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TO MARGARET LEE,


WHO CONCEIVED OUR HILARIOUS NAME AND HAS BEEN THE WITTY AND SAGE GODMOTHER OF THE GROUP SINCE DAY ONE















A NOTE ABOUT THE TITLE



IT’S MEANT TO BE IRONIC. If you are a Virginia Woolf scholar, you may well still enjoy this book, but please don’t take me to task for using her name in vain. I’m a reasonably well-read feminist and a fan. I loved A Room of One’s Own when I read it in college, and I once wrote a twenty-page graduate school paper on To the Lighthouse. Moments of Being, a collection of Woolf’s autobiographical writings, is my favorite book of hers, and I’m interested in the whole Bloomsbury history. But the title of this book came about because Woolf is a kick-ass woman of letters who killed herself in her fifties. As I was starting perimenopause and dealing with myriad symptoms that were bringing me down, “What Would Virginia Woolf Do?” struck me as a very funny line. It still does.


AND ANOTHER THING


Some names of Woolfers and other friends have been changed to protect privacy and others have not. All stories are true and any mistakes are mine and mine alone.














INTRODUCTION


AGING, IT’S (NOT) FOR PUSSIES




You need a cohort of peers to go through the aging process with you. A cackle of crones! A cavalry!


—MARINA BENJAMIN, THE MIDDLEPAUSE: ON TURNING FIFTY




IN THE FALL OF THE YEAR I turned forty-six, I started experiencing night sweats and hot flashes. My periods had been erratic over the course of the previous year, so after a few weeks of worried confusion, I began to wonder if the symptoms might be the onset of perimenopause, the phase in a woman’s life I understood to precede menopause, but about which I knew little. A week or two later, I was waking up every night between three and five a.m. As someone who has been a lifelong excellent sleeper, this turn of events was deeply disconcerting. Naturally, I went straight to Google.


Efficiently directed to Healthline.com, I found sleeplessness among the many symptoms of perimenopause. On top of the sleep troubles, hot flashes, and night sweats, the site lists an alarming thirty-three additional symptoms, including feelings of dread, apprehension, and doom. Other winners are head and/or pubic hair loss, increase in facial hair, gastrointestinal distress, indigestion, flatulence, itchy skin, and nausea. The list goes on and on, each ailment more depressing than the next: mood swings, depression, thinning nails, anxiety, changes in body odor, lack of libido. Upon further investigation, I learned that the median length of time women endure symptoms is 7.4 years, and typically longer, if you are like me and the symptoms start before menstruation ceases. It appears likely, from what I’ve read, that I’ll be going through this “change of life” for about eleven years. That’s a long time to go from youngish to oldish, which, if we’re going to be brutally frank, is essentially what this phase is all about.


I had my kids early. I delivered my first child at twenty-four and my last at thirty. In New York City, where I live, this is fairly unusual. Because as women we make so many of our long-lasting friendships through our children, one thing it means is that practically all of my girlfriends are older than me, generally by a decade, so somewhere between fifty and sixty at this point. They had already gone through this! As I found myself sweaty, exhausted, and depressed in the fall of 2015, I was surprised that not a single one had warned me. Wasn’t the emergence of back fat alone worth a conversation?


I soon realized the reason women don’t talk openly about aging is pretty straightforward. We’ve been raised in a world, indoctrinated into a whole value system, in which young equals good and old equals bad, and we’re embarrassed to admit that we’re crossing that line. Who wants to sit around moaning about hormonal decline? It makes us feel pathetic. Even worse, it makes us question our intrinsic worth. Of course, some lucky women don’t experience menopausal or perimenopausal symptoms so dramatically. Some don’t have any symptoms at all. But even those women, like all of the rest of us, deal with the larger issues. Namely, what does it mean and feel like to be “older” in an ageist society—especially for females?


Any attempt to engage my children or husband in a conversation about my sleeplessness and other premenopausal woes was met with glazed-over stares of incomprehension and flat-out disinterest. No one wants to hear this stuff over the dinner table, and if you’re not in it, you truly cannot, and do not, want to relate. Yet I felt an urgent need to talk.


So I created a group on Facebook and called it “What Would Virginia Woolf Do?” The official description of the group is: “A closed, confidential forum for women over forty, with a bent toward the literary, witty, and feminist. A place to discuss, support, and share things we may not care to share with the men and children in our lives.” From the start, the group grew exponentially from friends to friends of friends to strangers, everyone wanting to know they weren’t alone—or going crazy.


Going on three years later, what has emerged (exploded, actually—we’re up to just under eight thousand members and growing) is a surprisingly candid, lively, and intimate extended conversation representing the range of interests of women in our cohort: educated, sophisticated, savvy, literary, and politically minded women who have strong opinions and a fierce sense of humor. We come from all over the country, even the world, and we talk about feminism, our bodies, health, fashion, politics, culture, men, and of course sex.


Everything is up for grabs, but interestingly, we’re less preoccupied with our children than with ourselves. And I’ve noticed that we’re not that obsessed with our careers either. This is a time in life when we want to think about meaning, about purpose, about how to be our best selves and how to love ourselves as we enter the second half of our lives. We yearn to acknowledge the nostalgia and sadness that come with age, but we also want to revel in our hard-earned wisdom. Women really do want to talk about these things, desperately, but they need a safe forum in which to do it.


According to the last US census, there are nearly 126 million adult women in the United States, more than 40 million of whom are ages forty to sixty. More than anything, the experience of these conversations made me acutely aware of a broader reality. There are literally millions of Gen X women yearning for the kind of support and information that will help us age gracefully, but without pandering or dumbing down—or making us nod off earlier than we already do. We want a resource that’s filled with humor, intelligence, and sexiness along with practical, rigorously researched information, and serving that need can’t be fully realized by a Facebook group. I wanted to dive deeper into the issues and write on a larger canvas about the profound and sometimes difficult journey we are making.


So much cultural attention is paid to girls’ coming-of-age, but very little to this other moment when women enter a significant new stage in life. There’s clearly room for a broader conversation around what it all means, how it feels, and the best way to navigate this new territory. The aim of this book is to provide a manifesto for the next coming-of-age. We need to be able to share our darkest stuff and know that we will be heard. (What does it feel like when your man needs Viagra for the first time? What’s it like to be envious of your college-age daughter? Am I drinking too much? Can I just say that sometimes I hate the way my body is changing?) How can we experience this change feeling empowered, not diminished?


Full disclosure: in many ways for me this whole project has been about debunking shame, or at the very least providing a forum where we can go from isolated shame to shared solutions. As women we’re told way too often that there’s something wrong with us, and there isn’t. Nothing you or I have experienced—in our bodies, our homes, our relationships—is new, but what is novel is that we have the opportunity to talk about it all out in the open, and that actually might help us feel better. So I don’t hold back. There may be times when you don’t agree with what I do or say, and you might not always like me, but that’s okay, because none of us is likable all the time and we’re all still worthy of love.


