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Introduction

The Changing Landscape of Middle Age

For most of human history, middle age has been largely ignored. Birth, youth, old age, death have all been given their due. But middle age has not only been neglected, it’s not even been considered a distinct entity.

For most of human history, of course, such neglect made perfect sense. Lives were brutal and brief; there wasn’t time for a middle. By the time of the Greeks, there was a reverence for maturity; Greek citizens could not become jury members until age fifty, for instance. But a Greek middle age was not even close to our current version. Not that many Greeks made it that far, for one thing—the average life expectancy in ancient Greece was thirty years old. For those lucky souls who lived longer, it was more like reaching a high peak, taking a sniff of the bracing mountain air, and then quickly descending into the valley of old age.

Now, of course, all that has changed. With human life spans stretching out—the average life span in the developed world just a century ago was about forty-seven years and is now about seventy-eight—we have a long expanse of time in the middle when we’re no longer chasing toddlers and not yet rolling down corridors in wheelchairs. With that shift, middle age has come into its own. Books have been written, movies made, studies launched.

But even with this newfound attention, one aspect of middle age has remained neglected—our brains. Even as science began to pay attention to what was happening to our bodies and our lives in the middle years, it did not think about what was taking place inside our heads. The prevailing view was that a brain during midlife was, if anything, simply a young brain slowly closing down.

Now that’s changed, too. With new tools such as brain scanners, genetic analysis, and more sophisticated long-term studies, the middle-aged brain is finally getting its due. Much of the new attention, to be honest, is driven by fear. Many of us—and many scientists themselves—have watched parents suffer the devastations of dementia. We’re frightened.

A few years ago, after I wrote a book on the teenage brain, I would sometimes give talks for juvenile justice or school groups. After a speech, I was usually driven to the airport by the person who had arranged the event. More often than not, that person, like me, was middle-aged, and as we drove along, he or she would say something along the lines of: “You know, you should write a book about my brain; my brain suddenly is horrible, I can’t remember a thing. I forget where I’m going or why. And the names, the names are awful. It’s scary.”

I would smile and nod in agreement, thinking of my own middle-aged brain. Where do all those names go? Do they float out of our heads and into the trees? Are they up there bouncing around the interstellar clouds, gleefully watching us fumble about? And is this the start of something truly awful?

Not long ago, the writer Nora Ephron, who at sixty-seven was at the outer edge of what’s considered the modern middle age, wrote an essay about all this called “Who Are You?”

“I know you,” she wrote. “I know you well. It’s true. I always have a little trouble with your name, but I do know your name. I just don’t know it at this moment. We’re at a big party. We’ve kissed hello… . You’ve been to my house for dinner. I tried to read your last book… . I am becoming desperate. It’s something like Larry. Is it Larry? No it’s not. Jerry? No it’s not … I’m losing my mind… .”

Originally, I shared such concerns. My aim was to find out where the names go, the Larrys, the Jerrys, the “who are you’s.” From a neuroscience point of view, I wanted to know if those names were hidden somewhere, a brain equivalent to the secret hole in the universe where all the library cards, favorite pens, and glasses disappear. I wanted to find out what was going wrong in middle age, and what it meant.

After all, it’s more than just memory and names. Our brains at midlife have other issues as well. Sometimes when I’m driving now, I look up and realize that I’ve not been paying the slightest attention to the road but instead have been thinking of something else entirely, like how I’m going to brine the turkey for Thanksgiving. The smallest interruption can be distracting, my brain flitting away from what it was doing and off into another land. Just the other day, while packing for a trip, I spent five frustrating minutes looking for my toothbrush to put in my suitcase only to find that I had, just minutes before, already
put my toothbrush in my suitcase. After I’d packed it, I’d gotten distracted looking for a sweater and, whoosh, all thoughts of toothbrush-already-in-suitcase were swept out of my head.

It would be nice to say that this kind of thing happens rarely. In fact, it happens all the time. And while other ages have their troubles, too—one would hardly call your average teenager a model of mindfulness, for instance—the changes in my brain now seem to have a qualitative difference. In areas of memory and focus, in particular, a tipping point has been reached—a point at which I now find myself in a kind of automatic way relying on my twenty-something daughters not only to remind me of things I fear I’ll forget but also to bring my mind back to where it started. What was I talking about? At middle age, we know we’re different. We know our brains are different. What has happened? Where have our minds gone? From a neuroscience perspective, are we all—bit by bit—losing our minds?

