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To all the mums in the world –
but especially my own,
and Eli’s, Noah’s and Jade’s.




 


The Chinese word for crisis is the same as their word for opportunity.
There is no better example of positive thinking than this.




 


List of Illustrations


1.  VE Day, live on BBC One from Horse Guards Parade.  The only occasion all year that would get me to wear a shirt and tie.  (BBC)


2.  TV takes for ever … and ever … and ever.  (Hiten Vora)


3.  The 500 Words writing competition for children under the age of thirteen is so important to me.  The Duchess of Cornwall has been a great supporter.  (BBC)


4.  BBC Music Day.  Alex, Jamie Cullum and me.  It was much colder than it looks.  (BBC)


5.  One of my absolute bestest friends, genius super-vet Noel Fitzpatrick at the opening day of his new Pet Cancer Centre.  (Natasha Evans)


6.  Jackpot! Joanna Lumley and my One Show co-presenter Alex Jones.  (Tom Fenner)


7.  Me doing my impression as Fearne Cotton’s dad.  (BBC/Guy Levy)


8.  Minnie, Mrs Evans Senior, gives a spellbinding and spontaneous speech at CarFest in front of 30,000 people.  Her opening line: ‘If the world had half as many people as generous as you, everything would be all right.’ (Brand Events)


9.  With the London Marathon world-record holder, my secret marathon coach Paula Radcliffe.  (Virgin Money London Marathon)


10.  Finishing line with that medal.  The smile lasted for weeks.  (Virgin Money London Marathon)


11.  Celebrating at the finish with Tash, Eli and Noah.  Pizza and ice-cream only minutes away.


12.  Spot the real ginge.  Prince Harry appears on the show to talk about the Invictus Games.  (BBC/Invictus Games)


13.  With my wonderful assistant Hiten, the Frothy Coffee Man.  (Hiten Vora)


14.  Fiat 500 – the New Way Forward.  (Hiten Vora)


15.  Last night at The One Show, ten minutes after coming off the air.  With Alex, Hiten and Gareth Collett.  (Hiten Vora)


16.  There’s the silver screen, the small screen and then there’s the green screen.  (Hiten Vora)


17.  The morning before the TFI Friday that night.  The beginning of a 24-hour shift.  On my Radio 2 breakfast show, Boris Becker, Joss Stone, Stephen Merchant and Gary Barlow were that morning’s guests.  (BBC)


18.  The man with the blue guitar.  (BBC)


19.  The return to Channel 4 of TFI Friday after 15 years.  Total disbelief.  ‘Is this really happening?’ (Jeff Spicer/Alpha Press)


20.  Moo-ve over, Tom Daley.  (Jeff Spicer/Alpha Press)


21.  Mum steals another scene.  Today’s victim is F1 world champion Lewis Hamilton.  (Jeff Spicer/Alpha Press)


22.  Adam Waddell, Mr Top Gear Worldwide, obviously thrilled at my appointment.  (Rowan Horncastle)


23.  Jay Hunt, the no-nonsense straight-talking head of Channel 4.  (Channel 4/Adam Lawrence)


24.  Me and Clarkson, two weeks before I was offered his old job – the last time we spoke.  (BBC)


25.  Soup and toast for lunch.


26.  First day at Big School equals Big Everything.


27.  Children in Need golf day.  Nine years and counting .  .  .  (Dusan Bozic)


28.  A serious side to the little one.  I like it.


29.  All that matters.




 


Prologue


Bollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks.


I’ve always wanted to write one of those crystal ball works of fiction that ends up coming true. You know, the ones that make the author look like some kind of prophetic supernatural genius.


And you know what? I was almost there with this book. But then the something I was going to predict might happen after it was published, happened two weeks before I was due to hand in the final manuscript.


Basically I decided I wanted to write a book about turning fifty and the twelve months leading up to whatever that’s like and whatever that ends up meaning. This would involve me taking the time to assess where I was at the beginning of that twelve-month period, where I would like to be in, say, ten, fifteen or even twenty years’ time, and how I might go about setting off in the right direction to give myself the best chance of succeeding.


It would also have to include detailed and brutally honest self-analysis in certain aspects of my life, training for and competing in the London Marathon IN SECRET, resurrecting my cult Nineties television show TFI Friday for a ninety-minute one-off special, plus one other thing that I always swore I would never do.


However, in the final week of preparation for TFI Friday, in fact only the day before the show was due to be broadcast live, I received a text that may have changed my life for ever. Certainly for the next three years. It was a text, completely out of the blue, from the Head of Entertainment at BBC Television asking me if I would like to take over Top Gear.


That’s Top Gear, my favourite television show of all time.


The text pinged up on the screen of my battered old BlackBerry at 4.07 p.m. on a Thursday afternoon. It was a question I never even dreamt I would be asked. After Jeremy’s shock departure, I honestly thought ‘the slow one’ and ‘the short one’ would carry on without him. That’s what I wanted to happen. That’s what everyone I knew who was a a fan of Top Gear wanted to happen. And that’s what seemed like the most likely scenario right up until the death. When at the last minute James and Richard informed the BBC that they had decided to take their chances instead and stick with Jeremy. The Three Amigos off in search of a mega-bucks deal with a rival television network.


What followed was the most unpredictable 72 hours that I’ve ever experienced.


Never in a million years contemplating what the heck would come next did I think TFI Friday’s revival would have, could have, been the triumph it turned out to be. And never in a trillion years did I imagine I would end up sitting outside a pub three days later as the news of my Top Gear appointment was posted to an unsuspecting world on Twitter.


Nor did I imagine that I would end up in a legal tug-of-war between Channel Four and the BBC which resulted in me writing, producing and presenting both TFI Friday and Top Gear as well as hosting my daily radio show on Radio 2.