For the record, I’m divorced and a mother of four. I’m also mixed race (half-black and half-white) and straight, and although I was raised by poor artists, I’m now what would be considered by some Trumpians as a “liberal elite.” I live in Brooklyn, for Christ’s sake. So if the sensibility of the book skews in any of those directions, you now know why and I hope you aren’t offended.


Virginia Woolf was a contradiction. She killed herself in her fifties, and yet in many ways she represents all that we aspire to: a brilliant feminist, a wit, a woman of guts and glamour. Woolf’s famous “room of one’s own” is what women still need, and what we crave more than ever as we enter this new phase of life. This book provides resources, but much more: I hope it’s an intimate destination that showcases what happens when women feel comfortable enough to get real with each other.


What you have here in your hands is not just a book about perimenopause or menopause—you might not even be there yet—but a companion, a funny and insightful girlfriend to accompany you on the road after forty. I don’t want a ten-pound tome that screams “menopause” on my nightstand, but I do want frank and intimate conversation mixed with anecdotes and honesty. If it’s wrapped up in a literary joke, all the better. A place that makes me feel sexy, real, challenged, and informed all at the same time? A place to seek solace and laugh at the stuff no one seems to be talking about in public (yet)? That’s a place I want to be, and I want to be there with you.




Some people go to priests; others to poetry; I to my friends.


—VIRGINIA WOOLF


















WARNING LABELS



Who are we? I’ll let the women speak for themselves. Here’s an early post to the group, and a sampling of unattributed answers.


If you were forced to wear a Warning Label, what would yours say?




Does not suffer fools gladly


Unapologetic feminist


Sunny with a chance of showers


May cause laughter


Scary when hungry


Bored easily


Don’t tread on me


Not all original parts


Flammable when pissed


Though she be but little, she is fierce


Long-lasting when responsibly nurtured


Occasionally says fuck


Handle with care. Combustible.


Handle with care. Fragile.


Way tougher than I look


Lie to me at your peril


I bite!


If I’m crying, I’m frustrated… not sad.


Nasty woman comin’ at ya!


Likely gonna hug you


Smart, and I know it


Slippery when wet


If this van is a rockin’, don’t come a knockin’


Fork in the road ahead


Gets better with age


Helpless to control sarcasm


Easy weeper


Iron fist in a velvet glove


Irrationally happy


Unrepentant bitch


Overwhelmed introvert


Short fuse


I just want peace


No small talk




I’m guessing you already feel among friends, so let’s keep going…















CHAPTER ONE



(FASHION)


DEATH BY EILEEN FISHER AND OTHER FASHION TRAGEDIES




Vain trifles as they seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices than to merely keep us warm. They change our view of the world and the world’s view of us.


—VIRGINIA WOOLF




IT’S FIVE P.M. ON A Tuesday back when I still had kids at home and I’m returning from Fairway supermarket in my pajamas. My tennis elbow (a repetitive stress injury sustained not from racket sports but likely from too many hand jobs) is killing me and has not been helped by heaving jumbo-sized containers of laundry detergent into a grocery cart. I text my seventeen-year-old daughter and ask her to come help me with the groceries (it’s the only way I know I can reliably reach her, except maybe by Snapchat, whatever that is). She says she’s busy but will come down in a bit, and I’m too tired to argue, so I wait. I sit in my Subaru Outback, parked in the lot behind our building, and dip into the latest tome on menopause that has arrived from Amazon. These sorts of books have comprised my reading list for the last few months, as they have for tens of thousands of other women searching for peace of mind and advice.


Twenty minutes later, after I’ve finished a chapter on the cheery subject of uterine prolapse, my beloved child shows up, looking both sexy and adorable in a denim miniskirt, skimpy tank top, and my old Yves Saint Laurent black suede thigh-high boots. At five-four and 115 pounds, with long, blond, curly hair, perfect C cups, and many piercings, she basically looks like a twenty-first-century version of Daisy Duke (and because you’re my age, you’ll get that reference). Before she can get to me, a group of random men snapping pictures of a Lamborghini in the adjacent park intercept her to ask if she’ll pose by the car for them. True story. Again: I’m in my pajamas, with a station wagon full of groceries and an aching arm. And a couple of pimples on the lower right side of my face. I don’t feel jealous, just weary.


A reasonable question to ask is, “Why is she wearing her pajamas at five p.m. on a Tuesday afternoon?” There are a few answers to that question: I was having a brutal week of what I could only hope was PMS—I hadn’t had my period in two months, my breasts were sore, and I had seemingly put on ten pounds overnight, was having headaches, and was so tired I could barely get through the day. That afternoon I had called it quits early and at two p.m. took a bath, slipped into my pj’s (which generally consist of some sort of quasi-sexy lingerie-like top and Bedhead bottoms), and crawled into bed for a nap. With my vibrator.


An hour later I remembered that we didn’t have milk, eggs, or bread—or a plan for dinner. My last child (of four) is around for only a few more months, and on the rare evenings she and my second husband and I are all going to be together at home, I still (sometimes) valiantly try to make an effort. So I threw on a sweater and headed out to the grocery store.


The other part of the answer is that pajamas are comfortable, and they are easy to wear, and sometimes I don’t give a shit anymore about what anybody else thinks—I’ll wear what I damn well please. And if I’m being honest, I generally assume no one’s really looking anyway. This is also a tendency I must have inherited from my own mother, whom I fondly recall driving me to school in her flannel nightgowns, high ruffled collar and all. Mortified at the time, I remember begging her to drop me off a block away from the building, but now I really get it. And so do the multitudes of other women my age who wear sweats and jammies in public without thinking twice.


My teenage girl, of course, is experiencing the flip side of being almost invisible: being gawked at and objectified, with an amateur photography fan club on practically every corner. She probably put on her outfit hoping to look cute, especially to her friends, and wasn’t thinking about the fact that complete strangers might have a stake in her fashion choices. While on the outside all that attention is an ego booster, on the inside, it’s also oppressive. Walking around in your pajamas in broad daylight can be an act of liberation.


This got me to thinking about fashion in midlife in general. I do have to actually get dressed most days, and it’s often hard to figure out what to wear. Every time I leave the house I feel more pressure to consider, “Can I actually pull this off?” and it’s stressful and depressing to feel this crisis of confidence. I feel like I should be well beyond these sorts of feelings at this stage of my life.


The crux of the problem is multifold: on the one hand, I don’t want to be relegated to certain “older lady” norms or to feel like my options are shrinking. That’s just adding insult to injury, for Christ’s sake, what with hot flashes and vaginal atrophy. But on the other hand, a lot of what I already own—jeans, cute dresses, tight skirts—makes me feel like I’m trying too hard. For example, at some point, I just decided that shorts looked “bad” on me. What does that even mean? Will the sight of my less-than-taut and slightly crepey legs burn somebody’s eyeballs out? What standards do I feel the need to conform to?


