




[image: ]






[image: Illustration]


Annabel Rivkin and Emilie McMeekan founded The Midult in 2016. They are journalists, worriers and incredibly good friends. Annabel has written for everybody from The Times to Vogue, while Emilie has been Features Editor of the Evening Standard and Deputy Editor of Tatler. Together they write a Midult column in the Saturday Telegraph Magazine and Annabel has a column in the Evening Standard’s ES Magazine. Emilie is sunshine, Annabel is brimstone and together they wrote this book, lying on the floor a lot and stroking their beards.
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WHERE ARE THE GROWN-UPS? Where are the ones who know what the hell is going on? The adultier adults? The ones who know who they are and why they are here? The thing is, if you looked at us, writing this book, you might think that we were the grown-ups. We aren’t crying or quivering, or shouting, although we are obviously fucking swearing. You would never know how mad we feel most of the time. Because, most of the time, we say that we’re absolutely fine.


When do we become grown-ups? When does the worry of youth subside, to be replaced by unassailable emotional equilibrium and control? There is an assumption that a numbing sets in. Even though teenagers may be repulsed, amused or disturbed by the prospect of grown-ups having feelings – lust, rage, fear, sorrow – they will find out that those tidal waves of emotion alter but do not subside. In our twenties we foresaw a dumbing down of emotion. A settling. Well, that didn’t happen. *throws phone out of window* *tries to have sex with plumber* *donates £5 to Great Ormond Street* *makes self laugh* *makes self cry* We can seem so undulatingly in control, so societally functional when, in fact, we are fire-fighting feelings. Trying to look fine, be fine, feel fine. Faking it and not quite making it.


So.


What would happen, we wondered, if we actively acknowledged this endless internal combustibility; if we rifled around in our emotional knicker drawer and faced the things that we hope others will never see. The thing is, we have put on our Big Girl Pants to write this book. These Big Girl Pants give us the armour to – as Simone de Beauvoir put it – coincide with ourselves. To become who we truly are. For a moment. To taste the delicious contentment. Before it all whirligigs again and again.


Such perspective doesn’t tend to strike early in life. It happens when experience, potential and an ability to say ‘fuck it’ come together to form a kind of knowingness. We could say ‘wisdom’ but then we’d have to kill ourselves. Between us, we have had alcoholism, eating disorders, PTSD, panic attacks, solo motherhood, bitter money worries, nuclear break-ups, insomnia, dead dads, nervous breakdowns, drug addictions and decades of therapy. As well as joy and conversation, proficiency and erudition, point of view and empathy.


So let’s get down to business: women aged 35–55 are the healthiest, wealthiest, most emotionally intelligent and digitally literate generation of women in history. And yet we are a forgotten tribe. Who is talking to us? That group of women who grew up with grunge and rave and internet? We – Annabel and Emilie – felt as though everything directed at us was based on false assumption or lazy and out-dated marketing hypotheses. ‘Busy working Mum’ for example. Who’s she? Does she shower in Bisto and douche with Dolmio? Why was everything that came at us – in print, online – so absolutely disconnected from how we felt?


And so we launched The Midult. As a counterproposal to all the pelvic-floor squeezing, recipes and Aga-centric oppressive worthiness all around us. As a challenge. As a connector. We launched The Midult to rebrand middle-age. Middle age had become a dress that didn’t fit. If not an insult, then certainly not a compliment. Middle-age officially starts at 35 (although everyone pretends it starts at 55, just as everyone pretends menopause will only happen to other people) and it is not exactly an aspirational concept, is it? Us and our lot were roundly rejecting it as a label, which, in itself, became an act of self-loathing. We genuinely started to believe that sheer willpower could hold it at bay. It needed looking in the eye. Where was the edge? Where was the laughter? Why should we be extinguished? Why couldn’t we aspire to grow into ourselves?


The Midult was born as a website and a newsletter; as a generation-defining tribe where – for once – it doesn’t matter if there are kids or not. The Midult is an initiative born out of friendship. Before we knew what we wanted to do, we knew we wanted to do it together. We absolutely love each other and it is a relationship born and blossomed in the workplace. So The Midult has its roots in the redemptive power of female friendship. If you want to be schlocky. But enough of that.


