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Praise for ‘What’s Wrong With Me?’:

‘This comforting memoir will help us all feel less alone as we navigate the emotional turmoil of midlife. It’s full of advice and stories to support everyone who needs a bit of reassurance, that it really is all going to be OK and the best is yet to come … coz it really is’

Davina McCall, author of Menopausing

‘Read Lorraine’s words, take comfort in them and then equip yourself with the advice she has gathered. Use it to navigate your way through your midlife years. The power of sharing our feelings and experiences and supporting one another cannot be underestimated and that’s what this book does. There’s magic within these pages’

Jo Whiley, BBC Radio 2

‘At last, a book that we can all relate to in so many different ways! Lorraine uses her vast experience, both personally and professionally, to educate, reassure and guide us to have the most positive and healthy midlife’

Dr Louise Newson, author of Menopause

‘Few books tackle both the physical and emotional elements of women’s midlife experience but this one does with warmth, wit and seriously helpful advice. It’s a practical and gentle nudge for women towards a happier, healthier and more uplifting midlife experience’

Julia Samuel MBE

‘This book is hilarious, honest and brilliantly relatable, it reads like a warm hug from a best friend who will hold your hand and support you despite all your foibles. Thank you for making me feel I am not alone in the confusing muddle and malaise of midlife. This book is hilarious, honest and brilliantly relatable’

Louise Minchin, author of Fearless
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Preface: How to Use This Book

How did I get here? Did it happen all at once, in a day, overnight? While I was watching Top of the Pops? Did it ambush me suddenly from behind? Who is that in the mirror? I’m not familiar with her. Was I distracted when I was informed about this – looking at my phone maybe? Why did no one tell me it was coming? Is it a secret? Is it happening to anyone else? None of it makes sense. I must be losing my mind, going mad … Who am I? What’s wrong with me?

One minute I’m melancholy and meh, the next I am manic and murderous.

I can’t remember anything. My mind has gone foggy. Sleep eludes me. My chest is squeezed with panic. I’m fearful of driving and everything makes me cross. Sometimes I hear myself low-level growling with irritation, like Marge Simpson.

That’s not normal. I’m a swirly mess of angst and rage, a contrary mix of shame and indignant fury. I’m also very tired. I find my door keys in the fridge, address my mum’s birthday card to her dog and leave the house for work with mascara on only one eye.

And why is a cloud of hopelessness floating behind me? Why do I keep doing death maths in the post-office queue? I’ve never felt like this before; it is confusing, illogical and out of character. And it has caught me completely by surprise.

If any of the above sounds familiar to you, you’ve picked up the right book. You’re not alone. There IS something unexpected in the bagging area. But don’t despair, don’t worry; you’re not trapped in this unusual bewilderment forever. More harmonious, more positive times lie ahead; it’s just that you have reached the messy middle bit of life and may need help navigating it – some comforting guidance through these unexpected times before being liberated into a new place. Which is where I come in. You’ll be glad to see me. I think I know how you got here, because I know you.

My career has been built on understanding the lives of the women of Generation X. From the newspaper journalism I’ve focused on to the glossy magazines I’ve edited (Cosmopolitan, ELLE, Sunday Times Style), my world has been your world.

I was there as you hurtled out of your twenties into the panic years of your thirties. I lived through the ’90s party years with you (that was fun); through the ambitious days of shoulder-padded career escapades (very Melanie Griffith in Working Girl); through Princess Diana’s wedding and her funeral; through your forties, your mothering or not mothering; through all the wolf whistling, mansplaining and manspreading. I have interviewed many of your female heroes and met your role models, sat in the corridors of power with the women fighting for your rights and I have even worked for the woman who invented that goddamn phrase ‘having it all’.

