
        
            
                
            
        

    
About the Book

THERE ARE NO GROWN-UPS

Everyone else is winging it too.

Does it ever feel like everyone – except you – is a bona-fide adult?

Do you wonder how real grown-ups get to be so mysteriously capable and wise?

When she turns forty, Pamela Druckerman – author of the No. 1 Sunday Times bestseller French Children Don’t Throw Food – wonders whether her mind will ever catch up with her face.

With frank personal stories and witty maxims, Druckerman hilariously navigates the unexplored zone between young and not-so-young. There Are No Grown-Ups is a midlife coming-of-age story, a quest for wisdom, self-knowledge and the right pair of trousers. It’s a book for readers of all ages about – finally – becoming yourself.
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Forty is a fearsome age.

It’s the age when we become who we are.

CHARLES PÉGUY




INTRODUCTION

bonjour, madame

IF YOU WANT to know how old you look, just walk into a French café. It’s like a public referendum on your face.

When I moved to Paris in my early thirties, waiters called me “mademoiselle.” It was “Bonjour, mademoiselle” when I walked into a café and “Voilà, mademoiselle” as they set down a coffee in front of me. I sat in many different cafés in those early years—I didn’t have an office, so I spent my days writing in them—and everywhere I was “mademoiselle.” (The word technically means “unmarried woman,” but it’s come to signify “young lady.”)

Around the time I turn forty, however, there’s a collective code switch. Waiters start calling me “madame,” though with exaggerated formality or a jokey wink. It’s as if “madame” is a game we’re playing. They still sprinkle in the occasional “mademoiselle.”

Soon even these jocular “mademoiselles” cease, and my “madames” are no longer tentative or ironic. It’s as if the waiters of Paris (they’re mostly men) have decided en masse that I’ve exited the liminal zone between young and middle-aged.

On one hand, I’m intrigued by this transition. Do the waiters gather after work for Sancerre and a slideshow to decide which female customers to downgrade? (Irritatingly, men are “monsieur” forever.)

I’m aware of the conventions of aging, of course. I’ve watched as small crinkles and creases appeared on the faces of my peers. Already, in my forties, I can see the outline of what some people I know will look like at seventy.

I just didn’t expect “madame” to happen to me, or at least not without my consent. Though I’d never been beautiful, in my twenties I’d discovered my superpower: I looked young. I still had the skin of a teenager. People honestly couldn’t tell whether I was sixteen or twenty-six. I was once standing alone on a New York subway platform when an older man stopped and said, sweetly, “You’ve still got your baby face.”

I knew what he meant, and I was determined to preserve this small advantage. Long before any of my peers fretted about wrinkles, I used sunblock and eye cream each morning, and rubbed on more potions before bed. I didn’t waste a smile on something that wasn’t truly funny.

All this effort paid off. Into my thirties, strangers still routinely assumed I was a college student, and bartenders asked to see my identification. My compliment age—the age people say you look, to which you must add six or seven years—hovered safely around twenty-six.

In my forties, I expect to finally reap the average-looking girl’s revenge. I’ve entered the stage of life where you don’t need to be beautiful; simply by being well preserved and not obese, I would now pass for pretty.

For a while, this strategy seems to work. Fields of micro-wrinkles appear on the faces of women who’d always been far better-looking than me. If I haven’t seen someone in a few years, I brace myself before meeting her, lest I accidentally gawk at how much she’s changed. (The French call this tendency to look the same for a long stretch, then to suddenly look much older, a coup de vieux, an “age blow.”)

I regard the graying roots and creased foreheads of many of my peers with sad detachment. I am proof of the adage that everyone eventually gets the face she deserves. And what I deserve is, obviously, a permanently youthful glow.

But in the course of what seems like a few months, something changes in me, too.

Strangers no longer gush about how young I look, or seem shocked when I reveal that I have three children. People I haven’t seen in a while clock my face for a few extra beats. When I arrive to meet a younger friend at a café, he stares right past me at first; he doesn’t realize that the middle-aged lady standing in front of him is me.

Not everyone my age is distressed by these changes, but many seem to be suffering from a kind of midlife shock. One friend says that when she walks into a party, there’s no longer a Cinderella moment when everyone turns to look at her. I’ve noticed that men only appraise me on the streets of Paris now if I’m in full hair and makeup. And even then, I detect a disturbing new message in their gazes: I would sleep with her, but only if doing so required no effort whatsoever.

Soon the “madames” are coming at me like a hailstorm. It’s “Bonjour, madame” when I walk into a café, “Merci, madame” when I pay my bill, and “Au revoir, madame” as I leave. Sometimes several waiters shout this at once.

The worst part is that they’re not trying to insult me. Here in France, where I’ve lived for a dozen years as an expatriate, “madame” is a routine form of politeness. I call other women “madame” all the time, and teach my kids to say it to the elderly Portuguese lady who looks after our building.

In other words, I’m now considered to be so safely into madame territory, people assume the title can’t possibly wound me. I realize that something has permanently shifted when I walk past a woman who’s begging for money on a sidewalk near my house.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” she calls out to the young woman in a miniskirt a few steps ahead of me.

“Bonjour, madame,” she says when I pass in front of her a second later.

This has all happened too quickly for me to digest. I still have most of the clothes that I wore as a mademoiselle. There are mademoiselle-era cans of food in my pantry. Even the math seems fuzzy: How is it that, in the course of a few years, everyone else has become a decade younger than me?

WHAT ARE THE forties? It’s been my custom not to grasp a decade’s main point until it’s over, and I’ve squandered it. I spent my twenties scrambling in vain to find a husband, when I should have been building my career as a journalist and visiting dangerous places before I had kids. As a result, in my early thirties I was promptly fired from my job at a newspaper. That freed me up to spend the rest of my thirties ruminating on grievances and lost time.

This time, I’m determined to figure out the decade while I’m still in it. But while each new birthday brings some vertigo—you’re always the oldest you’ve ever been—the modern forties are especially disorienting. They’re a decade without a narrative. They’re not just a new number; they feel like a new atmospheric zone. When I tell a forty-two-year-old entrepreneur that I’m researching the forties, his eyes widen. He’s successful and articulate, but his age leaves him speechless.

“Please,” he says, “tell me what they are.”

Obviously, the forties depend on the beholder, and on your family, your health, your finances and your country. I’m experiencing them as a privileged, white American woman—not exactly a beleaguered group. I’m told that when a woman turns forty in Rwanda, she’s henceforth addressed as “grandma.”

With their signature blend of precision and pessimism, the French have carved up midlife into the “crisis of the forties,” the “crisis of the fifties” and the “noonday demon,” described by one writer as “when a man in his fifties falls in love with the babysitter.” And yet, they have an optimistic story about how to age, in which a person strives to become free. (The French are flawed, but I’ve learned from some of their better ideas.)

Wherever you are, forty looks old from below. I hear Americans in their twenties describe the forties as a mythic, far-off decade of too-late, when they’ll regret things that they haven’t done. When I tell one of my sons that I’m writing a book about the forties, he says that he’d like to write a short one about being nine. “It’ll say, ‘I’m nine years old. I’m so lucky. I’m still young.’”

And yet for many senior citizens I meet, the forties are the decade that they would most like to time travel back to. “How could I possibly have thought of myself as old at forty?” asks Stanley Brandes, an anthropologist who wrote a book about turning forty in 1985. “I sort of look back and think: God, how lucky I was. I see it as the beginning of life, not the beginning of the end.”

Forty isn’t even technically middle-aged anymore. Someone who’s now forty has a 50 percent chance of living to age ninety-five, says economist Andrew Scott, coauthor of The 100-Year Life.

But the number forty still has gravitas and symbolic resonance. Jesus fasted for forty days. Mohammed was forty when the archangel Gabriel appeared to him. In the Biblical flood, it rained for forty days and forty nights. The Israelites wandered the desert for forty years. Brandes writes that in some languages, “forty” means “a lot.”

And there is still something undeniably transitional about age forty. You’ve only ever known yourself as a certified young person, and now you’ve left one stage of life, but you haven’t quite entered the next. The Frenchman Victor Hugo supposedly called forty the “old age of youth.” While studying my face in a well-lit elevator, my daughter described this crossroads more bluntly: “Mommy, you’re not old, but you’re definitely not young.”

I’m starting to see that as a madame—even a newly minted one—I am subject to new rules. When I act adorably naive now, people aren’t charmed anymore, they’re baffled. Cluelessness no longer goes with my face. I’m expected to wait in the correct line at airports, and to show up on time for my appointments.

To be honest, I feel myself becoming a bit more madame on the inside, too. Names and facts don’t just pop into my mind anymore; I sometimes have to draw them up, like raising water from a well. And I can no longer wing it through a day on coffee and seven hours’ sleep.

Similar complaints trickle in from my peers. At dinner with friends my age, I notice that each of us has a sport that our doctor forbids us to play. There’s nervous laughter when someone points out that, under American law, we’re now old enough to claim age discrimination.

New brain research documents the downsides of the forties: on average we’re more easily distracted than younger people, we digest information more slowly and we’re worse at remembering specific facts. (The ability to remember names peaks, on average, in your early twenties.)

And yet, science also shows the many upsides of the forties. What we lack in processing power we make up for in maturity, insight and experience. We’re better than younger people at grasping the essence of situations, and at controlling our emotions, resolving conflicts and understanding other people. We’re more skilled at managing money and at explaining why things happen. We’re more considerate than younger people. And, crucially for our happiness, we’re less neurotic.

Indeed, modern neuroscience and psychology confirm what Aristotle said some two thousand years ago, when he described men in their “primes” as having “neither that excess of confidence which amounts to rashness, nor too much timidity, but the right amount of each. They neither trust everybody nor distrust everybody, but judge people correctly.”

