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	This book is based on personal experience, lived stories, interviews, and publicly available information. Every effort has been made to ensure accuracy at the time of publication. However, the content is provided for general, informational, and storytelling purposes only.


	It is not intended as, nor should it be considered, a substitute for medical, mental health, legal, financial, or other professional advice. Always consult qualified professionals regarding your health, well-being, or personal circumstances. The author and publisher make no guarantees and assume no responsibility or liability for any actions taken based on the information presented here.


	Certain quotes and contributions appear with permission. In some cases, names, identifying details, and personal characteristics have been changed to protect privacy.


	More stories. More truth. Visit realgirlsguide.com, where all the good stuff lives!




To my Aussie Man™, my three boys and my mom,


	I am me because of you.
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A Real Girls Guide Foreword


	Redefining Ambition and Worth:
A Love Letter to Women in Midlife


	Before we dive headfirst into the glorious mess of midlife, I want to hand the mic to someone who gets it, really gets it. Jenna Richardson is a Certified Menopause Specialist and CEO of Princeton Integrative Health, and she wrote this love letter for every woman who’s ever held it all together while falling apart inside. Her words cracked me open in the best way, and I think they’ll do the same for you.


	Here’s what she wrote:


	If you’re anything like me, you spent years being the dependable one, the capable one, the woman who could handle anything thrown her way without breaking stride.


	We learned to measure our worth by what we could carry, by how well we could hold it all together; even when we were bone-tired inside.


	I remember my own moment of reckoning. Sitting in my car in a power suit, mascara running down my face, sobbing because everything I’d built looked perfect on the outside but felt hollow on the inside. That moment forced me to stop and ask a question I’d been avoiding: Is this really how I want to keep living my life?


	But the beautiful thing about midlife is this, it gives us permission to ask those questions and to pause long enough to hear the answers.


	Questions like: What do I want now? Not what I should want. Not what others expect of me. But what truly matters to me.


	Success doesn’t have to mean grinding ourselves into the ground. It can mean waking up rested. Feeling at home in our bodies. Speaking our truth, even when our voices shake, or people don’t like what we have to say. And worth isn’t something we have to keep earning by over-functioning, it’s something we get to claim simply by being us.


	This season of life isn’t an ending, it’s an opening; a chance to redefine what success, leadership, and joy look like on our own terms.


	So, I’m inviting you (no, I’m daring you) to choose ambitions that nourish you, to see your worth as non-negotiable, and to lead from energy and truth, not depletion and performance.


	Because, when we choose ourselves, we set a new standard for everyone watching, and that’s a legacy worth leaving.
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CHAPTER 1


	Welcome to the Chaos Club


	Approaching midlife felt nothing like I imagined it would.


	It started when my ex-husband and I decided to divorce.


	After 15 years of marriage and three kids, I had concluded that this was it. Like it or not, the family life we’d built would stick long term.


	Turns out, it didn’t.


	The transition was brutal. It meant letting go of the life I thought I was building and falling straight into the deep end of the unknown. I had no idea what it would look like, how I’d navigate it, or what it would feel like.


	The conversation we had with my three boys about that decision is forever etched in my memory. It was gutting. My oldest son, then 12, started to cry. So did my middle son, age 8. The fear in their eyes was worse than the fear in mine. In that moment, I knew that no matter what, I had to fight the fear and do it anyway.


	For me. For them. To show them that staying in a relationship rooted in “Yeah, I could be happier” was 100% not enough. That despite the fear and the doubt, choosing divorce was critical to my well-being—and what I needed to model for my boys.


	Lit the match, burned the script, started over… my way.


	It shook every part of the life I’d worked for decades to stabilize: My career. My finances. My sense of security.


	Everything I thought I’d built was tied to the life I had with my ex-husband.


	I had no idea what divorced life would look like. Sure, my mom divorced my dad, so I knew what it felt like as a kid. But I had no roadmap for my own divorce as a woman at 45, with young boys and a gut-deep need to do better for all of us.


	Until that point, my entire identity had been constructed around knowing every next step, calculating every risk, marinating in the worst-case scenario gutter for a bit, and eventually finding my way back to center.


	But this? This early midlife shift felt tectonic. Like the earth was swallowing me whole. I wasn’t just marinating in the gutter—I was swimming in it, with my three boys strapped to my back. I had no idea how I’d reach the surface, catch my breath, and power forward.


