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INTRODUCTION





God grant me the serenity


to accept the things I cannot change,


the courage to change the things I can,


and the wisdom to know the difference.


REINHOLD NIEBUHR





We can thank the Canadian psychoanalyst Elliott Jaques for coming up with the concept of a ‘midlife crisis’. He was studying the working lives of creative geniuses, when he noticed a pattern emerging in their attitudes at a certain age and he said that the midlife crisis was ‘a time when we come face to face with our limitations, our restricted possibilities and our mortality’. Shamefully, I admit that my podcast The Midpoint – perhaps my answer to avoiding a personal midlife crisis – was the product of a moment of vanity and a little despair.


It was the late summer of 2019. I walked past a mirror, glanced over, and noticed that I had developed some strange lines around my cheeks. Thinking it must be the light, I moved. It wasn’t the light. Now I could see that where once I’d had cute dimples there was a visible reminder that the juiciness of youth had all but gone: the dimples had morphed into lines. Dimples disappear when the smile is released. At least they used to. These lines stayed put. As I stared at this new (old) face in the mirror, I realised it was no longer reflecting me, the person inside. I was still full of vim and vigour, ideas and projects and, above all, full of life; I was still thirty inside. I’d turned forty without any signs of anxiety at all: age is just a number, right?


But these lines got me thinking about my age (forty-six at the time) and about what else was about to change in my body. What I hoped for more than a line-free face was a body that could carry out the wishes of my mind, one that wasn’t about to start breaking down. In that discombobulating moment I heard a loud clock ticking in my head, heralding the news that it was highly likely (even with a family trait of living to be one hundred years old) that I was over or around midway through my life. I was at The Midpoint. Time was running out, or at least running away. You are probably closer to death than birth, I told myself. Then a mild panic set in. I hadn’t written that sitcom set on a breakfast TV show which I’d been mulling over for years. I hadn’t run a marathon. I hadn’t been to Sweden. I hadn’t written a book. All I could think about was what I hadn’t achieved.


Then the flip side . . . I knew more stuff than my twenty-year-old self and was more confident in listening to my gut for answers than ever before. Dare I say it, I felt wiser and more grounded than at any time in my life. On good days I would even say I was content. In the weeks after this reverse eureka moment I started observing other midlife people more closely. I became somewhat obsessed. I noticed the ones whose dreary clothes and lacklustre bearing suggested they were resigned to their fate; and then there were those who were skipping through the day with energy and gusto, still relevant in their cultural and sartorial choices, still at the top table of life’s decision makers, displaying bountiful positive energy. I knew which camp I wanted to be in, but I also wondered what happens to people to send them in one direction at The Midpoint crossroads of life. Why did some who were once full of hope and vitality fall into comfy and easy, while a life a bit more fulfilled and challenging was still an option at the crossroads? I’m well aware that statement is loaded with my bias. Who is to say that comfy and easy is wrong?


All of life is a choice. Sure, we are dealt a certain genetic hand, but we can hack into our destiny with positive life decisions, and taking the more proactive route at The Midpoint crossroads was the choice for me. I’d always said, when asked by beauty journalists, that I wasn’t going to be someone who succumbed to facelifts, wasting thousands of pounds trying to hold back Father Time. I love facials and I have always paid attention to my skin, but the ‘no facelift for me’ attitude was delivered somewhat cockily, when I still had ample amounts of collagen and bounce-back ability in my skin. Bounce-back ability is when you have a big night out and the morning after, when you’ve consumed a couple of cups of coffee and had a quick run round the block, you are as a good as new. That doesn’t happen after forty.


I am not currently contemplating a facelift to chase youth – each to their own, however – but I realised that a lot of what I had previously read or focused on was about the aesthetics of ageing, not what it really meant to be a healthier, more productive, creative and happy older person. I was very determinedly marching down this road of midlife when I started to notice things happening or not happening as they should. The physical: my skin was starting to look dry in a strange crêpey way; my hair was a little bit more unruly; my periods were becoming much less frequent; I wasn’t getting the same results from exercise, muscle seemed harder to maintain; the same food had a different effect on me, and also alcohol as previously mentioned. The mental: my previously photographic brain was often failing me – occasionally on live TV; I was becoming shorter tempered with my family; I was anxious; I woke up more at night and my normally positive demeanour was sliding into something more cynical.


