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People in this country are starved for the truth.
— Harry G. Frankfurt, 
author of On Bullshit and On Truth

How One Hair-Color Fiend
 Decides to Get Real
IN OCTOBER 2004, my friend, the artist Maira Kalman, sent me the photographs from a larkish summer driving trip that she, another friend, the writer Akiko Busch, my daughter Kate*, and I had taken to Lily Dale, New York, the oldest spiritualist community in America. Lily Dale was founded in 1879, and each summer the hundreds of resident psychics and mediums open their candy-colored, slightly down-on-its-heels Victorian town in western New York to the public. The Lily Dale Assembly Web site defines a spiritualist as “one who believes, as the basis of his or her religion, in the continuity of life and in individual responsibility. Some, but not all, Spiritualists are Mediums and/or Healers. Spiritualists endeavor to find the truth in all things and to live their lives in accordance therewith.”
Certainly none of our summer group would have listed ourselves as “spiritualists” on an official form. We’re really not, in a word, kooks. But we do like to think of ourselves as people groping toward the useful truths, and the chance to spend a long weekend together in rural New York, having our fortunes told, felt like the kind of trip that would be tremendous fun. And boy, were we right. We tried everything available to us in Lily Dale: communed with our fellow travelers in the mornings at the “Stump,” a group session deep in the woods; had several individual sessions in psychics’ homes; and participated in “healing ceremonies” in “temples.”
We even got to mingle with a group of sixteen visiting Tibetan monks who were stopping in Lily Dale as part of a tour sponsored by Richard Gere, but regrettably none of the four of us experienced anything approximating a “visitation,” nor were we blown away by any blinding moments of insight from a psychic.
But months later, as I looked through Maira’s photographs, one in particular—of my sixteen-year-old daughter; Aki; and me—actually changed my life. In that instant, sandwiched between my blond daughter and gray-haired Aki, I saw myself for what I truly was: a forty-nine-year-old mother with a much too darkly shellacked helmet of hair. I clearly was not some faintly with-it older pal of my daughter’s, but neither did my hair make me look like a contemporary of Aki’s. It was like I was some spectral person floating in a no-man’s-land, neither young nor old. I felt as if I didn’t know who I really was.
In fact, as I studied the photo, I felt like I was a black hole between gaily dressed Kate and about-to-burst-into-laughter Aki. My uniform of deep, dark mahogany hair and dark clothing sucked all light out of my presence. Seeing that person—that version of myself—was like a kick to my solar plexus. In one second, all my years of careful artifice, attempting to preserve what I thought of as a youthful look, were ripped away. All I saw was a kind of confused, schlubby middle-aged woman with hair dyed much too harshly.*

BUT WHY THIS SUDDEN self-critical revelation? In the past, when I’d looked at photographs of myself, I’d always thought I’d looked pretty good. Maybe the portals to greater awareness had been subtly awakened at Lily Dale . . . ? Ummm, no. I think I was just lucky that Maira’s photo allowed me the momentary objectivity to see that the dyed-hair forty-nine-year-old wasn’t the real me. Kate looked real. Aki looked real. To me, I looked like I was pretending to be someone I wasn’t. Someone still young.
I had never before closely considered what the color of my hair communicated to the world. Artificial color was simply what I had always done, what almost everyone my age did, and what I unthinkingly assumed looked good.
But examining that snapshot made me start to think hard about who I was, and who I wanted to be. Would I continue holding on to some dream of youthfulness or could I end the game of denial and move more honestly into middle age?
So maybe the trip to Lily Dale really had, after all, led me to try and “live my life in more accordance with the truth.” I had gone on the trip for fun, as an exercise in anthropological tourism, wondering if I might, and rather credulously hoping to, for instance, receive a “message” from my dead parents. Instead of taking a mystical or metaphysical leap into a spiritual unknown, I found that looking at Maira’s photograph led me to do something extremely concrete and practical. I came away from that trip with a decision to try to embrace more authenticity and, as a first step along that path, to do something as banal as to quit coloring my hair. To let it be whatever color it was—nickel? steel? charcoal? platinum? white? who knew?—beneath the dye. Beyond the inspired lunge toward more everyday personal candor, I was also simply curious about what I actually looked like.