So, you see, I am woven into the fabric of your Gen-X life. And here we are now, at a new stage of it, the uncomfortable middle bit. The bit that is not for the faint-hearted, the dangerous age. I co-present a podcast about this: Postcards from Midlife. And now I have written a book on it, on us, which I hope is an uplifting guide to navigating midlife using all the wisdom and experiences gathered from the brilliant women I have met: those who have gone before us and those who are going through it with us, as well as all the experts supporting us. I hope this book is a pathfinder for women of our generation: that it is a thoughtful, hopefully humorous glimpse into your possible future. It’s not a fierce rallying cry, or a to-do list; it’s not about being the best you can be or supercharging your second act with newfound ambitions; it’s not about reinvention or feeling younger. It’s not about menopause and perimenopause, though we do cover that, obviously (it’s unavoidable). There will be no Cosmo-style quizzes, commandments or rules. I don’t have all the answers, but I am here to give you a gentle nudge towards a less overwhelming place, to motivate you by holding a torchlight on a calmer, more positive mindset. I’ll share a few ideas for you to mull over as you embrace the privilege of getting older.

Right now, it most likely feels as if you are on your own, straddling who you were and who you might want to be. The Marigold Hotel is a long way off and you’re not falling for anything with ‘anti-flush technology’ written on the label (that just makes your Gen-X rage worse), but here and now you’re in a bit of a wobbly and contrary place. Perhaps you feel self-conscious or self-indulgent for even wondering what’s wrong with you, but the good news is that you’re not alone. And it does get easier and begin to make sense. You’ll find your mojo again! Some work must be done – it may involve a little ‘wellness waffle’, as I used to call it, and a loose plan must be made, but an army of Gen-X women are alongside you and we are all on this adventure together.
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The Unravelling

If the car clipped my left side, perhaps just knocking me over gently (if such a thing were possible), then I figured I would get at least three days away from life in my forties. I obviously didn’t want any head injuries or facial scars. Looking in the mirror was already a confusing daily ritual; further damage beyond the ever-deepening frown lines would be unhelpful and upsetting.

All I needed was a small bump, enough to warrant an ambulance, with a siren, followed by a short but revitalising stint in a hospital bed. I was desperate for stillness so that I could figure out what the hell was going on, to make sense of this gradual but disturbing emotional unravelling. This odd sense of losing myself. This weird panic. And I needed a moment alone without being ambushed by memories of days gone by. It was all so strange. I had lost the ability to remember the password to my computer, yet the day we first took our toddler to the London Aquarium or the moment my dad gave me away at my wedding more than two decades ago would suddenly pop into my head. Crystal-clear memories, right down to the smells, sounds and even temperatures. This technicolour footage would stop me in my tracks and take my breath away; this ‘previous life’ kept flooding into my current life, unexpectedly splattering me with melancholy mayhem. It was bewildering. It was as if I was being stalked by the woman I used to be at the stage of life where I had begun to look for signs of who I was now, because I didn’t really know. I was baffled and discombobulated by it all at the age of 47.

I’d get to the end of the day and wonder where I had put ‘it’, not knowing what ‘it’ was. I had that feeling of continually rooting around in my handbag looking for my keys, fury mounting, but there was never a sense of relief because I never found my keys and each day the search began again. I was sleeping less and catastrophising more.

I kept muttering, ‘What’s wrong with me?’ under my breath. It’s a phrase my increasingly independent teenage daughters said to me every time I appeared anyway, in that way teenage girls have of brutally dismissing their mums.

But what was wrong with me? Almost everything, it felt like. As well as the surprise of being constantly ambushed by my ‘previous life’, I had also developed a low level of panic and anxiety. I was either sorrowful all the time or worried all the time or furious all the time, which was not like me. I’m generally quite a perky person. I was also intermittently overwhelmed and exhausted. And I had started to do the death maths – calculating how long I had left in days. I expected to turn round and see the Grim Reaper standing in our kitchen, petulantly tapping his watch like one of my teens waiting for me to give them a lift.

I was in the autumn of my life and, illogically, this was a terrifying realisation.

Running out of time made me suddenly feel trapped by the small regularity of things. The biscuit tin being put in the same place every day inexplicably tipped me over the edge with indignant rage. ‘Why can’t it go here?’ I would demand, moving it dramatically to some impractical shelf as my perplexed family looked on. ‘Or here?’ putting it in the dog-food cupboard under the sink and slamming the door. ‘Why does it have to belong somewhere, to be in the same place all the time?’ I yelled. Maybe I wasn’t talking about the tin, maybe I didn’t think I belonged here right now? I didn’t know where I belonged anymore. Before something went wrong with me, I didn’t feel this unpredictable fury. I didn’t care where the biscuit tin belonged. I didn’t have time to be specific about biscuits. I just ate them.

