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Preface

 FORTY CANDLES







It starts when we’re 35.


For many women within five years of their fortieth birthday, their biggest worry isn’t their relationship (or lack of one), their boss, their kids, their financial situation, or even their health.


It’s the calendar.


We can’t deny the fact that we age. No matter how hard we try to remain youthful, we are getting older. Aging is simply part of the natural and beautiful cycle of life, as sure as the seasons changing. Yet few events, it seems, are as unnerving to women as thinking about that fortieth candle on the birthday cake.


I first began to observe this phenomenon several years ago among the 30- to 50-year-old clientele who frequented my Manhattan therapy practice. They had a single common obsession: “I don’t want to turn 40.” The “big four-oh” was the dreaded number, even for my youngest visitors. From ages 29 to 39, each woman anticipated this milestone with fear, acting as if her life would end the moment she passed into her fifth decade. In fact, a good number of my clients had so much anxiety about this critical age that it was the sole reason they’d begun to see me. I was in my late 30s, and I found myself sharing their concerns in more than the usual “empathetic therapist” way. Often at night, I stayed awake riddled with worries about what lay ahead in my personal and professional life.


It got me wondering: Why was it that so many women—including myself—had such a powerful aversion to reaching 40? I began examining the psychological research, as well as popular writing on the subject. Someone must have explored the anxiety that the fifth decade triggers for women and have offered guidance, I thought. But no one had. And that is why, in my thirty-eighth year, I decided to write this book.


As we say good-bye to our youth, we lose our carefree sense of being immortal and having all the time in the world to figure out our lives. Many of us experience fear of the future. This book’s purpose is to help us remove our hands from our eyes and face our fears—and moreover, to transcend them. The truth is that our 40s can be a decade of loss, but those years also hold the potential to be a time of tremendous gain.


In the course of researching and writing this book, I facilitated discussion groups across America—from New York, New York, to Seattle, Washington; Oxford, Mississippi, to Provo, Utah; San Francisco, California, to Bozeman, Montana; Dallas, Texas, to Chicago, Illinois; Greenwich, Connecticut, to Orange County, California; and Memphis, Tennessee, to Washington, D.C. In addition, I conducted individual interviews with women from all different walks of life: single mothers struggling to make ends meet and high-powered executives; recovering crack addicts and Ivy Leaguers; surfers, social workers, and stay-at-home moms; women in their late 30s longing to have children and 50-plus-year-olds who already have cleared many of the hurdles we’ll discuss; breast cancer survivors, victims of abuse, and women who have lost both their parents.


As part of this process, I asked the women to examine a long list of positive values that I had compiled. We then had conversations about which of these values most served to sustain and enhance women’s lives as they entered their fifth decades. It soon became clear that the women—regardless of age, race, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic status—all were powerfully drawn to five of what I call the Core Values: grace, connectedness, accomplishment, adventure, and spirituality.


In the following chapters, I’ll explore these five Core Values in depth and share the stories of the remarkable women who most embody them. These are women who have chosen to greet life’s challenges with fortitude instead of fear. They have overcome adversity, danced through life’s unpredictable turns, and found confidence, joy, and peace along the way. They are my inspiration, and I hope they will be yours, too. Let’s take what they’ve learned and use it to help us not only embrace the loss of youth and transcend our anxieties but also celebrate the beginning of the rest of our lives.














Introduction

 THE MIDLIFE
 SPARKLING MOMENT







Whether it’s nature or nurture or a combination of both that’s to blame, we begin at age 35, with a sinking feeling in our stomachs, to recognize our own mortality. Our youthful beauty starts to fade as wrinkles become undeniable facts that we face every time we look in the mirror. We must confront our diminished sexual desirability in the eyes of society. If we’re on the career path, we notice competition from younger women in the workplace. If we haven’t yet had all the children we want, we come head-to-head with fertility issues. We start getting mammograms, and often we lose a friend, relative, or colleague to breast cancer. Many of us watch our parents fall ill or pass away. It’s real: we’re getting older, we’re fragile, and one day we, too, will die.


Many women approaching 40 and beyond are struggling to define themselves as independent people as well as daughters, sisters, friends, wives, and mothers. An unsatisfying career or lack of spiritual fulfillment can further complicate the issue, causing us to ask: “Is this all there is?”


Unfortunately, the majority of messages that we receive from pop culture, the media, and even our friends and parents portray 40 as if it’s nearing the end—the end of the good times, at least. The clock is ticking. In ten years, you’ll be 50, and then the fun is really over. My clients often say they feel that society tells them, “You’re supposed to have it all figured out by now.” If you haven’t—if you’re still searching for answers in your personal or professional life, or both—you feel like a failure.


Many women see 40 as the end of their attractiveness, their sexuality, their youthfulness, and sometimes even their creativity. Most of these fears are based on nothing more than societal myths (perhaps residues of a male-dominated culture eager to keep women down, just at the moment when they begin to flourish). We do not lose any of these qualities with age—on the contrary, as we grow older, we can feel more radiant, confident, capable, and powerful than ever. But there are very real biological pressures that increase significantly as we pass this watermark birthday: breast cancer rates skyrocket, our parents get older and pass away, and our chances of naturally conceiving a healthy child start to decline sharply at age 35.