For years, people had commented generously that my relatively unlined skin made me look young. I’m not fat. I don’t often wear matronly clothes. You don’t look your age, people told me. Naturally, I chose to believe them. And to tell the honest truth, in the self-image I cooked up in my brain, I even one-upped them: in my mind’s eye, I imagined I looked thirty-five, not forty-nine. Wrong. I mean, really wrong, but there you are.
I grew up in white, upper-middle-class, suburban Kansas City, Missouri, during the ’60s. In 1964 my parents took the family to the world’s fair in New York City, where I experienced for the first time the dense electricity of real urbanity. I loved everything about New York: the crowds on the streets, the multiplicity of signs and architecture and styles of dress, the acrid and fishy smell of Chinatown, the Jetsons-like General Motors “Futurama” exhibit at the fair, even the spicy food (garlic!).
When the Mod Squad television series premiered in 1968, it represented that same quintessential urban coolness to me. It felt like my personal window into an adult world, where people of different classes and races worked together, and even though, as cops, the characters were “the man,” they were also anti–everything establishment. Peggy Lipton, the lead actress, wore great clothes and had straight, long blond hair. And she got to hang out on camera with sexy Michael Cole and the grooviest of all, Clarence Williams III. I wanted to be Peggy Lipton much more than the other fantasy TV version of “me,” Marcia Brady from The Brady Bunch.
In reality, I was a nerd (the girls in high school nicknamed me “Miss Organization,” and I don’t think they were envious), so having hair that made me seem like the kind of girl one saw on television was very important to me. I discovered that my hair was the one thing that I could manipulate to make me seem at least superficially like someone I wasn’t.
So in high school, to try to be “cool”—that is, to look a little bit older, a little bit more sophisticated—I grew my hair long and styled it just like Peggy Lipton’s. I also tried somewhat successfully to make my tawny hair even blonder by spritzing it with Sun In and lemon juice as I toasted during the hot Midwestern summers. Lightening the color was my second step in changing my hair to create a new, improved version of myself to project to the world.
As a teenager my salient physical attributes were my hair and my—“no, really, I’m not a nerd” additional bit of ’70s pre-Goth rebellion—black nails. And although mercifully I jettisoned the black nail polish in college, as an adult the long, straight hairstyle I’d so carefully adopted in high school remained a defining piece of my look, inextricably linked with my identity—as, I think, our particular style does for nearly all of us. Subconsciously, I believe, I thought my hair possessed almost talismanic protective properties.
But even as I maintained the uniform length of my hair, I began further experimentation with its color as a tool to assert my individuality and uniqueness. And over the years, my hair has gone through many, many different hues, from what I thought of as aubergine—but which a male lawyer friend once horrifyingly described as “deep purple”—to various roan and chestnut shades.
My first job right out of college was as an administrative assistant at the now defunct Manufacturer’s Hanover Bank, assigned to move money among the bank’s clients in the Great Lakes District. Yes, it was in midtown Manhattan, but could there have been a more boring job in the world? I sat at a desk opposite the men’s room in the front row of a vast airplane hangar–like open office space. (Trust me: there was nothing more mortifying for the twenty-one-year-old me than to have men by the dozen smile directly at me as they zipped their pants on leaving the bathroom.) My work consisted in its entirety of writing out paper-money wire-transfer requests for companies in Illinois and Indiana; robots could have handled the job. Row upon row of hushed, uptight people cascaded behind me in desk after desk, each row representing a notch up the hierarchy toward the glassed-in aquarium-like offices of the vice presidents. The few women who worked there in 1977 were blond and wore conservative suits and pumps. Wearing any style outside of the dull Brooks Brothers dress code was practically a fireable offense, so I dyed my hair a rich bittersweet color as a way to demonstrate to myself and to the outside world that I did not really belong in this death-before-my-time job. I thought the artificial color communicated that I was, like, you know, some kind of an artist who was working this job just to pay the rent. Which was true, minus the artist part.
I didn’t stop using my hair color as a tool to differentiate myself after I quit the bank. My next job was as a secretary in the international division of Children’s Television Workshop. And even though I wasn’t doing anything other than taking dictation from an amped-up, full-of-himself, would-be-James-Bond British salesman, I wanted to try on a more sophisticated persona than my kind of down-market-bank-clerk reddish hue, so I colored my hair a rich walnut shade. And I actually felt different. More sophisticated. By the time I started traveling for the job, selling Sesame Street in Haiti and Brunei and Malaysia, I already felt a bit like Mata Hari (and you know what the anagram of her surname is, don’t you?).