I had turned into melancholy Ria from TV sitcom Butterflies. But how could I be that old? All. Of. A. Sudden.

And out of the blue there were some mornings where I couldn’t summon the energy to care about anything. I just wanted to ‘drip’ around the house all day, as my daughters would say, like a sad midlife goth. Taking clean laundry slowly up and down the stairs. Answering emails with one word.

My WhatsApp chats were now filled with vignettes of other women my age encountering similar confusion, brain fog and unpredictability, all of them asking, ‘Is this normal? Am I normal?’ or ‘Who am I now?’

Women I knew had taken to inexplicably crying in cars after dropping their kids off at various activities. Some were sitting in supermarket car parks for hours ‘thinking’ rather than going home. None of us knew who we were any more.

Every time I looked in the mirror it took me by surprise. I would suppress a sigh or a ‘Good God, what is this now?’ shriek. I didn’t want to look younger. I wasn’t cross about getting physically older; I just didn’t know what personality would match my changing face. Maybe I should try a middle parting instead of the lifelong side one (that’s how mad I had gone). Perhaps that was who I was now? A woman with a modern middle parting. My teenage daughters said they would rather never go out than go out with a side parting. Would this make me feel more relevant, less invisible? I would have to find some eyebrows, though, to replace these ’90s disasters that I’d noted even Kate Moss couldn’t pull off these days.

I had started to wander into rooms wondering why I was there. I would spend hours looking for stuff – phones, hairbands, keys – and raging relentlessly at the behavioural issues of white goods, especially the printer, which our small dog had taken to guarding (there was a Starburst sweet stuck in it that she wanted). Most sentences began with me saying, ‘I’m sorry, what was the question?’ over and over again, like some absentminded, daydreaming professor of uselessness.

‘You are like a mug without a handle,’ a friend told me when I asked her what was wrong with me. What is a mug without a handle for? I wondered. It was dangerously hot, that’s for sure. And when I say hot, I mean angry.

So yes, what I desperately needed was a run-of-the-mill ‘accident’, on the way to Tesco. But I had to be careful to keep my right side – the dishwasher-unloading, packed-lunch-making, lid-putting-back-on, Christmas-card-writing, sock-pairing, WhatsApp-messaging, doing-my-actual-job side – in reasonable working order or it would become even trickier to push on through what I knew instinctively would take some time to fix.

After my fantasy incident, accident, whatever you want to call it, paramedics would take my phone away (hurrah!) and that morning, before stepping off the pavement at exactly the right moment, I would have made sure my underwear was unremarkable. During a recent MRI of my ovaries (these go wrong when they stop working, like ancient attention-seeking tumble-driers), the female technician had declared my black M&S knickers ‘a bit fancy for day to day’. I apologised to her. It wouldn’t happen again, I promised. What was I thinking? What was wrong with me?

In less fancy pants, I could lie in my hospital bed and work out what the hell was going on, repair the glitch in the matrix. I just needed a small amount of time – and something funny had happened to time … I didn’t understand it anymore. The bit behind me felt endless – so much had happened: childhood, leaving home at 16, a career, marriage, motherhood, friendships, pets living and dying, holidays, parties, love affairs, people living and dying. But the bit in front of me was hurtling towards me at a terrifying speed. Tomorrow would be gone in a minute, surely? I felt as if I was about to gingerly open the gate to sniper alley, the last part of the journey where anything could happen, some of it possibly fatal because the end was literally in sight. This was like living through a darker-than-usual episode of Tales of the Unexpected. My daily soundtrack seemed to be the lyrics of that ’80s tune ‘Live It Up’: ‘Hey, yeah you, with the sad face’ (by a band called, ironically, Mental As Anything).

Yet nothing extraordinary had happened in my daily life, nothing dramatic or tragic, to cause this out-of-character, creeping sadness, this unusual and unexpected sensation of being lost, of loss, of being alone in a void between yesterday and tomorrow. It was an unnerving and lonely place to be. And I seemed to be mourning the end of something I didn’t know had finished, or that had finished suddenly without my permission. This feeling had slipped into my life without me noticing and now I’d lost my mojo. I couldn’t feel hopeful or optimistic, which was unlike me.