As I start to slide toward the older side of the aging spectrum, I suddenly worry much more about whether I look “appropriate,” but even more important, whether what I’m wearing still makes me feel like “me,” like the person I still think of myself as. The truth is that I, like probably all of us, have internalized some sort of negative value that society tells me I have over a certain age, when I’m no longer “ripe,” with perky breasts and lustrous skin and hair. That’s beyond screwy, and it translates to a sort of immobility, a feeling of being frozen when I stand in my closet and consider my options.


A 2013 consumer studies report by Goldman Sachs points out that women’s spending on clothes peaks at forty-four, then “goes into a long slump.” For some women, middle age marks a point when we honestly aren’t as concerned with fashion and style as we used to be, but it’s much more complicated than that. Not only are our bodies changing in ways that aren’t accommodated by the latest trends, but the message is loud and clear that after a certain point, we should dispense with all sorts of items, from shorter skirts to sleeveless blouses. The rules, of course, are arbitrary, but still, many of us have swallowed them. Most women’s fashion magazines publish a splashy annual “Age” issue, purportedly to celebrate women of every generation. What the substance boils down to is a decade-by-decade breakdown of what you should and should not wear in your twenties, thirties, forties, fifties, and occasionally sixties (above which age, presumably, you are truly irrelevant to the fashion industry). So, according to this logic, what if you donned, say, a leather motorcycle jacket that’s deemed cool for a twenty-nine-year-old when you are forty-one—will you spontaneously combust?


What choices are we left with exactly? Anything that’s considered more “age appropriate”—looser clothes, suits, “slacks” (ew), even yoga or exercise clothes—makes me feel so old and fading that I can’t stand it. Fashion in midlife bounces off an inherent paradox: our bodies are starting to feel unruly, like they are betraying us (chin hair, paunch, skin sag), and at the same time there are suddenly both more rules and fewer choices.


To my mind, the solution to this quandary is a combination of humor and defiance with a healthy dollop of self-awareness. As a good friend said recently, “I wear mom jeans, Crocs, bathing suits with skirts, and could give a crap what anyone thinks.” Rock on, sister. As the designer Anne Klein said, “Clothes aren’t going to change the world. The women who wear them will.”


The bright side is that this phase of life really can be a great opportunity for reinvention. Figuring out what I want to look like, and how I want to feel in what I’m wearing, is what it’s all about. It’s not an easy process. Some of us may revel in the relief of saying good-bye to tube tops and others may mourn letting go of an item that is a poignant reminder of their younger selves. But let’s face it: as long as we’re not wearing a hospital gown or a colostomy bag, it’s all good, just best done with some ownership and thought. For me personally—and this may change—that means wearing high clogs and clothes that veer toward pajamas and lingerie.


THE TYRANNY OF HEELS—AND WHY I LOVE THEM




Sensuality doesn’t come from heels—especially if you can’t walk in them. It’s like a beautiful woman who has the perfect hair and makeup but doesn’t smile. You should dress to feel good, not show off. It takes life to learn that.


—INÈS DE LA FRESSANGE




PART OF WHAT’S SO APPEALING about clogs is that I’m less and less able to wear high heels, which makes me want to cry. I was never a Carrie Bradshaw–like stiletto wearer. Even in my ultrayouth, my feet were wide and stilettos made me feel like an unsteady giraffe. But I remember wearing four-high-inch pumps to high school (driving there in my $250 yellow VW Bug with the rusted-out floor), and my entire adult life I’ve worn towering wedges and chunky high-heeled boots—shoes that practically feel like signature items. I love everything about heels: how they enhance my legs (one of my better features), how tall I become (my real height is a solid but not impressive five foot six), and how sexy and powerful they make me feel.


However, as great as heels are, being able to walk upright on two feet is even better. It’s been a slow process, but around three years ago I started feeling ever so slightly unsafe that far off the ground. It dawned on me that I could easily twist or even break an ankle. I said good-bye to five inches forever. Maybe it was the recognition of my own mortality, starting from the feet up. Since then, I have in fact teetered a few times, and I even tripped and fell on a sidewalk once last Christmas Eve after too much to drink. More and more I find myself gripping my husband’s arm as we hurry somewhere. I do yoga, and my balance is respectable (tree position is not a problem, even with my arms straight up above my head!), but the fact is that I’m just plain getting older and my center of gravity is unfortunately shifting upward toward my waist and midriff. The writing is on the wall. I can see that in a few years I’ll be going down to three inches, then two, and then flats… This is why, clogs.


I’m not nearly alone here. We’re giving up heels either for safety or, even more commonly, because it hurts too goddamn much to wear them now. According to the Illinois Podiatric Medical Association, women are four times more likely than men to have foot problems, generally a consequence of high heels. For one thing, pregnancy hormones weaken feet, and women are at a higher risk of stress fractures in the foot than men. Also, more than half of women get bunions, and women are nine times as likely as men to have the problem, according to the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons. Some doctors say the growing popularity of high heels and pointy-toed shoes, including among very young women, has helped increase the incidence of bunions. In any case, I’m sure it hasn’t been lost on you that foot surgery for women in their fifties appears to be epidemic. In the last two years, I’ve had six friends undergo operations that sound utterly barbaric. Whether it’s damage and calcification sustained from years of pinched high heels, too much running on concrete, or simply life and genetics, they have all had procedures that involved slicing and shaving bones, inserting pins, and weeks and weeks of bed rest and crutches. And you only have one foot done at a time! After a year or so of full recovery, you can look forward to going through it all over again with the other foot! This is cruel and unusual, even by most standards of beauty sacrifice. Do men have these surgeries? Rarely. Why would they? They wear comfortable, supportive flat shoes all their lives. They don’t contort themselves into death-defying contraptions to look sexy and winsome. When you think about it, the whole thing is devastatingly messed up.


Writer Mary Karr bemoaned this ugly reality in a 2016 article for The New Yorker. At age sixty, she described her once-perfect feet as gnarled, beleaguered, and bunioned. She taped up a box of high heels that might have funded an early retirement and sent them off to Goodwill. She notes Michelle Obama’s (sensible) love of kitten heels as well as Victoria Beckham’s recent announcement that even her days of high heels are over. Following in Karr’s pained footsteps, Cindi Leive, editor in chief of Glamour, chronicled her own experiment with wearing flats for a week straight. Emotionally, it was hard—she hated feeling short, and consequently less commanding, but boy was it comfortable. Grieving over having to chuck all of our prettiest shoes is a real thing, an issue of identity for many of us, and as I type this I gaze longingly at the pile of high heels in my closet. I feel sad for the day when they’ll all be replaced by shoes that are far more practical but much less attractive.


My dear friend Kamy, a youthful forty-three, recently developed plantar fasciitis, seemingly out of nowhere (kind of like my elbow, natch). Her doctor told her she had to start wearing these ugly orthopedic inserts, stat, and she ignored him, because she can’t wear inserts with flip-flops, or Manolos, or pretty much anything but sneakers. A month later she was back in his office, practically crying in pain. He reiterated, in no uncertain terms, that she needed to wear the inserts, and then gave her a brochure full of the ugliest bejeweled old-lady shoes known to womankind. He said, “You can wear any of these.” That was when she started to cry for real.


