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Probably the happiest period in life most frequently is in middle age, when the eager passions of youth are cooled, and the infirmities of age not yet begun; as we see that the shadows, which are at morning and evening so large, almost entirely disappear at midday.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

The really frightening thing about middle age is the knowledge that you'll grow out of it.

—DORIS DAY

How did it get so late so soon?

—THEODORE GEISEL




INTRODUCTION

Are you one of us?

Daughter. Mother. Sister. Lover. Friend.

Yes?

Are you a woman of a certain age?

Your aliases, then: Auntie. Elder. Spinster. Ex. Mrs. Robinson, aka the older woman. Mom. Grandma. Wise woman. Crone. Primary caregiver. Friend to the end.

Your password?

Time.

And experience.

Of course. All that water under the bridge you yourself might have floated away on, and sometimes wanted to. Those Terrible Twenties, awash in desire, decisions, despair. The Thirties Without a Thought in Your Head because all of your intellectual and emotional energy seemed already committed: that career, those children, the lover who waited so hopefully for scraps from the burgeoning table of your life. Or didn't.

Are you one of us? Part of the generation that embodies the very definition of change and transition. From the Pointer Sisters to Sister Sledge; from a schoolgirl's love of Jim Morrison to the sexily maternal adoration of Andrea Bocelli; from Diane Keaton in Annie Hall to Diane Keaton in Something's Gotta Give.

Perhaps you've been a nice girl, bad girl, party girl, girl Friday. You've read Fear of Flying, The Women's Room, The Second Sex, The Story of O, Our Bodies, Ourselves, First Edition, gone braless as an act of subversion, only to find yourself, all these years later, searching Lingerie for greater support, dependent upon salesclerks half your age who have never heard the word foundations in reference to undergarments.

Are you one of us?

You look around and see that the world has changed somehow. The first husband, gone. Perhaps the second has followed like a penny thrown after one already lost. The exciting career you sacrificed so much for has lost some of its luster. Should you give it all up, shift gears, try something new? At your age? You've begun to count the years until retirement. In the mirror, a reflection you hardly recognize: those marks at the corners of the eyes, that drifting chin, the hair disappearing in one place and then sprouting in places you never dreamed it could. One day, you awaken into a new body, just when you were growing fond of the old one.

Here you are: midway, midlife, on the cusp, resting from the uphill climb, ready to coast. You've made it this far, haven't you? You've learned some things. You've earned a rest.

But, then, the parents are aging. They need a little more of your time, perhaps to move them into a smaller home (what is in all those boxes in the basement?), or to help them fill out their living wills. And those unused eggs you've guarded so carefully against accidental conception (all those years of pills, condoms, diaphragms, and jittery mornings after)—well, those eggs are aging, too. Instead of kicking back, you find yourself kicking in, finding another hour before bed to arrange for your mother's care, another hour before dawn to exercise, another hour come Sunday to make love, do the laundry, pay the bills, finish the novel, and, perhaps, take a walk, take a deep breath, appreciate the life you have made for yourself.

You circle the block, the neighborhood, the lake. You end up right back where you began.

Are you lost? Are you found?

Here we are, others like you, who have grown weary of anger, tired of angst, fed up with despair. We've discovered we can step through the looking glass of our own lives and still exist. Did you miss out on the psychedelic-mushroom trip when you were twenty? Try the mind-altering experience of a midnight hot flash. That guilt that kept you nailed to the floor of the playroom, your children needy at your knees as you daydreamed of a tropical beach or, more likely, a dark closet where you might sit in singular silence, just for a while? That's been replaced with the solitude and wide-open spaces left by teenagers departing on the Next Shuttle to Adulthood.

But it's not all shits and giggles, is it? Our forties, our fifties, our sixties. Things go right more often than we're willing to believe. Things go wrong.

Maybe it seems that you are living your life in reverse, like Antonya Nelson, say, who was born to worry, “. . . burdened with that paradoxical combination of a hyperactive imagination for catastrophe coupled with a physically exhausted affect”—her definition of middle age. Or perhaps you've waited, chosen your partner so carefully, picked just the right time in such a mature and responsible manner . . . only to discover, as Lolly Winston did, that your body—and your ovaries—have continued on down the road without you. “How could ‘old age' be a medical diagnosis,” Lolly asks, “when I wasn't even forty?”

Your body—giver of pleasure, of life. And pain. Judy Blunt contemplates the summer of fire—the forests all around her hometown of Missoula burning—as a season of change: “I arrived at this new place: middle-aged, my three children beautifully grown, even as the part of me that grew them threatened mutiny, my medical charts a growing litany of unusual bleeding and bad Pap smears.” Julia Glass quells the mutiny of her body—breast cancer—with surgery but decides against chemotherapy so that she might yet conceive the child she longs for, only to undergo a new uprising after the birth of her son. As she struggles with the too-early onset of chemically induced menopause, she finds comfort, if not resolution, in the books of Dr. Seuss that she reads to her young son: “If once upon a time the rhythms of my life felt like those of a square dance, now they feel a lot like the dear doctor's madcap poetry. . . .”

When you look in the mirror, who is it you see? The girl you were at twenty, or the woman you've become? In “She Who Once Was,” Rebecca McClanahan explores the desire we feel to retain youth and give ourselves over to the cosmetic knife: “. . . if aging is difficult for those who were only sometimes cute,” she says, “just imagine how hard it must be for the aging knockouts, the living dolls.” Lauren Slater, self-described “frowzer,” wonders at the debutante-come-lately she miraculously becomes when fitted with a new and expensive suit. Brenda Miller observes from a distance her once-unencumbered self, when, at nineteen, she hitchhiked solo to Grateful Dead concerts and danced with a body unaware of its inevitable cessation: “[That girl] has no doubts, no worry, no fear: Those clumsy emotions will belong to her older self, a middle-aged woman who watches from her post in the future, amused but also a little annoyed, a bit peeved with that girl's careless beauty, her naïveté, a faith that holds solid as an acolyte's.”

But this body—it is still good, isn't it? What discomforts it visits upon us are often matched by our heightened awareness of its capacity for pleasure and transcendence. The Older Woman (OW) in us might envy Karen Karbo and the humorous satisfaction she finds with J. (her YM—Younger Man). “For it's common knowledge,” she states, “that by virtue of being the OW, I've been miraculously transformed into the modern-day equivalent of the sexually ravenous French courtesan who knows all the moves and when to expertly apply them, and J., by virtue of being the YM, is as well endowed as a porn star, eager to learn, and indefatigable.”