I agree. We’ve actually managed to learn and grow a bit. After a lifetime of feeling like misfits, we realize that more about us is universal than not. (My unscientific assessment is that we’re 95 percent cohort, 5 percent unique.) And like us, most people focus on themselves. The seminal journey of the forties is from “everyone hates me” to “they don’t really care.”

In another ten years, our fortysomething revelations will no doubt seem naive. (“Ants can see molecules!” a man told me in college.) And even now, the decade can seem like contradictory ideas that we’re supposed to hold in our minds at once: We can finally decode inter-personal dynamics, but we can’t remember a two-digit number. We’re at—or approaching—our lifetime peak in earnings, but Botox now seems like a reasonable idea. We’re reaching the height of our careers, but we can now see how they will probably end.

IF THE MODERN forties are confusing, it’s also because we’ve reached an age that’s strangely lacking in milestones. Childhood and adolescence are nothing but milestones: You grow taller, advance to new grades, get your period, your driver’s license and your diploma. Then in your twenties and thirties you romance potential partners, find jobs and learn to support yourself. There may be promotions, babies and weddings. The pings of adrenaline from all these carry you forward and reassure you that you’re building an adult life.

In the forties, you might still acquire degrees, jobs, homes and spouses, but these elicit less wonder now. The mentors, elders and parents who used to rejoice in your achievements are preoccupied with their own declines. If you have kids, you’re supposed to marvel at their milestones. A journalist I know lamented that he’ll never again be a prodigy at anything. (Someone younger than both of us had just been nominated to the US Supreme Court.)

“Even five years ago, people I met would be like, ‘Wow you’re the boss?’” says the forty-four-year-old head of a TV production company. Now they’re matter-of-fact about his title. “I’ve aged out of wunderkind,” he says.

What have we aged into? We’re still capable of action, change and 10K races. But there’s a new immediacy to the forties—and an awareness of death—that didn’t exist before. Our possibilities feel more finite. All choices now seem to exclude others. And there’s a now-or-never-mood. If we were planning to do something “one day”—to finally change careers, read Dostoyevsky or learn how to cook leeks—we should probably get moving on it.

This new time line prompts a reckoning—sometimes a painful one—between our aspirational and actual lives. False things we’ve been saying for years start to sound hollow. It’s pointless to keep pretending to be what we’re not. At forty, we’re no longer preparing for an imagined future life, or collecting notches on our résumés. Our real lives are, indisputably, happening right now. We’ve arrived at what the German philosopher Immanuel Kant called the Ding an sich—the thing itself.

Indeed, the strangest part of the forties is that we’re now the ones writing books and attending parent-teacher conferences. People our age have titles like “chief technology officer” and “managing editor.” We’re the ones who cook the turkey on Thanksgiving. These days, when I think, “Someone should really do something about that,” I realize with alarm that the “someone” is me.

It’s not an easy transition. I’d always been reassured by the idea that there are grown-ups in the world. I imagined them out there curing cancer and issuing subpoenas. Grown-ups fly airplanes, get aerosol into bottles and make sure that television signals are magically transmitted. They know whether a novel is worth reading, and which news belongs on the front page. In an emergency, I’ve always trusted that grown-ups—mysterious, capable and wise—would appear to rescue me.

Though I don’t believe in conspiracy theories, I can see why people are drawn to them. It’s tempting to think that a cabal of grown-ups secretly controls everything. I understand the appeal of religion, too: God is the ultimate grown-up.

I’m not thrilled about looking older. But I realize what unsettles me most about becoming “madame” is the implication that I’m now a grown-up myself. I feel like I’ve been promoted beyond my competence.

What is a grown-up anyway? Do they really exist? If so, what exactly do they know? And how can I make the leap to become one of them? Will my mind ever catch up with my face?



You know you’re in your early forties when …


	Your age feels like a secret.

	You become impatient while scrolling down to your year of birth.

	You’re surprised when a saleslady steers you to the “antiaging” cream.

	You’re surprised to learn that a friend has a child in college.

	People are surprised when you reveal that you have three kids.






1

how to find your calling

WHEN I WAS growing up, my family didn’t do bad news. My maternal grandmother responded to everything from family squabbles to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by declaring cheerfully, “I’m sure they’ll work it out!”

There are worse things for a child to endure than relentless optimism. My plight wasn’t even unique: lots of middle-class Americans grow up in sunny, nonintrospective homes. But I suspect that mine was more relentlessly positive than most. In order to avoid unpleasant subjects, we didn’t go into much detail about anything, including our own ancestry. I was nearly a teenager when I discovered that two of my grandparents and all of my great-grandparents came to America as immigrants, mostly from Russia. Since no one had said otherwise, I’d assumed that we’d been Americans forever.

Even our immigration story was vague. My grandmother said her parents came from a place called “Minski Giberniya.” But she didn’t know exactly where this was, and when she once searched the Ellis Island records, there was no trace of either of them. And after her family settled in South Carolina, they instantly went native. My grandmother became a Southern belle and a sorority sister who lived by the local maxim: If you don’t have something nice to say, don’t say anything.

No one in my family ever mentioned that we had close relatives who stayed behind in “Minski Giberniya.” When I eventually questioned my grandmother about this, she acknowledged that her mother used to send care packages of dried beans and clothing to siblings and cousins who’d remained in Russia. But after World War II, she didn’t send them packages anymore.

“We lost touch,” my grandmother said.

This is how my family explained the fate of relatives who were probably rounded up and murdered in the Holocaust: we lost touch.

This extreme positivity seemed to run in my maternal line, with each generation shielding the next from bad news. I first noticed it at my father’s fortieth birthday party, when I was six. We were celebrating at home in Miami, the city where I grew up. Guests were having drinks on the patio, around our swimming pool. I was in the house when I heard a splash and saw a commotion.

“What happened?” I asked my mother.

“Nothing happened,” she assured me.

For the record, my mother was loving, warm and well intentioned. She was trying to protect me. But I suspect I’d be a different person today—perhaps working in a different profession—had she simply said, “Larry Goodman got drunk and fell in the pool.” Then we could have agreed that bad things sometimes happen, and that I was a reliable witness of them.

Instead, I came to feel that bad things occur in a fuzzy far-off dimension, always patio-distance away. If you don’t examine them too closely, it’s as if they never happened.

This view of life was easy to sustain in Miami. The city is perpetually sunny, and was literally invented out of air, since it only started to boom once air-conditioning became widely available in the 1950s and ’60s. Years later, when my future in-laws visited one of Miami’s oldest homes—now part of a historic state park—they pointed out that it was roughly the same age as their house in London.

People are often surprised to hear that I spent my childhood in Miami. They think it’s a city of grandparents. But that’s mostly Miami Beach, a slender island off the city’s eastern coast. There’s a whole other hot, unglamorous inland area where most inhabitants live.

My parents bought their first home on land that had previously been a mango grove. The mango trees were still there, and the fruits would splatter on our cars, ruining the paint. Like the other homes in the neighborhood, ours was concrete, air-conditioned and built to keep out the salamanders, the burglars and the weather. Occasionally, a black ringneck snake would slither inside through the vents. We almost never saw the beach.

Practically everyone in Miami was displaced. Our Cuban neighbors were certain that they would soon be returning to Havana. Most of my parents’ friends had Brooklyn or tristate accents. We pretended that South Florida had the same seasons as New York, though in department-store photographs of me with Santa Claus, I’m tanned and wearing shorts.

Miami’s lack of context and aura of wishful thinking suited us perfectly. When my mother had to disclose any unpleasant news—say, that someone we knew had cancer—she’d sandwich it between reports of dinner plans and cheerleading practice. The bad news would flash by so quickly, I’d doubt whether I’d really heard it.

It was the 1980s and the peak of the American divorce boom, so I’d often learn that grown-ups I knew were splitting up, but never the reasons why. My parents didn’t say much about people they knew, or describe relationships between our family members. I once noticed them whispering about an alcoholic aunt, but when I asked for details, they went silent. (I learned years later that the aunt would launch into anti-Semitic rants after her first Bloody Mary.)

Such facts weren’t considered child friendly. In fact, almost nothing was. We described world events, new outfits and summer vacations with vague catchphrases like “It’s terrible,” “That looks adorable” and “We had the best time.” People we approved of were “fabulous” (one of my mother’s friends liked to call pretty women “delicious”); those we didn’t like were “annoying.” Someone who spoke about any one subject for too long was “boring” or “not regular.” (I would later realize that these “boring” people were the semi-intellectuals in our midst.)

My parents weren’t my only source of information, of course. I knew about AIDS, political prisoners and the fact that Colombian drug cartels murdered people in Miami. I read books in which characters had backstories, contradictory qualities and inner lives. But as an obedient oldest child, I also believed that what happened at home was real life. And in our house, we didn’t gather facts into patterns, analyze our own experiences or speculate about other people. Nor did we discuss our own history, ethnicity or social class. Pointing out complicated truths just made everyone uncomfortable. It was like saying that Larry Goodman fell in the pool.

As I grew older, I came to assume that a separate grown-up conversation about life went on when I wasn’t there, or that all this small talk was a prelude to the day when we would finally sit down and discuss everything. I was relieved when, on successive trips to the supermarket, my mother brought home volumes of a down-market encyclopedia. Finally, there were some facts in the house. (We had to wait for certain popular volumes, like “S,” to be restocked.)

The irony is that my childhood was a cover-up without a crime. I’m pretty sure that Larry Goodman climbed, unharmed, out of our swimming pool. He probably didn’t even have a drinking problem. For the most part, behind the smoke screen of pleasantries and good news, nothing terrible was happening.

