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‘Finally a book that challenges our tedious fixation with youth and turns the old rules about ageing upside down and inside out. With practical advice and spiritual insights, Destination Fabulous offers the kind of life-affirming guidance for womanhood I only wish I had known when I was 20.’ – Chioma Nnadi, vogue.com


‘Anna Murphy joyfully reframes the gift of growing up, and older.’ – Kenya Hunt


‘A joyous celebration of the pleasures of growing older, and an empowering manifesto for changing our attitudes to age.’ – Justine Picardie
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What’s Gone Wrong, and How to Make It Right


Apparently there is something wrong with me. I am 50 and I am happier than I have ever been. Society tells us that the only way is down; that I am supposed to be feeling far less jolly than I used to. Yet instead I feel as if my life has been on the up for years, not necessarily in terms of my circumstances, but in terms of who I am, and how I live in and respond to the world.


I know, right? Obviously I am a weirdo. I have lines I didn’t use to have, I have grey hair, but life has never felt better. Why? Well, first off, how could I possibly not be enjoying and embracing growing older, when being alive is infinitely preferable to the alternative? However, that’s not all. The act of ageing has already opened my eyes to so much, and liberated me from so much, how can I not be continuing to find it an interesting – more than that, a compelling – ride?


It’s not that I am getting everything right. It’s not that I am perfect. It’s not that I am remotely smug. The very opposite, in fact. I know there’s more work to be done, always. But Anna at 50 is a better and more contented person than Anna at 20, 30 or 40. And I intend to be saying the same of myself now, looking back – I hope – from the vantage of 60, 70, 80 and beyond. Eighty-year-old Anna will be more than 50-year-old Anna. Yes, she will have more lines, and more – or possibly less! – grey hair, but she will also be more. That’s the plan, anyway. And I am prepared to do the work, and to live my life in such a way as to make it the reality.


This is what Destination Fabulous is about. The idea that more, in terms of the years you have lived, can mean more in other ways too. I believe society is fundamentally wrong about ageing, and I hope this book is going to help you feel the same; to make you feel that the years you have ahead of you can be the best years yet. I also hope this book is going to turn you into a one-woman riposte to the misguided belief that getting older is a problem rather than an opportunity.


Certainly, ageing is a reality, so it surely makes sense to welcome it rather than fear it. Destination Fabulous is designed to be a road map that will lead you to become a personification of the truth – and it is a truth – that where you are right now, at this very moment, is exactly the perfect place for you to be. Its pages are nothing more than a beginning, a starting point, a place from which you can embark upon your own journey. The true path is for you to find.


After reading this book I hope that, like me, you will have found your way to the realisation that for you the future is all about becoming even more; about self-discovery, self-expansion, self-celebration.


I am not setting myself up to be an expert. I am a fashion journalist, not a guru. But I have always been motivated, both in my work and in my life more generally, to ask questions and to try to find answers. And I have always wanted to help women in whatever small way I can. I feel as if along the way I have picked up some things that might just do that, that might be worth sharing, from the practical (how to dress your best) to the existential (how to feel your best).


This book is my attempt to gather up the most useful and/or inspiring of my discoveries in one place. I am going to throw lots of ideas and suggestions at you. Not to mention a fair few gadgets that I have found to be game-changers. I also want to share with you some of the books I have come across that have illuminated for me truths around life in general and ageing in particular. Some of them you will know, some of them you may not. I have read them so you don’t have to, but I suspect that you may well be encouraged to take a closer look at quite a few of them yourself. If the publication in question is not detailed in the text, more information is provided in the Notes section at the end of the book. Needless to say, when it comes to all of the above, feel free to pick and choose what resonates with you and ignore what doesn’t.


It’s not about impossible goals. It’s not about running a marathon (unless you want it to be). It’s not about denying the ageing process, nor attempting to erase its signs. It’s not about letting everything go, either. It’s about balance. It’s about effortless effortfulness, or indeed effortful effortlessness. It’s about keeping things natural and non-invasive. It’s about the wonderment of the possible and of the present.


