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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










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.










Part One:


THE SHIT


‘Perimenopause and menopause should be treated as the rites of passage that they are. If not celebrated then at least accepted and acknowledged and honoured.’


Gillian Anderson










1


Fuck Me, I’m Boiling


From hot flushes to brain fog and chronic, incapacitating anxiety; the symptoms you know to expect – and the symptoms you very much don’t


‘Give me all the drugs!’


I swear, those are the first words I utter when I surge into the gynaecologist’s office, wild-eyed and sodden. Stripping off as many layers as I decently can, I fling my bags on the floor and myself into the just-comfortable-enough-but-not-so-comfortable-you’ll-stay-too-long chair facing the chaotic desk of my overworked saviour.


‘I’m serious.’ I flap my shirt, feeling warm, damp air sort of circulate around my clammy boobs. ‘Just give me the drugs. Please.’


The gynaecologist, Claire – a woman now in her mid-fifties who has spent more than her fair share of time looking at my uterus over the past decade or so – smiles knowingly and mirrors my movements, tugging at the neck of her top in a vain attempt to let the air in or, perhaps, the heat out. She’s in the same overheated, over-crowded boat, she tells me, she’s just been in it a couple of years longer. Then she opens the dog-eared cardboard file on her desk that contains the history and mystery of my vulva and extracts a pre-printed sheet of paper.


Even through the blur and the heat and the exhaustion, I know I’m luckier than most. Rather than doing battle with whichever GP I can luck into an appointment with four weeks next Thursday, I am able to go straight to someone who knows me inside and out. She knows I bleed often and by the bucketful – until a few months ago, when my periods stopped altogether. (Hallelujah!) She knows I’m not a massive drug taker. Apart from Ibuprofen. And Lemsip. Buckets of Lemsip. Oh, and the hardcore iron tablets I’ve taken daily since I started passing out – most notably on a side road off Oxford Circus – and my GP told me I was chronically anaemic, not because of massive monthly blood loss caused by what I later discovered were fibroids and polyps, but because I had been vegetarian-ish since I was 20. (I’d like to say the GP was a middle-aged white man, because I do like to pin as much on them as possible, but it wasn’t, it was a young woman I’d specifically asked to see, thinking I’d get more empathy ...) I didn’t even last that long on the contraceptive pill. So, I’ve never been super-keen to take more hormones. Plus, I am a fully paid-up member of The Sisterhood – or so I thought – and The Sisterhood, in the main, is of the opinion that HRT (hormone replacement therapy) is A Bad Thing. Not only a bad thing, but dangerous. And traitorous. And, worst of all, PLAYING INTO THE HANDS OF THE PATRIARCHY. Oh, and vain. And shallow. And ... I’m a feminist BUT give me HRT and give it to me now!


I’m not going to give you a science lesson (there are many far better equipped than me to do that). But for those of you lucky enough not to be in the know, HRT typically contains oestrogen (most commonly estradiol) and a synthetic progestogen to replace the hormones our bodies stop producing during perimenopause. Some women take a combined pill, some use oestrogen gel and take a progestogen tablet, others wear a patch. The options alone would take an entire chapter to sum up, but in a nutshell HRT, and its many permutations, has been in the eye of a medical and moral storm ever since it launched as Premarin in America in 1942 and was famously made from mares’ urine. Aside from the extremely sexist taglines used in its advertising until recently (here’s a sample: He Is Suffering From Oestrogen Deficiency, Is She The Reason Why?), many studies published over the last two decades have connected it to increased risk of breast cancer, particularly in older women taking it upwards of five years. There is also believed to be a slight risk of ovarian cancer.1 On the flipside, women who take HRT in whatever form are found to be less likely to develop osteoporosis and urinary tract infections. And that’s before you get started on the moral and political issues. Of which there are MANY.


