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      For my precious daughters Glenna and Carolyn who inspired me, each in her own way, to share my story.


      For my Style and Life Mentor, my mother Evelyn Johnson.


      For my dad, Glenn Johnson, who is keeping watch.


      For Jeff who makes me laugh every day.


      With love and gratitude.


   

      We are not human beings on a spiritual journey. We are spiritual beings on a human journey.

      


      —Stephen Covey


      Why see a shrink? You’ll feel much better if you spend the money on a new dress.


      —Evelyn Johnson, my mother


   

      How many cares one loses when one decides not to be something, but someone.

      


      —Coco Chanel


      PART ONE


      HOW SHOULD I LOOK?


      Middle-aged women have a lot in common with kids—all of us are on the cusp of the unknown: enticing and scary.


      —Jane Pauley, Skywriting: A Life Out of the Blue
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      Endings and Beginnings


      I woke up one morning and couldn’t believe this was my life. I had turned fifty, sent my youngest daughter to college, closed

         my business, divorced, and none of my clothes fit. Not only had my life changed, but my body was changing, without my permission!

         I could no longer count on my clothes to get me through any occasion, special or not. They seemed to have shrunk overnight.

         I’d look in the mirror and wonder How do I look?—and suspect it wasn’t the way I had long imagined. Was it really the way I appeared in photographs—the fuller face, weaker

         chin, and thicker middle, much like my dad? Was I growing into my genes while growing out of my jeans? I was confused, but

         my mother wasn’t.

      


      I didn’t want to believe it—my ever-supportive mother disapproving of me? Her sunny demeanor froze as she looked me up and

         down while I was wearing the bikini my sister Jill had given me for my fiftieth birthday. I’d like to think it was a gift

         my sister thought I’d look good wearing, rather than a challenge or taunt. At forty-seven, Jill remained trim, while my body

         had gradually betrayed my genetics, most notably my dad’s flabby stomach.

      


      But my mother’s stinging assessment shocked me: “You must lose weight and never wear a two-piece again!” Granted she is a stylish and fit octogenarian, but I’m no slouch. And although I have built a successful career as a style

         expert, I really couldn’t see why she was so upset. Her rebuke reminded me of an afternoon when I was nineteen, lounging around

         my friend Bella’s pool, sneaking surreptitious glances at her uncle’s new wife wearing a tiny bikini. Aunt Katje had a tanned

         leathered face and pillowy flesh swelled around her middle, making her look old and careless to me. Looking back, I suspect

         she was only in her forties. I was simultaneously repulsed and intrigued. Was that what my mother was feeling now?

      


      Aunt Katje lived in France and Sweden with Bella’s uncle, an architect. They were creative intellectuals who traveled the

         world. He designed buildings; she wrote about art and food. There was something strangely glamorous about Aunt Katje—was it

         the substantial gold hoop earrings she wore, along with the kicky mules and colorful sarong that she unwrapped to tan her

         practically naked body? Or that she seemed utterly comfortable in her skin? Acutely aware that I wasn’t, I suspected that

         her allure had much to do with her self-confidence.

      


      In the years since, I have acquired my own wrinkles and fleshy middle. I have also gained a certain amount of wisdom and confidence,

         and needed all of it that day to cope with my mother’s piercing words. A mother’s opinion has an impact. I longed for her

         guidance, not her consternation. It took writing this story, which first appeared in More Magazine, for me to understand that her reaction was primal: a mother wanting her divorced daughter to attract, remarry, be loved and

         taken care of by a man. Only then could she rest in peace. I have similar dreams, but if I were to constantly try to recapture

         a youthful appearance to “get” the man and not enjoy who I am at any age, what kind of relationship would that be between

         him and me—and worse, between me and myself? One of high anxiety, I suspect.

      


      Little did I know then that this incident was to be the start of many more closet challenges. I was entering a new phase in

         my life and was determined to make the very best of it. I had to rethink the way I had been dressing for the last thirty years.

         It was time for a fresh start.

      


      

      wrapped


      Aunt Katje might feel comfortable in a bikini, but for many of us, wearing a bathing suit challenges our body-confidence.

         That is, unless we treat it as a style opportunity by wearing it with an attractive cover-up, kicky sandals, a dramatic sun

         hat, and fun earrings.

      


      


      [image: art]


      Aunt Katje’s Secret


      Aunt Katje is European. Even in adolescence, my unworldly eyes suspected that was the mystery of her allure.


      European women and men honor their lifetime of experiences and their physical manifestations. They enjoy the sensuality of

         everyday life,

          whether it’s sex, a ripe peach, or the feel of cashmere against their bodies. They respect the powerful connection between

         what they wear and how they feel. We, too, can adapt aspects of their approach to life to gain our own clothes-body-life-confidence.

      


      DRESS FOR YOUR OWN PLEASURE.


