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iPraise for Unapologetic Aging



If we are lucky, we will have the privilege of going through significant changes throughout our lives. Our thoughts, feelings, values, and, of course, our bodies are in constant flux. I profoundly appreciate Deb Benfield’s empathic and insightful book for the help it will give us to navigate these many changes. Living in a toxic diet, wellness, and ageist culture, we must consistently challenge the messages we are given suggesting that we’re not good enough, especially as we age. To break free from this tyranny, Unapologetic Aging helps us to radically accept what we cannot change while appreciating the rewards that life’s changes bring us. Through Deb’s wisdom as well as poignant stories from her clients, we are guided to increase our self-compassion and confidence, and to become excited about all the avenues that are yet to be explored. Finally, it brings us to the gift of body liberation.


Elyse Resch, MS, RDN, CED-S, FAND and co-creator of Intuitive Eating


How’s wellness culture workin’ out for you? Debra Benfield’s Unapologetic Aging offers a much-needed antidote to the toxic mix of fatphobia, ageism, and diet culture that swirls around us all. A registered dietician and nutritionist, Benfield brings decades of experience to this radical, compassionate approach to nourishing and caring for your body on your terms—no matter how thin, young, or virtuous you aren’t. Drawing on eye-opening insights, thoughtful storytelling, and accessible practices, Unapologetic Aging will equip you to reject harmful ‘norms’ and embrace your evolving self.


Ashton Applewhite, author of This Chair Rocks: A Manifesto Against Ageism


Unapologetic Aging is an invitation to anyone ready to break free from the false promises of anti-aging culture and reclaim their relationship with their body. With compassion and clarity, Debra Benfield offers practical guidance toward true self-acceptance and a path to aging with confidence. She reminds us that at every stage of life, you are not diminishing—you are becoming more fully yourself.


Tracey Gendron, MS, PhD, professor of gerontology and author of Ageism Unmasked: Exploring Age Bias and How to End it


As a therapist who specializes in eating disorders and body image, I struggle to find books and resources for midlife and beyond that align with my values of living and practicing from a non-diet approach. Unapologetic Aging is exactly what I’ve been looking for! It’s the antidote we need to cultivate a peaceful relationship with our bodies at this stage of life. It’s a guide to learn how to care for our bodies as we age free of the narrative we’re sold about our bodies being wrong and needing to be changed.


Signe Darpinian, LMFT, CEDS, author of A Woman’s Guide to Menopause, Body Image, and Emotional Well-being at Midlife


iiThis is a book we have all been waiting for. Have you been bombarded with ads for every anti-aging product and diet now that you’re a person of a certain age? Instead of anti-aging (which is actually not possible), Deb Benfield brings us Unapologetic Aging. She shares from her decades of clinical experience a hopeful view of our relationship with our aging bodies – one where, instead of chasing endless unrealistic expectations (fueled by capitalism), we embrace our most authentic selves. What a different world it would be if we honored and cared for our bodies as we age instead of demeaning or restricting them. If you struggle to be unapologetic in your aging (and it’s hard not to in this culture), you must read this book. Then, please buy one for all of your friends. We change this ageist culture with ripples of understanding and compassion. Let’s change the conversations around growing older and get wiser together. This book is a brilliant invitation to embrace body liberation and joy, at any age.


Heidi Schauster, MS, RD, CEDS-C, SEP, author of Nourish: How to Heal Your Relationship with Food, Body, and Self and Nurture: How to Raise Kids Who Love Food, Their Bodies, and Themselves


Unapologetic Aging is a brilliant resource for women as we consider our relationship with food, our bodies, our unique histories, and our desired futures. I loved the stories, the practical prompts, and the compassionate and wise guidance. Incredible!


Jennifer L. Gaudiani, MD, CEDS-C, FAED, founder and medical director of the Gaudiani Clinic, author of Sick Enough: A Guide to the Medical Complications of Eating Disorders and Malnutrition


Two books for the price of one? Unapologetic Aging is just that. Benfield starts by poignantly describing how the body-shaming messages of today’s anti-aging, weight loss, wellness, fitness, and beauty industries intensify racism, oppression, patriarchy, and diet culture. Relentlessly preying on women and teaching us to look at and loathe our bodies but never to live in and love them, our self- respect is stolen, and our nervous systems dysregulated. Later chapters draw from Benfield’s decades of experience helping people navigate this toxic culture, demonstrating how to create a respectful and embodied partnership with our bodies.


Unapologetic Aging is a must-read for any woman who wants to understand and to revise her body story—a gift that women desperately need today. Think of all the women you know who yearn to make peace with their bodies—I have a long list of my own. My recommendation—get it for yourself and give it to all those other women too! We could change our world, and our bodies would thank us! It’s never too late.


Margo Maine, PhD, FAED, CEDS, clinical psychologist, founder and former advisor of the National Eating Disorders Association and fellow of the Academy for Eating Disorders and author of Pursuing Perfection: Eating Disorders, Body Myths, and Women at Midlife and Beyond; Treatment of Eating Disorders: Bridging the Research-practice Gap; Effective Clinical Practice in the Treatment of Eating Disorders; The Body Myth; Father Hunger; and Body Wars


iiiMy new must-read recommendation—I no longer fear aging after reading this!


The only thing I learned about aging was to fear it. I heard “wait until you’re my age!” or “be scared of menopause!” Outside of fear and menopause, I have learned nothing from healthcare providers and social media. Do we stop needing any insight on how to live after menopause?