I discovered that the personality-enhancing aspect of my hair extended well beyond a sense of theatrical role-playing. I found that if I felt depressed, I could go and brighten up the hue and actually make myself feel brighter. When I felt like I wasn’t getting enough attention from my boyfriend (and future husband), I could shift my color and, in my mind’s eye, become instantly more alluring. I’m not so sure that this strategy actually worked, but it always made me feel as if I were taking control. There was nothing like transforming myself overnight from redhead to brunette or back again to make me feel like a new person. It was a regular cosmetic rebooting.
Hair color was something I could control easily, definitively—managing the color of my hair was my equivalent to taking Paxil. I discovered that when I changed my hair color, voilà, I’d move on—imagining, hoping, that by modifying the way I presented myself to the world, I was somehow actually dealing with whatever issues or uncertainties were confronting me at the moment.
On my fortieth birthday, in some I-want-to-be-a-rock-star-and-I’m-not-getting-older moment of fantastic denial, I indulged in my most dramatic and least successful coloring episode. I dyed my hair jet-black. Other than a few dutiful years of piano lessons, I’d never been musical—never played an instrument or sung in any kind of group. But at forty I chose to become thoroughly depressed over the fact that now I knew I would never become a Beatle. Yes, a Beatle. Insane in several respects? Yes! But at age nine in 1965, I’d seen them play live in my hometown, Kansas City. That scene—teenagers gone wild, and sexy, sophisticated, foreign boys (with cool, long dark hair) being adored—became my benchmark (other than The Mod Squad ) for a certain kind of glam living, one that would lead me out of my suburban Midwestern tapioca life.
But my 1995 fake-rocker black hair didn’t, of course, magically deliver me a recording contract or global adoration. Rather, it served to underscore my true age in unattractive ways—the black washed me out and added gray shadows to my face. My friend Larry Doyle, who’s a comedy writer, announced in his deadpan fashion the moment he saw me, “You look like your evil twin.” And both of my children, then five and seven, actually cried the evening I came home with the new color. Not precisely my goal.
I lived with that mistake for a long time because you cannot simply wash ebony color out of your hair. As an emergency remedial adaptation, I went back and had my colorist layer mahogany dye into the black and then, chastened by the entire experiment, settled into a conservative, acceptable, middle-aged brownish.
And from then on I went on absolute hair-color autopilot, the opposite of my previous decade or so of flagrant dabbling. My forties’ hair strategy became all about maintaining the status quo—consistent hair color meant nothing in my life was really changing. No aging, no anxiety I couldn’t deal with, no friends divorcing or family members and friends dying . . . everything was just fine.
Until I looked hard at that photograph three years ago and everything wasn’t fine, at least not as far as the way I looked was concerned.
Even though I’ve never once fudged my age, I simply wasn’t prepared to look my age. And I thought that if I had my natural hair color, whatever it might be, I’d instantly look older. What was the big deal about looking my age? This was the real crux of my dilemma in wanting to present a more authentic version of myself to the world. At least since the flappers of the 1920s, we’ve valued extravagant youthfulness as the embodiment of all that is American—new nation, new ideals, youthful optimism and can-do-ism, Lindy Hopping and Boogalooing and Frugging our way through life to keep refreshing the sense that we are always creating ourselves anew. Even if we aren’t. By keeping my gray “secret,” not allowing my hair to visibly age, I was able to feel permanently thirty-four.
It never occurred to me that my light-sucking fake dark-brown hair might have had a subtle but even more profound aging effect. I chose not to register the fact that hair dye, inevitably, faintly stains the skin around the hairline, tipping off anyone who looks closely that what you are presenting is a simulation of youth.
As I approached fifty, I realized I was exhausted by the tyrannical upkeep, the enormous investment of time and money, just to seem younger—or at least not older. I was married, I was self-employed, my kids were almost adults. That equation no longer computed.
So how hideous could my natural color be—whatever it was—compared to liberation?
WHEN I HAD FIRST NOTICED gray hairs in my late twenties, I didn’t give a second thought to covering them up. After all, I was already manipulating my color for professional/fantasy reasons, and frankly I thought twenty-seven was way too young to have gray hair. (From trying to look older in high school to trying to look younger at work just a decade later—such are the vicissitudes of a woman’s life.) But at twenty-seven, in 1983, I didn’t have much money, so I went with what I thought was the easy route to covering my gray—single-process coloring.