None of the above was in any of my reckoning.


There is no doubt in my mind that writing this book focused me like I have never been focused before. Subconsciously I was gradually positioning myself to be ready for what I sincerely believed was the beginning of the most exciting decade of my life so far. Albeit not quite as immediately as it turned out to be.


But out of everything I did, it’s the marathon that had most effect. Training to shuffle around the streets of the capital on that damp, overcast Sunday morning at the end of April 2015 made me realize that huge undertakings are all about preparation, preparation, preparation.


To free up the time and space required for such commitment meant I had no choice but to declutter my life of the distractions and nonsense that I’d allowed to build up around me. Training for a marathon, especially if you’ve never done it before, is the definitive SuperSorter. The ultimate masterclass in how to formulate a strategy, employ the right tactics and execute the plan to achieve one’s goal.


The rules are simple: if you commit to the weekly regime – you will make it round; if you commit to most of the weekly regime but not all – you will make it round; if you commit to half the weekly regime – you will still probably make it round . . . but anything less and you might as well not bother.


As well as the basic training involving a variety of runs – long, short, recovery, hills, fast, marathon pace, tempo and gentle slow jogs – proper consideration to sleep, complementary cross-training, the right gear and, most important of all, the correct nutrition and hydration is also mandatory. All of which being vital on the day taught me a lesson I will never forget.


When you stack the cards so much in your favour off the field, it’s almost impossible not to pull off a victory on the field. This is how battles are won.


Completing a marathon also changes other people’s perception of you way beyond anything you might allow yourself to imagine. Everyone instinctively knows that running 26.2 miles from never having really run at all requires immense dedication and determination. They can see that you look and feel different, that you’ve become much stronger, both physically and mentally; they can sense that your capacity to cope with and therefore enjoy life has become probably more infectious.


I ended up feeling more like the person I hoped I always was but feared I may have lost touch with forever.


If you have never run a marathon you really absolutely, definitely must. Walk one, or hop one, or wheelchair one; whatever way you can, just do it. The whole experience will leave you no choice but to prioritize what is important in your life. It will give you a reason and a deadline, the two things all human beings need to do ANYTHING.




 


PART 1




 


My Early Stab at the Male Menopause


Top Ten Buckets List:


10 Wooden milk-maid’s bucket.


9 Builder’s bucket.


8 Sandcastle bucket.


7 JCB bucket.


6 Bronze ceremonial situla.


5 Plastic wheelie mop bucket with wringer.


4 Galvanized round bucket with rope handles.


3 Galvanized pail.


2 Galvanized mop bucket.


1 Ice bucket.


I was an early developer when it came to the symptoms of a midlife crisis, displaying some of the more obvious clichés at least ten years earlier than might usually be expected. At around the age of thirty-two my very public male menopausal hyperactivity was plain for all to see. Especially when it came to girls and cars and the vicarious paranoia of not knowing who I really was and where I was really at.


I was also suffering from the masochistic self-doubt and over-analysis that can send a person nuts. Perhaps this is why I was able to recognize the gathering clouds of similar happenings so clearly second time around. Perhaps that’s why I found myself whispering under my breath – oh no you don’t, not this time – we’ve been here before and we’re not going through all that nonsense again.


That said, my own initial experience of the insane desire to rip my life apart amidst the backdrop of wandering around a daily hinter-land of confusion and self-loathing was more of a mid-career crisis than anything else. Or to put it even more accurately, a mid-success crisis, the don’t-look-down-whatever-you do-syndrome.


I often ask my six-year-old son Noah how his day has been during the homeward school run each night, a question he frequently struggles to provide an answer to. I used to think this was because he was being lazy when it came to recalling the events of a few hours earlier. Over time, however, I could see it was something he really had an issue with, like I was suddenly asking him to speak a foreign language. This is because kids never ‘look down’. They live totally in the now, with perhaps a light dusting of the future, but as for the past – recent or otherwise – forget it.


My God, how is it then, as we get older, we become increasingly prone to tying ourselves up in the kind of knots that render us incapable of seeing the world for what it is and what it always has been: a plethora of joy and opportunity out there for us to enjoy and make the most of every day? How do we become so deaf, dumb and blind to what a gift this all is? How do we see it instead as some kind of troublesome chore that’s stopping us from doing whatever it is we’re really here for?


Obviously life gradually sends you mad, that much we know. What we have to do is try to recognize this and not be tempted to rail against it. Our biggest mistake is to assume we have a divine right to be better at the tough stuff the more tough stuff we experience. The reality is nothing of the sort. Kids don’t try to tame life because they don’t see the need, just as our elders no longer try because they know there is no point. The impasse we find ourselves in is the rite of passage from one state of mind to the next. So transparent on either side, so fuzzy in the middle.


That’s how come we turn into some kind of befuddled, insane Looney Tune for several years. An ill-thought-through cartoon character everyone around us is forced to put up with until we finally come out, battered and bruised, barely able to remember why and how all this self-doubt started in the first place.


If we make it through in one piece, that is.


This period of turmoil is simply too much for some poor souls to endure; the experience changes them beyond the point of no return, rendering re-entry to their old lives impossible. It is their destiny to be lost forever in a new world order of their own design: a new partner that’s younger and firmer but little else, a new wardrobe that is too tight and bright for them but no one likes to say, a new fitness regime that sucks all the personality out of them, leaving them looking more saggy than sexy.


Sure, taking time to regroup for the betterment of one’s future is a very wise use of one’s time, but it has to start from the point of self-congratulation as opposed to self-flagellation. Before we set about worrying what we haven’t got and how to go get it, we need to take a beat and reflect on what we have got and how to keep it.