It’s also about being more you than you have ever dared to be before. It’s about going ahead and doing the things you want to do, even if other people tell you not to, or are shocked. In the last year alone, by way of two different examples, I have got the first fringe of my life, and the first younger boyfriend (only by five years!). Hilariously, people these days seem much more stressed at the idea of a fringe than a toy boy (please allow me to call him that), which seems like a definite move on to me. But anyway, suffice it to say, I am very happy about both.


As a journalist I have written about fashion, beauty and fitness for decades, so you can imagine some of the areas I will be covering in Destination Fabulous. However, be prepared also to be surprised. I know I have been! Twenty years ago mine was a conventional position on almost everything. Now I am not quite sure it is. Turns out I am a bit of a hippy, albeit one who still loves Prada shoes. When it comes to beauty, for example, I have learned a great deal from Traditional Chinese Medicine. As for finding your way to your happy weight, that point on the scale that makes you feel good about yourself and that you can maintain naturally, not through dieting, well, I now believe mindfulness is the missing ingredient.


Perhaps the most important thing I have learned when it comes to appearance is that looking your best self is, more than anything, about what is going on inside. The more fully realised you are, the more you find your purpose, the more that will shine out of you and the better you will look.


Panicked by how on earth to find your way towards self-realisation? Overwhelmed by the very idea of pinning down something as elusive as your purpose? Don’t worry! This stuff is hard. That’s why most of us haven’t quite got round to it yet. And that’s precisely one of the reasons why ageing is such a gift. Now you have enough years under your belt to start to know yourself. Now you have the perspective to begin to do due diligence on what works and what doesn’t in terms of how you see yourself and the world.


What many people don’t realise is that even the most long-held patterns of thinking can be changed if they aren’t serving you, and that in changing them you can find your way to what is right for you now. I will share with you what has helped me to slough off my old skins and reveal the new.


As Jane Fonda, 85, said in her excellent TEDxWomen talk in 2011 (well worth a watch on YouTube), ‘We need to revise how we think of ageing. The old paradigm was: You’re born, you peak at midlife and you decline into decrepitude . . . A more appropriate metaphor is a staircase. The upward ascension of the human spirit, bringing us into wisdom, wholeness and authenticity.’ (Fonda’s age, along with all the others I give throughout the book, is correct at time of going to press.)


The other day I was chatting with some girlfriends who are 20 or so years younger than me. One of them asked the group what age they would go back to if a magic wand could be waved. Immediately they started coming up with numbers. Twenty-one, said one. Twenty-five, said another. And so it went on. No one hesitated. Everyone had a number. Except for me, that is, the 50-year-old in their midst. Eventually they noticed that I had said nothing. ‘What about you, Anna?’ someone asked. ‘There isn’t any age I would go back to,’ I said.


They looked, to a woman, amazed, if not disbelieving. ‘Really?’ they exclaimed. So I set about attempting to explain why I feel more content, more complete, than I have ever felt in my life, and that this is precisely because of being 50, not in spite of it.


Part of my answer was practical, and pertained particularly to the years that they were looking backwards at from their late-20-something and early-30-something perspectives. There was much that I enjoyed about both my teenage years and my twenties, I told them, but if I had to describe them generally I would say that anxiety was their primary characteristic.


There were the worries about whether I would pass my exams, get into the university I wanted to, land the job I wanted, find a flat I could afford, keep affording said flat, get the next job I wanted. This wasn’t just superficial stuff: this was about attempting to find my place in the world. It was also about survival, or at least I felt it was at the time.


Then there was a deeper level of anxiety that pertained to people; that was yet more existential. I spent a lot of time worrying about what other people thought of me and attempting to find my tribe, be it friends I knew would properly have my back, or a partner who was as deserving of my love as I was of his. I suppose, if I had to sum it all up, what I wanted was to belong, even if I wasn’t quite sure to whom or to what.