Hopefully, your predicament isn’t as bad as poor Kamy’s. If you aren’t being commanded to wear orthopedic inserts, and you haven’t had recent foot surgery, you may just need, like me, to start considering other looks. I simply cannot wear four-inch anything (even clogs) much longer.


What are the options? Woolfers recommend Birkenstocks over pretty much everything else; also Clarks and Fit Flops! But you don’t have to go straight from vertiginous pumps to earth shoes. Thankfully, there are designers making kitten heels, ballet flats (I hear Repetto are great), stylish sandals, low wedges, et cetera. Did all those shoe companies suddenly realize that legions of women with aching feet also possess credit cards? It’s about time. Even Christian Louboutin, who once said, “To feel like a woman, wear heels, to feel like a goddess, wear five inches,” has been quietly producing lots of glam, low-heeled styles (glitter, patent leather, spikes, satin). For another fancy option, my friend Ann swears by the lower heeled Valentino Rockstud pumps. There are groovy sneakers from Converse to Lanvin, which can be worn with any number of outfits (skirts, jeans, dresses; I’m a firm believer that cute sneaks work with almost anything—I love to wear them with dresses). And funky sneakers are such a practical option for women who race from work to school to errands to volunteer work and sometimes feel like we are running from, not with, the wolves! Low-heeled boots also come in all sorts of awesome styles, and wearing a solid kick-ass boot can give you the mojo of a high heel—without the agony.


CLOGS: GIVING UP OR A SEXY SOLUTION TO SORE FEET?


I’VE BEEN WEARING VERSIONS OF CLOGS since around the seventh grade. (I think Dr. Scholl’s count, right?) What’s not to like? Comfortable, easy to slip on and off (great for airport security!), and they come in a million colors, styles, heights, and range of prices. Clogs have made a big comeback in the last few years and, unlike many footwear crazes, have had remarkable staying power. Part of the appeal might be nostalgic. We wore them as girls—one friend has sweet memories of shopping with her dad for an annual pair of red clogs, beginning in kindergarten—as did our role models. Writing for New York magazine about the trend, Allison P. Davis reminisced, “My style has long been inspired by my zany… art teacher… lots of eccentric dresses, ‘artfully’ unkempt hair, and, of course… the preferred sensible shoe: the clog.”


They can be damn sexy too. Clogs are leg lengthening and feminine (which is why they look funny on men, at least to me), and even with the clomping, they still give the allure of a heel without the precarious balance and pinched toes. I bought my favorite pair ever, a high-end, four-inch, black Prada version with silver studs where the leather meets the wood, about eight years ago at a consignment shop. Walking the dog in these shoes, as old and scuffed up as they are, makes me feel like I’m in Paris, or like I could pick up the next man who crosses my path. Even at seven a.m.


For the winter I have a pair of black No.6 clog boots with shearling that peeps out at the ankle. They’re not delicate in the least, but something about the design makes them perfect with almost anything—jeans, skirts, even certain dresses, all while enabling me to stay warm, walk in snow, do whatever the day calls for. And like my summer pair, they look hot.


REQUIEM FOR A THONG (PANTIES, NOT SHOES!)


AS MUCH AS I LOVE HEELS, I hate thongs. Always have. I prefer to go commando (and often do) rather than wear a piece of thread up my ass. And they only seem scarier to me as I age. God bless you if you love them, but the sight of my own cellulite-puckered, floppy ass in a thong is enough to send me to bed with the curtains closed for the rest of the day. I actually consider myself very lucky to have grown up before thongs and thickly padded push-up bras became de rigueur in the early aughts. I suspect it’s no coincidence that the first network broadcast of the Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show aired in 2001. As a young woman, I think I may have been sent over the edge by some of the underwear pressure my daughters see as commonplace. Wear whichever panties and bra make you feel comfortable, of course, but my opinion is, free the nip and cover the crack!


Fact: grandmothers actually wear granny panties, and I have the pictures to prove it. For years, my grandmother wore the exact same lingerie. Plunging high-waisted negligees that showed off her beautiful cleavage and sensible but pretty lace bra and panty sets. And one day, it was all gone, replaced by industrial bras that looked like they were produced behind the Iron Curtain in 1952 and huge cotton underwear in white or pale pink. “What gives?” I wondered.


I’m not quite there, but I do relate. I still love gorgeous bras and panties in fun colors (I love the look of a fuchsia bra strap, for example, peeking out from a simple black or white T-shirt), but my favorite panties are increasingly the über-simple cotton Hanky Panky bikinis in size large. (And I’m a basic size six in clothing; what decent-looking options does that leave for curvier women?) I like full ass coverage with lace trim. And cotton so my vagina can breathe, of course! Anything smaller feels to me like I’m accentuating my stomach and hip bulge. And anything larger, like a hipster or boy short, visually chops my midsection and thighs, about which I’m already self-conscious. I’ve become the Goldilocks of underwear. Too small, too big, too shiny, too boring. Out of fear that the exact style of my precious panties will be discontinued, I’ve stockpiled enough pairs to last through a nuclear winter.


Bras these days are a moving target. I’m droopier and also bigger, and the combination can make me feel a little sad sometimes. There are moments, after a shower, when I look at myself in the bathroom mirror and see the body of my aging aunt Francine. It used to be easy to feel sexy in any new black bra, and that’s gotten harder. Maybe it’s the recently acquired layer of back fat. (What’s the evolutionary reason for this? Am I supposed to hibernate for the winter?) Or could it be the general, ever-so-slight tree-trunk thing that is happening with my torso? There’s also the underarm pooch spilling over the edges of the underwire cups, which probably doesn’t help. All these factors conspire to make finding the right bra a new challenge and make me wish things were different.


We all do that at times in our lives, right? Did you ever pray to a fairy godmother that you’d have way bigger breasts? Or much smaller ones? Well, she was very busy and waited until you were super-comfortable with your whatever-sized boobs to grant you that particular wish. Like my grandmother, I wore the same bra size since essentially the time I purchased my first bra, and then one morning I woke up with a significantly larger bustline. The experience can be surreal. I remember it clearly because it happened on a family vacation in a hotel room in California and my daughter opened her eyes and laughed out loud. The experience was not unlike when my milk came in for my first baby and, all of a sudden, I viscerally understood the expression “torpedo tits.” While my husband is enchanted with this unexpected boon (given that my ass seems to have developed a slow leak, it’s lucky that he’s made the transition to “breast man”), buying a whole new bra—and underwear and nightgown—wardrobe is exasperating and expensive, but sometimes unavoidable if you want to keep your dignity.


