The Midlife Memory Meltdown

First you forget a dentist's appointment. Next it's your ATM password. And then (ki me
now) you can't recall your own dinner guest's name. CATHRYN JAKOBSON RAMIN explores
the humiliating lapses of the aging brain—and what you can do to combat them. »

I'D BARELY CROSSED THE THRESHOLD OF MIDDLE AGE. AS
a journalist, [ was invested in staying smart and quick, mistress of my
good brain and sardonic tongue. But almost overnight, 1 found that 1
was missing critical information— the names of people and places, the
titles af books and movies. Worse, [ had the attention span of a flea. [
was having rrouble keeping track of my calendar, and my sense of direc-
tion had disappeared. The change was so dramatic that sometimes [
feelt fnﬂ:i.gn to myself. € Over the course of a few years, as friends and
relatives moved into their 405 and 505, [ realized that I was part of a
large group of people who were struggling to keep up. Iwas determined
to find a plausible explanation for what was happening to my hrain and,

by extension, to mi{lr]]t-xgl:rl minds in general.

As a fuiest step, 1 began to study ancd
caregonze midlife mental Lipses s of they
were so many butterflies. There was Cal-
lching-Planets Syadrome, which occurs
when you ful to grsp, uned e late, thar
you've scheduled a child’s arthodontese
appaintment in the suburbs for che sume
hour as a business meeting i the ety
Ouick-Who-ls-5he Dysfunction surfaces
when you are face-to-face with someane
whose name stubbornly refuses to come
to munad. Whae-Am-I-Deing-Here Para-
nota leaves you standing empey-handed
i a doscway, erying to fgure out what
vou've come for. The Damn-Te-They-
Were-Tust-in-My-Hand Affliction leads
to panicky moments spent looking for
vour Bvorrte new sunglasses, when all the
whale they're on top of vour head. And
Wrong-Vessel Disorder resules i placing
the we cream in the pantry racher than
the freezer.

In the past decade, cognitive neuro-
scientisks have learned that much of what
we blame on fading memaory in madhife
can ke more scourately attributed te fal-
iy attention. Physiological changes in
the brain's fromtal loles make it harder to
matntam atkention i the face of detrac-
taons, explans Cheryl Grracdy, PhD, a new-
roscienbst and assestant director of the
Rotman Research Institute in Toronto,
When the frontal lobes are i top form,
they're adepe at figuring sue what's im-
portant for the job at hand and what's 1
relevant blather; asort of neura] “bouncer™
autormatically keeps out wnnecessary in-
formation. In muddle age, thae bouncer

takes a lot of coffee breaks, Instead of

focusing on the report that's due, you
find yourself wondering what's for din-
ner. Even background noise — the phone
chatter of the coworker in the next cubi-
cle —ean impair your abaliey to concen-
trate an the task before you.

W hen the nevral bouncer slacks off,
the cognitrve seratch pad called working,
memerry (which allows us to manipulate
and priocitize information, and remem-
ber the thread of an argument) i quickly
overwhelmed. You koow the fechng: You
can't absork one morne shred of informa-
taon, 5o pow erect 4 sturdy wall, neaely de-
flecting vour hushand's announcement
that he'll be working lite —an announce-
ment vou later swear he never made.

that while processing speed begans to de-
chine in your late zox, eypreally vou don'e
feel the effect untl your gos or fos. And
then you feel as though vou're wadmg
through mental Jell-Ch

It's tough to acknowledge thar vour
Brawn 15 aging rught along with your abs,
Bt in both cases you can put up a fight

CickWho-Is-She Dvsfuncrion
O eype of forgetfulness s so prevalent,
not to menbon demoralieang, that pese
about everyone over 4o complans aboat
ik, I refer to the very public cogritve fal-
ure known as Blocking, or blanking, when
names refuse to come to mencd and words
dart 10 and oot of conscousness, hachng
m ddark closets juse when vow need them.