In order to do this, maintenance is the key. Beginning with as high and wide a vantage point as possible from which to have a good look around and make some decent notes. Trying to skip this maintenance stage and move on is like abandoning a risotto and expecting it to stir itself: it just ain’t going to happen.


This ‘steady as she goes’ approach will help head off midlife clichés like the dreaded bucket list. The separated-at-birth, long-lost twin of the midlife crisis, said to have first appeared in the book Unfair & Unbalanced: The Lunatic Magniloquence of Henry E. Panky by Patrick M. Carlisle. Text reads thus:




So, anyway, a Great Man, in his querulous twilight years, who doesn’t want to go gently into that blacky black night. He wants to cut loose, dance on the razor’s edge, pry off the lid of his bucket list!





Since then the phrase has enjoyed an exponentially stratospheric rise to fame and universal annoyance in equal measure. There are now millions of bucket lists that have been published in print and online to terrorize the world into various frenzies of tail-chasing ‘before it’s too late’.


Ride a Harley across America. Yawn.


Sky dive. Double yawn.


Get a tattoo. Triple yawn.


Have a threesome. All right, fair enough.


The thing about bucket lists per se is not what’s on them. Indeed, any of the above is perfectly acceptable and enjoyable as ‘a thing to do’. Just not as part of some synthetic emotional rollercoaster ride drawn up as an admission of what you might so far have missed out on.


I recently appeared on a TV show where they were discussing the ultimate Brit’s bucket list. I was one of several guests who was asked to add up how many experiences on the list they could already tick off.


One guest claimed not to have done any, which I found plain weird. Another said she’d done three. And someone else said they’d done seven. When it came to me, my answer was twenty-seven. Not that I am particularly adventurous. Perhaps it’s the opposite, perhaps I’m entirely predictable and have already been overcompensating in a major midlife way. But I’d like to think I’d come across them more as a matter of course.


I don’t know why I have a beef about things like this. I think it’s the same apathetic insincerity I hate about beach holidays. I mean it’s OK to lie in the sun, fading in and out of consciousness while listening to the waves gently lap against the shore for an hour or maybe two – but for a whole day, week or fortnight? What are they slipping into these guys’ mojitos – benzodiazepine and Night Nurse?


And as for fulfilling our lifelong dreams and ambitions in our midlife years, careful and respectful attention must be paid to what we really yearn for in the first place. For years, I ‘thought’ I’d like to move to Italy one day. But proper Italy, far away from the madding crowd, where they only spoke Italian, the days were long and the sun was high. Until myself and my girlfriend visited Brindisi in Puglia, which was exactly that. After three days, not only was I as red as a beetroot but we were desperate for our creature comforts, except the locals didn’t speak a word of English. This meant they became more humpy with us the more we tried to explain ourselves, and we became more grumpy with them the less they understood anything we were saying. A simple lesson in the reality of fantasy that taught me it wasn’t Italy we liked, it was Italian restaurants in London that we could walk to.


Ergo, far more fulfilling than an ill-thought-through and embarrassingly predictable bucket list is an all guns-blazing, blood-and-thunder, fuck-it list. A list of brilliant things already in the bag. The mere thought of which should be enough to keep us smiling from ear to ear for the rest of our lives, regardless of what else society attempts to brainwash us into thinking might be a good idea.


I’m forty-nine years old. My thirties rocked, my forties were a mixed bag of calming down, realizing the magnificence of parenthood and becoming a safe pair of hands at the BBC. As far as I can figure I’ll be pretty much spent at seventy-five. I will probably be able to do most of the things I can now and still want to do until at least sixty-five.


And so it was with this in mind that I decided to embark upon the notion of giving myself one hundred straight days to set up the rest of this party called life. One hundred days dedicated to the planning of the next six thousand or so. That seems like a worthwhile thing to do, don’t you think?


Hence Call the Midlife.


Notwithstanding gross misfortune, our fifties should be our golden age. When we can still physically do pretty much whatever takes our fancy. Mentally we are streets ahead of where we’ve ever been. We also have more influence, more sway; we know more people who are useful to us and us to them. Even the odd tinge of wisdom begins to creep in. Oh, what joy there is with each new slice of self-realization. Self-acceptance. Self-awareness. Self-understanding.


We have finally begun to be able to discern what’s important and what’s a waste of time. With every passing day, time itself nudges its way closer to the top of the ‘most wanted’ list. We know who the friends we should be making more of are, and those we should be cutting loose – both for their sake and ours.


But of course there is an issue. Even though I am fully aware of all of the above, as we all are, none of us have the first clue as to how to go about delivering the half-time team-talk to ourselves that we could so crucially benefit from. The right combination of words and encouragement that will have us bouncing out back on to the pitch, gagging for more.


We almost certainly have fewer summers and Christmases left than those we’ve already seen but we have the wherewithall to make them fuller, more rewarding and more memorable than any that have gone before.


Add so began my quest for received wisdom. First, by knocking on the doors of a group of life’s illuminati I believed could tell us midlifers some of the more high-priority things we need to know. Anyone who might be able to help us improve our chances of identifying the most advantageous course to follow in this most priceless quarter of a century or so we have left.


We are the children of the technological revolution whose mums and dads stood up to the Nazis so we could be free to listen to The Beatles, get stoned in the company of Dark Side of the Moon and watch Noel Edmonds on Deal or No Deal every day.


Therefore we owe it to them at least to show we are not going to allow our middle-age optimism and enthusiasm to be thwarted by that infuriating phrase, MIDLIFE CRISIS, every time we tinker and make a change for the better.


Comrades, it is our duty – indeed it is our calling – to declare to the world that our proactive decisions are ours and ours alone. And that we do not need to shag our secretary, our boss, or our best mate’s missus to feel better about ourselves.