So much negativity is attached to aging that we often come to believe our identities are tied to our ages. But this is simply not true; we are not our ages. It is possible to hold a positive view of your individual, creative path from age 40 onward because, in fact, the fifth decade is nowhere near the end of your life. In my psychotherapy practice, I explore with my clients a new excitement about having made it thus far and about going further. We identify the challenges that we face as we come to terms with our ages, and we create our identities on our own terms. What does it mean to be your most authentic self, to do what you want to do, and to enjoy your life in the way you really desire?


Turning 40 does not have to be a problem. For many women, this milestone can be a time of self-reflection, which is a truly powerful experience. It may be a time to sit with the ever-nagging question, “Am I where I’m supposed to be?” and come to peace with what is. Or it might be a time to realize that there are steps you haven’t taken, roads as yet unexplored, and to make a strong commitment to moving forward in the coming years. While certain challenges inevitably coincide with embarking on your fifth decade, it can be a beautiful and invigorating time in your life.


Furthermore—and this is not a white lie I’m telling to make you feel better—many frequently overlooked benefits come with age.1 For example, a long-term study conducted at the University of Wisconsin–Madison’s Institute on Aging revealed that people in their late 40s and 50s reported significantly higher levels of well-being than did those in their 30s and early 40s. Women in particular learn to focus more on the positive and less on the negative as they grow older. And even our brains don’t deteriorate as much as we’ve been led to believe. White matter, the insulated nerve fibers that allow our neurons to communicate with the greatest efficiency, continues to increase until we die and actually reaches its peak from ages 45 to 55 or 60.


Sparkling Moments


When clients talk to me about what’s going on in their lives, they almost always refer to the root of the matter as a “problem,” which immediately causes them stress. I suggest that instead of labeling current events and challenges as “problems,” they consider calling them “sparkling moments.”


If you have a “problem,” you’re inclined to believe that something is wrong with you. You feel a constant, nagging need to fix it. If you can’t, you figure something is even more wrong with you. Problems also elicit fear. You might find yourself obsessing in the middle of the night, “What happens if I don’t solve this problem right away?”


Having a “sparkling moment,” by contrast, doesn’t imply that you’re dysfunctional or that you must leap into action to rectify the situation. When you view your challenges as opportunities to change, experiment, push yourself, grow, and learn new skills, then you have sparkling moments. Sparkling moments can bring more than a little relief—they can even add a degree of excitement to your life. When you no longer feel the pressure to fix something that’s wrong or suffer from the negative energy that problems inspire, you gain the mental space to make informed and empowered decisions.


Many mental health experts believe that we experience “identity crises” at various stages in life. I prefer to reframe these turning points, too, as “sparkling moments.” And I believe that our confusion around age 40 has partly to do with the contradictory messages we receive from society at this critical juncture.


For example, most people have a sparkling moment after they graduate from college. They can no longer rely on their course syllabi to figure out their daily, weekly, and monthly goals. They have to begin to pursue work, community, and friendships, instead of relying on the nurturing college environment. They ask themselves, “What do I do now? Go to graduate school? Join the workforce? Go for the money? Enter social service work that may not pay as much but may be more satisfying? Get married right away?”


The message that society conveys to people when they reach this point in their 20s is generally positive. Given the current economic crisis, recent college graduates might feel pressure to find a job, but they also know that they have plenty of time to figure out their lives. It’s still socially acceptable for them to be struggling to make ends meet, and they have the freedom to explore options. They might try a temp job or move to a new city. Society encourages them to view this period as an opportunity for self-discovery. “Challenge yourself to grow, to learn new things, and to determine what fulfillment and authenticity mean to you,” it seems to say. “Experience different relationships, jobs, lifestyles, and cultures.”


Thus 20-somethings begin exploring. They allow themselves to try on different identities until they find the one that fits. Society grants them permission to figure these things out without making lasting commitments, because they are so young.


However, the message we receive as we approach the midlife sparkling moment has a more negative, critical tone: “You’re turning 40 and you’re not married? You don’t have children? You don’t own a house? You’ve traveled around the world but you don’t have money in the bank? You haven’t reached a pinnacle in your career? You’ve stayed at home with your kids and don’t have a career at all? You still don’t know what you want to be when you grow up? You’re nearing 40 and you don’t have your life all together? What’s wrong with you?”


As a result, many of us find ourselves asking if we’ve blown it completely and it’s simply too late to recover. Of those of us who do have the family, the job, or both, many feel as if there is something in ourselves—a goal or an aspiration—that we neglected along the way.


Yet at midlife, we often lack the encouragement to continue to explore—to obtain another degree, to start a business, to climb Mount Everest, or even to have a baby. When you’re in your 20s, finding your way is cool. When you’re in your 40s, the coolness has evaporated like Arctic glaciers under an ozone-depleted sky.


The voices in our heads tell us that we “should” be a series of conflicting things. We should continue to explore our options, but we should also be committed to marriage and family. We should be living our own dreams, while at the same time, we should be meeting our parents’ expectations. We should be effortlessly beautiful, and we should cease defining ourselves in terms of our attractiveness and sexuality. We should be devoted to a career, and we should be sublimating our own needs to those of our spouses, children, and elderly parents.


Women struggle with this double bind: be who you want to be but, at the same time, conform to traditional expectations. We often feel confused about what our lives could be, if we are doing the right thing, and whether we will ever find our own versions of the “white picket fence” without sacrificing our hearts’ desires. These crazy-making, seemingly impossible-to-resolve contradictions may arise in our mid-30s, but they can continue to frustrate us throughout our fifth decades.