My parents did have one dark secret: we weren’t rich. Unlike many of their friends, they worried constantly about money. By any reasonable standard, we weren’t poor, either. But it felt like we were, because we were clinging to the bottom of the upper middle class.

Money mattered tremendously in Miami. Regardless of your social skills, or even your criminal record, being wealthy gave you status and mystique. (Florida has always attracted people with “an inordinate desire to get rich quickly with a minimum of physical effort,” the economist John Kenneth Galbraith said.)

And in the 1980s, Miami was on its way to becoming one of America’s most unequal cities. Friends of my parents sold their starter homes near us and built larger ones closer to the bay, with wet bars and tennis courts. Soon they were dressing up for charitable galas, driving Mercedes and summering in Colorado to escape Miami’s heat.

My family was left behind in the mango grove, and we were perplexed. Where did all this money originate? How exactly did someone come to own a bank, as several of my friends’ parents did?

My father was old-world. He was born in Brooklyn just before World War II, to working-class immigrant parents who lived next door to relatives with names like Gussie, Bessie and Yetta. His own father, Harry, had dropped out of school at age twelve to deliver newspapers—first from a horse-drawn wagon and later from a truck, and usually with a cigarette in his mouth. One day, when my father was a teenager, he turned up at the truck after school to help out. He found his father in the back, hunched over stacks of newspapers, dead of a heart attack.

My father did a couple years of college, then got a series of jobs in TV production. When my mother met him in New York City, on a blind date, she saw a handsome, appropriately aged man who wore a suit to work, and who—unlike a recent succession of boyfriends she’d had—was actually nice.

That was all true. But what she didn’t see, in her optimism, were the vast differences between them. My mother’s branch of the family had bounced cheerfully out of the shtetl and into the sunshine. Her American-born parents were established, canny and successful.

My father was patriotic, nostalgic, dreamy and loyal. Though dazzled by my mother’s social skills and fancier family, he would always long for the old neighborhood.

They moved to Miami, where my mother had grown up. There weren’t many TV jobs in town, so my father opened a small advertising agency, and made commercials for flea markets and local horse-racing tracks.

“Nice” melted in the sun and became depression. He was good at the creative part. But to get more business, he had to sell himself to potential clients. And to be good at sales, either you have to see into people’s minds to know what they want or you must be so magnetic that they want whatever you’re selling.

My father had neither quality. He enjoyed going to bed early, and making puns and canned remarks. (A favorite of his, to this day, is “Even a stopped clock is right twice a day.”) Countless fights erupted between my parents either because my father drove too slowly, or because he’d fallen asleep at a dinner party again. “I was just resting my eyes,” he would say.

He was also, perpetually, down to his last advertising account. And he blamed himself for this. We’d have a kind of absurdist daily dialogue, in which I’d ask him how his day had gone, and he’d reply, shamefully, that he’d been “busy.” Even then I realized he wasn’t, and that my parents’ arguments weren’t really about his slow driving; it was that he wasn’t in the fast lane of life.

My mother was his opposite: outgoing, charismatic, confident and able to sell anything. Popular and pretty, she’d been voted best dressed in high school, then earned a degree in retail at Ohio State. She was interested in whatever was new: the newest clothing styles, the latest restaurants. She turned our living room into a gallery and hosted shows for up-and-coming artists. She and a partner opened a successful women’s clothing boutique that served as a kind of clubhouse, where women came to talk as much as to buy. Miami’s climate is technically “tropical monsoon.” But since it was always freezing inside from the air-conditioning, her customers stocked up on cashmere sweaters.

I grew up in my mother’s world. When I wasn’t at her boutique, I was tagging along with her in department stores to see what the competition was carrying. Age eight, while other kids were breaking bones on the sports field, I got a shopping injury: my brother and I were horsing around in the ladies’ sportswear section of Burdine’s, when a cart holding the cash register fell over and fractured my wrist.

Shopping was one topic we discussed in depth. It was even a source of wisdom. “If you don’t love it, don’t get it,” my grandmother would say. Our retail equivalent of a Buddhist koan was “Why, once you bring an outfit home, doesn’t it ever again look as good as it did in the shop?”

When it was time to choose a theme for my bat mitzvah party, I eschewed the standard ones of the era—tennis, space travel, Hawaiian luau—and picked “shopping” instead. It was the only topic that I knew intimately. My mother and I made place cards shaped like credit cards, and hired a party planner to make centerpieces out of bags from Bloomingdale’s and Neiman Marcus. The planner looked surprised when we described the shopping theme, but no one in my family thought this was an odd way to mark my passage into adulthood.

They did mention that we couldn’t afford the party. In a rare disclosure of bad news, my mother called me into her bedroom one day and said we might need to cancel it, for lack of funds. (We downsized to a cheaper venue instead.)

Our lifestyle was made possible by my mother’s father, who paid for most of the party and for the new roof on our house. Though my grandfather, like my father, was the son of poor immigrants, he had the ability to connect with people, make deals and make money.

My grandfather paid for the private schools where I mingled with the offspring of Miami’s superrich. Some of my classmates lived in waterfront mansions on Miami Beach that they rented out as movie and TV sets. Some got Porsches when they turned sixteen. When my mother arrived at school once to pick me up in her Toyota, a boy sneered, “Is that your maid’s car?”

I never questioned this cosmology. I figured that an optimal outcome for me would be to marry a plastic surgeon. (Another of my grandmother’s maxims was “It’s as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one.”)

Though I didn’t realize it at the time, my life changed when I discovered The Official Preppy Handbook—a satirical guide to the habits of old-money East Coast WASPs. It described a world in which people owned Irish setters, went skiing in Gstaad and wore duck-motif belts. (“The less an object has to do with ducks, the more it cries out for duck adornment.”)

Before reading the book, I’d barely clocked the fact that there were Americans who were neither Latino nor Jewish nor black. And I was unfamiliar with the WASP aesthetic: Who knew it was good to have used furniture?

I knew that I wasn’t preppy. I didn’t know anyone nicknamed Skip or Bink (though I had a Cuban friend we called “Juanky”). I could sail a bit, but my house wasn’t scattered with cigarette boxes that my father had won at regattas.

But the book confirmed my suspicion that there really was a lot my family wasn’t saying. Daily life—even mine—could be decoded and mined for meaning. Your clothes, your carpeting, the words you used and the objects scattered around your house all amounted to a kind of tribal map.

We never discussed what our tribe was, and our religious observance was bare-bones. (At my shopping-themed bat mitzvah, we served shrimp cocktail.) But when I walked into a restaurant with my parents, I could spot which women my mother would know, even if I’d never seen them before. They had the same faces, clothes and hairstyles that we did. Most of their parents or grandparents had come to America from the same general European vicinity as ours, at roughly the same time. It was as if entire Belorussian villages had been transported to South Florida, and their descendants were now having dinner in the same Italian restaurants.

I didn’t quite know it then, but I craved a Preppy Handbook equivalent of my own life, which would explain our ritual objects, outfits and customs. I wanted to know the invisible meaning of everything—from what we wore, to why we all had quasi–New York accents, to exactly where we all came from. But how could I do an anthropology of my own life? I wasn’t even a reliable witness of who had fallen in the pool.

As I got older, I came to trust my own judgment more. At an airport about to fly home from a high school trip—financed by my grandfather—I ran into an older cousin’s husband in the departure lounge. Only he wasn’t with my cousin and their two sons; he was with a pretty blond lady and a similarly blond toddler. When he saw me, he looked panicked.

“Cousin Neil has another family,” I told my mother, when I got back to Miami.

“Impossible,” she said. (With no push from me, my cousin and her husband soon divorced.)

Once I’d had this taste of truth spotting, I wanted more. I began to read my mother’s Cold War spy novels, and to dream of having a piercing intellect that I would use to crack codes and solve crimes.

Never mind that I couldn’t even follow the plots of spy movies, and that I was unable to memorize a phone number or keep a secret. I imagined a future in which I remembered license plates as they flashed past me and I unraveled the motives of foreign agents. Surely the CIA would spot my talents and recruit me.

When I went away to college, I would have been a natural as an English major (the real takeaway from all those spy novels was that I liked to read). But literature seemed like too soft a subject. I majored in philosophy to hone my analytical skills. I stuck with this, despite having no talent for it and not enjoying my classes. When I asked a professor for a letter of recommendation, she wrote: Pamela will probably be good at something, but it’s not philosophy.

I got some perspective on Miami when I studied in Mexico for a semester. As part of a program called “La Realidad,” I lived with a family of seven in their cinder-block house off a dirt road. The one tap in the house had only cold water, so I bathed with heated water in a bucket. When they served an exotic mamey fruit after dinner one night, I devoured it. I looked up to find seven despondent faces; the one fruit was supposed to be dessert for all of us.

“We’re not poor!” I told my father, excitedly, when I got back to Miami. By Mexican standards, our midmarket Toyota was a luxury object. But he wasn’t comforted by my new perspective. He didn’t want to debunk Miami’s games. He just wanted to stop losing at them. One day, sitting in the Toyota in our driveway, beneath the mango trees, he made a confession.

“I don’t know how to make money,” he told me.

I had no idea, either. After college, I briefly worked for an Israeli internet start-up whose entire business model, as I understood it, was to post information about Jewish holidays. To my credit, I did wonder why it had so many employees, most of them young men. What I didn’t notice was that, behind a closed door twenty feet from where I sat, a team of programmers ran its real business: online pornography. (A former coworker revealed this to me years after we’d both left.)

I entered adulthood still lacking laser-sharp powers of perception. I wanted to have a brain like a knife, but mine was more like a spoon. I could dig into things, but it took me some time. Though I wasn’t stupid, I was far from cunning. My insights sometimes came years after the fact. When something bad or even surprising happened, my first impulse was to ignore it.