Tell us what you have survived. We know. We've been there, too. Illness. Childbirth. Violence. Fear. Share with us your victories. In her essay “Tearing Up the Sheets,” Ellen Sussman, having suffered a rape as a young woman, revels in her recaptured sexuality: “I love sex. I love middle-age sex. I love married sex. I'm almost fifty and I've never felt sexier. But damn, it took a long time to get here.” And “In My Red Dress Voice,” Joy Passanante describes the delight she has always taken in her body's erotic promise and mourns the unfettered laugh she has lost to dysphonia, even as she celebrates her new, more sustainable voice, “silken, delicate as a cream-colored orchid.”

Like you, we are of the age when we know—please!—that we cannot have it all. We know just how she does it (and we have invented a few new ways, which we may or may not share). We have come to accept that the world will survive without our constant attention, and so we turn our gaze outward, feel that road before us begin to open. And if it's not all downhill, so much the better. We've got some climbing to do—we need that strength in our legs, the air filling our lungs. Because we intend to keep moving forward along the path. Upward. Inward.

Along the way, we make discoveries. Joyce Maynard, in her quest for midlife companionship, realizes that on-line dating (who could resist LoveMeDo, HaveAHeart, ZenWhat?) will never be a sure thing and that her female friendships may be what will sustain her. In “Coffee Dates with a Beefcake,” Pam Houston, married to a man who shares her dedication to “the notion that no one person can provide all things for any other,” discovers that she is infatuated with another seemingly perfect male, “Monsieur Gâteau du Boeuf.” “Whose idea was it,” she wonders, “to give the average woman forty years, say, to figure out that she has a sex drive, that she has sexual power, that her longings are valid, that her curves are sexy, that her breasts are the right shape, that there are at least three different kinds of orgasm and she can have all of them?”

You know, as we do, that the road to self-discovery is not paved with gold, is never straight, and sometimes leads into dark forests and deep jungles. We awaken from the dream of our lives to find ourselves in another country, our lover gone, our children grown, the house silent around us. In the throes of her second divorce, Lisa Norris finds herself lost in the fun house of identity: “High-desert summer but not hot enough for hallucinations: That guy outside the Bittercreek Alehouse in his baseball cap, T-shirt, jeans, and shell necklace really could be twenty-nine-year-old movie star Ben Affleck. . . . And who is that woman who looks just like me in the mirror behind the bar? Could she be some evil twin, sitting in a place I'd never go alone, acting like a hanger-on, a groupie?”

Lynn Freed, contemplating her fiftieth birthday, relates her aversion to so much attention being paid to aging and the “celebrating—twin to that other horror of modern parlance, honoring—[that] attaches itself like a weed to every damp spot along the female path, birth to death.” In “Sources of Pleasure,” Joan Silber finds that the sense of loss she feels after her fiftieth birthday is not remedied by her trip to Provence. Not until she volunteers as a Buddy for AIDS patients does she understand that “in time of extremity, you need human love.” When Annick Smith's adult son tells her that she has a teenage granddaughter—a precious secret he has kept from her—she questions her perception of the honesty she believes she has always shared with her children: “I felt betrayed. The trust I expected . . . had been broken. But trust is a tricky concept, and even past sixty (perhaps especially past sixty), women like me feel impelled to stick to the myths we have invented for ourselves.”

Finally, after decades of hoarding and purging our emotional baggage, of surrendering too much and, sometimes, not enough of ourselves, what we come to realize is this: There are some things that we keep for reasons that matter. We keep what we have learned from our elders along the way, as Bharti Kirchner does in “Lipstick and Bindi”: “Slow down. Don't be so frenetic. Contemplate on the insights you have gained. Listen to the silence within.” We learn that our desire to travel, to escape, to remain still may be as genetically encoded as the color of our eyes and hair: Diana Abu-Jaber recognizes her father's Bedouin spirit in her own impulse to move from the very place she might call home; Beverly Lowry defines her tendency toward wanderlust in the context of her parents'—Moo and Big's—nomadic life. And in “Moving My Mother,” Andrea Chapin is startled to discover that her elderly mother's memory is chock-full of life-shattering secrets that the ailing woman has kept silent for years.

And your mother? Did she pass on her secrets? Did she whisper the truths of her own transformation, or speak of it not at all? As though the honest details of the body's progression through time were an immodest proposal, an act of espionage. So often, if you're a woman, simply growing old is enough to bring on shame, to necessitate euphemisms and coded snippets of intimate information. You've heard them, haven't you? The women speaking in low voices as though there has been a crime—your mother and aunts, in the kitchen, with the pot roast: female trouble, that time of life, the Change.

Their collected trinkets and treasures pass into our hands, and we wonder what we might keep of the women who birthed us—those strange familiars. As Mary Clearman Blew surveys the abandoned ranch house in which she was raised and considers what to take away before the house is sold, she remembers how her mother had little use for sentimentality or keepsakes of any kind. Mary remembers, too, her mother's anger and resentment and realizes that what her mother wanted was the “absence of reminders” of her own past. Toi Derricotte finds the terrain of her mother's death complicated more by relief than by grief. And Meredith Hall, as she observes herself in the mirror, remembers not only her own young body but the body of her dying mother, whose arms and legs were withered by multiple sclerosis. Only in death is the mother's body renewed, not euphemistically, but literally . . . “a great and mysterious transformation. The devastation from the illness receded, as if time were in rapid reverse. Her skin smoothed. Her arms and legs and hands thinned, as if muscle again held flesh to bone. Her paunchy belly flattened. The etchings of courage against such fear, of effort and grit, left her face. . . . And then she was gone.” What Meredith comes to understand is that, finally, what we keep is carried in the narrative of the mind as well as the body: “The young woman's body I live inside still, that unforgotten home, is a text. It is engraved with memory. . . .”

Your body. Our body. Our various selves. We are in this together, joined by circumstance, and by choice. We share our stories over coffee, over wine, over the phone, in letters, on-line. In the past, our time was a time to whisper, but things have changed, haven't they?