The issues surrounding turning 40 are different for every woman. One might be married with children but feeling unsatisfied because she has not returned to the workforce. Another might have worked hard throughout her career but lack the financial security she had expected. In other words, we may have sailed toward our fortieth birthdays from every conceivable direction, but now we find ourselves in the same boat.


Regardless of where we’re coming from or what distant shores we hope to visit in the coming decades, making the most of this midlife sparkling moment is essential. This milestone offers us a chance to reflect upon our values and assess the choices we have made. Taking the time to evaluate all aspects of our lives—friends and family, health and wellness, career and financial situation—will allow us to find greater peace and fulfillment. We can either choose to be content with where we are right now—in spite of the conflicting messages society keeps feeding us—or decide to focus on self-improvement, to reprioritize, and to start heading in a new direction. Thus turning 40 can be a trigger for fear and frustration, or it can prove a wonderful opportunity to examine our lives and, where appropriate, correct our course.


My Own Story


Recently, I had a sparkling moment when I realized that my life didn’t necessarily match up with my parents’ values or their way of life. Their traditional values—work hard, come home and eat dinner with the family, do your chores, go to bed, and do the same thing again the next day—didn’t reflect my goals and desires.


My father, the NBC news anchor Tom Brokaw, had such admiration and reverence for the World War II generation that he coined the term “Greatest Generation.” He wrote a book about those Americans who fought in World War II or remained on the home front taking care of the country’s needs, and those who built the United States back up following the war. To this day, my dad maintains a hardworking, self-sacrificing approach to life based on his traditional set of values.


My father and mother (who have been blissfully married for forty-seven years) passed these values along to their daughters, for which I am extremely grateful. My parents were products of the Greatest Generation and so they reflected those values, but they also gave us lots of room to grow on our own. They financed international travel and study abroad so we could have many more choices than they had at our age. They encouraged us through word and by example to see life as an unending adventure. Yet it did not dawn on me until recently that I was questioning the choices I had made thus far in life because they had not led me to the traditional milestones of womanhood: engagement, marriage, and children.


I experienced this moment of clarity when an investment banker client of mine told me a story about her own parents. She had complained to her father that she was exhausted by the strain of her work. He had replied, “There were so many people in my generation who didn’t have just one job, they had two. And you would never hear them complain.” It sounded exactly like something my own father would say. As we discussed ways in which this client could free herself from parental expectations, and why she should feel entitled to her own experience, I realized that I ought to be following my own advice.


I have known for a long time that I didn’t have it in me to follow the traditional path—nor did I desire to do so. I always have felt that being authentic and obeying my heart mattered most. I have found it profoundly scary at times not to follow the path my parents forged or acquire what society portrays as the “right things”—husband, children, house. But I generally believe that I’m doing the right thing for me. So why do I, like the client I just mentioned, allow myself to feel undermined by the very values I choose not to ascribe to? Why do I sink into a place of self-doubt, feeling somehow like a failure because I haven’t traveled the traditional road?


Many of us hear our parents’ criticisms, disapproval, and condescension in our heads from time to time—and I’m no exception. That is why when I’m working with a client who is expressing fear over any particular issue, I ask, “Whose voices are you hearing?” So often, our parents’ belief systems continue to influence the choices we make. When I work with women on these kinds of decisions, we discuss how they can break free from the parental voices still “calling the shots” and instead discover who they are and who they will be as they go forward in life.


What amazed me during my own “aha moment” was that I somehow had fallen into the very trap that I so often help my clients get out of. While I had lived the life I wanted up to that point, I was still letting my parents’ traditional values be judge and jury. I was unconsciously measuring myself according to their standards. I was listening to their voices rather than to my own.


When I graduated from college, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. So I took my Duke University degree to Guam, where, at the equivalent of a Club Med for Japanese couples, I slid my five-foot-two body into an ill-fitting, faux satin, pink strapless dress that was designed for a five-foot-ten woman, lip-synched to “Santa Baby” during the evening, and then rose early the following morning to teach snorkeling in an outdoor aquarium. How ridiculous is that? I am sure they were incredibly proud of me at the Duke career counseling center!


After lip-synching and breathing through a tube lost their novelty, I moved to Tokyo, where I worked as the only American in the Patagonia retail store and honed my drinking skills to great effect. While that experience certainly didn’t help me lose the “freshman fifteen” I had packed on at Duke, it did offer many benefits. I learned Japanese and immersed myself in the culture of Japan, adjusting to unfamiliar customs such as not eating in public, taking off shoes before going inside, and bowing to introduce myself rather than shaking hands. I lived in a tiny Japanese neighborhood with no other expatriates around, so I had no place to seek refuge. This setting forced me to grow up fast. It also was the first time in my life when my last name didn’t raise eyebrows or provoke questions, which was a relief.


From Tokyo I moved to San Francisco, where I committed myself to figuring out my next step. People were still telling me that I had my whole life ahead of me, that I could do whatever I wanted, that I was young and the world was full of possibilities. But at 26, I felt it was time to get serious. I decided to attend graduate school at New York University. I graduated from the School of Social Work two years later, worked in a hospital for another two years, and then opened my own psychotherapy practice at age 30. I wasn’t married with children, but I had my career.


