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      Oh, nostalgia, that wistful yearning for days of yore, when everything appears quaint and ye olde. Nostalgia adds a layer of padding, a buffer between the here and now, between the way things are and the way they used to be. Sometimes, the past feels safer, like a security blanket we can hunker down into. When the outside world gets too loud or scary, it feels good to retreat into those sepia-tinted memories where things seem quaint. The before times are comfortable—we’re familiar with the roads that take us through the past, we recognize the rest stops, and we know where to stop to fill our tanks when we’re running low.

      It’s easy, then, to start to make comparisons. Which times were better? When were things easier, less complicated, or more fulfilling?

      Nothing in this book is meant as a comparison. I’ve no desire to get dragged into a generational tug-of-war, digging in my heels on a mashed potato mountain by insisting that close encounters of any kind were better or harder back in my day. Nothing is meant as an intentional dig at the generations that came before or have followed.

      There’s plenty of that on social media.

      Some of the work that appears here was first published or republished on various blogs or social media platforms. Unless otherwise stated, the experiences and thoughts expressed throughout are my own. Older work has been updated to reflect current thinking, and some names have been changed to protect privacy or people who have no idea they live rent-free in my head.

      Finally, it’s important to acknowledge that I’m writing from a place of privilege. I’m a college-educated White woman with a financial safety net. Those things have shaped my experiences, both then and now. It would be silly and arrogant to assume that everyone shares my views or experiences just because they were born between a set of bookended years that arbitrarily define a generation.

      Goonies might never say die, but we all walk through life in different shoes.

      These are mine.
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      I was born in 1970.

      It was the year The Beatles finally called it quits, and Apollo 13 called Houston with a problem. Both Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin overdosed and cemented their legacy in the infamous 27 Club. The Jackson Five debuted on television, several countries declared independence from Great Britain, the war in Vietnam was ongoing, and there was too much global political unrest to list. The times, they were a-changin’, though probably not fast enough.

      1970 puts me closer to early Generation X, the great question mark of a cohort that no one knew what to do with.

      They still don’t—when they remember us, that is.

      It also means I was among the lucky Xers to turn fifty smack in the middle of 2020, the year of the great plague. In a strange way, hitting the half-century mark during lockdown was a relief. The pressure to dig out the sequins and pop champagne into the wee hours was lifted, courtesy of a fast-spreading virus and government restrictions. I could sit at home in my elasticated pants, drinking rosé and eating pizza.

      For me, the milestone birthdays that end with zeros are never as fraught as the years before, the ones that end with nines. Those are my countdown years, 365 days of sorting out my mental clutter to determine if I’m ready to enter into the next decade reasonably intact—or if it’s going to be a hot mess kind of era. It’s an even split. The “nine” years are usually full of reflection and endless lists of things I’ve done, haven’t done, or wake up at two am regretting for either reason.

      By the time the big zero day rolls around, it often feels anticlimactic.

      Still…fifty is a big number no matter which way you look at it, and I looked at it from all angles, mostly trying to make sense of how I got there.

      Fifty is the last of the big potential halfway birthdays. 100 is unlikely, sure, but it’s possible. No one is living until 120, not even the weirdos who have had their heads cryogenically frozen. Fifty, though, felt heavy, like a birthday that was weighted down with cinder blocks of meaning.

      Fifty was screaming, “You can’t avoid me. Look, look, look!”

      I was looking. I was looking as it barreled toward me at speed. I was looking for a hiding space, but there was nothing I could do to stop that number from hitting me head-on.

      So I did what I do best—I wrote a lot of words.

      Throughout 2020 and into 2021, I kept a series of journals, writing in longhand, though not nearly as neatly as the penmanship I perfected way back in Mrs. Vacca’s third-grade class. The journals were a way to keep sane during Covid, but also a way to document the ramp-up—and then the aftermath—to the big, scary birthday. Maybe if I peered through the pages I was writing or peeled back the skin of those sentences, I could grasp onto something to make it less frightening. Or so I hoped.

