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For everyone who’s had it with putting up and shutting up.





 ‘The menopause comes, and it is the most wonderful

fucking thing in the world. Yes, your entire pelvic floor

crumbles and you get fucking hot and no one cares,

and then ... you’re free. No longer a slave, no longer

a machine, with parts. You’re just a person ...

It’s horrendous. But then it’s magnificent.’

 

Kristin Scott Thomas in Fleabag
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Introduction

It dawned on me that something wasn’t ‘right’ around the time I was 46. It could have been earlier, but after a lifetime of gynaecological chaos, I didn’t pay much attention when my periods dribbled more or less to a halt.

My confidence crashed (not ideal when you’ve just ditched a high-profile job to start a business that depends, at least in part, on your capacity for self-belief and now you’re standing in the kitchen howling that you’re a failure and resigning was a terrible mistake). Where once I would have bulldozed straight on, confident on the outside, if not inside, now I simply couldn’t see a way through. On top of that came the depression, which was less a matter of highs and lows than a case of lows and lowers. I had less than ever to ‘be depressed about’; I just was.

Then came the sweats. Oh lord, the sweats. I’m not sure which was worse: the hot flushes during the day, when you could at least feel them roaring in and try to get to the nearest loo to lie down, body pressed to the cold (and inevitably vile) tiled floor until they passed. Or the night sweats. Often, I’d wake in a puddle, skin soaked, hair slicked to my body, sheet and duvet drenched. I ser-iously worried I’d started wetting the bed. WTAF was going on?

Then my good friend the flesh duvet moved in. And decided to stay. Indefinitely.

Of course, I had a suspicion, but I couldn’t bear to accept it. I wasn’t old enough. Was I? I was 46 going on ... I don’t know, 30-ish. I looked young for my age, people always said. I felt young. Wasn’t menopause something that happened to … old people? Was I old?

Despite the countless blogs and Facebook groups and, yes, self-help books, I didn’t really know where to turn. None of my friends would admit to being perimenopausal yet, and seeking help on social media felt like a public admission of ageing. Which sounds ridiculous now, but then, only a few years ago, when no one would even whisper the word menopause, it felt like a huge deal. Eventually, unable to carry on in the body and brain of someone I hardly recognised, I barged into the office of the gynaecologist who’d helped me with my endless problems, yelling: ‘HELP! GIVE ME ALL THE DRUGS!’ Brushing aside her futile attempts to talk me through a leaflet explaining the link between HRT and breast cancer, I left triumphant with a prescription and the leaflet. I never did read it. Right then I didn’t care about the potential risks or side effects. All I cared about was taking a ‘magic pill’ to bring me back to me. I took it. And, lucky for me, it worked. Slowly I started to re-emerge.

As months passed, I began to be able to identify other women with that faintly deranged WTF-is-happening-to-me look in their eyes, and a tendency to suddenly overheat. It didn’t happen overnight. After all, it’s not as if you can go up to complete strangers at parties and say: ‘I noticed you look a bit hot ...’ And at work I was surrounded by women up to 20 years younger than me. Their conversation was all about whether they would ever be able to afford to buy a flat and if/when to start trying for a baby. Why would they care about someone so ancient that their eggs – and plenty of other bits – were drying up?

If I’d known then what I know now, I would have approached the whole thing differently. I wouldn’t have spent precious hours hunting down other women who looked a bit hot and irritable and kept tugging uncomfortably at their clothes. Instead, I would have developed a radar for the rare relaxed older woman you see – very occasionally – in the street, in cafés, at work dos. Rumour has it they are more plentiful in certain parts of America, but in the UK you have to look pretty hard to spot them. And, on finding them, I would have begged them to share their wisdom. How did they get there and what was it like on the other side? How did they shift from hot, flabby, depressed, confused and convinced they had early onset dementia, to calm, radiant and in control, with an indefinable air of togetherness and an ability to rise above the whole shit-show?

Journalists tend to romanticise or demonise menopause. It’s a time when you supposedly either stop caring about the shape of your jeans and start wafting contentedly along beaches in wide-legged linen trousers, sensible sandals and floppy hats, or become the plate-smashing heroine of Revenge of the Menopausal Woman. Unsurprisingly, the reality is not a lot like that. You’re either judged for taking HRT or judged for not taking it, for ‘giving up’ or living in denial, for Botoxing or not Botoxing. The list of things you’re doing wrong is endless. And, let’s face it, that list was never short. Just ask a pregnant woman. (Or indeed any woman.) Plus everyone is suddenly an expert – especially the berks on the internet – but in reality nobody knows enough about the menopause. And that includes the bulk of the medical profession.