      TAKE CARE OF YOUR SKIN. A Paris-based research company polled three hundred European women and asked what they would take with them to Mars. The

         number one choice was moisturizer, ahead of husbands.

      


      HAVE AN AWARENESS AND APPRECIATION OF THE EVERYDAY CHOICES YOU MAKE. The tea you choose to drink and the cup you drink it from; the sheets and pillow you nestle into at night; how you want to

         feel in the clothes you wear.

      


      SENSUALIZE YOUR SENSES.


      Touch. Wear fabrics that feel good against your skin. Cotton is as desirable as cashmere depending on thread count. The higher it

         is, the more luxurious it feels.

      


      Sound. The click of heels, the romance of jazz, the jangle of bracelets, the joy of a laugh (laugh lines are sexier than no lines).

      


      Taste. A kiss, the taste of ripe fruit—take time to enjoy.

      


      Scent. Freshly picked herbs, a breeze of salt water, the body of someone you love. Pheromones are a scent secreted to attract the

         opposite sex.

      


      Sight. If it is aesthetically pleasing to your eye, enjoy. If not, keep experimenting.

      


      WISDOM IS SEXY. Flirting is sexy. Lingerie is sexy. Sex is sexy. Mature women are sexy.

      


      BEAUTY HAS NO EXPIRATION DATE.


      STYLE DOESN’T AGE, IT EVOLVES.
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      Closet Betrayal


      My closet ditched me for a younger woman. I should have seen it coming long before staking out a pharmacy in a town where

         I would not likely run into someone I knew. Buying an over-the-counter pregnancy kit requires discretion. Ha! It had been

         close to twenty years since I’d felt this particular kind of anticipation, yet I was perversely giddy that the girl in me

         might still have what it takes, and a pregnancy would surely explain my burgeoning stomach.

      


      My inner voice—the sane one—mocked me knowingly. I had as much chance of being pregnant as I had of navigating a map without

         reading glasses and massive amounts of light. But I wouldn’t allow myself any other explanation for the swelling in the middle

         of my body that had ballooned over the last few months, alienating me from myself along with everything in my closet.

      


      Granted, my closet and I have had our ups and our downs over the last few years, but we had muddled our way through them.

         I started keeping a few sizes of pants on hand for some of my good-weight weeks and some for my not-so-good ones. And retiring

         the fashionista wardrobe that dominated my closet for the twenty-nine years I worked in New York City had caught us both off-guard.

         I had decided to sell my business and shift gears to write full-time. I loved the idea of no longer going to an office—even

         better, not being responsible for one—and relished the freedom to work anywhere in the world that had broadband access.

      


      The reality: Two years after having the good fortune of doing what I wished for, I was spending too much time at home alone

         working at my

          computer, which is not only psychically challenging but also physically tough on the back and waistline. As a style expert,

         you might expect that I would have dressed for my day in the “office,” even though it was only arm’s length from my refrigerator.

         To be brutally honest, there were soon plenty of days when there was no distinguishing the clothes I slept in from those I

         worked in, unless I ventured out to a yoga class or dinner with a friend. I let myself drift into that mistake. As our lives

         change, our closets often bear the brunt.

      


      

      Closet Confidential: Moving On


      “The transition was hard on my closet when I left the corporate world. For ten years, I had worn serious suits. They were

         very nice and expensive and I didn’t want to let them go, but I no longer liked how I felt wearing them. They were the clothes

         of a different person. One who managed people, reported to the president (of a prestigious beauty company), conducted meetings

         and presentations, and was responsible for sales projections. The new me wanted to let the creative out. Until recently, my

         closet was still transitioning out some of those corporate suits. It’s been eight years, and I’ve finally let them go.”

      


      Susan, fifty-two, design entrepreneur, Manhattan


    


      Closets are powerful. They contain the power to make us feel fat, fit, frumpy, or fabulous. Yet each of us holds the power

         to shape our closets and the way we want them to make us feel. If disciplined, we can refigure them each season to adapt to

         our changing needs. Emotionally, they measure the seasons of our lives. Closets house our memories, dreams, fantasies, aspirations,

         inspirations, expectations, relationships, mistakes, triumphs, frustrations, adventures, joys, and failures—our stories. Closets

         hold our autobiographies, and with mindfulness, what we choose to share them with can help us decide how we want to continue

         to write our own story.

      


      Transitions make for especially crowded closets. The uncertainty we experience makes it difficult to decide what to hang on

         to and what to let go of. The clothes that had once defined us may no longer fit with who we are now. In the past, career

         suits might have replaced mini skirts, but

          what replaces those suits now? Our thrill for prom dresses faded long before we shopped for a wedding dress. A maternity

         wardrobe was an easy fix for a changing body. After we perfunctorily ditched it, we wondered what to hang in its place—the

         body had changed, as had the identity. Now we are dressing to be the mother of the bride or maybe perhaps the encore bride.