These are our stories. Our secrets written out loud.

Listen.

We are your Sibyl. Your gender-bended Dante. We know things.

Follow us into the underground.

We will show you the way.
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Since it is the Other within us who is old, it is natural that the revelation of our age should come to us from outside—from others. We do not accept it willingly.

—SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR

I've never understood why people consider youth a time of freedom and joy. It's probably because they have 
forgotten their own.

—MARGARET ATWOOD

These days, [I] don't sit there going, “Oh my God, she's getting wrinkles.” I think, “Oh my God, look what she just did 
on that trapeze!”

—SUSAN SARANDON




She Who Once Was

REBECCA MCCLANAHAN

We were standing at the kitchen sink, chopping vegetables for a salad, when Martha announced her plan. She'd thought about it for months, she said. Maybe years. I regretted my response immediately, and to this day still regret it. Just listen to me. I am telling my friend that she does not need a face-lift, that she is one of the most beautiful women I know.

“I knew you'd say that,” she says, as if I've insulted her. In this kitchen moment, Martha is fifty-three, the age I am now, seven years later, as I write these words. She is trim and fit, a marathon runner with classic good looks, a dazzling smile, and the angular facial structure of a photographer's model. The kind of woman who turns heads when she enters a room.

“The person in the mirror is older than the person I am inside,” she continues, her chiseled features sharpening.

“The world needs beautiful older women,” I say.

She flinches as though I've slapped her. “I'm not ready to be an older woman.”

Something scratches at the edge of consciousness. A memory, jagged, fleeting: a few months before, Christmas breakfast at my brother's table. We are on vacation, my husband and I, still wearing our robes and luxuriating in our laziness, the California sun pouring through the tall windows onto our faces. My brother takes a seat across the table. “Hmm,” he says, staring at my face, then turning his gaze to Donald. “The wife looks a little different in this light, doesn't she?” End of Christmas morning, end of sunlight on my face.

“When I look in the mirror,” Martha is saying, “I don't know who that person is.”

“Then don't look in the mirror,” I snap. I study her face—the strong, taut jaw, the high cheekbones, the smooth brow. What could she possibly want to change?

Martha takes a sip of wine. “I just thought you should know that I'll be out of commission for a while, until everything heals. I won't be going out. Some friends”—and here she hesitates, as if considering whether to include me in this group—“plan to come by. To bring a movie, a meal.” A few years before, I had visited Martha in the hospital, bringing flowers and candy, steadying her as she shuffled down the corridor. But that was for a hysterectomy. Something to save her life, to prolong it. This hardly fits in the same category, does it?

This is when I should start backpedaling. After all, it's her face, her decision. But I can't let it go. The arguments stack up in my mind; some form into sentences. I am morally opposed to plastic surgery. And what about the expense? You could send a kid to college for what it would cost. And what about the messages this sends to young women, to our own nieces? I know I should get off my high horse, try another ploy, but I am suddenly desperate to make my point. I ask her if she's seen the PBS series, the British one with the older woman and her much younger lover. “She's very sexy,” I say. “Age can be very sexy.”

Martha clenches her jaw, but still I don't stop, though I have long since depleted my arsenal of logic and must resort to dumb repetition. “You need to get your vision checked. You are one of the most beautiful women I know.” I mention the plaque that hangs over the bureau in my friend Suzanne's guest room, where most people would hang a mirror: THE BEST MIRROR IS AN OLD FRIEND. Until this moment, I'd assumed that “old” referred to the longevity of the friendship. Now it occurs to me that the plaque carries another meaning altogether. Okay, how far am I willing to go with this? “If you look old to yourself,” I begin, “then your friends must look old, too.” I don't know what I expect her to say other than the truth, which is the last thing I want to hear.

“You're right,” she says. “They do.”

         

THE FIRST AND
only time I saw Aunt Bessie cry was the night I played Lottie Moon. It was 1965 and the production was Her Lengthened Shadow, a sentimental playlet about a woman missionary who died nearly a century ago. I was fifteen, the same age Lottie Moon is when the play opens, and in the hour it took to perform the play, I aged fifty-seven years. Great-Aunt Bessie, a fixture in my parents' home for many years and my sometime roommate, had gone to church with the rest of the family to see the play. My mother had sewn the costumes and someone else's mother had applied the pancake makeup and, during scene changes, penciled in lines between my eyes and on the sides of my mouth. I remember frowning mightily to create forehead furrows and smiling crazily, unnaturally, to form craters around my mouth so that she could guide the eyebrow pencil into the depressions. In the last scene, when a special lightbulb cast a shadow across the stage, signifying my death at the unthinkably old age of seventy-two, I heard gasps in the audience and knew I had played my part well.

After changing back into my clothes and cold-creaming the years from my face, I walked out to the family's station wagon, parked at the edge of the church parking lot. My parents and siblings were waiting with almost universal praise, but Bessie was uncharacteristically silent, facing straight ahead, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. I climbed into the backseat beside her. Though I was a petite teenager, I sat higher in the seat than Bessie, who, try as she might, could never quite keep herself erect; her crooked hip tilted her body to the side. Bessie was smaller than any grown-up I knew, but her hands were disproportionately large, marbled by dark, prominent veins and mottled with age spots. Did I mention that Bessie was old? Always, always, from my first knowledge of her, old. And now, smack-dab in the middle of the Lottie Moon memory, I am stopping to do the math. Nineteen sixty-five. Bessie was eighty-five years old. Tears were sliding down her ancient face. Tears? I had known Bessie all my life, had slept in the same room with her, the same bed, had, I now realize, even loved her in my selfish, adolescent way. But I had never seen her cry.

I tapped my mother on the shoulder. “What's wrong?” I asked. I often talked around Aunt Bessie as if she weren't there, as if she were a piece of furniture that had been in the house so long, you no longer saw it—may the universe forgive me for this. My mother turned from the front seat and calmly shook her head as if to silence the question. But Aunt Bessie had heard, and she turned to me, her eyes rimmed with red, brimming. “You looked so old,” she said. “It hurt to see you look so old.”