I s landmark boak, The Sever Sorr
of Mesmory, the eminent Harvard memuory
expert Damel Sehacter, PhID, notes that
the concept of blocking exists in at least
45 langoages. The Cheyvenne used an ex-
presswon, Nevamatsotre 'w, which translates
“T have: lost 1t omomy tongue.” In Korean
it 15 Hyeu bkedu-te mam-dol-da, which in
Englsh means “sparkling at the end of
T

In mudlife, resolving the “tap of the
tongue” dilemma grows increasingly chal-
lenypng. In the split second between your
equery—""What do you call thar sleek dark
purple vegetable?” —and the response —
“eggplant” —your aging brain delivers
quantities of unsolcited information,

Roman aristocrats
[I'"d’\"(_'lﬂ_"i_l "ﬂ.'il.]'l 511!";'{_’5 “']'H s dlll}" il.

was to supply their masters
with the names of acquaintances.

“Metaphoneally speaking,” writes social
theorist David Shenk in his book Dhoea
Smrog, “we plug up our ears, piach our
noses, cover our eyes..and seep anto a
broclysut hned with protectve pasddeng.”

A you age, vou may also notiwce that
information that once popped mio your
head 1o milhseconds now shows up in
its pan sweet dime, Denase Park, PRI, a
cognitive neurscientist at the Unoversity

oof Ilmoes Urbana-Champagn, has found

(Heen, notes Schacter, “people can pro-
duce vieeonally everything they know
about a person. nearly evervihing they
know abrout a word excepe its label.” The
bran volunteers words that begin with
the same letrer, items thae are the same
color or shape, and, my favonte, words
with the same number of syllables —all of
which gum up the works.

Unfortunately, blocking s maost com-
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fcowrTisven rEcm Face 317 dinner en-
aagrerment. IFvou can't immedhately hang
the kevs on the hook where they belong,
keep them on vour person untal youw can;
one worman [ know ships them o her
bra, creating a silhouette so inelegant
that she can't possibly forget where she
puk them. Grove up vour habat of fucking
important ttems into indiseriminaee
pockets of your purse or briefcase.
Choose one secure zone—front, zip-
pered—where you always keep vour
boarding pass or passport, and never aleer
it You'll save vourself the discomfore of
searching hagh and low under the stern
surverllance of security personnel.

Whar-Am-I-Doing-Here Paranoia

When _1_.-|.'||.1||.1:|.E track ofwhat o mtennded
to gay aor cho, pou've had what cognitave
pevchologises call a prospeceve Lipse.

Wrong-Vessel Dhsorder 15 a manttestation..,

of this problem: Wieh the best inren-
teons, you a]:luntmmr]rd]}- p[a.'r: your cell
phone in your briefease, which has many
of the same atrcibutes as your purse. Sae-
urclay morning, when vou reach it your
bag and come up empty, vou're myseified.
Because you're barely conscious when i
serikes, t's hare to fend off Wrong-Vesel
[Hsorder. “m]uxt have ta |a|.1!;]:|.

But prospective falures also show up
as What-Am-1-Dioing-Here Paranon:
Suddenly, as of someone depressed the
power button on the remote, you go
blank. The mumgaps, where you march
purpassefully to the kitchen, onby e stand
there and scratch your |'|E.I|J, ane :|r.|1'tu.t|:r|g;
the yawnang caverns can ceally shake your
confidence. Fran, the marketing director
of a loeal bank, was bright-eyed anad ready
to give her quarterly presentanon before
the board — until somewhers in midsen-
tence, three out of six pomes eheded her,
an EXpETIENCe that made her realize that
her days of winging 1t were over.

Mark MeDaniel observes chae younger
adults make use of robust working mem-
wry, rebving on abiete vowee that aotomat-
Jr.'uJ]].' wh:xpu:rx "gl:r milk, get mulk, gt
malk," all the way home. In mudhife that
voice 15 ensaly interrupted (O, fook, i
rﬂ'f:rrng." Mu'w. where d'r'n.lr.fjﬂur bt e
Brefia#)—at least until you're in the dove-
way If you can send the vosce back into
the game, vou'll avoud a lot of extea trips
to the store. 've stuck Post-at notes on

the steenng wheel, which makes drving
awkoward, e at lease T don'e rerurn hame
with the FedEx package snll besade me
an the frone seat,

When what you forget 15 not a grocery
item but an ades, vou've no aleernative
but to backerack mentally It's vaguely
amusing to do this with a friend at
lunch — What or earth were we talking
about?—bat i a professwonal stuation it
hurts. With a hetle digging, youcan often
extract a kr:r adea that ]:msr:n. i your
working memaory and, from there, recon-
struct the context of the discussion. In
such cases, it 15 helpful eo have a stock-
pue of useful phrases, conversation fllers
that buy you time. “Do you see what 1
meant” works well, as dees my Eriend
_IEEF:'N alel :.I:u:rlr]h}-:_ delivered with the
greatest sincerity: “Mow thats very inker-
esting,” even when it isn't.

