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INTRODUCTION





I have a lot of sayings. Some are inspirational; many of them are funny. You’ll get a taste of my sayings throughout this book. One of my favorites is “Life is love; love is family; life is family.” I express my love for my family in a lot of ways, but a main way is cooking. No surprise I’m Italian! My grandparents emigrated from Sicily to the United States, and they brought with them a legacy of recipes and an appreciation for cooking and all things food. My own love of cooking started as a child, as I watched my mom make homemade marinara, antipasti, and lasagna from scratch. If I were to define Italian cooking, I would say that it is exceptional ingredients assembled with love and inspiration.


Through the years, I’ve spent hundreds of hours watching cooking shows, and I own more cookbooks than my local library. I’ve created hundreds of my own recipes, which you will find throughout this book and on my website, officialmariasabando.com. While based in Italian cooking, my recipes incorporate tastes from Asian, American, and French cuisine as well. I’m happy to share my recipes with you.


My favorite part of the day is sitting down to a delicious home-cooked, multicourse family dinner where we pass around dishes and dish about our days. It’s what truly fills me up. You’ll discover that this book, while being a guide to living your best life in your fifties, is also a little about being a mother, although you don’t have to be a mom to enjoy it. There’s real truth to the saying “If Mom’s not happy, no one is happy.”


I know it’s accurate in my own home, where my mood spreads faster than wildfire! I’m a proud mother of two beautiful, smart, kind young women, Elissa and Emily. They keep me young, and they keep me laughing. It’s female power all around, except for my husband, Otto, who is a doctor and who helped guide this book. My love of food, while mostly wonderful, has had its downsides. I have struggled with weight my entire life, even from a very young age. Name any fad diet, and I’ve probably tried it, or a version of it. When the diet worked, I’d ride high on the roller coaster of emotions, feeling gleeful that my body was cooperating and I was looking more like the image in my head that I thought I needed to achieve. Other times I worked very industriously at sticking to the diet, but the scale wouldn’t tip in my favor.


[image: img002]


Like many teenagers in the mid-’80s, I had an unrealistic idea of what a woman should look like, and it seemed there was only one option—beautiful, tall, and exceptionally thin. (Thanks, Charlie’s Angels and Vogue!) The trouble is that I’m short, and every calorie beelines to my hips. So in college I was determined to ace more than my classes. I was obsessed with exercising and controlling my eating, and I became painfully thin. I was hungry all the time, and that’s the way I thought it should be. Hunger led to being thin, and being thin meant being happy.


Besides instilling a love of food in us, my Italian grandparents also instilled the idea that thin was better and that you should watch your breadsticks. One of my grandfather’s favorite sayings was “Some people live to eat. I eat to work.” His message would always get a chuckle, but as a teenager I registered an underlying meaning: you shouldn’t make food the center of your life. On its face, it’s not a bad message, but when I’d get stuck in the dreaded cycle of bingeing and restricting food that comes with constant dieting, it would elicit some guilt and bad feelings.


Then a beautiful thing happened. One day in my forties, I looked in the mirror and I stopped and asked myself, “Who am I doing this for?” The answer was “Other people.”


I decided right then and there that the only person I needed to please was myself. That didn’t mean I wanted to let everything go, but it meant that I could loosen up and readjust the standards I was living by. I could eat balanced, nutritious, yet tasty meals instead of starving myself. I could exercise for muscle tone and fitness without killing myself. I could look amazing—and feel amazing—without aiming to be ultrathin.


As the years of my youth, my young motherhood, and my early middle age accumulated and swept by, I redefined that made-up image of what I should look like, and I figured out a recipe for my life, one where I maintain my weight while still enjoying delicious food. One where exercise isn’t a chore that I have to endure but rather something that energizes me and brings me peace. Most of all, my life recipe empowers me to love myself just the way I am and frees me to grab life by the horns, hold on tight, and enjoy the ride.


If you are reading this book, there’s a good chance you are approaching fifty yourself or you’ve already crossed the line. Well, congratulations! You’ve made it into middle age. You are wise and wonderful, and you know a thing or two about living. Let’s celebrate that and find humor in it together! And if you haven’t turned fifty yet, this book will help you cross that line when the time comes. Every day is a gift, and if today is not a good day, know that your next great day is right around the corner. Watch out, world, we fifty-plus women are redefining ourselves, and we know a thing or two!


I hope you are inspired by my personal journey of learning to feel fabulous in my fifties. In the coming pages, I share stories from my life and offer insights on turning fifty, along with a lot of tips and tricks on maintaining a healthy weight and a healthy attitude, including ideas on how to eat to look your best (don’t worry, starvation isn’t one of them)! Best of all, I encourage you to laugh with me along the way.


