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CHAPTER 1 

My Jerry Springer 
Show Morning 

I was 35 when our son, Christian, took his first breath. We 

had him late by parenting industry standards. That put all of us 
in the unenviable positions, years later, of me beginning early 
menopause just around the time Christian was reaching 
puberty. Menopause and puberty go together like beer and 
ice cream. For about a year, our house was constantly in a low 
state of rumble, right on the edge of serious upset.


One morning when Christian was 13, we had a Jerry 

Springer Show episode in our house. It left me sitting on the 
edge of his bed, with him having just climbed out his second- 
story window into a rainstorm. And me with my head in my 
hands, pajamas smelly and soaked, asking myself through the 
olive-tinged fog of a martini hangover, “How the hell did we 
get here?”


This episode also launched me into a new career.
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I had awakened that Friday morning to the sound of rain 
pounding on our clay-tile roof. The pounding in my head was 
an echo. The night before, I’d made a bold choice to forego 
the Pinot Noir I’d come to love (and trust) with dinner, and 
instead enjoy a couple of dirty martinis. My rationale was 
entirely sound. The recent shift in my hormones had played 
a cruel trick on my relationship with velvety red wines. The 
wine still went down like a charm, but the days that fol- 
lowed’no matter how small the quantity consumed’had 
become painful, muddled, gloomy, and unproductive. I’d 
wisely decided to try something different. 

I’d also hot-flashed through the night, in a repeated cycle 
that was longer but every bit as reliable as the cycle of waves 
that tumbled onto our beloved Ponto State Beach down 
the street. The cycle began the moment I fell into my deep- 
est sleep, and repeated once every 20 minutes until the 6:00 
a.m. alarm. Each time, I’d be pulled out of a serene and glassy 
slumber by an internal heat wave that would rise and crest 
gloriously at what felt like a thousand degrees. Then I would 
kick off the covers in a fit and drift back to sleep. Moments 
later,  I’d  be  woken  again’drenched  from  sweat,  
totally exposed, teeth chattering’as the wave crashed, 
right at the edge of my sanity. 

One of the few pursuits more frustrating than struggling 
to sleep through hot flashes is fighting to wake a pubescent 
boy. So while the morning alarm marked the end of one bat- 
tle, it signaled the beginning of the next. My body was awake. 
But my sense of humor would need a while to catch up. 
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Groggy and preoccupied, I headed downstairs to the 
kitchen, an angry and insistent voice in my head screaming, 
“COFFEE, COFFEE, COFFEE!” As I walked off the last 
step, my bare foot landed squarely in a plushly carpeted pud- 
dle of freezing water. 

It was on like fucking Donkey Kong. 
My in-laws were in the house that morning. They were 

wintering with us, having recently flown in from Germany, 
which helped to create the perfect storm. The entire situation 
was intensified by the actual storm that had seized San Diego 
after months of drought, and by my lack of attention to the 
sticky slurry of leaves and dirt that had clogged our rain gut- 
ters in the meantime. 

The small lake that snapped me out of my stupor was 
about three inches deep and ran the length of our hallway. 
It took me only 10 frantic seconds to discover the source. At 
the rate of approximately one bucket per minute, water from 
outside was gushing through the vent into the laundry room, 
just on the other side of my in-law’s bedroom wall. 

While my screams of “SHIT, SHIT, SHIT!” were not a 
terribly elegant way to wake the sleeping Germans, they 
were effective. In a split second, we were all standing in the 
hallway, our pajama bottoms soaked, staring at one another 
like pas- sengers on a sinking ship. 

German in-laws, as beautiful chance would have it, are 
the best possible houseguests in a moment of non-existential 
crisis. They know what to do when shit hits the fan. And they 
are unbelievably efficient at getting it done. 
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In a literal flash, my father-in-law was outside assessing 
the lake that had formed along the side of the house. Seconds 
later, he was on the roof (torrential downpour be damned), 
scooping leaves from the gutter. My mother-in-law grabbed 
a broom and, before I could shout a single obscenity more, 
began sweeping water from the laundry room into the garage. 
I gathered towels, rugs, and finally the dirty laundry, to sop 
up what she couldn’t sweep. 

Nearly 45 minutes whizzed by before I realized I’d 
forgot- ten to wake the sleeping teen. 

Today was an especially bad day for a late 
awakening’ Mastery Learning Day. This would set the 
stage for an emo- tional terrorist attack from which we 
wouldn’t recover until hours later. And for an existential 
crisis for me that took me the better part of two years to 
clean up. (Sadly, my German in-laws had no efficient 
solution for this.) 

