

[image: Illustration]






ALSO BY BROOKE SHIELDS


There Was a Little Girl


Down Came the Rain


It’s the Best Day Ever, Dad!


Welcome to Your World, Baby









[image: Illustration]









PIATKUS


First published in United States of America in 2025 by Flatiron Books, an imprint of Macmillan Books


First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Piatkus


Copyright © Brooke Shields, 2025


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


This is a true story, though some names, identities, or details have been withheld or changed.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-0-34944-191-7


Piatkus
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


The authorised representative
in the EEA is
Hachette Ireland
8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15,
D15 XTP3, Ireland
(email: info@hbgi.ie)


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









To all the women in this new era of life: It’s an unexpected, scary, emotional, bittersweet time—and yet also refreshingly beautiful and exciting. Please give yourself room for mistakes, successes, and joy. Don’t be afraid. Be excited for what’s to come. And guess what? No matter what happens, you’ll figure it out. You always have!
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The first time it hit me that I had reached “a certain age” was while strolling through the streets of downtown New York with my daughters. They are, if I may be so bold, stunning girls. Rowan is a strawberry blonde with curves to die for; Grier is six feet tall, all legs, and towers over me. They’re also funny, fiercely intelligent, thoughtful, and kind, though I guess those traits are less obvious to the casual observer.


On this particular day, we were walking side by side, me in the middle, and it was impossible not to notice the admiring looks from various passersby. Over the years I’ve become used to being recognized on the street, but this time was different: the looks weren’t cast in my direction, but at the two beauties by my side. I had every single feeling, all at once. What are you doing ogling my babies I will cut you but also aren’t they gorgeous but also, wait, no one’s gazing at me? When did that happen? Am I over? Protectiveness, pride, melancholy—it all smacked me upside the head in one quintessential New York minute.


There was also the time I was doing a photo shoot, and after a couple shots I took a peek at the monitor. “I think there’s some dust on the camera lens,” I said to the photographer, pointing to a weird line on my cheek. His response was something to the effect of a pitying “Awww, you’re cute.” There was no dust. That “something” was a wrinkle.


I didn’t have my first child until I was thirty-seven. I went through a hard time after I had Rowan, suffering from postpartum depression, which I wrote about in my first book, Down Came the Rain. But with the help of good medical professionals and the right medication, I felt like myself again, more or less, by her first birthday. I had Grier when I was forty, and the ensuing decade felt, in a word, playful. That was a brand-new feeling for me. I remember thinking in my forties, This isn’t old at all! This is fun! Keep in mind, I’d been treated like an adult (and was expected to behave like one) since I was a kid. At forty, it was as though my biological age finally aligned with the age I’d felt for decades. I felt mature yet still playful. I was firing on all cylinders, and at the risk of sounding like Maria von Trapp, the world seemed full of possibilities. I felt like I was being primed for a moment when I could finally pat myself on the back and say “You’ve earned it!” if I chose to take a break. Plus, I’d arrived at a place of self-acceptance. I actually liked my body and no longer compared it to the runway models. (I never did runway and believed those girls were “skinny,” whereas I was considered “athletic”—in my modeling days, a euphemism for “not skinny.”) At forty, relieving myself of being compared to others felt like freedom. Mine was a body to be proud of. This body gave me babies! This body could dance! I had curves and was okay with that! It wasn’t exactly “I am woman, hear me roar,” but I certainly felt like, “I am woman, hear me more.”


And yet, as my forties progressed into my fifties, I began to notice that external perceptions didn’t seem to match up with my internal sense of self. My industry no longer received me with the same enthusiasm I had come to expect. The vibe from casting agents and producers, but also my fans, was more: you need to stop time . . . and maybe even reverse it. Case in point: at a routine dermatological appointment (to get a mole checked out), the doctor, unsolicited, waved his hand around my face and said, “We could fix all that . . .”


“All what?” I asked.


“You know, all the”—cue more hand waving—“you know.”


What the hell? Who asked for your opinion? I thought as I heard myself say, “Thank you, but not yet.”


Maybe it took seeing myself through the eyes of other people to fully understand that, in fact, I was entering a new era of life. I mean, I was aware that some things were changing. I get tired now in a way I never did before. I literally can’t read the fine print, and I hate it. I used to get mad at my mom for always misplacing her reading glasses, and now it’s me saying “Grier, honey, have you seen my readers?” I like doing needlepoint and puzzles, which admittedly feels a bit geriatric. Am I in my mahjongg era?? I need 2.5s for these granny activities!


And yes, sometimes I put on a pair of pants that once fit, and think, God, this used to be so much easier. Or I watch my kids, who can sleep until noon without stirring at the garbage trucks or sirens outside, and think, Ah, youth. There was a time when I could go to bed without taking a pill or being up for hours in the middle of the night, what was that like? And though these shockingly beautiful young women spend hours in front of the very mirrors I try to avoid, they still don’t realize how fresh and perky and unaffected by gravity their bodies are—just like we didn’t at their age. (I mean, the butt and the boobs! How did I not appreciate that when I had it?) They complain that they hate their legs, whereas my knees are now practically lower than my calves. How is that even a thing? We are always chasing, never appreciating, and what runs through my mind is, Ugh, where is the justice?? Why are we forever criticizing ourselves and our bodies while seeking ridiculous perfection? Why do we never see how unique and special we are? And why, when we finally take the pressure off or count our blessings or just enjoy who we are, is it practically too late?