	Deep down, I knew the image I’d created for my “golden years” had exploded.


	Now don’t get me wrong, not all of midlife was this dark. But some of it? Yeah, dark would be a good descriptor.


	For instance: Don’t get me started about online dating. I didn’t even dip a toe in it. But I had friends who tried to build profiles for me. As a true-crime-doc fan I was convinced I’d end up in the trunk of some stranger’s sedan after agreeing to coffee.


	No thanks, Tom Hanks, as I like to say.


	Besides: What website was I supposed to use? MeetAGoldenGirl.com? (Actually, now that I think about it, that’s probably a popular porn category.)


	Speaking of porn, here comes the real talk. Somewhere in those post-divorce months I had to admit something to myself: In my entire adult life, I’d probably had a couple of real orgasms. Maybe.


	The memory was foggy. How, at this point in my life, did I not know what brought me pleasure? Not just in the bedroom—but in partnership, in my life? (Turns out, I like a little soft porn.)


	All of this came to a head one night when I had a hilariously awkward fumble with a vibrator. It was basically my first time buying and actually using my new toy—and let’s just say it was not the seamless, sexy experience the box promised. First off, I had to remove batteries from the TV remote, then I put them in wrong, couldn’t figure out the settings, and the instruction manual? The font was so tiny I had to take a picture with my phone and zoom in like I was decoding top-secret files just to get the thing to turn on.


	That was it. I had my moment of Hell, no. I was not going to lie down—literally or figuratively—and let all this shit just happen to me. I was going to rise up, figure out that silly vibrator, and embrace the change.


	From detonation to reinvention: no map, no manual, just grit, guts, and zero fucks left to give.


	That moment lit the fuse. Through my 40s, the changes came in truckloads. Menopause started creeping in. Gray hairs appeared, and not just on my head. (To which I say: WTAF?) My face, neck, and hands sagged just enough that my kids would pinch my skin and ask, “Mom, why does your skin stay like that?”


	But inside, something else started to shift.


	A slow burn. A sense of urgency.


	I still craved stability. It was the reason I’d stayed in my marriage too long and in some jobs longer than I should have, situations that were well past their expiration dates. But now I was sort of waking up. The vibrator incident and the mirror checks added up to one truth: I was in charge now, because of what I’d built for myself.


	I was in charge of my finances, my emotions, my future, and my three boys.


	Looking back, I remember that I slightly dreaded turning 30 and 40. But something new began to happen as 50 approached: I started feeling fierce. Determined. Ready to burn the old rulebook (a really rigid one I’d written for myself) and to make space for what I really wanted even when I didn’t fully know what I really wanted.


	I had earned this time, at work, at home, in love, and most importantly, with myself. I had to embrace the changes, even the ones I never saw coming. I had to own the fact that I was bold, confident, and had everything I needed to thrive. I just had to use it.


	That slow burn became a wildfire as I neared my mid-50s. Everything I had done, the choices I had made, the ones I didn’t, and the way I wanted to show up for my boys–it was all mine.


	This next phase was happening because of me. Built by me. And for me.


	I had to show my boys what real grit and hustle look like.


	Then I met my partner—a man from Melbourne, Australia—and he took a front-row seat to the many transformations of my 50s.


	

		


				
Expert Q&A: What a Midlife Transition Expert Wants Real Girls™ to Know, featuring Ben Kiker, CMO and Executive Whisperer


Midlife is a lot easier (and less soul-sucking) when you’ve got community and experts on your side. That’s why I’ve pulled in real-deal pros, people who’ve coached, counseled, and walked alongside women like us through breakdowns, breakthroughs, and bold-ass reinventions. Because let’s be real: the best advice, the real permission, and the most honest WTAF-is-happening moments don’t come from huge, glossy books or celebrity experts. They come from women like me—Real Girls—who’ve lived a little, lost a little, laughed a lot, and are still figuring it out as we go.


Meet Ben Kiker, a Clarity Coach and former Silicon Valley CMO who now helps high-achieving women (and some very lucky men) figure out what the hell they want next when the old blueprint stops making sense. He’s helped thousands cut through the noise, confront the lies we’ve been sold about success, and build lives they’re actually excited to wake up to. Also, he gives pep talks that feel like both a hug and a slap in the face, which is what we all need once in a while. Here’s some sage advice from Ben:


Q: What’s the first lie women at midlife need to unlearn to truly move forward?


A: That they are not enough.