“Single process” is the technique whereby a coloring paste is applied to the scalp and roots with something like a pastry brush, forming a gooey helmet. (Ironic, isn’t it, that this means of sexiness enhancement is so thoroughly unsexy: you never want any man who isn’t a hair-care professional to see you looking like you’ve just climbed out of the La Brea tar pits.) It takes about forty minutes for the color to “set” from start to finish and, with shampoo and tips, costs about $125 at a midrange New York hair salon. (For those who do single process out of a box at home, the expense is a fraction of that, of course.) For highlighting, one’s roots are treated with the single-process method, and then individual strands of hair are painted with a different bleaching chemical and folded into squares of foil. It’s much more time-consuming—up to three hours—and, since it is virtually impossible to do at home, requires expensive ($200 and up) salon visits.
Either way, once you start coloring at thirty or thirty-five or forty—the insidious creep of roots perpetually growing out, lighter or darker, always threatening to show themselves and expose the ruse—you are trapped on a treadmill.
And the treadmill accelerates as you age. Particularly during the last ten years, as my roots became grayer and my artificial hair color ever darker, I found I needed to return to my colorist every two and a half weeks to keep my brown hair looking as spiffy as I’d come to demand—I didn’t trust the at-home root-touch-up kits to look “natural.” I couldn’t bear even the teensiest millimeter of ratty gray roots showing, not just because I cared that people would consciously notice that I dyed my hair—over the years some of the colors I’d chosen had been obviously fake—but because the hard line between the visible gray roots and dyed dark parts looked ugly and losery to me.
I was more than a little nervous to share my decision to quit dyeing my hair with Joseph Artale, the owner of Arte, the low-key boutique salon in Manhattan’s NoHo where my whole family has had their hair done for years. I wasn’t afraid Joe would have a reality-TV kind of hissy fit over the notion. He’s a sensible, well-adjusted, handsome father of three, and the whole vibe of his salon is chic but down-to-earth, intimate, familylike. But he was, after all, the professional, and I was worried that I might be making a mistake.
Joe only half-jokingly remarked, “Oh, God, I hope you don’t start some kind of trend here.” And then, in a more earnest and even slightly panicky way, he added, “Warning—this path not recommended for everyone.” The salon business, of course, would be decimated if significant numbers of women stopped coloring their hair. But he was game.
I HAD NO REAL IDEA what I was getting into. I am an impulsive, ready-fire-aim person, and over the years I’ve come to realize that the best way for me to succeed at difficult tasks I’ve set for myself—quitting cigarettes, changing careers from magazine executive to TV producer to magazine writer and author, helping to start new businesses (Spy magazine in the 1980s, Nickelodeon magazine in the early ’90s, a production company in the late ’90s), selling a beloved farm in upstate New York—is to tell as many people as possible as quickly as I can about my plans. The public knowledge becomes a goad to keep me on track.
Even before telling my family that I’d decided to let my hair return to its natural color, I sought what I assumed would be positive reinforcement of my decision from a few friends my age. The results were mixed.
One of the first people I called to discuss my decision to allow my natural color to grow in was a childhood friend living in Lawrence, Kansas. Jane was on the same page. She told me that she’d recently had her hair guy begin to transition her blond highlights to white ones. She made me laugh aloud when she said, “I’m hoping it grows out that beautiful snow color, but I fear it’ll be more like old-lady pubes. But hey, Emmylou rocks! My husband is totally hot for her.” And like all good friends, she encouraged me. “You’re going to be one of those fabulous-looking white-haired women in great scarves and sweaters over cigarette-leg pants.” Her instant feedback was inspiring. I thought, Yes, exactly, sophisticated and cool and part of a movement.
My gray-haired friends—a tiny minority of women I know, maybe 5 percent—were, like members of all “clubs” who want new converts, extremely enthusiastic. Aki, one of my Lily Dale traveling companions who swims seriously and doesn’t color partly because her hair would turn a martian chartreuse in the chlorine, promised that it would feel liberating, a release from a minor but real tyranny. Two women in my book club, both in their midsixties with fabulous white hair, said they’d seldom been happier than in the days after they decided to quit coloring. Okay, I thought, I can do this. I had positive role models whom I respected and thought were sexy and reasonably content.