Benfield says in the book “There are just as many ways to have a body as there are to live your life and grow older.” I love this quote because it helps me continue to live my life in my aging body with my non-diet values. I know more now, because of this book, about aging and so glad a book is finally talking about it outside of just menopause! I especially love the nutrition tools to add in this book as well as the third section on body image.


This book will help me continue to challenge the diet industry. As you read this book, Benfield feels like the mentor we all need to help live an aging life on our own terms without oppressing people including ourselves in the process.


If you are looking for a book that helps you apply non-diet tools like intuitive eating and body liberation to aging—this is your book! Especially if you are trying to navigate eating disorder recovery or helping people recover, this is a must-read!


Julie Duffy Dillon, MS, D, NCC, LDN, CEDS-C, speaker, registered dietician and author of Find Your Food Voice.
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viiFor Chloe and Bridget, may you feel free and at ease in your body, just as you are, all of your days.






ix“To lose confidence in one’s body is to lose confidence in oneself.”


Simone de Beauvoir








xiiiIntroduction




“I started my first diet when I was 14. I’m 63 now, and I am so sick and tired of worrying about what I will eat and feeling guilty about what I just ate. Worrying about what I eat is the last thing I think about when I am going to sleep, and planning how I will ‘be good’ is the first thing I think about when I wake up. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life this way, but I am afraid I will lose control of myself if I stop.”


“I’m all in with the pro-aging and anti-ageism movements. I resonate with efforts to push back against outdated messages about getting older. At the same time, the images associated with these messages lift up the beauty and health ideal of being very thin, which makes me feel so left out. I am starting to feel like being thin, which I am not, is the only way to embrace getting older and being a part of the pro-aging movement.”


“I started my first diet when I was 17. I’m 57, and I’ve been on and off diets my entire life. I feel so stuck, and at the same time, I don’t want people to think I’ve let myself go.”


“At 13, I joined my mother at Weight Watchers and continued to diet through high school and my 20s. I finally stopped in my thirties, when I became a parent, because I want my kids to feel comfortable in their bodies and not worry about what they eat. I’m 47 now and in perimenopause. My body is changing, and I feel frumpy, just like I remember my mother looking when she hated her body so much. I don’t want to go back to dieting, but I need to get on top of these body changes.”


“I started dieting in college—it seemed like everyone was doing it. What started as an honest attempt at being healthy soon controlled my life, sending me to treatment for an eating disorder. I was lucky and got the help I needed and let go of my obsession about being thin. But now that I’m in midlife, I’ve started following a few menopause and fitness influencers and now I monitor my protein, limit my carbs, and lift weights. Everybody compliments me on how healthy I am. Nobody knows that I have relapsed and am xivkeeping my eating disorder a secret. All the affirmations I receive for staying thin and fit feel like pressure to stay in what feels like a prison cell to me.”




These are a few comments from people who contacted me, looking for help pushing back against what seems like overwhelming pressure. Many struggle to describe where it’s coming from or even what it is, but I know what they’re talking about. It’s kind of a mashup of diet culture, the wellness industry, and standard Western culture, with its inherent ageism, ableism, patriarchy, white supremacy, and fat phobia. And when I refer to all that, collectively, as “the diet and wellness mess,” they don’t need me to explain. They get it.


If you know what I’m talking about—if you’re looking for a way to care for and feel more comfortable in your body as you age without falling into the diet/wellness mess—you’re in the right place. If you’re thinking about what midlife will be like, or if you’re already there or older, searching not just to “fix” your body but to break free, I wrote Unapologetic Aging for you.


And truth be told, I also wrote this for myself. I know what it’s like when your body changes—even though your behaviors haven’t. I know how it feels to bend over to tie a shoe and discover a new pillow of belly resting between your knee and chest, to view wearing a swimsuit as a courageous step suddenly. And I’m well aware that my body is mostly culturally acceptable, and I live with loads of privilege—more on that later.


On the off chance I’m taking these body changes in my stride a little too easily, media of all kinds feeds me words like “menobelly,” “crepey skin,” and “sarcopenia,” creating even more diet and fitness noise and still more body criticism. If that’s not enough, there is always fear-mongering about wasting muscles, weakening bones, insulin resistance, and dementia, and—of course—the dreaded risk of falls to stoke my anxiety further. Suddenly, my friends, who know better than to engage in diet xvtalk around me, keep bringing up carb counts, intermittent fasting, and the dangers of sugar. It’s “not a diet”—they’re just doing it because they want to “age well.”


In other words, I, too, am targeted by the diet/wellness and anti-aging/longevity industrial marketing machines. They capitalize on fear and anxiety. As a single woman and an entrepreneur working for myself, I’m particularly vulnerable to warnings that I need to stay well, have a sharp mind, and be independent and able to care for myself as long as possible. (Or else? I don’t even want to think about it!)


All I need to do, they say, is to double down on enforcement of food and exercise rules—on regimes and products they’d be happy to sell me. Don’t I want to do all I can to protect myself from ending up sick and frail? You may be targeted for different fears—you don’t want to be invisible, do you? Or perhaps you’ve been considered overweight or ob*se most of your life, and now you’re hearing that this might be your last chance to get control of your body, finally (see note on terminology below).