In the end, I spent considerable time tracking down the lost names, and I will tell you where they go and—according to current thought anyhow—what it all means. I also dug into the latest science on our tendency to lose our train of thought as well. Over the past few years, scientists have begun to examine this mindlessness, finding where, in fact, our middle-aged brains go when they wander off track.

Along the way, though, this book took an about-face. It’s not that I forgot what I was writing about. But when I looked deeper into the latest science of the modern middle-aged brain, I found not bad news but good.

As it turns out, the brain in middle age has another story to tell that’s quite the opposite of the one I’d expected. This is the middle-aged brain that we’ve all, in a sense, mislaid. As we bumble through our lives, it’s easier to notice the bad things.

But as science has begun to home in on what exactly is happening, a new image of the middle-aged brain has emerged. And that is this: Our middle-aged brains are surprisingly competent and surprisingly talented. We’re smarter, calmer, happier, and, as one scientist, herself in middle age, put it: “We just know stuff.” And it’s not just a matter of us piling facts into our brains as we go along. Our brains, as they reach midlife, actually begin to reorganize—and start to act and think differently.

In the end, the brain I had not expected to find was the brain I wanted to write about: this middle-aged brain, which just as it’s forgetting what it had for breakfast can still go to work and run a multinational bank or school or city, a whole country even, then return home to deal with cars that talk, teenagers who don’t, sub-prime mortgage meltdowns, neighbors, parents.

This is a brain—a grown-up brain—that we all take for granted. In a way, it’s quite understandable. As we live longer, middle age is a moving target. A lot is not yet clear. Recently, columnist William Safire was taken to task by a reader for calling the actor Harrison Ford middle-aged at 64. “If he were literally middle-aged, then he could expect to live to 128,” the reader pointed out. “By describing themselves as middle-aged, are not those in their 60s and even 70s guilty of some rather over-optimistic math?”

Most researchers locate modern middle age somewhere between the ages of forty and sixty-eight. But even that’s a bit squishy. As life spans continue to stretch, what’s the end and what’s the middle?

As I write this, I am, at age fifty-six, decidedly middle-aged. No one, not even me at my most optimistic, would describe me as young. And no one, with the possible exception of my children, would call me old.

So middle-aged it is. But what, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, does that actually mean? And what does it mean for my brain?

This book is an attempt to answer that question.

Over the past few years, in fact, researchers have found out a great deal about the middle-aged brain. They have found that—despite some bad habits—it is at its peak in those years and stays there longer than any of us ever dared to hope. As it helps us navigate through our lives, the middle-aged brain cuts through the muddle to find solutions, knows whom and what to ignore, when to zig and when to zag. It stays cool; it adjusts. There are changes taking place that allow us to see a fuller picture of the world, even be wildly creative. In fact, the most recent science shows that serious deficits in important brain functions—ones we care most about—do not occur until our late seventies and, in many cases, far beyond.

What’s more, middle age is a far more important time for our brains than anyone ever suspected. This is when paths diverge. What we do when we’re on Planet Middle Age determines what the next stop, Planet Old Age, will look like. As one neuroscientist told me, at midlife, the brain is “on the cusp.” What we do matters, and even what we think matters.

Over the years, we’ve been trained to think that the body and the brain age in tandem. Certain bodily changes are undeniable. Despite my best efforts—the regular runs, the laps at the YMCA pool, the yoga—I’m twenty pounds heavier than I ever was before. I need glasses that correct for three different distances—reading, driving, and writing on a computer. My hair, without help, is an undistinguished brownish gray, my face has deep lines. Sometimes, catching a glimpse of myself in a mirror or a window, I think, for a quick moment, that I’m really looking at my mother.

And as we watch the hair on our heads turn gray or disappear altogether, we assume that there’s equivalent decay inside our heads. It’s not hard to imagine our neurons turning their own shades of brownish gray, drying up, or disappearing altogether, too.