In each chapter, watch for


•a selection of inspired, simple recipes that you likely have the ingredients in your kitchen to try right now;


•a new yoga pose at the end of each chapter (I invite you to enter a calm space and leave your worries behind by giving yoga a try—consider it a gift to both your body and your mind);


•interesting health tidbits and fresh ideas sprinkled (like salt) and spilled (like good wine) throughout the book; and


•my famous sayings, which will hopefully inspire you to make a healthy shift or provide a healthy dash of humor to make you smile.


Don’t worry, I won’t leave you hanging when you high-five me for helping you find an activity that’s your passion, plan a fun party, or discover new ways to keep the flames of your relationship burning (or when I suggest ways to manage other burns that are much less desirable, like the hot flashes that come with menopause). I’ll even help you find the perfect outfit right in your own closet!


Come along and explore with me a new way to be at fifty-plus. We’ve got a lot to cover, so let’s get started!
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CHAPTER 1





You’re over Fifty—Now What?


Reset with Eggs Florentine


It happened when I was in my midforties, probably about the same time it happened to you.


It’s something that happens to all of us maturing women.


I had just worked out at the gym, and I was feeling especially energized and young. I swung by the grocery store to do some weekly shopping, and I was minding my own business in the checkout lane. It was busy, the line was long, and my cart was full. When I finally reached the register, I was putting in my bank card to pay when I heard someone offering to help some old lady with her groceries.


But the old lady wasn’t answering, and I heard him say it again: “Ma’am? Ma’am? Do you need some help unloading the items from the bottom of your cart?”


What? Wait a minute. I whipped my head around and looked at him. Was he talking to me? There was no way he was talking to me! But he was. I couldn’t believe it. Me, a ma’am? Yep. I had just been called “ma’am” for the first time, and it was devastating. Naturally, I turned down his offer to help!


Since that day, I’ve talked to many friends about their own first “ma’am” experience. If you ask a woman in her fifties if she remembers that moment, you will likely hear a similar story in stark, scorn-filled detail (unless, of course, she’s from the South, where women hear “ma’am” from a young age). For many of us, it’s a weird coming-of-middle-age moment that draws an imaginary line in the sand. On one side is youth; on the other, old age. Maybe for the first time we realize that the world is seeing us as older women, and it starts our wheels turning. We wonder, Is that what I really am? An older woman?


After the initial shock of hearing “ma’am” for the first time wore off, I started thinking about that imaginary line, and the more I thought about it, the more I decided it was bunk. Why can’t I have one foot in my youth and let it ground me as I step into my later years? Even if the mirror doesn’t reflect my younger self, my spirit does, and that’s what really counts. The label that strangers give me doesn’t matter. I get to choose, and I choose my youthful self. If someone wants to assume I’m old, let ’em. One of the perks of growing older is that you stop caring so much what other people think. It’s liberating. And sometimes it’s downright funny.


The other morning, we were enjoying a lovely family breakfast. I had just made a batch of my delicious Greek Omelets. We were discussing family vacations, and I was telling my daughters, Emily and Elissa, about going to the Bahamas as a teenager, and my youngest daughter, Emily, asked, “Did they have planes back then?”


I mean, sometimes all you can do is laugh.
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Greek Omelet




3 tablespoons olive oil


1/3 cup egg whites


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon rosemary


½ cup fresh baby spinach


½ cup feta cheese


Brine or water


¼ cup calamata olives


½ cup tomato





Chop the olives and tomatoes, and cut cheese into 1-inch cubes. Warm the frying pan over medium heat. Add oil and twirl around in the pan. Add egg whites and cook 2 minutes. Add salt, rosemary, spinach, feta cheese, olives, and tomatoes. Cook 3 to 5 more minutes. Serve open faced or fold in half.


I revel in hanging out with my daughters and absorbing their youthful energy. Some people say teenagers are hard to raise, but I see them as a blessing. They help keep me young. I know I can’t go back in time and be a teenager or young woman again, but hey, I can still rock it like a teenager. Especially where it counts—the gleeful, silly joy that bubbles up and releases like a delicious glass of bubbly.


I understand that aging is hard. Especially in a society that values youth and beauty. When you turn fifty, you are not quite an old lady, but you are not a spring chicken either. People don’t know how to deal with that. Should they call you ma’am or miss? Should they offer to carry your groceries or not? It’s up to each of us to tell them how to treat us. What age do you want to be? I say you decide, because holding on to the strength and bravado from when you were a young woman is half the battle.