M a s t e r y L e a r n i n g 
Daywasahallowedoccasionandsome- what new to our 
family. The process at The Grauer School, where Christian 
was a new seventh-grader at the time, works like this. The 
students are required to set a Mastery Learning Level in 
each class of no lower than 80%. They must com- plete 
every assignment at or above that grade level, even if it 
means reworking it several times. Using this system, the 
students master subjects before moving on. On the last day 
of the quarter’dubbed Mastery Learning Day’they must 
submit portfolios for each class, organized to include every 
assignment from the prior 13 weeks. 



!7



!7

Juju Hook 

There’s a tasty carrot for the kids on this special day. If 
they present their fully organized portfolios and obtain sig- 
natures from every teacher, they earn a half day off school to 
muck around and celebrate. Otherwise, they’re required to 
hang out at school and finish whatever assignments are miss- 
ing or not up to par, while their friends are out having a blast. 

This was to be our family’s second experience with Mas- 
tery Learning Day. The first had been a veritable shit show, 
filled with drama and tears. Christian was upset as well. He 
had to complete three hours of make-up math work while 
the other kids hung at the beach, and he sulked for days 
afterwards. 

If you’ve ever met any 13-year-old boys, you know that 
“organized” is a wholly unnatural state for these perpetually 
preoccupied creatures. So you can imagine my trepidation 
as  I’soaked,  sleep-deprived,  still  in  fight-or-flight  
mode, and without my morning coffee’climbed the stairs 
to his room, knowing that today organization would be the 
key to the kingdom. 

I threw open the door, switched on the light, and shouted, 
“Christian, WAKE UP’we’re late! We had a flood! Get your 
stuff. No time for a shower!” 

You know that little infographic they always show in 
man- agement and leadership courses? The one that 
indicates 55% of communication is body language, 38% is 
tone of voice, and only 7% is represented by the words you 
say? On that morn- ing, what I meant to communicate was, 
“Let’s move quickly, 
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sweetheart. We really need to work as a team here.” Instead, 
what I communicated was more like, “Do what I say. OUR 
LIVES ARE IN DANGER. And don’t fuck with me, because 
I’m totally deranged!” 

Christian leapt out of bed swinging. He was pissed at me. 
More importantly, he was pissed at himself. He’d chosen 
You- Tube over math the night before. He’d opted in 
advance for a morning crisis, a manipulation I’d allowed 
him to hone over months of practice. And he immediately 
took me hostage. 

“SERIOUSLY, Mom?! You said you’d wake me up! I need 
your help with algebra! I will NEVER finish this by myself! I 

wishwe’d never movedhere. This is all your fault. I HATE 
YOU.” From there, the situation just escalated. More 

shouting. 
More swearing. Rage on both sides. Christian’s chin jutted 
forward as he glared at me and taunted me with his eyes. My 
voice escalated as my control over the situation’and my 
emotions’slipped away. My in-laws stood in the hallway, 
mouths agape, in shock and awe at what had become of our 
once-normal family in the nine months since they’d last vis- 
ited America. 

In a moment of fury, I grabbed Christian by his shirt, and 
pulled him close to my face as I spewed angry words. 

Then he was gone. Out the window. Into the storm. 
The feeling of shame and remorse that hit me was instant 

and visceral. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t cry. And I couldn’t 
imagine how I’d gotten to this place. 

But I knew two things for certain: 1) We had crossed a 
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allow ourselves to cross again, and 2) The once-effective and 
simplistic approach of parenting through power had reached 
a bitter end. It was time for a change. 

I called my husband, Jan, to tell him what had happened. 
At the time, he was working and living weekdays in Yuma, 
Arizona, about a three-hour drive from our San Diego house. 
We’d devised a new arrangement, and we were still trying to 
figure out how to make it work. Jan was painfully familiar 
with both my hormonal hysteria and our son’s growing sense 
of entitlement, and I secretly suspected he was relieved to be 
180 miles away from both. 

“We had a flood,” I said, breathlessly. “Christian and I had 
a huge fight. He ran away. He climbed out the window. It’s 
pouring. School starts in 30 minutes, and it’s Mastery Learn- 
ing Day.” 

Not even a “Good morning.” 
Jan paused for a deep breath before he replied, calm and 

self-assured. “Do NOT go after him. He cannot threaten us, 
in our own home, every time there’s a conflict.” 