If you’re like me, you know this content may have grains of truth. And it’s much more complicated than anyone wants to admit. I know it’s scary to think you don’t have complete control over your body’s aging process. Our culture avoids talking about so much of what we experience later in life—getting old, being sick, experiencing grief, and death. This avoidance creates more anxiety, which we then react to with a sense of urgency to control our bodies by controlling our eating and movement. I’ve been doing this work for a long time and still fall for it sometimes. I’m watching my mother’s dementia take hold. I’m working on my familial hyperlipidemia. Sometimes, I need to talk myself out of getting hooked by the diet/wellness mess. I assume you do, too.


I bring my own body story into this work. As a woman in my late 60s, I’m navigating how our culture treats aging, especially for women. I’m also a Registered Dietitian (RD) with an anti-diet/wellness culture and weight-neutral approach to caring xvifor my clients. My take contradicts the familiar and oppressive cultural narrative.


My relationship with my body informed my decision to become a Registered Dietitian, specifically an RD specializing in treating disordered eating. In high school, I was sure I would study zoology and have a career working in our national parks. However, as an undergraduate, I wanted to learn about everything, and I realized that studying science left out significant parts of the human story. I shifted my focus and studied psychology and world religions. After graduation, I spent a couple of years traveling, and then worked with adolescent girls who were in foster care. During this gap, I learned more about the world’s injustices, especially the injustices girls and women are more likely to experience.


After, I started graduate school studying Nutritional Science to help people feel powerful and more comfortable with themselves and their bodies. I witnessed disordered eating and mental health issues in my family and friends growing up, but I did not have the words or understanding to name what I saw at the time.


The path to becoming an RD in Western medicine is firmly rooted in the medical hierarchy, which is informed by patriarchy, white supremacy, and anti-fat bias. When I was in school, there was zero mention of bodily autonomy, neurodiversity, trauma, mental health, “social determinants of health,” and eating disorders. I mention this because these aspects of my work grew to become the center of my philosophy and how I approach caring for my clients. I had to discover them outside of my education and training after witnessing the social and bodily injustices my clients experienced.


Informed by my sensibilities, curiosity, and undergrad studies, I wanted to understand my clients as whole people, not just their symptoms and diagnosed diseases. Very few RDs were like me in the beginning, which made me feel isolated, and sometimes, I doubted myself. However, my clients and the therapists xviiwho referred their clients to me appreciated my approach and called me “a unicorn,” which was fine with me.


As I learned more about the harm of diet culture, I advocated for what we now call weight-neutral care for my patients. Fortunately, most medical providers deferred to me, and my patients appreciated my approach, so I provided care as a non-diet dietitian. I focused on supporting my clients in developing behaviors that supported their well-being while de-centering their weight. I am grateful to my younger self for staying true to her instincts.


In my 40-year career as a Registered Dietitian, I’ve held many positions while growing my private practice specializing in preventing and treating eating disorders. I’ve worked in public health, behavioral health, research, university health, and academia. However, my true love was always treating and preventing eating disorders.


When I turned 60, I also became a grandmother. I wanted to have the vitality and stamina to pursue the adventures I dreamed of, be engaged in my grandchildren’s lives, and have energy for my work. Curious about the most up-to-date recommendations for nutrition and movement at this stage of life, I researched nutrition and exercise for those 60+. I was disappointed to find the same old diet/wellness and fitness culture mess there, along with loads of anti-fat bias, ageism, and ableism. I’m not sure what I expected (did I mention I tend to be idealistic?), but I was sad, frustrated, and more than a little angry.


So, I pivoted my career, and my Unapologetically Aging coaching business was born. With a rich understanding of diet/wellness culture pressure and how this often contributes to disordered eating, I work with clients individually and in group coaching programs, membership, workshops, and retreats. My passion is finding the sweet spot for wise and attuned nutritional choices without the focus on controlling body size and shape in midlife and beyond. I love this work and the humans who say “Yes” to it!


xviiiThis book is for anyone with a midlife+ body who wants to be free of the oppressive message that aging bodies are broken and, therefore, your ongoing project. I believe that aging is living, and I invite you to consider aging with a balance of acceptance and excitement for your next chapter. Controlling your body changes as you age with the rigid restrictions of diet/wellness and anti-aging cultures can be harmful, especially during this chapter of your life. There is another way to nourish and care for your body. But if that were easy, you wouldn’t need to read a book about it. What makes it so hard, though?


As we approach midlife and the onset of perimenopause, we notice changes in our bodies associated with aging. In our youth-and-thinness-obsessed culture, these changes are seen as negative or “a problem.” Rather than accepting these changes as a normal part of life, we’re pressured to freeze our bodies as they were in our 20s. It sounds ridiculous, I know, but that is the message you receive. “Oh, you haven’t aged one bit!” is a grand compliment.


Here’s a radical idea: what if you learned to care for your body exactly as it is? What if your body were not your project but your partner? What energy and brain space are freed up if you are liberated from trying to “be good” and get your body “right”?


In other words, it’s possible to push back. Reading this book is a good place to start.


In Part 1, you’ll get to know the story you carry about your body, along with the added layer of internalized ageism. You’ll learn to untangle your body story from limiting beliefs about getting older. You’ll unpack how diet/wellness and fitness cultures have lied to you, manipulated you, and fractured your relationship with your body. You’ll also understand how being in midlife and older makes you especially vulnerable to this mess.