Part of what makes finding clothes—and the stuff that goes under the clothes—that fit well and feel good is the inevitable shape-shifting that comes with aging. As we wend our way through these middle years, we seemingly, from one moment to the next, lose control of the one thing that’s truly ours, our bodies. Alejandra Belmar, owner of the Brooklyn exercise franchise Everyday Athlete, says, “No amount of exercise will ‘spot tone’ batwings or a post-pregnancy paunch, nor will dieting restore one’s hip to waist ratio to the ideal that clothing manufacturers design for.” If you’ve developed a fondness for drawstrings and elastic waistbands, you are not alone, my friend. Some of the physical changes are unexpected and weird—you pull out a favorite dress from last summer and this year it’s unbearably tight in a bizarre spot, like your shoulders or, often, your breasts.


In addition to basic weight gain (the average American woman puts on a pound a year from age forty to age sixty), lower hormone levels can increase the amount of fatty tissue in women’s breasts and decrease the strength of the connective tissue (read: larger, saggier boobs). Or they shrink! It’s a roll of the genetic dice. What’s helpful for me is going to a professional bra store staffed with older, wiser women who are nonjudgmental, who really know their stuff, and who can fit you like the experts they are. Danny Koch, the fourth-generation owner of the Town Shop, an eighty-year-old Manhattan institution famous for its individualized fittings, puts it this way: “A seven-year-old bra is not going to do you any favors—the underwire is bent, the elastic stretched out. Gravity has a bad effect on people. What we are doing with a well-fitted bra is keeping your breasts as close to your chin as possible—for as long as possible. Just like with the ligaments in your knees, once they are stretched out, they aren’t going to bounce back.” Forget your high school 34Bs. Show your girls some love, whatever their size may be, with a comfortable, properly proportioned new bra.


TO SPANX OR NOT TO SPANX


A FEW YEARS AGO MY FRIEND “B” went to the annual gala for the Moth in New York City. All dressed up and underlayered with Spanx to hold it all in and accentuate her curves in the right places, at three a.m. she found herself in a dark bar making out with a well-known celebrity, an actor I’ll describe as our age and sexy as hell in a slightly grungy sort of way. He started feeling her up, and she was totally into it—but every time his hand started inching up her bare leg under her dress, she panicked in fear that he would discover the layer of latex holding her flesh together. His hand went up, she pushed it down, and this continued over and over again. He thought she was just being modest, and she was dying to go home with him but couldn’t figure out how to get from here (encased) to there (naked) without the guy, who was all over her, noticing. Unfortunately, rather than be exposed, she gave up and fled for a cab. And, ladies, she never did get a chance with this dude again—a sad state of affairs all around. How unfortunate that she let her embarrassment get the best of her! Truth is, I imagine he would have laughed it off.


I have to admit I probably would have bailed too! Everybody knows there is no such thing as a perfect body, and yet we strive for Barbie-like “perfection” with these garments. If our quest is exposed, it’s doubly embarrassing and feels desperate.


Not wanting to be found out is only one of the reasons I don’t wear Spanx. The other is plain discomfort. Even for my second wedding at age forty-five (if that isn’t an occasion designed for marketing Spanx, what is?), I tried but failed. It’s a dismal paradox. You feel ashamed because you aren’t wearing Spanx and also because you are wearing them! Anyway, I ripped them off moments after squeezing into them and well before the photographer arrived. It’s not worth it to me to feel so constrained. I relate to Liz Lange, the maternity fashion diva, who said, “I know I’m in the extreme minority, but I just can’t wear anything like this—even tights in the winter: too itchy, too constricting.” Same here; I hate tights.


Is a little smoothing worth feeling like a walking sausage? For the millions of women who swear by them, yes. They’ve made the company’s founder, Sarah Blakely, a billionaire. That’s nine zeros for something dreamed up from cutoff pantyhose. Many women say that they even double up. Supposedly, twice the Spanx makes for an even leaner silhouette.


From a 2016 New York Times article by Woolfer Judith Newman:




Aviva Drescher, a former “Housewife” of New York, shared her best shapewear tip: “The secret to Spanx is double Spanx,” She said. “You have to wear two at a time for serious sucking-in.”


Diane Clehane is the Lunch columnist for FishbowlNY on Adweek’s website, where each week she bears witness to “thousands of dollars of Spanx in one room” at the media hotspot Michael’s.


“I can’t imagine leaving the house in a dress without them,” she said. “If they made one I could put over my head, I would.”…


“How can you even be asking me this question?” shouted Jennifer Lupo, a New York lawyer who is to Rago Shapewear [a more girdle-like version of Spanx] what Anna Wintour is to sunglasses. “No woman should ever leave the house without Lycra on her thighs. I don’t want to see my own cellulite, so why would I want to see yours?”





There is nothing revolutionary about Spanx and other shapewear. From whalebone corsets to fifties girdles to today’s “body smoothers,” women have believed that there was something unacceptable about their naturally shaped bodies for hundreds of years. What’s really sad is when other women, such as Lupo, quoted in the Times article, project their own body shame onto others. Rather than critiquing other women’s normal bodies, we could be looking to those with body confidence for inspiration. My friend Heidi once mused, “There are women out there who really don’t care about their flab or pooch. Probably in Sweden, sitting in a sauna. Truly not caring.”


As with so many issues for women over forty, do whatever the hell you want—if you enjoy being encased in Lycra, go for it. Me, I’d rather find a way to be more content with my jiggle. It’s not likely to decrease, and I’ve lived too many years on this planet to be that uncomfortable. As for a thinner silhouette being more attractive, according to research done at the University of Iowa, heterosexual women consistently overestimate the value men attach to having a slender mate. What men are looking for is love—and to be able to get up our skirts—however that may occur.





THE GENIUS OF PERIOD PANTIES


We’re so lucky to live in an age where menstruation is suddenly trendy. In the spring of 2016, a New York City pop-up shop opened (to crowds lining up around the block) called the Period Shop, where women could buy all things period related: cute undies, tampons, pads, chocolate bars, Midol, pajama pants, liners, you name it. Plastered on the subway are lascivious ads (suggestive fruit, sophisticated-looking women) for Thinx panties, with the tagline “Underwear for Women with Periods.” It’s a bit of a bummer that these developments are happening just as my period is on the wane, but never mind! Always happy to embrace a feminist trend, I rose to the occasion and promptly ordered Thinx online for my daughters. They seem to be a wondrous thing. You wear them instead of tampons or pads and the blood gets absorbed somewhere in the crotch and then washes away, leaving no stains! Hallelujah for women everywhere!


If your period is gone, Thinx’s big-sister brand Icon could be the magic bullet for incontinence. Peeing yourself is a secret rarely passed down through the generations like a delicious apple pie recipe. According to a study by the University of California, Davis, 68 percent of women over forty experience leakage at least once a month. And nobody talks about it! Why? Because it’s humiliating and made all the more so by our silence. Lead researcher Elaine Waetjen, MD, says that the fear of peeing oneself causes some women to avoid travel or attending social events. “There’s embarrassment,” she adds. “Some of my patients come to me and say they didn’t feel comfortable talking to a male physician. Sometimes people were never asked. Some think it’s such a normal consequence of having children and getting older that it’s something they have to live with.” (Read more about the betrayal of the bladder in chapter seven.) Forget extra-strength maxipads or the dreaded adult diapers Depends; modern technology is finally doing something to make women’s genital lives a little easier.