Are we just working through our own midlife crises? Perhaps. But we are less interested in massive calamities than we are in crossroads. All the tiny ones that happen in every minute of every day. All the choices, all the triggers, all the dreads and mini-obsessions. All the texture and all the silly, odd, eccentric, private things that we think and do. After all, we are all savages on the inside. We may act out a little less than we did, but we are just as reactive. Like toddlers. With mortgages. And pigmentation. Does this sound familiar?




Someone has hurt my feelings and I am holding a massive grudge. I only refer to them by their full name and I do not wish them well.


I need my hand held. Metaphorically. I do not know that I need my hand held but then someone – metaphorically – DARES to hold my hand and I feel a bit less at sea.


I can’t do anything. I just can’t, I just can’t, I just can’t. I’m hungry and I can’t concentrate, I don’t know what I want to eat and I might not eat just to make it worse. Today, I am basically three. I have no emotional regulation, no ability to self-soothe, I am low-level vengeful and not to be trusted. I am not able to properly look after myself and I might cry, hit or slightly wet myself at any point. I am hot. I am cold. I like you. I hate you. I am JEALOUS. Everyone has better toys.


My inner maniac has taken hold of the wheel and put her tiny foot down and God knows what is going to happen next. I am a liability but it really isn’t hormonal. For once. Or tiredness. For twice. It just is what it is. Pure, spiky vulnerability. Maybe we should add this to our support-arsenal? What about a simple, ‘So, are you basically three today?’ YES YES YES. Thank God someone understands.





‘Is it just me?’ We gnaw on that don’t we? It is the question that feeds the ravenous brainworm of loneliness. ‘Is it just me?’ Look around. Look at the egg freezing, the brain-freezing, the terror, the Tinder, the rage, the resolution, the ‘hear me roar’. The career-crises, the desperate desire for reset, the money panic, the laughter. The divorce, the shame, the chin hairs, the regret, the power, the hyper-connectedness, the incredible anxiety, the sheer fucking potential. Welcome to Midulthood, a place where we recognise that we are more alike than we are unalike. And that we are all doing our best. Doing our best rather than getting hung up on being our best. We may or may not be activists but at least let us acknowledge that we can be active.


Midulthood is a mood. Maybe it’s a movement. But rest assured, it is not just you. It is never just you. It isn’t just you who wonders what will happen next and if you’ll be up to it. Or if anything will happen next…if anything will ever change. Longing for change, fearing change. And it isn’t just you triggered from sunny into sad by…Oh fuck, it happened so quickly you don’t even know why you were (relatively) relaxed 12 seconds ago and you are miserably murderous now. And threatened. And superior. Yet utterly, utterly less than. And still you say you’re fine.


It is never just you. People are unique but feelings are not unique. They can batter us all at once like a torrential emotional storm – the good, the bad and the corrosive. And the funny. The appallingly funny. Of course it’s not just you. That’s why The Midult is here. If we’re not in it together, we’re not in it at all.






How Should You Use This Book?


HOWEVER YOU WANT. You’ve had enough people telling you what to do in your life. However is useful or amusing. We have written who we are and what we know. Everything in this book has sprung out of conversation, so presumably some bits will resonate with you and others won’t – but someone somewhere thinks it or feels it. There are bits of therapeutic thinking, some very mad jokes, a lot of chat and some heartache. The colours of our rainbow.


We very much hope you like it because you have inspired it. Take what you like and leave the rest. This is not a self-help book. And yet, we hope it helps.






Welcome to Midulthood


20 THINGS YOU KNOW IF YOU’RE A MIDULT





1.     Nothing good happens at three in the morning.


2.     You should never buy the smallest size you can fit into.


3.     Everyone needs therapy.


4.     Grey hair is beautiful, grey roots make you look deranged.


5.     Time flies.


6.     You are probably a little bit of an alcoholic. Unless you are actually an alcoholic, in which case you may have given up drinking.