I’ll go into it more later, but all you need to know is that, at this point, I don’t give a damn about any of it. I don’t care which side thinks I’m letting them down. I don’t care if I look weak or vain or in denial or insufficiently stoic. I don’t give a rat’s arse what I’m putting into my body. And I’m not interested in the much-publicised health risks – although the flaky wind of publicity changes constantly. Tell me if you must, I think, but na-na-na-na-nah I’m not listening. I see your increased breast cancer risk and I raise you osteoporosis and the chronic state of my mental health. (I didn’t say I was being responsible, I said I was desperate.) I am hot, I am often drenched, I am anxious – fearful even. I am sleepless, I am forgetful, I am confused. I am alternately enraged and hollowed out, empty. I am given to uncontrollable outbursts of temper and equally unpredictable floods of tears. In the kitchen. In the office loos. On the tube. At home, in the shower, where – bliss! – no one can see you howl. My self-belief is at rock bottom and I am even more of a confidence-free zone than usual. I have totally lost sight of myself. I do not know who I am any more. (And that’s before I get started on the hair loss and weight gain.) All this would be bad enough if I was still doing the job I have done successfully for over 20 years. But, no. In my wisdom I chucked that in and am now ‘self-employed’ and in the early days of starting a business.


In this, as with all the other things on this list, I am not alone. I know that now. Utter confusion and lack of awareness seem to go hand in hand. But I didn’t know that then; then, I thought I was going mad. So mad, in fact, that more than once (OK, more than ten times) I googled ‘early onset dementia’. I wasn’t alone in that either. About 10 per cent of the women I interviewed were so convinced they were showing early signs of dementia that they actually went to the doctor. More than 50 per cent considered it.


Anyway, I have tried everything I can think of and I am all out of options. In short, I am desperate.


‘Please,’ I repeat, slightly calmer now. ‘Give me some HRT. I just want to feel like me again.’


Claire hands me the sheet of paper and gives me her ‘this is important’ stare as she talks me through the pros and cons; the links between HRT and an increased risk of breast and uterine cancer in older women, and the health benefits (yes there are some, starting with reduced incidence of osteoporosis and UTIs). I nod and make appropriate uh-huh noises. As soon as I decently can, I shove the leaflet in my bag with a fingers-crossed promise that I will definitely, positively, honestly, read it thoroughly later. NOW give me the drugs.


This is the point I should stop and scroll back, because this is not the beginning. Far from it. It’s the end of the beginning. Or maybe it’s the beginning of the middle. Either way, I’m on the cusp of a resolution, of sorts, and I need to tell you how I got here: clammy and hysterical (sorry, but hysterical is the right word in this case) three floors above Harley Street, about to willingly drop 350 quid I don’t have. Let’s start where it started, roughly 18 months earlier. It being perimenopause, something I knew very little about until it smacked me in the ovaries. I’d heard about the sweats – all you ever hear about are the sweats – but the sweats are the tip of the iceberg. For me, at least, the other symptoms were far more debilitating. If I had known those symptoms were perimenopause and not that I was seriously losing my grip, I’d have sought professional advice a lot sooner.


See? Already we’re in a place of confusion – a place that will become familiar to you if you spend any time at all thinking about or talking about or indeed experiencing perimenopause. Because even though sweats are the symptom most commonly associated with perimenopause, what even are they? Are we talking about sweats or are we talking about hot flushes – or hot flashes, as Americans call them? Are they the same thing, or are they perceptibly different? I wish I could tell you. All I know is what I experienced. And, chances are, your experience will be different. The main thing I’ve learnt from the dozens of women I spoke to for this book is that there are as many experiences of menopause as there are women – some good, some bad, some horrific, some brief, some lengthy, some still ongoing decades later (I know!), some ... neither here nor there. Everyone is unique and every one counts because afterwards you emerge different, changed. Shifted. In my case, dramatically. And for the better.


Back to me and the flushes/flashes/sweats. For the sake of argument, I’m going to split them into two groups: 1. night sweats, for the waking in the middle of the night in a puddle with your pjs stuck up your bum like you wet the bed and your hair clinging to your neck and your pillow turned to a sponge. Inconvenient, uncomfortable, insomnia-inducing, relationship-stressing, yes, but not publicly humiliating. 2. hot flushes/flashes, for the daytime onslaught that roars in from nowhere, usually when you’re in the middle of an important meeting, making your temperature soar, drenching your clothes and, if you’re really lucky, turning your face, neck and chest bright red. For me they were more like flashes – coming in from nowhere, rather than rising up from my core as many women describe. (A friend of mine suffered from these so badly that her assistant learnt to spot them and took to yelling, ‘tropical storm incoming!’ to give her a chance to escape to the loo to regroup. It’s one way of coping, I suppose.)