“It’s pouring, Jan. It’s freezing!” 
“Julia, you’re in San Diego. It’s not freezing. It’s 60 

degrees. He’s fully dressed. No one ever died from rain. 
And really, where’s he gonna run? To the land of free 
internet?” 

I knew Jan was right. His emotions, especially in 
moments of crisis, had always seemed unnaturally stable to 
me. In fact, Jan would have never called this moment a crisis 
at all. 

“You need to pull it together,” he said. “Calm down. Take 
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don’t speak to him about it again. Don’t say another word. 
Drive him to school in silence, and drop him off. Bring the 
drama to an end. Just let him think about it for the day. Keep 
your cool. Can you do that?” 

“I can,” I responded. “I will.” 
We both knew his request was akin to asking a wood- 

pecker not to peck. 
Off to the shower I went, my stomach bound in knots, 

and my skin coated with the sweaty, sticky stench of shame 
and muddy floodwater. 

On the way down the hall, I passed my in-laws and gave 
them a lame, shaky smile. “Do NOT go after him,” I ordered. 
“Jan was very specific about this. Let him come back on his 
own.” 

As I turned to walk away, I knew that before hot water 
would hit my flesh, my mother-in-law would be out the door 
with a dry towel, a hard-boiled egg, a piece of freshly baked 
bread, and a hug for her grandson. I suspect someone, some- 
where, has completed a fascinating study about why the most 
pragmatic and firm parents turn to a pile of mush the day their 
grandchildren are born. My European in-laws serve as proof 
that this is, at the very least, a trans-continental phenomenon. 

By the time I had my shoes on, Christian was back in the 
house. Not a word was spoken as we walked to the car and drove 

the 20 minutestoschool. We werebothexhausted, 
embarrassed, 

and relieved at the reprieve. The spectacle was over. 
Until a phone call about three hours later, from the 

founder of The Grauer School himself, Stuart Grauer. 
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I like Stuart. We chose Christian’s school because of his 
alternative yet wise and proven beliefs about small-school 
education. That said, even at the age of 50, I fear I might piss 
my pants any time a school principal says my name aloud. It 
transports me right back to the first day of first grade at Indian 
Run Elementary School. I peed my pants during the Pledge 
of Allegiance and had to go to the principal’s office. I waited 
patiently in my new school dress with nothing underneath 
but a cool breeze, while the school secretary dried my panties 
in the dryer. It’s highly likely that I have post-traumatic stress 
disorder from that incident. 

“Julia,” Stuart said, “do you have a minute?” 
“Sure!” I replied, a little too eagerly, my voice cracking. 
“I spent some time with Christian today. And he seems 

pretty stressed out.” 
My automatic thought-generator switched into high gear. 
So he told. 
He took it all to 
school. It’s out in the 
open. 
This man thinks I’m a 
monster. I AM a monster. 
What the fuck was I thinking, grabbing Christian like 
that? 
How did he get around to discussing this with Stuart in 
the 

first place? 
They must have noticed he was wet. 
I wonder if everyone at school 
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knows. Are they kicking us out? 
That little shit. 



!13

Hot Flashes, Carpools, and Dirty Martinis 

Holy shit. 
Are we in deep shit? 
“Yes,” I replied. “We’ve had some power struggles at 

home. It hasn’t been an easy few months between Christian 
and me.” 

“What’s going on?” Stuart asked, without the slightest 
hint of judgment. 

“He won’t do his work, Stuart. He won’t apply himself. He 
won’t study for tests. He has the potential, but he just won’t 
step up. He’s not happy about being at a new school, and he’s 
just refusing to participate.” 

There. The cat was out of the bag. I was suddenly a mon- 
ster and a snitch. I had ratted out my son to his school princi- 
pal, had thrown him under the bus in three seconds flat, only 
to save myself. It wouldn’t be long now before I was hittin’ a 
crack pipe and calling the cops on him for assault and battery. 
Parenting is a slippery slope, my friend. And this was a ter- 
ribly rainy day. 

“Julia, what are you so afraid of?” 
Then the floodgates opened. For real. 
“I’m afraid he won’t be successful. I’m afraid he’s never 

gonna apply himself to anything. What if he isn’t accepted by a 
good college? What if he flunks out? I know it’s your policy to 
let the kids experience failure’to let them take responsibility 
for their own stuff. But what if he never does? How far are you 
willing to let him fall, Stuart? All the way to the street?” 