Part 2 involves repairing your relationship with your body and exploring alternative ways to nourish and move your body. xixYou’ll drop the focus on control and shift into care through connection, compassion, and curiosity. You’ll pay more attention to feeling vital and well and less to your body’s size, shape, and appearance. You’ll also integrate the essential element of regulating your nervous system. If that is a new term for you, that’s okay. I’ve dedicated an entire chapter to understanding and developing practices to help you experience the benefits of developing new skills.


Part 3 covers topics that support you feeling more alive in your body. Unapologetic Aging likely includes grieving the loss of your younger body. Does your idea of growing older make room for your sexuality? Do you want to heal and repair the damage of intergenerational diet culture and body shame to protect those you love? Do you want body liberation to be a significant part of your legacy?


Each chapter includes practices that invite you to apply the principles you are learning to your life. These practices include somatic or body-based practices, breath work, and journaling prompts.


This book was written to involve your whole brain and body. It may feel awkward when you stop reading and take the body breaks offered throughout the book. At least, that is what my clients report when they are new to this process. But over time, they start to experience less looking at their bodies with judgment. They tell me about small steps or “wins,” such as:




	More acceptance of their wrinkles, spots, and dimples


	Caring less about what others may be thinking about their bodies


	Beating themselves up less and less


	More confidence in setting boundaries


	Being more silly and flirtatious and just feeling less burdened about being older


	More excitement about what this chapter may bring.





xxYou’ll hear from clients who’ve helped me bring these ideas to life. Their stories and experiences appear throughout this book, and I’ve tried to include many ways to age with many kinds of bodies. Although Unapologetic Aging is an amalgam of nearly 40 years of experience, training, studies, and relentless curiosity, it was not created in a vacuum. It’s my pleasure to introduce you to the valuable work of writers from various disciplines—and more are available in the Resources list at the back of the book.


This is a good time for me to return to the topic of my privileges due to my identity as a white, straight-sized, cis-gendered, heterosexual, able-bodied (as of this writing, as this can change at any moment) person. If straight-sized is an unfamiliar term to you, it means that I can walk into any store and buy clothing that fits my body; my healthcare providers are not going to focus on, or be biased in how they treat me due to my body size. I can fit in the seats in all situations.


Because of my identity, or how people perceive me, I do not experience what those who have more marginalized identities experience. I am fortunate that I’ve had the experience of learning from my clients who identify as LGBTQIA+, large-bodied, or fat** (see below), BIPOC, disabled, and gender-nonconforming. However, I do not have the experience of living with these identities or bodies that fit these descriptions. Therefore, I may miss or misinterpret information. I take responsibility for these errors now. I am continuing to evolve and am a work in progress.


Yes, this process of aging with body liberation requires effort. It can be messy work; it seldom follows a linear path. This journey can be scary, too—you’re stepping into unknown territory, after all. At the same time, it is often also transformative, tapping into reserves of creativity and authenticity you may have thought were long gone. Please stay with me. It gets more manageable, and it’s so worth it. You are so worth it.


xxiI’ve had the great honor of sitting across from hundreds of people in varying stages of well-being, with all sorts of bodies carrying a range of trauma, pain, and pleasure. All experienced some level of judgment and criticism; all had tried to control their bodies in some form or fashion. All taught me more than I can say. It’s my big wish that, like them, you will use your wings to fly free—truly to experience aging with body liberation and unapologetically. Let’s go.


A note on terminology


*ob*se and other words that describe large bodies: I do not use words that pathologize a body unless the research I am citing requires me to use these words.


**fat: Fat activists have worked to reclaim and destigmatize the word fat. You may have done this work and feel comfortable using this as a neutral descriptor of your body. Or you may have experienced harm intended by using this word; therefore, I am using the term large-bodied throughout this book with occasional use of the word fat as a neutral descriptor.


I’m including “old” here to encourage you to reclaim “old” in your vocabulary. Whenever you’re ready!





xxiiWhen Our Bodies Become as Linen


Cathi Rae, Ph.D. Poet and author of Your Cleaner Hates You




When our bodies become our favourite fabric…


says someone on my Instagram feed except mine hasn’t   yet







so instead


I’m reframing this self as linen


the sort of linen


that’s seen too many summers’ days


too many beaches that failed


to live up to expectations again







my fabric frayed and faded


in places so fragile now


that in some lights


it seems skin-thin


tearable and strained







and my creases won’t drop out


as they once used to


despite my careful care


I run my hands across abrasions







but this linen skin


fits me better


softly wraps my body


a replay of those days


when we were people


in a picture postcard


perfect







a beach where


just for once


bucket spade and sea


were quite enough







but linen ages better


keeps pace with me


colours drifting into nothing


there is beauty to be found on a beach


of pearl grey sand and shingle.







xxiiiThis Flesh


Jillian Hanson




Your mind learned early to compare


and control. To perfect. To loathe.


You swallowed the con, you starved







you strove. You sucked it up to be that


kind of pretty tyrant, that shape of mean.


Now, you struggle just to rest and be







kind to this flesh—because enough already.


You’re mostly invisible now. And who knows


how long you’ve got before it’s your turn







in the ancestor museum. Still. You’d rather


recall your young mama’s deer-like grace


in heels than the grim ruin of her old age.







Why is it so hard for a mind to love


a body all the way through? Not just


its slender sequined glories, but its many







fluxes. Its awkward starts, animal


endings—talons and beaks and whiskers.