But while I don’t feel as invincible as I did in my youth, I also don’t feel fifty-nine. When I was a kid, fifty-nine seemed so OLD, but it sure doesn’t feel old to me now! When I say my age out loud, I know it may sound old to some people, but I truly don’t feel, in any way, aged. Aging is a journey full of contradictions, especially in America. It’s humbling and surprising and empowering and daunting and liberating. In plenty of cultures, older people are revered. In Korea, the sixtieth and seventieth birthdays are considered major life events, marked by parties and feasts. In Native American communities, elders are often referred to as “wisdom-keepers”—they’re considered community leaders. In India, elders have the final word in family disputes. In the Henchy-Shields household, on the other hand, this elder is constantly told, “Mom, you just don’t get it!”


In fact, a March 2023 cover story of the American Psychological Association’s Monitor on Psychology described ageism in America as “one of the last socially acceptable prejudices.”1 Brands trip over themselves to capture the coveted eighteen-to-thirty-four demographic, even though surveys have found it’s women over forty who have the most purchasing power: we have accumulated wealth, and we’re making 85 percent of the household-buying decisions.2 The numbers for women over fifty are even more staggering: We control a net worth of $19 trillion, and spend 2.5 times that of the average person.3 Women in their forties and fifties are treated like we’re invisible, even though we’re one of the fastest-growing demographics in the country. (One in four Americans is a woman over forty.4) We are ignored by brands, and when we are targeted, it’s for wrinkle cream or menopause supplements. Talk about shortsighted.


This notion of invisibility is so widespread, so pervasive, that it has become the namesake of a social phenomenon, aptly dubbed “invisible woman syndrome.” The gist? When we are no longer deemed sexy or able to contribute to society by birthing and raising young children, our value diminishes. We are overlooked, ignored, or worse, not seen at all.


And the older we get, the more extreme it gets. An analysis of nearly eleven thousand ads featuring over twenty thousand people in 2021 and 2022 found that those featuring women over sixty years old amounted to a whopping 0.93 percent of all advertisements.5 You read that right: less than one percent of all advertisements feature women over sixty, even though the 2020 census found that one in six people in America is over sixty-five.6


According to a survey of women over forty by the advertising agency Fancy (which is specifically focused on marketing to a female audience), most women over forty feel that brands “underestimate their spending power and intelligence while overestimating their preoccupation with appearance.”7 We are, it turns out, more than just a demographic obsessed with looking younger. We embody vitality. We are smart and vibrant and powerful and ambitious. We are experienced, confident, capable, and complicated. We are running shit.


The truth is, I still can’t quite get over that I’m using words like “aging” and “elder” in the same breath as I talk about myself and my friends. I’m not even sixty! I may not be playing the ingénue or the girl next door or even the first love, but I’m not exactly the grandmother in Titanic.


And yet, no one knows what to do with me. After all, Brooke Shields is not allowed to get old. The sixteen-year-old Calvin Klein model? Time magazine’s face of the ’80s? It’s sacrilegious! I remember seeing a picture of what Marilyn Monroe would look like if she were still alive today, and it was truly impossible to wrap my head around. But she died looking like Marilyn Monroe. For me, as my body and face change in all the ways they should (don’t get me started on my thinning, graying eyebrows), there is this sense of How dare you? That was never the plan, young lady! And, to be totally honest, there have been times when it’s made me feel like a disappointment. Maybe you’ve felt this way, too—maybe you were an athlete in your youth, singled out for your form and speed, and now you can still swim or run or play tennis or whatever, but not at the same level. You’re still strong, but you had the audacity to grow older, to change, to slow down a bit, to not die young or stop aging entirely. You survived, and it should be celebrated, and yet there’s a sense that you’re not as valuable or exceptional as you once were, and therefore you’re letting people down. And these reactions can cause us to feel disappointed in ourselves, too. I look back sometimes and feel like I’ve done something wrong because I no longer have the body or the face that I used to have. And yet, if I did anything drastic to hold on to my looks from my youth or to stop aging, I’d be judged or chastised for that, too.


Generally speaking, at fifty-nine, I feel more confident than I ever have. I’m more comfortable in my skin and have stopped comparing myself to this ideal or worrying about that expectation. But I’ll admit that even as I’m experiencing this newfound sense of satisfaction, I have to remind myself, sometimes daily, that I am good enough. The old negative tapes are lying in wait in the Walkman (remember those!?), ready for me to press play at any moment. But I also realize that if I don’t wear makeup or the “right”-sized jeans and someone has a problem with it, that’s on them. And yes, I continue to exercise and take care of my skin, but I think of it now as a privilege, because it makes me feel better. Do I sometimes wish that all my bits had remained higher and perkier? Or that I had the same skin that appeared on the cover of Life magazine in 1983? Of course I do! Who doesn’t miss the gifts of youth? But this is a body—and soul—that has carried me through a lot, and I’m not ashamed to admit that I think I deserve some credit for this life well lived. We do all this work and get through hard times and suddenly you have a line on your face, and that one little wrinkle carries more weight than decades of accomplishments.


I’ll tell you, it took me a long time to have the guts to say that I deserved a bit more respect. Something began to shift in me around age forty. I started to own myself and my narrative in a new way. I’m not sure what it was that finally clicked, though becoming a mother probably had something to do with it. What I do know is that gaining that deeper sense of identity allowed me to speak up when others tried to diminish me. It’s allowed me to look within and identify patterns and break cycles. It’s allowed me to take on new risks and challenges. I know who I am and what I have to offer, and I’ve stopped hoping or trying to be different, or something that I’m not.


Of course, as proud as I am of how far I’ve come . . . there is still so much that I want to do. I want to pile into a camper with my daughters and my husband and take a cross-country road trip (although we’d probably end up killing each other, and the romance of the Porta Potti would surely wear off quickly). I want to learn to play an instrument. I want to get back to being fluent in French (it was my college major, after all). I want to travel to places I haven’t been. The list goes on.