Numbers on the scale, or numbers of years, are just numbers. Maybe you get upset about the number, but no one else cares. Why torture yourself? The number means literally nothing. You can look and feel great. Ask yourself, Is it time to stop trying to live up to an old expectation of an ideal weight? Notice that little voice that’s telling you what you should and shouldn’t look like. If it’s based in old messages, shift it. Each time you hear it, choose to focus on what brings you happiness instead. Over time, you will change your expectations and feel the freedom in doing so.




You can be a young old person or an old young person; it’s your choice.





Fifty is the new [insert any age here]. Don’t act your biological age; act your spiritual age. Do you feel like a teenager that’s peering out from behind your mature eyes (and yeah, maybe sometimes when you catch your reflection in the mirror you think, Who is that)?! Regardless, that’s great news! Because how you feel on the inside is what matters most. Maybe you feel your real age but you are lucky enough to have a body that’s free of aches and pains. More power to you! Or maybe you feel the aches and pains but you decide you are going to power through them and do what you want, regardless. Even better yet.


The point is you can have a young mentality even when you are old. Maybe you can’t stay out all night like you could when you were young, and likely you no longer want to, but you can still have new experiences. No matter your age, you can create a bucket list and envision completing it (see mine in chapter 6). As of this writing, I’m fifty-three. I’ve never been to the Grand Canyon, but I’m determined to check it off my list. It might be a modified version (i.e., hiking into the canyon but riding a mule out), but I can still get it done. Bucket list items don’t have to be as big—literally—as the Grand Canyon. Maybe your bucket list involves a weekly date between you, a great cup of coffee, and a bookstore. Or you, a friend, and an overnight shopping trip in the city. The beautiful thing is that you get to decide. Trying new things feeds your younger spirit and keeps you young where it counts the most—on the inside.




The strength that you had when you were young is still in you. You can feel excited about experiencing new things and awe when you make them happen. It’s all attitude, and it’s all you.





Don’t forget that the older you in the mirror is also the wiser you and the more liberated you. A real benefit to aging is that you stop caring so much what people think. You’ve lived this long, and you’ve come this far. You know things. Long ago, you figured out how the world works, how to maintain relationships, and the value of money. You know that what matters the most in life is not turning heads (or matching some ideal in your own head) or how much money you have; it’s knowing yourself and accepting who you are and respecting all of the experiences over the years that brought you to where you are today. Let wisdom be your guide.


You are aging, and that’s okay. You no longer have to wear giant hoop earrings and skinny jeans (unless you want to)! Nor do you have to dress like an old woman. I have memories of family gatherings when my huge Italian family would come together for dinner, and it was always the same—the men were in the living room discussing business, and the women were in the kitchen preparing the food, wearing those awful matronly black dresses. Being stuck in old stereotypes is just that—old thinking. Today, there’s new thinking, and we as powerful women in our fifties get to lead the way in defying stereotypes and resetting the idea of what an older woman should look like, act like, and feel like. It’s about time!


Let’s hit the reset button on a few things. For starters, weight isn’t just a number on the bathroom scale. It’s how we move and how we feel inside our bodies. It’s the way we present ourselves and how we choose clothing that flatters us. We get to decide what we want to look like and what our look will be. Choose to look and feel fabulous.


In the upcoming pages, I share insights on how I moved beyond the scale and adopted a broader, more spacious view of health and wellness. In this new expanse, I’ve had the room to really explore my relationship with food and come up with meals that work for me—food that fills me up but doesn’t overstuff, such as balancing pasta with vegetables. I’ve got hundreds of recipes (sign up on my website, officialmariasabando.com), and every day another one percolates to the surface. They are all tasty, and they are nearly all healthy, with a little room for dessert. The days of starvation and yo-yo diets are officially over! I say indulge or you bulge. (It’s one of my playful mantras you’ll learn about later in the book.)


A healthy body is about so much more than maintaining a certain weight. Of course, maintaining your weight so that you feel good about yourself is important, but having a healthy body, one you feed with nutritious foods that give you energy to do the activities that you love to do, like yoga or spending time with family and friends, is what truly makes you feel young. Being fit, feeling toned, and experiencing the energy that comes from living a healthy life is much more important than achieving a set number on the scale. It is your ticket to happiness.


A part of feeling good is finding peace with yourself when you look in the mirror, and that’s a very personal relationship each woman has with herself. I’ve created guidelines around eating that are relaxed but still have bumper lanes. Sticking to these guidelines, like minding portion size, helps me stay consistent with my weight. I’ll share these guidelines with you throughout the book, and if they resonate with you or if they spark the creation of your own healthy habits around eating and exercising, I’m truly honored.
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Yogurt Parfait




1 small container Greek yogurt, any flavor (I like peach or berry)


2 tablespoons chopped walnuts


Sprinkle of berries


1 teaspoon cinnamon


¼ cup unsweetened applesauce





Mix yogurt with cinnamon. Layer all ingredients except walnuts in a wine glass. Top with chopped walnuts.