So I decided to become a journalist. Some people become reporters because they’re keen observers, or because they want to expose wrongdoing. I had a different reason: I wanted to finally figure out what was going on.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You’re matter-of-fact about chin hair.

	You’ve discovered cellulite on your arms.

	Everyone you meet looks a little bit familiar.

	You sometimes wake up hungover even when you’ve had nothing to drink.

	Having older friends no longer makes you feel young.
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how to choose a partner

I EVENTUALLY MADE an important life decision: if I can’t be a grown-up, I’ll sleep with one.

Symmetrical Hollywood film stars didn’t make my heart beat faster. I liked my men shlumpy and brilliant. In high school, I’d taped a head shot of Barney Frank—the brainy, liberal congressman from Massachusetts—to my bedroom wall. (Since it was a celebrity crush, it seemed irrelevant that he was gay.)

In real life, I dated men who were, if not wiser than me, then at least quite a bit older. I was especially drawn to foreigners who read newspapers in exotic languages. I embarked on a romantic world tour, dating a German-speaking genius in New York who was unable to make eye contact and a Hungarian psychiatrist who—when dumping me—explained that I simply wasn’t emotionally wounded enough for him.

My pool of eligible foreigners expanded when I was hired by a newspaper to cover Latin America. During a stint in Brazil, I made a tear through the Jewish men of São Paulo, ending up with a DJ who lived with his mother and—judging by the dirty looks she gave me at breakfast—had recently had a fling with his live-in maid.

I was easily dazzled by worldliness. A Russian suitor of mine spoke four languages fluently; it took me nearly a year to realize that he didn’t have a sense of humor in any of them.

I knew it was a bad sign when a Mexican banker brought nothing to read on our beach holiday except a bond-trading manual. But I only ended things after I gave him a leather-bound journal for his birthday and he asked what he was supposed to do with an empty book.

When I finally went American and dated a lawyer’s son from the Chicago suburbs, he decided that I wasn’t exotic enough for him. “Sometimes I think you’re just a Jewish girl from Miami,” he confessed. I feared the same thing.

The putative goal of this world tour was marriage, but few people I knew actually wed. Those who did married badly. One man married a lesbian who left him almost immediately for her pretty Pilates coach. My friend Elaine was briefly married to a grumpy poet whom her friends called, from the outset, “Elaine’s first husband.” Another friend was so panicked about possibly ending up childless that she wed the younger man whom she’d long referred to as “the one before the one.”

I’d always envisioned a romantic chronology that resembled my mother’s: I’d have a few boyfriends, and then get married at twenty-seven. No one warned me that members of my generation might spend fifteen or even twenty years hopping between relationships. When age twenty-seven came and went, I interpreted this not as a demographic shift but a personal failure.

Hardly anyone I knew was coping well with the new pace of courtship. For a few months, I attended a weekly group therapy session in New York that consisted of stressed-out singletons griping about their love lives. At an after-work fiction-writing class, practically every student’s short story concerned twentysomethings on a date. “On to the next couple,” the teacher would say.

My own romantic life felt like a procession of sitcom episodes. There was the improv instructor who split every bill down to the penny, and the first-time novelist who broke up with me after I didn’t show enough enthusiasm for his book. Once, while waiting in a restaurant for my blind date to arrive, I gave my phone number to a man at the next table who was waiting for his date, too.

In the midst of all this, my parents flew to New York to break the news that they were divorcing. “What took you so long?” my brother and I replied, almost simultaneously.

I knew what an incompatible couple looked like, and I had no trouble replicating this. On an airplane, I met a handsome mergers-and-acquisitions specialist whose hands felt like sandpaper, and who kept nothing but bottled water in his refrigerator. It was clear we weren’t in love. In a moment of postcoital angst, I asked him why we were doing this. He gestured toward our naked bodies and said, “Because we’ll never look this good again.”

I’m not sure how I got any work done. I was flying around Latin America covering elections and financial crises. Meanwhile, I was in an almost perpetual state of romantic anguish, as I tried to extract myself from poorly chosen couplings, or as others extracted themselves from me.

But dating also had an addictive thrill. Each new person contained the possibility of both heartbreak and homeownership. And practically everyone I knew was ping-ponging between suitors, too: When one person had a terrible flaw—say, they were jealous—we’d find someone else who was the opposite in that one area and wasn’t jealous at all. But the new person would have a whole new flaw, so we’d ping to someone else with some new problem.

It was rare to get any concrete guidance on how to choose a partner. I ignored the aunt who warned me that a man “won’t buy the cow if he can get the milk for free.” (She was on her third husband at the time, and had given away a lot of milk.) My mother and I didn’t analyze my boyfriends, but she sent regular care packages of clothes from her store. I was relieved when someone told me that everyone has thirty potential soulmates in the world. Though when I repeated this to a single colleague, he said, “Yes, and I’m trying to sleep with all of them.”

Once, when I was wrestling with whether to break up with a Lebanese filmmaker, I asked an Indian journalist for advice. “There’s only one question: Do you believe in the man?” he said. (This sounds more profound in a Hindi accent.) In other words, if the filmmaker lost everything—his job, his status and all of his money—would I still have faith in him?

The answer was no. If the world rejected him, I’d agree with the world. Although the men I dated were mostly older (my sweet spot, for a decade, was thirty-four-year-olds), none of them had that magical grown-up essence I was seeking.

Then a romantic miracle happened. While I was covering Argentina’s debt crisis, a mutual friend introduced me to Simon at a bar. Simon was a British journalist who lived in Paris, and who was in Buenos Aires for a few days to write an article about soccer.

Within minutes of our meeting, Simon told me his theory that there are three kinds of people: strivers, slackers and fantasists. Strivers actually work. Slackers don’t even pretend to work. And fantasists dream of greatness but don’t really do anything. On the spot, he diagnosed me, correctly, as a striver with fantasist tendencies.

It helped that he was handsome and had a winning London accent. And there was the great relief that he was a bookish writer, too. (In later years he will be overjoyed with the leather-bound journals that I give him for many birthdays.) But the clincher was that, already in his early thirties, Simon had developed a plausible—or at least amusing—theory of humanity. He was the living equivalent of the Preppy Handbook; someone who constantly classified everything.

I soon learned why. His parents were anthropologists who raised him in six different countries. Everywhere they lived, they analyzed the natives and themselves. Before meeting his father, an esteemed professor, I asked Simon for advice. “It will be fine,” he said. “Just don’t use the word ‘culture.’”

Simon’s family was different from mine. Their house contained several thousand books, including many written by family members, friends and colleagues. They discussed their own history, going back many generations.

They knew world history, too, and brought it up often. When Simon’s father was shocked by a question I asked him, he replied, “But it was in the third century,” certain that this would clarify the answer.

Facts orbited constantly around Simon’s childhood home, and every subject was open to discussion. Dinners with his family included long analyses of the news, everyone’s current work, and the foibles of various relatives. There were elaborate conversations about social class, including their own.

Bad news was mentioned often. People spoke even if they didn’t have anything nice to say. While I’d been tagging along after my mother in ladies’ sportswear, Simon had been learning how to name what was happening in front of him.

All this early training had turned him into a kind of human decoder. He could spot someone’s motivations, and explicate their good and bad qualities, as clearly as I could detect the brand of shoes and handbag they were wearing.

Being with Simon was like having a personal Rosetta Stone who could translate every perplexing interaction. When we emerged from a dinner, I’d ask for his take on what everyone present had been signaling and saying. He had plausible answers to all my vexing questions: Why were the neighbors so mean to us? Why was the US still fighting in Iraq? I wanted to know what he thought about everything.

One day, at a hotel, we caught sight of ourselves in a mirror. There was light streaming in from a window. In the foreground, some leftover room service sat like still life on a table. “We look like we’re in a Vermeer painting,” he said. I’d spent fifteen years waiting for a man to say something like that to me. I imagined it’s what Barney Frank would have said.

I didn’t need to see all possible men. Finally, my answer to “Do you believe in the man?” was yes.

It took me awhile to understand why Simon liked me back. He’d been ping-ponging between paramours, too. And I got lucky. He’d discovered that a previous girlfriend, who was getting her doctorate in English literature, didn’t know who Joseph Stalin was. (“Mao either,” he adds, when I remind him of this years later.)

I wasn’t perfect, but I knew the name of every major twentieth-century dictator. When I was sacked from my newspaper, amid mass layoffs, I moved to Paris and became a freelance journalist. Soon afterward, Simon proposed.

He and I were lying in bed one night when I turned to him with a confession.

“I’m with you because you’re a grown-up,” I said, afraid this will shock him.

“I know,” he replied. Then he turned around and fell asleep.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	Your crush on Jesse Eisenberg feels inappropriate.

	You’re aware of mansplaining while it’s happening.

	Any man without a paunch seems skinny.

	You drink coffee before going out to dinner.

	You’ve outgrown “adult acne.”
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how to turn forty

SIMON AND I married in our midthirties, so we’re in a hurry to procreate. Within a few years, we have a daughter and then twin boys. (We’re the DITT generation: double income, toddler twins.)

I’ve acquired some trappings of adulthood. I’m now a married homeowner who does laundry for a family of five. I have my own in-house wise man, and I’m a de facto authority figure to my kids. I’ve found my family. But I still don’t feel like a grown-up, in part because I haven’t found my tribe.

Just as I had trouble screening romantic partners, I’ve had trouble screening friends. Since childhood, I’ve regularly found myself as the sidekick of beautiful, self-obsessed women. One of them arrived at my wedding wearing a white dress.

Simon is astonished by some friends of mine who pass through Paris. A New Yorker stays in our basement for several weeks, only coming upstairs to criticize my posture, disparage my writing and boast about his wealth. As a parting gift, he presents us with several wooden clothespins.

