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         ‘With this book, Christa has branded the over-40s as the cool kids. Who else could make a book on the menopause a rip-roaring, witty but intelligent read? I laughed and laughed and learnt.’

         Anya Hindmarch

         ‘Been there… survived that… but how I wish I’d had this menopause tour guide to get me through. Brilliant and beautifully written.’

         Christiane Amanpour, CNN chief international correspondent

         ‘Menopause is something none of us want to talk about, it’s a club that no one yearns to belong to. So I am on my knees, weeping with gratitude to Christa D’Souza for writing about it in a way that doesn’t make me want to run screaming for the hills. Finally, a cool look at hot flushes… Men, if you want anything more than the most shallow relationship with a woman over 40, man up and read this book.’

         Kate Reardon
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            To Nick, Flynn and Django.

And my mother for having me.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         What do human beings, killer whales and gallforming aphids* have in common? The menopause. In other words, unlike almost every other recorded species (with the possible exception of pilot whales), we all go on living well after we stop being able to have babies. From an evolutionary perspective, this has always been a conundrum. What is the point of living if not to reproduce one’s genes? And yet here we have it: us, killer whales and gall-forming aphids* doing precisely that.

         Female killer whales, who stop reproducing at about 35 yet live till around 90, are far from redundant, not just teaching the grandkids how to hunt salmon but being total stick-around Italian mamas to their sons throughout their adult lives (apparently there is a 14-fold increase in the death rate of male killer whales if their mothers die).

         Let’s look too at the vital role the menopausal gall aphid plays within the colony. As a female loses its ability to reproduce, it starts transforming itself into a kind of suicidal glue-bomb. Once the transformation is complete it goes and sits outside the gall, or hive, and protects the rest of the colony by glomming itself onto potential predators.

         Funny this. I have a mischievous writer friend called A.A. Gill, who quipped, when he heard I was embarking on a book about menopause, ‘So the first two-thirds will be brilliant, the last not so much?’

         Yes, well. Go look at the aphids. Which may (bar the suicidal bit) be the underlying message of this book. Because one of the best things about writing it was discovering the cold, hard scientific evidence that, from a brutally reductive evolutionary perspective, there is a reason for us being around. God, if you believe in him, did have a purpose for us other than looking pretty and reproducing; all those self-help gurus banging on about finding one’s inner goddess and reigniting the fire within did have a point, while Japanese and Mediterranean societies that revere older women could teach us more than a trick or two.

         Another thing. Did you know that the word ‘climacteric’ (what the Victorians called it), aside from meaning ‘critical stage’ also refers to the process of fruit ripening after it has fallen off a tree? A no-brainer, really. Wouldn’t anyone prefer the juicy just-about-to-turn fig on the ground to the hard green one you have to yank off with both hands?

         And yet. Those of you who are as old as me (55½) will remember the patronising Virginia Slims ad campaign slogan in the 70s, ‘You’ve come a long way, baby’. Well, we have… in a way. There’s so much which used to be taboo and just isn’t any more.

         Sex, How Much One Makes, Religion, Who You Vote For, Hair Removal, even – these are all perfectly acceptable topics to discuss alongside the chaps at the dinner table. But The Menopause? I want to say it is the conversational equivalent of passing wind but do I really mean that? Perhaps what I mean is that the subject is not so much taboo as plain dull, a much worse sin, in so many ways. A little like the drab, Patrick Hamilton-esque pocket of London off the M4 where I have lived for the past 18 years, the menopause is never, I fear, going to be fashionable or to ‘come up’. (Come to think of it, if the menopause were a borough, it would make a very good Baron’s Court.)

         The seeds of this little book were planted when the editor of the Saturday Times magazine, Nicola Jeal, approached me to write a piece about my own experience with it. I baulked at first. Never mind if men would read it. Would women read it? Moreover, do you think the average Syrian refugee mourns her reproductive years? Get over it already, and all.

         But I wrote it anyway, and I’m so glad I did. The feedback, after it came out (and not just from women either) was huge and heartfelt.

         Quite clearly, there were plenty of super-intelligent,  super-switched-on, super-strong women out there in their late forties and early fifties who felt similarly bereft; women who, though they knew, intellectually, that just because they hit the menopause it didn’t mean they were going to be circling the drain or on their way to becoming ‘roadkill’ (as one New York City hormone doctor I spoke to for the piece helpfully put it), but nonetheless found themselves suddenly wondering who the hell they were now and what was the bloody point? Women who, like me, couldn’t remember the last time they’d been whistled at by a builder or been made a proper pass at, and found the physical, somatic reality of whatever that ‘thing’ we once had not being available again, never being available again, surprisingly devastating. I can say this only in hindsight: it is all too easy not to link societal value with one’s sexuality… until it is irrevocably snatched away.