I don’t know how long I’d been having night sweats before I realised I wasn’t just ‘getting a bit hot’. They started gradually. First once a week, maybe twice. Then most nights. Then almost all night. In an attempt to regulate my temperature without actually throwing the duvet on and off at regular intervals, I developed a habit of sleeping with one leg hanging out of the bed, even in winter, where previously I had been a winter-thickness 13.5 tog duvet and two blankets kind of girl. In a (failed) attempt not to wake my husband Jon with constant duvet-tossing, I briefly experimented with 3am wanders down to the kitchen to ram as much of my body as I could get into the fridge. But the cat just thought it meant he was due a pre-breakfast snack and woke Jon anyway, so that was the end of that. Instead I would wake somewhere around two or three, damp sheets clinging to my skin, and start to pull apart the previous day, taking issue with everything I had said and done – or not done. What did X think of me? Why did Y respond like that? Why did I make that decision? Why didn’t I? Then I would slowly drift back to sleep, brain cells still worrying away at my many perceived failings, only for another sweat to come lapping in and the whole process to start again.


All night, every night.


When the alarm finally went off at 6.30am – what felt like seconds after the last sweat – I was panic-stricken and exhausted.


If I was sensible I’d have kept a diary, but I’m not and I didn’t, so I don’t know whether this pattern of intermittent insomnia had been going on weeks or months when the daytime flashes began. I feel like a bit of an idiot typing that. Just as I feel like an idiot saying I didn’t at first realise what was happening to me. From where I’m sitting now – safely on the other side and bloody glad to be here – it’s so blindingly obvious. What I was thinking? Was I thinking? Probably not. My brain was fried from catastrophising all night and trudging through fog most of the day. But in my defence, I was only 46, and while perimenopause at 46 isn’t unheard of, it’s definitely on the early side. None of my friends were experiencing anything like this – or so I discovered when I plucked up the courage to ask.


Also, I’d bought into the whole idea that gets peddled by a certain section of the media that I could expect to have broadly the same menopausal experience as my mum. (God knows why, since, to my knowledge, gynaecologically we have little in common.) So I asked her. ‘Mid-fifties I think,’ she said vaguely, like it had been no big deal. And who knows if it had been or not, because like many women of her generation, she probably either thought it was something you didn’t talk about or just got on with it, or both. An opinion she voiced – as did the boomer mothers of most of the women I spoke to. An unspoken, ‘So why can’t you just get on with it?’ left hanging in the air. (As Lisa, 52, put it: ‘In the immortal words of my mother, “I was fine. I just had to get on with it.” Thanks, Mum.’) So, I patted myself on the back and congratulated myself on having the great good fortune not to have to worry about menopause for another ten years. I certainly didn’t put the sweat and the heat and the increasing amount of time spent lying on the grim-but-cool tiled loo floors at work together and make three.


(Handy tip: if you are, in fact, reading this lying on a public toilet floor praying for a flash to subside, don’t. It’s very very germy. Instead keep a can of Diet Coke – or fat Coke, entirely up to you – in the nearest fridge. Don’t drink it. Just get it out of the fridge and shove it up your jumper. It’s way more hygienic. Oh, and always carry a spare pair of knickers. Lots and lots of spare knickers.)


One whole year, almost two, of feeling unpredictably, unmanageably physically and emotionally out of control. Like there’s someone driving your body, doing wheelies and handbrake turns (one of the women I spoke to somewhat randomly called her menopausal interloper Jane: ‘My middle name – because I felt plain, invisible and cried at everything’) and somewhere, trapped inside, there’s you.


So, in a weird way, while the sweats are the least of it, they are the crux of it, too. The chicken and the egg. Or the no eggs. (Sorry.) While they can feel pretty much impossible to control (give or take cutting back on alcohol. Do as I say, not as I do ...) they are the thing you’re primed to expect, even if you don’t know how to deal with them. For me, all the rest came spiralling out of them. You sweat and overheat, therefore you can’t sleep, you can’t sleep therefore you worry, you worry therefore your anxiety levels go through the roof. When you do finally sleep it’s time to wake up, so you start the day emotionally and physically drained, which in no way helps with the confusion, lack of confidence and anxiety you already feel. Then the flashes kick in. Try doing that on repeat for the next several hundred days while holding down a job, managing a team, looking after a family, maintaining a relationship (if you’re heterosexual, with someone who’s never going to go through it and as likely as not doesn’t get it; if you’re not then quite possibly with someone who’s also living through it right now. Either way, is it really a shock that so many relationships break up right around now?). And remaining vaguely human while you do it. It’s like being 15 but with all the responsibilities of a 50-year-old. Which is, after all, what it is: all the hormonal upheaval of puberty but in reverse. I’m not proud to say I failed to pull off either puberty or perimenopause with any degree of grace. It’s only down to the extreme tolerance of my partner that I’m still married at all.