7.     You are always hungry.


8.     If you check out of technology, you are checking out of life. Don’t do it.


9.     If someone has no old friends, there is a problem.


10.   Infidelity doesn’t necessarily mean it’s over. Contempt does.


11.   Things get stuck in your teeth.


12.   Something always hurts.


13.   And then you think it’s cancer.


14.   You know more and less at the same time. You think they might cancel each other out. So where does that leave us?


15.   Good sleep is better than good sex.


16.   Moths make you panic. Even talking about them makes you panic. MOTHS. PANIC.


17.   You have 25 different kinds of herbal tea. You don’t much like any of them. You’d rather have a Diet Coke. But you probably won’t.


18.   Swearing fucking helps.


19.   This is the rush hour of life: we have spots, wrinkles and possibly braces.


20.   If you need to cancel, you need to cancel.
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WARNING. IN THIS CHAPTER, we are going to press the bruise a bit. Things are going to get shady, before they get sunny. So let’s dive in with a question: how mad are you feeling right now? Maybe you are perfectly balanced in every way: calm, collected and commanding; healthy, wealthy and wise. Or maybe you have a funny pulse behind one of your eyelids and you’re so agitated you feel as though your heart might melt and dribble moltenly down your solar plexus. Perhaps you have given up on ‘being still for a moment’ and become a kind of battery-operated human toy with no soul. But I bet that – on the whole – no one would ever know. I bet that you, with your aplomb, with your meetings, dinners, commutes and conversations, are part of the sanity subterfuge that we collectively collude on. Or that we used to collectively collude on. Welcome to the Age of Anxiety. It’s the glue that binds us together. Anxiety; our constant companion.


I was brought up knowing that I didn’t want to be neurotic. Neurosis, like the Victorians and their hysteria, was a one-size-fits-all stick with which to whack any woman who couldn’t seem to get comfortable with her lot. It was a way to handle the repulsion that struggle can elicit. A way to brand that messy bundle of womany feelings that offer some respite from nice female femininity. ‘She’s a neurotic,’ people would say with a dismissive shrug, thereby rendering that woman’s feelings unreasonable, pathetic and incurable. ‘Nerves’ was another one. As though, for these nervy women, life was one, long self-dramatising bout of stage fright. It was sexist, of course it was. But now, I’m told, men get it too. So that’s OK then.


Naturally, with my privilege and fear of being The Neurotic, I didn’t really take my overactive worry engine seriously. What did I have to worry about? I was clothed and fed and employed and healthy and housed. But anxiety doesn’t care. It turns thoughts into threats.


For years, throughout adolescence and on into university and through my twenties and way into my thirties, I thought I ‘had’ depression. It was my badly kept secret as I fiddled around with Prozac (first prescribed at 19, last prescribed at 41) and, where possible, swerved my feelings. My default setting was dread – how could I dare to hope? Wasn’t hope idiotic? Didn’t it just roll out the red carpet for pain?


Through narrowed eyes, I glanced back at my childhood and found that my memory was oddly blank: atmospheric rather than actual, implied rather than remembered. I recalled a small girl swimming around in clandestine worry. An eight-year-old weighed down by apprehension and control. Not that you would have known from the theatrical, precocious disguise that I wore. No one knew. My performance was that good. Depression, I accepted, was in my genes. My father had manic depression, although he never accepted it, and I modelled myself in his dynamic image so I had it too. Oh well. Pass the meds, why don’t you?


But guess what – and this is super-annoying – mis-prescribed medication doesn’t work. Punchy in the office but isolated at home, turbo-charged with adrenaline but deranged from lack of sleep, hugely confident to behold yet increasingly viewing each day as a prison sentence, I dragged myself off to see an internationally renowned expert. ‘Oh, you’re sad,’ he said, ‘of course you’re sad, but what we need to treat is the anxiety disorder.’