All of this is doable, because there’s a lot of freedom that comes with age. It’s more fun to take a dance class when you can truly let yourself dance like no one is watching. It’s more fun to go out with friends when you aren’t worrying if you said the wrong thing or if people are talking about you behind your back. It’s more fun to go to a restaurant alone when you realize that no one is wondering why you don’t have a companion . . . that no one is looking at you at all, because they’re all dealing with their own shit. And while, yes, my body is a little creakier than it once was, and it’s not as easy to lose weight, the truth is I can still do almost everything I used to do. And the things I can’t, well, I don’t really want to. I don’t want to surf (more on that in chapter 3). I don’t want to ski, unless it’s somewhere sunny and the trail is long and relatively flat—I just don’t feel like exposing myself to freezing temperatures, fighting scary moguls, and navigating with the gear. But I don’t feel limited. I’m happy that, at least for me, the moment for more intense, competitive activities has passed, and the moment for new emotional beginnings has arrived. I don’t have to prove myself anymore. This is it. This is me! And if there is something I want to change, then I can make the decision to do so.


What I’ve come to realize—not only from my own lived experience but also from conversations with other women my age—is that these “later” years are all about coming into your own and pivoting in the directions you’ve always wanted to go. You can finally live the life you intended to, because you no longer have to act in accordance with external timelines, something that is part and parcel of being a woman. I don’t have to get married by this date or have kids by this age or get a certain job before that milestone. My time is my own.


And yet—this newfound gift has come as a bit of a surprise. After all, the narrative we’ve been served for years is that it’s all downhill for women after a certain age. As I hit my midfifties, I grew increasingly curious about the disconnect between how this age feels and how it’s portrayed in our culture and society. I talked to other women my age who felt the same tension I did— both personally empowered and systemically dismissed. And this idea of being collectively ignored . . . it irked me. I started connecting even more with women over forty, online and on social media, because I wanted to dig into what makes aging hard and what makes it great. What began as an online community to discuss health, aging, sexuality, relationships, and just plain living—to dish about all those things you can’t say to anyone except your closest girlfriends—evolved into a hair-care brand, Commence, and a new business. So here I am, a first-time CEO in my fifties, inspired to start a business—and write a book!—all because of society’s most uninspiring take on women my age.


My first two memoirs, Down Came the Rain and There Was a Little Girl, were at their core about overcoming obstacles: first, postpartum depression, and second, losing my mom. But there is nothing to “overcome” about aging. That’s the whole point! This time of our lives is something to enjoy and revel in, not something to merely survive. So if those books were about how I persevered through tough moments, this one is about how I took ownership and agency of a moment I’d been told would be tough, but really is rich and complex. But come on, life is complex. This book is about embracing an era that has been billed as an obstacle when, in reality, it’s a stimulus. Yes, it has new and difficult challenges, but it doesn’t have to be viewed as torture or a time to throw in the towel. I’m not trying to stave off this period, or deny it, or pretend I’m not in it. I’m taking the whole mess of it and reminding myself, and hopefully other women, that we have the elements we need to thrive. The story we’ve been told is, in a word, bullshit. We are the narrators of our next chapters.


For too long, women have talked about aging only in whispers and behind closed doors. Maybe it’s because we’ve been embarrassed or ashamed. Maybe it’s because we don’t think anyone would want to hear what we have to say. These are understandable responses to our treatment by society, but they only serve to keep us isolated and disempowered. Recently, I had the pleasure of attending an intimate “couch conversation” with Gloria Steinem where she was talking about the challenges of being a woman today. The younger women in the room were eagerly asking her, “But how can we fix it? How can we be a force for change?” And she reminded us that “every important movement started in a room like this—in a basement, or a living room.” When we step out from behind those closed doors and use our voices to talk about the misunderstandings, the underestimations, we’re already starting to change them. Maybe even fix them.


As far as I can tell, these decades in our lives are a time to be celebrated. Sure, there will be some hot flashes (been there!), but we can wear layers. (Or take hormones, which I have done, but more on that later.) I can tell you that the discomfort of those moments is far outweighed by the delight that comes from making intentional friendships, pursuing new interests, discovering our peak confidence, and giving ourselves permission to make changes to our lives.


In 2023, my dear friend Ali Wentworth produced a documentary, Pretty Baby, about my life. Watching it, and seeing just how much I’ve been through, I couldn’t help but feel proud. I’m not saying everyone should make a documentary about their lives, but I hope you can look back at how far you’ve come, how much life you’ve lived in order to get to this moment, and give yourself credit for the feat that it is. And then I hope it gives you the jump start you need to figure out how to enjoy this new stage of your life. Because the time is now! If there is something you want to change, now’s the time to change it. If there’s something you want to stop, now’s the time to stop it. If there’s something you want to do, now’s the time to do it.


Being relegated to the sidelines, as misguided as it is, also offers us more room to fully be ourselves. There’s less pressure. We can push boundaries when we’re moving through the world without the watchful eyes of, well, everyone. In Why We Can’t Sleep: Women’s New Midlife Crisis, author Ada Calhoun reconsiders all the so-called negatives of getting older. “Could we see . . . our new-found midlife invisibility as a source of power?” she writes. “There are great advantages to being underestimated. Two of the best reporters I know are women in their fifties. They look so friendly and nonthreatening, if you notice them at all. They can lurk in any room without usually wary people remembering to keep their guard up. Then they write devastating whistle-blowing articles. The world ignores middle-aged women at its peril.”


