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			Advance Praise for Midlife Private Parts

			“We are all aging, bolder, sexier, and better than ever! Dina Alvarez and Dina Aronson’s book Midlife Private Parts: Revealing Essays that Will Change the Way You Think About Age, brings the midlife community together and shares what we all think about age and life. With every essay you feel seen, heard, and understood. Midlife Private Parts is a must read for all women!”

			—Tamsen Fadal, filmmaker, The (M) Factor, and New York Times Bestselling Author of How To Menopause

			“A refreshingly candid and insightful look at this transitional time, told through the eyes of women who explore the emotional, physical, and relational shifts that come with midlife. Their resonant stories, shared with humor, vulnerability, and wisdom, turn the narrative on its head and invite us to embrace this phase with curiosity and a renewed sense of purpose so that these years can be the best of our lives.”

			—Chip Conley, Founder MEA and New York Times Bestselling Author

			“What you’ll find in this book is a compendium of wise words for those of us who reached midlife and thought: ‘Where the heck am I?’ Think of it not only as a companion on your own journey but a road map to the renaissance you most wholeheartedly deserve.”

			—Stacy London, Designer, Television Host, Menopause Advocate, and New York Times Bestselling Author
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			To my mother, who remains very much alive in my heart, and whose grace, strength, courage, and resilience continue to inspire me from beyond.

			—Dina Aronson

			To all the women in my family, my ancestral guides, who steer me when I can’t find my way. To my mother, for stepping on that plane in 1966 and giving me the chance of a better life.

			—Dina Alvarez

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			For age is opportunity no less

			Than youth itself, though in another dress,

			And as the evening twilight fades away

			The sky is filled with stars, invisible by day.

			—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			I don’t believe in aging. I believe in forever altering one’s aspect to the sun. Hence my optimism.

			—Virginia Woolf

			There are some things you learn best in calm, and some in storm.

			—Willa Cather

			I dwell in Possibility.

			—Emily Dickinson

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Enter the phrase “midlife women” into any search engine, and you might think that we’re all destined to fall off a cliff once we hit a certain age. Article after article on the “midlife crisis” details the existential angst; the loss of youth, beauty, and identity, the burnout, and the feelings of despair that there is more in the rearview than lies ahead. Per Google, being a midlife woman can be a pretty bleak state of affairs.

			But this is not your mother’s middle age, and fortunately, the cultural conversation around aging has started to shift. We are finally (and mercifully) talking about topics like menopause, which until recently seemed to be the last of the great taboos in this country, and we are slowly chipping away at outdated notions around age and showing by example that, as George Eliot once said, “It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”

			Still, being a midlife woman today can feel very lonely. Many of us are emerging from a world in which our roles and identities up to this point were tied to others—mother, wife, daughter, colleague, and so on. We are now transitioning to a new chapter, and it can feel much different from the life we have known. So many of us have spent our earlier years doing what we thought we “should” do, uncomfortably contorting ourselves to fit into spaces that we have now outgrown. But where do we fit? Some days it can feel as though the rug has been pulled out from under us.

			Facing the question “What’s next?” can feel daunting, especially at 4 a.m. on yet another sweaty, sleepless night. And as we try to answer these big, consequential questions, many of us are hit with a host of unexpected emotions that come with the territory but can leave us wondering if we are losing our minds. One minute we are going about our lives, the next we are sobbing in the grocery store parking lot. Then there’s the ten minutes we spent searching for the glasses that were right on top of our head, or the hundreds of things we actually misplaced, or the entirely generic word that we can’t recall to save our lives. The list of things that can make us feel unhinged goes on and on.

			And that’s why we felt compelled to bring this book into being. Because if you’re reading it, surely you have days when you are wondering what the hell is going on. We all have them, and we want you to know you are “normal,” even when your life starts to feel anything but. We wanted to share real stories from real women, not in whispers, but in big, bold, amplified shouts. In these pages you will see yourself, and if you are feeling lost, you will find yourself. You will recognize your rage and your desires; you will feel familiar reckonings with your past, and you will see your struggles and triumphs reflected in these powerful, poignant stories. Most importantly, in reading these pages, you will feel connected to a big and beautiful sisterhood—one that sees, hears, and understands you.