Well. Clearly the internationally renowned expert had me all wrong. No, no, no, Man Who Knows Everything About Mental Health. No, no, no, I ‘have’ depression. I don’t ‘have’ anxiety. I’m not having panic attacks, I’m just living with a lively depression that follows me wherever I go, doesn’t think I deserve to sleep and is robbing me of a future because what has yet to happen is appallingly terrifying. A depression that encourages me to back myself into a dark, cold corner regarding every decision – however small – that needs making, and I end up thinking about death all the time because this spiky bleakness is so painful, so painful, so painful. A depression that is slowly cutting off the blood supply to my most essential relationships. My mother keeps telling me how frightening and intimidating I am when all I feel is frightened and intimidated. My best friend is furious that I won’t stay out past 10pm because I never sleep past 3am and being out of the house at night has started to make me panic. A partner says, ‘I find it so hard to watch what you do to yourself,’ and then, when all I can do is glare at him or cry, helpfully leaves. And I cry more and more. And I can’t stop crying. And it’s not cleansing weeping. It’s grating, raw, bottomless grief and these tears beget tears and there is no catharsis. I am in therapy but my therapist looks at her notes and says, ‘Sure, you’re under pressure. But the maths doesn’t work – the component parts don’t add up to this overwhelming worry.’ And it doesn’t ebb and flow. It just, grimly, is. Doing only damage. So, guys, apparently this is Anxiety.


You’d think that, at the age I have reached, with the amount of therapy I’ve had and the sheer, dull variety of ‘depressive’ episodes I have endured (I could say survived, but that’s a bit melodramatic) well, you’d think that I’d be sitting here jiggling my fat bag of healthy coping mechanisms. I should, by rights, be fully tooled-up. And yet, am I alone in feeling that, beneath my uniform of full-functionality, lurks a maniac capable of ripping someone’s fucking head off if they look at me askance? In reality I would be more likely to blushingly apologise if they stepped on my toe. But the point is, you do not have to behave like a madwoman to feel like a madwoman and to suffer like a madwoman.


‘Let’s,’ says the incredibly distinguished doctor, ‘just try another way.’ And so I leave with a new and uncomfortable diagnosis. I am not a depressive. I am…an anxious person. Catchy, no? Well, yes. In another sense. Anxiety is deeply infectious and we are swimming in a pandemic of the stuff. The Age of Anxiety delivers curated lies through social media, tremendous expectation, hyper-communication – counter-intuitively blended with isolation. Worry is the new smallpox. Citalopram the new penicillin.


And so, now snugly wrapped in my new label, I glance back at that dramatic, noisy little girl. Only the bullies at primary school could tell I was vulnerable. No one else knew. It was my secret shame. But shame cannot survive being spoken. And so if we all look our anxiety in the eye and turn him (yes, him, so sue me) on his bony little head then anxiety can become – if not actually fun – then at least funny. With the Big Girls, the ones who have some murk and bruising and struggle running through their veins, it is the language of our tribe. Until recently our social understanding of the word ‘anxious’ did not match the immensity and intensity of the feeling. The way it can life-flatten and life-threaten.


Is it just me? Is it just you? Running on empty? Out of juice? Out of ideas? Out of everything? Never. It is part of the texture of life, this low-level lunacy. So, share the crazy. Find someone who doesn’t stare at you blankly when you say, ‘I am clearly going to die alone.’ Find someone who laughs and says, ‘But you promised to nurse me through my Alzheimer’s. At least you’ll know you’re dying alone.’ That way connection lies. And through connection comes hope.


I’m More Sensitive Than You






	Me:


	The thing is, I’m pretty sensitive.







	You:


	I’m pretty sensitive too.







	Me:


	Like, REALLY sensitive.







	You:


	I’m so sensitive.







	Me:


	Literally everything makes me cry.







	You:


	Just talking about crying is making me so upset.







	Me:


	Even the idea of watching the news is just…







	You:


	If I ever watched the news, I think I would genuinely die.







	Me:


	And OMG, those vet programmes…







	You:


	I’m actually tearing up.







	Me:


	I accidentally saw one episode where they injected this snake called Margaret and I cried and cried.







	You:


	UNBEARABLE FOR MARGARET.







	Me:


	Why do animals have to suffer?







	You:


	OK, you might as well be repeatedly stabbing my chest cavity open with a butter knife, that’s how much pain I’m in right now.







	Me:


	I wish I were less sensitive. I wish I felt LESS, you know?







	You:


	I wish I loved less. I just love so much.







	Me:


	I have so much love that I’m surprised I am able to even breathe.







	You:


	The love I feel for others is almost barbaric in its extremeness.







	Me:


	I mean, I hate how much I love.







	You:


	I have so much love it has ruined my whole life.







	Me:


	I feel so isolated by my sensitivity.