But don’t despair! This book is here to show you that on the other side of menopause there is a whole new life and an opportunity to discover a new, unexpected version of you: a body, mind, attitude and sexuality that is recognisably you but different. A you who is not ruled by your fertility – or lack of it.

It’s called The Shift.

The Shift from living a life spent contorting yourself into shapes that accommodate the male gaze, to being in the happy position of being ignored by it. And you know what? You won’t care.

The Shift from your place in the world being assigned solely on your youth and beauty, as it is for young women, to being able to decide what you want that place to be. Because – guess what? The patriarchy is no longer paying attention to you. You’re no longer interesting. The eye of Mordor has moved on, and so shall you.

The Shift from being a person (OK, a woman) who is constantly asked about and judged on their ability to have children (whether or not you have or want them), to being just a person: you, but without the oestrogen, and consequently a lot more attitude, confidence and, quite possibly, rage. Quite a bit of rage TBH. Because if there’s one thing menopause gifts you, it’s a righteous fury; an indignation and a staunch inability to suffer fools, injustice and inequalities. As Angela Davis, author of Women, Race and Class, puts it: ‘I’m no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I’m changing the things I cannot accept.’

This book is about The Shift from having your narrative laid out for you by society – husband, babies, house, then what? – to becoming storyless. Or, as I prefer, story-free. There is no pre-ordained story for women after Happy Ever After. (After all, according to the history books – clue’s in the ‘his’ – we’re meant to have a baby or five, then die and be replaced.) But when The Shift comes, we’re free to write our own. And that’s where the fun kicks in. When nobody’s looking, it means there are fewer boundaries preventing you from doing cool shit and getting things done.

Because let’s be honest, the problem is not you. You’re fine. You’re better than fine. You’re on fire. (Possibly, quite literally.)

The problem is a society that sees a woman who, no longer childbearing, has ‘outlived her usefulness’ and doesn’t really know what to do with her. In fact, it doesn’t really see us at all. It’s an advertising industry that thinks all women are under 40 (in fact, make that thin, white, able-bodied, cis-gender and straight)and it doesn’t seem to be remotely interested in taking your money if you’re not. What a bank-balance-boosting trick it’s missing. It’s a fashion industry that cuts clothes for teenage girls and doesn’t acknowledge that women of 40, 50, 60 and beyond might still want to look like themselves even if it does take a bit more work – and better-quality fabric – to pull it together. It’s a beauty industry that only cares about flogging us anti-ageing products and hair dye so we can pretend we aren’t 50, and a media industry that thinks a once-a-year anti-ageing issue is all it takes to keep us happy (or at least quiet). It’s a business environment that treats men in their fifties as if they are in their prime and women in their fifties as if they’re past it. It’s a world where, frankly, men are solidifying and women are being disappeared. It’s time we took a leaf out of the millennial handbook and stopped putting up with it. It’s time we grasped that invisibility society has bestowed on us and saw it for the blessing it can be.

So if you’re feeling sidelined, invisibled, ignored. By the media, the advertising industry, the fashion industry and waiters and bar staff the world over. If you’ve been talked round and over and asked to take the minutes or make the tea too many times to mention. And, worse, have put up with it. This book is for you. And it’s for me – seven years ago, hot, angry, confused, anxious and desperately seeking solidarity. The Shift is the book I wish had existed when I didn’t know where to turn. The book to show me life wasn’t ending but beginning.

If you’re in the vicinity of 40, you might not have noticed The Shift looming on your horizon yet. If you’re in your mid-/late forties, you probably have an inkling of what’s to come. A sense of trepidation. Or, like I was, you could already be in the throes of it. Chucked in at the deep end without a clue. Fifty and beyond? You know exactly what I’m talking about. Let’s take a step back and look at this objectively, shall we?