         

EARLY PHOTOGRAPHS OF
my mother bear witness to my father's frequent remark: “She was a living doll.” Sometimes I correct him, joking that if he's looking to make point, he shouldn't use the past tense. But usually I don't make a federal case about it, partly because the remark doesn't seem to bother my mother, but mostly because his affection for her is so obvious and steadfast, so daily. Let's say she's getting up from her chair, where she's been piecing a quilt or arranging photographs in an album or writing a note to one of their fifteen grandchildren. As she moves across the room, without fail my father's gaze will follow her with all the admiration of a newlywed, for, if we are to believe his eyes, she is all news to him, this woman to whom he has been married sixty years. Sometimes, out of the blue, he will say to me, “Juanita is a wonderful woman. You have an amazing mother. Do you know that?” This is a rare gift, I realize, for a daughter—of any age, let alone a daughter as old as I am—to witness a father's love for her mother, and hers for him. And I mark it here, so I will not forget. If beauty resides in the beholder's eyes, my mother is still beautiful to her beholder. Yet even so, there remains that troublesome past tense: My mother was a living doll.

         

AS I MENTIONED
earlier, on the afternoon in which she announced her plans, Martha was a beautiful woman. Two weeks ago, a few days past her sixtieth birthday, I visited her in her southern city and I can attest that she is still a beautiful woman. I hesitate to phrase it that way. To say that a woman is still beautiful suggests a remove from what went before. It hints at time, change and loss, placing the receiver of the compliment in a fragile holding pattern. Still beautiful. Still holding. I don't like the implications, but it is difficult to compliment an aging woman, even one as attractive as Martha, without employing some syntactic time marker. She looks so youthful, we say. Or: She is aging well. Recently, a young colleague, after seeing my age reported in a magazine, said, “If I hadn't seen this in print, I wouldn't believe it. I mean, you look good.” As if it were some minor miracle, at my advanced age, to look presentable. I shushed her with thanks before she could say more, before I could say more. No need to confuse her with details that are no one's business but my own: that, on the advice of my older sister, I touch up my hair color every six weeks or so. That, to be honest, I have been doing this for over a decade now, long before Martha had her face-lift. “Nothing ages a woman faster than gray hair,” my sister had said, though there was no need to convince me. The first wiry gray coils had sprouted shortly after my fortieth birthday. No way, I thought. No way is the woman in the mirror going to be older than the woman I am inside. I'm too young to be old.

         

LAST MONTH, ONE
of my nieces gave birth to a daughter, and I am happy to report that little Addison Kate is aging quite well. She came into this world already nine months old and, if the universe permits, she will continue to age until she dies. If Addie keeps growing old, perhaps one day a century from now some young sculptor will cast her likeness in bronze as Rodin did the old woman we now call the Helmet-Maker's Wife. Actually, the full title I read in the museum beneath Rodin's arresting sculpture was She Who Was Once the Helmet-Maker's Beautiful Wife. Art critics make a big fuss about the sculpture's content—the withered naked figure, her sagging flesh and shriveled breasts—but it is the work's title that breaks something loose inside me. To be named not by what you are now, in this moment, but by what you once were. As if everything that matters is already gone. The old women pass by on the streets of my city, and I imagine captions floating over their heads: “She Who Was Once the College Professor's Brilliant Daughter.” “She Who Was Once the City Ballet's Principal Dancer.” “She Who Was Once a Living Doll.”

Aunt Bessie's caption might have read, “She Who Was Once the Young Woman Beneath the Flowering Tree, Holding a Guitar Close to Her Face and Leaning Visibly into the Music.” This is one of the few early photographs in which Bessie is not looking away from the camera, or tilting her head down. For even in the eye of the most sympathetic beholder—her husband, for instance, who died long before I was born—Bessie could hardly have been seen as beautiful, even in her youth. Tiny at birth, weighing only four pounds, she never grew into the voluptuous form of her mother or of her sister, my grandmother Sylvia, who stands always directly in front of the camera's lens. Bessie's body remained, throughout her life, scrawny and tough, her crooked hip hitched at a cubist angle. And her face offered little comfort. One eye wandered to the left, and a deep scar across her nose, the result of a childhood encounter with boiling lye, was a burden she carried, not always without bitterness and shame, until her death.

Yet even so, Bessie aged well. Released early on from the expectation of beauty, she could turn her gaze outward to all that caught her wandering eye—farming, reading, bird-watching, traveling, mothering the tribe of great-nieces and -nephews—and away from the woman in the mirror, her fading, if imperfect, glory.

         

I DON'T REMEMBER
when I first suspected that beauty was not my strongest suit. I do remember a contest that some girls in my sixth-grade class organized. During lunch one day in September, probably about the time the Miss America pageant was due to air, they passed out ballots listing the names of all the girls in our class, and beside each name, four possible boxes that you could check: “Beautiful,” “Pretty,” “Lovely,” and “Cute.” You were allowed four votes, one girl for each category. By the time the dismissal bell rang, Marilyn Stacklo had been declared “Beautiful,” Christy Schutz was “Pretty,” and two girls whose names I cannot recall were “Lovely” and “Cute.” There were no check marks beside my name, but Marilyn informed me that I did get one write-in vote. On the bottom of a ballot, someone had neatly penciled my name, proclaiming me “Sometimes Cute.”

The universe offered other clues, and by the time I turned fourteen, I had concluded that though in a pinch I might pass for pretty, I was definitely not a “knockout,” the word I'd heard people use when describing my sisters. My skin was pale at a time when pale wasn't fashionable; my sisters tanned easily and evenly. Plus, they had our mother's dark, expressive eyes. I'd inherited our father's blues, which, according to all the songs in the sixties, were what every American girl wanted. But who among us wants what we already possess? Desire is measured by what we lack.

At any rate, I believe I am being truthful in saying I am grateful for being eased out of the beauty race and into the whirl of school and clubs and plays and writing. For if aging is difficult for those who were only sometimes cute, just imagine how hard it must be for the aging knockouts, the living dolls. Especially those who knew the power of early beauty. My friend Gail, who knew such power, powerfully, and who has openly mourned its passing over the past few years, has begun making alternate plans. “I've decided if I can't be beautiful anymore,” she says, “I will make beautiful things.” The things she plans to make—or, rather, to continue making, for she has been making them for decades now—are poems. Other women make other beautiful things: gardens, homes, businesses, paintings, symphonies. My mother made children. Then grandchildren. Then a church nursery school. Along the way, the homes she and my father made housed not only their children but also her elderly parents, Great-Aunt Bessie, and assorted lost souls for whom the home served as halfway house: a mentally ill niece, a young woman studying at a nearby college, a Chinese immigrant who had no other place to go.