Q: When a woman says, “I feel stuck,” what do you listen for underneath that?


A: I listen for what follows, because it’s usually a story that’s not rooted in fact. And that story is generated by what I term the “Insane Thought Generator,” and we all have one. Regardless of what you call it, our ITG deals in the manufacture and delivery of unhelpful stories.


Q: How do you help clients tell the difference between burnout and boredom?


A: Because one needs rest. The other needs reinvention.


Q: What’s one permission slip you wish every woman over 50 would write herself right now?


A: If, over the course of a year, anything in your life—a career, a relationship, etc.—depletes you more than it replenishes you, take a very hard look at letting go of that thing.


Q: What do you say to women who still believe they’ve ‘missed their window’?


A: Julia Child, Vera Wang, Angela Merkel, Katherine Graham—they are four women who found success after 50. The first brave action is to create the space to allow what is already inside of you to surface.




		


	




	 


	Fifty hit like a freight train–one brutally honest reality check after another.


	In the early years of our new relationship many things hit at once. I’d leaned into a new life as a single mom, navigated a bucket-list career move that left me fearful for my family’s once-solid financial security, and transitioned into full-blown menopause.


	My boys were on the brink of becoming hormonal hurricanes themselves. And then, of course, there was the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 which threw life into total chaos.


	I was dealing with hormone rage. I didn’t recognize it at the time, but now that I do, I feel like I owe everyone in my life an Angela’s Apology Tour 2025 T-shirt. I was rediscovering my body, finding my desires, and figuring out my boundaries.


	I still felt 25 in my head, but sometimes I’d catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and think, “Woof. Who’s that old lady?”


	I also started to share more about what was happening to me. I was navigating the shifts, reclaiming my body, our voice (me and my body), and maybe—finally—my own confidence. And I was doing it with one hard truth in mind: I don’t have forever, so I’d better start now.


	The other thing I realized around this time was that I’d spent way too long letting other people write my story for me. I’d juggled C-suite boardrooms, faced single-parent madness, and lost count of the red-eye flights from California to Australia I’d taken to keep a long-distance relationship alive.


	Amid all that chaos, I realized something: I have a lot to say at this stage of life.


	And my friend: So do you.


	That’s why I’ve designed this book around our stories. The crazy ones, the silly ones, the sexy ones.


	Our questions. Our hot takes.


	Your unfiltered feedback shaped every chapter of this book and every topic I’m diving into.


	We’re going to laugh, cry, cringe, and side-eye our way through the messy highlight reel of midlife. Because let’s be real: even the shitshows had something to teach us. I needed every meltdown, every weird body change, every “WTF is my life?” moment to swim through my midlife with grit, wit, and a don’t-fuck-with-me kind of confidence.


	All of it’s in here. And I mean all of it. Because in this book, you’ll find:


	

		Sagging knees and wrinkly elbows


		Mood swings


		Poise Pads as purse staples


		Menopause rage


		Parenting adult kids (without duct-taping your mouth shut—unless that helps?)


		Divorce and dating


		Surviving a household of seven kids across two continents


		Retiring, un-retiring, and redefining ambition post-50


		Finding your own definition of pleasure with sex


		Health curveballs


		The badass joy of still being here





	Oh, it’s about to get real. But first: a quick Public Service Announcement for all you pushing-50 badasses out there still riding the high of invincibility… Hate to break it to you, but that cape? It starts to fray.


	Spoiler: You’re not invincible. And shit’s about to shift. Buckle up.


	

		


				
A Straight-Talker on Generational Baggage: Meet Charlie Bauman, Licensed Marriage Family Therapist (LMFT) & Family Systems Expert


Charlie Bauman, LMFT, has spent decades unpacking the emotional blueprints we inherit, and the patterns we unknowingly pass on. With a background in counseling psychology and a brutal honesty that cuts through the fluff, he helps women understand why midlife hits so difficult. From mother-wound conditioning to the unseen labor of keeping families afloat, Charlie doesn’t just explain the chaos, he gives language to the liberation. His insight into intergenerational roles, codependency, and individuation makes him a truth-teller for every woman ready to burn the old playbook.


The Women’s Movement Never Made It To The Kitchen Table


We may have won more rights, more jobs, and louder voices, but when it comes to the household, says Charlie, many of us are still stuck in 1955. The COVID-19 pandemic laid it bare. Women ran Zoom school while managing full-time jobs—or picked up the slack when their partners were out of work.