Now, at 50, I do belong. And I belong to the only person I can truly belong to: myself. I have learned the hard way – because the hard way seems to be the only way one can take on board the most important lessons in life, another reason why ageing has such value – that the most important relationship you can ever have is with yourself; that it doesn’t matter what other people think of you, because only one person has the insight and knowledge to stand in judgement over you, and that is yours truly.


I have also learned that stressing never gets you anywhere; that spending your present obsessing about the future and attempting to plan and/or control it is a waste of time. I now understand that living in the moment as much as possible is the only way to go, and that treating what life sends your way with as much lightness as you can, the negative as well as the positive, in turn lightens your load.


I have learned . . . well, so much. And I have learned it because I have lived 50 years, not 30, and because, somewhere along the line, I decided to become curious about this act of being alive, and of growing older, and to turn the kind of attention I used to give to passing those exams, getting that job, finding and keeping that boyfriend, towards me, and becoming better at being me. I realised that ‘me’ was not about any of the external accoutrements that I had been acculturated to think made up who I was, but about what I can only describe as my me-ness.


I was, I told my younger friends that afternoon, a far more developed person than I was when I was younger. Which meant that to go backwards to a younger age would be precisely that: a backwards step. Indeed my goal was to be yet more developed, 20 years from now, or 30 or 40 years, should I be given that blessing. Getting older was going to be interesting at the very least, I continued – another kind of challenge, another learning process – and life for me is all about keeping interested. I didn’t even go there with the cliché that the opposite to growing old is, of course, dying.


By the time I had finished, my friends didn’t look any less amazed, but they looked thrilled. And they wanted to know more. ‘Really? Is that how 50 feels?’ they asked. Did I genuinely not want to be younger than I was? Was I genuinely looking forward to growing older? Yes, yes and yes. They hadn’t heard this before, they said. It made them feel differently about getting old; they, the unquestionably young, who were already wishing away years they had lived so that they could be younger.


Why do young women feel this way? Because society tells them that they should. For me one of the strangest and most counterproductive collective belief systems we have is the notion that ageing is bad, that it is to be feared. ‘Anti-ageing’ isn’t anything other than a contradiction in terms. To be ‘anti’ something that is inescapable is bizarre, to say the least. To be ‘anti’ something that can bring with it great riches and newfound freedoms strikes me as just as odd.


Getting old is not without its challenges, but neither is being 12 or 22 or 32. We are often amnesiac about what we have lived through, partly no doubt because, with the benefit of hindsight, we think we could meet those challenges we once faced better. But even in that, the fallacy of such thinking is revealed. The benefit of hindsight. That’s one of the many gifts that comes with living. That’s what you have because you are 62 not 22.


I get where all this stuff comes from. It’s a 20th-century cult that has profoundly changed the world. That was the period when a body shape akin to that of an adolescent male became the ideal for women; when women en masse began dyeing their hair; when teenagers were ‘invented’, and the kind of clothes that served as their signifiers, most notably jeans and trainers, became a new kind of uniform, whatever your age.


What are the origins of what has become almost akin to a religion? Some argue that it was a response to socio-political instability; to war; to economic boom and bust. That may well be part of it. I think it’s also to do with a profound shift whose origins lie in the Industrial Revolution that began two centuries earlier. Hierarchies were overthrown. It was no longer automatically the case that age and experience were best. Newness generally came to be seen as better than oldness. Change became more important than continuity and/or stasis.


There were fresh chances in life that weren’t linked to age and experience or to class, but to youth and talent. That was, of course, a good thing, a very good thing, but we went too far, just as, previously, the talents of the young had often been overlooked in favour of the status quo. We took what could have been pure liberation and turned it into a different kind of straitjacket, one that places youth above age in the hierarchy, rather than alongside it, and one that dictates to everyone – but especially to women – that they fight ageing as an enemy rather than embrace it as a friend.