How did I get here? I frequently wondered. Where did I fit in now? I wanted to be back in the then and not in this now, to pinch my nose like Mr Claypole in Rentaghost and reappear walking up the street outside our house pushing the buggy with one of my little girls in it and holding the warm hand of my son on the way back from school or sitting on the tube to work, clutching my first coffee of the day, enjoying that Monday-morning feeling of being competent, busy, relevant and needed. Of belonging. I didn’t want to be over halfway through; it felt so unfair.

Which is why I had started to fantasise about a minor accident so that I could go to hospital for some uninterrupted stoppage, where I would patiently and logically think about all this malarkey. I would rediscover my positivity. I would rest, find my ability to sleep again and I would follow the advice they give you when you are drowning in the sea: stop thrashing about and turn to lie on your back. I needed to lie on my back, and then I wouldn’t get dragged under (I feared being dragged under the most). Lying on my back, floating through all these feelings, surely I would be able to work out exactly what was wrong with me? Then I could set about finding what I had lost. Probably the most important thing I owned: my identity.
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The Creeping Sadness

It all started with the creeping sadness. I was around 47. I announced it in a piece I wrote for ELLE when I was 10 years into my editorship of the magazine. For the first time in my life I was physically anxious, and out of the blue I began to have panic attacks. The ground would feel like it was moving beneath me, and I couldn’t breathe as a sense of impending doom engulfed me. Something was pressing down on my chest and I would begin to sweat.

This article was intended to be a piece about taking up boxing. Exercise was saving me, I wrote, from being woken up almost every night at 2 a.m. covered in sweat, my head filled with a dark, unknown fear. Exercise, I argued, was helping me grapple with this new demon that seemed to be stopping me from breathing easily; it was holding me together as I felt like I was unravelling. It was perplexing and I viewed all these new thoughts and emotions as a problem to solve.

I told my friend Caroline on WhatsApp that I thought I was going mad. I recalled my mum telling me about a great-aunt who had schizophrenia and I assumed there was a genetic possibility of instability, or even insanity. I was spending an increasing amount of time trying and failing to calm down.

In the chat about my impending lunacy, Caroline told me it was probably something to do with doing too much too fast for such a long period of time.

After all, I had worked full-time at a manic pace for three decades, and I had had four children in 10 years, the last at 43. Obviously I was fully aware that I wasn’t working on the frontline of a war zone or saving lives in A&E, so my stress should have been manageable, I reasoned. I was just a failure at managing it.

Maybe you’ve just broken your brain with all that effort, Caroline suggested. Maybe I have early-onset dementia, I wondered. I had, after all, got into the car at one point and forgotten which side of the road I was supposed to be driving on; terrified, I had to go back indoors to ask my husband, and the teens looked at me as if all their notions had been confirmed. ‘What is wrong with you?’ one of them asked, mildly disgusted by her mum’s consistent failure to be a normal person and furious about someone else having an issue that may require attention.

Sometimes over the next couple of years I would occasionally wake up screaming or gasping in the middle of the night. ‘Not to be dramatic’, as my adolescents would say, but I found this a little frightening. These night terrors would grip me like a torturer. This wasn’t normal. Lights out, for me, had always been like a general anaesthetic; sleeping was one of my superpowers. I handled stress well. I was healthy. I was, like most women of my generation, ‘a coper’. Slightly melodramatic, maybe, but generally a ‘push-on-through’ sort. Besides, life was good and I was grateful for that, so why was I not coping?

I just carried on as normal at work, fuelled by a bit of extra coffee and powered by a lack of patience with everybody and everything that had reached record levels. Though I did begin to remember the days when my own mum had seemed very out of sorts when I was a teenager, which would have made her about the same age as I was now. I came home from my summer internship at the Cornish Times paper one day, aged 16, and she had painted the garden fence black around our bungalow, which was all a bit League of Gentlemen. She once threw our tea at the patio windows and occasionally met me after work to tell me she really couldn’t see the point of any of it – life, anything.

One morning on the way to my office I stepped out of my front door and froze on the spot. I couldn’t catch my breath, a thin layer of sweat sat on my skin and I felt as if the world was coming towards me at 100 miles an hour. The ground was moving like water, and I was extremely nauseous. Perhaps I was having my first ever grown-up asthma attack, I thought as I struggled to breathe.

