink-jet printers in East Anglia; the top ten currently most competitive fixed-rate mortgages; primary school league tables in the Cheltenham area.
            
 
            Which is complemented at the other end of the spectrum by…
 
            2 a scattergun pub-quiz selection of random facts: the capital of Madagascar? Antananarivo! The date of the Battle of Bannockburn? 1314! The song that kept Ultravox’s ‘Vienna’ from the Number One slot in 1981? ‘Shaddap You Face’! The only London Tube station containing none of the letters of the word ‘mackerel’? St John’s Wood!
            
 
            With very little actual information left in between.
 
            Although you’d be hard pressed these days to pass any of the A levels you still confidently list on your CV, as long as you stick to pub banter and Trivial Pursuit, in your own mind you can still consider yourself an intellectual.
            

         

         
            
TURNING INTO YOUR PARENTS
            
 
            You will.

         

         
         

         
            
SKILLS YOU SHOULD POSSESS BY NOW
            
 
            1 Changing a tyre
            
 
            2 Filling in a tax return
            
 
            3 Calming a screaming child at 3am in the A&E department of an overstretched local hospital
            
 
            4 Contraception
            
 
            5 Organising a funeral
            
 
            6 Knowing how to use a semi-colon
            
 
            7 Spontaneously crying in supermarkets at the sheer pain of being alive
            
 
            8 Not panicking when someone asks you your name and you’re briefly unable to tell them because YOU FORGOT
            
 
            9 When, at Christmas, your ageing mother-in-law says, ‘You don’t want me here, I don’t know why I bother coming,’ resisting the urge to say, ‘Shall I tell you why you bother? You bother because the few people you haven’t alienated in your life by being horrible to them are dead and you have NOWHERE ELSE TO GO except your care home, so if you’d LIKE me to take you back there, JUST SAY THE WORD and I will get the car keys’
            
 
            10 Relaxing
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THINGS YOU WILL EVENTUALLY HEAR YOURSELF SAYING
            
 
            ‘Of course, A levels were a lot harder when we took them.’
 
            ‘Can you turn it down a notch?’
 
            ‘I think these trousers must have shrunk.’
 
            ‘I preferred the original version.’
 
            ‘Everywhere looks the same these days.’
 
            ‘You can’t go out looking like that.’
 
            ‘That’s not a skirt, it’s a top.’
 
            ‘Tom Baker was the best Doctor Who.’
 
            ‘Because I said so.’
 
            ‘What’s that noise?’
 
            ‘Who would call at this hour?’
 
            ‘Oh, no thanks, it’ll keep me awake.’
 
            ‘And to think we only had three channels.’
 
            ‘You had a sort of spinning platform which you put the ‘record’ on and then you had to lift the tone arm and drop the stylus very carefully into the outlying groove…’
            

         

         
         

         
            
TRAUMATISED BY TELEVISION ALL OVER AGAIN
            
 
            Is it any wonder we reach midlife so messed up when you consider some of the programmes we watched as children and teenagers – apparently innocent TV shows that were in fact much more disturbing than the self-evidently deranging computer games played by today’s kids?
            
 
            Until the advent of You Tube, much of this material was either lost or inaccessible to anyone who didn’t work in a TV archive. This gave it the aura of a collective fever dream: I must have seen it. It seemed so nightmarishly real  at the time. But maybe I didn’t. Maybe I’m going mad.
            
 
            It feels fascinatingly strange, to have lost a chunk of one’s youth, only to get it back with interest later in life. But that, thanks to the internet, is the position we’re in. And it’s great when that youth includes Tom Baker’s Doctor Who or Jenny Hanley on ‘Magpie’, less great when we’re talking about, well, this sort of thing:
            
 
            ‘Picture Box’ (1967–88)
 
            Granada-produced show for schools presented by corpse-faced one-time Coronation Street actor Alan Rothwell, who introduced film clips from around the world for the benefit of those children who hadn’t been scared to within an inch of their lives by the opening credits showing a bejewelled, glass-sided, velvet-lined box rotating while swirly, atonal music (‘Manege’ by the French experimental composer Jacques Lasry) played in the background.
            