A high school classmate insists on staying with us weeks after the twins are born. He barely acknowledges the babies, except to complain about the “incessant noise.” Another man, whom I’d met while traveling, arrives for the weekend with his new girlfriend. He immediately borrows our washing machine, hangs up their wet clothes around the apartment, then announces that they’ll return in a few days, when the clothes are dry. (I’m noticing that my friendships have a laundry theme.)

Simon doesn’t get it. I’m clean, friendly and reasonably nice. Why would I invite these people into our lives? Of everyone I could choose to befriend, why them? Must friendships cause such pain? Unlike me, Simon has many thoughtful, devoted, long-term friends. They comprised most of our wedding guests. And none of the women wore white.

I’m drawn to larger-than-life people who require lots of attention. The upside of narcissists is that they don’t seem to suffer from self-doubt. They’re fake grown-ups; they have little wisdom but lots of certainty. And they instinctively spot my own cocktail of awe, insecurity and tolerance for bad behavior.

When I point out to Simon that his friends aren’t as unpredictably thrilling as mine are, he says it’s important to surround yourself with people who are kind, funny, trustworthy and smart. He urges me to study people before I befriend them, and to back off if they’re missing any of these qualities. (“Ponder for a long time whether you shall admit a given person to your friendship,” the Roman philosopher Seneca said two thousand years ago.)

But I’m not focused on analyzing other people; I’m worried about myself. Others seem three-dimensional and solid to me, with enduring qualities like insight and wit. I worry that, beneath my good-natured topsoil, I might not have any fixed qualities at all. I’m surprised when facial-recognition software can identify pictures of me.

Perhaps because of this, I don’t trust my friendships to last. It’s as if I’m onstage playing the role of affable individual, and I’ve appointed my new friend as audience and chief critic. This means I can bomb at any moment. What if my next line of dialogue doesn’t hold her attention? Have I banked enough amusing remarks to relax into my natural state and be boring for a bit? The other person might like me for now, but what if she changes her mind?

I start off warmly with new friends and genuinely like them. But staying in character is exhausting. To hide my inner flimsiness, I grow increasingly secretive and distant. Soon I won’t reveal trivial details about my life, like the subject of an article I’m writing, or the date that I’m leaving on vacation.

The only friends who aren’t bothered by this are the ones who are very focused on themselves. They don’t care, or even notice, that I don’t reveal much about myself. When I read online that one symptom of narcissism is the feeling that your life is a cover for your emptiness, I worry that I might be one, too.

“You’re self-absorbed, but you’re not a narcissist,” Simon reassures me.

As we all approach the forties, I notice that some of my more self-obsessed friends are getting worse. Qualities that were adorable at twenty, and worrisome at thirty, now seem dangerous at forty. Youthful quirks are hardening into adult pathologies.

My circumstances have changed, too. It’s one thing to expose myself to difficult people. It’s quite another to expose my marriage and my children to them. I don’t even need to break up with most of my “friends.” As soon as I stop letting them monologue about their lives or camp out in my basement, they stop calling.

Once I’ve cleared out the narcissists, there are very few people left. And I’m okay with that. The mere fact that I like someone now feels like proof that there’s something dangerously wrong with them.

I replace my dysfunctional friendships with people who are more than acquaintances but less than close friends. Most are expatriates, too, and happy to mix with almost anyone who speaks English and can pay their share of the dinner check. I can satisfy my need to occasionally socialize without putting myself at anyone’s mercy.

But as my fortieth birthday approaches, this starts to seem pathetic. Surely being a grown-up isn’t about having cordial relations with nice people who barely know me. And my kids are getting older and starting to notice more. How can I model what healthy relationships look like if I have so few of them?

To turn things around, I decide to celebrate my fortieth birthday with a party. However, I don’t invite any of the middle-class professionals and stay-at-home moms I’ve been socializing with. Instead, I invite the people I’d like to befriend, and who I suspect are part of my real tribe: a handful of writers and intellectuals whom I know a little bit. My carefully curated guest list has a half-dozen people and their partners, including an Ivy League professor, a documentary filmmaker, a celebrated South African journalist and a woman whose boyfriend writes for the New Yorker. Some of them I’ve only met once.

Since my birthday falls on a Sunday, I decide to hold an afternoon “open house” in my apartment between four and six. It’s a small commitment, and there isn’t much else happening on a wintry Sunday afternoon, so everyone accepts.

I spend the day arranging flowers, Italian cheeses and hors d’oeuvres on my kitchen counter, and setting out a dozen glass flutes for champagne. I dress my kids in their most adorably Parisian outfits, and warn them not to touch the food. Minutes before four o’clock, I put on some calm-but-complicated jazz: the sound track for my new life.

Then I wait for my forties to begin. For the first hour of the party, no one comes. My children sit quietly at first, then beg to be allowed to eat something or to go outside. Soon they’re watching me with what seems like pity: Why doesn’t Mommy have any friends at her birthday party? My amused husband reads a book on the couch.

At five o’clock, the filmmaker texts to say that he and his wife can’t make it after all. I put away two empty flutes. At five fifteen, the South African journalist arrives with his boyfriend. They chat politely with me and Simon, while glancing around at our near-empty apartment. They barely know me; are they meant to be the only guests?

Around five thirty, four or five others show up and situate themselves in small clusters around my kitchen island. I flit anxiously between them, trying to conjure a salonlike atmosphere. But it is not a dazzling Parisian salon. It’s a sparse, awkward, excessively catered gathering of people who aren’t sure why they’ve come. They all leave by six fifteen, having failed to finish even the first bottle of champagne. No one except my children eats anything.

My failed fortieth makes a few things very clear: I am too old to have an aspirational birthday party. And though it’s been less than a day, I’m already doing the forties all wrong.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	There is no longer any trace of you in your childhood bedroom.

	You have full-on adult memories of things that happened a long time ago.

	You see a sepia photograph of a weathered Native American woman sitting beside a wooden loom, and you realize that she’s probably your age.

	You leave the house without makeup, and people keep asking whether you’re tired.

	You’re not considering Botox, but you are considering bangs.
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how to raise children

I COMPENSATE FOR my own family’s smoke screen of good news by talking to my kids about practically everything. We dissect the characters of everyone we know, including all their friends.

I may have overdone it. When I’m walking my daughter (we call her “Bean” because a nurse put a beanie on her head when she was born) to school one morning, I mention that when I was growing up, we almost never analyzed other people. She finds this inconceivable.

“That’s been my entire childhood,” she says.

Looking back now, it seems like raising very young kids was largely a test of physical endurance. (I wrote a book about how to make this test somewhat easier to endure.) As they get older, it becomes a test of judgment, and a measure of your own grown-up-ness. I often feel like the ruler of a tiny country who’s constantly called upon to make laws and adjudicate disputes. You have to be wise—or at least fair—to have any credibility with your subjects.

That’s especially true with twins. When my older son has a nightmare and cries out at three a.m., I rush into his room. Was he dreaming of monsters? Terrorists?

Nope. In the dream “You gave Leo Smarties, but you didn’t give any to me,” he says. (I’ve realized that, though the boys were born minutes apart, they still think of themselves as the middle and youngest children, so I think of them that way, too.)

During waking hours, I’m often torn between playing the reassuring authority figure who can handle anything and taking a more naturalistic we’re-all-exploring-life-together approach. Should I act “parental” or act like myself? If I seem too flawed, will my kids feel safe?

Organizationally, I’m practically infallible. Studies show that people in their forties are at a lifetime peak in “conscientiousness.” Parenting sometimes seems to require little else, as I label their windbreakers, sign their permission slips and enforce their tooth-brushing regimens. I’m an organizational Olympian.

My kids are not. It’s as if the physical world is outside their control. During preschool, my younger son once came home with a purple stain on the rear of his pants. He said it was pie. (Technically, he said it was tarte.)

“How did you get pie on your tush?” I asked, genuinely baffled.

“It wasn’t my fault. It fell on the chair and then I sat on the chair,” he explained.

“Do you go to the Three Stooges school?” I asked.

It’s been years since I lost anything. But even now that my kids are older, they can’t keep track of a sweatshirt. My older son often dashes around our apartment saying, “I’ve lost my marbles!” (He means this literally; marbles are all the rage at his school.) I supply each child with a laundry bag when we travel, but they repack their smelly clothes mixed up with their clean ones.

I’m less competent when they pepper me with factual, moral and quasi-philosophical questions: Guess who’s my third-favorite soccer player? Why didn’t we give that homeless person money? How many countries have I vomited in? Why did Hitler dislike Jews?

Spiritual conversations are especially daunting.

“If there was a God, he would make it sunny every day. It’s not sunny today, so there is no God,” my older son explains during an overcast picnic.

“That’s what’s known as ‘the weather proof,’” I reply.

I can fake my way through some questions, but as a foreigner, I don’t always have the option of coming across as a capable adult. Even after a dozen years in France, daily life can be baffling. My kids—who were born here and attend French schools—quickly realize that I don’t know third-grade French grammar, and that I can’t do long division the “French” way. They insist on spell-checking every note I send to their teachers or to parents of their friends. When I get creative in the wording of the boys’ birthday party invitation, my younger son draws the line diplomatically: “Mommy, I promise you, nobody says that.”

My children do see advantages in having foreign parents. When they use bad words in French, I usually don’t even notice. I only figured out one word was unacceptable when a French boy slept over and exclaimed, “Your mother lets you say that?”

I try to coax the kids into my American realm, where I have impeccable spelling and grammar. Simon and I only speak to them in English, and we seed their bookshelves with English-language stories. But this doesn’t transform them into cultural Americans. They speak in French-influenced syntax (“Is it wet, the grass?”) and there are words they’ve only seen in books and don’t know how to pronounce. On Armistice Day, Bean tells me that her class saw a World War I “plake” (she means a plaque). Once when she’s upset, she says that she’s “de-VAST-ed.”