The Industrial Revolution also brought with it a revolution in medicine, and with that came longer lifespans. There was no point worrying about looking young if you were likely to die at between 30 and 40 years old, as was the case in 1800. Indeed, if yours was a hand-to-mouth existence, as most people’s was before the rise of the middle classes, there was no point worrying about anything other than that hand and that mouth, ensuring you had enough food to stay alive, and your other basic needs were met.


In the late 19th century, around 80 per cent of the British population was working class. Now around 58 per cent of us are definable as middle class. The middle classes typically have more bandwidth, both financial and cerebral, to think beyond the basic business of keeping themselves alive. They are the dream consumers.


So an entire industry grew up with the aim of selling them things they didn’t necessarily need. The advertising industry that burgeoned in the 1950s and 1960s was predicated on creating desires we didn’t know we had and selling us stuff – and concepts related to said stuff – that we didn’t know we needed. One of those concepts was youth, which was a calling card for products as diverse as denim and hair dye. And advertisers worked hand in hand with the technology companies that were creating products that didn’t used to exist in order to help us in our pursuit of what we didn’t know we needed.


Dyeing your hair, for example, used to be a dangerous business. Should you attempt it, you might end up with no hair at all. It was also seen as shameful, a vainglorious attempt to fake youth – so much so that women who insisted upon going ahead would be hidden away behind a curtain at the salon so that they wouldn’t be seen. When the chemistry behind dyeing was developed so as to be less perilous, Clairol swung into action with its now-famous slogan of 1956, ‘Does she or doesn’t she?’ In the 1950s only 7 per cent of American women dyed their hair. Now Revlon estimates that it is 75 per cent.


The latest revolution is in so-called tweakments, designed to smooth the face of a grown-up who has lived life – and has the lines on their face to prove it – into that of an adolescent who is just starting out on the road to working out what it is to live. It is about rendering yourself a blank page. But who wants to be a blank page when you have so many stories to tell? For the moment, increasing numbers of women. The global facial injectables market was valued at $13.4 billion in 2020, and is only predicted to grow.


There is money to be made – a lot of money – in making us afraid to see lines on our faces and grey in our hair. Some of those younger friends to whom I was talking are already having injectables. I see the end results on the front row at the biannual fashion shows. Even if you have the best work done that money can buy, at some point your face may well end up looking frozen, swollen, misshapen and – ultimately – odd.


Of course the narratives around age have been in play since long before the last hundred years or so, especially when it comes to women. Fairy tales are populated with beauteous young maidens and dodgy old crones who are best avoided. But even the fairy tales didn’t promise that age could be erased, and even the fairy tales didn’t come up with something as macabre as the injection of toxins and the cutting of flesh in order theoretically to do so.


All of this is concerned with surfaces. Not what lies beneath. In obsessing over our lines we are inhibiting our ability to dig deep; to enjoy the here and now; to concentrate on expanding who we are. Growing older is a gift, an opportunity, not a disease. The women I admire who are older than me are the ones who are living their truth. It shines out of their every pore. Nothing has been erased. They are the most they have ever been precisely because they are no longer young, precisely because they have lived, and collected experience and wisdom in the process. And all of this is there to be read on their face.


None of which means we resign ourselves to the invisibility which is seen by many as synonymous with growing older. It’s that idea of effortless effortfulness again. You aren’t fighting your age, attempting to look or act like someone decades younger than you, because that is a fight you will ultimately lose. Yet neither are you giving up. You are keeping interested and interesting. This more than anything will transform the way you feel, and the way you are seen by others. And you are actively taking care of yourself, not just your spirit, but also the supposedly superficial aspects – face, body, wardrobe – that have an anything-but-superficial impact on the way you feel.


Because, yes, appearances do matter. In the last few years, I have come to understand more than ever the potency of clothes. Dressing yourself youthful, very different from dressing yourself young, is one of the simplest routes to changing the way the world perceives you. In As You Like It, William Shakespeare observed that ‘All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and women merely players.’ Costumes determine how the audience views you; what role they imagine to be yours. It behoves you to dress for the part you want, not for the one that others want to give you. In particular, you don’t want to be typecast, which is why – given the ageism around today – it becomes increasingly important as you grow older always to have something about your look that seems fresh, and ideally just that little bit surprising or attention-grabbing.