Fortuitously I had already started recording my podcast The Midpoint, which I have previously described as the most self-serving podcast currently in the charts, the premise being: woman who works in the media hits midlife and then sets about recording a podcast to explore what well-known and interesting people are doing about it. The idea had come to me in 2019 (around the time of the aforementioned mirror moment) but it took a global pandemic for me to get my arse into gear and start recording the first series. I set about texting interesting famous people in my address book who were in the correct age bracket (thirty-eight to sixty, according to the Economic and Social Research Council), especially those who had done something inspiring in midlife, and then I’d interview them. Each episode would also feature an expert who would deliver their wisdom on a range of midlife topics.


John Bishop was the very first guest. At the age of forty and with three young sons, he had given up a steady well-paid job as a salesman for a pharmaceutical company to become a stand-up comedian. When I interviewed him, he was fifty-six and globally successful in that second career. Next up was Denise Lewis, the Olympic gold-medal-winning heptathlete, who at forty-seven had given birth to her fourth child. I realised quite quickly that I knew a lot of interesting midlifers and hoped that their stories might appeal to the midlife community. Around eight episodes in I interviewed Mariella Frostrup, the broadcaster and journalist who is ten years ahead of me on the midlife journey, and who had just co-written a book about the menopause. Until that day I had naively thought the symptoms of ageing I described above were just that, me getting older. The fact that I had never had a hot flush or night sweats meant to my mind that I wasn’t menopausal. Well, it turned out, as I listened to Mariella, that my ‘symptoms’ weren’t all about ageing – they clearly related to perimenopause. I didn’t even know that was a thing! I was woefully under-educated about the perimenopause and about the symptoms my midlife body was experiencing.


Something was happening in wider society regarding this midlife phase and in the first 2020 lockdown a generation of people who had been lucky enough to forge careers often in the media and the arts (i.e. they had a voice and an audience) were of an age that they saw some physical and mental changes occurring and they began to talk. Careers were paused because of Covid and time was abundant, there was a stillness to life which meant we began to notice, to pay more attention to ourselves. It was a perfect storm. For many folk like me, we initially blamed the more subtle mental symptoms that appeared on the lockdown. Surely that’s why I was anxious and increasingly bad tempered? No, not entirely, as it transpired; I probably needed my diminishing hormones topping up, but more on that later.


The conversations got louder and more public and it felt as though the menopause taboo was slowly being lifted. But this was not just an issue for women. As I dug deeper into the menopause and midlife generally, I could see that this was a period of life which needed a rebrand. Men also dealt with diminishing hormones, though not at the same rate as women, and have other health concerns and mental challenges. According to suicide stats for 2021 from the Office for National Statistics, three-quarters of all suicide is male and the biggest age bracket is forty-five to forty-nine. Yet middle-aged men and women have been portrayed in comedically tragic tropes for as long as I can remember. The bloke who buys a Ferrari and leaves his wife for a younger woman; the woman whose menopausal symptoms leave her angry, hot (in temperature) and often single, having once been the wife of Ferrari man. Of course, real life has presented us with examples of both and everything in-between (my own parents split up at the age of fifty-two so I had a fine example of how midlife can present challenges in a long relationship), but reality is much more nuanced.


Whether we navigate the choppy waters of our relationships or jump ship, the middle years of our lives should be some of the best. We have often brought up and sent our kids into the world by this point and time becomes ours to play with once more; our financial situation should be at its healthiest (if we have careers, our peak earning power will usually be in our fifties); and if we look after ourselves we have the possibility to do all we did in our twenties with very few of the insecurities.


But we can’t ‘positive mindset’ our way out of the facts; there is science to contend with, our bodies are changing, and the risks of certain diseases and illnesses are increasing. How we navigate the next few decades could determine whether we spend our seventies and beyond sedentary and on medication or thriving and climbing hills with people we love and in relationships that are still nurturing. Even if you are picking this book up today as a late forty-something who has taken their eye off nutrition and the exercise routine has fallen by the wayside, it is not too late. Do not give up on yourself as being too old to change; if there is one thing I would love you to come away with it is that message.


As Greg Whyte, the Olympic pentathlete (who has gone on to be a world-record-breaking swimmer and coach to many celebrities on Comic and Sport Relief challenges) said on a Midpoint episode, ‘Start lifting weights today, it is never ever too late to start.’ Lifting weights is known to be one of the most important protectors against osteoporosis and heart disease and its importance will come up a few times over the course of this book.