1 i . -.'. § ) | 4 ) - J .
TR HEN A COVLEAGYE STOOI ME UP

Fiar IJ:I'E'.II'_.E_NI‘T;:EFIZEL' exchanging no fewer
t!‘ﬂn nime etmals aliout where and when
earhier in r_h:l'_--:g.veulaf-l wisn't upset— I was
as i‘!.lltll.'ll:t‘.i s batanist who has come
upon iﬁu]uﬁlﬁfspeulmen. Hivw hiaad 1t
happened? Had planets colbided yer agam?
In 3 classie demanstration of autopalot,
he'd exited the commuter traam, ||.1r|:|EM-.'rl
om the sulway, and gone stragght to work,
fatling to seop ae the café scross the street
from the station where we'tl plinned e
meet, When [ phoned his cell, 1e pook him
several seconds to realize his maseake, at
which pusint he howled in dismay

He didn’t want to talk about ik, bt
nevertheless I probed. “Wae," 1 saud, “let’s
dissece 1t How dic it start®™

As was his habat, he had carefully
printed out his schedule the previous
HLE‘I'I‘IZ brefore II‘.‘.I'I'J:I'UE wark, he Ex]:![:mr.'\d.
Then he packed up his brefease and de-
]'.!u:rh-.'r], ||-.'.:'nn!; the prece uf]’.!u]:!ur 1 the
pranter. From that momsent oo, our break-
fast appoimtment never crossed his mind.
“Ts thas mormal®™ he asked. Tr was normal,
I assured him, 1n that & happened regu-
larly to people o medbife. Bue thar dedn't
mean he had to sit back and take e, It
waak teeme to make astand. 0

Adapeed from Cathryn Jakobson Ramink
wear Book, Carved in Sand: When Arten-
trom Fails and Memory Fades i Mudhife
{HarperCoflingd, ot this morth,
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traction combane to kidnap a chunk of yoor already challenged
working memory. Roman anstocraes avonded the problem by
always eraveling with a nomenclator, an alere slive whose duty
1t was b supply his master wath the oumes of acquainntances as
t|.'|.l::|r were encountered. Inthe Alm The Deond W an:.l!i', L
azine editar Miranda Priestly relies on her young assistant,
Amidy Sachs, to produce the names of party guests. Absent such
a comganion, Barbara Wallraff, senvor edetor and colurmnise for
The Avfamtre, soupht suggestions from her readers on how e de-
scnbe what transpires when you're introducing two people but
have blocked their names. One reader suggested whommesis,
Amother thl]:leuclmn’erdurrfm.

With planmng, many instances of Chock W ha-Te-She Ds-
function can be eradicaved. Before vou go to see the eygheh-
gracle play, where vou well st among people pou've known since

One woman [ know slips her
keys into her bra, creating a
silhouette so inelegant
that she can't possibly forget
where she put them.

vour kids were in kindergarten, take 1§ minutes to look over the
school directory. You muay avod the embarrassment suffered by
my froend Vlr_'l:m, AN eCondsoust, when he introduced himeelf to
awoman at Back to School Nyght who reminded ham thae the
veur before, ar the same event, thev'd spent a pleasant howr
chatting about ther shared alma mater.

Writing cleown a few key phrases on an index card before pue-
ting vourself i a cognitvely challengig sebuation can waed off
warrtl loss, Before headig to your book group, take o moment
to review the names of the characters and the plot of the far
novel vou fimshed two weeks ago and barely remember. The
other members wall thank you, IFwords go msing ameway, grab
for a synomym. Stayung on the tral bke a bloodhound only ex-

acerbates the problem.