Shortly after I began my practice, the tragic events of 9/11 occurred. Consequently, I began working with deeply traumatized individuals who had been in the buildings but were able to escape, and also with people who had observed what happened. I began two support groups and saw almost three hundred people within three months after the attack. Working with the survivors of 9/11 made me appreciate fully how important the mental health profession is. Any lingering concerns about therapy being a luxury for the wealthy rather than a service of real value to the world vanished. It quickly became apparent how desperately people needed help. I was honored to be able to step up and utilize my skills for the benefit of the community.


Fast forward to a year and a half ago. I was nearing 40. According to society’s dictates, I was supposed to be feeling as if time were running out. And I did start to panic. “Why should I feel this way?” I wondered. “I’m successful, but I’m not married and don’t have kids. While 40 is not old, I no longer hear people telling me that I have my whole life ahead of me. Most women I see my age have the house-family-husband package—I don’t. What, then, is my identity? What are my values? How can I get excited about who I am, where I am, and who and where I want to be while my clock is ticking?” I looked around and saw other capable women struggling with the same questions.


Then I had my epiphany with the client who brought up her father’s judgment, and I realized that I was still stuck measuring myself according to my parents’ values. When I looked back at my sometimes misguided life path, I discovered that actually I have been on a wonderful adventure. There were many times when I didn’t know what I truly needed, and there were times when, out of fear, I relied on other people’s opinions and advice to make decisions. But all in all, I have had many incredible, eye-opening experiences as an adult. As soon as I was able to evaluate my life without hearing my parents’ voices, I was able to focus on what I have achieved thus far. I was able to see even my “failures” as growth opportunities that shaped me into the person I am today. Shifting my focus in this way has helped me approach “the big four-oh” with fortytude.


What Is Fortytude?


As the years go by, how do we reconcile society’s opposing points of view about what it means to be a “successful” 40-year-old woman? And how do we make the most of this critical life juncture to ensure that we get to be who we most want to be in our 40s, 50s, and beyond?


It takes courage to look within, but this is what we must do. By examining ourselves closely and coming to a deeper understanding of what matters most to us as unique individuals, we can separate the societal messages from our own hearts’ calling, let go of ideas of what should be, and instead embrace what is. You can take a stand and say proudly: “This is who I am.” Or, if you’re at a point where you’re reinventing your life, you can say: “This is who I want to be—and I’m going to go for it!” This process takes a kind of strength that I call “fortytude.”


For the past several years, I have asked myself these questions: “Why do some women feel comfortable turning 40, while others become overwhelmed by the life challenges inherent in entering the fifth decade? Why are some women who are not in relationships or raising children happy to be by themselves, while others feel lonely and ‘less than enough’ because they don’t have a family? Why are some women frustrated by what they haven’t yet accomplished in their careers relative to their colleagues, whereas others are inclined to celebrate what they have achieved? Why do some women become obsessed with and jealous of younger women, while others become generous and inspiring mentors?”


The purpose of this book is to identify what differentiates fulfilled, vital women from women paralyzed by fear at crossing the threshold into their fifth decades. In other words, what qualities do women with fortytude typically possess? By “successful,” I don’t necessarily mean being financially or vocationally successful, or even having the perfect family, although many women achieve both. Instead, they are successful in terms of their approach to life. They have made the transition into their late 30s and early 40s with a sense of freedom and optimism, a heartfelt openness to life’s unpredictability, and a level of comfort with themselves and their bodies.


Fortytude means not just getting over a hurdle—be it a serious health challenge, the end of a marriage, or a financial struggle—but also finding happiness and joy in the calm periods that follow. It also means adopting a take-the-bull-by-the-horns approach to life if you’re not happy with where you are, or if life deals you a particularly painful blow. For example, I know of several women in their mid- to late 40s who had cancer but have been cancer-free for at least six years, and who are truly enjoying themselves. Yes, they have had their very difficult moments, which many of us can’t even begin to comprehend. But, as one of the women beautifully summarized, “Cancer has forced me to look at my two options and make a choice. Option one: lead my life as if it were one huge adventure. Option two: treat it like a nightmare from which I will never wake up. I chose option one.”


This seems like the obvious choice for all of us. Why, then, does it often prove so difficult? And what can we do to ensure that we, like this fiercely optimistic cancer survivor, consistently say “yes!” to life? What can we do to develop that kind of fortytude?


The Five Core Values


While there is no magical notion or potion that can make the complex transition to our 40s easy, the five Core Values can help us to thrive, to lessen our fear of uncertainty, and to become curious rather than judgmental about where we are and what we have. Cultivating these values can enrich life in our fifth decades and beyond, to a point where it is not just bearable but exciting, joyous, and fulfilling.


Without a doubt, the landmark that is the fortieth birthday casts a long shadow over women’s lives, as it engages us in internal conversations about fertility, physical appearance, relationships, financial and career expectations, physical health, parenting, and taking care of our own aging parents. But to the degree that women possess these five Core Values, they have been able to navigate the perilous journey from age 35 on with a dramatically higher level of comfort, satisfaction, and joy.


I now see my role as helping my clients not only to create a new conversation about who they are and the influences that have shaped their inner being but also to discover their connection to these five Core Values. I’m not claiming to have found a cookie-cutter solution for every vexing conundrum, nor am I of the belief that one good hour in therapy can solve all your problems. What I do know is that consciously engaging in these values allows women to cope with whatever (and whoever!) shows up in our lives.