SUMMER’S HERE AND THE WATER’S WARM




Oh, how I regret not having worn a bikini for the entire year I was twenty-six. If anyone young is reading this, go, right this minute, put on a bikini, and don’t take it off until you’re thirty-four.


—NORA EPHRON, I FEEL BAD ABOUT MY NECK




AS USUAL, NORA WAS SPOT ON. If we had only known how luscious we were when we were younger, we could have spent so much less time agonizing over our bodies and so much more time conquering the world. I remember, on my first honeymoon in the Caribbean at the ripe age of twenty-three, spending no less than half the week agonizing about how fat I felt in my J.Crew shorts. Wow! What a fool I was, and how early it starts. According to research by The American Journal of Maternal/Child Nursing, 80 percent of ten-year-old girls believe they are fat and suffer from poor body image, kicking off a negative mind-set that harms overall self-esteem throughout the teenage years and well beyond. I now look back at those photographs of my younger self and marvel at my beauty. If only this imperative to appreciate ourselves through every phase of our lives were something that we could really convey to our daughters! We know now that it truly doesn’t matter if we were flat, busty, chubby, skinny—in our teens and twenties we were also the pink of perfection, limber limbed and gorgeous. And if we were being generous with ourselves, we’d realize that the same is true now! In ten years we’ll look back at some photo we cringe over today and think, “Damn, what a knockout.” Same goes for ten years after that. So, Jesus—when do we just say, “Enough is enough. I’m good now. This is good”?




KATHERINE: When my great-aunt Helen was 100 (she lived to 102), she said, “Oh to be 90 again.” I think of this often as I struggle with time, its uni-directionality, its finitude, its casualties.





Empowerment talk aside, bathing suit shopping is not for wimps—I’ll give you that. Definitely low on the list of things I look forward to doing. I find it hard, and have since I became a teen. The situation isn’t much better for girls today. Discovery Girls, a magazine for elementary school girls, recently drew a firestorm of criticism for its feature offering tips for finding the best bathing suit for your body type. It included suggestions for girls who are “curvy up top,” “straight up and down,” and “rounder in the middle.” Ugh. The backlash was fierce but too late; the issue had already been sent out to nine hundred thousand tweens.


There are some bright spots, such as the online retailer ModCloth using its staff to model its swimsuit collection. Target has featured plus-sized models and in 2016 launched a “body positive swimsuit campaign” on social media, #NOFOMO (“no fear of missing out,” for those of you, like me, who are slow on hip acronyms), encouraging real women to proudly post bikini pics. A couple of years ago, Sports Illustrated also jumped on the bandwagon, including Nicola Graham, fifty-six, in its annual bathing suit issue. Time will tell if these efforts are a lasting trend or simply marketing plans that will go in and out of favor depending on what sells.


Meanwhile, there is bathing suit shopping. Who was the sadist who designed the average department or sporting goods store swimsuit section dressing rooms? There are exceptions, like the high-end bathing suit designer Malia Mills, who has consciously created lovely, comfortable shopping oases bathed in natural light (and also features women of many shades, shapes, and ages on her website), but the typical experience is like stripping down in a fluorescent-lit coffin—one that is lined with a funhouse mirror. You will never, ever look as good in any suit you try on in that space as you will when you are actually having a wonderful time on the beach or by the pool, and the shopping experience can really ruin a whole day, or even the whole week in the wrong hormonal phase.


But there is a better way. This is how I like to do it when I realize the only suit I love is pilling and sheer enough to reveal my butt crack: I power up my laptop, find a friendly swimwear purveyor who offers free shipping and free returns (there are so many, from Zappos, which carries the famed La Blanca suit, to Gottex on Amazon, to Swimsuitsforall.com, which carries larger sizes), and purchase at least five bathing suits. Don’t forget to read the sizing details carefully. Over the years, retailers have tried to flatter women by making clothing sizes bigger (oh my God, I’m a two!), while most bathing suit manufacturers have retained semitraditional sizing (oh my God, I’m a sixteen!). Ordering hundreds of dollars’ worth of spandex online can feel nerve-racking, but repeat after me: “Free shipping and free returns.” Just don’t pull off that skanky sanitary crotch strip! When the box arrives, all you’ll need is a full-length mirror, a glass of wine, and candlelight. It takes a little creativity, but you can turn what can be a daunting experience into one that’s fun and sensual.


PLAN B


WHEN CONSIDERING SUMMER ATTIRE, we may reach a moment when the bikini feels too daunting. Or even the one-piece. And we may still bounce back from that moment to try again. But when feeling insecure, be kind to yourself. There are still choices. There’s the skirted bathing suit route—not for everyone, but always an option, and one I embraced a few times postpartum.


For whatever reason, at this moment in my life a skirted suit screams, “I give up! I am old!” So I’m recommending Plan B, “Embrace the Caftan.” Sometime back, writer Veronique Hyland wrote a perfect little piece in New York magazine called “How to Get Your Body Caftan-Ready for Summer.” You get the idea: screw torturing yourself to get “bikini ready” in twenty-one days. Forget trying to look like your daughters in their bathing suits. It’s not going to work anyway. Live your life, enjoy yourself, and go shopping (I love Calypso and Plume Collection) for a badass caftan, or ten!


Hyland claims that on the West Coast, caftan parties are all the rage and that actress Christina Hendricks is leading the charge. Whether true or invented, this is a trend I can really ride with abandon.


These are Hyland’s steps (and every one but the first is highly optional):




1. Select a caftan of your chosen gauge and length. Stroke its gauzy fabric and whisper into its folds.


2. Let your flesh settle into the crevices of your comfortable, comfortable caftan.


3. Crumbs? Let them fall where they may, swaddled in your caftan.


4. Throw out your razor.


5. Throw out your bra.


6. Throw out the aloe vera lotion you bought last summer. You will not be getting sunburned this summer.


7. Release your inhibitions. Feel the rain on your skin.




We’ve talked about swimsuits, cover-ups, shoes, underpinnings—everything but the actual clothes. When it comes to midlife fashion, these are the easy things, the peripheral items we actually play around with. The basics—the pants, the skirts, the dresses, the jeans, the coats—are harder and very individual. Speaking with the the Wall Street Journal about why women’s apparel spending decreases in midlife, Gretchen Pace, general manager of Neiman Marcus in Beverly Hills, notes that mature women are a prime opportunity for retailers. “It isn’t that women over forty-five don’t want to shop anymore,” Ms. Pace says. “It just isn’t easy.”


What we need to remember is that this is a phase, and a tricky one. This period of transition—psychological, physical, emotional—is profound, and we are finding our way to a new identity, almost a coming-of-age like the one we went through as teenagers.