Why? Because “he doesn’t have the patience.” Sound familiar? The truth is, family systems are still designed around female-centric emotional labor, and we’re not just carrying the diaper bag—we’re carrying everyone’s emotional load, expectations, and disappointments.


“When everything feels like it’s spinning—work, love, body, identity—zoom out. Mindfulness isn’t just deep breathing and bubble baths. It’s seeing your life from Google Maps view,” says Charlie. “It’s recognizing that people’s behavior isn’t always about you—it’s just how they move through the world. The shift? Stop taking it personally. Start seeing the patterns.”


Can I get this tattooed somewhere visible, please? Because the number of hours I’ve wasted wondering what I did wrong when someone else was just living out their own dysfunction is criminal. This is your permission slip to drop the guilt, take the aerial view, and stop editing yourself to fix someone else’s script.


Holiday & Event Hell


I asked Charlie: Why do women still shoulder 90% of the work for birthdays, holidays, and celebrations? Because we were trained to, he said. By our mothers, grandmothers, aunties—every woman who came before us and took pride in “doing it all.”


Men, meanwhile? Often given a pass, or worse, taught to blame their partners when family life breaks down. The invisible labor of planning, prepping, and pretending everything’s fine has become the background music of womanhood.


“At some point, you have to stop managing chaos and start leading your damn life. That means stepping off the hamster wheel of over-functioning and letting other grown-ass adults handle their own mess” says Charlie. “If you’re the hardest-working person in every relationship, it’s time to STEP OFF.”


PREACH.


This is your midlife mic drop. We’re not emotional sherpas anymore, carrying everyone else’s crap up the mountain while ignoring our own broken ankles. If you’re the one doing all the fixing, all the calling, all the caretaking—it’s time to pivot from martyr to CEO of your own life.


The Good Wife Costume Is Exhausting


Charlie told me this story and it stuck: His wife told him not to wear a ratty shirt to Costco after doing some yard work. He was confused. No one at Costco cares, right? But she wasn’t worried about him—she was worried someone might see him and judge her.


Because, for women, a husband’s sloppy shirt isn’t just sloppy. It’s a referendum on her virtue as a wife. We’ve been taught not to “dirty the nest,” no matter how awful the dynamics inside. And that kind of shame? It lives in our bones.




		


	




	 


	To the 40-year-old cutie who thinks she still has time.


	You think 50 is still “someday” away. Cute. You’re out here crushing your to-do list, pretending you’ve got a five-year runway before the real shit starts. But let me tell you—midlife doesn’t knock politely. It shows up with hot flashes, disappearing eyebrows, and a full-blown identity crisis in your grocery store parking lot. This isn’t a threat. It’s a heads-up. It’s a love note from the other side. Whatever you’ve been putting off, do it. Whatever you’ve been tolerating, stop. Time’s moving. So should you:


	Hey Girl,


	Look, I know you’re in denial. But you might as well say it: You’re middle-aged.


	’Cuz guess what? You’re there.


	This is a pivotal time. Don’t be scared of it. Embrace it. Feel how strong you are and strap in for everything that’s coming your way.


	Try to remember that whatever you’re going through is normal for you.


	Find the humor and the sadness, the fear and the anger. Feel all the feels.


	Remember that we don’t have endless time left. Be bold, take risks, and always bet on yourself.


	You’re about to slam headfirst into more changes than you can prep for. Some will knock the wind out of you, others will drop you to your knees: It’s gonna be messy, humbling, and raw.


	Entering midlife doesn’t look like it used to. It’s OK to face hard truths, to acknowledge what’s been missing in your life, to recognize what you want to explore.


	Don’t wait. Dream. Decide. Do. But make it snappy.


	I wish someone had warned me that sometimes all the changes I’d face would hit at once. That the contradictions would be destabilizing. That I’d finally get the chance to do things I’d missed, such as taking my boys to school, only to realize: Maybe they’re not as into me as I’m still totally into them. And those unexpected curveballs? They can hurt. A lot.


	You’ll see and feel some fucked-up things. Your bladder’s going to weaken. Your face (and other parts) are going to sag. Things start spreading in places that should probably not spread. You might discover some kinky shit you like–or lose interest in stuff you used to love.


	You’ll finally stop letting old, narrow, and just plain wrong stories live in your head and guide your every move.


	You’ll realize how much you actually know and how much value you still bring to everyone around you.