The five Core Values are


• Grace


• Connectedness


• Accomplishment


• Adventure


• Spirituality


When a woman embraces all of these values, she has a mental and emotional framework that empowers her to be her most authentic—and actualized—self. These five Core Values constitute the special strength that it takes to approach one’s fifth decade with a healthy blend of courage, realism, and hope.














PART I

 GRACE







When we make peace with life events, even when things don’t go the way we want, we exhibit grace. When we manage stressful situations with humor, we exhibit grace. When we are accepting of others, we exhibit grace. Grace is not about physical beauty or having a ballerina’s poise. It is composed of generosity, forgiveness, and equanimity in the face of trying times.


Behaving with grace can prove challenging when we feel vulnerable. These are the moments when we must dig deep, appreciating what we do have, reaching out to our loved ones for help, and trusting in our higher selves to get us through. We have a degree of control over many of the issues that I’ll discuss in this book—friendships, careers, family, sense of adventure, and spirituality, to name a few. But other issues, including inevitable changes to our physical appearance, the loss of fertility, or cancer, we can’t control.


To help cultivate grace under pressure, I often employ a metaphor that seems to resonate with most women. Imagine you’re on your way to an important appointment. All of a sudden, you hit a horrible traffic jam. There’s a big accident ahead, and as you come to a halt, you realize that you’re going to be stuck there for some time. You have two choices: tightly grip the wheel, feel your blood pressure rise, have a fit about missing your appointment, and curse the driver who caused the accident; or take a deep breath, accept the current reality, and reschedule your appointment. You might make a phone call to an old friend or listen to relaxing music.


Life is that highway. There will always be the metaphorical traffic jams, accidents, thunderstorms, and other drivers filled with road rage interfering with our plans and creating imbalance in our world. Unpredictability is the one constant. So it’s not whether we’ll encounter challenges in life but rather how we handle them that matters. Believe me, I don’t preach “Don’t worry, be happy!” or some other pat slogan. But I do invite you to recognize that there are options for how you manage unexpected events. Fearing change means putting yourself on the defensive—raging against the traffic jam, even though rage does you absolutely no good. Choosing to respond with grace, by contrast, allows you to sit back, adjust your expectations, and appreciate this unanticipated gift of time alone.














Chapter One

 BEAUTY BATTLES







Perhaps the most pervasive challenge to a woman’s sense of grace as she approaches her fortieth birthday has to do with changes to her physical appearance. Not one of us can avoid the stubborn arrival of outward signs of aging.


When we consider our modern culture of youth and glamour, we quickly understand why women feel so much anxiety about our looks as we grow older. Flip through any fashion magazine. In advertisements, we are bombarded by images of adolescent and 20-something women who are held forth as the standards of “beautiful” (airbrushed, digitally stretched out, and heavily made up as they are), with the obvious implication that older (and natural) women aren’t worthy of our attention.


It’s true that this trend is slowly changing. Hollywood has been embracing women in their 40s, 50s, and even 60s on the silver screen—think of Sandra Bullock, Holly Hunter, Glenn Close—and we now see older women in some ad campaigns. But still, when it comes to beauty, it is clear that our society values younger women more highly.


During the course of our spiritual and emotional maturation, we come to recognize that placing too much value on appearance can be unhealthy, and that our ultimate worth comes from somewhere deeper than our skin. We journey inward, seeking to identify ourselves with our true natures rather than judging ourselves and other people based on appearances. We also realize that beauty has more to do with who we are—our commitment to making the world a better place, our sacrifices on behalf of our family and friends—than how we look.


Yet in spite of this movement from external to internal beauty, from “looking hot” to embodying grace, it is difficult for many women to adjust to and embrace their changing appearance as they age. Of course, the battle to be beautiful begins, for most women, long before the fortieth birthday. Most of us tried a diet, or at a minimum worried about our weight, while we were still in junior high school. We may (or may not) have gained healthier self-images in our 20s and 30s. Many of us wage lifelong wars against weight, forever comparing our own bodies to the size two figures of models and celebrities, and forever struggling to lose those unwanted extra pounds.


As they approach 40, women who have had children can’t help but notice the wear and tear pregnancy put on their bodies, including stretch marks and sagging breasts. We all face an ever-increasing number of wrinkles, and, often, we feel that we are unavoidably beginning to look like our mothers.


Why are the outward signs of aging so terrifying to us? First, they serve as inescapable reminders of our mortality. But there’s another level to our panic about our fading beauty. Many women who have been married for a while are concerned that their husbands, who were drawn to them in their 20s because of their fantastic legs or ivory skin, will no longer be attracted by the late 30s or 40s versions of themselves. They worry that their husbands will begin to look outside the marriage to be turned on . . . maybe to 22-year-olds with the ivory skin and fantastic legs that they once possessed. Single women express a similar concern: men won’t be interested in dating them once they turn 40, because they will be considered over the threshold age of “beautiful” in our culture.


No matter how grounded we are in our sense of self, our careers, our families, our friendships, and our other passions, most of us worry about how we look. It matters to us that we are perceived as attractive. This is normal and natural—we are, after all, social beings. We want to remain beautiful as we age—not only for our mates, our friends, and even our co-workers but also for ourselves. We want to be the best versions of ourselves that we can be. The question is not whether we’ll face this challenge of changes to our physical appearance but rather how we will choose to respond to it.