      The birthday came and went. Cake was eaten, champagne was drunk, and video calls came in from friends scattered around the world. The pandemic rose, fell, and then rose again. The notebooks where I had scribbled my thoughts got packed and moved across the border from Denmark to Germany. They sat on my desk, pushed to the side while I worked on It’s a Lot to Unpack. Another birthday came, and then another.

      Until finally, I took the notebooks out again.

      Buried in those handwritten pages were my hopes and fears, lessons, and questions. There were messy feelings about aging, my body, my marriage and kids, the world around me, and how all of those things had changed or were changing. There was a lot of nonsense and a lot of feeling sorry for myself, but there were also seedlings that bloomed into many of the essays that appear in this collection.

      When I was a child, it seemed like the days and years stretched forever in front of me, as endless as the stars. Then, in a blink, I was traversing high school hallways, then college campuses, then office cubicles. Time sped up. Life happened. People loved, and people died. People married and divorced. Kids were born, grew up, and some started having children of their own.

      It all went by so fast, just like they said it would—those old, cranky people who liked to talk about things back in the day.

      Despite my best efforts at stopping the clock, I am now the cranky old person who likes to write about things back in the day.

      What’s life like here, on the flip side of the half-century mark? On the B side? Like the vinyl records we used to collect, got rid of, and are now buying again at double the cost, things are a little scratchy. Sometimes my brain skips. Like my beloved mixtapes, things jam and freeze, and I’ve got to spend a stupid amount of time fiddling to make them work again. Sometimes, it feels like I’ve forgotten a part of myself, only to come across the missing piece in a flea market bin or in the pocket of a vintage coat in a second-hand shop—one I’ve probably owned before.

      I can’t go back and remaster the first five decades of my life. What I can do, though, is rewind and listen again. Things always sound different the second or third time around, when you hear more than just the hit songs and the high notes, when you’ve lived a lot more life, and the lyrics start to take on a different meaning.
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      During Covid, my husband and I walked daily. It was a way to escape the claustrophobia of boredom, of our apartment, and of the pandemic itself. Walking was an attempt to ground ourselves in whatever small bit of normalcy we could find. Something about moving your body moves your mind, and so those walks also became the way we tried to make sense of the topsy-turvy times we were living in.

      Even now, there are times I look back and think, Did that really happen? Was it all just a collective Bobby Ewing dream sequence?

      Now that life is back to something like normal, our walks have become less frequent: Saturday morning strolls to a farmer’s market, an after-dinner amble on a balmy evening, and sometimes, a fast-paced Thursday stomp along the pavement as a way to tame some new anxiety that’s cropped up. There always seem to be new anxieties cropping up.

      Our walking conversations veer wildly, from politics to generational denim wars to whether or not we should bother trying to figure out what skibidi means. Once, while we were tromping through the Danish woods, sneakers squelching in the spring mud, we ended up talking about bras.

      My husband, with the innocence of someone who has never experienced the pleasure of whipping off a bra at the tail end of a day, asked me, "Why do you even wear a bra?"

      I looked at him in confusion. I sputtered something about low-hanging fruit and a fear of looking my age—and how, of course, I know it's all cosmetic and vain—and on and on. Meanwhile, as I was spouting the party line to the breast of my ability, my thoughts whirred like a bingo cage.

      I wear a bra—and do a whole bunch of other things—because I don't want people to look at me and think, "She's let herself go."

      She let herself go. Oh, the horror of it.

      She let herself go. What does it even mean? She had the audacity to age? To gain weight? To let a crown of silver and gray shine through? We’re a century removed from corsets and a few more from foot binding, but we are still hobbling ourselves, forcing our bodies and minds into uncomfortable garments and unrealistic ideals, bending and twisting to fit into tiny boxes that were never meant to hold us.

      Maybe the restraints aren't as physical as a whalebone corset or ribbons of cloth wound like a tourniquet around your toes, but the effects are essentially the same. The girdles are just psychological now.

