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INTRODUCTION

I Tried to thread a needle this morning. Couldn't do it. Ended up using that iron-on patch stuff instead to fix the small hole in my black sweater—thankfully, the iron was big enough for me to spot in the cupboard. I also managed to find the phone and call for an appointment with the eye doctor.

I'm getting older, and I'm guessing you are too. Heavy sigh. All my life I've loudly claimed not to be afraid of growing old. There have been incredible older women in my life whom I've long planned to emulate in my later years—Nina, whose favorite colors were purple and pink and who therefore used pink plastic shower curtains as drapes in her rambling purple cliff-side Victorian. Willoughby who loudly announced that the only public room in her house was the living room and she simply couldn't be bothered to keep anything more than that clean on a daily basis. Tall and thin, she dressed in safari clothes and drove a Willy's Jeep with great style and panache. Fay, the wrinkled next-door neighbor who drew me aside in high school and whispered that I should always have all of my diamonds X-rayed to minimize the chance a disreputable jeweler might switch them on me. Important information every sixteen-year-old should have. Wonderful women, aging with style, living life on their own terms and loudly proclaiming that public opinion be damned.

What I realize now as the years slip by is that I only knew these women when they were already old. Nina, Willoughby and Fay had already passed through that awkward phase of actually getting older, of watching the wrinkles arrive and hearing the compliments grow silent. Of wondering if they were still attractive to someone, anyone … Chances are they were as troubled by aging as I am and as you are too. But they had already made peace with their faces and their bodies and their eyes. You and I are still squinting our way towards our futures as bold older women.

At this point I'd describe myself as an aging pretty girl, the fading high school beauty with a bathroom full of the latest potions and creams, each promising faster and more obvious results. I'm so looking forward to being a powerful older woman, a strong woman who has put all of this behind her, but I seem to have sunk into the self-obsessed trenches, peering with worry and concern at the arrival of each and every new wrinkle. Getting older isn't just about our changing looks. In an effort to focus on other parts of growing older, I began to look for other role models, other women's stories to help keep me focused on matters of greater importance than whether my faded high-school uniform will still fit come my thirtieth reunion this summer.

As I've wandered out into the world asking other women how their lives have changed over the years, it seems I've heard about everything but looks. About how this is the time to shed all those possessions that hold us back and literally sail into a new way of living. About making the decision to become someone else. About learning a new skill, taking a new test, or—okay—maybe trying a new hair color! Raging gracefully. Not “aging” gracefully¿ Well really, who does want to age, after all¿ Instead, let us all roar with pleasure, rage at the fates, or sing out in honor of the world around us.

This book isn't about anger at growing older; it's about learning that the things that stay with us are the things that challenge us the most in life. The stories here celebrate that this is a time when our confidence grows. When we truly emerge with a solid sense of self. As young girls, we all floundered and flopped around in life, trying things out and sometimes falling flat on our youthful faces. As women, we can sometimes reach back into our past for a new way to operate now.

Just recently, I realized that I could “woo” my young son Julian in the exact same way I seduced countless boyfriends, by adopting their interests as my own. You got this advice from your mom, too—If you want a boy to like you, take an interest in his interests, ask him about himself. So in my teens, I put aside what I liked and took an interest in baseball, tennis, punk rock, and, best of all, auto racing. In my twenties and thirties I expected men to take up my interests, and they did quite willingly. Okay no one ever took up opera, but most of my boyfriends seemed happy to hunt for used books and drink strong coffee in outdoor cafes. My husband has his hobbies (steam trains, Ultimate Frisbee), and I have mine (needlepoint, and oh yes, opera).

But keeping the interest of a ten-year-old boy is quite a different story. So I have taken up surfing. I can also speak knowledgably on major skateboarding brands, and I know a thing or two about Green Day (all that time in punk clubs has come in handy after all). Once it seemed insecure to adapt to someone else's needs, but I now have the confidence to do it again.