“You’re DEV-astated,” I clarify.

I’m constantly translating from their English into mine.

“What’s a ‘pee-oh-ner’?” Bean asks me while I’m cooking dinner one night.

“A what?”

“A ‘pee-oh-ner.’ Like in Laura Ingalls Wilder times.”

“Spell it?”

“P-I-O-N-E-E-R.”

I do manage to transmit American humor, or at least the vaudeville variety. My kids like the joke about how many Jewish mothers it takes to change a lightbulb. (“None, I’m fine, I’ll just sit here in the dark.”) They also enjoy the one about the son who comes downstairs wearing one of the two sweaters his mother has just given him. My younger son delivers the punch line in a Franco-Yiddish accent: “Vat, you didn’t like the other one?”

To my delight, they pick up some American expressions, but I have no control over which ones. Being French, my sons are delighted by “Who cut the cheese?” Bean, who watches lots of American television, is especially fond of “Shut up!” when it means, “Keep giving me those compliments!”

“My blood is boiling,” I tell her once when I’m angry.

“I hope that’s an expression,” she replies.

Unlike me, they only use Celsius. When I accidentally tell them the temperature in Fahrenheit on a warm day, they’re terrified. “We can’t go outside, we’ll burn!” one of the boys exclaims.

The holy grail of my Americanization project is sending them to sleepaway camp in the United States. After three weeks in cabins with kids from the Boston suburbs, the acculturation will be done for me. They’ll form an emotional bond with my country and learn American slang.

I send away for catalogs and show the kids a promotional film in which children their age sing songs around campfires and wax about all their new friends. I get goose bumps watching campers splash around in tree-lined lakes, just as I used to do, while uplifting background music plays.

But my children are horrified. Having been raised in France, they don’t believe that anyone would be that cheerful voluntarily. Bean thinks it looks like a hostage video.

“They definitely made those children say that. Can’t you tell?” she asks.

It’s not just the “camp spirit” that bothers her. It’s getting up to a bugle and being forced to sing in unison. “Mommy, I’m not going to have your American childhood,” she says. “I don’t want to wake up at seven a.m. and make bracelets. I just don’t. Accept it.”



You know you’re a fortysomething parent when …


	You’ve decided that swimming counts as a shower.

	You find it tedious to tell your third child how babies are made.

	You struggle to explain what life was like before YouTube and cell phones.

	You carefully restrict your children’s screen time, but check your phone every fifteen minutes.

	You can’t believe it takes so many years of school to learn everything.

	You are sometimes tempted to let your kids skip class so you can stay in bed.
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how to hear

WHEN WE VISIT Simon’s family in London over the Christmas holidays, I keep asking people to repeat themselves. This happens most often when I’m speaking to Simon. The last few words of his sentences sometimes seem to disintegrate.

I blame Simon for this on two counts: he has a British accent, and he mumbles. Both intensify when he’s with his family. I’ve zoned out anyway, since we spend most of Christmas playing a British edition of Trivial Pursuit that requires an encyclopedic knowledge of Welsh road signs and 1970s English soccer.

Of course, I also have a catastrophic second suspicion about why I can’t hear: I’m going deaf. I don’t mention anything to Simon, but as soon as we’re back in Paris I arrange to visit an ear doctor who works out of a local hospital. (Contrary to American beliefs about “socialized medicine,” most doctors here are in private practice and I can see whichever one I want.)

The ear doctor is an amiable Frenchman in his sixties who listens attentively while I describe my husband’s problem. (I’ve looked up the French verb “to mumble”; it’s marmonner.) He hears me out, then puts me in a booth with headphones on. Whenever I hear a beep, I raise my hand in the manner of French schoolchildren, with one finger pointing toward the sky. Then I repeat a series of faintly uttered French words: jardin, esprit, fréquence.

When I emerge from the booth, the doctor is grinning at me.

“How old are your ears?” he asks.

We go over to his desk, and he takes out a chart showing the normal progression of hearing over a lifetime. The line slopes gently downward. At twenty years old, “your hearing is perfect,” he says. By my age, the lowest and highest tones are harder to hear. “You can’t blame your husband for this,” he says. I’m within the normal range.

I’m relieved, but surprised. I’d always assumed that a person’s hearing is more or less the same until he enters his seventies or eighties, at which point everyone starts shouting at him through an ear trumpet. I had been somewhat prepared to cope with an aging face and mind in my forties. I hadn’t counted on my ears entering midlife, too.

Nor does this bode well for my marriage. The tones I’ve lost seem to be precisely the ones that my husband speaks in. And apparently, the physical declines of midlife are just beginning. Anthropologist Richard Shweder writes that when he injured his lower back playing squash, and couldn’t stand up straight, his squash partner declared, “Welcome to middle age!”

A girlfriend who just turned forty tells me over lunch that she has developed a “ptosis,” a slight droop in one of her eyelids. Her doctor said the precise cause is “age.”

A man in his midforties who never had any trouble sleeping says that he now wakes up several times each night to urinate. His doctor explained that his newly enlarged prostate is pressing on his bladder, and suggested that he exercise, drink tomato juice and try several different pills. When none of these help, the doctor says he’ll just have to live with the wake-ups. (In the modern forties, just as our children start sleeping through the night, we stop.)

Most people in their forties are healthy, of course. Plenty of us run marathons, play tennis and shoot hoops. The odd fortysomethings still play professional hockey or golf, pitch baseballs, swim competitively and dance in ballet companies. But we’ve gotten at least slightly worse at practically every sport, thanks to longer reaction times, lower lung capacity and less muscle mass. Doctors have started mentioning words like “arthritis.” If we could ever run like a gazelle, that ability evaporates by our forties. “Now it’s impossible to go that fast, no matter how hard I try,” says a fit forty-two-year-old who’s been a recreational runner for decades.

At least there’s good news about fertility. Doctors used to cite sobering statistics, including one claiming that women who don’t have children by their late thirties have a 30 percent chance of remaining childless forever. It turns out that those figures were based in part on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French birth records, and other historical data, that predate antibiotics, ultrasound and modern statistical methods.

Since 1990, the rate of babies born to American women ages forty to forty-four has nearly doubled. This is partly thanks to technology. A forty-nine-year-old I know just gave birth to a baby girl who came from a donated sperm and egg. A woman I met on a playground had twins from her husband’s defrosted sperm after he’d been dead for several years.

Of course, child-rearing can be more exhausting in the forties, and it brings other challenges. A forty-two-year-old new mother tells me that she needs reading glasses to clip her baby’s fingernails. By the time your child learns to walk, it can feel as if, in a blink, you’ve gone from fecund young mother to madame.

And small bodily changes are starting to accumulate. My yellowing front tooth resists all dental interventions. I used to only wear glasses outdoors; now I need them to navigate my apartment. I panic when a BB-sized bump appears on the floor of my mouth. After sending me for a scan, a doctor says it’s a harmless bone growth that’s not uncommon in “people my age.”

“When will it go away?” I ask.

“It won’t,” he says. “And you’ll probably get one on the other side, too.”

Once again, my mind hasn’t caught up with my chronological age. When the ear doctor shows me the hearing-loss chart, I tell him that I had planned to skip all these little breakdowns that come as you get older. I wanted to be the exception.

“I know, in your head you’re still twenty years old.”

“No, in my head I’m about thirty-seven,” I say.

“I’m sixty-nine. But in my head I’m twenty,” he says, smiling again.

“Twenty? I wouldn’t want to be twenty,” I say, suddenly wondering how many wives he’s had.

“You’re right, thirty. But in fact, I’m sixty-nine. And this doesn’t end well.”

“It’s hard to believe that two-hundred-fifty-year-old people aren’t discovered every now and then,” I tell him.

“I will be one of them!” he replies, then he adds: “L’amour n’existe pas”—love doesn’t exist.

“L’amour?” I ask, confused.

“La mort!”—death!—he clarifies. I’d misheard him. “Of course love exists. Death doesn’t exist. Or at least our own death doesn’t. We have proof of other people’s death, but not of our own.”

When I get home, I don’t mention any of this to Simon—not my ears, not love, not death. It’s odd to age alongside your partner, and sometimes it’s best to pretend that you’re not. There are probably things he’s not telling me, either. I keep after him to enunciate, though I think he knows that our misunderstandings aren’t entirely his fault. We’ve struck an unspoken agreement: He’ll pretend I still have the same ears as when he married me. And I’ll pretend that I’ve heard every word.



You know you have a fortysomething body when …


	You select restaurants because they’re quiet.

	Sleep no longer means just flopping into bed. You have elaborate rituals involving medication, eyeshades, earplugs and a particular type and quantity of pillows.

	When reading a document online, you increase its magnification to at least 200 percent.

	You’ve bought a scale with a bigger digital display so you won’t have to weigh yourself wearing glasses.

	You have gained and lost the same ten pounds so many times you feel a certain affection for them.
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how to have sex

“DO YOU HAVE a lover?” Charlie asks, as we cross the Place de la République.

Charlie is a friend from high school who’s visiting Paris with his wife and son. We’re on a walk, alone, near my house. He’s just like he was when I first met him: handsome, whip smart and magnetic. I was madly in love with him at fifteen, but so were a lot of people. He married Lauren, his college girlfriend, who now has a big job in medical research. Charlie works part-time and looks after their son.

His question takes me by surprise. We’ve never discussed this topic before, and it’s outside my skill set. Simon and I don’t swing or have an open marriage. Our main objective is to be asleep by eleven p.m.

“No, I don’t have a lover,” I reply, trying not to seem flustered. “Do you?”

“Yes, Lauren and I both do,” he says, grinning at me.