      Women often declare that we want to age gracefully, like a ballet dancer pirouetting around the years, limber and lithe. I’ve said it myself. Not for me the fillers and the botulism in a bottle! Not for me, the ragged clawing to the last vestiges of youth! I shall age gracefully, a long-necked swan of the middle years.

      Of course, it's much easier to declare such things when you are twenty or thirty or even forty and things are still held in place with gravity and not Spanx, when there is an abundance of collagen and oceans of estrogen, and when Mother Nature's idea of a midlife joke hasn't yet wreaked havoc on your body and psyche. And then, one day, you're downward-facing like a dog, and you notice the way the skin on the front of your thighs just...sags. Like sad clowns. And so you march in place, ever faster, determined not to be one of those women we whisper about, one of those women who let herself go.

      Go where? I wonder. Go wherever it is your body is going to take you, into the future? Go into the aftermorrow with your increasingly creaky knees and your ankles that twinge when you step onto the bedroom floor in the early morning?

      So much time we spend chasing our past selves, trying to catch them in the cup of our palms like a sunbeam. Oh, I do it too, peeking through the net of my fingers to see if there's a sliver of youth there, as if somehow, if only I can figure out how to trap it, I can use it as a balm to soften the fine lines around my mouth.

      

      She let herself go. Have you seen her?

      I think she's put on weight; she's definitely put on weight. She put it on. Like a suit she can take off and hang carefully in the closet among the just-in-case dresses and the ones that no longer fit but maybe could one day if she just tried harder. Just a little bit harder. She put it on. It’s bought and paid for, and the receipt was thrown out a decade ago. Or—maybe she stopped starving herself, maybe she grew tired of turning down the birthday cake, or maybe she added up the money and time and effort on a calculator she keeps for such things—the cost of trying to convince her bones that they needed to bend into a shape they were never meant to be in.

      

      She let herself go. Have you seen her?

      She's not even making an effort. No, she is not even trying. As if effort is defined by certain fabrics, ones with spandex or technical fibers that suffocate your internal organs. As if trying only counts if the cut of the bias is restrictive or the heel height is hobbling. Or—maybe she grew tired of the way the waistband of her jeans was garroting her stomach, leaving marks like bruises, or how her tendons were shortened from years of office heels, or the effort it took to look glossy and kempt just to retrieve the mail from the end of the drive.

      

      She let herself go. Have you seen her?

      She looks tired, haggard even. She doesn’t seem to care. As if caring is measured in the brightness of a concealer stick or contoured jowl. As if caring only counts if it works to mask the truth behind pancake makeup and the blush of faux youth. Or—maybe she isn't sleeping because she's caught in a hormonal vortex or her kids are growing up, but so are her parents, and she's stuck in the middle, spinning her wheels, staring at a white ceiling in the dark part of night, plum-tinted skin under her eyes in the morn.

      

      She let herself go. Have you seen her?

      She looks old. Like an old woman. As if she didn’t use the right creams or potions, witches’ brews lined up in pretty jars on her shelf. As if she doesn’t care that by looking old, she is forcing us to confront the passage of time. As if it’s too much to ask to use the face rollers and gua shas and prick the delicate skin under her eyes with thin needles to not look so… on the way to old. On the way to old because true old is acceptable. True old is safe. We squeal and titter over truly old women because we've stripped them of their power, and their brittle bones pose no threat. But aging on the way to old? Well, that is simply too much. There is too much raw energy, too much bare anger and rage. Too many feelings worn on the outside, showing, demanding we look. It's too confrontational.

      She let herself go.

      

      I’m not immune, not at all. I still squeeze myself into corsets of expectation. I want to look good for my age; I have bought the weighted vest, and the witches’ jars on my shelf catch the morning light. I have surreptitiously picked up the brochures at the dermatologist's and made polite inquiries.

      I don’t want to let myself go, you know?

      Until that day in the damp, Danish wood, I had never stopped to consider the unspoken part of the phrase. "To go" implies movement; it implies direction.

      Where do you go when you let yourself go?