I want every reader of this book to feel supported, and encouraged to grow, plan and thrive. As I recorded more and more Midpoint episodes, I realised that there was a mine of information and experiences that I needed to share with a wider audience and I wanted to write the book I needed when I was heading into this midlife period: a book I could keep by my bed, pick up, flick to the chapter that pertained to my feelings that day or the issue that seemed to be consuming me that week and find some comfort, motivation and maybe a shared experience. I feel good about life and in myself as I approach fifty-one years old, and when I have rubbish days, I feel I can deal with them so much better than I did in my twenties and thirties, and this is largely down to the habits and practices I have adopted and nurtured, many taken from the hundreds of guests I’ve talked to since I started The Midpoint. As a result, there’s a smorgasbord of wisdom and experiences which will work for some and not for others. Many of my guests have adopted things which don’t suit me – for example, the comedian Lee Mack’s best efforts to convince me to become vegan didn’t work – but they might work for you. By the way, I did commit to eating a lot more vegetarian food after I spoke to him, so he has changed my habits.


We can’t turn back time, but we can work towards our best possible future. I hope this book will bring you a clearly mapped-out blueprint to navigating the biggest topics that hit us at midlife. It is divided into three key areas: what is happening in our heads, our bodies and our lives. I wanted to bring together in one place the best of the hours and hours of conversations I have been having on The Midpoint podcast on topics important to you, me and everyone in and around the midlife. I’ve been lucky enough to gather invaluable learnings from the brilliant experts I have interviewed on things that worry, confuse or sometimes torment us at this time in our life. If you have been feeling unsure about how you are going to cope with an empty nest, for example, I want you to know that there are some great years ahead but you might need to make a plan; if you have no motivation to exercise, I want you to finish this book believing that it must become one of the most important habits you adopt – and I know when you hear how it will future proof your body you will want to get moving as soon as you can.


Interwoven throughout, of course, will be my own stories, explaining how I am dealing with all the changes I, Kenny and my family are experiencing as we make our way from young to older. There are other voices on these pages, too – in the following chapters are funny, moving and heart-warming stories from a wonderful array of actors, musicians, sports legends, politicians, business leaders and more, on what happened – or is happening – to them in those decades of great change, their forties, fifties and sixties. With honesty and humour, they’ve shared anecdotes you’ll find reassuring and helpful.


I want you to take away useful advice, anecdotes and action plans and see The Midpoint as a time to thrive not just to survive. I’ve written it as something you can dip in and out of when issues or questions arise; to be kept on your bedside table, on the shelf in the kitchen or in the loo. Now, to begin on the next stage – possibly the best stage – of your future. Good luck to that, and let’s get reading.










PART ONE




What is happening in our minds?











1 MENTAL PERFORMANCE





Do not dwell in the past, do not dream of the future, concentrate the mind on the present moment.


BUDDHA





For me the journey into midlife and beyond has to be holistic – mind, body and soul – the most important of which, in my opinion, is the mind. I’ve got no interest in having a line-free face if I can’t recall a name, or tight abs if I can’t read more than two pages of a book without being distracted. This is why I’ve given just as much attention to keeping my brain performing well, investing time and making changes to help my memory, mindset and motivation stay strong, as I have given to my face in the mirror or my abs in the gym. And this is why I’ve made all things related to the mind the opening section of this book.


For those of us who work, our professional lives will provide at least some mental stimulus. Even if you have stopped working you will get your mental stimuli in other ways – family, hobbies, sport, volunteering. However it is that we are spending our time and using our brain, we may have noticed the way we handle certain mental challenges has changed in the last few months or years. Does remembering a name seem harder? Is it taking you longer to recall the title of a song you love when it’s playing on the radio? Are you feeling a little distracted in conversations with friends?


Now, I love my work and I intend to do it for as long as I can, so the idea that it might be my mental performance, or lack of it, which might end my career was not something I ever wanted to contemplate. I’d always assumed, working in the shallow world of telly, that it would be my wrinkles. Would my mind hold me back from being able to continue to be professional, alert and motivated at work? It was one of the scariest things I began to consider as I entered The Midpoint; but I had to, because my mind was starting to change.


One of the first signs that I was reaching that midpoint stage of life – although I didn’t know it at the time – was an unfamiliar brain fog. Around my mid- to late-forties I was increasingly struggling to recall facts as quickly as I used to. As I nearly always had a phone to hand, I would often search for the answer on it rather than let my brain work it out. At first, I didn’t really notice that my brain wasn’t doing it. Professionally it was noticeable that I couldn’t research and write as quickly as I had done in the past, and then a few times when I was on live telly, I failed to recall the correct word or name and bluffed my way through the situation. It was an unfamiliar and unpleasant feeling; at one point I thought my brain might be full. I put this down to tiredness at first, but after a couple of alcohol-free weeks with optimum nutrition and eight hours’ sleep a night, I was still feeling like a sub-standard version of myself.