With hindsight, it’s painfully obvious what was going on. But I was chronically unprepared for the massive life shift that was coming for me. Menopause stands alone in that regard. Look how open we are about periods, and pregnancy. Thanks, in large part, to millennial women who are zero tolerance on pretending to be ‘just like a man’ and keeping their premenstrual cramps and PMS under wraps, we talk and talk and talk some more. At the water cooler, in the coffee shop, in the toilets at work, on email, on the office Slack, on WhatsApp groups, on Zoom. We know who’s having their period, who’s got cramps, who suffers from endometriosis and has to work from home once or twice a month, and who has medically chronic PMS. We diarise when to expect it for our own protection as much as anything else. But even as a teenager in the 1980s at my woefully inadequate comprehensive that thought showing us a film in biology of frogs fucking did the job when it came to explaining the intricacies of heterosexual intercourse, and anything else was TMI, I knew what to expect when my periods came and what the hell they were for. I can’t speak personally from a pregnancy perspective, but you can’t spend 30 years working in offices full of thirtysomething women and not learn something.


But menopause ... not so much.


Imagine how great it would be if, just as we share our stories of massive blood loss and gut-shearing cramps, we compared sweats, brain fog and random crockery throwing, painful sex and debilitating anxiety, in the coffee shop queue. Despite the proliferation of blogs and Facebook groups, that still feels quite a long way off.


In part this is because menopause is the undeniable proof that we are ageing. We are NOT YOUNG ANY MORE (that’s emphasis, by the way, not menopausal shouty caps). And God forbid we admit that, let alone celebrate what comes next. (Menopause shower, anyone?) And yet, all around, women of roughly my age are dying. But we’re still here, still going, still being and doing and achieving, albeit with a few more wrinkles. WTF are we moaning about?


That’s not to say the whole thing might not be a lot more bearable if we knew a) broadly what to expect and b) that while menopause inevitably represents the end of womanhood as we are trained to know and value it – our biologically ‘useful’ years *gags* – what lies beyond can be equally, if not more, rewarding. That there is life at the end of this long, dark, hot tunnel. That’s part of it, for sure. But the other part is that we simply don’t know enough about it. And how scandalous, how enraging, is that? It’s only going to happen to every single one of us, after all. That’s just under 51 per cent of the global population at the last count.


I’m going to say this now and apologise in advance because I can absolutely guarantee it won’t be the last time I do, but imagine for a moment this, THIS happening to the other 50 per cent of the population – the 50 per cent that is actually 49.2 per cent, if we’re being picky. This thing shrouded in confusion and mixed messages, strong yet frequently ill-informed opinions, contradiction and lashings of shame. And they (the 49 per cent) are expected to just ‘put up with it’. And, so, they do? Nah, me neither. But like I said, plenty of time to rant about that later.


Under-informed as I was, it eventually dawned on me what was going on, through a chink in the brain fog, or ‘pink fog’ as it was dubbed in a small study carried out by Miriam Weber in 2013.2 (Why is it always pink?) It was the sweats that ultimately gave it away. But even with the certain knowledge that I needed to get myself some information and some support and fast, I couldn’t really bear to accept it. I was 46. To borrow a phrase from journalist Kate Spicer, who tells me she doesn’t mind being 50 but she’s ‘not ready to stop looking in the mirror’, I ‘presented’ as youthful. I dressed youthful. I’d never overdone it on the tanning front (ginger, freckles, prickly heat, no choice) and a lifetime spent working in women’s magazines meant I’d been on the receiving end of an awful lot of free moisturiser. I have zero belief in its miracle-conjuring properties, but applied twice a day every day for 30 years it has to have done something. Above all, I felt young-ish. Or I had. Was I now old?