      What if we’ve been wrong all this time? What if the "where" is not to pasture or to seed but somewhere else altogether? What if it's freedom, like a balloon let loose from a tight, sticky grip, caught on the breeze, tripping over telephone wires into the clouds? What if it's on an adventure, a journey to the center of yourself? What if it’s a release from a grip that has always been too tight?

      What if you let yourself go, and on the way, you become the wise woman, the witch, the crone, the elder from the books and movies who outsmarts us all because she eats the truth for breakfast, spitting out the bones?

      What if, when you let yourself go, you'd actually be going somewhere?

      She let herself go. Have you seen her?

      She's flying free.
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      Once upon a time, on a late New York City afternoon, there was an itty-bitty slip of a thing—or as itty-bitty as a 5'9", thirty-year-old woman could be. She was so teeny that she wasn't even wearing a bra, and there was no jiggling or jangling. It truly was a miracle on 14th Street. There was a prince of a man in a morning suit, and there were yummy cupcakes and wheatgrass in boxes in the center of the tables, a single, pink orchid in each—because it was the early noughties and that sort of thing was hip and cool.

      There was food and drink and merriment. There was song and dance and borrowed words by Jeanette Winterson and e.e. cummings. There were things she remembered and things she forgot, and somewhere, in the space between the two, there was a duo of I dos.

      
      Now, of course, I am no longer thirty or an itty bitty slip of a thing. There is a lot more jiggling and jangling. I remember even less and forget even more of that day, only jigsaw pieces that occasionally fit together in a pattern. I remember running frantically through Union Square and dropping off boxes for the wheatgrass. I remember obsessively checking the rain clouds that were hovering over the park. I remember snapping at my poor mother. I remember being mildly obsessed with the way the unforgiving fabric of my dress was wrinkling across my stomach. I remember worrying about my sister getting out of the twisted Spanx pretzel she'd gotten herself into because I was rushing her. I remember the anxiety over the timing and the music and whether or not my grandmother was going to do something embarrassing in the middle of it all. I worried about tripping on the hem of my dress. I was nervous about the candles, the centerpieces, and the seating chart.

      In my haste to remember everything, I forgot to finish writing out two place cards. One of them read simply Mr. S, like a 007 character.

      It still haunts me.

      
      My father was still alive then. Four days before the big day, he was in the midst of a ragged anxiety breakdown—a fact everyone hid from me to save me the stress. Note: never do that. No one was sure if he was actually going to make it to the ceremony until about forty-eight hours before. But he did and made a wonderful, touching toast. He danced with me to Louis Armstrong, and one of my favorite photos is a casual snapshot of me sitting in front of my parents, bent like a little girl telling them a story, my hands caught between both of my father’s.

      After the promises and the cupcakes, our guests piled out in the damp night. My father-in-law, standing up through the open sunroof of a hired limo, pointed guests north, like a slightly tipsy cavalry leader. My grandmother complained about something, because that's what she always did. The catering staff gave us the last bottle of wine in the venue, not so secretly pleased that our wedding party had drunk the bar dry.

      Not me. I don't think I had a full glass of wine the entire evening. Somehow, in between the congratulations and the hugs, my glass kept getting whisked away before I could drink it.

      And then it was over.

      We "I do'ed" and then we were over the threshold, and we were done.

      And here we are, two and a half decades later. I'm still apologizing to my mother for being bitchy.

      Sorry, Mom.

      But all of that? That's a wedding story, not a marriage story.

      
      A quarter century is a long time. It feels like a long time. We're out of the realm of "Oh, honey, it feels like just yesterday." Nope. It feels like twenty-five years ago.

      In the best possible way, of course.

      Twenty-five years is a little more than 9,100 days. Twenty-five years is almost 220,000 hours. Twenty-five years is way too many minutes to sing in a song a la “Seasons of Love.”

      Twenty-five years have taught me that marriage is not about a specific day or a specific hour. It's not a New York City evening twenty-five years ago or any of the anniversaries marking that day since. It’s all the days in between that make up a marriage. And all the days to come.

      Saying "I do" is the easy part. To keep doing the doing
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      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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