 
            ‘Threads’ (1984)
 
            What would happen if a nuclear bomb fell on Sheffield? All kinds of bad stuff, though children allowed to stay up late to watch Barry Hines’ impossibly bleak play would particularly remember the montage of animals writhing in agony, milk bottles melting and bodies frying as the Soviet Union dropped 210 megatons on the UK. No wonder you joined CND during your ‘political phase’ at university. Its director Mick Jackson would go on to make The Bodyguard with Whitney Houston. Thanks for that, Mick. 
            
 
            ‘Ask The Family’ (1967–84, revived in 1999 and again, ironically, in 2005)
            
 
            In its original, non-ironic incarnation, this was seemingly a competition to find the country’s squarest families, broadcast from an eerie parallel universe where The Rolling Stones, punk and every other cultural revolution of the ’60s and ’70s never happened. Each team consisted of four family members – the parents and two terrifying Midwich Cuckoo teenage children. Robert Robinson presented version one, kids’ TV stalwarts Dick and Dom the most recent (2005) revival. The show’s creator, Patricia Owtram, was not impressed. ‘I was disgusted,’ she wrote in a letter of complaint, ‘that in the first programme a boy who gave a wrong answer was forced to wear a donkey mask and be hooted.’
            
 
            Noseybonk (notorious character from the BBC’s mystery-word show ‘Jigsaw’ 1979–81)
            
 
            By some distance the most distressing in a line-up that also included Jigg the sinister floating jigsaw piece and Pterry the sinister floating pterodactyl. Noseybonk, actually presenter Adrian Hedley, wore a tuxedo, white gloves and a white fright-mask with a huge distended nose which… which… I’m sorry, I can’t go on.
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OBSESSION WITH LISTS OF THINGS TO DO BEFORE YOU DIE
            
 
            As if you weren’t already busy enough, the stark realisation of your own mortality that characterises midlife triggers a blind panic about all the things you might never have time to do. To ensure you don’t waste the rest of your life being distracted by the mundane or mediocre, you turn to lists of ‘the 100 greatest…’ […novels you must read; …albums to hear; …birds to spot; … Belgian beers to try, etc] and start making ‘bucket’ lists of essential things you now believe it’s imperative to have experienced before you kick the proverbial.
            
 
            Perhaps you see them as an insurance policy? ‘I can’t die yet! I still haven’t visited Machu Picchu or played a round on the Old Course at St Andrews!’ Or a get-out from life’s everyday demands? ‘I’m far too busy to do the washing up, I’ve still got The Bicycle Thief to watch and a crate of Lambic to drink if I want to keep on target.’
            
 
            Better, surely, to enjoy life for the sake of it and relish the two or three great things you are doing, rather then the 98 or 97 you aren’t? you think you can make your life, the mundane will always get you in the end. Sadly, the co-author of travel guide 100 Things To Do Before You Die, Dave Freeman, died at just 47, having visited roughly half the places on his own list. His demise was not from being speared by a bull in Pamplona, or a freak ballooning accident, but from falling over at home and hitting his head.
            
 
            Most common inclusions on ‘bucket lists’
 
            
               
                            
                              
                                     
                           	Test-drive a Ferrari             
                           	Bet everything on red in a casino         
                        
         
                                     
                           	Read the best 100 novels/see the 
                                        
                           	See the Northern Lights         
                        
         
                                     
                           	100 best films             
                           	Visit the Seven Wonders of the         
                        
         
                                     
                           	Take a trip in a hot-air balloon             
                           	World         
                        
         
                                     
                           	Go to Wembley/Wimbledon             
                           	Swim with dolphins         
                        
         
                                     
                           	Have tea at the Ritz             
                           	Apologise         
                        
         
                                     
                           	Write a novel             
                           	Make a will         
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