When the house finally emptied, my mother returned to an early passion, hand quilting. Twice a month, she gathers around quilt frames with dozens of other women and makes beautiful things to give away. Five of the quilters are in their nineties. One is nearly a century old, and as I watch Gertie bent intently over her work, the intricately carved face and hands seem to me works of art. I do not know if they seem so to Gertie. Perhaps not. But if she mourns lost youth, she gives no hint of it. Gertie appears to live her days, as my grandmothers lived, as Aunt Bessie lived and as my mother lives, from the inside out. This is not to say that Gertie does not see herself as an object for adornment. Her lust for color and texture is legendary, and she always wears cheerfully bright outfits with coordinated accessories. The bureau in her bedroom, with its wide, tall mirror, holds a collector's cache of colorful lipsticks along with earrings and pins that she dons whenever she goes out, which is often. And who knows? Perhaps she wears them at home, too, so that when she passes by the mirror, she will be pleased, will nod at the woman reflected there, dressed in everyday finery and looking, well, if she does say so herself, not a day over eighty.

         

LAST NIGHT, I
dreamed the scaffolding dream. More accurately, I redreamed it. I have been dreaming it, on and off, for years, and once even published a poem about it, so powerfully had its images captured me. In the dream, a tiny workman is perched on scaffolding that has been erected around a woman's face. He wears a hard hat and a tool belt, from which dangles an array of chisels, axes, hammers, and knives. Stepping gingerly from platform to platform, he hammers a bit there, a bit here, putties in cracks, sands down her rough edges. From the tool belt he extracts a tiny knife and begins to slice around the eyes, the nose, the sagging jowls. The huge woman is silent and unmoving. She does not even blink.

This is where a different writer, one who lives more sagely from the inside out, would interrupt with wisdom, New Age or old. Wisdom older than the stars. She would speak comfort, telling of earth mothers and Gaea, cosmic wombs and the mysteries of the Kula flower. In my thirties, I tried hard to be this kind of woman, and I haven't completely shaken my awe for the well-aging crone. Think of the freedom these women must feel, the ones I see at literary conferences, on yoga mats at the Y, on the jacket covers of thick books. Look, this one is standing defiantly in front of the camera, barefoot in a field of wheat, her large breasts loose under a cotton tent dress, her gray hair tangling in the wind. This is who I am, her weathered face says. Take me or leave me. I have earned the years. Count them on my ringless hands, in the flesh around my middle.

I have studied such women from afar and have been blessed to know others who could teach me how to do this natural, terrifying thing called aging. If I wish to learn, I can stand at the edge of my mother's life, or my aunts' lives, or the life of Suzanne, the friend who keeps the plaque about old friends above her guest room dresser. Suzanne writes books, reads voraciously, teaches children and adults, sings in choirs, plays the piano, travels to see her grandchildren and elderly mother. Taking visible delight in whatever life throws her way, she gleefully anticipates each birthday and laughs about the years ahead, when her children will put her in “the home.” “I can't wait,” she says, running her hands through a no-nonsense cap of thick white hair. “I'll finally be able to catch up on all those movies I missed.” Thin and wiry since childhood, as she enters her seventh decade she openly welcomes the first hints of fleshy padding. “In case I get sick,” she says. “Old women lose weight when they get sick. I want some extra, just in case.” And her black eyes glisten.

         

I THINK OF
it as my Diane von Furstenberg moment. It was a cold but sunny March day, snow melting on city streets and me with a sense of young again because it was almost spring and I had a few hours between adult appointments, so when I saw the blue wrap dress in the store window, I stopped. I am not usually a happy shopper—it is hard work for me—but something about the dress filled me with possibility. I'd had one just like it, decades before, a von Furstenberg wrap dress I'd worn forever, worn to threads, so perfectly it accented my narrow waist and camouflaged what I imagined, in those days, to be overly abundant thighs. Look, I thought, pulling the dress from the rack. It's the same dress! The same size, too. Oh fabulous joy, my lucky day!

You can guess the rest. The dressing room crisis, the shock when the wrap didn't come close to wrapping, the clerk bringing the next-largest size, and the next, and the years flashing through me in a blur. How could this be? Is this how it happens? You're going along just fine, living inside yourself, looking out at the world and feeling as young as you've always felt. Then, smack, you're hit with some objective measure, brought up short. How swiftly and unexpectedly it happens, and what a violent surprise! My younger sister, one of the former knockouts, swears that for her it happened overnight. She went to bed with one chin and woke up with two. My latest rude awakening took a different form but was no less violent. One morning not too long ago, I opened my eyes to a world where everyone with any power over me—my boss, doctor, lawyer, accountant, editor, agent—was younger than I was. Lately, I've had to force myself not to scan the Library of Congress birth dates of writers before I read their new books.

How did this happen? And where will it end? Why can't I gleefully accept that I have not only entered but am firmly planted in—and here I must take a deep breath—my sixth decade. Yes, sixth. I've done the math. If little Addie Kate has entered her first decade, and my niece, Addie's thirty-year-old mother, has entered her fourth, and Aunt Bessie died at the end of her tenth, then I must be in my sixth. There is no other way around it.

Time for a paragraph break. A glass of wine. A walk in Central Park. Time to step back into myself and look at the world from the inside out.

         

HOW GLORIOUS A
natural aging would be. I love the idea of it. The further away I stand, the more attractive the idea becomes. And I welcome its incarnation—in other women. I like how age looks on others. But when it gets too close for comfort, well, there I am, peering into my husband's digital camera, which contains the candid shots he's been taking all day. “Delete,” I tell him. And again, “Delete.” “Bad angle on that one,” I say. Or “Bad lighting.” “Bad day.” My gracefully aging husband shakes his head, not even bothering with his usual tack—that I look great, that he enjoys taking my picture. He just shrugs, clicks the delete key, and the evidence is erased, easy as that. If I asked, he could digitally alter the photographs; he has the technology. He could lift those drooping jowls, x out the crow's-feet around my eyes. But I'm not about to stoop that low.