Lori Larsen, a 41-year-old nurse from Madison, Wisconsin, exhibited fortytude by taking on her weight, after being motivated by her sister’s death to make a change. Previously, Lori’s high body mass index (BMI) had posed a serious threat to her health and served as a major impediment to sharing a happy life with her family.


Forever the “fat girl,” Lori was teased in school and jealous of her naturally tall, beautiful younger sister, Kristin, who was her father’s favorite. Lori wore glasses and had to dress in plus sizes, while skinny Kristin had long legs and glowing, olive-toned skin.


Lori compensated for being overweight by working hard to be the best at everything else in her life—the perfect daughter, the perfect student, and so on. She graduated second in her high school class and went on to college and a nursing program. Lacking in confidence because of her weight, she always tried to be cheerful, no matter how she felt. Lori had few romantic involvements and doubted that she would ever find love.


And then it happened for her. While working her way through school, Lori served as a caretaker for a 50-year-old man who had been incapacitated by a stroke. They became close, and the man said he’d like to set Lori up with his son. Lori said, “No way! Boys don’t like me.” Then one day while she was working, in walked Mark. His father had arranged it so that Mark and Lori would be at the house at the same time. The two hit it off, and two years later they were married. They’ve stayed together for the eighteen years since, during which time they’ve had three children.


At age 35, Lori felt satisfied with her family life but bored with her job as a nurse in the ob-gyn ward of a hospital and miserable about her ever-increasing weight. Then her younger sister, Kristin, committed suicide. Lori was shocked. Lori had always thought she was the one with the low self-esteem, given how beautiful her sister was. She hadn’t even known that Kristin suffered from depression.


Needless to say, Lori was devastated by her sister’s death. In honor of Kristin, Lori resolved to live her own life more fully, starting by taking control of her weight. She wanted to be engaged in her children’s lives in the way that her slimmer, more athletic younger sister had been. Kristin would take Lori’s daughter, Brooke, hiking, running around the nearby college campus, and to museums, while Lori hid at home, embarrassed by her weight.


Furthermore, Lori’s health was at risk. Her doctor had told her that, with a BMI of 42, her life expectancy was low. She was five foot three and weighed 292 pounds. She had a precursor to type 2 (adult-onset) diabetes, high cholesterol, and legs that hurt all the time.


Lori knew that she had to do something drastic to take off the weight. So the year after Kristin’s suicide, she opted to have gastric bypass surgery. It was a difficult decision for her and her husband to make, because the procedure cost tens of thousands of dollars. But they agreed that it would be worthwhile—if it worked. “I had tried a lot of diets my whole life,” Lori explained. “I went to Weight Watchers for the first time when I was just 10 years old. But nothing stuck. I had to do something different.”


Lori found the procedure difficult to cope with at first. “I was sobbing two weeks after my surgery, ‘Why did I do this?’ Your food comfort is taken away from you.” But within six months of the surgery, Lori had lost one hundred pounds. She lost another fifty pounds in the following six months.


Lori knew that the surgery wouldn’t fix everything. After the initial weight loss period, people generally begin to regain their appetites. In order to keep the weight off, Lori established and stuck to an exercise program. In the beginning, she could barely walk from her front door down the driveway to the mailbox. But she joined a health club and gradually worked her way from five to seven to ten and then to forty-five minutes of exercise. She also watched what she ate, cutting back on carbs and consuming more protein and vegetables. With her determination to lead a healthy life, Lori has kept most of the 150 pounds she lost off during the five years since the procedure.


Lori is enjoying life more because she left her job to work in the emergency room of another hospital. She had always wanted to be an ER nurse but, before the surgery, felt she wouldn’t have been able to move quickly enough or keep up the energy for the job. Today she loves her work in the ER, which she finds far more stimulating. But best of all, Lori loves the freedom that her weight loss has given her to enjoy her family. They go to the park or take hikes instead of always eating or going to the movies together.


In addition, Lori said that her husband, Mark, was proud of her. About a year ago, she showed him a picture of her former, much larger self and asked, “How could you ever have been attracted to me when I looked like that?” Lori got choked up as she shared with me Mark’s reply: “I never saw it. I didn’t see a ‘fat woman.’ It didn’t matter; I always saw who you are.” Lori knows that she is blessed to have such an adoring husband. But she didn’t make the changes for him—she did it for herself, her kids, and her sister, Kristin.


In November 2008, Lori celebrated her major milestones in physical fitness and her new healthy lifestyle by going on a women’s bike ride through Southern California. She wondered when she reached the bottom of a particularly steep hill if she would be able to tackle it. But then she thought, “Kris is going to get me through this, just like she got me through my surgery.” Lori added, “I know Kristin is looking down on me and smiling.”


The Plastic Surgery Question


The fear of growing older is nothing new—women were trying antiaging remedies as far back as ancient Egypt. But modern technology has given us more choices than ever before when it comes to preventative measures. While many women prefer to maintain their looks naturally through their lifetimes, others take more radical action with cosmetic procedures.