Its lost bits. As it feels. As it breaks.
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Untangling


Your body is not your life’s project





31


Where ageism and your body story meet


There was a time when old women and their bodies were sacred, respected sources of power and wisdom. The old woman was portrayed as a revered keeper of cultural wisdom and medicine, sitting in a position of leadership and power.


In the 21st century, these stories have vanished from our cultural lexicon in the western world and the older woman has been reduced to a one-dimensional trope. Older female bodies are no longer seen as bearers of our culture’s wisdom. The body of the older woman now represents a source of fear, worry, shame, disease, and disgust and, therefore, the target of multi-billion-dollar industries. Now, as we age, our bodies are problems that we need to fix, projects that we must continually work on. It’s time to change the story.


This book is written for anyone with an aging body. We are all subjected to pressures from diet/wellness and anti-aging/longevity cultures to judge and fear our aging bodies. Women experience additional pressure as we age in a culture that equates our worth with our appearance and fertility. As we age and experience the menopause transition, we sense our worth decreases; more about that later. I am highlighting this here to explain why this book is especially poignant for women, however written for every body.


We now potentially spend a third to half of our lifetimes in post-menopause, which is a staggering reality. Now is the time to stop the distraction of being at war with our bodies. My dream for you is that you spend this season of your life feeling comfortable, even confident, and empowered in your body so 4you can turn your attention to what makes you feel alive! The world needs our wisdom and voices now more than ever.


If you found your way to this book, you are most likely feeling all sorts of ways about your body in midlife and beyond. Many factors make us feel like our bodies are wrong, not enough, too much, and, therefore, our perpetual life projects. Adding the layer of getting older in our thin-and youth-obsessed culture is just too much. If you know what I mean, you are in the right place, and I am thrilled you are here!


Being a human approaching midlife and beyond means you are the prime target of several massive marketing machines. These machines tell you that you need to spend your time, money, and energy fixing your body. This relentless barrage from the anti-aging/longevity and diet/wellness industries does us a great deal of harm. Mass marketing makes us look at our bodies as objects to judge, fear, and fix. When we look at our bodies as objects, we lose the experience of living in our bodies. Objectifying our bodies disrupts our embodiment. We lose a healthy connection with our wild and wise bodies. In the first part of this book, we will discuss recognizing and reframing these damaging messages, in both our external and internal worlds.


Throughout this book, my voice will toggle between fiercely encouraging you to divest from oppressive anti-aging and diet/wellness culture, on the one hand, to cultivating a softer, compassionate curiosity as you turn toward caring for your unique body. Part 1 is designed to dismantle the social narratives you likely inherited about your body, starting with your body story. This story has roots in your family, experiences, surroundings, and the cultural messages you internalized.


Your body story


You carry a story about your body that you’ve inherited throughout your lifetime. The experiences contributing to your 5story may be obvious, subtle, or completely outside your awareness. Before birth, your parents’ environments and life stressors affected your body and mind. Even your birth experience impacted your nervous system and, therefore, your ability to feel safe in your body and the world.


The genetics you inherited, such as neurodiversity, and the bigger picture epigenetics, such as generational trauma, both affect how you relate to eating and your body. These circumstances, along with your environment, including your caregiver’s nervous system and how you were nourished and cared for, influence your body’s nervous system and neurological development. I’m painting this picture to say your ability to connect with your body and notice your appetite was underway well before you were aware of your body and eating.


Were you nourished and cared for in your childhood in a way that noticed, respected, and honored your expression of hunger and satisfaction? Did you have access to food, did your caregiver have enough time to prepare it, and did you have someone attending to your hunger? You may or may not have inherited a sense that your body could be trusted, that you could feel safe and secure in your body, and feel secure in the fact that you would be fed. Certainly, those entrusted with your care had their own stories about food and their bodies, which may have altered how you were fed and what you learned about what it means to have a body and to eat.


I’ve heard thousands of stories in my career from clients who carried hurtful memories for years or their entire lives. One client received SlimFast for her seventh birthday from a beloved uncle. Another client received facial reconstruction at the hands of her own surgeon father before she left for college. Yet another client received breast augmentation for her eighteenth birthday. Countless clients have stories about being bribed to meet weight loss goals as children, being weighed publicly in elementary school, and being fat-shamed in doctors’ offices.


6Growing up, you entered school systems and had relationships with friends, teachers, and maybe coaches or dance instructors. The people you engaged with all had relationships with their own bodies and had opinions about bodies, food, eating, and movement. Over time, you likely experienced comments from others, and, depending on how sensitive and intuitive you are, you internalized these judgments and values to some extent. You probably also received comments about your eating, your body’s abilities, and your precious body. Over your lifetime, you’ve been building a story about your body from all of these sources and experiences.


We can’t ignore the fact that we are living in a cultural body hierarchy that values the white, thin, young, neuronormative, fit, able-bodied, cis-gendered, heterosexual, Judeo-Christian, and male body above others. In her powerful book, The Body Is Not an Apology, Sonya Renee Taylor calls this “the default body.” When you identify as other than the default body, you are pushed to the margins. Chapter 2 will tell you more about the default body and our culture’s body hierarchy. For now, consider that being born with or developing an identity that does or does not fit into your culture’s default body contributes to your body story, too.


You have been breathing in messages about your body from (or even before) your first breath. You are living in a body that is traveling in and out of social systems based on your race, body size, age, ability, family, marital status, social status, religion, gender identity, mental well-being, citizenship, physical well-being, financial well-being, and sexuality. This mish-mash of parts of your identity leaves subtle and clear imprints on your relationship with your body.