When gathering the stories to share here in Raging Gracefully, my coeditor Sue Pearson Atkinson and I asked women about three things—life, love, and coming into their own. Was there a time when you realized that you needed to make a big change and had the courage to do it¿ At our age, there is wisdom that comes with experience, and everyone had something to say. Although we hope to help you grow older with a smile on your face, not all of the stories we've collected here are funny. Some of them contain life lessons learned quite painfully. Even the amusing stories remind us that what stays with us and enriches us are the very things that challenge us the most.

Read on, and discover the treats that await you! And do come and visit me at my blog—The Black Dress Manifesto (www.blackdressmamfesto.blogspot.com). That is where I, an ordinary woman, am trying very, very hard to find glamour, wisdom, and a good wrinkle cream with which to face the coming years. Red hats and purple dresses¿ Oh, please, ladies! We can rage more gracefully than that! I'm counting on a well-cut black dress and a very dry martini to see me through the next few decades. Hope you can join me!
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FUZZY-SWEATER

feminists

Over and over I've heard women say these same words whenever the conversation touched on topics like girls playing sports, who would fill the next Supreme Court vacancy or what happens when a woman earns more than her man. Every time, at least one woman says “Well, I'm not a feminist, but…”

I smile and say, “Me¿ I am a feminist. Oh yes!”

Here's how this feminist spent her day—taking a sick child to the doctor, vacuuming the living room, running a load of whites through the washer and dryer, and baking a loaf of whole wheat bread. (Lest you hate me right off the bat, I will admit to using a bread machine.) While waiting out the spin cycle I read the obituary of the writer Elizabeth Janeway. The headline in my local paper identified her as “Elizabeth Janeway, feminist author,” and went on to say that “among feminists, Mrs. Janeway was a less strident but still powerful voice.” Less strident¿ Where did this notion come from that feminists are strident¿

It certainly seems prevalent nowadays on the radio and television airwaves, from one end of the dial to the other. Would the description of my typical day come as a surprise to Rush Limbaugh or any other of the media men who trumpets loudly about “femi-Nazis¿” How do they imagine that a feminist spends her time¿ In their view, I should perhaps have been at the Bush inauguration holding a sign of some sort, or busily composing a letter to Harvard's president protesting his recent remarks about why there aren't more women scientists. Instead, I had a house to clean.

How is it that the word “feminist” came to be so unappealing¿ I have a theory, formed in the long-ago days when I was a political consultant. In any kind of a debate or face-off between two ideas or candidates, the person who manages to define the terms under discussion gains the upper hand and generally wins. Most recently, we saw this play out in the 2004 presidential election. John Kerry's thought-fulness and measured consideration of the issues was defined as wishy-washy, and George Bush's much different approach was portrayed as strong and firm. Personally, I'd like George Bush to be a little less strident. Perhaps he can take a page from the life of Mrs. Janeway.

Over the years, folks like Rush have reshaped the meaning of the word “feminist” to the general public, and as a result, many women (and most young girls) are reluctant to define themselves that way. A bunch of loud-mouthed man-haters, who'd want to be associated with them¿

Man-haters¿ Odd, but in all of the years I spent at a girls' high school in the seventies, a women's college in the eighties, and in the world of business in the nineties, never once did I hear anyone denounce men. Maybe I was out of the room at the time, talking to a boyfriend.

To me, the idea of being a feminist has never included the notion that men were an enemy of any kind. Rather than allowing the word to be tarnished by negative stereotypes, I thought, why not focus instead on what it really means¿

Curious, I turned to the bookshelf. I first sought the advice of the thick and reassuringly heavy Random House dictionary, an edition published in 1966. Most of us would associate the year 1966 with the early stirrings of the modern feminist movement in America. And this dictionary defined “feminism” in a very mild way: the doctrine advocat ing social and political rights of women equal to those of men.