‘Midlife Crisis’ is a phrase we’ve been lumbered with long enough. Ever since its appearance in a magazine article published in New York one weekend back in 1967, penned by a journalist who I can only imagine was stuck for an idea. I can hear him now: ‘What are they thinking, what are they doing? Why are they so pathetic as to feel they so desperately and embarrassiningly need to try to reignite the cold and sad ashes of their youth to make up for the fact they can’t deal with thinking they are now OLD?’


This wasn’t our midlife crisis he was talking about. It was his. Before this article, no one had ever suffered a ‘Midlife Crisis’ because the term didn’t exist. I shall write it, therefore it shall be. Just two words, but two words that forty-eight years on continue to blight perfectly reasonable and justifiable aspirations of hundreds of millions of wholly decent, energetic, forward-thinking, forwardlooking, thirtysomethings, fortysomethings, fiftysomethings and beyond.


Generation after generation, we have been tarnished by his apathetic excuse for his own lack of brio, and hoodwinked into asking ourselves ‘Why should we?’ instead of ‘Why shouldn’t we?’


Except, I suppose, without his monochrome negativity, lethargy, pessimism and all-round gloomy funk I would never have had reason to write this book.


And you know, that’s the thing with losers, if we listen to what they’re really saying, they push us to a better place.


Always.




 


Panic Attack


A midlife moment of reflection can be sparked off by anything. The death of a friend. A change in work circumstances. The breakdown of a long-term relationship. Going to see a band we used to like when we were younger but haven’t seen for ages. A particular film. Becoming a grandparent. Taking a long drive alone. Looking in the mirror. Standing on the scales. Having an accident. Even peeking through the curtains one morning in a particularly vulnerable state of mind and seeing the grass only as something that’s going to need cutting as opposed to something alive, lush and beautiful.


All of the above are tremours of panic. But good panic. Panic that is there to help us. Our internal alarm clock telling us it’s time to take stock and make a gravy.


Panic therefore in many ways instantly means – DON’T PANIC!


Panic having already done its job.


Thank you, Panic.


We owe you.


If we continue to panic thereafter, this is merely our choice. Breathing is by far the preferred option. To continue to panic will lead to haste that will in turn lead to the great myth that doing anything but nothing is the way forward. Because nothing is the one thing we don’t have time for.


Wrong!


Unnecessary panic is born out of time claustrophobia. To stop panicking, here’s what I do.


Think about what’s past. Anything. You as a kid being brilliant or happy or sad. Your eighteenth birthday. Passing your driving test. Remind yourself who you are and that the past is forever calm. Allow it to bring you back to today. On your own terms.


The future loves to take us hostage. But if we don’t unlock the door and allow it in, it’s stuffed. We NEVER have to succumb to the future because it will NEVER arrive.


Breathe, listen, relax.


We are HERE, it is NOW. That is our greatest gift. Add to this all you have seen and learnt and consider yourself to be the go-to expert on you.


As we grow older but not old, never old, we have the great advantage of no longer having to think – about anything. We know so much already, all we have to do from now on is to give ourselves the chance to listen. All the problems the universe likes to throw at us are no match for the experience we now possess. They are random and disorganized whereas we are sophisticated ultra-intelligent super computers. We are ready for anything. We are International Rescue.


Midlife – the chance to understand who we are and what we are truly capable of.


We are the Harlem Globetrotters. We take on all-comers knowing we can run rings around them just for fun. We are better than we ever have been. It’s time to show the world and ourselves just what we can do.




 


Health


Top Ten Near-Death Issues I’ve Experienced so Far in Life:


10 Broken finger.


9 Broken nose.


8 Broken wrist.


7 Broken ankle.


6 Broken ribs.


5 Stitches to left elbow.


4 Stitches to forehead.


3 Rhinitis.


2 Getting shot at.


1 Polyps in colon.


It was only when I wrote this Top Ten that I realized just how lucky I’ve been with regard to serious illness.


With the exception of number one and number two, it seems I’ve never really been in mortal danger, which is quite something considering the way I’ve abused my body and brain over the last few decades.


Like most blokes, I have been an acute sufferer of white-coat-phobia most of my life, until my unforgettable bright-red-paint-poo moment. Since which I have become a changed man.


Now, if it’s a medical issue and I can be tested for it, count me in: bring on those syringes, I’m your guy. And the more likely it is to kill me, the keener I am to find out about it sooner rather than later. There isn’t an examination in the world I wouldn’t sign up for today if I thought it might do me some lasting good.


So when was the epiphany?


As I’ve already alluded to, mine came not so much out of the blue, as out of the loo.


T’was a Monday afternoon and the only person home was me. There I was, having a relaxing afternoon flicking through car magazines in the front room of our crumbling old ruin of a house. A house which local folklore claimed had originally been commissioned as a hunting lodge by King Charles II. A regal base from which to enjoy the sport of his newly constructed game reserve at Virginia Water, as well as, it is rumoured, doubling up as a love nest for His Majesty to enjoy some secret tiffin. And general pleasures of the flesh with his long-term mistress, Nell Gwyn.


Easy now, Sire!


All very clandestine and cloak-and-dagger, but whatever had or had not happened there in the past, I was about to experience my own dramatic chapter written within its legendary walls.


The call of nature having beckoned, I thought I was in for an entirely run-of-the-mill five to ten minutes of throne time. Off I scooted from the kitchen, through the hallway, first on the right, just beyond the large framed black-and-white photographs of John McEnroe, Michael Caine and James Hunt. My three wise men of cool and inspiration.