         As our self-image is once again challenged, we look within our closet to salvage what we can.
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      to boot


      In the mid-sixties, designer André Courrèges introduced go-go boots in white plastic. They were the rage, and complemented

         the mini, also a favorite of the times. Ever since, low-heeled mid-calf, knee-high, and over-the-knee boots have been Closet

         Classics.


      


      When I was sixteen, I worked weekends in the local Pappagallo shop, where for the first time ever I made enough money to shape

         my closet the way I wanted to. It was the late 1960s and Diana Vreeland was editor in chief of Vogue. She transformed the elegant, lady-like magazine my mother had subscribed to into one that was visually modern, exotic, daring,

         sensual, and packed with energy. Her pages opened my eyes to a new way of looking at clothes, at beauty, and at a world bigger

         than the one I knew. I taped over the rose chintz wallpaper that covered my bedroom walls with pages I had ripped from the

         magazine—Avedon’s portraits of the lanky English model Twiggy with her cropped hair and exaggerated false eyelashes wearing

         mod clothes hot from Carnaby Street boutiques and flower power face paint. Her stick figure and petite breasts helped me feel

         more comfortable with my own similar build. There were portraits of

          Masai warriors in native dress photographed on white seamless paper in a photographer’s studio rather than their natural

         turf, and mesmerizing pages of models wearing dramatic clothes in cinematic locations—palaces, mosques, remote villages in

         countries I knew little about. I wanted to travel the world these pages captured.

      


      Vreeland’s Vogue re-created the norm of “beauty,” favoring models of pedigree whose looks were intriguing—Penelope Tree was described by the

         famed English photographer David Bailey as an “Elfin Jiminy Cricket”; “Queen of the Scene” Marisa Berenson’s glamour gave

         confidence to girls with curly hair and not-so-perfect noses, while Veruschka’s imposing six-foot-plus, often body-painted

         physique emboldened a generation of young women to feel better about their bodies, whatever their height.

      


      

      In the 1960s, Pappagallo’s ultra-feminine flat tassel loafer was a winning mix of buttery leather and happy color combinations—yellow

         and blue, green and pink, blue and green. They, along with Jack Rogers’s Navajo sandals and Belgian shoes, were the casual

         shoe of choice in WASP playgrounds such as Palm Beach, Newport, Lyford Cay, and Locust Valley, where I grew up.

      


      Kate Spade wore them in high school. Wendy Wasserstein immortalized their cult pedigree in Shiksa Goddess, a collection of essays:

      


      I was speaking at the Lion of Judah luncheon in Palm Beach recently when I noticed a woman in a Lilly Pulitzer dress, one

            strand of pearls, and forty-year-old pink Pappagallo shoes leaning against the door. She stood out from the crowd because,

            instead of the omnipresent Barry Kieselstein-Cord purse with lizard clasp, she was carrying a battered lacrosse stick.


      Forty-year-old Pappagallos! I wish I had hung on to mine. I can’t even find them on eBay. I may have better luck finding a

         pair in my mother’s closet.


      


      Couture was no longer the standard-bearer of fashion. Vogue featured the clothes of change, inspired by our generation’s street wear. Their cadre of supermodels leaped across the pages

         showing us how to wear our mini skirts in a better way—in crisply cut styles patterned in bold colorful graphics accessorized

         with huge faux jewelry, patent go-go boots, and wildly configured hair extensions that were intended to appear artificially

         decorative, rather than a subtle embellishment.

      


      These pages inspired me to look at clothes differently. They could have personality and pizzazz, break the rules. Besides

         all that, they looked fun to wear. I filled my closet with more affordable but no less dynamic versions of the featured paper

         dresses, gladiator sandals, faux hair extensions, and overblown papier-mâché jewelry. When I wasn’t rolling up the waistline

         of my skirts after school, I wore minis in op art patterns and neon colors that glowed as brilliantly under the ultraviolet

         lights of Cheetah, The Electric Circus, Le Club, and other New York City discotheques, as they did in the rec rooms in our

         parents’ basements that my friends and I more likely frequented.

      


      Before, my closet had been under my mother’s watch, but now it was my sanctuary—a place where I could experiment with fashion

         that reflected the prevailing culture at any given moment. Essentially I learned to weed out old trends to make room for the

         new. This process, which I now refer to as “Assess, Dejunk, and Renew,” was the way I learned to define and refine my style.

      


      

      The Chic Simple book series that I created with Jeff Stone in the 1990s comprised guides to simplifying life with economy

         and style. Part of the process was to Assess, Dejunk, and Renew the various closets in our lives—clothes, kitchen, bedroom,

         beauty—seasonally to keep us, and our closets, in sync with changes in our bodies, our lives, and our style.

      


      


      Unlike my mother the pack rat, I recycled things in my closet that I no longer fancied or that didn’t fit my body or my life.