			Told through the eyes of contemporary women, including writers, authors, and creatives, each shares a story of coming to terms with aging and the unexpected moments that define midlife while also embracing and redefining who they have become. In their stories, their struggles, and their triumphs, you will find connection, validation, and—we promise—inspiration.

			Whether it’s menopause or sexual pleasure, midlife reinvention, friendship, redefining style at a certain age, dating after divorce, feeling invisible, or simply being in the last place they ever thought they would be, each essay embodies a midlife moment; a revelation and new hope for the future. The stories they tell reveal who they’ve become through the experience of meeting midlife head on rather than fading into the background.

			We’ve intentionally chosen a diverse group of women to share their stories; some are career writers, and others have come to writing more recently; some have reinvented themselves as podcasters, designers, and midlife educators; others have taken bold steps to become entrepreneurs and market disruptors. And for good measure, we threw in a rock star menopause doctor. You will not find perfect symmetry here—like life, this book unfolded in ways both beautiful and unexpected. At its center there is great heart, and we decided to let it beat.

			The beauty of anthologies is that the reader can pick up anywhere; unlike a novel, every essay is an opportunity to start anew with a fresh perspective always at your fingertips. Whether you choose to jump around or devour in order, we know that these stories will resonate and empower you to see this time as one of great possibilities. Because the truth is that when we reframe the way we think about age, midlife can be an amazing opportunity to reimagine life, find new meaning and purpose, and live more intentionally and more boldly than ever.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Shifting Identities

			Getting Older and Bolder

			When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.

			—Lao Tzu

		

	
		
			Not Without My Readers

			Jessica Fein

			The summer before I started high school, I decided to upgrade my look. I swapped my stack of Izod shirts for peasant blouses, my Jordache jeans for long flowy skirts. I stopped feathering my hair and started wearing it curly. The change I was most excited about was replacing my glasses with contact lenses.

			Now, some forty years later, I still wear contacts, but I supplement them with the dozen pairs of glasses I keep scattered around my house. I have glasses for reading and glasses for glare, another set for distance and several for the sun. It’s not only that I can easily spend twenty minutes looking for my glasses when they’re on top of my head, it’s also that I have better night vision when I’m wearing distance glasses on top of my reading glasses. It’s a special look, to be sure, but what it lacks in form it makes up for ten times over in function.

			I see things differently now. And not just in the literal sense.

			My teens and twenties were about shaping my perspectives as I figured out who I wanted to be and how I wanted to show up in the world. In my thirties and early forties, I wore my views proudly, confident they fit me perfectly. But now it seems I’m looking at big things and small in entirely new ways.

			I even see myself differently.

			Case in point: For most of my life, I prided myself on being a problem solver. It didn’t matter what the challenge was, I’d be the one to come up with the solution…and do it quickly.

			My gift for problem-solving probably started in second grade on the day I got a perfect score and was the first one in class to finish the math worksheet. I got not one, but two gold stars on my paper. That was all the confirmation I needed to understand that gold stars come to those who know the answers and don’t dillydally in making them known.

			From then on I was an answer seeker. Over time the challenges went from speed rounds in math to filling blue books front to back to helping people I love figure out which job to choose, which house, which partner. Solution mode was my comfort zone.

			But then my sister was diagnosed with stage 4 lung cancer. “We got this,” I promised her as I pored over medical reports I didn’t understand and made spreadsheets comparing clinical trials around the world. “If we need to, we’ll find a cure in the rainforests of Cambodia,” I promised, having no idea whether there were rainforests in Cambodia and, if there were, why they’d be harboring a cure for cancer.

			One night after yet another scary scan, I was trying desperately to cheer her up. I may as well have been waving pom-poms in the air when she stopped me and quietly said, “Jess, please don’t try to problem solve right now. I just need you to be with me in my fear and sadness.”

			I dropped my pom poms and wrapped my arms around her. And I realized I’d never once asked my sister what she wanted or needed from me.

			That’s when I learned that it’s not really about finding all the answers. It’s about asking the right questions. It’s not that I didn’t care about how other people felt before; it’s just that I thought I already knew how they felt, what they needed.

			There I was in bona fide middle age, a time when I might have taken pride in being set in my hard-earned ways. Instead I was shifting my view.

			If that had been it, I might have assumed this midlife change, the one I wasn’t expecting, was an exception. But there was more.