Another day I got to work and walked straight past the door to the glossy magazines lobby. I suddenly felt overwhelmed and knew I was too out of sorts to go in, too bonkers to face my team. So I walked around the block several times, up and down Carnaby Street, until I was calm enough to enter a building I had happily worked in for years. This happened a few times. Perhaps I had a brain tumour, I thought, and this was affecting me in odd ways. Pressing down on my ‘normality’ and switching me into this new, unbalanced individual, one I kept secret from colleagues because I had so much to do; a whole career as an organised and successful individual seemed to be at stake. I tried hard to work around my little problem, writing everything down so I wouldn’t forget things, going through lists again and again, double checking everything, relying heavily on my brilliant millennial assistants. A swan on the water, with my legs furiously kicking underneath.

I ‘revealed’ the creeping sadness by writing about it, which meant I could cloak it in a cape of humour and it became a sort of light-hearted joke. I was foraging for a solution by dreaming up features on it for the magazine I was editing. And besides, self-care and looking after your mental health were becoming buzzwords at this point in journalistic history, so it was OK, I wasn’t an anomaly in tending to this situation. I wasn’t being self-indulgent in trying to sort it out.

‘How’s the creeping sadness today?’ my colleagues and friends would ask with care. ‘Fine,’ I would reply, ‘no death maths this morning on the road towards turning 50.’ Every now and again my empathetic deputy, Lotte, would suggest I walk round the block for some fresh air. I was also running alongside the boxing.

All the while I just kept looking for reasons for how I was feeling that made sense to me. Maybe the insomnia was causing all this panic and fear, I concluded; the night sweats, the dizziness and the rushing sounds in my ears. It was a cycle, a chain to be broken. I had an even better theory: perhaps years of cumulative cortisol (the stress hormone) had built up in my small body (I am only five foot two) and now it was at a level so toxic that it was affecting my brain function. A spot of googling disproved this theory and I trudged on like a nuclear power plant about to blow, cracks all over the concrete. It was humiliating, though, to think that perhaps my choice to have a career and four kids was more stress than I could deal with. What a failure, I thought in the darker moments between the sunnier days. My generally OK level of confidence began to dip. My annoyingly excessive amount of energy dissipated. My overwhelming emotion was confusion, followed closely by rage and forgetfulness. I wasn’t in a dark place all the time, more a perplexed one. I had been derailed. My late forties were like constantly living in an escape room looking for clues to the exit.

This frustrating feeling was quite a conundrum; it was beating like a drum in the back of my mind, as if the pounding, doom-laden Jumanji theme tune were stalking me. Other women sympathised when I mentioned it; some said they felt it too occasionally. None of us could explain it, though.

My life was good otherwise. I was happy with my husband; we had a lovely part-time nanny helping with childcare as we both worked outside the home. I could cope, I was organised and I had the physical energy to deal with any family setbacks. We had enough money. My elderly dad was in and out of hospital 200 miles away in Cornwall, but none of it seemed life-threatening.

The magazine was doing well, even though the days of print were clearly numbered. I had won awards. A book deal was in the offing. I had a column in a national newspaper. Our school holidays on the beach in my home county of Cornwall soothed my soul. I was grateful every day, especially that my children seemed happy and were healthy. I felt so lucky to be where I was, coming from where I came from, my ordinary background. I wasn’t dissatisfied and I didn’t look around me wanting what others had. What I had was enough, and that is a powerful thing to be able to say. And yet something was ‘off’.

One late-summer afternoon I was walking home from the tube after work in a complete fog. I felt as if someone was kneeling on my chest and I really couldn’t see the point of anything I was doing; it was the oddest, deadest feeling. In my head there just seemed no reason for me to be here. This dark feeling of imminent danger was illogical but seemed perfectly sensible inside my head. I was too messy for the normal life around me, I thought. I was jangly; the creeping sadness had turned into an overwhelming sense of something really bad about to happen and I had no control over it. I got to the corner of our road and realised I was in tears – they were just pouring down my face. If I was going to feel like this forever, it was hardly worth it. It was such a strange emotion; a new emotion for me. What the hell was going on?