	You’ll stop asking for permission. Maybe you’ll even stop apologizing.


	When needed, you’ll find the time and space to grieve for your old life, missed opportunities, and things you wish you’d done differently.


	But don’t stay there too long. Take the shot. You’ve earned the right.


	Want Botox, fillers, or a facelift? Get them.


	Want to quit your job and do something entirely different with your life? Now’s the time.


	Want to move to a different country, break away from a deadened relationship, explore something (or someone) new? Yes!


	I’m not judging you, girl. Invest in yourself, do the things you want to do, and if you don’t know what you want to do yet, find out what makes you feel like you.


	Your friend, Angela


	P.S. But for real: Get to it!


	Different shitstorms, same emotional forecast: Welcome to your fucking 50s.


	It’s wild how different life looks for my friends right now compared to what life looks like for me. Yet deep down, we all feel the chaos of midlife.


	One friend’s husband recently got diagnosed with terminal Stage 4 cancer. She’s juggling life as a mom of grown kids (some of whom now have their own kids), a demanding career, and an unthinkable reality: a future that might not include her husband.


	The weight she carries is immense. It’s changing everything about who she is and how she moves through the world.


	How can it not?


	Forget all this couple’s hard work over decades. They built financial safety and security for a future life they imagined together. Now, all that has vanished. It’s been replaced by chemo rounds, clinical trials and endless appointments.


	Another friend recently left her husband after 30-plus years of marriage. The kids are grown and gone. She’d been easing into retirement, which looked so enviable on social media.


	Then: Bam! She discovered he’d been having an affair.


	And she was done.


	No tears. No drama. (Well, I’m sure there was some drama.) She was just done.


	Hell yes. She said, “Screw comfort, I’m not sticking around just to be someone’s second choice.” And I respect the hell out of that.


	Then there’s my powerhouse friend in her mid-50s who’s just now hitting menopause. After a recent dinner where she spilled the details about getting a very regular period, I stopped cold to ask: “Wait one second. Do you mean to tell me you can still get pregnant at this age? Woof!”


	I have another friend whom I refer to as my fairy godmother of all beauty treatments. She’s in the midst of a huge career pivot and recently got a facelift (the first woman I know who’s gone that deep). Clearly, she’s redefining everything and serving as my guiding light on cosmetic procedures.


	Bless her and her doctor.


	Another friend is trying to blend a family with a toxic ex in the background, battling migraines, experiencing zero sex drive, and encountering the kind of menopause symptoms someone somewhere in a health class should have warned us about.


	When she told me that having sex feels like shards of glass, I literally said out loud, “Um, No thanks, Tom Hanks.”


	As for me? I’m somewhere in the messy middle of all of it.


	In the run-up to my 50s, I realized I was in a marriage that was comfortable but lacking. I felt alone so often. I simply couldn’t imagine that this feeling was the best I (or my ex) deserved. I wanted to model an amazing relationship, rather than a mediocre one, for my boys. I’ve weathered the initial big hairy menopause meltdown, a period of intense rage that lasted three years.


	Nowadays, I’m in what feels like Round 2. Or maybe Round 3. (It depends on where you rank the act of Googling “How many hot flashes is too many to have in one day?”)


	It still sucks.


	My bladder’s staging a leaky rebellion. (Hello? Poise Pads or Depends or Nix? For the love of God, would someone tell me which is the better brand?) Sexy Time Fun Time (aka foolin’ around) doesn’t always feel so sexy or fun when you’re worried about pee dribbles.


	Those are some of the downsides. But on the plus side, I’m also clawing back parts of myself that became numb, that I let years of false stories bury—about who I was, what I deserved, how I should behave, what I should tolerate. I’m burning those old narratives down with a blow torch. And so should you.


	Underneath it all, there’s this fire in me now. You might be feeling it, too.


	It’s a fierceness, a loud voice that says—no, insists—enough! “You get to want more. You get to ask for more. You get to take up space, as much of it as you want. You get to be bold.” It’s a sense of urgency, really. Like: I can’t not do these things.


	I’ve always been a little fearful. (OK, maybe a lot fearful.) That fear still whispers and lurks. But now there’s something even louder: Confidence. A sense of “Fuck, yes” that I feel in my body, deep in my bones. I’m carrying myself differently. I’m saying yes to things that once would’ve made me shrink. I’m done waiting for a seat at a table that was never built for me… so I’m building my own table out of hardwood and mettle.