The menopause is dealt with in much more detail in Chapter 9, but it was only by working out that my brain fog was possibly a symptom of perimenopause that I was able to do something about it. One of those things for me was talking to a doctor and eventually getting on hormone replacement therapy. Briefly, as it matters in relation to mental performance and this chapter, oestrogen is the hormone commonly recognised to help memory, learning and cognitive function, through the protection of nerve endings in the hippocampus. When it starts to diminish in women during perimenopause, these areas can be affected. A lowering of progesterone can also cause memory issues. Testosterone (which is produced by the ovaries in women and the testes in men) also contributes to mental sharpness. Most men do not experience a dramatic drop-off in testosterone in the way women do, so I also boosted my testosterone levels. I think it’s important to say that not all women can or want to take HRT so there is a whole range of things we can do to help menopause symptoms which we can address later.


Once we understand what is going on with our brains at this point of our lives, everything becomes easier to manage. And it isn’t just hormones. It may take longer to learn and recall information for a plethora of reasons, e.g., certain parts of the brain shrink as we get older; blood flow to it may decrease; neurons may be less effective; the effects of decades of stress, smoking and drinking may start to be felt more acutely. We need to use every tool we have to keep our memory and motivation working for us. I have made a few very conscious lifestyle decisions to protect my mental performance.


CHANGES THAT WORKED FOR ME AND MY MENTAL PERFORMANCE


I try to avoid reaching for the phone when I am struggling with an answer to a question or a name. Even if it takes me a few minutes, I need to let my brain have a go and work harder. This only works with people who know me well in social situations; I am fairly sure after about two seconds on telly someone would shout the word down my earpiece to avoid the viewer turning off.


I started playing an instrument. Well, I was bought a recorder for my fiftieth birthday, which is a good starting place if you are low in musical confidence – and it has reacquainted me with ‘Frère Jacques’. I also got my old piano books out and tinkled away, but there didn’t seem to be as much enthusiasm in the house for this.


Decreasing screen time is so impactful; we spend years telling our teenagers to put their phones down and actually we could do with practising what we preach. Like everyone, I fall down a social media rabbit hole occasionally and end up mindlessly scrolling utter nonsense. Thirty minutes could disappear after I initially picked up my phone to text someone . . . which I then forgot to do. It is not just the waste of time whereby I could be learning or reading, or talking to my kids; I am sure it is not helping my attention span. Now, from time to time I delete those addictive apps and then a week or so later, if I have to post for work or a charity, I go back on and realise that life was probably better and more productive in those seven days disconnected. It’s worth monitoring your behaviour and being honest with your usage just to see if it makes a difference.


I tried to learn to play chess, which didn’t go very well. And then I joined a book club, which went better. I have always enjoyed reading but I recognised that I wasn’t reading books that were outside my comfort zone. Also, I had a habit of reading about six chapters and then starting another book so I rarely finished anything. I became aware of the sphere of influence I was exposing myself to so I started listening to podcasts and reading articles and books which challenged my views. I was noticing that social media algorithms push people into silos, so they only receive information that’s aligned to their already entrenched views. If I am listening to something which challenges my views I really have to think about the opposing argument, which is what we are taught most of the way through school and university and yet that habit seems to slip off as we age. The most interesting older people I speak to are ready for a robust debate and won’t take it personally if they can’t convert me to their way of thinking.


Back to protecting my mental performance, here’s a really simple one: if I am paying someone online and sending money to a new bank account, I try to remember the seven-digit number in one go. The tiny wins are sometimes the most impactful. I suppose I was subconsciously at first trying to do things that were going to help the performance of my brain by stretching it beyond what was easy. As a sports person I understood that to gain strength we lift heavier than before or to gain endurance we run further, so I pushed my brain like a muscle.




The Midpointer View


Lorraine Kelly, the ebullient TV broadcaster, has hosted her morning show for over two decades and at the age of sixty-four shows no signs of slowing down. I was really excited to have Lorraine on the podcast because she has been such a champion of women’s health issues on her eponymous show and she was very open about her own midlife and menopause experiences. She told me how she appreciates that to stay on top in broadcasting, she has to keep her mind sharp. ‘No one is indispensable. I never take my career for granted . . . every day is a school day, and I am still so curious, I love the research I have to do for my guests, the books and the films I need to consume. In order to be interesting, you have to be interested.’ Her work keeps her sociable, too – another plus when it comes to keeping your mind happy in midlife and beyond. ‘It’s a joy I can talk to people properly. Keep being curious, keep being interested. Your brain will respond in such a positive way. And I think that is a youthfulness, isn’t it? Which you can have whatever age you are, your attitude.’