At fifty-nine, I’m the one making the calls in my life—not my mother or the media or Hollywood or my family—which is something I’ve never felt before. And this should be true for all of us. It doesn’t matter what you’ve done, or what you think you’ve done (good or bad), or even what you always wanted to do. This is a new time. The same rules don’t apply. Is that disorienting? Maybe, but I like to give it a different spin: We can make our own rules.
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Previously Owned by Brooke Shields


REWRITING MY OWN SCRIPT


In early 2023, I got a call from Wayne Gmitter, longtime agent of Broadway legend Tommy Tune, who had a proposition for me: a two-week one-woman show at the Café Carlyle, a New York institution and cabaret lounge that once hosted the likes of Bobby Short, Elaine Stritch, Liza Minnelli, and Eartha Kitt. The regular booker at The Carlyle was on maternity leave, Wayne told me, and he was filling in. Getting me to headline a show was at the top of his agenda. Wayne thought the offer was a nobrainer—a show at The Carlyle carries prestige, and I’d never done it. I’d had a ten-day engagement at Feinstein’s, another cabaret club, in 2011, where I performed a compilation of songs from the seven Broadway shows I had done. While the show was well received by audiences, the critics basically said, “She’s no vocal powerhouse but she’s funny and she’s a good storyteller.” Obviously that hurt. I’d like to see those critics get up onstage and bust their asses doing something they’d never trained for and still manage to sell out every night! Reading the reviews, I remember thinking, Seriously, what more do they want from me? I need to be pretty and funny and a good actress, glamorous and the girl next door . . . and now I need to sing like Barbra Streisand, too? (As you can probably tell, I’m still a bit scarred.) Did I want to subject myself to that kind of pressure and scrutiny all over again? The answer was a no-brainer to me. The answer was obvious: NO.


I declined Wayne’s offer. He called back. I said no again. He called back again. I tried to explain to Wayne all the reasons why I couldn’t do it. “I don’t have a show,” I explained. “I’m not just going to get up there and do Broadway standards again.”


“Think about it,” was his response.


I told my husband, Chris, that Wayne had called with an offer, and I shared my reservations. His immediate reaction? “You have to do it. It’s The Carlyle!”


“You’re supposed to tell me that I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to,” I responded.


“You’ll be great,” he said. He brushed it off as such an easy undertaking.


Then Tommy Tune called. Tommy is a longtime mentor of mine. He cast me in Grease, where I played Rizzo, in one of the earliest examples of Broadway stunt casting. (I felt guilty about it at first, because I knew I was taking a job from real triple-threat actors, but I also knew my purpose and countered any judgment about my casting by working my ass off. I may not have been the most seasoned Broadway performer in the room, but I could study and learn from the best while keeping a show from closing by filling the seats and doing all the press. No one could beat me when it came to work ethic.) Tommy is the reason why I have a Broadway history and career, so when he talks, I listen. “Brooke, you can’t say no,” he said. “I believe in you.”


There were, as far as I could tell, a million reasons to say no. First of all, it costs the headliner money. You pay for the band, the orchestrations, the writing, the director. Also, I didn’t need it. It wasn’t like I was trying to rebrand my career as a cabaret star. It wasn’t necessarily on my bucket list, and honestly I worried people would judge me harshly once again. But at the end of the day, every excuse I came up with was pretty lame. It wasn’t like my schedule didn’t allow for a two-week engagement. (As it happened, the show’s run took place during the SAG-AFTRA strike, so I was lucky to be working at all. Theater is a different guild, which meant I wasn’t violating any union guidelines.) It didn’t take place out of town. I lived a twenty-minute Uber ride away from The Carlyle, maybe thirty minutes in today’s traffic. If singing was something I hated doing or didn’t get enjoyment from, even then it would seem more reasonable to say no, but the truth is that I love to sing! And when I sing songs that are in my range, I’m really proud of my sound. Plus, the skills that come from doing a one-woman show are something I wanted in my toolbox as a performer.


No, none of these were reasons not to do the show. There was a much simpler, and much deeper, reason why I was resisting: I was scared. I knew, deep down, that I was afraid of being critiqued; afraid of not finding my unique sound, one that was independent of the Broadway characters I had played in the past. Afraid of facing my own insecurities. Afraid, ultimately, of failing.


Before I go any further, let me be clear that this is not a “say yes to everything” book. One of the joys of getting older, as far as I can tell, is the ability to say no to the things you don’t want to do. It’s empowering to know what you want and go after it, but it’s just as empowering and important to know what you don’t want. It has taken me a loooooong time, and plenty of therapy, to understand that I don’t have to take every opportunity that comes my way just to keep proving my talent. I know, finally, that declining an offer doesn’t mean that I’m giving up, or that I’m a failure, or that I’m not ambitious. I used to think sleeping in was lazy—it meant that you weren’t maximizing your day. You could have used that time to exercise or clean your closet! Today I say, fuck that—sleep in! Enjoy it. But saying no to something I do want to do, out of fear alone? That ate away at me. It seemed senseless. It wasn’t how I’d lived my life thus far. In fact, that’s long been an MO of mine: if something scares you it probably means you should do it, because you’ll feel so good about it afterward.


Ultimately, I realized, I was terrified enough that I had to say yes. Well, shit.


Doing a one-woman show at this point in my life felt almost symbolic. In many ways, independence was the one thing I had been missing for the bulk of my existence. So much of my life had been lived in relation to other people. My mother, my husband, my kids. My mom was a hugely controlling force in my life. I used to think that if she died, I would die. That was how tethered I felt to her. When I married my first husband, Andre Agassi, I walked into another controlling, rigid relationship, and for a while I did whatever he said. Divorcing him, and then losing my mother, put me on a journey of investigating what I guess is life’s big question: Who am I? But in the time between the divorce and my mother’s death, I’d gotten married, again, and had kids—so the answer seemed to be “I’m Rowan and Grier’s mom. Chris’s wife.”