Once ensconced in our downstairs lavatory, I sat a while, as one does, a little longer than necessary perhaps. Thanks this time to a particularly compelling back issue of Auto Italia, featuring a rather lovely piece of artisan Carrozzeria on the front cover. All’s well that ends well, however – or at least that’s what I thought. Ten or fifteen minutes later, with the inevitable sense that haemorrhoids were becoming an ever more likely side effect of my ill-advised straining, I reluctantly began to finish up.


It was while completing this process that I glanced down into the pan, only to wonder exactly what the rather beautiful rich cloud of ruby red liquid floating in the water was all about.


That couldn’t be blood, could it?


And then, after a few seconds of initial shock and continued examination. I had to admit to myself, it was indeed blood, undoubtedly blood. And what’s more, undoubtedly my blood.


But there was almost too much to comprehend, like someone was trying to play a joke but had blown it by going over the top with the density and colour.


What was this? What was going on? Sure, I’d experienced spits and spots of blood before, many people have, even the odd wisp of thin red cloud, but nothing compared to this. This was too much, surely?


Plus, it wasn’t as if I’d experienced any such spits or spots recently, to serve as some kind of warning that a more serious issue may be afoot. But yes, it was definitely blood. And the closer and longer I looked, the more of it there seemed to be. As if it was intent of leaving me in no doubt.


There was obviously something wrong. How wrong, I had no idea. But easily wrong enough to shock me into action.


What I did next still surprises me to this day.


I calmly finished up, flushed the toilet, and walked purposefully back into the kitchen. I then picked up the house phone and proceeded to dial my assistant’s number, one of only six I can remember by heart. I never use the house phone as a rule, but I wanted to make the call as quickly and as clearly as possible.


‘Hi, Hiten.’


This was the moment I’d been dreading all my life, and now it had arrived. Finally – thirty-four years finally to be precise. Thirty-four years, the length of time that had elapsed since my dad died of bowel cancer.


‘Hi, what’s up?’ We usually text, email or chat face to face. We hardly ever call and talk. ‘I need an appointment with Dr Ed as soon as possible. Any time at all from now, whenever she can see me soonest.’


Getting the same thing and dying the same horrible death as he did had been scaring the shit out of me for most of my adult life. And now here I was, facing the weird irony that the very shit in question may well have just saved my life.


Not only did bowel cancer see off my dad, it claimed both his brothers too. Ronnie went first, Dad second and my lovely Uncle Bill third. They died in order of their age, picked off one by one by a ruthless assassin at the top of his game. Infuriating, to say the least, especially as now I am aware that bowel cancer is one of the most curable cancers currently known to mankind.


EARLY DETECTION IS EVERYTHING.


You could therefore be forgiven for thinking that those of us in the high-risk categories would have to be raving lunatics not to take heed of this. Surprisingly, millions of allegedly entirely sane people do exactly that. They are of course considered moronic idiots by the medical profession and quite rightly, even though for years I was one of them. I had never yet been tested for any cancer in any way.


But when I saw all that blood, it was as if a switch had flicked inside of me. A switch I didn’t even know existed. A switch that had evolved over all those years of worry and woe ‘in case of emergency’. A switch that had secretly been on permanent standby to launch me to battle stations should there be even the faintest whiff of a genuine red alert.


Well, it didn’t get any redder than this.


It was spooky and bizarre at the same time, but the most unexpected sensation was that of relief. Relief that I could finally confront this spectre, deal with it, hopefully get rid of it and move on with the rest of my friggin’ life. A life I can now see one aspect of which had been on permanent hold ever since I was thirteen.


It was a genuine ‘thank God’ moment.


My nightmare scenario at last, thrust upon me to HAVE TO DEAL WITH. All those sleepless nights asking myself, ‘Would I want to know if the worst came to the worst?’


Well, now here I was, my answer a deafening:


‘YES I BLOODY WELL WOULD!!!’


In fact I’d never been more certain of anything in my life.


A few rings later and my doc was on the line: she instructed me to come see her at the first available opportunity. She would make time whenever.


I knew a few hours wouldn’t make any difference, regardless of what might be lurking in my backside, so I made an appointment to see her first thing the following morning after my radio show. I told her what had happened, whereupon without even examining me she referred me to undergo a colonoscopy.


‘It’s the best way to see what’s going on and what might need to be done. Go this afternoon, I’ve already called my oncologist consultant friend who says he can see you at 1 p.m.’


A couple of hours later it was time to lube up, close my eyes and welcome a camera probe up my rectum and on to wherever it needed to go. And yet again, there I was, feeling more liberated than agitated, more prepared than scared, more intrigued than squeamish. The beginning of a new me.


The new me that had finally discovered the kahunas to tell the school bully where to shove it, while receiving a rapturous round of applause from myself to myself. In stark contrast to a few years before when I would have more likely been a shaking, quaking mess of pathetic self-pity, running to the pub, sobbing in my drink for a miracle, rather than embracing reality, sobriety and a perfectly sensible solution.


Somewhere inside me, deep in my psyche perhaps, a quantum shift had obviously taken place, clearly for the better. Whether it was to do with having my young sons Noah and Eli and making up with my daughter Jade, and them – instead of me – now shouldering the shared responsibility of our lineage, I don’t know. Or maybe it was the opposite, maybe it was more to do with the fact that, because of their existence, I now had something more tangible than my nebulous self to stick around for. Or maybe it was simply because I was a lot happier than I used to be and I would dearly like a bit more of the same please.


And all this ‘heroism’ without telling anyone other than my assistant.


No fuss, no playing the victim and soaking up as much sympathy as I could elicit. I just got on with it. For the first time in my life I felt totally in control of a situation – grown-up almost.