	You:


	I literally have no friends because I’m too sensitive.







	Me:


	Like, I mind about EVERYTHING.







	You:


	If I minded more about things, I would be sectioned.







	Me:


	I actually feel envious of people less sensitive than me.







	You:


	I mean, I’m envious of you.







	Me:


	Errr…I don’t think you would be if you were inside my head.







	You:


	I can imagine myself inside your head. Because I’m so sensitive.







	Me:


	Right. OK – so what am I thinking of right this second?







	You:


	You know…something sad.







	Me:


	WRONG. I was thinking of a sunset. Which made me feel gratitude, actually.







	You:


	(crying)







	Me:


	Yes, I was about to cry too.







	You:


	(still crying) Sorry, I can’t…(flaps hands in front of face)







	Me:


	(also crying) I know, I know.







	You:


	It’s just…you know?







	Me:


	I really do.







	You:


	Do you though?







	Me:


	More than you’ll ever know.







	You:


	I knew you’d say that. I’m very sensitive to what people are going to say.







	Me:


	(cries)







	You:


	(cries)









Slightly On The Tense Side?


Some people are not entirely relaxed and that is fine. It’s just the way we’re engineered. Us slightly more vigilant types have many qualities. We are always prepared. We shimmer with alertness and adrenaline. Just not relaxed. Relaxation is not the point of us. We are too tense ever to…


•   Sleep on a train – what kind of psychopath can sleep on a train with lights blaring and other people and thundering train sounds and a handbag that could be snatched?


•   Wear sexy underwear – without feeling that I have to a) apologise b) make a joke of it c) pretend it’s some old thing I’ve had forever.


•   Say yes to a head massage in a hairdresser – please just wash my hair and let me get the hell out of here.


•   Enjoy a hammock – a triumph of hope over experience. Getting in, getting out, enough said.


•   Ditto deckchairs. Will today be the day I irreparably shatter my coccyx?


•   Get a pet – a cat maybe. But the cat will die. Get run over or savaged by a fox. I am already a bit sad about the cat I have never met. Poor dead cat. Poor me.


•   Remain silent during a massage – I salute those who can lie down and drift off and not ask the masseuse about her life and her star sign.


•   Go out wearing no knickers. The sheer vulnerability of the proposition is not for me. Not at all.


•   Park in underground car parks. Tiny spaces. Squeaky, screechy, rubbery floor. Pillars everywhere. Cameras everywhere. Murderers everywhere.


•   Enjoy a picnic. Where is the nearest loo? Where is the nearest table? Is there shade? How am I going to eat this? Sorry, where is the loo?


•   Leave my coat in a restaurant. I might be cold. I might need to leave in a hurry. There might be a fire. And what if they lose it?


•   Do anything at the airport. Just have to sit still and stare – unblinking – at the departures board. God forbid I should miss the boarding announcement by even a nanosecond. And once the gate is announced then go, go, go. No time for Boots or Pret or Sunglass Hut. Are you insane?


•   Sit alone at a café on a pavement. What am I? French?



Time To Name And Shame Our Inner Demons


You are finally just beginning to pretend to relax. Nothing to stop you getting plenty of rest tonight…oh wait, here come all your inner demons. Such a dedicated lot. There’s…


Martin The Money Demon


Martin is a bit of a jobsworth. He likes to clock in at around 3am. His current theme is the mortgage and how you are never going to pay it off and he likes to talk and talk about all that money, yes all that money you’ve spent and why you haven’t got a pension. Martin is a dull demon. But a highly effective one.


Alan The Alzheimer’s Demon/Lee The Death Demon


Alan has been around a lot lately because you have been watching Alzheimer’s porn (Iris, The Notebook) and frankly at this moment, given you cannot remember anything at all ever, you are more afraid of Alan than Lee. But you’d never tell Lee that. Because he can be a bit spiteful.


Simon The You’ve Always Been Bad In Bed Demon


Simon needs you to know that, when you were young and had a desperate-to-please porn film playing in your head, it was all a bit mannered and embarrassing. Everyone thought so. And he is keen to stress, now you are old and experienced, you are merely old. He needs you to realise that your tricks are pathetic and that everyone says so: ‘You think you have moves? You don’t have moves. In fact, you don’t even move.’