And then Rowan went to college, and Grier became a teenager who was perfectly capable of fending for herself, and I woke up one morning and felt hit over the head with the notion that Oh God, I have no context for this period of my life. When I was a kid, I was always expected to act older—be more mature, more sophisticated, handle the situation, deal with his or her addiction, be the professional. And it was so important to me, back then, to prove I could do it. All of it. I could achieve achieve achieve in my career and outside of it. I was an old soul in a young kid’s body, in part because I had to be but also because it seemed to be my nature. I couldn’t be derailed! (Rowan has this, too. She came out of the womb like a shark. The first thing she did upon entering the world was case the joint. I remember my girlfriend Lyda, who was in the room when both my daughters were born, saying, “Oh my god, she looks so unimpressed.”)


When I finally had kids of my own and got to sit on the floor and play with them, it all felt so new and joyous; my life felt full. But my kids no longer need me in the same way. When I go to their school, I see the younger moms meeting for coffee and having play-dates, a reminder that, oh, I’m not at that stage of life anymore. My husband is a wonderful partner and we’ve always been supportive of each other’s independence—but my role as a wife has also evolved, now that we aren’t raising children together so much as witnessing their young adulthood together (though luckily he’s never expected me to cook a family dinner every night, as I don’t have that gene, so there’s no change there). It’s freeing not to have external pressures or timelines around marriage or fertility or parenting, but it’s also confusing. I think it’s human nature to try to understand your place in the order of things, and my place felt increasingly unclear. It felt like this . . . limbo, maybe. Or nirvana. Or hell?!? I couldn’t tell, or I couldn’t decide. I’m not trying to wax philosophical, but as I entered my midfifties, I very much wondered, or at least felt like the world was wondering: if I no longer have working, producing ovaries, and if I’m not saying yes to society or someone else’s desires or needs, do I have value? If the same familiar rules don’t exist for this period of my life, do I exist?


Finding yourself in that nebulous place, in that wondering, is uncomfortable because it’s unfamiliar. For years, I’d just put my head down and moved forward, checking off the boxes on the timeline of how it’s expected a woman should live her life. Yes, I know mine hasn’t exactly been typical—I had my first job a month before I turned one, I starred in my first movie at nine— but I’ve held myself to the same standards as many of my peers. I went to college, went back to work, got married, had kids, raised them. And I’m still moving forward, but something major has shifted. I used to put everybody else’s needs ahead of my own. As a kid I was constantly burdened by obligations, whether to family, societal pressure, the demands of my industry, or even the public’s expectations of who I was supposed to be. Then children entered the picture and—poof!—I practically became a robot. I may not have cooked all the meals or driven the carpools or attended every sporting event, but I was still the one the kids wanted and needed whenever anything went wrong . . . or right. I was MOM. I was the comforter, the fixer, the healer, the listener, the juggler of all things family. And now, for the first time in over fifty years, I have become the hub of the wheel for myself rather than only what keeps everyone else’s lives spinning. And this new normal is, at least initially, as scary as it is liberating. Motherhood is an identity, but it’s also a shield. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve hidden behind the fact that I’m a mom. Who among us hasn’t used “I can’t because of the kids” to get out of social plans, or “I’m just going to put the baby down” as an exit strategy to get out of a room full of company that you just can’t handle anymore? (And then you curl up in bed and pass out next to your delicious baby.) Children can be the best excuse in the world.


Finding yourself in a period where you are no longer needed in the same ways may not only free you up to focus on other activities and yourself but it also forces you to confront yourself. To own up to who you are, and what you want or need. Now, if I want to leave a dinner party, I have to say “You know what, excuse me, I’ve got a big day tomorrow and I need to get my rest.” It’s like I’m parenting myself—constantly checking in and asking, What do I like about this? What do I not like? What do I want to do just for me? It’s gratifying and empowering, but it’s also awkward sometimes, the idea of putting my needs first and articulating them to others. It’s a skill I’m working on.


Given this new reality of my entire existence evolving into a one-woman enterprise, it seemed fitting to find myself thinking through a one-woman show for the cabaret stage. So, I called Wayne. Again. And I said yes. “But,” I cautioned, “I’m saying yes on the condition that I can find my own sound. I don’t want to sing the same old standards. I want to sing the songs I love and am good at vocally and that resonate with me. I want to tell my own stories.” And here the second blatant metaphor was not lost on me, as the autonomy of middle age requires finding your own voice. This was an incredible, albeit very public and high-stakes, opportunity to do just that. Carlyle, here I come.


My stories started with the tale of a maroon two-door 1983 Mercedes SEC. My first car. I bought it with my own money, two years after starring in Endless Love, and I used that car to drive back and forth from New York to New Jersey, where I went to high school. Fast-forward about thirty years, when a woman at a Starbucks recognized me and asked if she could show me a photo. I thought she was about to whip out a picture of herself dressed as me for Halloween (it wouldn’t have been the first time). Instead, she showed me a photo she took of a maroon 1983 Mercedes SEC she’d seen in New Jersey the day before. It had a FOR SALE sign in the back window, and at the bottom of the sign were the words: PREVIOUSLY OWNED BY BROOKE SHIELDS.


The seller wasn’t lying. I recognized the car immediately. It still had the I [image: Illustration] GSTAAD bumper sticker I’d put on it as a teenager. My mother and I had gone with Dodi Fayed (God rest his beautiful soul) on a ski trip in Gstaad, Switzerland, and I got the sticker in a local shop. I felt so international and a part of the jet set with that sticker. It didn’t quite translate next to the many Springsteenstickered Trans Ams in the Dwight Englewood high school parking lot, but I was proud anyway.