Some may argue that a woman’s decision to change her looks through medical intervention is self-indulgent. What if, however, a woman had youthful energy but inherited genes that accelerated her aging process, thus clearly contradicting the way she felt inside? Because of her genetic makeup, she experienced loosened eyelids, sagging breasts, postpregnancy belly, and premature graying of the hair, while her energy level remained youthful, active, and lively. Would it be immoral, vain, or self-indulgent for that woman to receive plastic surgery, or to dye her hair, so that her physical appearance matched her internal energy?


Should we, as women, feel guilty if we elect to pursue preventative measures to preserve our beauty as we age? I don’t believe that we should, given the societal pressure we face. It is tough to admit that youthful appearance doesn’t last forever . . . and that we’re vain enough to care. We can’t deny that, as we move into the latter half of our 30s and on into our 40s, the physical manifestations of aging are sources of concern for many of us. At the same time, we can acknowledge the valid psychological underpinnings of our concerns about appearance, including a fear of no longer appearing attractive to potential or actual mates. The path you take—to have cosmetic procedures or not—is a personal choice, and it is important to make peace with your decision.


Jacque Fait, 53, is an inspiration. A ceramics artist, high school teacher, and mother of two, she started surfing when she was 51. Just two years later, she looks like a pro out on the water. Given how lanky and fit Jacque is, I was shocked when she told me that for many years she’d had body image issues.


Jacque, who has short-cropped blond hair and blue eyes, grew up in Costa Mesa and looks like the quintessential California girl. As a child, she always was a tomboy, playing football in the street with the boys, riding her bike to the beach, and boogie boarding. In high school and college, she ran track. As an adult, she has competed in triathlons and 10K races. “I’m very competitive,” Jacque said, “to a fault sometimes. If I’m going to do something, I’m in 110 percent.”


But in spite of her athleticism and confidence, the young Jacque felt self-conscious about her small breast size. The middle school boys picked on her for being flat-chested, and that experience left its scars. When she was a teenager, Jacque considered getting a boob job and she wore padded bras. But while she doesn’t judge other women for making that type of decision, ultimately Jacque felt unwilling to put anything foreign into her body.


Nevertheless, Jacque didn’t truly make peace with her body until a couple of years ago. Her teenage daughter, who has the same cup size Jacque does, said to Jacque, “I don’t wear padded bras. I don’t care, because this is who I am.” Jacque thought, “From the mouths of babes,” threw out all her extra-padded bras, and embraced her flat-chestedness fully.


Now that she is in her 50s, Jacque says, several of her friends have had breast reductions. “I am happy not to be swinging those bags of fat around!” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “I think it is better to be small-breasted when it comes to most sports anyway. I’ve realized that, whether I’m running or surfing, I don’t want to have that extra weight to lug around. My ‘girls’ have done their job, and my husband adores them just like they are. I’ve reached a turning point in my life.”


Susanna Green lives in New York City. When she was growing up, she had a “Jew-fro”—a wiry, uncontrollable mass of black hair—and a prominent, crooked nose. While she felt fairly comfortable with her looks, some of her family members did not. Her appearance became such a powerful issue for her that, at age 43, she decided to make a documentary film about it.


Throughout her childhood and adult life, Susanna received many unsolicited, negative messages about her nose and her hair from her mother and her mother’s sister, Aunt Marge. For instance, Aunt Marge once left Susanna a voice mail saying, “Honey, the bump is nothing. Just go to the doctor, and they’ll give it a tap.” On another occasion, Marge called Susanna’s hair “a nest for low-flying birds.”


But it wasn’t until after her father passed away, when Susanna was 31 years old and single, that she felt the two older women’s focus on her appearance turn pathological. Susanna remarked, “They were well-intended, but the pressure to improve my looks and find a man was a heavy burden. It made me feel more alone and more pathetic than I actually was, and I spiraled into a depression.”


Eventually, something snapped, and Susanna realized she could choose to see the entire situation as quite humorous. She resolved to take her “weighty, depressing circumstances and turn them into something amusing and ultimately positive.” Although she had no prior experience as a filmmaker, Susanna began making a documentary about her nose, her hair, and Aunt Marge.


During the summer of her fortieth birthday, Susanna took a documentary filmmaking class at the School of Visual Arts. Then she began to shoot. Susanna wondered, Who is Aunt Marge? What about her past had led Susanna’s aunt to have such strong opinions about such superficial things? Why was she so preoccupied with Susanna’s looks? What did this say about the way Marge thought about herself? “Answers poured forth, and I recorded,” Susanna said with a laugh. “As Marge delved into the details of eliminating the bump in the middle of my nose, you would have thought she was discussing a peace treaty between Israel and Palestine before the United Nations.”


With the help of an experienced editor and friend, Susanna’s film is now nearing completion. The process has been both cathartic and therapeutic. She said, “The more time I spent really getting to know my eccentric aunt, the more I felt empathy for her ambitions and struggles. While she seemed preoccupied with the superficial, beneath it all I can now see the genuine concern and love she was expressing. And she never tells me to change my nose or my hair anymore.” Furthermore, Susanna feels better than ever about herself.


Aging Gracefully


Aging gracefully means not clinging to what we did or could or should look like. You would think that if anyone would struggle with this issue, it would be a professional model. You might feel as if she had a valid excuse for resenting the relentless advance of wrinkles and corresponding decline in her social status. You might doubly excuse her for being bummed about turning 40 if you knew that a newspaper had recently, and rather meanly, posed the question, “Where did it go wrong?” about her. Frankly, I would have expected a former supermodel in her fifth decade to be at least a little bitter, jaded, arrogant, and depressed about her diminishing beauty. But then I met a remarkable woman who busted every single one of those stereotypes—a woman who personifies graceful acceptance of the aging process.