Mine is a two-writer household, with many a dictionary on hand. Rummaging through the shelves a second time I found a newer one, the 1998 Merriam-Webster Collegiate edition. Thirty-two years later, feminism was now defined this way: the theory of the political, economic, and social equality of the sexes. Glad to see that money has been added to the parity equation. That was a primary motivator for Elizabeth Janeway too, according to her obit. The wife of economist Eliot Janeway, she was no doubt well aware of the importance of money and her obituary pointed out that “she wanted equal pay for equal work.”

Both of the definitions sound perfectly positive to me. Each gives an evenhanded description of a possible relationship between the sexes, not a damnation of the circumstances that made it necessary decades ago to strive for equality in the first place. I'm forty-seven myself, and my own life parallels many of the advances won by the women's movement in the seventies. I just bobbed along and ended up on shore exactly when the wave of progress broke. Unwilling to focus only on my own version of feminism, I polled a few friends—a woman in her sixties, a woman in her fifties, and a woman in her early forties. I guessed that each woman's age and experiences would shape her willingness to describe herself as a feminist. Here's what I heard when I asked these three women if they were feminists:

Judith: “Of course! I believe that women have rights equal to men.”

Barbara: “Of course! I'm proud of it. The suffragettes were amazing and we have so much to be grateful for. By calling myself a feminist I feel connected to their work. Lucky us.”

Donna: “No! Well, some parts I agree with … like that women deserve the same rights as men, but I just don't think that they deserve to play in the NFL.”

Huh. I missed the part about playing in the NFL as one of the things feminists wanted. Guess I was outside of the room again that time while all this high-level political planning was going on behind my back, talking in the hallway to yet another cute guy. Chances are he was a football player, too.

Can you guess who is who by their answers¿ Judith is in her sixties, Barbara is in her fifties, and yes, Donna is forty-one. I tremble to think what the response might have been if I'd polled a few women in their twenties.

In my writing career I've climbed on many a soapbox to urge women to take charge of their money and their careers. Build up your net worth! Build a business of your own! How many ways can you write about money, though¿ As a topic it had worn thin. In the past two years I've morphed from writing books and articles about women and money to writing about small luxuries, moderate indulgence, and losing weight. Instead of addressing large groups of women on the topics of investing and savvy marketing, I now stand on the stage in a bright pink St. John suit and giggle about martinis and massages.

About midway through my talk on small and inexpensive ways that women can take care of themselves, I begin to refer to myself as a “fuzzy-sweater feminist.” The fuzzy-sweater part is a reference to my book Wear More Cashmere: 151 Luxurious Ways to Pamper Your Inner Princess. Not exactly what you would mistake for a feminist creed. Ah, but you would be wrong. Buried amidst the suggestions on how to feel like a movie star (wear high-heeled mules and wrap a sarong around your hips, instant glam!) and an inexpensive way to duplicate the very expensive hot-rock spa massage (a couple of rocks, a slow cooker, and some massage oil are all you need) are long passages in which I remind women that they have the ability to create the life they want rather than sit back and wait for someone else to do it for them. Empower that inner princess, honey.

The fuzzy-sweater feminist line always gets a laugh. Not only is my intention to get a laugh and a smile from the women and men in the room, but also (in as nonstrident a way as possible) to gently reclaim and rebrand the word feminist as, well, more feminine. Ultra feminine, in fact.

I extended the fuzzy-sweater feminist philosophy to losing weight in a recent diet book. A feminist diet book¿ Indulge me for a moment while I quote from the final chapter of The Martini Diet: The Self-indulgent Way to a Thinner, More Fabulous You (feel free to picture me standing before you in a bright pink suit, which you need to know that as a thrifty woman I bought secondhand):

“As you may have begun to suspect, I'm a bit of a fuzzy-sweater feminist. Having started out as a junior lobbyist for a women's organization (even then I stalked the halls of the U.S. Capitol in perilously high heels, draped in silk, though with only the most demure single strand of pearls, and not the over-the-top twelve-foot strand I sport now) before wandering over to the business of books, I still harbor many of those same beliefs.