I am going to use that word ‘balance’ again. For me it’s the key to life in general, but especially to ageing, not least because it is an active state that demands attention, and that can be lost the moment you take your eye off the ball. You don’t look back or forwards. You don’t try to fool yourself or anyone else that you are younger than you are, yet you maintain as much youthfulness as is possible.


There’s a Japanese haiku I like that goes some way towards encapsulating how I feel about ageing:




Crisp autumn leaves


Rustle softly


Then blow away.





I don’t want to be in denial. But I do want to rustle, rustle, rustle; to be dynamic; to be heard and seen. And I also want to be gentle, light, natural with it all; to rustle softly. Then when my moment comes I will blow away happily, having already rustled to my heart’s content. An autumn leaf, lifted up into the skies. What a gorgeous image.


This book will share with you all the tricks I have picked up in my years of writing about fashion and beauty. It will tell you how to make the best of what you have got naturally. And much of it will go against the grain. There is so much you can do to lift and freshen your face, but the fact that it costs very little, and so doesn’t make any company much money, means you probably haven’t heard about it.


A lot of what we are told is plain nonsense. One of my most visible acts, for example, was the one I was most warned against: going grey. That may be the right choice for you, or it may not. Either way I am here to help every day be a good hair day from now on.


I hereby promise that by truly embracing who you are, by finding a purpose and a contentment that can be elusive to pin down when you are young, you will find your way to a new visibility, a visibility that is more potent than that which you may have enjoyed in earlier decades. Besides, that variety of visibility that a young woman often has can in truth be something of a burden. It is all too often transactional, an extrapolation of her sexual allure and putative availability. She is object, not subject. To be truly seen is to be truly heard; to be subject, not object.


If you age well – which isn’t about erasing its signs, but about augmenting yourself in other ways; and, above all, about working on who you are, today, tomorrow and forever – you will find yourself more visible in the most encompassing sense of the word than you have ever been.


You will find ‘you’ as you have never found you before. And, always, always, there will be more to discover.


‘Keep some room in your heart for the unimaginable,’ the late Mary Oliver memorably advised in her poem ‘Evidence’. Yes, that too. Always. Always.
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Finding Your Purpose


Who are you? Why are you here? Who do you want to become? It’s the root of all the trouble when it comes to talking and thinking about ageing that our starting point is our exterior, not our interior. We worry about what our faces are doing, and our bodies, and our hair.


Of course we do, because, as discussed, companies are making money out of us worrying about just that, and so they go out of their way to make sure that we are keeping on worrying.


And of course we do, because our physical appearance is what we see in the mirror every day. Our state of mind, our heart, our soul, don’t greet us in the bathroom cabinet each morning. Although, tellingly, the health systems that pre-date conventional medicine, such as Traditional Chinese Medicine and Ayurveda, believe that the signs of all of the above are there to read on our face. In fact, we in the West have a more broad-brushstroke apprehension of something similar: we talk of someone looking heartbroken, for example.


Another reason that we focus on exteriors rather than on what lies beneath is that our interior life can be scary, especially if we aren’t used to opening its doors and looking in its dark corners. Besides, surfaces are what we are told we can – should – change. When in truth the most important changes you can make when it comes to how you look actually stem from those you make within.


I am not saying that surfaces aren’t important. How you present to the world does matter. Anyone who pretends that it doesn’t is delusional. Not least because how you look also impacts upon the way you feel, the way you show up more generally.


Being in the best physical shape you can, and dressing to augment who you feel yourself to be, are for future chapters. We have plenty of time to talk about how to look the best you without spending lots of money or doing anything invasive.


