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Introduction: The End of One Chapter

You have been told your role is no longer needed. After decades of showing up, of being reliable, of doing the work and doing it well, you have been asked to leave. Perhaps it happened in a conference room, across a table from someone who could not quite look you in the eye. Perhaps it happened over the phone, or in an email that arrived on an ordinary Tuesday and turned that day into one you will remember for the rest of your life. However it happened, the aftermath feels the same. The shock. The shame, even though you have done nothing wrong. The fear of what comes next. The anger, simmering just beneath the surface, at a system that seemed to forget everything you gave it. All of it is real. All of it belongs to you, and you do not need to apologize for a single ounce of it.

I want to say something to you before we go any further, because I think you need to hear it plainly. Redundancy at midlife is not a reflection of your worth or your value. It can feel that way. It is designed, in a strange and cruel sense, to feel that way. A company reorganizes, a department is eliminated, a role is deemed “redundant,” and the word itself lands on you like a verdict. But it is not a verdict on your character, your competence, or your contribution. More often, it is a reflection of a system that prizes short-term savings over long-term wisdom, that too easily discards decades of hard-won experience in favor of cheaper labor, newer titles, or a spreadsheet that needed a smaller number at the bottom. You were not discarded because you failed. You were let go because a system made a calculation, and that calculation did not include the full measure of who you are.

Here is the truth I want you to carry with you as you read this book: the people in these stories were exactly where you are right now. They sat with the same shock. They lay awake with the same fear. Some of them cried in their cars in office parking lots. Some of them could not bring themselves to tell their spouse for days. Some of them felt, for a time, that their careers, and perhaps their usefulness, were over. They were wrong. Every one of them found their way to something new. Not always quickly. Not always easily. But they found it, and in finding it, many of them discovered work that mattered more to them than anything that came before.

In the pages ahead, you will meet twelve people who lived through what you are living through now. An executive escorted from a building after thirty years of loyalty. A woman let go by email while she was on vacation, after a quarter century of service. An entire department made redundant together, who turned to one another instead of turning away. An accountant who finally became the chef he always wanted to be. An HR director who became a therapist. A factory worker who built a handyman business from nothing but the skills he had learned with his hands. A teacher who found a new kind of classroom in nonprofit work. These are real stories about real people, told so that you might see your own reflection in them, and perhaps, in their endings, catch a glimpse of your own.

You do not need to read this book in order. You do not need to read it in a single sitting, or even in a single month. Read one story tonight, and let it sit with you. Come back to another when you need it. Skip ahead to the chapter on what they learned if that is what you need today, and return to the stories themselves when you are ready. There is no correct pace for healing, and there is no correct pace for rebuilding. This book will still be here, exactly as you left it, whenever you are ready to pick it back up.

What I ask of you is only this: stay open to the possibility that this ending is not the ending it feels like. The people in this book did not find their way forward by pretending the loss did not hurt. They found their way forward by grieving it
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