         Sure, I wish I had kept some of my 1960s regalia, but the mod go-go boots I wore to a Beatles concert at Shea Stadium in 1967

         would have looked ridiculous as I trudged through the mud two years later amid the tie-dyed and jeans revolutionary culture

         at Woodstock. Besides, I am not one to lug around remnants of my life. I was always looking forward, not backward. Now I’m

         not quite sure what I’m looking forward to.
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      Assess, Dejunk, and Renew


      Assess, Dejunk, and Renew is a seasonal practice to keep you and your closet in sync with the changes in your body, your life,

         and your style.

      


      Step 1: Assess


      EXAMINE YOUR LIFE and think about what you need to wear for it. The career wardrobe I cultivated for twenty-plus years doesn’t fit my body

         or my life now. Since I’ve started writing from home, my daily uniform has shifted from suits, of which I had many, to sport

         and casual clothes, which were once negligible.

      


      CHECK YOUR CALENDAR. Do you have any special upcoming events that require special attention to what you want to wear? When you match your clothes

         with your life, it will give your closet focus.

      


      Step 2: Dejunk


      This step is a reality check. It requires time, patience, honesty, a full-length mirror, and good lighting. Try on your clothes

         each season to check for fit (it’s likely your weight has shifted in the last year), then decide what you continue to enjoy

         wearing, what needs to be tailored, and what still suits your life. If you don’t have the time this requires, start with one

         category of clothing at a time.

      


      

         RECYCLE those things that no longer work, otherwise they’ll crowd your closet and your mind. It takes courage to let go of those

         clothes from a life and body that were. I enjoy not wearing a suit for every workday anymore, but I’m annoyed when my jeans

         no longer fit. Rather than keeping a closet filled with clothes that make me feel bad about myself, I sell or give the offenders

         away, which makes the sting less painful.

      


      Despite how disciplined I am, there inevitably are items I continue to hang on to. A favorite black cocktail dress sits quietly

         waiting to come out of retirement (it’s those five-plus pounds I promise to lose). I’ve kept a favorite micro-mini skirt for

         decades in hope that one of my daughters might eventually enjoy wearing it as much as I did. Maybe this season I’ll get real

         and convert it into a pillow. But mostly I hang on to these items and a few others because they have been woven with memories,

         much like Proust’s madeleine.

      


      

      In Marcel Proust’s master work Remembrance of Things Past, the taste of a madeleine (a cake-like cookie in a scalloped shape similar to a seashell) transports the narrator from feeling

         captive by the mundane bleakness of his everyday life into a beguiling world of memory.

      


      


      What we keep is as telling as what we choose not to. It’s part of the magic closets hold.


      

      Closet Confidential: Memory Closets


      Cynthia, a bicoastal gal whose enthralling life stories read like an Edith Wharton novel, keeps a closet filled with the fabulous

         clothes she wore as a young woman to remind her of the glamorous life she led. She even dated Cary Grant!

      


      Diane is a worldly sixty-four-year-old New Yorker who considers a number of her clothes her friends. A great many hold treasured

         remembrances of the exciting life she shared with her late husband. She values their company even if they sometimes no longer

         fit her or her currently quieter life.

      


      

         Sally had a closet stuffed with clothes until a friend gave her a gift of a “closet specialist” to help sort things out. They

         dejunked maternity clothes and the broad-shouldered business suits that were stylish in the 1980s, when she was a music attorney.

         But there were other things she wanted to hang on to knowing she would never wear them again. They held an emotional connection

         she was not prepared to give up. She archived them in long canvas bags that now hang in her cedar attic.

      


      


      DEJUNKING is also when you get to shop your closet. Because we wear 20 percent of our clothes 80 percent of the time, we tend to lose

         track of what we own, especially if our closets are overstuffed.

      


      The last time I cleaned out my closet, I found clothes with the price tags on.


      —Lise, fifty-four, attorney, Providence, Rhode Island


      By getting into your closet each season, you are likely to unearth some treasures or give new life to clothes you already

         own by wearing them in new ways. If velvet is the rave, mix your velvet pieces with your other basics for a fresh look. The

         pants of your favorite suit may no longer fit, but pairing the jacket with jeans will make each look modern.

      


      Step 3: Renew


      What’s left? Do you have what you need? Do you like what you have? If not, start a Shop Smart list to keep track of those

         things you need before you shop. Shopping with focus will help keep you within your budget and make your closet a happy one.

      


      Assess, Dejunk, and Renew is a practice I apply when evaluating other aspects of my life—career, friends, where to live. As

         my goals and life change, I am constantly assessing what matters to me, and jettisoning what doesn’t.

      


      

      Caring Closet


      The Container Store’s website is a great source of closet solutions. The folks there advise that the best way to protect your

         clothes against moths, dust, fading, and mildew is to “Clean, Contain, and Repel.” I have lost some of my favorite dresses,

         sweaters, and gloves by not heeding this advice.