In 1990, George Michael came out with the video to his song “Freedom,” which included the supermodels Naomi Campbell, Cindy Crawford, Christy Turlington, Linda Evangelista, and Tatjana Patitz.2 According to The Guardian, he’d been inspired by a Vogue magazine cover from January of that year featuring a stunning—and still iconic—black and white photo of these five women.


Flash forward twenty years. If you’re like many women in their late 30s and 40s, you’ve probably been on a first-name basis with Naomi, Cindy, Christy, and Linda since you were a teen. But nearly all of us have forgotten the fifth member of the party: Tatjana Patitz. So had I, until an old friend from Duke who knew Tatjana mentioned her in the context of this book, and I set up a lunch date with her.


Into the café walked Tatjana, in some ways as intimidating as I’d feared. She was a five-foot-eleven leopardess with broad, slanted blue eyes, sandy blond hair, and exquisitely pronounced cheekbones. But she didn’t wear oversize sunglasses or a fancy outfit, just jeans, a sweater, and flip-flops. There was no evidence of plastic surgery, only a natural sprinkling of wrinkles. And when she smiled, she radiated warmth.


Tatjana Patitz grew up in Sweden, leading a normal, quiet life with her parents and her sister until a talent scout discovered her at the age of 17. Suddenly, she found herself walking catwalks in Paris and Milan, hobnobbing with the rich and famous, and being shot by some of the top photographers in the fashion industry. In her 20s, she went on to win numerous high-profile ad campaigns, including Versace, Calvin Klein, and Chanel.


When Tatjana recollected her days as a supermodel, she said that they were a lot of fun but also intense and sometimes overwhelming. “I didn’t know what to think,” she told me. “There I was, a farm girl dressed in grown-up clothes, being told to act as if I didn’t care. Deep down inside, I was shy and scared, but I guess I went along and enjoyed it.” She shared the downsides as well, such as never having the time to furnish or decorate her New York “bachelor pad,” breaking out in hives from stress, and developing a fear of flying. Furthermore, she said, “as a model, you are always judged, in ways that can be brutal. I remember going to go-sees (where you meet the client or photographer). They look you up and down, and it feels that your whole world and everything about who you are is being judged only by the way you look. That can be tough, no matter how secure you are.” Amazingly, it seems that Tatjana managed to maintain a healthy self-esteem through it all. She laughed. “I always felt that I was a bit odd-looking, so in a sense I just thought, The joke is on them.”


In her late 20s, Tatjana began spending time in L.A., modeling for the photographer Herb Ritts and dating a surfer. She found being in nature a welcome respite from her hectic, urban life. While the other top models settled in Paris or New York City, she opted for a beach house in Malibu where she could keep horses and dogs. She would fly places for gigs, and photographers would come to her. But she also gradually fell out of the supermodel circuit. That was a sacrifice she was willing to make. She remained in California and now has a son and is active on the board of a wild horse sanctuary.


When I asked her how, at age 42, she had been able to find peace in her life, Tatjana responded, “When I realized that my career was not going to hold my hand in my deathbed, I had to dig deep to find what I needed. That need was to connect with other women, on whom I could rely as mentors and who could show me the love and nurturance I did not receive from my own mother, from other models, or from men.”


As for her looks, Tatjana stated that she was not interested in invasive procedures. “I believe in aging gracefully because it celebrates me as a woman. If a man wants the 20-year-old, he should have the 20-year-old. I know who I am, and what I have to offer. In the end—for me, as for every woman—beauty is what one emanates. It comes from feeling good about who you are with your flaws (and we all have them), and being at peace with yourself.”


Reclaiming Beauty


It is time for us, as 30-, 40-, and 50-something women, to reclaim beauty. The process has already begun. But now that we have this opening, we women must back it up with our own fortytude. We must declare our presence and make it known that we are worthy of appreciation at all ages. We must not allow ourselves to become, as Tatjana put it, “invisible.”


The changes to your beauty will come, even if you do your best to stave off signs of aging. It is your attitude toward the inevitable aging process that matters most. Can you let go of how you looked in your 20s and embrace the face that greets you in the mirror today? Can you see past the wrinkles and the stretch marks to the beauty that lies beneath, the beauty of your soul? Can you feel good about who you are and enjoy being in your body the way it is right now, imperfect as it is? Can you focus on your health and wellness as a primary motivator for taking care of yourself, rather than simply your appearance? Can you release your fears that your husband will leave you or men won’t date you because you’re over 40, and realize that you want only a partner who appreciates the divine, mature, powerful being you’ve become?


Let’s start a movement. By looking good, feeling healthy, and reveling in our deep-felt security in who we are, we can shout out to the world, “I am alive and thriving!” We can admire ourselves and each other for all the experiences we’ve bravely faced, every wrinkle we’ve earned, every pound we’ve shed, only to regain it again. Rather than being fiercely competitive about our looks, we can cheer each other on.
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“Brokaw's thoughtful book provides an excellent framework for
anyone secking to find a path to greater happiness.”
—GRETCHEN RUBIN, author of The Happiness Project
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