Still, I didn’t join the dots. I just ignored the expanding tendrils of anxiety. ‘Get a grip’ was my daily motto. I often said it out loud and told my young team if I were to write a self-help book it would be called that. But I was clinging to a ledge, and the sky was closing in on me. I was getting up earlier and earlier to do the things on my list that I knew I had to get out of the way before the day started, because stuff was taking me so much longer to accomplish.

Not going mad

In the end, enough was enough: I went to the GP. ‘Go before the wheels come off,’ an older friend advised me. I had to sort out this brain tumour/dementia/depression. The first GP I saw, a friendly middle-aged man, asked what I wanted. ‘To feel better,’ I said, after we’d established there was nothing physically wrong with me bar a low iron count (which explained why my hair was getting thinner) and a sudden severe shellfish allergy (which no one could explain). ‘Would antidepressants help?’ he replied. He wasn’t unsympathetic, but he couldn’t explain why I had forgotten which side of the road to drive on or why, when I sat down on the sofa to rest for a few minutes in the afternoon, inexplicably exhausted, I would wake up four hours later.

No, I said; antidepressants may work for some people, but I didn’t think they were the answer here. Medication felt like a sticking plaster. I asked if it was something to do with the menopause, because the other gruesome thing I was enduring was horrifically heavy periods. I was using tampons big enough for an elephant and wearing giant nappy-style sanitary pads, all of which had to be changed hourly. This was humiliating and debilitating at the same time. But the GP said I was too young at 47. He made an appointment for me with the practice’s young female doctor. ‘She’ll know more,’ he added. Why? I wanted to ask. Just because she has ovaries? Surely you are all trained the same? Women are 51 per cent of the UK population – should a male GP not know about this kind of thing?

When I saw the female doctor she said we could try hormone replacement therapy (HRT) if I felt that strongly about not taking antidepressants. Which I did; I’d done some research on this and felt my symptoms were not related to depression, and several women I knew had been prescribed antidepressants – for some they were a godsend, but for others they changed the quality of their lives for the worse.

But the HRT prescription I asked my GP for made no difference. (When I finally got the right prescription privately later on from the country’s leading menopause expert she was perplexed by the initial dose I had been given by the NHS. It was such a small dose it wouldn’t have helped a perimenopausal field mouse.)

I began to talk about what was going on with older friends: some implored me to take the happy pills, but a couple told me – well, whispered to me – about the menopause, handing me books and sending me to websites.

I’d interviewed Davina McCall for Style magazine, which I moved to after editing ELLE, and we’d become friends. She implored me to go to the GP again and demand an effective HRT prescription, explaining that it was also a medicine that prevented heart disease and osteoporosis. I kept resisting, illogically fearful that I was going down the ‘unnatural route’, and, as it turns out, I was trusting an NHS system that at that time, in 2017, really knew little about what I, and millions of other women, were experiencing. The system was so uninformed about the health of older women that it was mistakenly prescribing antidepressants, keeping many in a zombie land of feeling nothing. I now know, as a journalist expertly informed on the menopause and perimenopause, that a third of women are mistakenly offered antidepressants by their GP, according to a survey by Dr Louise Newson in 2019,[1] mostly because GPs are not thoroughly trained in dealing with women presenting with symptoms – and also, dare I say it, because of the patriarchal attitude to women’s pain. A lot of research has been done on the entrenched gender bias of the medical community. A survey as recent as June 2022 showed medics routinely dismissing debilitating women’s health problems like endometriosis and heavy bleeding as ‘benign’,[2] a term widely used by gynaecologists. I’ve also heard about this attitude anecdotally from almost all the health experts I have interviewed.

Women really are supposed to endure their pain as they age, rather than seek treatment or be offered relief. A friend told me her GP had said she should not ‘make a song and dance’ of her dire perimenopause symptoms because it was Mother Nature’s way. Another had been advised by her older male GP to take up something calming like needlepoint when she went to see him about her extreme memory loss and insomnia.

The writer Kathy Lette is one of my friends (you meet many writers when you edit glossy magazines); she would often take me and her smart gaggle of girlfriends out. I’d sip my drink alongside impressive women like the magnificent Sarah Brown, Pamela Stephenson and Penny Smith and talk out loud about slowly losing my grip. 