(The short answer, of course, is yep. Older anyway. Nothing wrong with that. But that’s the point, isn’t it? To be a woman in the 21st century – a so-called first-world one anyway – is to be irrationally terrified of ageing. To be taught that, for women in particular, ageing is a one-way path to irrelevance and decay, because that’s how much of the patriarchal schtick we’ve swallowed.)


I started where I always start, with word of mouth. I’ve always been a word of mouth kind of woman. If I like someone’s boots on the tube I tap them on the shoulder and ask them where they got them. So I frantically fired off emails to older friends, confidently expecting them to deliver solutions straight into my lap. (Like I said, 50 going on 15). Instead, I was met with emoticon shrugs:


Me: ‘Jane, when you had your menopause ...’


Jane, five years older than me and bound to be as zero tolerance on this as she is on everything else: ‘I haven’t. Have you? Oh my God, you poor thing. Is it shit? I heard it’s shit.’


Me: ‘Julia, has your menopause started ...’


Julia, two years older and one of those people who seems to know everything and everyone: ‘Nope, not yet. Is it grim? I’m dreading it.’


Me, growing increasingly desperate: ‘Emma ...’


Emma, four years older than me, infinitely cooler and my guiding light since I met her when we were both lowly assistants – her in PR, me in my first magazine job: ‘Yep been and gone, I didn’t really notice it.’


No artistic licence here, I promise. Not only were they not experiencing any symptoms – or at least none they recognised – in the main, these smart, educated, no-bull-tolerating women treated the mere possibility of menopause as if it were contagious. Like just saying the M word could bring it on. (Producer and director George, 51, told me about a choir practice where she took her jumper off and put it back on again ‘about a dozen times because I was boiling. Somebody asked what was going on and I said, “Oh, menopause, hot flushes, no big deal” and people genuinely shrank back, as if I were infectious! It was a mixed group of people, around my age or slightly older. Some really powerful women. It was a funny thing. As soon as I’d said those words in that room, nothing was ever the same again and I’d been in that choir for seven years ...’). Now replace that word with another word, puberty, and imagine the same reaction. It’s not even conceivable, is it? Hey, here’s a seismic life change, let’s just pretend it’s not happening.


I did, eventually, find an ex-colleague who was not only in the midst of it, she was living her best perimenopausal life. Tania, a journalist with a special interest in ‘wellness’, had ‘done a piece on it’ (journalist-speak for ‘tested my way through various bio-identical hormone treatments for free’). She was now a fully paid-up member of the Marion Gluck fan club. Gluck is arguably the biggest name in bio-identical hormones. (These differ from traditional HRT in that they’re chemically identical to those produced by our bodies and derived from plant oestrogens. Let’s just say that, like the rest of the HRT landscape, they’re a subject of much debate. Believed by some to be the ‘gold standard’, others including the British Menopause Society consider them over-priced.3 Based on Wimpole Street in central London, Gluck counts novelist Jeanette Winterson and actress Gillian Anderson among her acolytes. Winterson credits Gluck with making her feel ‘at home in my body again’4, while Anderson has said that before she met Gluck she felt like something had taken over her brain.5 Oh, how I knew that feeling. And here was Tania, looking glossier than ever, tossing newly dyed white-blonde hair (also a perk of the job) before heading off to Bikram yoga (ditto). ‘I feel better than I have for a long time,’ she assured me. ‘I feel like me again, but if anything a bit better.’


My instinct was to be dismissive – cynical is my MO – but it struck a chord: ‘I feel like me again.’ And I didn’t. Right then, I’d have struggled to identify me at all.


I’m not saying there’s not plenty of help to be found. If you know where to look or have the inclination to hunt for it. And there’s Google. There’s always Google. Try it. Go on, search ‘menopause’: 115 million hits and counting. There are books by the truckload and websites seem to be popping up daily. Ditto private Facebook groups if you can get an in. They can be hit and miss. Much like menopause. Anyway, my friends had drawn a blank, with one exception, and seeking help on social media (by which I mean Facebook and Instagram – can you imagine the terror of asking Twitter?!) felt like too much of a public admission that I was ageing. In the absence of anyone who ‘looked like me’ to ask, I muddled through, feeling lonely, depressed and very, very hot. And fat. And old. And increasingly irrelevant.