I still firmly believe that you and I are in charge of our own destinies, responsible for our own lives, and perfectly capable of creating our own opportunities. At the same time, I am appalled at the way women are actively discouraged from feeling pleased with the size and shape of their bodies. You must be strong in the face of the unhealthy media messages we receive minute by minute. You must be strong and courageous in the face of advertising that is designed to make you feel weak, inadequate, and imperfect without the advertiser's product.”

The whole martini theme has to do with using restraint when approaching food, the same way that you only have one drink instead of six or seven. As you might suspect from the above excerpt, quite a bit of this diet-and-weight-loss book has to do with encouraging women to be proud of who they are now and not to absorb the constant negative messages we as women receive. Far more important than gaining entry to the NFL, I think. Like Judith and Barbara, I say “of course” I am a feminist. Should the dictionary folks get wind of my less-strident but still-powerful voice and ask me to help write the next entry, here is what I suggest:

Feminist: a woman who believes in her own unlimited strength and courage.

Ah! The buzzer on the dryer has sounded, and it smells like the bread might be done. Time for this fuzzy-sweater feminist to get back to her family. Here's hoping that my fuzzy sweater fits you, too.

JENNIFER “GIN” SANDER

Jennifer “Gin” Sander is the author of Wear More Cashmere and The Martini Diet. She lives with her husband Peter and sons Julian and Jonathan in Granite Bay, California.


HORSING

around

Whoever said, “You can't teach an old dog new tricks” didn't know any mothers in their forties.

Some women might think that by the time they enter their fifth decade, life should consist of settling into a plush chair, sipping tea, fiddling with charms on their bracelets, and niggling about the dust bunnies on the hardwood. But women in their forties who are engaged in the business of raising young children, discovering and channeling their interests, know there is not a moment for such peace. My life, for instance, will probably never include lounging on fancy chairs with idle time (or money) on my hands. And I have an old pony and a single one-hour trail ride to thank for it.

That hour changed my life immediately. When it was over, my eight-year-old daughter had turned from a dainty, lacy, tip-toeing, doll-carrying, quiet little girl into a horse. Boom. It was just like that. Like the split second it takes a lobster shell to turn bright red when dropped in a pot of boiling water. Or the flash of time where the kernel pops into popcorn.

It was sudden.

It started innocently enough. We were on our summer vacation, and I decided to splurge and send her on a first-ever horseback ride—a harmless hour, I thought. You may be asking yourself, “Could this be a bad idea¿” The following true story will give you the chance to decide that for yourself.

Once my child got off that pony she began to neigh, whinny, rear, buck, paw the ground, sniff, and make that loud nose-blowing sound. This would have been fine for an hour or so. A week, tops. But it continued into the school year, the next summer, even the next school year. And in no time two years had passed this way, and she was darn near ten years old.

Ever since that fateful ride, my daughter had been horse, rider, trainer, farrier—anything, as long as it's equine. She loped when other children would run. She insisted we follow all horse trailers we see on the highway. She cantered around the dining room table, the yard, up and down the driveway. Sitting two-point on the kitchen stool, she spoonlessly munched her bowls of oats. She ate carrots straight out of the refrigerator. She set up living-room jumps made of soup cans and broomsticks. Sometimes she even attached a rope like a longe line to her bicycle handlebars and ran it in circles around the driveway.

Then the pictures started appearing on her wall: horse hooves with those disgusting frogs, anatomy shots of the inner ear, the nasal passage of a horse, detailed drawings of horse intestines, listings of horse vocabulary words like pastern and hemlock. (Hemlock isn't really a horsy word, but you get the idea.)

This wouldn't have been so bad if she had been able to hold a meaningful conversation once in a while. But other than “Seabiscuit,” the only words I heard from this once-intelligible being were words that had no meaning to anybody who wasn't, like my daughter, a horse. And to think that all I had ever wanted out of life was a sweet little pink ballerina child …

I finally concluded I had given birth to a horse trapped inside a girl's body.