Collecting and carrying around these stories can feel terribly heavy. If you are ready to let go of these burdens, you are in the right place.



7Embodiment breaks


I’ve included Embodiment Breaks for you throughout this book. Embodiment breaks are a chance to remember that you live this life in a body. Take a moment to notice where your body is making contact with a surface, perhaps your feet, seat, or back. Allow yourself to feel held and supported by the earth. If you are comfortable noticing your breath, please do so. It may help to place your hands over your heart and feel the warmth of your own touch.


Do you feel anything may have shifted in your body since you started reading this chapter? Scan your body for places that may feel like you are bracing or holding old patterns and try to release the holding and soften there. Can you soften your belly? Can you soften around your eyes? Can you drop your shoulders any amount? Wiggle your jaws and drop your tongue away from the roof of your mouth.


Please note: if this is uncomfortable for you, pass on this exercise. I know you know this, but this is just a reminder that everything here is optional. It is your choice.


Look around the room and check in with your senses. What do you see? What do you hear? What do you smell? What do you taste (we all carry a taste in our mouths)? What can you touch? If you feel stirred up or dysregulated, please care for yourself in ways that remind you that you are safe. You are here, in the present, and you are okay. You will find these embodiment practices in the Resources section. I encourage you to use them often.


Each chapter offers journaling prompts to help you become aware of long-standing and deeply held beliefs about yourself that likely no longer serve you. Please know that most of our thought and behavior patterns stem from what we learned at an early age. Some may have occurred later due to experiences or relationships that transformed our relationship with ourselves. All are rooted in a need to protect yourself.


8It may feel like you are digging through layers of rock with a grapefruit spoon. Please be patient, dog ear a page, and return when you feel like you have more energy for this process. If you feel that resistance, hold it with as much compassion as you would your child self or a younger version of you. Can you see yourself, arms folded over your chest, saying, “I don’t want to, and you can’t make me!”? That’s okay; there is protective wisdom in resistance, too. Take your time and be gentle with yourself. Your answers may come in whispers.




Love is experienced as attention. Giving yourself your own attention is a powerful beginning to the mending offered in this book. You will be reminded of this again and again.





Start with what comes easily and return to things that feel too hard. You are not being graded or given any stars. You can’t do this perfectly. You also can’t mess this up. We might as well start here with the concept of good enough. Striking the middle is plenty good and often the wisest place to be. The fact that you are reading these words means there is part of you that is feeling called to mend your relationship with your body, which is the most important thing to remember. Small steps, dear reader.


Your body story is a set of beliefs about your body based on your life experiences from birth through the present. What you believe about your body is influenced by all kinds of people in your life. One of the strongest sources of these messages is your early caregivers or family of origin, who were processing their own body stories, which they inherited. Our culture, life events, experiences, and relationships also alter our body stories. Some are damaging, some are neutral, and some are healing.


Try responding to these questions as you write your body story. It may be helpful to break your responses into the periods of time that make up your life up to now: early childhood, 9elementary, middle, and high school, and then perhaps decades from there, such as your 20s, 30s, etc.


Here are some things to consider as you construct your body story.




	What childhood messages do you remember hearing about hunger? Food? Bodies? Exercise?


	What about your body? Do you remember any particular messages?


	Were you encouraged to trust your body and your ability to regulate your eating?


	Did you receive any particular messages that made you attribute fear or magical powers to food, eating, or exercise?


	Do you remember how your body felt at your family’s dinner or kitchen table or wherever your family ate?


	Our culture values white/thin/fit, etc.—what Sonya Renee Taylor calls “the default body.” How does that concept contribute to your body story?


	Did you get the message there was anything “wrong” with your body?


	What were you supposed to do about that (the project)?


	When did you feel most at peace with your body? When did you feel the most conflicted?


	What message did you hear about your body from people who (obviously) didn’t live in it?


	What does your body story owe to diet/wellness culture?


	What is your first memory of learning that some bodies are valued more than others?





And today, what is the story you tell yourself about your body?




	How do you speak to yourself when you are getting dressed?


	What do you say to yourself when you are shopping for clothing?


	What do you say to yourself before an appointment with your healthcare provider?


	
10Who/What makes you feel powerful in your body?


	Who/What makes you feel comfortable in your body?


	Who/What makes you feel more connected to your body?


	Who/What brings up judgmental thoughts about your body?


	Who/What brings your body joy and pleasure?


	How do you talk to yourself about grocery shopping, cooking, ordering food, and eating?


	How do you talk to yourself about movement?


	What do you say to yourself about rest?





After making this list, consider any changes you want to make in how you spend your time, who you want to spend your time with, how you talk to yourself, and how you set boundaries. This is just a starting point.


You will be encouraged to circle back and reconsider some of these questions as you progress through this book. I recommend using a journal dedicated to your Unapologetic Aging journey. This will allow you to review previous entries and see your progress over time. It is so important to acknowledge and celebrate your victories, no matter how small! This is just the beginning. You may already sense that you no longer hold some of the beliefs about your body from earlier in your life. Our bodies change, and our beliefs evolve, so your story about your body is also in flux. You are poised at the beginning of a transformational journey.




It is never too late, and you are never too old to mend your relationship with your body.