Angus The Ageing Demon


‘You will never look untired again,’ whispers Angus. He has a Scottish accent. ‘And you are starting to look like a man. And sound like a man. And you know that running away fund you have secretly stashed? Use it for a full facelift or people will start running away from you. Also…a nose strimmer? I’ll just leave you with that thought…’


Paul The Property Demon


The crash, the crash, the crash. Paul whizzes up, in his metaphorical Lexus, to remind you that, if you had balls, you would have sold six months ago to rent for two years and then pounce, vulture-like, on all the bargains. But you do not have balls. You have never had balls.


Tarquin The Travel Demon


Tarquin has just come back from six months in Patagonia and he just can’t believe you are still stuck here, in the suburbs, lying in bed staring at the ceiling, sun-starved and depleted and frankly a bit scaly from all that time spent in opaque tights rather than following your star to Nova Scotia. Because that’s where he’s going next. You are trapped. He is free. That much is clear. Can’t you at least get your helix pierced?


Colin The Cancer Demon


Colin likes the small pains the best. He likes to just nudge the brain from the slightly sore throat towards the family history and back again – via the 20 a day that you smoked at university. Colin is a joy sucker, extracting the yum from every glass of wine, every slice of salami, every grain of refined sugar.


Ian The Imposter Demon


If Ian is around it means you’ve got a job interview (get you), a major presentation (yikes), a meeting with investors (not going to go well), a pay review (ha ha ha). Ian is a bit of a mansplainer too. He doesn’t think you understand anything. Oh God, he’s right.


Yolanda The You’re-An-Embarrassment Demon


Yolanda never draws breath: ‘Why did you say that? Why did you even open your mouth? You are an idiot. And you sounded mean. No one cares if you didn’t MEAN to be mean because you sound mean. And jealous. Your voice doesn’t help. Reedy. Thin. Pointless. Dickish. I hate your laugh. Everyone hates your laugh.’


Ramona The Romance Demon


‘Clearly, in order to make yourself in any way loveable, you need to change,’ says Ramona as she sips a Molotov cocktail. It’s not them. It’s you. You are falling short. You are broken. There is something missing in you. You may never find love. And then you and Ramona can be together, alone, forever.


Is Impatience Eating My Soul?


In my head I have already finished writing this and I’m on to something else that hasn’t been done. WHY hasn’t it been done? What is WRONG with everybody (me)? Why is everyone so fucking leisurely?


Impatience. Sitting in the back of cabs radiating fury. Hopping from foot to foot while the toast is toasting. Drumming fingers in a waiting room. Swearing at the frozen parking app. Spit it out. Get on with it. Why are you driving like a GIRL? I get sexist when I’m impatient. It blurs my faculties. It cuts my smile muscles. I cannot laugh when things are running slightly behind.


This is about control and desperately trying to keep chaos at bay. It is about genuinely feeling that if I am late for a meeting because the cab driver doesn’t know his high street from his station road then all hell will break loose and my life will unravel around me like so much wire wool.


Impatience is incredibly unattractive and corrosive and unpleasant to be around. It is chilly and brutal and unsympathetic, but the next time you find yourself being sighed at and prodded and needled by someone like me, however annoying and self-indulgent and oppressive that may be, know this: being impatient is sad and unpleasant. You enjoy very little because you are panicking about what comes next. Basically, ‘the journey’ is fucked. Impatience doesn’t come and go, it sits on your shoulder judging, clouding, winding you up into a terrible frenzy. Impatience, like jealousy, does nothing for no one. And meditation doesn’t help.


10 Things You Only Know If You Are In Therapy


1.    Avoid all men who say, ‘…and I turned out alright.’ They didn’t.


2.    You can recover from your childhood but not escape it.


3.    Talking about your therapeutic process in public is dull for EVERYONE.


4.    It’s the only place in the world where you never need to worry about being boring.


5.    ‘That is not OK’ is a truly useful phrase.