Choosing to go to have a test which might tell me I was no longer for this earth, instead of just doing nothing and hoping everything was going to be OK, had opened a box inside me that had been closed for a very long time. A box that held the answer to my own big personal ‘why?’, a box I had always known existed but which was too scary to contemplate, let alone take a peek inside.


The same box that I greatly suspected of being the drive behind my intermittent yet never-ending carousel of must do, must get on, must everything, nonsense. Heart attack material.


Since getting back in contact with my daughter Jade and having two new young sons, the lead weight of a lifetime of ‘why?’ had begun to lighten. But it hadn’t vanished completely, still weighing heavy enough to cause the permanent dull ache and distant nagging from the demon of unfinished business.


Until now. Until my own mortality challenged me to a staring competition. So far, so good, there was no way I was going to blink first.


My appointment with my own thirty-odd years of lost property had popped up out of nowhere for me to confront. And though I realize this may all sound very wise and convenient ‘after the fact’, I cannot put into words how much of an awakening it became.


‘OK, what we’re going to do is go in with our camera,’ announced the consultant, a cross between James Bond and Indiana Jones’s older, more intelligent brother.


‘Then once we’re in, we’ll have a thorough look around and if we find any nasties we’ll snip ’em out there and then and send the little buggers off for a biopsy. OK?’


Already lying on my side with my bare bum exposed to two nurses, an anaesthetist who was standing by to put me under and this besuited superman, it’s not as if I was about to say no.


‘Sure,’ I squeaked unconvincingly, ‘go ahead.’


Which is exactly what they proceeded to do.


Fast-forward no more than ten or fifteen seconds later and off I was floating somewhere up in the sky between Central London and the ionosphere. Unable to give two shakes of a donkey’s tail what they were about to find or not find.


As I came to with no idea whatsoever of how long I’d been out – although I’ve since been told it was no more than twenty-five minutes – there was the same handsomely lined, tanned face of the consultant looming over me once more. If this friendly smiling gentleman was about to tell me I was going to croak, at least it would be with exemplary bedside manners and a reassuring British tone.


Again I felt strangely calm with regards to any potentially unwelcome news. What was bothering me much more was the throbbing erection I seemed to have acquired at sometime during the ‘procedure’.


‘Ah, Mr Evans, don’t worry about what’s going on down there. It happens all the time – as does the fruity banter you were entering into with the nurses.’


What?


‘All you need concern yourself with is the fact that you did the right thing in coming to see us because we located two polyps. One quite large and the other one not so. Anyway, we’ve snipped them out and that usually does the job. But we’re duty bound to send them off for a biopsy so that’s what we’ve done. We’ll see what happens from there. So far, however, so good.’


Don’t you just love medical professionals when they tell you everything’s all right? Even if it’s only ‘for now’.


I was on a golf course a few days later when Indiana Bond rang me with the biopsy results.


As his number came up I excused myself from the order of play, again my cancer-mode calm surprising myself. This isn’t exactly what he said but it’s exactly what I heard.


‘I’m delighted to say your polyps biopsy came back ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR ALL CLEAR.’


Wow, what a message! People who have experienced this will tell anyone who hasn’t that hearing those words CHANGES YOUR LIFE ON THE SPOT.


By far the best message I have ever received.


I discovered subsequently that polyps are the chandeliers which cancer needs to hang on to so it can then set about growing in your colon and killing you. Without the polyps, cancer is a monkey with no arms, it has nowhere to cling to and nothing to cling on with. Get rid of these little polyp fuckers and cancer’s party is yours to ruin.


The saddest and maddest thing is that if my dad and both my uncles had been able to benefit from this same procedure circa 1980, there’s copious evidence to suggest they would still be around today.


And there I was, that was me done, completely cured. And not only of troublesome polyp syndrome but also, as an added bonus, no longer hostage to my thus far self-imposed life sentence of ‘don’t tell me, I’d rather not know’ syndrome.


Completely hypocritically, the phrase ‘I’d rather not know’ now makes my blood boil and causes me to spontaneously spit bullets of ire. ‘I’d rather not know’ is one of life’s great non-phrases. Because not knowing is NOT AN OPTION.


Eventually you will know one way or another, come what may, whether you want to or not. It’s just a question of whether you will know in time. Whether you will still have a chance of doing anything to save your own life. Or whether you will have no choice but to succumb to a HORRIBLE, shitty, DEGRADING, long, SLOW and utterly miserable DEATH.


Like my poor old dad did. HIDEOUS and HUMILIATING.


He withered and wilted and disappeared in front of our constantly crying eyes: day by day, inch by inch, breath by breath.


Martin Joseph Evans – once a stout and sturdy jocular man who wanted little else but to survive the war, marry his childhood sweetheart and then give his family everything he possibly could. A man who ended his days ebbing, wasting, and fading away until there was nothing left of him. Eaten away from the inside out, a hale and hearty fifteen-stone force of nature eventually reduced to a pitiful six-and-a-half stone of dead and decaying skin and bone.


And of course death to one brings pain to many. The way Dad died devastated me and still does to this day. It also completely fucked me up for years to come, much more than I realized for a long time.


So please allow me to reiterate: when it comes to detecting any potentially fatal disease, the phrase ‘I’d rather not know’ should not be anywhere on your radar. You will get to know eventually and you will definitely wish you’d done something to get to know sooner.


There are thousands of people, millions of hours and billions of pounds of research, development, equipment and treatments, waiting to save you from yourself.


The very least you can do is what little it takes to help them work their magic.


As you have probably gathered by now, I have become an annoying and committed don’t-fear-the-check-up convert. An evangelical reborn pain in the arse, following my own very real and bloody message from the arse – and I offer no apologies for being so.


But here’s the thing: once I had seen the fire of my life light up again in front of me, burning brighter than ever, I became intent on embracing every single second of whatever time I might have left.