“How often do you see your … special friend?”

“About once every three weeks,” he says. “For a while Lauren had a lover and I didn’t. And it was awful. And I just had to think, ‘I will find someone and this will get better.’ And it did.”

He says it’s exciting to see that your partner is attractive to other people. And there’s the energizing swoon of having a crush. “You don’t have to go all the way with someone. Sometimes it’s just the electric charge of their hand touching yours.” Meanwhile, back at home, “Your relationship stays dynamic. I don’t want to be stuck in a rut.”

Charlie seems to relish my shock at hearing all this. He’s always been the guy with the tantalizing new idea. When we were fifteen, I felt similarly blown away when he introduced me to reggae music. I wonder whether he’s bringing up the topic because he wants to cheat on his lover with me. All these years later, there’s still the same fizzy energy between us. Talking to him brings back a part of myself that I’d forgotten existed. He’s a madeleine of my teenage mind.

I tell him about my one puny extramarital adventure: Years ago, I kissed a man I met at a friend’s wedding. I was drunk and happy, and we were all on a farm. It didn’t go any further than that, and afterward, I felt that I’d transgressed. Monogamy is a strange idea, but I’ve always assumed that it is nevertheless an important one.

Charlie isn’t impressed. “Flirting, and making out with people at weddings, that ought to be just permitted,” he says. At a rural wedding he went to with his wife, they swapped with another couple and had sex side by side in a cabin. “What I really want now is for us to share a lover,” he says.

He makes all this seem so normal, I suddenly feel like the only idiot who doesn’t have an open marriage. I’m at 1.0 for infidelity; he’s at 8.0.

Charlie urges me to “take a lover,” and he warns me that one won’t be enough. “The important thing is to do it at least three or four times. Because the first couple of times you’re so self-conscious, you can’t really relax and enjoy it.” Then he encourages me to do it soon. At my age, he says, “You’re still cute, but you’re not sure how much longer it’s going to last.”

ARE THESE MY last viable years, before I fall into the sexual abyss? I’m getting that message from others, too. “Do you feel like you have five years left before no one wants to sleep with you anymore?” a writer in his late thirties asks me. A Canadian friend who’s about my age tells me that, as he rounded a corner recently, he came face-to-face with a “fifty-year-old woman” who suddenly grabbed his crotch and kissed him on the lips. To emphasize how unwelcome the encounter was, my friend keeps repeating, “She was fifty!” There’s practically no group of people you’re allowed to mock on television anymore. The exception is older women: you can say how repulsive it would be to see them naked.

There are exceptions. A friend who’s a social activist tells me, encouragingly, about an “incredibly hot” sixty-year-old woman whom he met at a wedding.

“She was a Bond girl,” he explains.

“You mean she looked like she could have been a Bond girl?” I ask.

“No,” he says, “she was literally in a James Bond movie when she was younger.”

American women in their forties still have sex on a fairly regular basis. But according to national statistics, a third of women in their fifties haven’t had sex in the past year. And nearly half of women in their sixties haven’t. The seventies are practically celibate. The findings for British women are similarly grim. Men claim to fare much better at all ages.

I usually avoid even saying the word “menopause,” out of an unscientific fear that, by uttering the word, I’ll trigger it. (After all, just looking at a baby can trigger the release of breast milk.) But I summon the courage to do a Google search, and learn that menopause typically begins around age fifty-one, bringing symptoms like vaginal dryness, loss of breast fullness and my personal favorite, “vaginal atrophy,” in which the birth canal loses elasticity. All this happens just as sexual activity really starts to drop off. Though the symptoms and the sexlessness all sound very unpleasant, I have to admit that there’s an evolutionary logic: What good is a sex drive if you can no longer reproduce? Perhaps Charlie was right to warn me that I’m approaching my sexual sell-by date.

AND YET, FRANCE has a slightly different sexual narrative for women. Over the years, I’d been surprised by the French couples in their sixties perusing lingerie racks together, and the plum movie roles for women d’un certain âge. My Australian neighbor marvels that, every week after her Pilates class, a fit woman in her seventies changes into lacy ensembles.

These norms aren’t confined to a few well-maintained ladies in Paris. National sex statistics tell a similar story. Among French women in their fifties, just 15 percent haven’t had sex in the last year (compared to 33 percent in America). Among those in their sixties, just 27 percent haven’t (versus 50 percent in the US).

In France, too, women have less sex, on average, as they get older. But it’s a gentle decline, not an abyss. Most French women remain sexually active well into their sixties, and possibly beyond.

To be sure, youthful beauty is celebrated here. There are taut twenty-two-year-olds in many advertisements. A Parisian professor in her sixties warns me, over soupe à l’oignon, that after age fifty “women in France are decapitated.” The difference is that people who aren’t young and gorgeous generally expect to have sex, too. It’s just something that most healthy adults do on a regular basis throughout their lives.

When I arrive at the fiftieth birthday party of a Parisian friend—a scientist and mother of three—several dozen people are in her living room drinking red wine, eating Moroccan food, flirting and dancing to the Village People. (My generation’s nostalgia music is similar in America and France.)

“Not bad for fifty!” I remark to one of her friends. When he looks confused, I realize that I’ve misread the dance party. It’s not a performance of youth. It’s a straightforward, exuberant celebration.

Nor are such moments meant to be a last hurrah. The fifties and beyond can be sexy decades here. Through a colleague, I meet Hélène, a married sixty-eight-year-old French journalist and grandmother. Hélène isn’t a Bond girl, but she’s fit and well put together in a sweater, knee-high boots and a leather pencil skirt. She emits an attractive, kinetic energy, and she knows it.

“There are thirty-year-old women who don’t radiate, and there are older people who radiate. I’m an older one who radiates,” she tells me, smiling warmly. “I love life very much, very much. Enormously. So I think it’s that that comes through. A little light in the eyes, a desire to wake up in the morning.”

She says radiating like this is an active choice. Early on in her life, “I decided one thing: that I will be belle dans mon âge—beautiful within my age. I’m not going to resort to artifice or face-lifts and all that. No face-lift. But I’ll be elegant, and wear makeup, and please myself.” She repeats this last part for emphasis: “I will please myself.”

Hélène pleases herself by having brief, secret affairs. She says her fifties were a sexual heyday. “I’ve done things that were totally crazy. I mean, meeting a man on the street, who I like, and going to a hotel with him. I did that. I’m still capable of doing that.”

Hélène is very discreet about these affairs. Her husband is “someone for whom I have a lot of respect, whom I love. I don’t want him to know about my naughtiness.” One of her lovers liked her to wear garter belts. So after an assignation with him, she would stop at her parking garage and change back into regular stockings in her car.

She smiles at the memory of her most recent adventure, two years ago. In her mind, she’s swooning. “It was with a very handsome man, younger than me. We met, we liked each other, I went to a hotel with him. The relationship lasted two months, I think. And then I ended it.”

Hélène is a well-off Parisian with a country house and a university degree. She can afford hotel rooms. But she’s following a cultural script that other older French women describe, too.

Indeed, the same professor who told me that French women are “decapitated” at fifty also says that, over the years, she’s had a series of brief, discreet affairs.

She, too, is married and a grandmother. She’s very committed to both roles. However, “there’s a time for work, there’s a time for your family and then there is time for yourself,” she explains. With a lover, “You will feel loved and appreciated as yourself, not as the ‘wife of,’ or the ‘mother of,’ the professional. You will be loved as yourself, just you, disconnected, just you, the inner core.”

Being mindful of what’s happening is part of the pleasure. (Another part, I suspect, is shocking an American writer with your stories.)

In the French telling, these private experiences also pay dividends in the rest of your life. The professor says that “in your work, you will do it better because you feel so good. You will reverberate when you talk to your children and your husband, because you will feel so good.”

She adds that she doesn’t want to be remembered as a dutiful mother and wife. “Come on, how boring. No! It’s very, very important that when you die in the end, you will think, ‘I had a great time in my life. I had all these moments that were stolen, that were just for myself.’”

WHICH VERSION OF sexuality is the real one, the Anglo-Saxon declinist narrative or the French idea that we can stay sexy—and sexually active—much longer? I decide to study the research. Sitting in a café in my neighborhood—where all the servers call me “madame”—I read an Australian academic paper titled “Sex and the menopausal woman: A critical review and analysis.” (I do my best to keep the title hidden.)

The paper makes a strong case for the French approach, explaining that women’s sex drives don’t inevitably decline with age, and that “some women report improved sexual desire and functioning at midlife and beyond.” Yes, falling estrogen levels can cause problems like vaginal dryness and the infamous “atrophy.” But these are symptoms of sexual functioning, not of sexual desire. They mean that a woman now needs lubricant for intercourse in the same way that, if her eyesight declined, she would need glasses. No one would argue that she’d lost the desire to see.

I soon realize that this isn’t just the view of a few Australian feminists. A paper led by a researcher from America’s National Institutes of Health concludes that “menopausal status, at least in the early stages, is only minimally associated with sexual practices and functioning.”

Some women do lose their sex drives in midlife. But cultural narratives play an important role, too. Another paper, in the Journal of Aging Studies, notes that “ageism and sexism, which together promote a view of older women as undesirable or inappropriate sexual partners (even among women themselves), lie at the heart of these patterns.”

In other words, if the people around you insist that you’re no longer sexy after a certain age, or that you’re going to fall into a sexual abyss in your fifties, this is more likely to actually happen. Or as the writer Susan Sontag put it, “Growing older is mainly an ordeal of the imagination.”

I FORGIVE MY friend Charlie for absorbing some of America’s cultural norms. I think he was mostly trying to flirt with me and have fun. And I realize that—in the absence of much professional status—he has invested in building his sexual status. He’s highly skilled at making women swoon.