A friend in her early fifties who’s recovering from cancer had an even more important take for me. “My hair has grown in postchemo very gray,” she said, “and I’m thinking of keeping it that way. It’s for a sort of show-offy reason. I like telling people that, because of this cancer, I’ve seen my own ghost. Even though I wish I could say I turned gray overnight, my hair didn’t actually turn white from fear”—for years she had dyed it brown—“but its whiteness symbolizes having been terrified. On a simpler level, I like the before-and-after quality of it. I’m not the same person I was before I got sick. I’ve been through some sort of crucible. It’s a kind of badge of . . . well, not of courage but of having been changed, like being a veteran of a war.” I realized after talking with her that I’d rather be allied with a woman like that—someone who had faced the ultimate challenge and come out stronger on the other side—than pretend as if everything were coming up roses all the time.
On the other hand, I was given pause when I read that the musician Melissa Etheridge, after finishing her cancer treatment and making her brave and bald Grammy appearance, said, “I have a beautiful head of hair . . . I do dye it blond, though. I can be bald in front of the world, but I can’t be gray.” If a strong, outspoken feminist was scared to stop coloring, what was I letting myself in for?
When I started sharing the plan with friends who colored their hair, the feedback I got was more varied, in many ways interesting but not exactly encouraging.
Some went into great detail about their own private daydreams of giving up hair color. One friend, who had dabbled extensively in cosmetic procedures—liposuction, Botox, fillers, a nose job—told me that she wanted to be able to stop worrying about all of it. But she said she lacked the courage to try.
Other women were simply astonished and appalled. “What?” my sexy, fiftysomething, “blond” Italian American housewife neighbor shouted when I mentioned my decision. “Why on earth would you want to make yourself look older? ” And rather shockingly to me, a very good friend—proud old-school feminist and liberal, successful media executive—echoed that same sentiment. “I just can’t imagine what would motivate you to do this. I intend to keep coloring my hair until I drop.”
When I shared my decision to go gray with my friend Nora Ephron, unaware that she was in the middle of writing her delightful, smart I Feel Bad About My Neck: And Other Thoughts on Being a Woman, she had a ready reply, cool and sharp. She’d clearly thought a lot about this. “Having gray hair is a political act for some people. They lend a lot of priority to the statement of it. They feel like they get points for having gray hair, a kind of moral superiority.” I felt a little busted. Pretending you’re younger than you are is one form of vanity, but ostentatious authenticity, when it becomes too preening and holier-than-thou, can be a different kind of vanity—and the latter kind, Nora thinks, is a “luxury” of youth. “People start coloring their hair before the end of the story,” Nora said, meaning before the end of actual youth. “In their thirties they’re frightened of turning into visions of their mother. The big difference between our mothers and us is only chemical. When my mother was my age, you could have two colors of hair—blue or pink. Pink was called strawberry blond.” Nora, who’s sixty-six, has no plans to stop coloring her hair.
A lot of my friends looked at me with the same incredulity that I might have looked at them with had they told me that they were going to get breast implants or run off with the electrician. I wasn’t talking about any big deal here, really—I mean, it’s just hair—but I realized that the gulf between the two camps, the embracers and the resisters, is pretty vast.
But of course the subject isn’t really just hair. As little kids we are encouraged by the toy manufacturers to engage in “hair play.” Companies such as Mattel spend zillions of dollars and hours studying how kids actually play, what they call their play “patterns,” and for girls, playing with hair—their dolls’ or their own—is right at the top of the heap for how they like to spend their time. Playing with hair supposedly taps into our most basic maternal and social instincts. The apotheosis is a product Mattel sells called Fashion Fever Grow ’N Style Styling Head. It’s just an oversize Barbie head, no torso, with hair that “grows” so you can spend hours styling it.
Hair is the salient shorthand sign we use to communicate to others who we want them to think we are. We can try on different personas and adjust it daily—one day ironed straight, the next waved; another day done in a prim little chignon, the next a ruffled “bed head”; one day accessorized with teensy barrettes, the next with a knotted scarf. The variations are limitless, and none is permanent—a perfectly modern and perfectly American ideal. Hair is the ultimate fashion tool.
So why do I actually care what anyone does with her hair? Because at some point along the spectrum—from little girls pretending to be mommies, playing with their Barbies’ hair, to a large majority of women over forty dyeing their own hair—we’ve lost a link with reality. The eight-year-old kid knows she’s playing, but the dyed-blond sixty-year-old . . . not so much. The antiestablishment statements that certain styles of hair used to represent—long hair or Afros for men and women in the ’60s, Mohawks in the ’70s and ’80s, Day-Glo colors in the ’90s—have become period pieces. Today it seems as if the most provocatively political statement a woman can make with her hair is to let it be naturally gray.