Colliding-Planers Syndrome
T vour distress, you duscover that vou agreed oo attend your
friend Sarah’s foth birthday parcty on the same nighe you're
supposed o be at o comvention in Las Vegas, Now, how dad
that happen? IE T had to guess, P say that voo said ves to Sarab’s
berthday (COf course, T wouldn't mss ! when you were
nowhere near vour calendar. If you wane oo ebminate Collud-
ms-P]anEh. ﬂ}'n-:ln:-ml:, that calendar must he yOur new Lese
friend

[han't gu‘t L'ur_'k:r amad |1-1.||: 1:-ffentl:r|:ng a |:|.'.|I:l:,,1-."|:|.'n i’ just
for coffee the following day. Mark AL MeDranel, PhDD, a profes-
sor of psychology at Washington Universiey in Se. Lows and an
expert in buman learming and memory, found that in the Fice of

even a brwef delay, older adults have much more difficulty than
voungzer ones keeping m mind 2 task to be accomplished i the
future. Refuse to agree to anything, ever, without a calendar in
front of vou. And don't wote down crvpoie things hke “Star-
bucks” because you'll draw a blank on which cabé you meant,
and sit for o long oome mche weong one. Where vou wrte things
down matters: F-iult:p'u calendars — home, work, school —ein
arniby beand to trouble.

But what about things you mast remembier to dio in che shore
term, ke returming the nurse-practitionec'’s call 1§ manutes
or putting money i the packig meter in g half howe? These are
what Damnel Schacter calls tume-hased commatments, and put-
ting them on your calendar sn't hkely to help ualess vou ha-
||n||:|.'|u]|].' check 1t EVEry five minutes. On less than an howr's
notice, my most responstble frend, Jane, agreed g prek up hee
neighbor's son at school when she collected her own brooed.
Krnowing she had to make it to soccer and ballet in Los Angeles
traffec, she was the firse in the carpool boe, where she efficiently
loaded her kids and pook off. The neighbor’s child sar warting
on i bench untl teachers phoned has mother, whe had nothing
nuee to say when she EOtm touch ml.‘h_Tm‘ll:.

In muedlete we havee trouble remembBeerimg to dio things at spe-
cific tmes becse we're at the mercy of a malbon environmen-
tal dhstractions. One of Denise Park’s studies demonstrated
that elderly subjects were more hkely to remember to ke therr
medication on schedule than mIIJ[uI.'-.IEL'l:I subjects, because in
muclhife the erush of extenuating circumstances eften gt m the
way: To remember to make thar call to the nurse practiconer,
Schacter told me, you're going to need an unmaseakabile cue,
ane that will be both avatlable and informative. An alacrm elock
om the desk in front of yow can do the job, but under no arcum-
stances should yvou permae vourself to switch off the clock and
frnush Just crne more t]‘]ll‘l! before i pltk up the phunu.ﬁnc'
don't count on your PO You've heard these bleeps and blurps

so often, vou've learned tognore them.

Damn-1tTheyWere-Just-in-My-Hand Affliction

Even the most meticulousy managed PDA won't wodk of vou
masplace 1t. And as Juck weould have i, the ttems we lose most
aften —ku}'x\ ELI!H:L'L, w.:lletx._ cell phcrnex, El]u.nm::rx—u:rl: the
anes that are crueial to our sucvival.

Thias abpect fmlure ro keep track of ouwr belongings may
emerge from the bram'’s talent for forecasting the future. The
nesortex, along-term storage faciliey, constantly predices how
we'll hehave xpm.':lf:n.' sabusHomns, uxlmlmn:._lu:ﬂ" Hawkins in hes
book Or Imteffigence. Instead of reinventing the wheel every
tome we dlo something fumbar, the bramn chooses from a ibrary
of existing patterns, based on chowes we've made before. A
novel event—a man with a gun—pees the bran's full artenewsn,
but when we're merely luggnng groceries into the house, we
shaft inte autopalot. And autogalot i the mode in whch we're
]l|u:|}' to ml:.]'.||a|.'|: I:|'|L11!;x.

The problem can be remedied, but only with a preempeve
strike. Avareness 15 essential: When the phone rings as you're
enteruny the house laded down with grocenes, don't drogs your
kews on the counter, where they wall be buned o the dav's maal,
rI'LIk:I:I"!' you Frmru..n]l:r Lage for your feowTamesn vy rawy 30§f