I made a promise to myself that I would set aside a serious chunk of time to figure out how to squeeze every single drop of JOY, EXCITEMENT, LOVE and FASCINATION out of anything, everything and anyone whom I come into contact with.


One day life will kill us.


The sooner we accept that the better.


And then suddenly there is so much of life to think about.


How about that phrase we often hear in old movies when a bespectacled crotchety doctor informs a soon-to-be-deceased unfortunate, ‘It is with great regret that I must inform you it would be most remiss of me if I did not advise you to get your affairs in order.’


Well, why wait until then?


We’re all in the same boat from the moment we’re born. Let’s stop fannying around, get our affairs in order now, and free ourselves up to roar like never before.


The Doc


Top Ten Bits We Need to Worry About Post-Forty Years:


10 Bladder.


9 Skin.


8 Lungs.


7 Teeth.


6 Cells.


5 Brain.


4 Heart.


3 Muscles.


2 Bones.


1 Joints.


My doc’s name is Edwina but she always abbreviates it to Ed, which makes most people that haven’t seen her presume she’s a man. Because the world’s like that. I’m sure it’s a gaffe she encourages so she can toy with the consequences.


She also asked me specifically to include how old she was if I were to include her in the book.


‘I can’t stand any of that “never ask a woman her age” nonsense.’


So, she’s fifty-nine and will be sixty a month after I notch up my own half-century on 1 April 2016.


Maybe she wanted me to include her age because she doesn’t look anything like fifty-nine. Forty more like. She also happens to be beautiful. In a very Mrs Robinson way, but a bit more aloof and untouchable, like a work of art.


She’s tall and strong with a handsome face, big brown eyes, deep and sparkling, a strong nose, her lips almost criminally alluring. Totally hypnotic. Luscious shiny waves of dark brown hair, tinged with vapour trails of grey. Even her fingers are spectacular.


‘What can I help you with today, Mr Evans, another steroid shot for your myriad allergies?’


I am the most hysterically allergic person she has ever tested. I suffer from seven different pollen allergies alone.


‘No thanks, I’m fine on the hay fever front at the moment. I am here instead on behalf of the nation’s – who knows, world’s – midlifers.’


‘Ooh, intriguing. Pray, do tell.’


I explain that I want to know about age-specific health issues for us folks somewhere in the range of forty to seventy. (The more I have researched and thought about this book, the more I have come to the conclusion that the midlife spread is wider than it’s ever been – in a very good way.)


‘Ahhh, hang on a moment.’ She presses a wonderfully clunky button on the vintage grey-and-white intercom machine in front of her. A small red light illuminates. ‘Mrs Lewis, see if Dr T can take my eleven o’clock. Mr Evans is here for a bit of digging.’


Right, that’s it, I was in.


‘As I see it, we are faced with an increasingly worrying, incalculable and unanswerable problem,’ says Dr Ed. ‘In as much as we are keeping people alive for much longer than is good for either them or the rest of the world. Yet no one has the balls to ask why. Furthermore I suggest we would be much better off letting nature take its course a little more.


‘Dinner parties aren’t better for going on later, they’re better for being more fun, or more engaging or more stimulating. Films can become interminable if they start to drag, as can those dreadful best man’s speeches. I find holidays too wretched if they go on too long. Why should life be any different? Surely, ninety is the absolute tops we should be aiming at. After that, unless nature dictates otherwise, everyone but the Queen and the Pope should be put out to grass and have done with it.’


That’s why Dr Ed’s ten health issues that over-forties should be worrying about (see here) has a top three many of us might not have expected.


‘The thing about my “top three”, as you like to refer to them – your joints, bones and muscles – is that they may not be directly life-threatening but they very much dictate the quality of your life while you are still here. The vast majority of people spend their whole time faffing around worrying about the things that might kill them – none of which matter if you can’t have a decent time while you still have oxygen in your lungs and your wits about you.


‘If you are able to still move, you’ll be amazed how that will continue to help maintain your health. Stretching, exercise, massages, saunas and steams. Lots and lots of water. Greens, fish, meat. And the crossword and reading to keep the old grey matter ticking over.’


What’s the number one thing we can do to improve our health?


‘Oh that’s easy. Choose your parents well. Ha ha! Good, strong, healthy parentage is the golden ticket when it comes to the school of preventative medicine.’ She’s now guffawing.


‘Good genes are second only to luck in the superhuman stakes. Some people do everything wrong and nothing right, yet still manage to outlive the rest of us. Entirely unfair, but then again like so much in life. Bad luck makes good people better. Good luck makes bad people even more of a pain in the backside.’


Thirty to fifty are our golden years in health terms, according to Ed. The time when time itself and our maturing years have least influence on our aches, pains and unmentionables.


‘Thirty-five can be a bit iffy on the gout and testicles front, but other than that you’re pretty much clear. Approaching your half-century, beware of shingles and dreaded blood pressure – that’s a killer waiting to happen. Stress is a huge factor, although exactly why, nobody really knows.


‘Also, do anything and everything you can not to get fat. Imagine you’re a Morris Minor and then one day someone comes along and sticks the body of a double-decker bus on your chassis. That’s what happens when we start to pile on the pounds. Same engine, same fuel tank, same suspension and yet somehow we’re surprised when we begin to break down. Sometimes we humans and our lack of logic completely bamboozles me.’


Dr Ed doesn’t do fat.


‘Fatness leads to lethargy which leads to immobility, which leads to more fat, more lethargy and eventually seizure, which is the beginning of the end. Not to mention diabetes, which can be horrible and costs the Treasury billions every year in health care.