6.    Don’t try and make friends with your shrink (if you succeed, they are rubbish).


7.    Boundaries are not just things that complete wankers talk about.


8.    You are always curious about your shrink’s sex life.


9.    You are not fine, and that’s OK.


10.  Good therapists tend to be scary. It’s up to you to work out if this is helpful.


My Brain Has Too Many Tabs Open


What was I saying? What were you saying? What was I doing? Why am I here? In this room? Holding a spoon?


What was the thing I said I’d do? What was that idea I had? About a present for my birthday? About a present for your birthday? About a book I thought I could write? About a cake I thought I might bake? About a restaurant I thought we could try?


Who was that person I said I’d call? About a will? About a plumber? About a…Oh, you get it.


And, while we are on the subject, when was the last time you tried to charge your phone by putting it in the fridge? Or maybe you put your wallet in the petrol station bin and trotted off to the tills to pay using the bag of rubbish still clutched in your hot little hand? Have you posted your keys instead of a birthday card? Have you said ‘I love you’ at the end of a conference call? Do you smile absently at strangers in the street because your brain has just decided to disconnect itself from your face? Then there is giving the wrong name when you introduce yourself, which is truly peculiar. But happens.


Perhaps it is because our brains are too full, that is why we forget things, misplace things, mix things up, have to stop thinking for quite extended periods of time. As life fills to bursting with joy and stress and anxiety, is this some kind of cerebral survival technique? When heads get too full perhaps consciousness takes flight for a while to preserve capacity. Or – oh God – it could well be the opposite: some sinister indication of failing faculty. But we’re not going to think about that, although maybe we should take up elasticity-encouraging Sudoku to massage the grey matter into motion.


Or is it the fault of the phones, and how very distracted they have made us, and how very addicted we have become to the distraction because the people in charge employed clever, evil psychologists to empty our minds of everything useful and fill them instead with nonsense and the compulsion to touch a glassy screen and see more nonsense when instead we might be listening to a friend, looking at a view of a mountain, closing our eyes and thinking, deeply, serenely. Attention spans have dropped from 12 seconds in the year 2000 to 8 seconds today. Goldfish, by the way, have an attention span of 9 seconds.


But, the strange truth is that despite the forgetfulness, the distractedness, the confusedness, I am just about getting by. Not that organised. Not that dynamic. But above water. In fact, the forgetfulness seems to have removed a whole layer of stress. Can’t remember what needs doing = don’t worry about what needs doing. Apart from that nagging feeling that my life is slithering through the cracks in my Swiss cheese brain. Sorry, what was I worrying about? See? Quite relaxing…


Things We Think About On The Loo


You’d think that the throne might be sacred. A break. Some sweet release. Particularly since we seem to spend more and more time here. But, it seems, the fun never stops. Even if we’ve conquered our pelvic floor (ha), the mental incontinence prevails. Leaky brains, busy, busy, busy with…


1.    I was here ten minutes ago. Is it normal for a human bladder to be the size of a lentil?


2.    Is that a grey pube? Can it be? Already? *waggles hips from side to side to try and establish whether it is a trick of the light*


3.    Did I buy a EuroMillions lottery ticket for today? If I did, why can’t I remember that I did? Where did I put it? What if I win and I don’t know because I don’t know where I put it or even if I have it at all? Is this early onset Alzheimer’s?


4.    Am I drinking too much water? Am I going to end up overdosing like Anthony Andrews that time he drank eight litres in one day because it was hot and then collapsed?


5.    Is my parking running out???


6.    Why don’t I fancy Idris Elba? Is there something wrong with me? Should I confess? No, I can’t. *thinks of all the times I nodded and mouthed ‘hot’ when his name came up*


7.    How long before they notice I am gone? Because I have my phone.


8.    Why is the person in the next-door cubicle peeing so quietly? Why am I peeing like a racehorse? Social peeing anxiety.


9.    If I have a micro-sleep that turns into a full-blown sleep by accident and I have to be busted out of this cubicle because they think I’ve died, I’m not wearing knickers that really represent who I am today. This is so unfair and misleading.


10.  Pelvic floor exercises, pelvic floor exercises, pelvic floor exercises.


The Problem With Angry Birds


Women are not meant to be angry, they said. Makes us seem…rabid. Female fury is ugly (apparently) to men, to children, to other women, even to furry animals. This is what we have been told and taught, all our lives. There is something unnatural and unnerving about the angry woman. Madwoman. Bitch. Harridan. No one wants to fuck the activist, no one will love you if you are shouting. This is sounding quite angry already. What a turn-off.