There is, I think, the beginning of a breach in the culture that reminds me of the contentious, visceral divisions between women who work for pay and those who stay home with their children. I found a sort of proud, “we-know-better-than-you-weak-ninnies” sanctimony among the gray-haired true believers, and a proud, “how-dare-you-judge-my-choices-because-I-do-this-for-myself-to-feel-good-about-me” defensiveness in the committed-to-dyeing camp.
WHEN I MADE MY DECISION to go gray, I had no idea that the choice would elicit such emotionally laden responses. I decided to expand and even sort of formalize my “advisory board” of friends—more of a focus group than a support group. They ranged in age from their midthirties to midsixties and ran the gamut of professions—psychologists, designers, writers, homemakers, volunteers, marketers, and entrepreneurs. Of the fifteen, three had gray or white hair.
As I convened our first lunch, I worried that the women would find the topic absurdly unimportant, and given our busy lives, the time stolen from their days might be an intrusive sacrifice.
I couldn’t have been more wrong.
Everyone seemed delighted to have a serious pretext to talk thoughtfully for a couple of hours about almost nothing but hair. The conversations were lively. And revelatory.
Rachel, a fifty-four-year-old daughter of socialist parents who also happens to be a shrink with long, curly, darkly dyed hair, spoke of her sense of guilt about dyeing her hair because she felt as if she had sold out the antiplastic values of her Woodstock Nation youth. She sounded almost panicky when she confessed that in the middle of caring for her cancer-ridden mother, she still worried about getting her roots touched up. Were her priorities all screwed up?
Before Rachel finished speaking, Emily, the midforties founder of her own design studio (whose hair is long, wavy, and dyed), sought to alleviate Rachel’s guilt. She positively glowed when describing how her time at the hair salon was her only private time during the month, away from screaming babies and work demands and spousal interaction. It was the one moment when she felt pampered and free to just think.
“So do any of you pluck your gray hairs?” asked Sara, a midforties magazine editor with naturally brown shoulder-length hair. Sara was genuinely interested in whether other people plucked and if the plucking might have any long-term negative consequences. “I’m fundamentally cheap and refuse to buy into the ‘color racket,’ but I want to postpone the gray as long as possible,” she said. I silently thought that the endgame of the plucking strategy didn’t seem like a very good outcome to me; bald patches look a lot worse than gray hair.
A chic fortysomething editor confessed that at thirty-five, when her hair was first turning gray, a colleague remarked, “You look so distinguished!” As she told our group, “That comment was so not working for me.” Neither was her husband’s crack that when she dyed her own hair at home, she looked like Elvis Presley.
The two therapists in the group, both of whom color their hair, said they found that if they modified their looks too drastically, it upset their patients. Superficial consistency in a shrink, it turns out, is a desirable thing. And for them it served as a virtuous, feel-good reason—It’s about professionalism and sensitivity to others’ needs, not personal vanity—to keep coloring.
Each woman talked about how it simply made her feel good about herself to take care of her hair—and by that, most of them meant dyeing their hair.
At first the “uncolored” women were mainly silent on the sidelines as the other women spoke. Monique, a former fashion editor and now, in her sixties, a garden designer, was the one woman at the lunch with perfect white hair. Naturally shy, she said, “It never occurred to me to dye,” when I asked her. Monique went gray very young, and I think that her hair became a sort of logo—a powerful differentiating tool in the competitive world of fashion. She did mention that cabdrivers often shouted out to her while she walked along the street, “Great hair, lady!” And had I polled my fifteen friends that day, I think to a woman we would have agreed that Monique had the best hair at the table.
Betsy, a fifty-one-year-old porcelain artist and former hat designer with chin-length graying hair, said that she was wrestling with the whole “lowlights” concept of reverse coloring, adding dark streaks to her gray. If you search “gray hair” on the Internet, a lot of the information you’ll discover covers exactly how women can add “dimension” to their hair by introducing a variety of colors. I personally think this is simply one more way the beauty industry tries to keep us on their regimens. But “lowlights” might effectively change the subject from age-versus-youth truthfulness to plain-versus-stylish aesthetics.