The car in the photo was totally my car. My mom had sold it to a guy in Jersey City after I graduated college and was living more permanently in Manhattan.


“Pfft, ‘previously owned by Brooke Shields’? Like that’s going to make the car run any better,” the woman felt the need to add. She did have a point, but in our fame-obsessed world, I guess the owner hoped the car’s provenance would help it fetch a better price. It got me thinking of all the other parts of my life that had been either sold off or given away over the years. So I bought the car back! I decided to use it, and that sign, as inspiration for the title of my Carlyle show.


For decades, much of my life had been owned by other people. My mother. The media. Hollywood. Fans. My husbands. My kids. Loss. The show, in many respects, was about thoroughly getting back on my feet and reclaiming my life. If I wasn’t previously owned by Brooke Shields, I certainly am now.


So much of my identity was wrapped up in my career that the last decade has at times felt like a slap in the face. Agents often tell me that I am “of a certain age” and no longer the love interest. (No shit. But news flash, I don’t wish to be.) I mostly get seen for parts that are mothers of kids older than my own. But my gripe with these roles is rarely the age of the characters so much as that the parts have no meat. No substance. I’ll read them thinking, Wait a minute, I’m so much more interesting now than I was back when I was being offered the ingenue roles. Why are these parts so one-dimensional? But in the eyes of Hollywood I am in no-man’s-land. As an actress in your forties or fifties, you aren’t Bridget Jones but you aren’t Miss Daisy, and so you languish. The stories for women in midlife are about wives who’ve been cheated on because, yes, they’re getting old, or sometimes you get the bitchy boss-type part—the older, insecure woman who bullies the heroine. Where can we watch depictions of the complex, layered lives that women actually live? Where are the on-screen narratives for women in their prime?


Before you write me off for wallowing in self-pity, let me point out that it’s not just in my head, and I am not alone. A 2019 study conducted in partnership with the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media and the first global study of its kind examined representations of “older adults” in 2019’s top-grossing films in the United States, Germany, France, and the UK. First of all, the title of the report on the study’s findings should tell you all you need to know: “Frail, Frumpy, and Forgotten: A Report on the Movie Roles of Women of Age.”1 What the actual fuck?


The report found that women over fifty were cast in exactly zero percent of movie leads that year. Of the movie characters over fifty (which made up 20 percent of all characters), only 25 percent were women. Translation: only 5 percent of characters on-screen were women over fifty. And these characters were disproportionately depicted as “senile,” “homebound,” “feeble,” and “frumpy.” It’s a truly absurd portrayal, and so far from today’s reality. Consider that by 2030, older adults (in this case, over fifty) are expected to outnumber children under ten. The 2022 US life expectancy for women was 80.2,2 which means fifty-year-olds have a good three decades to go, and forty-year-olds are only just hitting the midpoint. A bit of a long time to take to the bed, no?


Another study of women on-screen, this one of women in TV, had similar findings. According to this study,3 42 percent of major female characters on a broadcast show were women in their thirties, while women in their forties made up only 15 percent of that group, and women in their fifties only 8 percent. (Streaming was basically the same, going from 33 percent for the thirtysomethings to 14 percent for forties.) Entertainment is only one medium, but it both represents and influences how we perceive women of a certain age. Still, let’s look at other industries. Surveys find that women over forty feel ignored by the fashion industry and the beauty industry—clothes are for teenagers looking for crop tops or they’re “old lady frocks” that are completely out of touch with what anyone I know wants to wear. On the beauty side, let’s just say that my money is good for more than just antiaging serum. I’m not trying to look like my daughter, but I do want to look my best, and I know I’m not alone in that. In general, it’s been estimated that less than 5 percent of advertising dollars are targeted to adults aged thirty-five to sixty-four,4 which is obviously the group who can actually spend. How many eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds do you know with substantial disposable income?


The problem is bigger than just media and marketing representation. Most significantly, researchers say that global data-sets, which inform social, economic, and environmental policies of governments, NGOs, and UN agencies, often include only women through age forty-nine, or those “of reproductive age.”5 A story in the New York Times about what we do, and still do not, know about menopause pointed out a survey sent to medical residents found that “20 percent of them had not heard a single lecture on the subject of menopause.”6 Other research finds that only one in five OB-GYN residents have had any menopause training7 . . . even though half the population will experience it at some point.


This research infuriates me—and I hope it infuriates other women, at least enough to force some change. My experience of midlife has been completely out of sync with any of it. I felt all the “where do I belong” confusion that one might expect in a society that tells us we have no place, but when I tuned out the noise and looked only inside, I knew I felt stronger than ever. Funnier than ever. Wiser and braver and sillier and more fun and more confident. Of all the research I’ve seen on women over forty here’s what resonates with me, from a Monitor on Psychology cover story titled “The Mind at Midlife”: “The adult brain seems to be capable of rewiring itself well into middle age, incorporating decades of experiences and behaviors. Research suggests, for example, the middle-aged mind is calmer, less neurotic, and better able to sort through social situations. Some middle-agers even have improved cognitive abilities.”8 Yes! That sounds more like me.