FOOD FOR THOUGHT


We’ll discuss diet and nutrition more specifically in Chapter 5, but I found that small incremental changes are likely to be the wins which are vital in forming better habits. So, a few years ago, when those perimenopausal symptoms started to kick in, I looked at my diet and supplementation, and started to take magnesium, which helps with energy levels, because if tiredness is a problem, then memory and cognitive function will inevitably suffer.


I also upped my intake of oily fish. Omega 3 is important throughout life for brain function but I didn’t think it would do any harm to eat more fish and especially if that was at the expense of meat.


Here’s a great tip when you embark on a new eating habit, such as bringing in three portions of oily fish into your weekly diet. According to James Clear in his book Atomic Habits, a change in habit is much more likely to stick if it is identity-based as opposed to outcome-based. For example, if you are eating the fish with the mindset, ‘I am hoping to improve my mental performance,’ it might not be as successful in becoming a regular habit as if you said to yourself, ‘I eat oily fish because I am someone who has sharp mental performance.’


When Patrick Holford, one of the most highly regarded nutritionists in the world, published a book titled Optimum Nutrition for the Mind, he looked at how diet affects all aspects of the brain. It’s a really powerful read, with the science to back up what my mum always said to me as a kid: ‘Eat those sardines up and you’ll do better at school.’



THE GOOD NEWS


Mental performance, for me anyway, is so closely aligned to self-esteem that I was happier and more positive in all areas of life when I felt I was able to keep doing the things I wanted to, and within a few weeks of taking the hormones, I noticed a difference: I felt more like me in the TV studio and then more engaged with the world beyond work. And the little tricks I’ve taught myself are helping me to focus and stay sharp, too. And of course, a midpoint brain isn’t all bad. Perhaps contrary to its reputation as a slower version of the youthful brain, the middle-aged mind not only has the ability to maintain functionality but it can acquire new abilities, too – which is fantastic news.


‘There is an enduring potential for plasticity, reorganization and preservation of capacities,’ according to the cognitive neuroscientist Patricia A. Reuter-Lorenz, of the University of Michigan, in her paper with Joseph A. Mikels, The Aging Mind and Brain: Implications of Enduring Plasticity for Behavioral and Cultural Change. Even better than that, researchers from the Seattle Longitudinal Study, which tracked the cognitive abilities of adults over fifty years, showed middle-aged adults performed better on four out of six cognitive tests than those same individuals did as young adults. The same group of people improved with age.


Studies on pilots and air-traffic controllers – people you’d hope are razor sharp – show positive results in overall performance even if speed and memory capacity declined in older pilots. In 2007 a study published in Neurology (Volume 68, No. 9) tested pilots from forty to sixty-nine years of age on flight simulators, and while the older pilots took longer to learn to use the simulator, they eventually did a better job than younger colleagues in avoiding collisions, which would seem to be the ultimate win for a pilot, I’m sure you’d agree.


The middle-aged brain is becoming increasingly interesting to scientists, which is good news for those of us in the thick of it. By understanding why some middle-aged brains start to shut down while others present like those of a thirty-year-old, researchers are hoping that more people will have good mental performance in old age. There are undoubtedly some genetic variants that are risk factors for memory as we age, but in the Seattle study it was found that people who continue to show cognitive improvement in midlife also tend to be more physically, cognitively and socially active than those who don’t fare as well. I read that as we have to keep moving, thinking and partying.


MATURE STUDENTS


Alexis Willett is the co-author of a book called How Much Brain Do We Really Need? and she knows just why health is worth prioritising, and why we all need to school ourselves. ‘Ultimately the brain is at the core of everything we are and do. It’s very easy to forget about it because it’s inside us and we tend to focus on what our skin or hair looks like, and how our body is feeling. But we really need to work our brain in the way we work our bodies and keep mentally healthy as well as physically healthy. As we age, our brains just aren’t as efficient in the way that our bodies just aren’t as efficient. Things are a little more sluggish and it takes a bit more time for messages to pass through the brain between the neurons, to make connections and to lay down memories. Everything just takes a bit more effort . . . ’


So, what should we do? Go back to class?