The fifty-two-year-old writer Kit, who highlights her brown hair, took me aside after the luncheon. She was clearly fired up. “I thought the discussion today was riveting,” she said. “Such difficult and complicated stuff. One thing that struck me was the repeated clash between guilt over vanity and doing things to oneself for oneself. So the feminist vies with the moralist/purist; the wise hippie who wants to do things naturally debates with the shrewd, take-charge inner businesswoman who believes in taking action. As always, we are at cross-purposes because we feel both things; we are both things. The puritanical voice says we are being deceptive if we do things to hide our age; the pragmatic voice says we are simply taking things into our own hands, that age is a relative thing. I guess what is important is that we know ourselves well enough to know why we are doing things, when they have meaning and when they don’t, and what the costs are to the rest of our lives.”
I was fascinated and, frankly, surprised by the powerful reactions of so many of the people with whom I talked as I started going “natural.” It was as if a lightbulb went off over everyone’s head: we sort of know on some subliminal level that most of us are faking it—these days, a majority of American women over forty dye their hair—but we seldom actually let ourselves think about this and what it implies.
By looking at and talking about this one nearly universal focus of intense vanity, I realized I’d poked into the center of a great collective anxiety. Today it is the ubiquity of dyed hair, more than any other single thing, that allows women (and many men) to conjure the kind of person they want to appear to be.
All of my conversations early on in my own process of going gray convinced me more than ever that this apparently trivial subject was, in fact, absolutely nontrivial to the psyches and identities and lives of women.
I WANTED TO SEE WHAT the experts had to say about authentic aging. I hoovered up the relevant literature at my neighborhood bookstore. I discovered books by the bagful on different ways I could maintain a youthful appearance, looking fortyish until I died (which made me imagine how the “ish” would become “yeesh” around seventy) by disguising the realities of gray hair, wrinkles, and loss of muscle tone. Or books that, at best, passingly asserted the fabulousness! of gray. None of the information was fresh: just as we all know we should not smoke, should be moderate in our intake of food and drink, and should exercise and avoid harsh lighting, we also know that surgery can make flesh smoother, tighter, and plumper (with the important exception of the flesh of the neck, as Nora Ephron hilariously explained in her book).
There were serious books about aging, too, from George Vaillant’s seminal academic analysis of how different people grow older differently (Aging Well); to the works of polemicists such as Betty Friedan (The Fountain of Age), Germaine Greer (The Change: Women, Aging, and the Menopause), Simone de Beauvoir (The Coming of Age), and Carolyn Heilbrun (The Last Gift of Time: Life Beyond Sixty), reaffirming the status of older women; to the writings of journalists such as Peggy Orenstein and Letty Pogrebin, centering around women in their fifties; to the offerings of (young, pretty) Naomi Wolff, looking critically at our cultural norms of beauty. A few brave writers, such as the late M. F. K. Fisher or Colette, used fiction to explore the fear and sense of loss that most women feel as they approach menopause. There were a few books that looked at how to care for gray hair and how to dress and apply makeup for a new color palette, but these glossed over, or more often entirely ignored, the stigmas, spoken and unspoken, attached to gray hair.
And while I benefited from reading all of these books, the more I read, the more I found myself becoming dispirited. A simple, too willfully PC “you’re-not-getting-older-you’re-getting-better” mantra simmered within all of the so-called second-adulthood books. The tone tended toward strenuous cheerleading, and I was not a bit inspired by exhortations about embracing my “inner goddess” and how cool being a “crone” could be. (Frankly the very word “crone” horrified me.) The options offered seemed to buy into the extreme either-or cultural stereotypes—a woman has two choices as she ages: turn herself into some freakish Joan Collins / Faye Dunaway wannabe or else become a let-it-all-hang-out hippie. And the tendency of many of the books toward “spiritual” mumbo jumbo made even New Agey me want to run screaming in the opposite direction.
None of them was the clear-eyed, plainspoken, practical guidebook that I wanted to help me figure out what it meant to navigate my middle age a bit more confidently, with a little less fakery and fuss.
I discovered, in short, that I was really going to have to figure out going gray on my own.
IT WAS TIME TO SEE what my family thought. My husband, Kurt, is a paradox. On the one hand, as a novelist and essayist, he demands highly nuanced precision of thought, and sloppy thinking is not something he suffers quietly. Yet on the other hand, he frequently hasn’t noticed changes in my hair that I considered major—with the notable exception of the time in my midthirties when I got my hair cut extremely short and he remarked, deflatingly, that I now looked like a “lady golfer.” It’s not that he’s oblivious to his surroundings; it’s just that I sometimes think he operates on a more cerebral than physical plane. So his “Sure, why not?” response to my telling him that I was going to let my hair go gray was pretty much what I had anticipated.