What is for now is the real story, the only story that truly matters, and that’s the story of what lies beneath. That, for me, has been the most significant discovery of my life. You can have what appears to be everything, and feel as if you have nothing. Conversely, you can have nothing, and feel blessed.


Contentment is a state of mind, nothing else. And getting older can bring you closer to embodying that way of being. You have earned perspective. You have earned the right to let go of what doesn’t serve you, and to embrace what does.


As the Buddhist nun Robina Courtin says on her inspiring Instagram account @robinacourtin, ‘Get old happily. Make the most of it. Your mind doesn’t have shape, colour, or form, so it’s not “getting older”. Hopefully it’s getting wiser. Identify more with your mind, rather than the body. If you want to pinpoint who we really are, it’s the mind.’


I couldn’t agree more. Just as significant for me in the last decade or so has been the discovery that you can rewire that mind, and thus, relatedly, change who you are at the most profound level. You don’t have to remain fundamentally the same. With work, with patience, with presence, you can alter the things you don’t like about yourself: open those doors; let the light into those dark corners.


Here is a truth that is largely missing from novels, films and television. Rare is the character who genuinely shifts, especially if it’s for the better. That is because true change tends to be a subtle, lengthy process that isn’t visible to the naked eye; that isn’t necessarily discernible even to the person who has worked to change, until suddenly one day they notice that they are responding to an event or a person differently from how they once would. It doesn’t make for a compelling drama, especially one that unfolds in a circumscribed timeframe.


This omission is also because the people who write our stories, our novels, films and television dramas, are human, as are the public figures who populate our screens and our heads. And the fact is that many humans don’t do the work required to change, even the ones who are clever and insightful enough to write novels or run countries.


Yet there is another way to be, or rather to become. In his book The Road Less Travelled (1978), the psychiatrist M Scott Peck describes humans as map-makers. We are at our busiest when we are young, he says, when we don’t have much cartography to fall back on apart from other people’s. The first map you draw is how to get your mother’s attention when you are a baby. Sixteen years later it might be how to get the attention of someone you fancy that keeps your inner orienteerer occupied, or how to succeed at school.


Most people as they age get slower at making maps, and many come close to stopping. They just keep on using the old ones, whether they are still relevant or not. Peck’s road less travelled is the one in which you never stop pathfinding, in which you remain just as engaged in finding new routes – and with them new experiences, new feelings, new learning – as the day you were born. As he puts it, ‘Only a relative and fortunate few continue until the moment of death exploring the mystery of reality, ever enlarging and refining and redefining their understanding of the world and what is true.’


To combine the data you have accumulated over the years with a willingness to add new data and to reconfigure the old accordingly is one of the great gifts of age. It gives you the best of both worlds. You remain an adventurer but you now know the terrain, and if the terrain still surprises you – which it will – then you are better equipped to deal with those surprises. Ditto when the terrain changes altogether, which, again, as you approach your final decades, it may well.


In his book The Changing Mind: A Neuroscientist’s Guide to Ageing Well (2020), the cognitive psychologist Daniel Levitin talks of a mode of thinking he calls ‘generalisation’, in which people use previous experience to find patterns and thus set up expectations. It’s a generalisation that would, for example, lead you to believe that a spring day should be milder than a winter one. Though today, as I write – a hotwater bottle on my lap in April! – is a reminder that generalisations can trip you up, too.


The concept of generalisation is akin to Peck’s map-reading. And it’s no surprise that scientific experiments have shown that older people tend to be better at it because they have had longer to draw up their maps. As Levitin writes, ‘From a neurocognitive standpoint, wisdom is the ability to see patterns where others don’t see them, to extract generalised common points from prior experience and use those to make predictions about what is likely to happen next.’


Of course older people are more adroit at that. Quite simply, they have more experiences to reference, and thus more complete maps. Yet the completeness of those maps can also be a problem; can lead you to overlook and/or eschew new turnings. And it is those new turnings that can animate your life until the day you die; can help you to find a purpose – or three – that you couldn’t apprehend as clearly when you were younger and everything was a new turning.
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