	I’m letting people know exactly what I want, what I don’t want, and what I’m creating for me. This is not someone else’s version of what my life is supposed to look like. It’s for me, by me and because of me.


	Let’s be real: This “season” (though I hate that word) is messy. It’s gritty. But it’s mine.


	And I’m simply done asking for permission or begging for forgiveness.


	

		


				
Why So Many Women Don’t Spark (Yet)


Because we’re still waiting for permission we already have.


Here’s the hard truth: So many women don’t ignite because they’re still stuck in roles that demand they keep everyone else comfortable. They still believe that being liked is safer than being real. They’ve been trained to ask, “Can I?” instead of “Why the hell not?”


Midlife isn’t the end of anything. It’s the refusal to keep living someone else’s version of you. It’s the part where you finally let her out, the Real Girl with the voice, the grit, the fire. Why? Because grit isn’t grind. It’s staying power. “Grit is passion and perseverance for long-term goals. It’s living life like it’s a marathon, not a sprint,” said Angela Duckworth, in her book Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance.


Women in midlife know what grit really looks like. It’s not working yourself into the ground for approval. It’s not white knuckling your way through burnout. It’s the quiet power of showing up again, and again, delivering on what matters to you. Grit is the reason you’re still standing after divorces, layoffs, death, disappointment, and reinventing yourself for the 17th time. It’s not sexy. It’s not shiny. It’s the steel in our spine. And it’s what makes midlife women dangerous in the best way possible.




		


	




	 


	Sagging knees and other alarming signs you’re not 25 anymore.


	While I love the new fire and confidence I’m cultivating, I’d be lying if I skipped over the many (many) signs that this stage of life is off kilter. Shit is shifting—south, mostly. Things are spreading (wider and weirder), morphing the image I’ve carried of myself for decades.


	I’m strong. I love to work out. I eat pretty well. And I never—ever—say no to a spicy margarita.


	I’ve beat cancer twice and still try to take care of this body—flawed, fierce, and held together with SPF and stubbornness. You’ve probably been to hell and back, too. But still: Some of the stuff that happens to us women at this stage of life? It’s just plain weird—and honestly, kind of unfair. There are some truly vivid observations women like us make about our aging bodies, or worse yet, the observations that other people oh-so-helpfully make for us.


	Let’s be real: This can all be jarring, humbling, and sometimes downright depressing.


	One of the more brutal parts of this whole Real Girls at midlife thing? It doesn’t hit you all at once. It comes in waves: loud, sneaky, occasionally face-slapping waves that remind you, yeah, this is fifty-fucking-five.


	I still remember being 20 sitting across from my mom when she dropped this mid-convo bomb like it was nothing: “My knees are sagging.” No lead-in. No warning. Just tossed it out there like we were discussing the weather.


	I blinked and tilted my head.


	“Huh?” I responded.


	They were English words, yes. But strung together her comment made zero sense to me at the time.


	Sagging knees? What?


	Fast forward 20 years.


	There I was, in my 40s, looking down at my legs and thinking, “Oh. My. God. The knees. They’re falling.”


	Even better, I recently mentioned this phenomenon over dinner to my much younger sister, who’s in her 30s. Later that night, she texted me a photo of her own knees with the caption: “WTAF.”


	The body horror doesn’t end there, friends.


	In my early 40s I took my then-9-year-old son (Boy No. 1) with me on an errand to pick up concealer. The sales associate artfully (I use that word liberally) applied it under my eyes. I felt great. Those dark circles and puffy bags? Hidden. She’d nailed it. And so, I bought it. I proceeded to ask my son for his honest opinion about how I looked.


	“Well,” he began cautiously, “now I can see all the lines and crinkles under your eyes. You should go with the blue circles.”


	Thanks, kid.


	And don’t even get me started on my neck.


	Or my hands, which are starting to look suspiciously like those of my mom in her 50s—and of my grandma.


	And we have the elbows.


	Yes, elbows.


	I have become eerily accurate at guessing a woman’s age, plus or minus three years, just by counting elbow wrinkles.


	It’s a party trick now.


	Recently, my 14-year-old (Boy No. 3) chimed in from the passenger seat while we were driving. The sunlight hit my face just right.


	“Mom,” he said, “this is going to sound gross, but you need to shave your face. You have more hair on it than an overripe peach. Do something. Fast.”


	Another son, still in his early and innocent years, once asked me why my stomach was so squishy. And another one told me my boobs were big—and long.