But what’s actually happening turns out to be much more complicated. And researchers—from sociologists and psychologists to neuroscientists—have discovered that middle-aged brains do not necessarily act like the rest of our bodies at all.

So what do we know?

What is known of middle age now comes to us from the results of major studies just now emerging of how people actually live their lives, as well as from research from labs all over the world that are now dissecting the experience of middle age, brain cell by brain cell.

Our brains vary greatly in terms of which functions decline and which maintain their capacities, or even reach their height, in middle age and beyond. Parts of our memory—certainly the part that remembers names—wane. But at the same time, our ability to make accurate judgments about people, about jobs, about finances—about the world around us—grows stronger. Our brains build up patterns of connections, interwoven layers of knowledge that allow us to instantly recognize similarities of situations and see solutions.

And because of our generally healthy childhoods—compared with earlier generations—most cognitive declines of consequence are not occurring for those in middle age now until much later than even our parents’ generation. There’s also evidence that as a group we’re considerably smarter than any similarly aged groups that went before us.

Much of what I’ve written here is quite new. Even as I wrote the book, various interpretations of some findings were still being hotly debated.

As it’s come into focus and scrutiny, middle age has attracted its own rumors, fantasies, and ghosts. With the current deeper understanding of what actually happens, however, many of those ghosts are disappearing. The midlife crisis, for instance, that currency of cocktail-party conversation, turns out on closer inspection to have little grounding in reality. The empty-nest syndrome, another staple of our expectations of middle age, is equally rare, if not imaginary.

In fact, scientists have found that moving into middle age for most is a journey into a happier time. In particularly hard or stressful moments it might not seem likely, but around middle age, we start growing happier, and the cause may be aging itself. The positive wins out over the negative in how we see the world, in part because we start to use our brains differently. There may be evolutionary reasons for this, too. A happier, calmer middle-aged human is better able to help the younger humans in his care.

Clearly, the middle-aged brain is no longer pristine. Researchers meticulously tracking the brain as it ages in humans and animals see distinct declines in the chemicals that make our brains function—the neurotransmitters, such as dopamine, that keep us alert and on the move. There’s a decrease in brain branches, where neurons communicate. There’s new—very new—work that has found a whole new brain state—a default mode. This is a kind of daydreaming state of quiet and continuous inner chatter where our brains increasingly go as we age, leaving us distracted, and confirmation of its existence is considered one of the most important discoveries ever made about how brains operate and age.

What’s more, one scientist at Pomona College in California has now carefully documented what, in fact, happens when we forget names, why it starts in middle age, what it might mean, and why, for heaven’s sake, we can remember that a person works as a banker but cannot remember that his name is Bob. There is now general agreement that some brain functions simply do not keep up, particularly what scientists like to call processing speed. If you think, at age fifty-five, that you’ll be able to keep pace in all areas with an average twenty-five-year-old—to swerve as quickly to avoid a squirrel in the road or adjust as quickly to yet another new computer system at work—think again.

But in the end, a name here or there or a top rate of brain speed may not matter so much. While losses occur by middle age in our brains, they are neither as uniform nor as drastic as we feared. Indeed, even the long-held view that our brains lose millions of brain cells through the years has now been discounted. Using brain scanners and watching the brains of real people aging in real time, researchers have now shown that brain cells do not disappear in large numbers with the normal aging process. Most stick around for the long haul and, given half a chance, can be there—intact and ready—well into our eighties and nineties and perhaps beyond.

Neuroscientists at UCLA and elsewhere can now watch parts of brain cells—in particular, the fatty white coating of neurons called myelin—continue to grow late into middle age. As myelin increases, it builds connections that help us make sense of our surroundings. This growth of white matter, as one Harvard scientist has put it, may in itself be “middle-aged wisdom.” There’s new interest, too, in defining what exactly wisdom is. We talk glibly of someone being wise, but what does that mean? How is such a thing stored in a brain and made use of in the day-to-day life of a fifty-year-old mother of teenagers or a sixty-year-old professor? For many years, what we call experience was also taken for granted. But experience is now being broken into its component parts and we’re learning exactly how experience physically changes the brain, which kinds of experience alter the brain for the better, and what it really means to be a competent manager, a prudent pilot, or a gifted teacher.