As well as raving about bio-identical hormones, Tania gave me the names of a few alternative treatments to try. Which is how I found myself in the ‘mature women’ section of the Women’s Health aisle in Boots (it’s just along from the ‘fertile women’ section full of ovulation predictors, pregnancy tests and the healthy pregnancy vitamins and minerals, just in case you needed reminding ... It’s a bit better in Holland & Barrett where it’s dubbed Adult Health and lives, logically I guess, next to the Viagra equivalents). I was on the hunt for black cohosh. Given the thumbs up by countless internet forums, black cohosh is derived from the roots of a herb with Native American origins and it became popular around the same time as HRT for its supposedly oestrogen-like effects. Its best-known benefit is ‘reducing night sweats’ – according to one website; although according to another, those benefits are ‘modest’. But it was only a tenner. Vastly cheaper than most of the other treatments on the shelves, which range from a fiver to 50 – yes, 50 quid – for a month’s supply. So I bought it. I took it, as instructed, and then I read the contraindications. This is out of character. Because I figure nine times out of ten the benefits outweigh the drawbacks (and who wants to know about the tenth?). I won’t list the side effects here – you can look them up for yourself – but let’s just say they might conceivably be worth it, if it actually works. It didn’t. Not even slightly.


Admittedly, this is a journey I was never willingly going to go on. Peppermint tea is about as woo-woo as I get, so – hands up – I was not approaching this with a Positive Mental Attitude. I took the black cohosh for a couple of weeks. The sweats kept coming. The anxiety didn’t ease. The confidence kept crashing. Then I started to fixate on the side effects – usually when I was awake at 3am in the puddle of cooling sweat that wasn’t meant to be there any more. Were my headaches worse? Had I gained even more weight? Was my low blood pressure even lower? Was I even dizzier? Probably not. Or if I was it probably had zero to do with black cohosh and everything to do with lying awake worrying all night, every night.


A fortnight in, I ditched the black cohosh and went through the same – increasingly expensive – process with a variety of other equally fruitless variants on a meno theme: Menopace, Menojoy, Menomood, Menocool (stick ‘meno’ in front of any word and it seems you give yourself a licence to print money). To be fair, any or all of them may have made a tiny difference, but it was negligible. By the time I reached the point of seriously contemplating spending £50 on a magnet to stick in my knickers (the manufacturers claim it reduces symptoms of menopause by rebalancing the autonomic nervous system and apparently Belinda Carlilse of The Go-gos – remember them, Gen Xers? – swears by it). I took it as a sign I was truly going mad enough to ditch my ‘but patriarchy’ principles and went in search of HRT.


There are plenty of women who swear by natural remedies – they wouldn’t be produced in such quantities if there weren’t – and there’s certainly no shortage of rave reviews and positive feedback swarming the internet. But try as I might I couldn’t find a real live one. Of the women I spoke to, most who did use supplements used them in conjunction with HRT, a healthy diet, reduced alcohol and caffeine intake and lots of exercise. Like Lisa, 52, who takes a natural supplement made of maca root. ‘It helps,’ she says, ‘but it’s not as effective as the first few packs of HRT.’ Juliet, 50, takes vitamin D and magnesium; her sister tried sage, but it didn’t work. Deborah, 49, tried acupuncture and Chinese medicine. But everyone I spoke to concluded that supplements were no replacement for HRT. As Nahid del Belgeonne, 52, who takes flaxseed, puts it, it’s simply ‘extra ammo’.


The trouble is, HRT and whether or not to take it is portrayed as a zero-sum game. You either sell your soul for oestrogen, or you go quietly but serenely into your dotage wearing art-history-teacher smocks and spending a disproportionate amount of time on hills with your dogs. Now, I want a dog as much as the next menopausal person (I have a yearning for a border terrier, as it happens – you know, the ones with little moustaches and grumpy faces) but I also want my life as I recognise it. Why should the two be mutually exclusive?


The quick answer is, they aren’t. There are almost as many women who do take HRT as those who don’t. (Definitive stats are on the sparse side, but the split seems to be about 40:60.) And for every one who has chosen not to take it ‘because patriarchy’ and because they don’t want to line the pockets of the pharmaceutical companies who are raking it in – the ‘global hot flash market’ was valued at $3.7 billion in 2014 and is projected to reach $5.28 billion by 20236 – there are two who don’t take it, either because they don’t consider their symptoms severe enough to warrant it, or for their own personal health reasons. Or they simply don’t want to.