And the problem we are left with, because we were good little learners and we yearned to be loved, is that as grown-ups we don’t know how to deal with the anger when it rises up in us, as of course it has and does and will. Perfectly justified but not recommended. We don’t know how to manage it and deliver it usefully. So we bottle it and contain it and add to it with each new fucking angry-making thing, so it grows and mutates. The ones who are virtuoso at bottling, who put on their pretend happy face while inside they are shaking, are liable to suffer an explosion that will leave bits of them stuck to the walls. But I am not good at bottling. Instead I find that I am a little bit angry all the time; minor irritation radiating out of every pore. Some weeks are worse than other weeks. Some weeks I am more dangerous than other weeks. A risky proposition, constantly to be triggered in a thin-skinned, hormonal, haven’t slept, the loo-is-leaking-through-the-kitchen-ceiling, indigestion kind of a way. And I am ashamed, I think it is my fault, I ask people to forgive me and my horrible personality. And then I worry that they can’t and they won’t and friends will fall away and I will end up not just solitary, but lonely, and anxiety becomes heaped on top of anger and I am somewhere underneath it all, barely able to breathe.


I say sorry, I’m stressed; sorry, I’m hungry; sorry, I’m insecure, vulnerable, tired. I never say, ‘Sorry, I’m just angry.’ Anything but angry; the word is red, dangerous, unacceptable. But, I do find myself disproportionately angry about things that really shouldn’t make me feel angry – burnt toast, moth hole in jumper, slow tourist walking in front of me – any kind of momentary impediment or minor setback makes me incandescent. And, by the end of the day, when I turn to look at myself in the mirror, I see a clenched jaw and find myself incapable of unclenching it. I realise that it is not new, disproportionate anger that makes me look and feel this way, it is that old, proportionate, unexpressed anger. So maybe I need to undergo a sort of self-devised free-style anger programme. To practise saying, ‘I am angry.’ To myself, to others, to the world. I am angry. And my anger, expressed and heard, might be the thing that will help me feel less angry.


All The Therapists We’ve Had


The Brute


Fierce, this one. No hiding behind your depressing story or the obvious rant about the daily indignities. No telling charming jokes. No getting anything past the brute. You dread every visit, cry futile tears to stop the remorseless probing and feel better than you have done in years. Probably ever.


The Man


Oh, the novelty. A man. How grown-up. Because you are feeling so much more in control of all the Daddy stuff now and it’s been a really long time since you had an inappropriate crush. Really it makes you feel a bit cool, a bit edgy, to have a male therapist. Like having a male masseur. Or a ‘manny’. Then you find you want to make him laugh and wonder if he thinks about you when you are not there and realise it’s a very bad idea.


The Mother


She is so lovely to you. So kind. So thoughtful and considered and listens and so patient and understanding and not judgey or snarky or defensive. She has at least six clocks dotted around the room so you never know when she is looking at the time as you drone on about the imposter syndrome and why you are fixated by the blob on your face that no one else can see. Her cushions are so cosy. She’s so NICE, your new mother. You wonder if you are actually learning anything at all...



The Academic


She is German, of course she is. Everything is Freudian. Or Jungian. Exhaustingly so. ‘I don’t know why I like spoons better than forks,’ you howl. ‘I can’t remember my fucking dreams,’ you scream. You try to sack her and she won’t let you go. For two years. She also charges you when she goes on holiday, which you think is very unfair but are too afraid to bring up. Retrospectively you think she might have been the crazier one.


The Group


Something incredibly weird happens when you sit down in the group. You feel oddly supported. You love them all. And everything resonates so much. And you identify madly with everything. Except. Isn’t she quite annoying? And why is he moaning? And I hate her shoes. Not the ‘trip to the seaside’ story again. You are reminded that you are a terminally terrible person. But that one’s quite hot.


Medication, Medication, Medication


‘So are you on Citalopram or Cipralex and how long do the side effects last and did the pills make you fat and did you get heart palpitations and how many milligrams?’
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