Simplicity might help. Any good fashion guide will tell you, and probably more so as you age, that one trick is to find some basics that you love and stick with them. I’ve noticed I’ve become way less preoccupied by trends and in many ways fret less about actual clothing items than younger women do. And my closet is no longer clogged with cheap fast-fashion items that have a shelf life of less than six months. “Chic is not a young girl’s game,” says Veronica Webb, the model and actress, who is fifty-two. “It’s something that is acquired not with money, but with time and trial and error.”




BLISS: I fear appearing as if I’m clinging to my youth by wearing clothes or hairstyles or makeup that would better suit a younger woman. I think age is as much about a state of mind and a posture of being in your body as about how many wrinkles and rolls you have. My mom is seventy-eight and still dances and performs regularly, and her body is erect, graceful, and vital. But she doesn’t like to wear certain things that she used to wear—tighter jeans, above-the-knee skirts, low necklines, and I don’t think it’s about some self-consciousness that she doesn’t look good in those things, but more as if she would appear to be betraying the age and person she really is. I wrestle now when sometimes putting on things that feel more appropriate for a woman in her twenties or thirties between thinking, screw that, I’ll wear what I want, and also that it’s okay to dress my age.





Personally I have two lists, one of items I desperately hope to avoid (but probably won’t be able to; let’s be real), and the other my coveted basics that I’ll cling to as I go gray and become infirm.


YOU GO, GIRL, BUT PLEASE NOT IN THESE


THERE ARE PLENTY OF WOMEN, and women I admire, who would say that there’s nothing we can’t wear as we age. They say, “Fuck anyone telling us what to do; I’ll do what I want.” This is a concept I embrace in principle, but perhaps not always in practice. There are, indeed, for me, some types of clothing and accessories that I dearly hope I’ll never resort to, and particularly all at once, God forbid. These are items that say to me, “Call me Aunt Francine now.” In other words, while I have nothing per se against these items, and even imagine I will wear them at some point in the future (or even already have—shhh, don’t tell!), they nevertheless represent something upsetting to me. Something about getting older and no longer being sexy or relevant in the way I still want to be. It’s the awareness that their presence on my body may signify an aging out of what I used to love to wear and, indeed, who I used to be.


I broached the subject of “what not to wear” in a post to the group and was nearly knocked over and left for dead by the force of everyone’s opinions. The comments cascaded over one another, “No muumuus and Birkenstocks,” being drowned out by “But I’m wearing a muumuu and Birkenstocks!” Some ladies eschewed fuchsia, others teal. A brand loved by one was despised by another. And it was all in good fun, not about what another person should wear but what each one of us avoided because she equated it with being shunted out to pasture.




HEATHER: I’ll no longer wear the weight of the world on my shoulders. I tried it on when I was younger and it did nothing for me.





Women’s choices about what to wear are loaded with memory and cultural meaning. When we are younger we may get dressed to seek attention (or escape from it), to be provocative, to rebel. My middle-aged friends’ biases ranged from what is and is not considered “age appropriate,” to what was popular in the stifling hometown escaped at age seventeen, to how the movies depict “batty old ladies.” Making your own list may seem a little silly, but it actually helped many of us to lighten our emotional baggage and loosen our self-imposed rules.


TEN THINGS I HOPE TO NEVER WEAR


HERE GOES, MY LIST. I made it for myself, and I’m sure it will change as I age, but it made me feel good. It helps me now, as my sense of self is shifting and I’m passing from one phase of life to another, to be clear about my preferences.


Remember, it is tongue firmly in cheek, because you should wear whatever the heck you want. We all know that you look fabulous if you feel fabulous, and I have no skin in the game of other women’s choices.




1.   Eileen Fisher (and Chico’s and Talbots and Lands’ End). A number of years ago, my best friend and I were musing about what we’d wear when we were “old.” We settled on Eileen Fisher but assured each other that would be in the far distant future. (Joke’s on us; here we are already!) “Am I ready for Eileen Fisher?” became our code for “Is it time to scrap my whole style/wardrobe?” Don’t get me wrong: I think head-to-toe Eileen Fisher can look fabulous on a five-foot-ten master triathlete or a dimpled pixie art gallery owner with stunning silver hair. I own a gold-colored fifteen-year-old sateen quilt by Eileen that remains among my most prized bedding, and a couple of pieces of her clothing. But relying on head-to-toe sack clothing makes me feel like I have something to hide.


2.   Chunky accessories. Last summer I took a trip to Maine and in Kennebunkport wandered into a lovely little shop that looked from the outside like a flower boutique. It turned out, inside, to be cornucopia of midlife/later-life accessories. The proprietor, a lovely woman in her late seventies, had gorgeous white hair in a small bun on the top of her head. She was swathed in flowing purple linen and reminded me (in a good way) of Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle. Her store was literally sagging under the weight of her merchandise. On every surface—everywhere!—there were gigantic necklaces and earrings, and rainbow-hued scarves and pleather purses in bright colors. There were fake pearls the size of jawbreakers, huge chunks of amethyst hanging from inch-wide chain links. I felt like an elf in a jewelry store; absolutely everything was oversized. I realized, after walking around in a stupor for a few minutes, that this is a certain kind of place that a certain kind of woman would adore. Not me. I’m not saying this jewelry is ugly; I’m saying for me it’s like screaming, “I’m trying to distract from my changing face.”


3.   Bright-colored reading glasses. I try these on occasionally (again, is the idea to distract from our wrinkles?), and if my teenage daughters are with me, they shudder and say, “Please, no!” But they are awfully cute, and I do love purple…


4.   Birkenstocks. Like birds migrating en masse or sea turtles crawling onto the beach to nest, there was a spontaneous mystery moment when women everywhere apparently made a tacit pact: Birkenstocks are the new stilettos. The German brand that touts its “tradition since 1774,” as if that were a selling point, responded by producing sandals with racy colors, metallics, and collaborations with upscale stores like Barneys, but still, let’s not kid ourselves. Flat, triangular plates lashed to your bunioned tootsies with wide leather straps are comfy, but not a hot look. I’ve owned the occasional chic silver ’Stocks over the years, but I dread becoming the woman who wears them every day. The way they make my toes spread makes me feel like eating granola and taking up macramé.


5.   Head-to-toe black. Unless you are part of a coven. On second thought, that would be awesome. Joking aside, we all wear head-to-toe black sometimes, because it’s easy, but as a “look” it seems dour at this stage of life and I’m veering away from it (which is very frustrating because it used to work just fine—why is that?!).


6.   Turtlenecks. A hotly debated clothing item with powerhouse icons like Diane Keaton, Nora Ephron, and Diane Sawyer on the pro side. They make some women feel safe and cozy and camouflaged; they make me feel as if I’m getting hives. Also, as I age I think they accentuate my sagging neck, which might not be the desired look. I’m more of a Helen Mirren wannabe myself—as long as I have breasts, I might as well show some cleavage.


7.   Mom jeans. The hipster girls scouring the racks of the Salvation Army for vintage high-waisted Lees are wrong and Tina Fey is right (as usual). However, praise be the demise of the ultralow jean and the comeback of the midrise with a hint of stretch. (See the next list, “Ten Staples I Hope Will Take Me a Long Way.”)