      


      Clean. Moths and carpet beetles are closet enemy number one. They wreak havoc on natural fibers and chow down on food stains within

         synthetic fibers. So before you store your clothes, clean them, even if you don’t think you have a problem. Once a moth lays

         its eggs, your clothes will age to look like a fine Swiss cheese. To be safe, store clothes off-season with a sachet or canister

         containing repellents. Those containing paradichlorobenzene will not permeate clothes with the lingering scent of naphthalene

         found in old-fashioned mothballs. If you already have a problem, most clothes can be sprayed with an insecticide spray also

         containing paradichlorobenzene, which kills pests on contact.

      


      Contain. Protective storage containers come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and materials. Unbleached cotton is best for storing natural

         fibers including leathers and fur because it allows them to breathe.

      


      Sturdy vinyl storage bags offer visibility.


      Clear storage boxes with locking lids, and with the option of wheels, are like portable drawers.


      Repel. All-natural cedar is fragrant to people and their pets—unless of course you’re into breeding moths and carpet beetles, which

         are repelled by the scent. Lavender, rosemary, eucalyptus, mint, and thyme are just a few of the herbs often mixed into sachets

         that are natural deterrents to those pesky pests.

      


      Line storage bags with cedar for extra protection.
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      Déjà Vu: Here We Go Again


      My closet had always been in evolution. Now I was trying to cope with revolution. Unlike the other physical changes that had

         gradually nestled into my closet without much fanfare—an increasingly abundant supply of reading glasses to accommodate not

         only failing eyes but also another new change, forgetting where I’ve left them; the upswing of flats and other nurturing shoes,

         because I had long since convinced myself that comfort is its very own chic; an assortment of body-shaping underwear for when

         I chose to wear undies at all; pull-on pants with elastic waistbands (don’t cringe, they actually can look and feel good if

         the waistband lies flat and there are seams that provide curves)—this change in my closet was different. This lump on my stomach

         landed like an alien from nowhere, without warning and without apparent logic. Whatever the reason, it posed a challenge to

         my closet and my psyche that could not be ignored. This was no longer a quick Spanx fix. It was an outer-body experience,

         not dissimilar to witnessing my body unfold without control during puberty.

      


      

      Spanx was founded by Sara Blakely in 1998 when she cut the feet off a pair of pantyhose to wear under white pants and open-toed

         shoes. In 2000, the footless pantyhose made Oprah’s Favorite Things list. Their motto No more grid butt! is apt for their expansive line of body shapers, including control fishnets.

      


      


      While our memories may not be terrific anymore, most of us remember the angst of adolescence. Our bodies were developing as

         our hormones raged. The crucial what-to-wear questions were bra or no bra (when-oh-when

          in my case) and how padded if we dared. Even if our chests didn’t need a boost, our confidence did.

      


      When I was fifteen, my mother was even more panicked than me that my breasts were not noticeably filling out. Now she’s panicked

         that I am filling out everything all too well. I was locked in the self-conscious adolescent horror of not knowing how, when,

         or even if my body was really going to unfold into womanhood. My mother encouraged me to wear padded bras. I literally dipped

         my toe into these new waters when I wore a formfitting bathing suit with ample bra cups on a seriously hormonal beach during

         a spring break in Fort Lauderdale. I felt as though I were trying on a body that I quite liked, but didn’t own. When I emerged

         from the ocean after a swim, I was startled by a loud slurping noise. The bra cups had inverted. I looked like Madonna from

         a different universe. The horror of being found out rocked my pubescent mind.

      


      Once again raging hormones are hijacking my body in ways I can’t seem to control. I feel as though I am undergoing a second

         puberty filled with the same insecurity of the unknown, and it’s wreaking havoc on my closet.

      


      The over-the-counter pregnancy test I took was negative. A swollen or bloated stomach is also one of the many symptoms of

         ovarian cancer, so I had a pelvic examination and a vaginal sonogram, which can help to detect a tumor. My thyroid was also

         tested, because scant menstruation, weight gain, and dry skin can be signs of trouble. The good news:

      


      

      Closet Confidential: Now and Then


      “I always thought my looks were a birthright, not something I had to work for. I was a good student, pretty, had a personality

         everyone liked and a tight little body, all of which I took for granted. I didn’t notice when it ended. I got thicker in the

         middle when I was thirty-five. Then after a partial hysterectomy I gained fifteen pounds, which gradually increased to another

         nine. I might have been upset, but I had great professional things happening that distracted me. Then the business was sold

         and the entire staff was let go. I was upset and didn’t care about my appearance. Before, I had an image in my head of how

         I’d look when I was mature, and I enjoyed that image. Suddenly I realized I didn’t look like ‘her.’ ”

      


      Marilyn, sixty-plus, Internet entrepreneur, Chatham, New York


    


      All tests were negative. The news: My doctor confirmed I was in menopause.