There are recent findings, too, that show how the middle-aged brain—rather than giving up and giving in—adapts. As we age, our brains power up, not down, and use more of themselves to solve problems. And it is those with the highest functioning cognitive skills who learn to use their brains this way. In some cases, as researchers at Duke University and elsewhere have found, people in middle age begin to use two sides of their brains instead of one—a trick called bilateralization. Those who recruit—or learn to recruit—the strength of their brains’ powerful frontal cortex, in particular, develop what scientists call “cognitive reserve,” thought to be a buffer against the effects of aging. This is the kind of brain strength that helps us get the point of an argument faster than younger peers—to get the gist, size up a situation, and act judiciously rather than rashly. This brain reserve may also help us ward off early outward symptoms of diseases such as Alzheimer’s. And there are strong hints that something as simple as education—or working—may be the key to building this brain buffer for a lifetime.

The question this leaves us with, of course, is, how can we both develop that buffer and keep it. If we’re lucky enough to remain relatively healthy, can we push our brains to remain strong beyond middle age? To get that answer, science first has to tease out exactly what constitutes normal aging and what is pathology and illness. Since for years most aging research was conducted largely in nursing homes, we’ve had an overly negative view of what it means to get old. For many years, even most doctors thought dementia was inevitable.

But now we know that dementia, while its risks certainly increase with age, is a specific disease. If we maintain a normal path of aging without major illnesses, our brains can stay in relatively good shape.

So what do we need to do?

In the last part of the book, I explore the science of brain improvement, an area steeped in hype. What do we really know about the magic of eating blueberries or omega-3’s anyhow? Does exercise make a difference, and, if so, what kind and how?

At Boston University Medical School, neuroscientist Mark Moss is studying middle-aged monkeys to find out how normal aging happens and what can keep middle-aged brains intact. Is it fish oil? Red wine? Hours on the elliptical trainer? Elsewhere scientists are testing starvation diets to see why low-calorie diets seem to prolong lives, or why poor diets, high in fat and sugar, are harmful. One top researcher at the National Institutes of Health, for instance, has been severely limiting his own caloric intake since he was in graduate school, to see if he can maintain his brain’s vitality, ward off disease,
extend his own life—and figure out how to prolong ours, too. Newer studies are asking what it is about obesity or high blood pressure that might increase the risks of dementia. Far beyond simply suggesting that a glass of wine or a bunch of blueberries is beneficial, researchers are now looking closely at the chemical makeup of certain foods. Is it the dark color of the fruit’s skin that helps our cells stay healthy? Is it the antioxidants? How many glasses of wine do we have to drink anyhow? Can we find a pill that will work instead?

One way to measure how excited a particular group of scientists is about the potential of their field is to follow the money. And there is now real money behind various ideas about how to extend the useful life of our brain cells. Now that science knows that we do not lose millions of neurons as we age, it seems suddenly plausible that we can, if we look hard enough, find easier ways to keep our brain cells in top form. There’s increasing talk of “druggable” targets to help the brain as it ages, and a number of top scientists have begun their own companies in the hopes that once that target is found, there will be money to be made. Indeed, one top researcher I know said the biggest change she’s seen over the past few years has been that legitimate scientists are now talking unabashedly about possible brain “interventions,” including drugs that may be within reach.

For many researchers working on the aging brain, this new culture of possibility is a surprise. But then, as we watch ourselves age, many of us, too, are finding that we have to reconsider how we think about our own brains—and our own lives—as we enter and traverse middle age.

In an essay in 2007, author Ann Patchett expressed her own surprise at the evolving talents she has found in her brain as she reaches middle age. Even as her skin droops, Patchett has discovered that her mind is maturing.

“I was searching through files of photographs recently … when I found the proof sheets from a photo shoot I had sat for in
1996,” she wrote. “I was 32 years old, and I looked good. I mean really good: clear-eyed, sharp-jawed, generally lanky and self-possessed… .

“Looking at them now … I was struck by the fact that even though I am devoted to yoga and eat and get loads of rest and take vitamins and do all the other things you’re supposed to do to maintain the lustrous beauty of youth, I looked much better
11 years ago.”