‘Get the hormones,’ Kathy said one night when I had drunk far less than everyone else. By this point I had also developed a weird reaction to alcohol; my body couldn’t metabolise it anymore so I could no longer tolerate it, and as anyone who knew me before 2017 will attest, I do like a drink, I do, I do, I do. I’d been to the British Fashion Awards earlier that month, where I’d had a glass of wine, which had made me feel so peculiar I had to go outside, the instant dizziness propelling me like a spinning top down the empty red carpet until I had to rest against a wall. First sleep had gone and now booze – both of my superpowers whipped away! I’d have to hand in my cape if this went on.

Even so, I was ignoring the signs that something was wrong; I was just getting on with it. While some of the women around me, my peers, urged another trip to the GP and costly visits to private hormone clinics, some remained tight-lipped about their experience. One told me to keep quiet ‘in case they shift you out at work for someone younger’.

‘It’s unhelpful to talk about menopause out loud,’ she said, and implied what I was going through was very rare. ‘You don’t get hot flushes anyway,’ she said dismissively, and so I silently diagnosed terminal cancer instead.

At this point I began to think the murderous rage I felt 90 per cent of the time could come in useful. After all, this wasn’t someone’s-left-the-lid-off-the-milk-again rage; this was stab-my-husband-to-death-for-leaving-the-lid-off-the-milk rage. It felt as if the rabbit working the controls in my head had suddenly slumped forward and accidentally leaned on the anger button, pushing the dial up to the max.

My husband was terrified of this new Hulk-style wife. The car took quite a battering (two new tailgates), and I know he contemplated hiding the bread knife. ‘Why don’t you go for a swim?’ he’d say, spotting the early signs of the fury as they built up. The inexplicable rage took me by surprise, but it was the thing every woman my age talked about – it was the universal female experience of midlife, and I felt it was time to harness it.

We’re all in this together

Around this time, I was still travelling to the bi-annual catwalk fashion shows for work. They sound so glamorous, don’t they? And they really are – so many amazing things to see besides the clothes – but they are also the money roadshow. It was non-stop work on the trail of the advertisers’ buck.

At the end of Paris Fashion Week in spring – after four weeks away, on and off, when we usually had flu and a permanent headache, and our partners at home were barely on speaking terms with us, having endured sole childcare and 10 bouts of chickenpox – I and the editor-in-chief of Marie Claire, Trish Halpin, would often go out for dinner. Neither of us took the fashion element of our job too seriously. Journalism was our real drive on magazines. And this bonded us.

After one set of particularly gruelling catwalk shows dominated by industry bigwigs explaining the internet to us patronisingly while throwing money at the new breed of fashion journalists called ‘influencers’, Trish and I had one of our end-of-term dinners. My oestrogen levels must have been OK that night because I managed wine as we offloaded all the horrors our minds and bodies were going through, alongside our work problems.

‘Don’t laugh, Trish,’ I said, ‘but I think I’ve got a brain tumour.’

‘Me too,’ she replied.

Trish told tales of hurling a Hoover down a hallway in a hotel in a rage, of wondering if motherhood had been worth it. We shared the dark secrets of terrible things we’d done around our children. We put our shame on the table and inspected it. Then we put the bill on expenses; our male bosses could pay for this.

Trish, whom I’ve known for over 20 years, explained she’d been in therapy for two years because of this lonely sense of being overwhelmed and out of control. He mum had died of cancer just before the birth of Trish’s twins and she felt her grief was sometimes contributing to her state of mind. She didn’t think there could also be a physical reason behind this change of personality. Neither of us had shared with our friends what was going on so this was the first time we’d talked about it out loud.

We weren’t moaning, though; we were contemplating the future based on life taking a surprising turn. We were looking for the upside. A positive solution.

We laughed until we cried about the rage. ‘It’s like being a new superhero, isn’t it?’ we agreed: Anger Woman, Rage Girl – she would definitely have fire coming out of her cape and ears. ‘I wonder how many other women feel like this?’ we asked. It felt so good to share our ‘symptoms’. I felt unburdened, as if I wasn’t the only busy, curious Gen-X woman trying to untangle this unexpected, knotted knitting bag in my head. We instinctively knew, though, that we weren’t alone. Later we discovered that almost every woman over 40 felt elements of this
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All the rage











Now for the good news! 
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