      


      How am I supposed to look? Who am I dressing for anyway? Should I worry about others’ expectations? And who exactly do I consider

         “others,” and what do I imagine are their expectations? What can I control and what can’t I? Should I get a little nip and

         tuck to remove the Alien growing on my middle, and a few other things while I’m at it?

      


      I’d like to think that I didn’t care about the superficiality of it all, but I had lost my inner bearing, because of my outer

         changes. Until now, I hadn’t realized how much my appearance or my closet had defined me personally and professionally—as

         a young Ford model wearing fashion, as an advertising designer selling the allure of fashion, as a magazine editor and columnist

         covering fashion, and as creator of a style brand and books.

      


      The closets we keep mirror our “reality”—who we were, who we are, and who we want to be. Every time we dress or buy something

         to wear, we are making a choice. It is a tangible affirmation of how we define ourselves, which can be confusing when we’re

         in the throes of redefining our self-image and re-dressing our new and unfamiliar body. When we dress to feel our best, we

         nurture the woman we are and strive to be.

      


      

      Closet Confidential: Fashion Breakdown


      “I had always used fashion as an expression of my inner feelings, but when I turned forty-three, I had a fashion breakdown.

         I needed to come to terms with my age and stage in life in terms of my closet.”

      


      Peggy, forty-four, Realtor, Los Angeles


      


      As a fashion expert, I knew that what I wore was the one thing I could control when everything else seemed out of control.

         My current closet chaos signaled that I was entering a new phase in my life—and I was determined to make the very best of

         it. I had to rethink the way I had been dressing for the last thirty years. It was time for a fresh start.
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      The Lying Mirror


      I had wanted to believe that my body would remain young forever. The infallible self-image that I had held for so long was

         of an attractive, youthful, strong, energetic woman who would always be the tall, slim one in a crowd. Then the visual in

         my mind’s eye that I had long negotiated with the mirror completely shattered when an elegant older woman in tai chi class

         commented on how gracefully I moved considering I was pregnant. I knew that the mirror had been lying, but my clothes weren’t.

         Clearly I was not dressing my best. The closet that had been a safe haven was elevated to code red.

      


      For the next several months, I avoided my closet, the mirror, my mother, women I hadn’t seen in a while, and my ex-husband—I

         didn’t want to give him or his girlfriend the satisfaction of seeing that I didn’t look like the youthful girl I had long

         imagined.

      


      

      In Why Beauty Matters, a paper published in the March 2006 American Economic Review, economists Markus M. Mobius of Harvard and Tanya S. Rosenblat of Wesleyan reported on an experiment they conducted to determine

         if beauty was a premium in the workplace. Students were recruited to role-play employers and job applicants interviewing for

         a job involving mazes. The results? Appearance had no impact on productivity, but beautiful people were more confident in

         their abilities, which employers interpreted as a sign of increased productivity. This helped explain why beautiful men and

         women are the first to get hired and are often paid more than their colleagues.

      


      


      Seeing colleagues in fashion felt especially threatening. I now lacked the confidence for their scrutiny. Far too many have

         remained preternaturally thin, and without the wrinkles or droopiness that belies age. Any slip is considered a lack of discipline—and

         worse, a sign of aging, which in a field of “outer” can be considered a career detriment. At least that’s what I felt now

         being on the flip side of the equation. I was actually told by an editor before the Alien landed on my stomach that she was

         upset because the very accomplished actress who was about to appear on the cover of the magazine she edited looked fat. Granted,

         she looked not like an anorexic, cinematic pinup girl, but like an acknowledged talent and beauty with much wisdom to share.

         No wonder many of us experience confusion when our inner selves are challenged by the outer standards that permeate our lives.

         What’s chilling is that the number of women over forty suffering from eating disorders is rapidly growing.

      


      

      According to a report on MSNBC, a study from the Eating Disorder Center of Denver has confirmed that an increasing number

         of women in midlife (thirty-five to sixty-five) are struggling with dangerous and potentially deadly eating disorders. The

         author of the study, Dr. Tamara Pryor, refers to this phenomenon as the “Desperate Housewives” effect, because of how slim

         and young the middle-aged women on the popular television show appear. She puts some responsibility on the culture that supports

         and encourages “fountain of youth fixes” whereby many older women feel pressured to appear young and slender even though it’s

         not normal for women over thirty to have the same bodies they did at eighteen.

      


      


      

      Closet Confidential: Picture Perfect


      Anne remains a captive of the photographs she surrounds herself with. They document her incredible beauty when she was a young

         star in New York City intelligentsia. She remains innately chic and enormously talented, but she can’t reconcile herself to

         the body she dwells in forty years after the photographs were taken. She holds herself hostage to a memory that remains alive

         only in her mind’s eye by choosing to hide from life as best she can, waiting. Waiting for what? I consider her a magnificent

         talent—even admiring the way she dresses up the body she loathes.