I’ve been accused of many things in my life. Underreact- 
ing has never been one of them. 
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“He’s in the seventh grade, Julia.” His voice was more 
kind and patient than I deserved. “And you can’t parent 
from fear. You can only parent from love. If you continue 
like this, Christian will come to believe that your love for 
him is conditional on some kind of performance. You’ll be 
locked in a power struggle forever. He has to find his own 
way. Kids need to find their own motivation. It needs to 
come from inside.” 

“But what if it doesn’t?” I retorted, a little more desper- 
ately than I’d meant to. “What if he never rises? What if he 
never fulfills his potential? What if he just skates by forever? 
And he never lives out his purpose and his dreams?” 

Next came a pause longer and more uncomfortable than 
any I could remember enduring. 

“Julia, I want to say something to you that I wouldn’t say 
to most other parents’because I don’t think every parent 
could handle it, and I think most parents might be angry. But 
I know you, and I believe you’ll understand this. I don’t think 
this is about Christian. I think this about you.” 

I’d been exposed. My days as a closet narcissist were over. 
The principal could see it. And he had known me for all of 
three months. 

He continued. “I’d like to make a suggestion, if you’re 
open to it.” 

“Of course,” I said. What else could I say? 
“Go do something you’re afraid of. You’ve put way too 

much of your time and focus on Christian. You need some- 
thing to do. He’s 13 now. He doesn’t need you in his life’in 
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that way’anymore. Take this energy and apply it to yourself. 
Go find something to do that terrifies you.” 

You’re holding that thing in your hands right now. 

AN ERROR IN PROGRAMMING 

I’m not much of a believer in life-changing moments. I hear 
people talk about them. I read about a-ha experiences that 
turn couch-potato cupcake addicts into green-juice-
drinking personal trainers. About brush-with-death 
encounters that make spiritual gurus out of material girls. 
About remarkable discoveries that elevate millennials 
from their moms’ base- ments on a Thursday to private 
villas in Belize on Monday. 

I must admit, I’ve always been secretly jealous of that 
kind of whip-bang reversal of emotional (and sometimes 
literal) fortune. My own personal development is more of an 
osmosis kind of deal. I arrive at realizations, then’with 
equal parts hard work, humility, and grace’assimilate 
what I’ve learned and pop out on the other side as Juju 2.0. 
(I’m probably up to version 4.7 by now.) 

So when Stuart Grauer outed me that day, it wasn’t so 
much an instant sea-change as a catalyst for one. An awaken- 
ing. The moment of my most meaningful realization ever: I 
was in PrimeTime. 

I had spent my whole damn life preparing for this time 
slot. I was finally at my highest potential. I was experienced. 
I had honed my craft. I was wise and brazen and ready. But I 
was living my life like a rerun of Laverne and Shirley. 
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In the moment of that realization, I took my first step on a 
journey. At first I set out on a path to change my own midlife 
situation. But it quickly became much more significant. 

Over the past three years, I’ve discovered that most 
women my age have bought into an outdated and entirely 
inaccurate definition of “midlife.” We have allowed 
ourselves to be branded, and we have played a huge role in 
propagating the myths associated with that brand. To some 
extent, almost every midlife woman I’ve met has 
downplayed, missed out on, given away, or disregarded 
her own PrimeTime. And we’ve all done it for remarkably 
similar reasons. 

In short, we believe shit that just isn’t true. Then we act’ 
or refuse to act’because of it. 

At a turning point in my journey, it became my life’s mis- 
sion to rebrand middle age for all women. I became obsessed 
with showing middle-aged women the truth about their 
potential, potency, viability, and wisdom. I focused on 
show- ing the rest of the world that they’re completely 
wrong about us. 

I became fixated on shutting down the bullshit, and 
entirely consumed with the idea of starting a PrimeTime 
revolution. 

If you are a woman over 40, and you’ve ever felt irrelevant 
or invisible, this book is for you. If you’re facing a transition, 
and you’re wondering what the hell to do next, then this book 
is for you. If you’ve ever felt shut out because you feel that 
something you want to have, do, say, or be is “inappropriate 
for a woman your age,” then this book is for you. If, with each 
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passing decade, you feel less passionate, less confident, and 
less sexy, then this book is for you. If the world has told you 
that middle age is a step down, and that from here on out 
your days will only be worse, then this book is for you. 

Because every single bit of that is a crock of shit. 
But before I delve too deep into all of that, I need to intro- 

duce you to the concept of PrimeTime, and show you why 
you’re in it…right at this precise moment.