‘The brain is very plastic, very adaptable, but slightly less so as you get a bit older,’ says Alexis. ‘Challenging ourselves is critical for making new connections. Studies have shown that learning for enjoyment, for fun, might offset damage and help us to retain our cognitive function, and build a cognitive reserve – a pool of brain power that can help limit the damage as we age. The longer you stay in education, or just push yourself mentally, the higher your cognitive reserve will hopefully be when you’re older. It’s not as easy as just doing a crossword every day – that’s great, keep going – but as clinical neuropsychologist Dr Fergus Gracey says, it would be equivalent to going to the gym and doing weights on one bicep every day and then going out to a football field and expecting to be great at football. It doesn’t work like that. So, if you’re regularly doing crosswords, you’re getting great at crosswords, and you’re just getting one little bit of your brain honed. What you need to do is challenge yourself to do something different and something that involves lots of parts of the brain.’


Alexis’ big tip




•   Read more books. ‘You could think about joining a book club. You’ll be exposed to a much wider range of books that challenge what you normally read. You’d be expected to think about a book and then convey your thoughts, using reasoning to talk about it. You’re using social skills. It’s about trying to find activities that really work right across the brain. Those that help you stay mentally curious and open. So, expose yourself to new experiences. Try new challenges. Don’t limit yourself.’





MOVE YOUR MIND


Exercising the body can exercise the brain – as yoga teacher and wellness coach Mia Togo understands. ‘I studied psychology at UCLA and did a deep dive into therapy and self-reflection. I was a professional dancer back in the eighties. I struggled with some of the typical things, body image and worthiness. And so, I made a pact with myself at a young age to do whatever I needed to do to deconstruct.’ This promise she made to herself has helped her face the mental challenges of reaching The Midpoint. Lessons she’s learnt include:




•   Stay connected. ‘Connecting to your body and really listening to what it wants is key to keeping motivated and mentally active.’ Go for a walk in the forest, dance to your favourite eighties classic, or wake up and do stretches. Moving the body helps motivate the mind.


•   Everyone can have a bad day – but don’t give up. ‘I think the typical thing for many people is feeling like they get momentum, and then something derails them, and they feel like they’re back at ground zero.’ Don’t let it. Push forward. Start again. There are no limits to how many times you can begin an exercise regime or healthy eating plan. Keep going until it becomes routine. Tomorrow is a new day.


•   We all need positive self-talk. So many people have the desire to move forward and ‘go towards the things that light them up (but get) stuck in this rut of negative thinking,’ Mia warns. Stop it. Shut down those conversations and tell yourself you are still smart, you can finish a project, you can remember that fact, etc.


•   Practise gratitude. When Mia started to feel grateful for her body – moving and stretching it with consistent yoga practices, even if just for five minutes a day – her brain lit up as well. ‘It’s helped support me – not just my physical body [but] my mind, my heart, because in yoga it’s all connected.’ Putting in the effort to stay fit and supple reaps mental rewards, too.


•   ‘You need to make space for yourself. And sometimes there’s this shame or this guilt of like I’m being selfish or self-centred. And this is the time, more than ever, to really take your sovereignty back.’





When it comes to your mind in midlife, we can all do more than we think, with a few tweaks, changes, kind words to ourselves – and maybe a trip to the doctor, whether we’re male or female, if we suspect our hormones are messing with our heads.




MIDPOINT ACTION POINTS


•   Have more fun and games to keep your brain active, or take up a new hobby. Try to do crosswords, word searches or Sudoku puzzles. Regular crossworders show a slower decline in cognitive ability than the rest of the population on average. Jigsaws are great cognitive sharpeners because they encourage total focus and work both sides of the brain. Take up chess – the ultimate problem-solving game.


•   Give yourself time to find the answer to something before you reach for the mobile phone and google it. Take a beat, it’s in there. The warm glow of satisfaction when you realise you do know the answer is worth it.


•   Lifestyle changes are key. Take a look at your diet and try to add a few portions of oily fish. Also if you are deficient in vitamin B complex this can lead to brain fog, so you might need a supplement. If in doubt always ask your doctor for advice. And move more. We too often associate exercise with the body and how we look, but scientists know now it is just as important for the mind and how we feel (more on this in Chapter 4) – and if you can do it outside, all the better for reducing cortisol, boosting endorphins and blowing away any cobwebs that may have accumulated in your brain.


•   Talk to yourself the way you would talk to a friend – with kindness, understanding and encouragement. Yes, your mind and mental performance may be changing but it doesn’t mean you’re washed-up or useless, you just have some adapting to do.













2 MIDLIFE CRISES





This is not the end. This is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.


SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL





The traditional ‘sitcom’ version of a midlife crisis used to be represented by a man (or, if the writers are very modern, a woman) who buys something too fast to drive, loses weight and gains hair and eventually runs off from his wife and family to be with a younger, more voluptuous and nubile woman. To which another male character sitting in a bar on hearing the story of said bloke will quip, ‘And what’s the crisis?’


Unsurprisingly the term seems to have attracted a negative association, because nobody likes the idea of being the bloke in the sitcom or of admitting to a crisis. But it may please you to learn that the term midlife crisis has its roots in something much more solid and academic than a throwaway joke to make people aged between forty and sixty feel bad about themselves. As I shared in the introduction, it was first written about in 1965 in a research paper by the psychoanalyst and social scientist Elliott Jaques, called Death and The Midlife Crisis. When he first read out his work to a group of peers and academics – Jaques had described a midlife crisis as ‘where we come face to face with our limitations, our restricted possibilities and our mortality’ – they didn’t think he was on to anything. What do you think as a midlife person reading this book? His analysis might sound a tiny bit pretentious . . . but pretty spot on, right?


In the fifties, though, the psychoanalysts of the world weren’t ready for it and Jaques took another seven years to publish his ideas, by which point he had captured the zeitgeist. People were feeling it, and his ideas were making it into the mainstream – even if mainly as gags in family comedies. Without wanting to get all Sociology GCSE here, it seems because of their privilege in having careers and money, the early idea of a midlife crisis seemed only to apply to middle-class white men, who’d hit something of a career plateau and had lots of new leisure time available to sit around wondering what was the point in it all. The working class didn’t have the luxury of time to worry about a midlife crisis and often died younger anyway. Women were too busy with marriage, menopause and kids to notice if they were having one, apparently. But do not fear, women and the working class were not excluded for long, because medical and technological advancements and social reform meant more rights and opportunities, so before long it was acknowledged that they too were succumbing to the effects of a midlife crisis.


Throughout the 1990s there was a school of thought that we were in the grip of a self-fulfilling prophecy when it came to midlife. If we told ourselves that this would be a time of upheaval and worry and questioning then we would probably experience all of that, but the choice was ours. If we could reframe this period of our lives and tell ourselves midlife would be a time for opportunity, and focus on the many joys of getting older, then we could experience a much more positive period of our lives. Choose to have a crisis or choose joy – was it really that simple?


Now, I am all for positivity and reframing, but I feel the reality is probably somewhere in the middle of Elliott Jaques’ doom-and-gloom paper and the 1990s take on the midlife crisis, which was to pull yourself up by your bootstraps and plaster a smile on your face. There is no doubt that the physical changes we experience have an effect in terms of the way we feel about ourselves mentally – we can no longer push ourselves to do the things we once took for granted, and that’s depressing. Plus, we’re reaching the age when friends start to get ill and die, and that forces us to acknowledge that time is indeed running out; we are closer to death than birth and we still have some pretty big decisions to make and questions to answer . . . Is this the relationship I want to stay in for ever? Do I want to keep trudging up this career path for the next twenty years? Are these my friends for life? Am I happy? All pretty big questions.


My parents spilt up on the day of my thirtieth birthday party when they were fifty-two and fifty-three years old. There is a heavy back story to their eventual divorce, including the death of my brother, but I did see plenty of evidence that at least one of them was refusing to settle for something that was unhappy and unfulfilling. I don’t think it was a crisis, but I do think there is something about the energy needed to uproot and rebuild and we probably know deep down that we might not have that same energy in fifteen years’ time, so best get on with it. We also know that looking for a new partner might be easier with a couple of decades on our side.


The crisis might not be directly related to your relationship; it could be professional – a desire to escape the rat race, perhaps, or to retrain and do something totally different. How we frame this period of life will definitely have an impact on how successfully we navigate it: crisis or opportunity? Only you can decide.




The Midpointer View


Let’s start on a positive note about what happens after the midlife crisis from Kerry Godliman, the stand-up comedian and actress beloved for her roles in Ricky Gervais’ After Life and Derek. ‘I’m assured by friends in their fifties that life gets better in your fifties – once you get over that hump. I think the forties are very turbulent, especially the late forties with the menopause and being on the precipice of being that big Five O. And then once you’ve got that behind you, I’m led to believe it gets really good and that you suddenly have all your energy back and certain things are understood.’