It’s easy, maybe even fun, to perpetuate the narrative of the fortysomething or fiftysomething woman in full-blown midlife crisis. Look at that lady, she’s sweating through her clothes and she can’t use technology! It’s a lazy storyline but good for a laugh. I get it. Har har. But here’s what I think is really happening: this is a story that was written by men. Research shows that happiness in adults generally follows a U shape. You start happy, you end happy, and somewhere in the middle things take a big dip. But that dip, for women, comes at age forty. From there, things start looking up! This era of forty-plus really is when things get easier, or maybe it’s just that we feel better equipped, but either way, happiness is on the upswing. For men, research shows, the bottom of the U comes at age fifty.9 Could it be that the narrative we’ve been fed of the irrelevant fifty-year-old woman is really just a product of men feeling their worst at this time? Might it be that they just assumed we’re bummed out, too, but never took the time to ask?


[image: Illustration]


Putting on a two-week one-woman show was not going to right the course of decades of misrepresentation and misguided data collection or poorly directed advertising dollars. It was not going to force casting agents or screenwriters to rethink parts for women over forty, or even parts for this particular woman over forty, and that was never its intention. It did, however, force me to think about who I am now and who I want to present to the world. If the Pretty Baby documentary allowed me to look back at who I was with more clarity, then my show Previously Owned by Brooke Shields encouraged me to look at who I am now.


So, who am I now? To start, I am ambitious. I want to do good and interesting work. I once thought ambition was a bad thing, that it meant I was greedy. I thought that there was an allotment of good things, and once you had too much, something else would get taken away. I was afraid to want more because of those checks and balances. But now I’m happy to admit that I want more in my life and am not inclined to settle for less. I want to keep adding skills to my arsenal. And as ambitious as I am about work, I am just as ambitious about leisure. I used to think leisure was idleness, but now I believe wholeheartedly in the value of doing something “just” because you enjoy it.


I am inquisitive. I’m not afraid to admit when I don’t know something. I used to think I had to know everything, that I had to prove I could do it all on my own. I needed everyone to know that I had brains, because I wanted to stick it to everyone who assumed I was just a pretty face. But starting my business has only reinforced that there’s so much I don’t know, and I find it so exciting.


I am a dedicated worker. I like hard work and the reward of it. I like the feeling of achieving what I set out to do.


I am funny. I used to wave off the effort or skill that comedy requires because drama, in my business, is considered the higher art form, but now I can appreciate that it’s really freaking hard to be funny, and I’m quite good at it.


I’m a good friend.


I’m a good mom.


I am talented.


I’m getting better at admitting these things that I’m good at, I can appreciate myself, and that’s a skill in itself. I used to think it was vain. Back when I was in high school and college, if I got anything less than an A I would leave it out for all to see and broadcast all the ways I screwed up, but then if I got an A, I would hide it away in my desk. I wouldn’t celebrate it or draw any attention to my success. Why did I punish myself like that? To what end? I think as young women, we are often sent the message that in order to be successful, we must be modest, we must be humble, we must keep ourselves small. That approach, for me, started early and became ingrained—I’m still working on unlearning it. I’m curious as to when these attitudes start and who, besides us, perpetuates them.


Previously Owned by Brooke Shields opened at The Carlyle on September 12, 2023. I wore an apricot satin dress with a giant bow by Isaac Mizrahi, who sat in the audience alongside Alan Cumming, Laura Dern, Mariska Hargitay, Naomi Watts, and Billy Crudup. My husband heckled me from the audience (I loved it!), and Grier attended in a Badgley Mischka dress that I’d worn in 2001 to an event at the Chicago Theatre. It was, literally, previously owned by Brooke Shields.


I found I had many stories to tell. I performed ten numbers, including Bob Dylan’s “Most of the Time” and Tina Dico’s “Count to Ten” in between stories about my mother and my kids and my experiences with the likes of George Michael and Michael Jackson and Donald Trump. Some of my particularly odd moments made it into an original song, with music and lyrics written by Amanda Green and Matt Sklar. The song was fittingly called “Fame Is Weird.”


I worked so hard on that show. So hard. I logged hours upon hours with the director and the writer and musical director and my vocal coach, who would often remind me of the importance of being “tubular.” Our vocal tract is a tube that extends from the larynx to the lips, she said. In singing, being tubular basically means sending the sound upward in a way that it will travel through the tube cleanly. It’s like playing Operation, where you have to extract the wishbone or the spare ribs without hitting the sides. When you are totally tubular, you are as centered as you can possibly be, and thus you are your strongest. Talk about a metaphor. I have felt like a pinball for my entire life, bouncing and adapting and trying to preempt bad outcomes and always being on guard, but now I feel more tubular and balanced, so that even if someone tried to knock me over, I’d just pop back up.


There were certainly times when that show tried to knock me over. I ran myself ragged in the lead-up to opening night and got sick enough to land myself in the hospital a few days before the debut, which forced me to cancel two out-of-town rehearsal shows in Indianapolis (more on that in a bit). But I was always taught that the show must go on! So I did opening night with bronchitis.


I wanted the show to be perfect. I wanted to prove to myself that I could do this thing that terrified me, and I wanted to prove myself to others, too. I’d be lying if I said a part of me didn’t care to remind the world of my versatility as an artist. But then I worked myself up so much in that pressure to be perfect that I started comparing myself to people who do cabaret work for a living, and that was a real emotional battle. Eventually I had to shift the goal from perfection to enjoyment, and admittedly that one was often hard to achieve. But I kept trying, and when a neg-ative thought wafted into my psyche, I would physically shake my head no and redirect my focus to the lyrics of the song.


In the fictionalized, picture-perfect story of this one-woman show—the nice little story wrapped up in a bow—I would have decided to face my fear, and I would have worked really hard and knocked it out of the park and finished with a proud smile and a sense that I had conquered the world. I’d want to do one-woman shows forever! But that would be a dishonest, or at least a heavily filtered, version of what happened. Real life is not like that. Just because you decide to conquer a fear doesn’t mean you will immediately feel empowered. You can say “OK, I’m going to own it!” But if you’ve been playing the tapes in your head for decades—that you’re not good enough, or don’t deserve this, or need to prove yourself to those who doubt you—they don’t immediately go quiet. The stories you’ve been telling yourself for a lifetime have a way of sticking around.