Of course, coming to peace with yourself and finding the right balance that works for you with nutritious eating, exercise, and positive self-talk and acceptance takes trial and error, so I urge you to be gentle with yourself as you move forward into a new way of being in your fifties. Don’t expect to always get it right. It will take time for you to figure out what works for you. After all, you have formed your own unique beliefs and habits around eating and exercise over many years. It takes time to break down what doesn’t serve you and replace it with what does. Some of what I say may resonate deeply; other times you might wonder, What is this woman talking about? That’s the beauty of it. We are all different, and what motivates you might not motivate others. Yet we all likely have one thing in common—a desire to live our best lives in our fifties.


Over the years, I’ve shifted my mindset and I’ve come to accept my body just as it is. After all, we come in all different shapes and sizes, and (usually!) I embrace that mine is just right for me. Being comfortable in your body, no matter what your shape, seems to be where it’s at, today. I welcome this shift, and as a woman who is fifty-plus, I encourage you to do the same. It may take some reprogramming from the media messages you received while growing up in the ’70s or ’80s, but it’s worth it.


Whenever you can, try to catch yourself in old ways of thinking, like “Being thin is better,” or negative self-talk about your body, like “If only I were a size 8 or a 10.” Maybe you need to release comments that you heard growing up from your parents, siblings, or friends. The more you are able to become aware of the old thought patterns that pop in without provocation, the more power you have over changing them. They don’t serve you anymore—and probably never did. It’s kind of exciting because the more you notice them, the more you begin to look at them objectively. You might even discover where they came from, allowing you to release them and experience healing that lasts. We’ll explore this more in chapter 5 when we discuss journaling.


In the past, my sole motivation for exercise was to stay thin. It mostly involved trips to the gym to work out, which often truly felt like work. On the weekends, I’d take hikes or go dancing for fun. As I have matured into my fantastic fifty-plus self, I realize that what’s important is simply regular movement. I believe that all movement counts as exercise, whether it is dancing in the kitchen while I cook, walking my Yorkie (named Chip), or having friends over for a yoga session or a group walk followed by brunch. I believe that it’s better to move about the kitchen cooking a nutritious meal than it is to go on a run and then reward yourself with your favorite fast food. The calories you burn rarely ever equal the reward calories that you eat. In chapter 2 you’ll come to understand that exercise, while wonderful for helping you become fit and toned, is not a dieting tool.
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PRAISE FOR MARIA SABANDO
AND LOVING LIFE AT 50+

I've had the pleasure of working closely with Maria and can’t say
enough good things about her! She always radiates positivity and joy.
She is full of fun ideas—from her recipes to her workout routines,
she always keeps it interesting! She has a special way of putting her
own spin on everything she does. Through storytelling, her authen-

ticity and sense of humor can bring a smile to anyone’s face.

—Jessica Beck, chief marketing assistant at M. J. Sabando LLC

I spent a week working side by side with Chef Maria in her kitchen
photographing and sampling these tasty recipes for her wonderful
new book. Throughout the course of the shoot, her recipes looked
so delicious and tempting I had to restrain myself from digging in
before capturing the final images.

The salmon chowder, shishito peppers with white sauce,
spaghetti squash marinara with shrimp, and pudding trifle
are definitely a few of my favorites. I have to say, every-
thing I sampled was delicious, and Maria was kind enough to
send me home at the end of each day with plenty of lefrovers.
I do enjoy cooking and can’t wait to add this new book to my stash

of recipes. Thank you, Chef Maria!

Mark Feaster, professional photographer
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I'd like to dedicate this book to every single member of my family.

However, I want to give special mention to my mother, who, without
knowing it, leads by example, with sheer love as her main form of
guidance. There is not enough room in these pages to show how she is a

trailblazer for those trying to find their way.

My heart is with my beautiful daughters, Alyssa and Emily, without

whom there would be no inspiration.

I'would also like to thank my sister, Laura, who never hesitates to support

me wholeheartedly.

But, most importantly, all my thanks go to my humble, loving husband,
Otto, who cannot possibly know how deeply he impacts me with his

undying positivity.

Honey, if you were not here, neither would be this book or my “sanity.”

I am whoever I have become because of you. Thank you to the moon

and back.
And to all my lovely friends who stick by me, you know who you are.

Special thanks to all the editors at Advantage | Forbes Books, as well as
Mark Feaster, Jessica Stuecher, Lynn Nichols, and all those special friends
at NGNG Enterprises. You never plan on meeting angels along the way,

but you do!
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