The folks at the stable tell me this is normal. It happens every once in a while. You've heard of the phenomenon yourself: They're called “horse people.” That's what we are now. I hear the other moms saying it in hushed whispers, “Oh, they're horse people.” Like we're extraterrestrials, visiting their Planet Soccer.

Bucking that soccer trend (or being absolutely nuts), I realized that this good mother must foster her child's interests. So come my daughter's tenth birthday, I bit the bit and ponied up the pony.

I had no idea what I was doing. As a consequence, I arranged to have the new horse delivered to our suburban house. I suppose I had a fantasy about some wonderful, simple life with a horse as a pet. Luckily, I was with it just enough to find a pasture about a half-mile away where we could keep her. Still, I envisioned us walking said equine on a little leash home from her pasture every day after school, riding our bikes alongside her as she trotted down the street, sleeping curled up with her on the front lawn in the lazy afternoon sunshine, tying her to the mulberry tree while we washed the car, feeding her carrots through the kitchen window while I vacuumed. I convinced my husband I would be able to keep the house a whole lot cleaner just knowing we had a horse outside. This type of logic works on him.

I even planned to get a white gauzy dress, take the horse to the coast, and gallop her along the edge of the surf. Foam, mist, and salty air included. This, I told my husband, will make me feel a lot sexier. Over the edge with passion for me, he ripped open the want ads himself, looking for a horse—any horse. A very responsive guy, I say.

The horse we found was named Claire. With Claire in the family, going from a city girl to a horsewoman proved not to be too difficult. I traded in my car for a huge truck that travels two miles on each gallon of gas. I bought a horse trailer for a mere $15,000. I got a bunch of rubber boots, a couple of hay hooks, some tight pants, and a few velvet hats.

A few days after we got Claire, while my daughter was in school, I decided it was time to sneak in a little ride myself. My plan: lead Claire to the house from her pasture and then ride to a park about two miles away, where wonderful horse trails are said to wind along the American River. I anticipated a relaxing three-hour ride. Looking back, I see now that this plan would have gone much better if I had ever ridden a horse before.

The first problem was putting Claire's bridle on. Though I had read up on this the night before and even brought along some diagrams, I have to admit that it took me two hours just to get the damn bit in her mouth. I finally managed it only after tying Claire to the truck's rearview mirror and climbing up on top of the truck cab so I could reach her snout, or whatever it's called. Needless to say my pants got really dirty up there, and I started sweating pretty badly.

I really thought I knew how to get on a horse. I've watched plenty of movies, and I certainly remember riding the ponies at Fairy Tale Town when I was about three. I mean, how hard could it be¿ Put one foot in the stirrup and swing the other leg up and over the top, and wham, bango, zingo, you're off. Only it turned out that Claire was really tall. So tall I had to lift my foot up to my ear, which knocked my cell phone to the ground and induced a nasty cramp in the other leg, while trying to fit the foot into a stirrup that must have been made wrong in the first place. (I definitely planned to call that stirrup-manufacturing outfit first thing in the morning!) I was stuck like this for some time.

After I saw the neighbor peeking at me from behind her curtains, I decided to act like I had planned this whole thing. Gently, I arched my back toward the ground and gracefully tried flapping my arms. I came to a rest with my head on the grass, which was the perfect solution because then I could get both legs up, straighten out my angles, and free myself from that faulty stirrup.

Once again, I found an opportunity to be glad I had bought that expensive and gigantic truck. With Claire tied to the mirror, I again climbed up on the cab and dropped myself tenderly onto her back. I spotted that nosy neighbor peeking out from behind a tree and told her I used this mounting ritual as a training device to ensure the horse wouldn't run off with me in the unlikely event I ever fell off. She seemed to buy this.

After bridling Claire and managing to get on her back, I only had one other problem—actually riding her. The first few steps went just fine. Boy, was I feeling terrific, perched up there about ten feet off the ground. But once we hit the asphalt and Claire saw the oncoming traffic, something seemed to upset her.