And his laissez-faire, I’m-game-for-anything approach to most things has been a huge and liberating advantage for me—freeing me to start and quit jobs with the assurance of his backing or travel to places such as Hanoi and Mumbai and Kilimanjaro on a whim. Most important, regarding this latest decision, he had been supportive—or at least silently accepting—during the twenty-odd years that my hair went through its zigzag morphings of color. Because we had been together since we were practically children—losing parents, changing jobs, raising children, starting businesses, dealing with illness—I hopefully believed that our relationship and whether he found me sexy didn’t hinge on the color of my hair.
But . . . who knew? His hair was still mostly not gray. And his late mother had short gray Gertrude Steinish hair for the twenty-five years I knew her. Although I adored her, I worried now that I might end up reminding him of her, and that thought sent chills up my spine.
My older daughter, Kate, was supportive. But of course she would be. At ten she became enthralled with Japanese animation and comics—ones in which most of the characters had neon, never-seen-in-nature-on-this-planet hair colors. At twelve, emulating her anime heroes and playing with burgeoning notions of her own identity, she started dyeing large chunks of her own hair shades of pink, turquoise, and green. I thought it was glorious. And why wouldn’t I? She wasn’t tattooing butterflies on her neck or piercing her tongue. Each stage of the rainbow stripes looked radiant in her blond hair—I particularly liked how the blue faded to a trace of copper wash at the tips as it grew out. So what would be so weird about some gray in Mom’s hair? She’d told me that some of her friends thought that with my dark hair, I resembled Trinity, the female character in The Matrix, and I found that comparison flattering and cool, but I took heart from the fact that lots of characters in Japanese animation had dramatically white hair. Maybe my natural look would be sort of, kind of, maybe . . . hip.
As for encouragement from my younger daughter, Lucy, in eighth grade at the time and the most bracingly frank person in the family . . . not so much. “Oh, God, no,” she said. “Please keep dyeing your hair. I don’t want to have one of the old mommies at school.”
And although I knew she was sort of kidding, Lucy’s comment rattled me. I was a little surprised by her fervor. If anything, given her natural candor, I assumed that she would have embraced a more visually candid me. I also realized that what she was really worried about was that, by looking different from the other moms (not a single other mom in her grade had gray hair), I’d draw attention to us. We’d be different. And when you’re thirteen, different isn’t such a good thing. And deep down I knew that she, like my friends who’d cautioned me not to stop dyeing, was right—in some sense I undoubtedly would appear older.
But since I’d already made up my mind, damn it, I had resisted considering that uncomfortable truth. With the reddish-brown hair of my late forties, I didn’t really think I actually looked younger than I was. But the dye job at least confused the issue, changed the subject. Letting my hair become its natural color would be an unmuddling of the age issue, a definitive announcement to the world that I’m no longer young.
Contemplating what I was about to do, I discovered that I couldn’t just order the fear to stop bubbling up. My fiftieth birthday, after all, was just a year away. I began to have sleepless nights, obsessing over the end of my youth. But why? I mean, get real—it’s only hair. I have never made a career out of my looks, although I’ve always tried to make the most of them—and perhaps that’s what was scary: that I’d look like I just didn’t care anymore, that I had decided to let myself go.
Through most of my professional life, I had worked mainly in corporate environments, most recently as the worldwide creative director of Nickelodeon, the cable TV channel and media brand for kids. That job demanded that I look young enough to credibly appear to know what the tween viewers of the channel might be obsessing about and yet also old enough to effectively manage dozens of twentysomething employees. But now, at forty-nine, I had removed myself from that version of the corporate world, with those implicit expectations of youthful cred.
So what was the big deal? Did I really think that overnight I’d turn into Barbara Bush or Queen Elizabeth? And because of my fears, I decided that giving up artificial hair color was exactly the right thing for me to do. I’ve always hated being told by anyone the choices I must make and the ways I must act, and I realized that most of my anxieties about letting my hair go natural were driven, not to put too fine a point on it, by a media-induced cultural hysteria that gray equals desiccated, unsexy, over. I was about to find out what it felt like to swim against the tide.
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