‘Use it or lose it is the key thing to remember as we get older with all things physical and mental. This is so important. Especially when it comes to your muscles and your brain, which of course is a muscle anyway. As you get older you need to keep moving, which means you need to move more in the first place. Your whole life in fact. Just don’t ever stop. It’s much easier to stay fit than get fit, to maintain rather than rebuild.’


Dr Ed pauses for a moment and plucks at her bottom lip with one of those long fingers of hers.


‘What else is really important?’ she muses.


And then she screams:


‘Oh yes: DON’T BLOODY RETIRE! Whatever you do – DO NOT RETIRE! Unless you absolutely have to or absolutely want to – and you have to be so sure that you want to. Certainly don’t retire because you think you should. So many of my friends in the medical profession have retired and literally fallen off their perch a few months later.’


She cackles and then checks herself.


‘Well, actually it is OK to retire as long as one doesn’t stop being interested and engaged in oneself, the people around and the world in general. But we must always retain a getting-up-and-going-tobed schedule. This is vital for keeping a shape to our lives. Decide on a healthy regime and make a promise to yourself to stick to it. Do not let it become a choice. And if you do miss an alarm, or press the snooze button once too often, fine yourself in some way. There has to be a consequence to everything we do. When that stops being the case, things begin to go seriously off track.’


What about all the dreaded cancers?


‘Catching cancer early is the absolute name of the game. More people now survive cancer than don’t, but I cannot over-emphasize how important early diagnosis is. You are crazy if you don’t get checked for any cancers you may be particularly vulnerable to. On a regular basis. Or, should you suspect anything in the slightest untoward. The only fear one need have is the fear of doing nothing.’


Pause.


And the cue:


Another glorious outburst.


‘And don’t accept ANYTHING that leaves you feeling unsure or uneasy in the slightest.’


What does she mean exactly?


‘What I mean is when things start to creak and threaten to drop off or break down or show signs of wear and tear, if you can, get them fixed immediately. Or at least die trying. DO NOT TAKE NO FOR AN ANSWER from yourself or anyone else unless you absolutely have no choice in the matter. And even then I’m not quite so sure.’


Can we drink?


‘A little, yes. More than a little I cannot condone. Not that I don’t indulge myself. I do and I love it, one of life’s great pleasures as far as I’m concerned. If you want to put a figure on it, I can only officially sanction a glass (or two at absolute most) of wine a day. This has been proven to be good for the heart and head when it comes to reducing levels of stress and anxiety. More than that though and you’re on your own.’


Thanks Doc.


‘Next!’




 


Drinking


Top Ten Questions Most Likely to Drive You Mad If You Keep Thinking About Them Too Much:


10 Who am I?


9 Where are am I?


8 How did I get where I am now?


7 Is it where I want to be?


6 Is it where I thought I’d be?


5 What do I have that I really want?


4 How do I get rid of what I don’t want?


3 Who do I love?


2 Who do I like?


1 Do I like me?


There are more questions than answers.


Wrong!


There are more answers than questions. Answers are reactive whereas questions are proactive, which means they are more original and therefore more difficult or effortful and burdensome to think up.


That said, I love questions. I wander around all day, every day, wondering out loud what, why, when, where, how, how come. Questioning things makes me feel at peace because it’s indirectly telling me I’m giving my life the time and space it needs to breathe. When I’m too busy or too distracted I never question anything.


Constantly questioning things is also the reason I have trouble getting through books. Or even getting through a single paragraph of a book. Sometimes there’s little if anything I can do to prevent my mind wandering off to the great thought bubble in the sky. Perhaps this is how come my subconscious master planner has become so adept and efficient over the years.


We really don’t need to concern ourselves with the exhausting process of ‘coming up’ with an answer if we feed in the question thoroughly enough. We are full of answers like a vending machine is full of snacks. What we need is the correct change and item number to access whatever it is we’re after.


Again, once we have properly and earnestly worked on feeding in the question, quiet, breathing and relaxation is all we need to ‘hear’ the answer.


As a result of affording myself fair old slabs of all three of those prerequisites over the years, three subsequent ‘answers’ have made themselves known to me:


1. My father’s death and the way my mum covered up his illness made me very grateful for my life on the one hand but also very distrustful of people on the other.


2. My constant energy comes from not wanting to miss out on anything while I’m still around to witness it.


3. Most of my habits, tastes, dreams and aspirations come from the movies I escaped to when I didn’t have anyone around and available for friendship, confiding and conversation.


What does all this mean?


I am yet to have my heart broken in adulthood, having had it smashed to pieces as a kid.


I am very happy in my own company but ideally like to be on my own while still around other people. That is to say I am happy alone but preferably not on my own.


For years, my favourite three things in life were women, cars and alcohol.


Which is fine where women and cars are concerned but when alcohol is thrown into the mix – that’s when the situation can get a little sticky.


The problem with waking up when the ‘beer buzz’ is still in full effect is its endless optimism. The false hope that gives rise to a thousand new beginnings, not a single one of which has even the slightest suggestion of how it might end.


The beer buzz is one of the world’s most uncelebrated catalysts. All the possibility with not a whiff of sustainability or exit strategy.


My own casebook of evidence includes the morning I bought a massive house in Chelsea, which I never moved into, before selling it to George Michael, who also never moved into it, before selling it to Puff Daddy, who never moved into it either. Were we all beer buzzing at the time?


Add to that various major car purchases, like the time Tash and I were particularly buzzing one morning in Italy and decided to go to bid on James Coburn’s old Ferrari California Spyder. The day before I had no intention of going anywhere near the car. It was tatty and scratched and I hadn’t researched it AT ALL. But waking up with the beer buzz negated all that and . . . two hours later, there I was sitting at the front with my hand in the air as the hammer went down.
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