			I used to think making a difference meant doing something on a grand scale. I grew up in a home where the idea of tikkun olam—the Jewish concept of mending the world—was dinner-table conversation. What I really wanted to talk about was tryouts for the lacrosse team or why my friends Liz and Dana were ganging up on me. Meanwhile my parents were reminding me that “ours is not to complete the task, nor are we free to desist from it.”

			Really?

			I didn’t even know what the task was. Surely they weren’t thinking about loading the dishwasher or finishing my homework.

			My father told me more than once that my inheritance was being born to a family of “carers,” people who were preoccupied with making the world a better place. My problem with his charge was that the world is a very big place, and it seemed an unrealistically tall order.

			When I graduated from college I did as expected, working first at a nonprofit in DC and then at one in Seattle. My turn to writing and then marketing coincided with my lengthy journey to becoming a mother. By then I’d given up on changing the world and was looking merely to change my own life.

			It took almost a decade, but I finally became a mom—three times over—when my husband and I adopted our brood from Guatemala. Now it was time to turn inward to my kids. Forget about fixing the world, there was laundry to do and baths to draw and meals to make. The kitchen itself needed a lot of tikkun-ing.

			As my kids got older, they required even more of my time. Our middle child had a rare, degenerative disease, and our eldest had ADHD with a host of accompanying emotional and learning issues. My dad suggested I join this advocacy organization and that support group.

			“I’m way too focused on my trees,” I told him. “I just don’t care about the forest right now.”

			Night after night I read aloud with my eldest. Picture books became chapter books and then textbooks. “We’ll get through this together,” I said, when the assignments became more complicated than anything I’d learned in school, and we both struggled. Meanwhile, my husband and I titrated meds and held our daughter’s trembling hand as she faced her illness head on, and it grew increasingly more debilitating. We did everything we could to help our children be kind and happy people even as their challenges increased.

			I watered my trees and gave them light and nurtured them in every possible way. I watched my sisters and my friends and the other medical mamas I met along the way doing the same with their kids, and I realized that all these trees taken together make one hell of a forest.

			Now I know that changing the world doesn’t have to look big. The small moments, one after the other, can make the world a better place too.

			I guess it’s not surprising that I’m changing my mind about so many things these days. Everything else about my body is changing—my belly, my skin, my hair—why not my mind too?

			And speaking about my body, from age ten to fifty I refused to be seen in a bathing suit that didn’t have shorts and/or a skirt built in. God forbid a touch of tushy peeked out of the bathing suit bottom. My friends wore string bikinis. Meanwhile I could have gone straight from the beach to high-holiday services without changing. At least I was prepared.

			Now I wear whatever bathing suit I like, with little concern for what’s peeking out, or even hanging out. The irony is that I wish I’d flaunted the body I had even five years ago. These days, I know my body of today will look fabulous to the me of tomorrow, so I’m dressing accordingly. Besides, I’ve finally begun to believe the trope that the most attractive thing you can wear is confidence.

			I’ve changed my mind about naps, which I’m now in favor of, and tequila too. I no longer think sneakers are just for exercise or that vacations where there’s nothing to do are boring.

			I’d always imagined that by the time I was half a century old, I’d be stalled in my tracks, unapologetic about the beliefs and habits I’d developed over time. I didn’t think I’d be interested in changing, or even willing to. I thought the years of exploration would expire, and I’d be tucked under a cozy throw on the living room couch, eating, drinking, and thinking the same things in perpetuity.

			Instead, I’ve surprised myself. I’m in somewhat of a renaissance period where it feels as though everything’s up for grabs. I recently left the corporate job I held for twenty-five years. I launched my own podcast. I’m writing more, and sometimes, on days when I feel particularly bold, I’ll dare to call myself “a writer.” I’m even looking at real estate listings on the coast opposite from where I’ve lived my whole life.

			Perhaps it’s because I no longer care what others think of my choices. I’m not trying to please my parents or climb a career ladder or attract a new partner. (The partner I have, by the way, is perfectly delighted with my updated beach look.) I’ve lived with myself long enough to know who I am and be excited about who I might become.

			I’m not sure how I’ll see things on the journey ahead, but I do know that I’ll keep moving forward and I’ll keep changing. I also know this: I plan to be packing an assortment of glasses for all of it.