But “I was also struck by the fact that I am smarter now… . My mind … is like a bank account and every investment I make seems to grow with a steady rate of interest. I am hoping that it will be there to keep me company as I age and that it will remain curious and agile. I’m working hard on it. And I do so love the work.”

As I wrote this book, I, too, began to view my own brain with a new respect.

When you actually take a moment to watch what a middle-aged brain does—and does with ease—it can come as a surprise. But it is also comforting. Over and over, when I told others I was writing a book about the brain in middle age, I would be met with suspicious glances. Then, after a moment, those same people, all middle-aged, would say things like, “Well, you know I am a better teacher now,” or, “Oh, well, yes, I am a better parent now.” Certainly, during middle age, we have a lot going on, a lot on our minds. But many of those in middle age told me that, rather than just feeling overwhelmed, they are, on some level, quite proud of what they can accomplish. One sixty-year-old friend put it another way: “My brain feels like one of those blueberries they keep telling us to eat,” she said. “You know, finally ripe and ready and whole.”

And that leaves the final—and perhaps most important—question. And that is, if our brain does in fact retain its strength—and we find methods of maintaining that strength—what shall we do with it?

The trappings and timetables of our lives are woefully out of date—set up for long-ago life spans in which by middle age we were expected to curl up—and give up. But if—as current trends indicate—many of us manage to live well into our eighties and nineties, and if we manage to keep our brains intact during that time, what will we be doing?

The world is set up to treat a middle-aged brain not as ripe, ready, and whole, but as diminished, declining, and depressed. We set up mandatory retirement ages that have little bearing on current lives. We tell teachers, lawyers, writers, and bankers they’re too old to work and we send them home—to do what?


[image: image] Part One: The Powers That Be

1 Am I Losing My Mind?

Sometimes, but the Gains Beat the Losses

I’m standing in my basement.

I’ve come downstairs to get something. The question is, what?

I look around, trying to jog my memory. I stare at the shelves where I store big pots and pans. Was it the pasta plate? My mind is suddenly, inexplicably, blank.

I stare at my hands. Maybe if I look at my hands long enough, I’ll get a picture in my mind, a clue as to what I came down to the basement to put into those hands.

This is maddening.

I consider going upstairs and starting over, back to the kitchen to survey the scene to figure out what’s missing, like one of those children’s puzzles where, after looking at a picture, you then look at a second picture and try to find what has been removed from the first one—a tree missing a branch or a man who is no longer wearing his hat.

I don’t want to go back upstairs. That’s ridiculous. I stare at the shelves again. Lightbulbs?

Nothing. Nada. Zippo.

I give up and walk back upstairs. I scan the kitchen.

And then I see it—the empty paper towel holder.

Agghh!

 I turn and go down the basement stairs again, this time repeating to myself over and over:

“Paper towels paper towels paper towels paper towels.”

Ahh … the middle-aged brain. It can be bad out there.

My own most recent worst case was when I tried—really tried—to get a book for a book club I’m in. I went online and carefully ordered The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho. Then, a week later, I had a free moment at work and I thought, Oh, I should order that book club book. I went online and carefully typed in an order for The Alchemist—again.

Then a few days later, jogging in the park, a faint bell went off in my head and I thought, I think I ordered the wrong book. At home, I checked my e-mail and, sure enough, we were supposed to read The Archivist by Martha Cooley.

I’d ordered the wrong book—twice.

And that wasn’t the end of it. Later that week, I was talking with a fellow book club member, a neurologist, who, after hearing my embarrassing story, started to laugh. It turned out that she’d gone to the library to get the book club book and had just as carefully come home with a copy of The Alienist, by Caleb Carr.

So there you go. Two middle-aged brains, three wrong books.

[image: image]

And that’s just the beginning.

One woman I know, who is fifty-three, says she now wakes up uncertain what day it is. Another friend, also in his early fifties, finds himself dishing out guidance to his children only to be told that he had dished out the exact same advice just hours before. “They tell me, ‘Dad, you told us that this morning, don’t you remember?’ ” Well, he doesn’t. And he wonders, what does it mean? Maybe he’s just too busy, with the job, the kids. Maybe his children are just being annoying, playing childlike annoying tricks. Maybe—and this is not a good thought at all—he is losing his mind.