8.   Crocs. Of all the things on my list, I would hope that we are at least all in agreement on the hideousness of Crocs. Unless you are wading in a body of water or mud or are Mario Batali, no one over the age of ten should wear these things.


9.   Fanny packs. They seem like a relic of days gone by, but I think my aunt Francine still wears one when she comes to visit us here in New York City. Not me, please.


10. This is actually not one thing I fear, but a plethora of clothing items I would rather avoid as I become “more mature” but don’t even seriously think I’d ever entertain: Velour tracksuits, UGGs, red hats, shoulder pads, pleated khakis. I wanted to put “beaded eyeglass chains” here, but the truth is, I already have one.




All this said, here’s the crux of the problem: What are the chic choices? We’re caught between a rock and a hard place. We don’t want to feel like we’ve given up, but we also don’t want to look like we’re desperately clinging to our youth. We avoid certain items that trigger self-censorship and shame by conjuring old-school sexist phrases like “mutton dressed as lamb” and new-school sexist phrases like “1661” (when a woman looks sixteen from the back and sixty-one from the front).


My friend Anne, who has long blond hair, jokes, “I swear, men have nearly fallen off their bicycles in a Twilight Zone mind bend after riding past me and realizing the babe that they just ogled could be their mother.” She says it doesn’t sting because—guess what?—she doesn’t care about being desirable to a twenty-year-old boy. But it is emblematic of the fact that our culture still doesn’t know what to make of women who are neither very young nor very old, especially ones who don’t conform to certain expectations.


During the 2016 Academy Awards, costume designer Jenny Beavan received an Oscar for her work on Mad Max: Fury Road. When she mounted the stage wearing a leather motorcycle jacket, loose black blouse, cool tribal jewelry, and trousers, the gilded audience of Hollywood glitterati was deafeningly silent. Cameras caught some spectators glowering and others giggling. Stephen Fry, while hosting the BAFTAs, referred to her as a “bag lady.” Beavan brilliantly shrugged off the incident, telling a reporter, “You’ve seen me. I’m short, I’m fat. I really would look ridiculous in a gown. What I was wearing at the Oscars was an homage to Mad Max—a kind of biker outfit.” She added, “The only thing I would like is for my outfit to have a positive effect on what women feel about themselves. You don’t actually have to look like a supermodel to be successful. If that could be a takeaway, I think that would be a good thing.” Brava and perfectly spoken by a woman who snagged an Oscar designing costumes for a film about a renegade warrior woman and a matriarchal biker gang of seed-storing crones who save the world from a demented patriarchal despot.


Fashion and style are perhaps trivial compared to some of the other challenges we face, but what we wear and how we are perceived by the world is tightly wound up with status and self-esteem. It behooves us women to define ourselves. We certainly don’t want to let anybody else do it for us.


TEN STAPLES I HOPE WILL TAKE ME A LONG WAY




I get ideas about what’s essential when packing my suitcase.


—DIANE VON FURSTENBERG




YOU AND ME BOTH, GIRL. These are my desert island clothes. The items I would pack into an overnight bag if forced to abandon the rest of my wardrobe. My list is so simple as to be incredibly dull. Yours may have gauchos or spangled shawls. Whatever it is, own it!




1.   Jeans. As painful as it can be to go shopping for jeans. (I’m always terrified I’m going to need my husband’s size. I know it’s irrational, but that’s some sort of Rubicon to me.) I can never pull skinny jeans all the way up, and low-rise jeans are dicey when you have a muffin top. But you really can find a decent, flattering pair of jeans to wear with basically everything, although it takes some bravery and persistence. Once you own them, you’ll be grateful for them every day. Since you don’t have to bow to jean trends, go for it and get two pairs of the same style.


2.   A denim skirt. The girly, dressed-up version of jeans. I love a straight one to just above the knee, and my current favorite buttons up the front. But long ones, flared ones, wraps, they are all good.


3.   Short-sleeve black cotton crewneck T-shirts. They are flattering with the right bra, dressy with a necklace. The epitome of simple and chic.


4.   A couple of high-quality cashmere sweaters. Both of my faves are slightly oversized, one crewneck and one V-neck, one gray and one black, and I wear them all the time with everything.


5.   Wedges. However high or low you like, but I think a wedge is almost always sexy. I like them high, and even though I will one day break my ankle, I persist!


6.   Clogs. As discussed. Love a clog! The more the merrier.


7.   Pajamas and lingerie. We’ve already established that, for me, a bit of lace and silk feels sexy, whether worn for sleep only or peeking out of a top during the day.


8.   Simple gold jewelry. Just some nice hoops and a long necklace; no need to get too funky or chunky.


9.   A glam pair of sunglasses. I like to go a little big and movie star–ish. Especially useful on dog walks when I haven’t had enough sleep.


10. A chic wool coat. For me this means long with a wrap sort of belt and luxurious material you can fold in around your neck. A good coat is like a suit of armor that you can throw over anything and head into your day with confidence.




The point is not to have my list of staples but for you to figure out your own. What do you know you feel fantastic in? What would you pack into a single carry-on? I believe there is little point in wearing clothes that make you self-conscious, whether or not they are considered by others to be “tasteful” or “age appropriate” or whatever the fuck. Mindfully cultivating an attitude of not caring about what others think is very different from “giving up.”


Find some style role models and keep them in mind as you traverse this aging continuum. They are out there! Are you, like me, inspired by Helen Mirren? Or Robin Wright in House of Cards? Julia Louis-Dreyfus in Veep. Michelle Obama, Holly Hunter, Parker Posey, Kim Cattrall! These are mine; who are yours?


Fifty-four-year-old Sophie Fontanel is a French journalist who has become a middle-aged style sensation. She posts daily fashion selfies on Instagram and now has more than sixty thousand followers. Among her many fashion tips (buy vintage, think about contrasting proportions, get comfortable taking selfies—love yourself!), this is my favorite:




If you are obsessing at my age of being sexy, you will suffer a lot, because there are a lot of younger women everywhere, at any time. I think instead of putting yourself in competition with the younger woman, you have to just find the way you appeal and it can be very, very invisible.





An interesting twist on the concept of becoming invisible, don’t you think?


Ultimately, fashion in the second half of our lives is as much about feeling good as about looking good. Woolfer Kristen said, “I thought I would never wear a brooch. Then the other day I did. On a sleek modern dress, I wore the brooch of my late mother-in-law to express my wish for her to be present at our nephew’s wedding, and it worked. I felt so mature and so relieved that I now have the freedom to wear whatever I like whenever I like. This is the freedom that comes with ‘being over the hump.’ It’s definitely not all bad.” Like white before Memorial Day, sartorial rules are made to be broken if you feel awesome. Never say never. If you feel like going to the grocery store in your pajamas, who’s going to stop you?


I leave you with this:




Elegance is not the prerogative of those who have just escaped from adolescence, but of those who have already taken possession of their future.


—COCO CHANEL
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