Later, as I lie in bed beside this man in whose eyes I am beautiful, the arguments rage inside my head. What kind of woman am I becoming? Didn't I lecture Martha? And what were my reasons? What did I say? Oh yes, that age is sexy. That women like Faye Dunaway are cheating the world out of the chance to see a beautiful woman age. Liv Ullman had it right, I said. We need to listen to Liv. Remember what she said to the reporter, explaining why she is leaving her face alone: She is curious to see what time will do to her. Is that not a fine gift to her beholders, to allow us to see what time will do to a face as magnificent as hers? And an even finer gift to her child, her grandchildren. To let time have its way with her, to clear a space for her daughter, then her granddaughter, so that the natural order can continue.

What is the alternative? The world I glimpsed yesterday while waiting in line at the drugstore? Two young women flipping through magazines, and one pointing to a photograph of the comedienne whose multiple face-lifts are legendary. “She looks amazing,” she said. “Yeah,” said the other. “Amazing.” And then, without a hint of irony: “She looks younger than her daughter.” What kind of a science-fiction movie are we living, that mothers look younger than daughters? I am trying to imagine my mother, freshly reconditioned after a face-lift or tummy tuck or liposuction. The images, thankfully, will not come. So I scroll back a generation, imagining my grandmothers refusing to look like grandmothers, or, more devastating to my memories, refusing to feel like grandmothers. In her last decades, Grandma Goldie would shake her head side to side until her jowls wobbled, then laugh aloud and say, “Silly old grandmother with the chicken neck.” She let us grandchildren—and later the great-grandchildren—touch the silky folds that hung beneath her once-taut jaw. And when I sat on Grandma Sylvia's generous lap, I leaned into her round belly and stroked the loose, soft underside of her upper arms. She never pulled away or asked me to stop. Even scrawny Aunt Bessie allowed me access to her oldness, anticipating what I wanted when I reached for her hand. Without complaint, she would turn her hand palm side down, then offer it to me so that I could do what I always did: pinch the thin spotted skin, then count the seconds before it finally settled back into shape.

Did my grandmothers ever lie in bed, as I do, and wonder where the years had gone, what manner of woman they were becoming? Did they touch their soft bellies, their fallen skin, and mourn the changes? Maybe I have been wrong all along about their easy acceptance of all that time did to them. I may be wrong about Gertie and Suzanne, too. And my mother? “Oh, no,” she answered recently when I related my brother's proud assessment that our mother is totally without ego. “Oh, no,” she said. “That is not true. I am too vain. I always have been.” My mother, vain? My mother, She Who Was Once the Living Doll? Is she trying to tell me this isn't easy for her, either, this loss of what has been?

And what of the Helmet-Maker's Wife? Living inside herself, did she feel the shift from still beautiful to once beautiful? If so, when did the holding pattern break? It is often said of a woman, “She is in her prime,” but I have never known a woman who recognized her prime when she was in the midst of it. It seems we can only identify that time when we are looking back on it from a distance. And how long does a prime last? To say that the Helmet-Maker's Wife was once beautiful suggests a single occurrence. Only once could she be that beautiful thing. In the next moment, the next year, the next decade—depending on how long the once lasts—she would become something else entirely. Some other form of beautiful thing, perhaps. Or so she might conclude, years later, looking back.

During a recent family reunion, when the clan was gathered to celebrate two of my nieces' eighteenth birthdays and to watch home movies of a family wedding held the summer before, one of the nieces called out, “Look how young I was, how skinny. How skinny all of us were!” The tone of her voice made it clear that skinny was good, that young was good, that her prime, that our prime, was already past. It is hard to describe how sad this makes me.

         

ON AND OFF
over the years, I have wondered at the source of Bessie's tears: “It hurt to see you look so old.” Older, perhaps, than she herself felt? This is not the way things should be. Nieces should not be older than their great-aunts. Watching me onstage, she must have suddenly seen herself, the ancient self that others had been seeing all along but which she had never fully recognized, living, as she did, from the inside out. Was she caught up short? Maybe she was hurt because she thought I was mimicking her. I didn't intend this, but perhaps I unconsciously borrowed her gestures, my performance a kind of rehearsal for the old woman she was teaching me to be. Is teaching me to be. In those moments, Bessie must have glimpsed the old woman I would become, and this glimpse threw her headlong into a future she was not prepared for, a future is which she would be no more. She Who Once Was would be no more. Like the child Margaret in Hopkins's poem, who appears to be grieving for the fallen leaves, the “Goldengrove unleaving,” when she is actually grieving for herself, Bessie was mourning what would not be. The autumns she would not see, the nieces who would grow old without her.

If little Addie continues growing old, and one day some young sculptor casts her image . . .

Wait, let me try that again, this time with the emphasis on growing rather than on old. To remind myself of flowers, plants, grasses and trees and all living things, for growing is a living word with forward motion, even if one is growing old. As opposed to staying, which has no motion, which is a dying word, even if one is staying young. Stay is a refusal to go farther, and thus an alternate form of death, the death of progress toward time's proper movement. Though I will not be alive to see Addie's progress into old age, I hope she lasts a long, long time. As Great-Aunt Bessie lasted, as my grandmothers, Goldie and Sylvia, lasted. As the array of old women I see in my city each day are lasting. Just yesterday, on my afternoon walk through Central Park, I came upon a woman—ninety if a day—at the edge of the Sheep Meadow. She had positioned her cane between two benches as if it were a barre, and she was performing, excruciatingly slowly but with classic precision, each of the five ballet positions, gesturing gracefully with one thin arm, the other grasping the cane for balance.

I am not yet ready to be an older woman, but it's time I began preparing. According to He Who Was Once the Beautiful Woman's Husband and Director, Liv Ullman's face is remarkable because it is “a face which can lend itself to an immense number of roles.” Perhaps there is a role I can grow into: She Who Was Once Sometimes Cute? Or, when I gain the courage to move boldly forward, She Who Once Loved All That Was Given to Her Without Looking Back. If I squint into the mirror, I can almost imagine that time, can throw myself into the prime of my future, when that time comes. As it must come, as it will. There I am on the stage of one niece's house or another, the children tumbling on the floor around me. If a great-niece reaches to touch my neck, she will be rewarded with a handful of extraordinary folds. And if she wants to pinch my hand, I will offer it to her. “Here,” I will say, patting my lap. And we will sit, the Child I Once Was and the Old Woman She Will Become, our moments together so swift and sweet, we will barely feel them pass.