	Sure, all these things represent a life well lived.


	Take the long boobs. They sustained life for my three boys across a span of nearly six years. Now, they’re deflated. They’re tired. They bought a one-way ticket south and are happily retired, for fuck’s sake.


	Yet somehow in my head I still feel 25. I still think I look 25.


	Right up until some cheeky kid cracks wisely or a mirror snaps me out of it. Fill in your own midlife meltdown here; I see you. I feel you. I’m in your corner even if your boobs gave up and relocated south without permission. But don’t mistake me for someone who’s vain or spends hours analyzing her face in magnified mirrors.


	I’m the anti-prepper: wash-and-go curly hair. Five-minute makeup, when or if I even bother. The occasional swipe of lip gloss and the toss of my hair into a ponytail count as effort.


	That said, I’m not taking these changes lying down. There are subtle, low-drama ways I’m trying to feel a little more in control, including:


	

		Occasional facials


		Microneedling (I’m surprisingly into it)


		A little Botox and filler here and there


		Working out (mostly for sanity, but also for strength)


		Also, I’ve recently started lifting weights (the small, friendly, cute kind)





	Here’s the truth: I actually feel more comfortable in my skin than I ever have. (I’ll have a lot more to say about this in an ensuing chapter.)


	Some of that mindset is physical. I finally feel like I’m doing something about the southbound slide. Some of it is mental. I’m starting to admit to myself and even to others that I look pretty good for my age. But most of it? It’s this new, totally unexpected confidence showing up out of nowhere.


	And the real shift is that I no longer feel guilty for feeling good about myself.


	It took decades to get here. Decades of criticizing myself for how I looked. For what I weighed. For what I wore.


	If I’m honest, I wasn’t a great ‘keeper’ of me in my younger years. I wish I could go back and tell her: “You’re kind of amazing. Please stop wasting so much time picking yourself apart. You’re going to age like a badass.”


	Tough times don’t last, tough women do.


	Before we rip the lid off this book, and the beautiful, batshit chapter that is midlife, let’s get real: I had some seriously delusional fantasies about what this phase would look like. You probably did, too. And if you’re still clutching those dreams like a clearance-rack cashmere sweater, brace yourself.


	I fantasized that somehow, after all the chaos, I’d earn a golden ticket to the world’s best amusement park. Everything would be calmer, smoother, easier.


	I thought that after all the shit I’d survived—as a kid, a young adult, a wife, an ex-wife, a mom, a fiancée, a sister, a daughter (you get the drill)—I’d hit some magical pinnacle where the heavy loads would lift and I’d finally coast.


	Turns out, not so much.


	Life isn’t into handing out calm breezes and long beach walks. When you hit midlife, real life’s still very much delivering “What-in-the-actual-fuck is even happening right now?” karate kicks to the ribcage with a side of whiplash. (And not the cute, hair flip kind, either).


	On a regular basis I’m being reminded that some of my old playbooks—as a professional, a parent, a partner—are not working anymore. Honestly, a lot of these playbooks need to be burned down. So, here’s some truth: you know what you need to do in your own life, and I’ve got matches with your name on them.


	Thought that was all? Guess what: There’s grief in this shift, too.


	Grief in the fact that I can go days without hearing my son’s voices or seeing their faces.


	Grief for the quiet gut-punch that I spent years handing over my power, wrapped it up with a bow and gave it to other people’s stories about who I was supposed to be. The ones that said stay small, be quiet, and act grateful.


	I stood by like a spectator while accepting subpar treatment. Too often as women, and especially as moms, we’re conditioned to put everyone else first.


	But here’s what’s different now: I’m not doing that anymore.


	I’m finally living the mantras I’ve been preaching to my boys for years. They include:


	

		When people show you who they are, believe them.


		Make good choices.


		If you’re going to bet on someone, bet on yourself.





	Now, in my 50s, I have no tolerance for anything less than truth, intention, and self-respect. I don’t have space for people who drain me, try to silence or diminish me, or pretend to love me while treating me like an afterthought.


	At this point, for me, the definition of “easy” is changing. It’s not about the absence of challenge (though that condition does at times sound dreamy), it’s about choosing what—and who—is worth the effort, worth my time and worth sharing myself with. It’s about finally putting my money where my mouth is and taking radically better care of myself.


	Because I’ve earned that.


	And I’m unapologetically reclaiming the choices that definitely should have been mine all along.