         There was one criticism. My friend Rosa, a West Country-based film-maker gently enquired why I hadn’t said anything about male menopause. And she was right – maybe I should have mentioned it for we are not the only ones who go through a hormonal crisis at this age. Imagine the hellish ignominy of moobs? But here’s the thing. Men can still technically reproduce. If you are looking for a section on andropause, therefore, it won’t be in here. (Although I will broach the subject of infertility and menopause. If you can’t have, or indeed never wanted, babies anyway, does menopause matter less? Maybe it matters more.)

         Somehow the point when you stop getting your period is as symbolically huge as when you first get blood in your knickers. It is very much not, as I thought it might be, a mere existential crise. The hot flushes, the racking insomnia, the torturous restless leg syndrome (all of which, for me, hit like a brick, within the space of barely a month) are the irreversible concrete manifestations of a chapter finishing where it had once begun. And, however much you think it won’t matter, believe me, it will.

         But it is not all bad. For one thing, we are not what you’d call a minority. Menopause affects half the population and, as I write this, more than a third of Western women are going through it. After the year 2030, they estimate that there will be a whopping 1.2 billion of us who have gone, or are going, through it (which is 10 per cent of the global population); and that 25 million women will go through it the year after that.

         At the beginning of the last century, the average life expectancy for a woman in the UK was 48.5 years. According to the latest figures published by the National Office of Statistics, the average life expectancy for women by 2030 will be 90. If you are reasonably well off and in good health, the number, obviously, will rise. That means, if I live to 100, and there is no reason, statistically, why I should not (according to Professor Rudi Westendorp of the University of Copenhagen, the first 135-year-old has already been born), I’ll have spent nearly half of it being post-menopausal.† If that is not a reason to think of it as the next rather than the final stage, what is?

         Meanwhile, as women live longer, the relative time we spend being reproductive gets shorter and shorter. Might it be possible to see that febrile, fertile era between the ages of around 12 and 50 as a kind of blip? Might the time when we are at our most authentic (or as Simone de Beauvoir put it, the time when we most coincide with ourselves) be when we are either girls or old women – that is, are we at our true peaks when our fertility isn’t messing with our heads?

         For a second thing, why suffer if you don’t need to? Just like you can have a nice sedative for a colonoscopy or an epidural before having a baby or a tooth frozen before it is drilled, so too are there ways, hormonal or otherwise, to take the edge off. You’re not going to get a medal after all, however stoically you approach it.

         Listen. Maybe you want to be butch about it and handle that edge and hopefully come out the other end stronger and wiser, which is perfectly fine too. Look, I laud women who, for whatever reason, get through the Change without hormones. I thought about coming off them myself for a month in a human-guinea-pig sort of a way because it seemed unfair, while writing this book, if I didn’t. See chapter 6 for why that just wouldn’t have worked for me. 

         Maybe we need to reclaim menopause, rebrand it in a more positive light and look forward to feeling the feeling as opposed to praying we’ll just ‘sleep’ our way through it, as quite a few women proudly told me they did. Indeed, there is a school of thought, which I’ll explore later, that claims having hot flushes is actually good for the brain, furthermore that they may have a positive ‘halo’ effect on the people around us.

         As Germaine Greer pointed out in her fabulous if long-winded 1991 treatise The Change, ‘The goal of life is not to feel nothing. The climacteric is a time of stock-taking, of spiritual as well as physical change and it would be a pity to be unconscious of it.’

         I suppose what I am throwing out here, is the idea of choice. Choice with maybe a sense of anticipation rather than dread, though it be a very different type of anticipation from the kind you felt during the Last Change, i.e. adolescence.

         So here it is. The book. What it was like for me, what it will be like for you, and other things besides. I’ll meet a bunch of menopausal nuns in San Francisco; I’ll go hunter-gathering with the Hadza tribe in western Tanzania and I’ll sit around kitchen tables with a bottle or two of Whispering Angel and a bunch of fabulous, glamorous, overachieving women, who have just gone through the menopause and see how they have dealt.

         Lots of books have been written about the menopause (5741 on Amazon at last count), but if you are like me you still have quite a few niggling questions. How long does it really last? Are hormones safe if you have had breast cancer? If they are, can we take them for ever? Will they make us fat? The list goes on. Is the only thing for a menopot a tummy lift? Back fat, lipo? Should I take up a hobby? Is there a cut-off point for plaits?

         Oh, Lord, and then there is the old sex thing. What do we do about that? Is it our God-given right to feel horny until we die? Or is it time to finally admit that there are those of us out there who have barely done it with our other halves for literally years? And that we are fine?

         
            * Scientific name: Pemphigus spyrothecae. Small soft-bodied insects that produce abnormal growths similar to benign tumours or warts on the plants on which they live and feed.

            † The goalposts for menopause have not changed. If you were born in the 17th century and survived childbirth, you could expect to stop ovulating in your late forties, too.
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