This book will also offer practices to help you notice more about yourself and your experiences, along with small steps to help you make changes that mend your relationship with your body and how you care for yourself. The goal is to support you as you liberate yourself from the limiting beliefs of our culture and 11build a partnership with your body, especially in this precious chapter of your life.


You may be starting to realize how much of your life you’ve been worrying about your body and how many experiences have contributed to a complex body story. You are not alone! Here’s a story from one of my clients about how she learned to look at her body as a project.




Andi’s body story


When she began working with me, Andi was 57 years old. Her body story began with memories from early childhood when she was about four or five years old. Her mother was getting dressed, standing in her walk-in closet before a full-length mirror. She asked Andi, “Do you think I look fat?”


In her retelling to me, Andi said, “I wasn’t sure what fat really meant, but somehow, I knew the right answer to that question.” As a sensitive and intuitive kid, she already understood that her mother did not want to be fat and that her mother’s mood would be affected by Andi’s assessment of her body. Andi knew that she would please her mother and feel loved and safe if she told her mother that she did not think she was fat.


Andi was learning several lessons:




	Grown-ups, maybe especially women, look at their bodies to know their value in the world.


	Grown-ups, maybe especially women, don’t want their bodies to look fat.


	Her mother would be pleased if told she did not look fat, so how you look is so important that it can make you happy or unhappy.


	Having a fat body is bad.


	Having a thin body is good.


	She needs to be concerned about her own body and its fatness.


	If she gets fat, her mother will not be pleased.





In early elementary school, Andi went to her pediatrician. Her mother was worried about her child developing diabetes (although Andi has never had diabetes). During the visit, her doctor said she needed to “stay away from sugar.”


Andi learned that her body was a problem and that she needed to “control” her body by controlling her eating. She then grew up being fed differently than her brother, who “could eat whatever he wanted,” while she was rarely allowed desserts or treats. Because of 12this restriction, Andi would sneak and hide food under her bed until she was caught. As she got older, she became much more sophisticated about hiding food from her mom.


Andi’s mom was “always on a diet.” Therefore, so was Andi. She joined her mom at Weight Watchers meetings and tried hard to “be good” when her mom was also “being good” on her diet. When Andi left home for college, she enjoyed the freedom to eat as she pleased. She didn’t think that much about it. When she came home for Thanksgiving during her freshman year, the first words out of her mother’s mouth were that she had put on a few pounds. So Andi joined Weight Watchers on her own this time.


Andi continued on and off diets through college and graduate school, where she studied to become a nurse practitioner. In grad school, she joined CrossFit and got very involved in the culture that recommended a specific diet which relied on food journaling, making macronutrient goals, and restricting food. Like most of her new CrossFit friends, she allowed herself a weekly cheat day. Her eating soon followed a cycle of rigid restriction followed by chaotic binge eating, then back to restriction. This fitness plan also required frequent weighing and measuring of her body, so she became much more obsessed with her body’s size and shape.


When she started her professional life, she developed a reputation for being “healthy” and committed to her fitness regimen. She got married and had two kids, divorced and remarried, all while continuing to practice as a nurse practitioner. Through these life changes, she maintained her “fit and healthy” identity and held tightly to her exercise and diet routines.


She was early in her second marriage when Andi started working with me. She was also engaged in therapy. Her therapist recognized patterns of intense anger when her new husband would bring “forbidden foods” into their home. Andi began to see that her relationship with food, exercise, and her body was disruptive and harmful to her and her relationships.


Andi experienced a painful divorce as she was going through perimenopause. She focused even more intensely on controlling her diet and exercise as a way to cope.


Now that she was postmenopausal, she felt “stuck” in her diet and exercise patterns. The wise part of her knew that her rules for eating and exercising were not helping her but harming her. Still, she felt like she needed to hold tightly to her eating and exercise rules now because of her fears about her health and body changing as she approached 60.





13Don’t worry, Andi’s story did not end there. We’ll hear more from her in the next chapter.


At this point, I hope you can see how easy it would be to drop anchor in familiar restrictive diet patterns, even when it is clear they no longer work. You may even relate. The feeling that you are doing something wrong and have not found the right diet for you yet is understandable. Diet culture blames you and accepts no responsibility. In the next chapter, we get into exactly why that is a lie. But first, let’s look at the complicated added layer of anti-aging/longevity messages.


Another layer to your body story—adding ageism and ableism?


Now that you are in midlife and beyond, there is another layer to your body story. You haven’t had to deal with this stuff before, yet here you are. You must become aware of ageism and ableism to confront how this affects you. One of my clients said, “I didn’t start feeling old until I gained weight. I started feeling frumpy.” This perfectly illustrates the associations we make with weight gain and aging. Throughout this book, we will unpack this rather unconscious process. Confronting this may bring up more uncomfortable feelings, like fear and still more grief. Yes, this is a lot, but it will be okay, I’ve got your back. I wrote this book for you.


Let’s clarify a few things: We all have ableist and ageist thoughts and beliefs. We have all internalized these beliefs because we live in an ageist and ableist culture. It would be impossible not to! This does not make you a bad person. These beliefs seep in without you making a choice, just like racism, sexism, anti-fat bias, homophobia, transphobia, and all the rest of our culture’s values. It helps to simply notice and acknowledge these realities in our world so you can become aware of these biases when you use them against yourself.