The Suit

LAUREN SLATER

I've never been good at fashion. Some people have the knack; even a scarf flung casually about the neck looks somehow silken and august. I, on the other hand, am a rumpled person, both literally and philosophically. I see the universe as messy, black cloth crumpled with pins and rips. My view is fundamentally pessimistic. I have never understood the expression “freak accident.” Given the existence of black holes and burst blood vessels, it astounds me that anyone really has the courage to get dressed up in the morning. Accidents are not the exception. They are the rule. Therefore, one should outfit oneself accordingly. The truly paranoid should wear yellow hard hats and carry candles. The others, like me, who live on the perpetual edge of an overprocessed ironic worry, should just be frumpy. And that is what I am.

One of my earliest memories involves clothes. I was six years old. I had a great future in front of me. I wanted to be a zoologist, a chemist, a teacher, and a tailor. Mrs. Pichonio, the old widow who lived down the street from us and had a magnificent high hump in her bent back, owned a sewing machine. It was stored in a golden-wood cabinet with iron scrollwork legs and many miniature drawers. The machine itself had SINGER written on it, each letter red and formed from tiny painted flowers. The needle nosed in, nosed out, with a chattering sound. Once she let me try it, and it amazed me, that cloth could come together, that the open-ended could be so easily seamed, that you could cuff and button and hem.

Back at home, I set to work with a plain old needle and thread, the only supplies I could find, plus a large swatch of pink fabric from my mother's rag basket. Within a few days, I had fashioned for myself a skirt, a lopsided article of clothing, sticky with glue and snarled with knots. I proudly wore it to school. Having become frustrated with the process of fastening silver snaps, I simply clasped it at my back with masking tape. I was not the kind of kid one laughed at; people simply stared.

Thus began my clothing career, or what I should more accurately term my anticlothing career. I looked like a frowzer and I loved it. After awhile, the love went away and it became my habit, a manifestation of who I essentially was, something snarled. I lost my interest in sewing, no surprise, but the tendency toward clothes that did not fit, ugly clothes, sloppy clothes—that became ingrained. For the past twenty or thirty years, almost every day, I have rolled out of bed, grabbed for the raveled sweater, the paint-splattered pants. I never understood why people bothered to change their outfit every day. I have always worn the same outfit, minus the underwear, for one week at a time. It cuts down on laundry and so simplifies things. During the darkest parts of my life, I have even slept in my clothes, thereby avoiding the tiring task of getting dressed in the morning.

That I am a writer, a freelancer, with no office to go to, has, of course, only more deeply ingrained my tendency. But, as occasionally happens to writers, a few weeks ago, someone read my work and liked it and asked me to go on TV for two minutes. That didn't excite me. I have been on TV for two minutes before, and I've long lost the illusion it will make me famous. And it probably doesn't help that I have almost always refused the makeup, with the exception of Oprah, who insisted.

The publishing company, however, the one that has consented to print my work continuously despite obvious profit loss, that company did not share my attitude. For the publicist, this was a great opportunity—it was CNN—and she instructed me to dress accordingly. She knew me. She knew that without firm direction and tutelage, I would probably not look good. She told me to go to Ann Taylor and buy a suit. A suit! “Expense it to us,” she said, sounding a little desperate. Ann Taylor! I only shop at Target, and before Target came to the East Coast, I shopped at Bradlees, whose bankruptcy I am still in the process of mourning.

The publicist was so insistent upon the suit, and so worried I wouldn't obey, that in the end she traveled from New York to Boston, where I live and where the filming was, in order to supervise my shopping. She wanted to go with me to Ann Taylor to pick out my clothes. This I knew I could not do. One does not show one's publicist the unpublic places, the bulges and lumps. I said I would go on my own.

Of course, I didn't. I went straight to Target and found a red suit for thirty dollars. I thought it looked fine. It didn't entirely fit; the sleeves of the jacket were too long and the skirt was a little loose, but these were minor details, and besides, they usually film only from the neck up. I liked this suit. The red made me look happy; it underscored the flush in my face. It lit up my skin.

I went home and tried it on for my husband. “You look,” he said, “like you're about to go trick-or-treating.”

I returned the suit. I did not want to get the publicist mad. I knew she was not after a style with any witch in it. I thought my husband was wrong, but I wasn't going to risk it.

The next day, a Sunday, I conceded. I went to Ann Taylor. The store was in a mall, and I try to avoid malls as much as possible, due to potential terrorist attacks. I figured, however, it was Sunday, I was there first thing, the mall was relatively empty, and it was not prime time in terms of bombs or aerosolized chemicals. I thought as soon as I stepped foot in the mall I would get sweaty, but, in fact, that didn't happen. The mall was nice. It smelled of coffee and had booths selling wind chimes and wigs and glass cats. It was almost whimsical.

Ann Taylor itself had a charmed hush to it. There were a few women there, and they drifted among the racks of clothes like wraiths—like angels or ghosts. I collided with cashmere. There was a white sweater and a matching white scarf and it was as soft as snow to touch, but warm. I studied some velvet. It was satisfyingly raspy. These clothes were gorgeous; anyone could see that. They called attention not so much to themselves as to the way the light fell around their forms, suggesting the body beneath, at once sheathed and open.

A saleslady drifted up to me; I told her my situation, that I needed a suit and I needed it fast. She was so gracious. She flicked through the racks of soft things and stylish things and held them up to me with complete confidence. If I seemed strange to her in my big rubber boots with old overalls tucked in, she didn't show it, not a bit. I was another customer, her charge, her mission for the moment. She brought me back to a dressing room and handed me jackets and skirts and shirts. The clothing felt cool against my skin, and it all looked good. I am not accustomed to having clothes that truly fit. I have always been content with an approximate fit, tending toward the too large. These jackets enclosed my waist, and had whalebone buttons. The skirts were straight and slit. I was, she informed me, a petite. I thought of Hans Christian Andersen's wonderful tale “Thumbelina” and the big pink flower and the river and the bee. Petite! In fact, I was extra petite. Size six petite didn't fit me; size four, still too large; size two, close but not quite; size zero, perfect. On the one hand, I was truly proud. For what woman would size zero not be an actual accomplishment? On the other hand, was I zero, zilch, nothing? Was I really here? Was I basically a good soul? Zero. It was, for sure, a mixed message.