      


    


      

         Anne’s withdrawal is a cautionary tale. Nothing can bring back physical youth. Time only honors the present. When we attempt

         to deny our age, we become more fearful of it. Only when we accept ourselves at this very moment can we experience the joy

         of not being eternally nagged by the “what-if” or the “wait-until,” or mourn the “what-was,” and get on with our lives. And

         by dressing our body best, we honor the body we have now.

      


      I got focused. I decided to own up to my new body, rather than continue to hide in dread or, worse, give up on me. I needed

         to accept my body in the present rather than try in vain to recapture the body that was. I began to recognize the importance

         of being a role model to my daughters—hell, I needed to be a role model to myself! If I could experience menopause and live

         the next part of my life with grace, vitality, personal growth, and style, then this could be a gift of sorts for them and

         for me.

      


      As women, we’re lucky because we are reminded in a very physical way that this is midlife, so we can reevaluate what we are

            and where we’re going… It’s very healthy to view menopause as a chance to recharge and rebuild.


      —Dr. Susan Love, surgeon, quoted in Fifty on Fifty by Bonnie Miller Rubin

      


      I began telling everyone that the Alien was my menopause. I was declaring to the world, and more importantly to myself, that

         I was entering a new and natural time of my life. My daughters were embarrassed by my candor, which meant they were paying

         attention, and I was starting to Assess, Dejunk, and Renew my self-image. I needed to become reacquainted with my body before

         dealing with my closet.
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      Closet Health


      What was this new body of mine about? This transition was not just about my closet, which clearly freaked me out as a fashion

         professional, but also about my health. I had my fears. If the Alien could invade without warning, what other surprises might

         be lurking within?

      


      One of my younger sisters had already successfully battled breast cancer shortly after turning fifty, and my mother had done

         so twice after menopause. I am built like my father—long, lean limbs centered by weight, mostly stored in the stomach. Golf

         was his sport until his feet became infected from the effects of Type 2 diabetes, exacerbated by his sugar addiction. He became

         depressed. My parents thought psychiatric treatment a sign of weakness and a waste of money. He preferred to retreat into

         the cloud of cigarette smoke he had long found comfort in. He died when he was sixty-six from heart disease. My father was

         reckless with his physical and mental health. I did not want the same fate.

      


      Other tests I had undergone to help determine the cause of the Alien revealed that my blood pressure was good and my cholesterol

         levels were terrible. And obviously to the eye, my metabolism had slowed to what appeared to be a screeching halt. My well-respected

         male doctors told me menopause didn’t warrant weight gain. They advised me to lose three and a half pounds a month until I’d

         shed the fifteen-pound Alien. The more I tried, the more I gained. I felt like a loser.

      


      These doctors sounded like an ex (or so I imagined) and the fashion crowd I was hiding from. Thankfully a female doctor explained

         what was going on. As women’s hormones change with age, our bodies try to

          reproduce the estrogen they’re losing. Estrogen is stored in fat, which is why in midlife many of us start to gain weight,

         especially in our middle.

      


      It was a relief to know that the invasion wasn’t necessarily unnatural. Now when my mother told me I needed to lose weight,

         I could bark back with confidence that I was in menopause and this was what my menopause looked like.

      


      As I was going through this process of awareness, there was increasing research reported on the hazards of carrying fat around

         the stomach. Even if you are otherwise thin, it increases the risk of diabetes, heart disease, and Alzheimer’s. The Alien

         was not only unsightly but also dangerous, a relief for you gals fretting about large thighs or upper arms that jiggle. Was

         liposuction or a tummy tuck the answer? These procedures may decrease superficial fat, but not the negative health impact

         of these particular fat cells.

      


      I NEEDED TO RETHINK THE HEALTH OF MY ENTIRE BODY, rather than fixate solely on the Alien. I hate taking pills, but committed myself to a daily multivitamin and calcium supplements

         for general health and bone strength. My skin has always been dry, and I knew it would inevitably become drier with these

         hormonal changes. Shelley, a former book editor of mine, is a few years older, yet has the dewy skin and shiny hair of someone

         several years younger. She swears it’s because of the massive doses of Norwegian fish oil she consumes. I’ve since set these

         capsules out in a small bowl prominently placed on my kitchen counter and pop them like candy. When I’m vigilant, my skin

         does feel smoother to the touch.

      


      I was raised to believe that relying on prescription drugs rather than the sheer force of will was a personal defeat. Nonetheless,

         I took my doctor’s advice and went on Crestor, a statin, to lower my cholesterol; Advair and Singulair to treat the bit of

         asthma I developed during this seemingly endless body and life transition; and Wellbutrin, an antidepressant, to cope with

         the anxiety of it all. Ultimately, my goal is to wean myself from this money pit, but I needed their help to move on and start

         healing. I wanted to get stronger physically and emotionally.