			 

		

	
		
			When You’re No Longer the New Kid on the Block

			Julie Flakstad

			I found myself crying twice that week, looking out my bedroom window.

			Maybe it was the upcoming holiday season stirring up emotions, or the financial stress of our kitchen renovation gone awry, or the combination of a new fifty-pound puppy on top of our already prickly, hormonal teenagers that had me twisted inside out. The unsteadiness of it all made me feel fragile. Or maybe it was the message that Nancy had left weeks earlier about their move and the parade of moving vans now parked across the street. It suddenly felt overwhelming.

			In her somewhat thin, whispery voice, Nancy had left a voicemail explaining that she and her husband Bill were putting their house on the market. They were moving. She wanted to let me know so that we weren’t alarmed by the unusual number of cars parked outside. They were very neighborly that way; they liked everything just so, including their hedges, which Nancy neatly trimmed every week. It made sense; I had noticed Bill looking increasingly frail, but even so, there was an impending gravity to it. It felt like a changing of the guard.

			We had met Bill and Nancy Goodwin almost fourteen years earlier when we traded our New York City rental for a suburban life with convenient public schools and a backyard. My son, two and a half at the time, in his tiny easy-on-easy-off jeans with the elastic waistband, racing toward the bathroom hoping he’d make it in time, and my daughter, just a year old, wobbling around in the snow, her pink woolen skullcap covering her entire head, neck, and little chin. Bill and Nancy were the first ones to welcome us to our new neighborhood. They lived alone, their children grown up, and although they were a bit formal, like many of their generation, there was a mutual, unspoken understanding that if we ever needed anything, they were just across the street.

			As our kids grew up, we settled in—dinner parties, afternoon playdates, back-to-school nights, and endless weekend sports. It was our own little galaxy—us orbiting our children, their friends, and the families that surrounded them—but we waved to Bill and Nancy in between the hustle and bustle, exchanged the occasional phone call, and kept an eye on their house when they eventually began wintering in Florida. Bill loved golf. Years later when our kids were in junior high school, we saw them one day at church. “We’re not going to Florida anymore,” Nancy confided in me softly during coffee hour. “We need to be closer to church,” she said, looking over at Bill, who seemed distant at best. I couldn’t help but wish that Bill could have both.

			Bill and Nancy’s house sold in four days. They accepted an offer from a young family in town while another couple was mid-flight on their way from California hoping to see it. I got the scoop from a different neighbor who had heard the full story via their realtor—God bless the suburban telegraph. That’s when the real bustle began. Over the following weeks, Bill and Nancy’s modest yellow colonial turned into a parking lot of pickup trucks and moving vans hauling off huge cardboard boxes, bedroom sets, and a well-loved armchair covered in kelly green corduroy, all orchestrated by a very robust, very in-charge woman who definitely was not Nancy.

			Like a squirrel in a tree, I continued watching curiously from my desk in the bedroom. The large van parked next to the boss lady, who was busy organizing different piles along the driveway: old children’s bicycles, picture frames, books, and golf bags, including the old leather kind that must’ve weighed over forty pounds, as well as an armory of tools that belonged to Bill’s weathered workbench and dozens of plastic bins with what looked like decorations from Easter, Memorial Day, and every other noteworthy holiday.

			As I leaned in closer, fixating on what other treasures might be unearthed from their garage, I suddenly saw Bill and Nancy emerge from the side door. Bill’s tall, statuesque frame now slightly hunched over, his long, thin arm supported by Nancy, who was wearing one of her signature long paisley-printed dresses. I hadn’t seen them, or spoken to them, since Nancy’s original voicemail, which tugged at me. I had wanted to call her back, but days had turned into weeks and the mounting guilt made it that much harder. I didn’t know what to say or how to say it. What if Bill and Nancy were sad about moving, the assisted living facility one stop away from unappetizing meal trays in some stale nursing home. Or worse, what if one of them was sick?

			Witnessing them from my perch, their entire lives, their belongings, memories, tears, fears, and laughter being sorted, cataloged in their driveway then casually dispensed of by some anonymous woman, gripped at my heart, making it hard to breathe. I welled up with tears again. My heart ached for them having to say goodbye to a time and place they had called home for so many years, being set off to pasture in some unfamiliar, nondescript place with other old people.