It all happened so fast. I don't know if it was the sound of the garbage truck or that pesky weed whacker that did it. Claire started going backwards in big circles in the middle of the two-lane street; meanwhile, she seemed to be lowering her back legs—or was it raising her front legs¿ Whichever it was, she was now whirling around and around. I pulled on the reins and yelled, “Whoa!” which I now admit might have scared her and made her back up even more.

In what seemed like seconds there were cars backed up in both directions. At least thirty of my neighbors were jumping around yelling, panic all over their faces. (Most of those people I didn't even know lived on my street until this event.) There I was, stuck on top of this swirling, gigantic, frantic animal, with every car in Sacramento waiting and all these nosy neighbors watching.

“What's the matter, people¿ Haven't you ever seen a horse before¿ Good God, go back in your houses and leave me to my profession, here!” If only I had had some sort of lasso. I could have starting circling it to show them I knew a thing or two about country living.

But the neighbors wouldn't go back in their houses, and I could hear sirens approaching and helicopters circling overhead. At this point my natural horsemanship instincts must have kicked in because without even knowing it, I decided to dismount. Subconsciously, I cued Claire to fling up her back legs simultaneously, kind of like a rodeo horse. This may have looked like a surprise to me, but it was all in the plan. It was all for the sake of the neighbors, so they could feel helpful by bringing me ice packs, pillows and blankets, Band-Aids, and stuff like that after I came to my sudden rest on the side of the road. Besides, I didn't want them to feel bad that they didn't have a horse themselves. Jealousy can be a big problem, after all.

When things had settled down a bit, I decided it would be best if I kept things calm and simply returned Claire to her pasture. I knew people were still spying on us. Clearly, it was time to mellow out with a basic, calming horsey chore. Like feeding. I'm no dummy; I knew this involved hay. Unfortunately, we were out.

Since the truck used so much gas, I thought I might as well just take the BMW to the feed store. (And a good, thrifty idea that was, which explains why even now there's often a bale of hay sticking out of the trunk.) But never mind that. I knew how to hoist that bale into a wheelbarrow and I did it quite handily I might add. Admiring the twilight sky I happily wheeled the hay bale down the pasture. “See¿ I am a pretty good little cowgirl, after all. And my, oh my, what a gorgeous sunset.” I remember congratulating myself on my transformation from country club brat to country girl when suddenly the front wheel hit a rut in the grass. I'd been moving pretty fast down the hill, so my momentum had nowhere to take me but up and over the top of the wheelbarrow. I once again landed hard in a fantastic jumble, a mud-luscious, hay-strewn mess. Two hours later I was at the emergency room, having my ribs X-rayed.

Some people, like my daughter, are horse people by nature. Other people have to go through some painful stages of evolution and make the change the hard way. I took the hard way.

A couple of weeks later I thought I'd walk Claire from her pasture to our house by way of Sutter Avenue. The road has no shoulder. Hills block the view of oncoming traffic. Dogs bark ferociously, charging their fences as you walk past. Enough, as I realized once it was too late to turn back, to give horse or person a heart attack.

I did manage to get Claire to the house, where I found a handy place to tie her—the volleyball pole right there on the front lawn. She seemed very nervous. I could tell this by the fact she seemed to stand two feet taller, ears pricked skyward and eyes as big as dinner plates. I also noticed that she seemed to be struggling to break free of her halter. Panic befell me. I called our 4-H leader and asked him to hurry over and help me get her back to her pasture. He was too late.

Claire broke free and took off in a full gallop down Sutter Avenue. She narrowly missed our neighbor Sal as he was pulling into his driveway. All Sal said to me was, “Duffy get in, we'll follow her.” I jumped into his car and he stepped on the gas as we watched—and listened to—my 1,250-pound Thoroughbred ex-racehorse gallop up the middle of the street around a blind curve. Our hearts were thumping to the sound of her ringing hooves, and utter fear clenched me as I imagined the worst. Claire would run head on into a car full of people, killing them and herself.
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