	So can you.


	We’ve got this. Let’s do it together. Starting now.


	

		


				
Real Girls Reboot & Reflections


All right my friend, your turn. At the end of several chapters you’ll get a mix of practical tips, Real Girls reframes, and reflection prompts. Plus, the usual dose of humor-laced wisdom (because we all need a laugh while unraveling). The intent is to prompt you with something useful, not just relatable. Now, as some of you flash your AARP card at the door to the Chaos Club, here’s three Actionable Tips to kick things off:


Actionable Tip #1:


Create a Chaos Inventory. List every identity, role, and responsibility currently sitting on your shoulders (mom, partner, boss, daughter, emotional support human, etc.). Circle the ones that feel like “shoulds” not choices. That’s your starting point.


Actionable Tip #2:


Remember the Real Girls Reframe: Stability is a moving target—so stop blaming yourself for missing it. The goal isn’t balance, it’s rhythm. And sometimes the rhythm is ugly dancing with your eyes closed. You’re still doing it right.


Actionable Tip #3


Don’t forget your Real Girls Reflection Prompt. What was your midlife “oh shit” moment? Name the exact second it hit you: This is not a drill! Was it a parent’s fall? A partner’s silence? A doctor’s call? Write it down. Then ask yourself: What did it show me about what I truly value, and what I’m afraid to lose?
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CHAPTER 2


	Mirror, Mirror, What The F*ck?


	There comes a moment in every woman’s life when you catch your reflection or, worse, hear a comment you weren’t supposed to hear, and think: “Who is that?” or “Are they talking about me?”


	Aging has a way of sneaking up on you, usually with zero warning and plenty of attitude.


	For me it’s happened in waves of surprise (and denial).


	Remember those stories I told you about the fact that my mom, my sister, and I now share sagging knees? And the one about my son who called me on my lines and crinkles?


	Those were horrifying, but then there are the stories I haven’t shared. How in my early 50s I spent six months convinced my new “highlights” were sun-kissed blonde. Spoiler: they were gray. Apparently, dark brown hair doesn’t spontaneously go blonde at the crown. Who knew?


	More recently, during what we’ll call my Sexy Time Fun Time reality check, I found myself riding high (literally) when I glanced down and spotted a saggy, wrinkly skin pooch.


	A full-on kangaroo pouch.


	Nothing like a mid-romp body reveal to kill my vibe.


	The common thread? A glaring disconnect between how I felt I looked and what mirrors (and innocent bystanders) revealed. Denial? Blindness? Wishful thinking? Probably yes to all.


	But here’s the aftermath ritual: You need to cue the pep talk: “Girl, it’s fine. You’re still cute.”


	Then you need an action plan. Most helpful in my experience have been emergency online concealer tutorials, a call to my stylist to tackle the grays (by making them blonde?), and a heroic attempt at sit-ups to “fix” the pooch.


	Unfortunately, the pouch isn’t just visiting. She’s settled in with a long-term lease and zero plans to vacate. And as a bonus? She’s made herself real cozy with the front of my thighs. That skin now flaps like an old flag every time I run in shorts.


	Oh honey, yes—it’s like that, and honestly, even more unhinged. Our bodies are shifting, sagging, sprouting surprise hairs, and pulling stunts like they’ve joined a reality show called “WTF Is Happening Now?”


	But let me be real with you:


	This chapter isn’t about surrender. It’s a goddamn rebellion. This is not “learning to age gracefully.” This is learning to take your power back, wrinkles, rolls, rogue chin hairs and all.


	By the time we wrap up, you’ll have a no-holds-barred roadmap for seeing yourself—the real you—underneath all the warped beauty myths and bullshit scripts we’ve been force-fed for decades.


	But first? I need you to unclench. Loosen that grip on what’s “appropriate.” Because we’re about to talk about smearing fish sperm on your face. Yup. You read that right.


	Welcome to midlife beauty, baby.


	

		

				
Real Girls Talk: Missy’s Mirror Moment


Missy Toy Ozeas, Energy Healer, Intuitive Channel and Creator of the Become a Money Magnet workshop, didn’t just wake up to a different body—she woke up to a new frequency. “There are days I walk past the mirror and do a double take—not in awe, but in that, ‘Wait, what happened to my face?’ kind of way,” says Missy. The lines are deeper. My arms have a softness I didn’t see coming. The body I used to recognize without effort now feels unfamiliar.”
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