			It brought back a flood of raw, painful memories from cleaning out my stepmother’s home after she’d died: the tag sale, the neighbors and bargain hunters offering condolences while coyly fishing for a deal. I thought about my own home, my own furniture, our closets and collections being strewn out on our lawn one day, estate sale ladies pilfering through them, defining value with a roll of red stickers. Bill and Nancy’s driveway felt like a crystal ball, my husband and me one small generational hop away from geriatric care.

			The rational side of me knew that Bill and Nancy’s move was simply part of the circle of life. We grow up. We get old. Eventually a new generation takes hold. But the reality is that emotions are not always rational. Sometimes we feel exposed and raw. And witnessing Bill and Nancy standing in front of their home amid all their belongings was another jarring reminder that life was moving incredibly fast. Too fast. So fast that at times we’re unable to catch our breath, and, if we’re not careful, then suddenly it’s us standing in that driveway, sorting through our own pile of memories.

			My truth is that I’m nervous about what the next stage of life will look like. I worry about the eerie silence of empty bedrooms and fleeting phone calls from our kids, and whether my husband and I will grow old together or drive each other away. I worry about where my husband and I will go when we can’t be in our house any longer or how we will manage if one of us gets sick. Don’t get me wrong, I’m also incredibly excited and curious. I know that there are many exhilarating new chapters ahead—creatively, personally, and professionally—but there are moments when the unknown, tangled up with a decomposing umbilical cord as my teenagers seemingly need me less and less, makes my chest hurt and my throat tighten.

			The deeper truth, or the one that I hadn’t realized before, was that suddenly I was the oldest woman on the street now. Literally. How did that happen? I wondered. I didn’t feel old. I subscribed to the notion that age is an attitude, not a number, and my attitude hovered around twenty-eight. I listened to podcasts and managed multiple Instagram accounts. I was an expert Zara shopper (even my daughter’s friends commented on my cute outfits!). But even so, I couldn’t shake the feeling that a gigantic, oversized Alice in Wonderland–style hourglass had flipped upside down, its sand quickly running out.

			Bill and Nancy’s move weighed on me for months. The notion that time was finite felt like a mushrooming cloud hovering over me when I saw babies in the park, my reflection in the mirror, my mom at the doctor, or a friend at a funeral. Weeks later when my friend Paula and I were out walking, I told her about Bill and Nancy. I started to cry again. She listened gracefully and reminded me about her own trick for unpacking complicated issues. She asked herself, What would my therapist say?

			I liked therapy, all kinds. I loved unraveling complex emotions, the guidance, the perspective from a seasoned professional who was invested in my personal growth, the roundabout questioning they’d ask to help me probe deeper inside myself. What would my therapist say? I thought as I continued to hold space for myself. One thing was becoming clear: The universe had sat me at my bedroom window for a reason. To pause and reflect. To go inward. As I did that, I let my emotions continue to move through me. Bill and Nancy were in a transition, and so was I. I was in a “middle place.” Not as young as I used to be, but not old either. It felt unfamiliar and messy. I kept listening to my inner voice, imagining a therapist saying something like “Yes, you’re right, your life is messy right now. And it’s normal to feel overwhelmed. This middle place isn’t just about one transition but a myriad of transitions all seemingly happening at the same time: your mom aging, your kids growing up, your marriage evolving, friendships in flux. That’s a lot of transition at once,” she’d say, continuing to reassure me that I would find my way across this messy middle, but not by holding on to the younger version of myself. “Take time to mourn her, but then LET GO. Rely on the wisdom that you’ve gained from each wrinkle, adventure, and experience that you’ve loved and have that collective force pull you forward into this new chapter. Be curious. Be open-minded about what’s ahead, and while you’re following those breadcrumbs, lean into your wisdom and start sharing it. Share it with the younger moms on your street; share it with colleagues at work, at church and with friends. Continue to listen earnestly. Share emphatically and stay connected because community and friendship will be everything as we age.” That’s what I think she’d say.

			I continue to think about Bill and Nancy, wondering how they’re doing. I hear about them from others at church, and we’ve been over to say hi to the new neighbors. I still feel tentative about this messy middle, but having words to describe it helps. Leaning into the transition also fuels a different kind of appreciation, for my life, the home I love, and the memories I’m making, messy or not.
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