      


      

      In “The Melanoma Letter” published in 2004 by the Skin Cancer Foundation, Dr. Marie-Franc Demierre of the Boston University

         School of Medicine describes growing evidence for statins as a protector against melanoma. Despite the benefits of statins,

         however, they also tax the liver. Every decision we make in life is a trade-off. Considering my long history of sun abuse,

         I’m betting the benefits outweigh the negatives.

      


      


      I had always been a walker, which along with hot yoga helped me stay grounded through my divorce, but now I wanted to shake

         my body up with more awakenings. I joined the local Y and bumped up my aerobics with a new class they offered called Zumba,

         a Latin American hip-hop dance workout that not only way ups the endorphins—those feel-good hormones that trigger our opiate

         receptors—but is also fun and feels sexy. Each session flies by as quickly as the calories burned, which are considerable—allegedly

         between four hundred and eight hundred an hour.

      


      I WANTED STRONGER LUNGS. My sisters’ and my lungs are showing signs of wear—theirs with pneumonia. One smokes, the other never has, yet we were all

         subjected to the ill effects of our dad’s cigarette addiction. I trusted that aerobics would rejuvenate my lungs.

      


      I WANTED STRONGER BONES to slow down any forms of osteoporosis that may be itching to kick in. My youngest sister has osteopenia, an indication of

         low bone density.

      


      I WANTED STRONGER MUSCLES. Strong muscles meant a stronger body, which means more freedom. I started lifting weights after learning its benefits to

         building both bone and muscle strength, and how, unlike aerobics, it keeps the metabolism revved in high gear for hours after

         a workout.

      


      I WANTED A STRONGER CORE to lessen the possibility of back injury. I had begun to hold myself differently since the Alien appeared, much like a pregnant

         woman compensates for her growing stomach. A stronger core might keep my back in check. I started going to an occasional Pilates

         mat

          class, which I found incredibly difficult. I knew not to chastise my body when it couldn’t keep up, but to keep at it until

         my brain and muscle memory became acclimated.

      


      By paying attention to my body in a hands-on physical way, I began to develop a new appreciation for its strengths, vulnerabilities,

         and potential. Health was becoming my new vanity. I gradually replaced the worn, faded tees, tanks, and workout pants that

         had been unfortunate stepchildren in my closet with sleek active wear that fit better (thank you, Lycra), and helped me move

         more comfortably (thank you, Lycra). I liked what these clothes said about me: I’m active, I’m taking care of my body and I’m proud of it! I got excited about what was next, until I remembered the rest of my closet.

      


      As I struggled to find my own answers to How should I look? I realized that I also needed to think about how I wanted to feel. I needed to start treating myself with loving kindness,

         which meant not beating myself up every day when I faced my closet, but I also didn’t want my clothes to make me look pregnant

         when I wasn’t. I wanted jeans that fit. I no longer wanted to surround myself with anything or anyone that made me feel bad

         about myself, including my closet.

      


      So after years of failed New Year’s resolutions, forsaken diets, whining about my body and now closet betrayal, I decided

         to crowd out the negative with positive actions and thoughts. Practically applied, drinking more water and green tea meant

         drinking less coffee and wine. Filling my kitchen closet with healthy foods meant less opportunity to eat junk. Exercising

         more meant an increase in endorphins and, please God, a decrease in weight. Spending more time with inspiring, feel-good people

         meant less time for negative, feel-bad people. More gratitude meant less griping. You get the idea. I needed this kind of

         attitude shift toward my closet.

      


      The Assess, Dejunk, and Renew process that I had sworn by since I took control of my closet decades ago was now too depressing

         to undertake. I was not about to discard all of the “me” that no longer fit. Rather than focus on negatives—a closet filled

         with beautiful clothes that still belonged to a younger woman—I unceremoniously shoved things aside to make a little space

         for feel-good clothes only! There had to be a few I owned.

      


      This was the start of my Feel-Good Closet.
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      The Feel-Good Closet


      I spit on my closet every time I pass it. I’m more spiritual than ever, but my clothes aren’t following the spiritual path

            I am. They draw me back to earth.


      —Ali, thirty-nine, Feng Shui consultant, Brooklyn, New York


      A Feel-Good Closet is simply a space within your closet reserved for the clothes you feel good wearing. It might not be much, but it’s a start—a really good start in revitalizing your friendship with your closet.

         And like all good friendships, a Feel-Good Closet is a safe haven devoid of judgment. To start your Feel-Good Closet, it’s

         important to turn a deaf ear to the fashion police, your mother, children, husband, or anyone else with an opinion, even if

         you value it. Only you can know if something physically and emotionally feels good to wear. If you second-guess your feel-good

         choices by worrying what others might think, you’ll drive yourself nuts.
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