We all worry about getting old. We all worry about getting sick. But we really worry about losing our minds. Will we forget to tie our shoes or zip our flies? Will we fumble our words and fall into our soup? Are our brains on an inevitable downward slide?

It seemed, as I reached middle age—landing unprepared on the foggy planet of lost keys and misplaced thoughts—that this, sadly, was the case. But then I noticed something else. At work, at home, with friends, I was surrounded by people who knew what they were doing. These were people, also in the thick of middle age, who, despite not remembering the name of the restaurant they just ate in or the book they just read, were also structuring complex deals between oil companies on different continents and coming home to cook Coquilles St. Jacques. These were people who could simultaneously write an e-mail to a daughter who was unhappy at college, sort expenses, and participate in a conference call with colleagues in Washington.

Take Lynn, for instance. An accomplished woman in her early fifties, she has raised two children and managed a competitive and creative career for the past thirty years. There are times when she feels hopelessly muddled, forgetting where she took the dry cleaning or if she called the dentist. At other times, she told me, she feels that she “can do anything.”

“I guess I’m getting older and, sure, I can tell,” she told me. “But also, if I think about it, I also feel unbelievably capable.” A book editor in his early fifties reported a similar mixed sense. “You know,” he said to me at lunch recently, “when my daughter started taking piano lessons, I decided to take lessons with her. Boy, it’s hard to see her learn it so much faster than I can. I sit there and watch and I think, What happened to my brain?

“But it’s weird,” he went on. “I have to say that I also feel much smarter these days. I know what I’m doing at work. Nothing seems to faze me. I feel truly competent.”

Not long ago, when I told one of the editors at my newspaper that I planned to write about the middle-aged brain, he laughed, thinking of his own fifty-eight-year-old talents. “Oh, my,” he said. “The middle-aged brain. That’s really interesting because sometimes it really seems like there’s not much left up there. You know, the synapses are not synapping like they used to.”

Then, when I looked down at his desk, there was this complicated chart, full of boxes and arrows and circles. His middle-aged brain, with its unsynappy synapses, had taken on what was then the most complex issue the company had faced—how to integrate the new Web operations with the old print infrastructure. He took on this task amid his other duties, such as finding money for the paper’s continued coverage in Baghdad. Undaunted, he was handling this thorny job with, as they say in Spain, his left hand. What’s more, he mentioned by way of passing conversation that he’d just helped plan the weddings of two of his daughters, one in the Midwest, hardly a task for a brain on the brink of extinction, I thought.

A sort time later, I was having dinner with another friend of mine, Connie, now in her early sixties and working as an editor. She, too, has a full-tilt life—a daughter in college, a mother who recently died after a long illness, a book under way, and recent bouts in her family with two life-threatening diseases. As we drank our red wine, we spoke about how our own middle-aged brains were doing. She had her concerns. She pulled her hands in front of her face like a curtain closing to illustrate what sometimes happens to her now when “whole episodes” of her day seem to vanish from her brain cells. At times, too, she has to stop herself as she starts to put the bananas in the laundry chute. Still, when I asked her if she also feels more with it in other areas, her face lit up.

“I guess I take it for granted,” she answered. “Sometimes now I just seem to see solutions. They pop into my head. It’s crazy. Sometimes, like magic, I am brilliant.”

Consider, too, Frank. At fifty-five, Frank has come up with a little game to help his brain. When he can’t recall the names of those he just met or has known for years, a situation that happens with greater frequency, he rapidly runs through the alphabet, trying to match a letter to a name to jog his memory. “You know, A, is it Adam? No, B, Bob. Yes, that’s him, Bob Smith. That’s what I do,” he said. While he is priming his brain with tricks, Frank also finds that in other, far more important ways his brain is functioning better than ever. As the chief financial officer for a nonprofit organization in New York, he spends his days wrestling with one knotty management tangle after another. And over the years, he finds these challenges getting easier, not harder. Often he sits with another manager and they’ll toss ideas back and forth about how to size up and solve a problem.

Both have been managers for years and, with all those years of experience etched in their brains, they speak a kind of shorthand, saying, “Hey, you know he is the type that … and you know we really ought to move that over there… .” They can often finish each other’s sentences, in a
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