•We have power. (Trust me, we do! It just might not always feel like it). So what if you’re ‘bossy’ or ‘aggressive’ or ‘difficult’ or all those other things women have always been accused of? It’s called knowing your mind and standing up for yourself. Get used to it. And, in the immortal words of almost every woman ever, ‘I love it when they underestimate me.’ Because while they’re not paying attention, you can cause trouble and be disruptive right under their noses, in a way that you never could when you were paying rent in ‘their world’ with your youth and beauty.
•We have freedom. Those who had children are beginning to regain their freedom and those who didn’t, or couldn’t, no longer have to endure lengthy phone calls from their mothers asking when they’re going to give her a grandchild. The shackles of societal expectations when it comes to ‘what makes a woman’ and what a woman should do in her life are falling away. Don’t cling on to them. You don’t need them.
•We have money. For many of us, this will be the first time in decades we have disposable(ish) income to spend how we want. If we’re lucky, we can work fuller than full-time if we want; we can cut back and spend the rest of the time doing our own thing; or we can retrain. We have adaptable skill sets that we can use any way we choose; and we can do it all without having to worry about who’s paying for childcare.
•And, contrary to received wisdom, we have more guts, confidence and energy than ever. We’ve lived a life and more. We’ve had our hearts broken; we’ve had abortions and miscarriages and struggled to conceive; some of us have experienced childbirth, others have lived through judgement in the face of the decision not to; we’ve been bereaved and we’ve grieved; we’ve survived health scares – some of them life-threatening; we’ve been pulled apart and we’ve put ourselves back together again; we’ve lost jobs, loves, homes and lives. But we’re still standing. We’re strong. We’re resilient. We know more than ever. Now it’s time to channel it.
•And, you know what? Many of us have reached a point where we simply don’t give a fuck. (Or know how to identify the worthless fucks at least.) We’ve spent our lives in boxes, trying not to touch the sides, scared of what might happen if we do. But you know what happens? Nothing. The walls are just constructs, built by the feeble hands of the pale, male and stale. The boxes will collapse. We are bigger than the box – if only we realise we’re allowed to be. We know what works, we know what suits us, we know who and what we are. We are slowly, surely, starting to care less. As Gwyneth Paltrow said in The Sunday Times Style, ‘You’re no longer A/B testing all your behaviour and all your stuff out there in the world, because you’re done, you don’t give a f***, you’re like, “This is me.” ’
The Shift is not a guidebook or a handbook, or a step-by-step medical guide to menopause. Or even a book about menopause per se. Plenty of those already exist and I’m not a doctor or health expert. I can’t tell you exactly what vitamins to take or which fabrics best absorb sweat or whether or not you should take HRT. I don’t have all the answers – or even some of them. I can only tell you what happened to me, a woman who stumbled into perimenopause without a clue what was coming for her, and with an existential dread that the end was nigh.

What I discovered in the seven years it took me to get from first(ish) hot flush to that one momentous menopausal day (when I hadn’t had a period for a year and bells ring and birds sing and people buy you cake and flowers and white wine no longer makes you feel nauseous. Just kidding!) was that menopause isn’t an abyss, it’s a bridge – to something new and unexpectedly exciting. If only someone had told me sooner. So I’m telling you now. Perimenopause can be shit (gotta be honest, mine was) but after the shit comes the shift – which is why this book is divided into two halves: imaginatively titled The Shit and The Shift. I’ve covered everything I experienced and more, as frankly as possible. Possibly a little too frankly in places. You might notice there’s no single chapter about mental health. That’s because – it turns out – the whole book is about mental health. It’s perimenopause’s big secret, the thing nobody tells you: along with the sweats and the physical and sexual changes, it will wreak havoc in your head. But it will also give you the opportunity to re-evaluate everything as you emerge on the other side. Or maybe that’s just me.

And that’s the other thing. Because there are as many experiences of shifting as there are of being a woman, and I didn’t want this all to be about me and the limited experience of a straight, white, cisgender woman, who was born working class but has spent most of her adult life working in the media, I recruited over 50 women from all backgrounds, mainly via social media, and canvassed them on every subject at every stage along the way. They come from a variety of races, classes and sexual persuasions, their ages range from 40 to 70 and they are at various stages of perimenopause, menopause and post-menopause. (I’ve included their ages, not because I approve of women being judged by their age, but because I thought it might be useful for you to be able to compare their experiences with your own.) They are ordinary women from ordinary backgrounds and you’ll find their stories scattered through these pages. I hope you’ll get to know them a bit, as I have. All we had in common when we came together was that we were all fully sick of the shitty end of the stick that’s thrust at women over 45. We all wanted to do something about it, so we started by talking honestly, candidly and, so, sometimes, for some of them, anonymously. Those women have been the biggest gift of writing The Shift: those funny, smart, angry, lively, sweary women. Women I didn’t even know existed a year ago are now women who’ve shared their deepest secrets.

The Shift is for those women, and women like them; women like me and you. Women who are not about to put up and shut up. It’s time we harnessed our crazy, chaotic, creative, collaborative power and wrote ourselves a new narrative. We are the most underestimated and ignored demographic in society (cheers, the patriarchy). Well screw that. Because to be a woman in your forties/fifties/sixties and beyond in the 21st century is to be a force to be reckoned with.
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