But here's what really mattered. In the size zero suit, I looked great. I looked serious and sexy. I looked like a lawyer, like someone in a sky rise, a woman with extra influence. The transformation was total, in part because of the fit. The suit at once concealed and revealed my shape. I had a shape! I had a little waist. I had a collarbone that gave me an appropriately gaunt look. My throat was white and long.

I bought the suit—several hundred bucks, and on sale, too. She gave it to me in a bag with velvet handles. She asked me if I'd like shoes to go with the outfit, but I was overcome, overwhelmed, and out of money. I told her no on the shoes. I said I already had some. Then, on my way out of the mall, I snuck into Payless and got a fourteen-dollar pair of pumps.

At home, I tried the suit on in front of my full-length mirror. I was wondering whether the mirrors at Anne Taylor were rigged in some way, and now, face-to-face with the glass on the back of my closet door, I would see the truth. And I did see the truth. The truth was I still looked good. My waist was still small. My collarbone flared. I had a charming freckle on my chest.

The next morning, when I woke up, I didn't reach for the raveled sweater and paint-splattered leggings. I put on the suit. It was slightly itchy but immensely gratifying. I went to work, which for me amounts to traveling from my bedroom to my study, across the hall. Usually, I work in some version of my pajamas, but this day was different; I decided to get all dressed up, as though to meet my characters. My writing was sharper because of that suit. My characters all said witty things, and my overwrought lyricism gave way to a kind of muscular minimalism. I started to think the suit was magic.

I went on TV the next day and I was very articulate. My publicist, who herself was wearing a suit and mauve lipstick and sling-back shoes, was impressed. Huge white lights shone down on me and behind me stood a man with a silver disk. Then it was over. I went home. The house seemed oddly quiet, in a way both creepy and peaceful. The sheer curtains billowed with sunshine. The cat wreathed around my legs. I stripped and hung the suit way in the back of my peeling closet.

But something was different. Even with the suit off, I still felt like it was a little bit on. My walk was more purposeful. I felt aloft. I felt pretty and I liked it. I began to wonder about Botox. I pinched my lips to plump them out and, sure enough, that made me prettier still. Suddenly, there were so many possibilities. Perhaps I should get a perm, some smart, springy, sexy curls to accompany and enhance my new image. I bought a fashion magazine and went to see a stylist at Lords and Ladies. She grabbed a hunk of my hair and said, “Perm, no way. You're much too brittle.”

“But I have hair spray on,” I said, which I did, part of my new experimentation. “I have a lot of hair spray on. Without it, my hair is not so brittle.”

“You don't need a perm,” she said. “You need color.”

Color it was. My strands stripped of their darkness and gray, saturated with something gold. My husband reacted exactly as he was supposed to, just like a husband on a perfume commercial: “Wow,” he said.

I could go on. And on. I could tell you about the lid-lift I thought of getting, the tarry mascara I bought, the fancy shampoo with a lather as rich as a racehorse's. I could tell you about the pants, but I won't. The clothes are at once entirely the point and not at all relevant. What matters is this: I began to see the surface of everything, the shifting surfaces of people's faces, the grainy surface of my desktop, the surface of the sky, all slick and blue. I saw the surface of my body and ignored the bones. And this was all very good. Not only was it fun; it was somehow . . . somehow healing, to use a surfacy word. I bobbed to the top of life and blew a bubble or two. I began to understand that a life dedicated to appearances was not, in fact, a shallow life; it was life lived at the pitch of drama, life on a stage, life acted and enacted, almost Shakespearean. When you tend to your surface you are making an image, and images are the essence of art. When you tend to your surface, you are making a statement of faith. You are saying, I matter. You are saying, The world is worth dressing for. You are engaging in the best kind of optimism, an optimism that propels you out of bed in the morning, that directs you to the day. When you put on nice clothes, you are putting on hope; you are saying, Here I am. This is fun. Look at me. You are jerked out of your scrunched existence and into possibility: the pretty, the silky, the tweedy. You are celebrating the excellent malleability of human experience, that you can be this and you can be that, the fusion of image with flesh.

But at the end of the day, of course, you have to take your clothes off. Unless you want to sleep in your suit, this act of undressing cannot be avoided. The night air is cold. An airplane roars. A grandmother has just died, and as well dressed in her coffin as she was, she still looked—well, she still looked dead, the swoop of blush hideous on her sallow skin.

I wonder if there are some people who never get undressed, or who always stay well dressed, in a metaphorical sense. If there are, I salute them. To go through life clad and stylishly clothed, with all the relentless optimism this implies, is in and of itself a Herculean feat. I, in the end, do not have this stamina. I cannot run that race. I cannot bring myself, when all is said and done and stripped, to see the fabric of the universe as anything other than rumpled. Clothes are a grand vacation, an excellent adventure, but in the end, you come back to your body.

My body is aging. I have warts on my feet. My hair is brittle, with strands of gray beneath the saturating gold. I cannot stick to my surface. I sink, and in that downward decline, in the quiet moments, with the suit hung up in the closet, the flared velvet pants put away, in the quiet moments lying side by side with my infant son as he falls asleep, I think of our barbed world and so many bombed-out buildings. I think of being kidnapped. I think of how a high rise falls. And it occurs to me, in these unclad moments when the world comes at me raw, it occurs to me that my images of terror are as commodified and commercialized as my newfound interest in clothes. I mourn what the media tells me to mourn. I now dress as the media tells me to dress. Even my deepest fears have a sort of surfacy feel to them, aerosolized toxins and jihadists in Kaffiyehs.

What are the real dangers here? What are the actual risks that exist beneath all our stylized surges? Perhaps it is simple. Perhaps it has something to do with a grandmother in a grave. Perhaps it has something to do with the way our faces crumple in time, our ends, however they happen. A person cannot tolerate it all; it is too much. Clothes are as fine a diversion as any. They may not remake your soul, but they give you a much-needed break. I would like a gown, pale blue, seeded with pearls at its collar and cuffs. I would like to dress my children in everything Gap. I would like us all to go forward, together, as beautifully bandaged as a human may be.
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