Going back to Jaques’ ‘we have restricted possibilities’ analysis, he has a point. When you are twenty-five years old, there are fewer restrictions to contemplate, especially if you are single, mortgage-free and childless. Taking a job on the other side of the world is as easy as packing a bag and booking a flight. Ending an unhappy relationship can be tough in the moment but if you both appreciate it is for the long-term best, and you’re living alone or renting together – and have no kids – you can avoid a massive drama. Scroll on twenty-five years with kids, bills, baggage, and you can easily make excuses for being less nimble and staying put in a situation which doesn’t make you happy.


My husband Kenny and I loved buying and doing up houses in our thirties; we moved seven times in a decade. In the year of my fortieth birthday, we bought our biggest project to date and we haven’t moved since. At times I think this is because we are settled, enjoying the home and loving our neighbours, but there are moments when doubts slip in. Are we staying put because I have got a little bit comfy and the idea of uprooting is exhausting? Am I coming face to face with my limitations? In spite of my public protestations of feeling no different to thirty-eight-year-old me, I think she might have moved us all on to a new project by now. It’s a dilemma when I ask myself if I am more mature and accepting now, or if I am settling for what I have got.




The Midpointer View


Radio DJ and TV presenter Jo Whiley admitted to me, ‘It’s a challenging time of your life, I will say that. I do, I definitely think that it’s very complicated because you have so many things that you are having to deal with, whether it’s your children growing up or your parents getting older, your advancing years, the changes when you look in the mirror. All these things mess with your head. But there’s also a power in the age that you are and the experience you’ve got and the knowledge that you have in your head. It’s a time to take stock of what is important to you and to just keep on keeping on.’ I grew up admiring Jo as a broadcaster; she’s only a few years older than me but when I was a young upstart on local radio, she was a star of BBC Radio 1 and I have always admired the passion she exudes for music when she broadcasts. She’s eternally cool and relevant in a genre which, obsessed with youth, could so easily have spat her out. To hear her talk about her midlife doubts and frustrations made me admire her even more.





ASKING THE QUESTIONS . . . AND BEING OKAY WITH THE ANSWERS


I have been having some kind of ‘questioning’ episode – if not a full-blown crisis – for the last few years. This is how I am handling this new stage of my midlife:




•   Taking it day by day, or decade by decade. I feel since turning fifty I have started to look at my life in little chunks of time. By the time we are fifty-five years old, Kenny and I will have kids who are twenty-three, which seems a reasonable age to assume they can’t complain if we wanted to up sticks and move to a different part of the country, on the basis they might well be working in Australia or Canada should they choose. At the moment my eighteen-year-old son loves the part of the world we live in so much he has threatened to never come home if we leave it. Which has both positive and negative ramifications. Looking at my life in these time chunks has stopped my brain from worrying too much about the distant future, and totally unravelling.


•   Allowing room in my life to ask questions. Over the last few years, especially during the pandemic, I could be found typing things like ‘is my law degree still relevant’ into my Google search engine. Did I really want to become a barrister? Probably not, but I was asking myself lots of questions. How can my job help anyone? What use am I? This was not the first time I had realised my profession as a ‘sports broadcaster’ had limited benefits for society. One Christmas back in the early 2000s when Kenny and I were still footloose and fancy-free, we volunteered for a Crisis at Christmas shelter in the East End of London. The form-filling is quite thorough and there were a lot of questions included to ascertain what use you’d be to the homeless people making use of the facility. Doctors, nurses, counsellors and therapists, hairdressers, physios, podiatrists, massage therapists and lawyers were all very useful to those who’d be staying for a few days; a sports broadcaster and her rugby-playing husband less so. We were assigned ‘general use’, which meant lots of chatting and making cups of tea, which was apparently useful too.


•   Once the pandemic panic had subsided, I was able to look at the pros and cons of my current life with a clear head. I have enormous respect for people who gear change in midlife and retrain or make a big move; very few regret the changes. But what I realised after all of my questioning, and when I eventually went back to work as the restrictions eased, was that I loved my job and that I was hitting my peak years. This wasn’t the time to quit and change but a time to embrace all the experiences I had enjoyed and seize the opportunity to say ‘yes’ to projects I had avoided before because of the children and their school-bound lives.


•   Not throwing the baby out with the bathwater, but making tweaks to enhance my current midlife set-up. I didn’t become a barrister obviously, but I did push myself in other ways and tried new things. I started my podcast and wrote a book, things I had been procrastinating about for years. I said yes to a TV show that made me fall in love with cold water therapy and eventually conquer a fear of heights by jumping off a 400ft bridge (with a safety harness, of course, or I probably wouldn’t be writing this).
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