14We never really acknowledge this, but each of us will most likely experience a disability in our lifetime if we have not already. Much of your fear about aging is based on how your mind and body might change with time. That’s not ageism; that’s ableism because it’s not really about age, it’s about losing your abilities. Younger people live with disabilities, and older people live with bodies and minds that are not disabled. Discerning this is helpful so you can confront ableism and ageism and notice how they bounce off one another.


We are ageists when we assume something based on how old we think someone is. We are ableists when we assume something based on how we think someone’s mind or body works. We are both when we attribute capability or incapability based on age.


As you grow older, there is an increasing chance that you have internalized these beliefs because you’ve been exposed to them your entire life and have likely never stopped to challenge them. We can’t challenge these thoughts until we become aware of them.


One of my favorite quotes is from Todd Nelson in Tracey Gendron’s wonderful book, Ageism Unmasked: Exploring Age Bias and How to End It. “Ageism is prejudice against our feared future self.”


We can’t possibly know what we will be like when we are older, so we watch what our culture tells us about getting older and apply that to our lives. Therefore, we are vulnerable to anti-aging messages.


We must challenge internalized ageism and ableism because they are not good for us. Ageism affects your physical and cognitive health and overall well-being in measurable ways and can take years off your life, seven and a half years to be exact. Dr. Becca Levy studied this by following hundreds of residents older than 50 for over 20 years. She found that the average survival was seven and a half years longer for those with a more positive attitude about aging than those with negative beliefs and fears 15about aging. You can find a summary of her findings in the Resources section of this book.


Overall, our culture teaches us to look at our bodies rather than live in our bodies. We then objectify our own bodies and believe our appearance equals our worth. These are commonly held beliefs you may or may not be aware of. Diet culture is insidious and teaches us that thinner bodies are more worthy. Ageism builds on this with the belief that younger bodies are more worthy.


These beliefs are learned and go unquestioned. It is common in our culture to compliment people when they look like they have lost weight as if we are on autopilot. “You look great. Have you lost weight?” The assumption is that being thinner is always cause for affirmation. The words fly out of our mouths before we even think about what we say. The same goes for looking younger. We compliment someone if their appearance is, in some ways, more youthful. “Wow, you look amazing! That haircut makes you look younger!” or “What skincare are you using? You look ten years younger!”


We’ve been breathing in ageist beliefs since we were young children reading stories where the “old woman” was portrayed as scary, ugly, mean, fragile, or helpless. The myths of aging are many and primarily negative. Ageism is not innate. Children learn to dislike and become frightened of older people and the idea of getting older due to these internalized negative stereotypes well before conscious awareness.


Women have a particularly challenging experience as we age. The anti-aging marketing primarily targets women. As Tracey Gendron says:




“The vulnerability that older women face due to these layered forms of prejudice translates into being simultaneously hyper-visible and invisible. Hyper-visibility results from the exaggerated focus on appearance promoted and enabled in media by the anti-aging industry and those who have been influenced by it. It is also fostered by the rhetoric of successful 16aging, which posits that aging successfully essentially translates into not aging and that objectively looking younger provides a shield against appearance-based age shaming.”




Women are also under increased pressure to remain thin and appear fit to remain relevant as they age. So, it is not surprising that when you notice changes in your body as you age, your response is likely influenced by the stories and cultural beliefs about aging. Do you hear encouraging and empowering stories about your body changing as you age? We believe white-knuckling around staying thin keeps ageism at bay a little longer in our thin-obsessed culture. This drive to pursue thinness as we age is harmful and increases the risk of relapsing in recovery from an eating disorder or developing disordered eating or an eating disorder.


We have limited data on eating disorders in midlife and beyond. When we think of eating disorders, we typically picture a thin, young, white woman, right? However, the research highlights that eating disorders occur across the lifespan and in all body sizes, races, genders, socioeconomic groups, etc. By the way, of those diagnosed with an eating disorder, only 6 percent are medically “underweight.”


Perimenopause/menopause is similar to puberty as a time of increased vulnerability for the development of disordered eating thoughts and behaviors. What is going on? We live in a culture that shrouds these times with body criticism and shame. But I believe that puberty, early motherhood (if that’s your choice), and menopause are times to celebrate the power of our bodies as we evolve and change. Can you imagine if we had rituals and threw parties to celebrate our bodies entering fertility and also when we became free of it?


Puberty is designed to prepare our bodies for reproduction by increasing our body fat percentage to an average of 25 percent. According to Dr. Nitu Bajekal in her book, Finding Me in Menopause:




17“Around two years prior to the final menstrual period, the rate of fat gain was found to double, and lean mass started to decline, and this continued until two years after the final period (menopause). Women gained an average of 2.9 kg, with a 3.4 kg increase in fat mass and corresponding loss in lean muscle mass, and a 5.7 cm increase in waist circumference in the six years they were followed. The rate of waist circumference increase slowed one year after the final menstrual period, whereas fat mass continued to increase without change. Weight gain of 3–10 kg is not uncommon around menopause.”




Based on my clinical and personal experience, our bodies’ size and shape change in midlife. What is this change in midlife preparing us for?


Our bodies are wise, and these changes create support and refuge. These changes protect us from the risks of fractures when we fall and increase our ability to survive the next virus coming through town. Our bodies are wise and wired for protection and survival, preparing us for old age. As Margo Maine, PhD, author of Pursuing Perfection: Eating Disorders, Body Myths, and Women at Midlife and Beyond, said, “That new roll around your middle is not your spare tire; it is your life-preserver.”
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