‘I haven’t taken HRT and I wouldn’t because I had IVF and pumped my body so full of hormones that I’m scared to do anything else,’ says Lena, 55. ‘But if I’m honest, I do envy those who are on it. They seem visibly happier, younger, have more energy. Or maybe I just think they do.’


Sarah, now in her late sixties, went on HRT as soon as she experienced menopausal symptoms, largely because her mum suffered with osteoporosis. ‘It had the same effect on me as going on the pill – I put on weight,’ she tells me. ‘So I tried another one. That was a bit better but it had a similar effect. I thought about going for a third option, but quite honestly, a full-time job, a primary school-aged child and a waste-of-space partner was enough to cope with, so I stopped taking it. A friend recommended some natural alternatives, which I took for several years. Ten years later I fell, broke my hip and was diagnosed with osteoporosis ...’


Caroline, 55, went to her doctor after ‘falling into a perimenopausal hell-hole’ at 50. ‘I thought I was losing my mind,’ she recalls. ‘I was terribly anxious, suffered from dreadful night sweats, soaking wet bed every night, insomnia and rages. I cried constantly – alternately shouting and weeping. My husband and I nearly broke up. My GP whacked me on Citalopram [an antidepressant] which helped enormously.’


Why an antidepressant and not HRT? ‘My GP didn’t discuss HRT with me. I basically burst into her consulting room in floods. She thought I needed a helping hand. There was no mention of menopause. Citalopram saved my bacon. I came off it 18 months ago and I’ve felt pretty good since then.’


The antidepressant versus HRT thing is a big bone of contention. According to Paula Fry, 49, who co-founded Facebook group Feeling Flush in 2017, ‘The biggest thing we hear is women being offered antidepressants instead of HRT and it makes my blood boil.’ New research found that over a third of menopausal women who attend their GP are offered antidepressants before HRT.7 ‘About one in seven women will have breast cancer in their lifetime and they can’t usually take HRT,’ says Dr Louise Newsom8. ‘Menopause affects everything – bones, heart, brain, sexual identity. We need to focus more on the health risks for older women of not being on HRT and stop repeating the canard about HRT being dangerous.’


Others have similar personal health reasons for eschewing HRT, many of which are related to cancer – their own or that of close family members. Writer Stella Duffy, 56, first had breast cancer and subsequent early menopause 20 years ago. It recurred ten years later. ‘If people want to take HRT, go for it,’ she says. ‘But I wouldn’t risk it – I don’t have hormonal cancer so I could take it, but personally I feel high risk, so I’m not chancing it. Also, now my symptoms are much more manageable so it’s not like I’m “WTF can I do?” It might be different if that were the case ... Having been through what I’ve been through I love the places where my body is doing stuff of itself rather than being forced into it through drugs ... I have a desire to be the age I am and that is from not being dead at 36. I like being 56. I think it’s fucking amazing that I’m 56 and I’m still here. So if I hurt, if I have a hot flush, I want to be me in my body, not two separate things.’


Her partner, writer Shelley Silas, 61, has a different approach. For most of her perimenopause, she was a vocal HRT refusenik. But two weeks before we spoke, something changed. ‘For ages I would have a go at women for taking HRT,’ she admits, ‘I once said to a friend on Twitter, “How can you take it? What’s wrong with you?” But now, oh my God, I get it. I get your body being pushed to a limit where you’re just not able to function and it prevents you doing things; you worry about going out and just dripping sweat. I got quite desperate. I felt like one more hot flush and I would kill someone. That’s how bad it was. I just wanted to feel normal, human.


‘I couldn’t cope,’ she continues. ‘I couldn’t cope with my mum [Shelley’s sister died nine years ago, leaving her to look after her mum, who’s 92, with the help of a carer; a common situation for women in mid-life] and work and life and, on top of all that, every half an hour feeling like I was melting. I’d fought against it for so long because of the risks I thought it involved. But it got to the point where it was actually making me mad, so I just went to the GP. I take back everything I ever said and all my harsh judgements. I used to be quite vitriolic telling people it wouldn’t make them younger inside, but I see now that HRT is not about wanting to be younger, it’s about feeling better about yourself. It’s an internal thing not a vanity thing. I thought I could deal with it and I couldn’t. That’s nothing to be embarrassed about.’
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