By the end of my run at The Carlyle, many wonderful things had happened. It was a completely sold-out run, I was asked to return to do another show, and there was a review that called the show “a true musical spectacular” and went on to say that I had “both a good sense of humor and quite a nice voice.” (I’ll happily take that and replace the old review that was etched in my mind.) And yet, my feeling when it was over wasn’t Wow, I love this and can’t wait to do this again! It was more like, Well, I don’t dread this, but do I thrive in this environment? Do I really love it? I’m so proud of myself for not letting the fear of failing stop me. I mean come on, Brooke, you just did a one-woman show and you didn’t sob afterward! Even when I felt like my voice wasn’t its strongest, I didn’t beat myself up. I accepted that I don’t have to be perfect to do a good job. And that kind of acceptance—not resignation, but true acceptance—feels like an accomplishment of its own.


The story where “I did the scary thing and it turns out I love it!” and then the credits roll is, in my opinion, far less interesting than what really happened, which is that in doing a scary thing I learned a lot about myself. I got to connect with a roomful of people and witness them laugh as well as cry as I shared moments of my life. I found a musical sound that I like and am proud of. I sang my songs my way rather than trying to do what everyone else does and then telling myself I suck because I wasn’t as good as the greats.


But the biggest thing I learned is that I don’t particularly enjoy performing as myself. To be Brooke Shields onstage is just not comfortable for me. I don’t crave being the center of attention. I know it sounds stupidly humble, but it just makes me uncomfortable. And even with all the affirming and confidence-building feedback, I realized that I felt happiest during the show when I was walking off the stage. Don’t get me wrong, I love live performing, but I prefer being characters. I come alive when I’m standing in front of thousands of people wearing a wig and speaking with an accent. As myself, it’s a little much. My whole life has been Brooke Brooke Brooke, and there’s been this image of me as larger than life, and to be honest it can be a lot. I get a little sick of me.


That realization was a fascinating one. When you do something for so many years, you assume you like it. And I’ve been in the public eye for nearly my entire life. To look up and finally be able to articulate that having something be all about me isn’t actually something I crave and adore took me by surprise a bit. I’d never really thought about it. And I know performers who really do crave and adore it.


When I was a teen, we would pull up to an event at a place like Studio 54 and my mom would say, “You go out first, they’re not here to see me.” I’d step out of the car and bulbs would flash and my name would be chanted and I’d just want to disappear. Even taking the bows at The Carlyle felt awkward and somehow indulgent. But the late, great Chita Rivera once said that bowing and taking in the applause is really about thanking the audience for giving you their time. This helps.


Am I proud to have done the show? Of course. So proud. I love that I did something that scared me more than just about anything ever has. But I was absolutely relieved when it was over. I didn’t want or need the stress. The question became, however, what was it in the show that stressed me the most? I took a few weeks off and didn’t sing or look at the material.


I still had the two Indianapolis performances that I’d had to reschedule, and I was honestly dreading them. But why? Well, I realized that there were two songs I hated singing, and a few jokes that never really landed. So I called my director and said, “Hey, what do you think about cutting two songs and switching them out for a couple that are more comfortable for me vocally?” He immediately agreed and said, “It’s all about finding your comfort zone.” (What a novel concept!) We added the first song I ever sang on a Broadway stage, “There Are Worse Things I Could Do,” from Grease. It was the one that launched a decades-long career on Broadway for me. Then we added a Tanya Tucker song, “Delta Dawn.” I switched out a few stories, tweaked some punchlines, and headed to Indiana. I could have just done the show as it was instead of paying for new orchestrations and cramming to learn new material. But I just couldn’t bring myself to do it again the same way.


That’s when the first miracle happened. We had a sound check and something just wasn’t right. The energy was gone. We had to hire local Indianapolis band members, and although they were skilled and accomplished, it all felt lackluster. I assumed I had to just grin and bear it—the performances would all be over in two days. Instead, I was told we could let them go, with pay, and hire who we wanted. (Again, my dime, but apparently necessary.) I’ve been programmed to make do with less-than-optimal material and situations throughout my whole career. It didn’t occur to me that I could rework whatever I wanted so that I could be my best and have fun. I had no idea I could make such big changes, but it was my show. Just because I could get through the earlier version didn’t mean I had to. It was up to me to give myself the best chance to succeed. Except for having children, I had never felt more empowered and in control. And it seemed like such a simple fix. When I got out onstage, in front of three hundred people (versus The Carlyle’s audience of one hundred), something clicked. The song and story changes, and the time off in between shows to let it all settle in—it all came together. I practically didn’t recognize myself. Whose voice was that? There was a richness and a strength to it. And it didn’t sound like anybody else. It was fully me.


We are, each of us, a one-woman show. But our lives are not movie montages. It’s not a perfect story arc. It’s messy. You are scared to do something, and you do it, and you realize you don’t really want to do it after all. But you learn why. And if you choose, you change it. Or you stop doing it, because you can. You reach an age where your kids are basically cooked (but still need attention!), your relationship is what it is (but still needs to be worked on, almost daily), and it’s your turn to find out what makes you happy. Maybe it’s not the thing you always thought it would be, because who even had time to ask the question what if? We want so much to categorize and lump everything into happy endings or sad, aging or youthful, this or that. But life is not binary, and we are not just one thing. We are all these things at the same time, and that doesn’t make us a contradiction in terms, it just means we are interesting and multidimensional.
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