“He’s a courtesan,” says Simon, who meets and likes him. “In Holland he’d be considered completely normal.”

Anyway, Charlie’s view of my sex appeal hasn’t changed much so far. As we walk across northern Paris, I wonder if he’s going to suggest that we pop into one of the many small hotels we pass. I’m not sure what I’ll say if he does. But he doesn’t. He wants an open marriage, but not an open marriage with me. In fact, I realize that our dynamic hasn’t changed at all in thirty years. I still adore him, and he still adores making me swoon. There’s still understanding, affection and frisson between us. And that’s still the end of it. It will probably be like that thirty years from now, too, when we’re hobbling across some other city together, discussing another big idea that I’m late to. I also realize that I’m okay with that. When I was younger, I needed my relationships to be resolved and defined. Now I see that some people occupy an in-between place, and my world is richer for it. I’m lucky to have Charlie in my life exactly as he is.



You know you have a fortysomething sex life when …


	You no longer care (or remember) how many people you’ve slept with.

	You realize that you shouldn’t marry the person with whom you had the best sex of your life.

	The thought of any adult you know having sex, even your own parents and grandparents, no longer makes you squeamish.

	You have a back catalog of fantasies that you can call up at will.

	You sometimes fantasize about your own partner.

	You can’t imagine exposing your naked body to anyone else.
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how to plan a ménage à trois

I SAID I’VE only had one extramarital adventure. That was true. But I had a marital one, too. It began on the eve of my husband’s fortieth birthday, when I would soon turn forty myself.

The question on his birthday is always, what do you get for the man who has nothing? Simon isn’t a shopper. Standing in front of his closet, he once declared that he has enough pants to last the rest of his life. When I inquired about his plans for a drawer containing dozens of stray socks, he said, “My heirs will sort it out.”

For his fortieth birthday, I decide to buy him a vintage watch. It will declare to the world that—despite his tattered sweaters—he’s an employed adult.

It’s an expensive, nonreturnable gift, so I mention my plan to him one night before bed. (This is the main time that we talk.) He balks, and says that what he really wants for his birthday isn’t a good, it’s a service: a threesome with me and another woman.

I’m not exactly shocked by this request. He’d floated the idea of a threesome before (though never as a gift). And although I’d never done it, going to bed with two women is a standard-issue male fantasy, and the plot of most heterosexual pornography.

Simon’s request is spontaneous, but serious. And just as spontaneously, I say yes. As a journalist, I have trouble resisting a deadline. (He’ll turn forty in about six weeks.) I also like the idea of a gesture to show that I’m not slipping quietly into middle age. Plus, I’m pretty sure that Simon would lose the watch, or submerge it in the bathtub. (His exact words are “I’d lose it, and break it.”)

And frankly, I’m procrastinating. I need a distraction from the parenting book that I’ve been struggling to finish but can’t figure out how to write.

We agree on the threesome in principle. But the idea is so exotic that for a few weeks it just sits there. Occasionally, I mention the name of a female friend.

“Would she be acceptable?” I ask Simon.

“Absolutely,” he says each time. It turns out that practically every woman we know—all of my female friends and the wives of practically all of his male friends—would potentially make the cut, including the pregnant ones. Simon doesn’t want to spoil his chances by being picky.

That hardly matters, because at first I’m too embarrassed to raise the topic with anyone we know. And though I’m a novice, I’m pretty sure that recruiting a friend would be a mistake. There’s the enormous potential for awkwardness on the day itself, and long afterward. And I don’t want someone creating a wedge in our cozy twosome. I’m envisioning this as a one-off.

Anyway, I wouldn’t know which girlfriend to ask. Straight women don’t often discuss their same-sex fantasies with each other. I’m not sure who’d be tempted by the idea and who’d be appalled.

Finally, over brunch, we summon the courage to discuss our plans with friends of Simon’s who are visiting from London. One of them, a single British banker who’s nearing forty herself, grimaces and then goes silent.

“You look horrified,” I say.

“Yes, I mean, I just think it’s extraordinary!” she says, blushing.

Soon after the brunch, I get an email from an editor I know at a women’s magazine in New York. She’s short on first-person essays and wonders whether I have any ideas.

As a freelancer, I’m not used to being asked to write anything. I quickly send her three story ideas: one on making friends in Paris, another on the travails of renovating my kitchen and a third on planning a threesome for my husband’s birthday. I honestly don’t realize that there’s an obvious front-runner.

She replies almost immediately, and wants to know details about the threesome, including whether I’ve already found the other woman. Soon I have a contract obliging me to deliver a 2,800-word essay titled “Fortieth Birthday Threesome.” She says I can opt not to publish it under my real name.

To be fair, I was planning to have the threesome anyway. But after I sign the document, I realize that I’m now more or less contractually obliged to go through with it. I’ll be paid by the word, and a sexless version, in which I back down, would probably get less space.

More critical than whether I might have sex for money is whether I’ll have sex at all. I’ve realized that women aren’t falling over themselves to sleep with a soon-to-be middle-aged married couple. Simon and I rule out advertising online, since that seems like an open call for venereal disease.

We decide that the ideal third party would be a sexy acquaintance. She’d be vetted (everyone knows acquaintances don’t have herpes) but easy enough to avoid afterward. A candidate soon emerges. She’s an American friend of a friend whom I’ve met a few times at dinner parties. By chance she’s seated behind us at a concert, with a man who appears to be her date. For the first time, I notice that she’s quite attractive. She’s tall and thin, with a little ballerina’s waist. And I’m pretty sure she’s sassy.

“How about her?” I whisper to my husband, as the music starts.

“Yes!” he says, too loudly.

After the concert, the four of us chat. I make firm eye contact with the woman, work out that her name is Emma and pretend to be fascinated by her views on the performance. When I suggest that she and I have lunch, she seems flattered. A few days later, I get gussied up to meet her for Thai food. I’m pleased to see, when I arrive, that she has dressed up, too. Does she realize that she’s on a date?

I’m usually so concerned about what other people think of me that my lunch companion could be bleeding to death and I wouldn’t notice. But the threesome planning has made me more attentive. Over soup, I listen carefully to Emma and quickly understand something that would have once taken me years to realize: under a pond of sassiness is a lagoon of insecurity. The common theme of her stories is that she clings to boyfriends who mistreat her. I’d mistaken tall for self-possessed.

She’s probably too emotionally fragile for a threesome, but I broach the topic anyway, to get some practice. I do this under the guise of exchanging girly confidences, saying, “You won’t believe what my husband wants for his birthday.” I explain that I’ve agreed to this in principle, but that I haven’t yet found the third party.

I think she understands that I’m propositioning her. But instead of taking the bait, she morphs into the Cassandra of threesomes. She describes the ex-boyfriend who pressured her to go to bed with him and his other lover, and the couple who swapped partners for the night, then never swapped back. She warns me that I’ll be scarred by images of my husband doing unspeakable things to another woman. “And what if it’s someone who’s incredibly hot? How could you possibly handle that?”

Not only is Emma out of the running, She talks of future lunch dates at other Asian restaurants. To my horror, she seems to want to become my friend. I’m suddenly sympathetic to those male “friends” of mine who disappeared the moment I got engaged. Why stick around?

That night I tell Simon about my “date,” which cost me fifty euros and consumed half of my workday.

“Thanks for taking care of that,” he says, without looking up from his computer. It’s exactly what he says when I’ve waited at home all morning for the plumber to arrive, or I’ve replaced the rechargeable batteries in our phones. Planning the threesome has become another one of my administrative tasks.

Nevertheless, my new man’s-eye view of the world is thrilling. I now notice women everywhere: browsing in bookstores, in line at the supermarket. I even scan my book group—middle-aged expatriates who like to read about the Holocaust—for candidates.

Though I’ve only managed one failed seduction, my posture toward the world has changed. Instead of sitting pretty and hoping that others notice me, I feel like someone who decides what she wants and goes after it. I’m less interested in what others think of me and more focused on what I want from them. I can suddenly envision myself walking into a room and demanding a promotion. (That’s easy for me to say, since I’m freelance. “I want a promotion!” I’d say. “But you don’t work here,” they’d reply.)

It’s also energizing to put this once-furtive fantasy on the table. Threesomes suddenly seem to be everywhere, although the message about them is paradoxical: every straight man supposedly wants to have one, but no one seems to have had a good one. A friend tells me that he bedded two women on the night of September 11, 2001, as they all watched the news on television together. But like many threesome stories, his is a cautionary tale: one of the women developed a serious, unreciprocated crush on him. “Inside every threesome is a twosome and a onesome,” a character on a TV show warns. When I discuss the planning with my therapist, a Briton who works in Paris, he warns me that introducing a third party could damage my marriage.

I’m undeterred but still no closer to finding the other woman. When the magazine editor emails asking for an update, I explain that Simon and I have extended the deadline a few weeks past his actual birthday.

I decide to look at some websites. Perhaps not everyone on them has gonorrhea? I quickly see that we have competition. At least a dozen couples—all of them claiming to be gorgeous and under thirty—are seeking women for a threesome, too.

Since I can’t compete on looks or age, I decide to distinguish myself by sounding desperate. My post reads: “I’d like to give my partner his best birthday present ever: an experience with me and another woman. Will you help me?” Fifteen minutes later, I get a reply that’s literate and nice.

“Hi, I also have a boyfriend with the same fantasy (not very original, I know, but boys will be boys!!). Maybe we could end up doing a deal (though not necessarily). If we like each other, I’d be happy to help out. What kind of scenario did you have in mind?”

She signs it “N.”

It’s probably imprudent to pledge loyalty to an anonymous woman who scans “no-strings” websites, but I decide on the spot that I won’t respond to anyone else. I like her sisterly tone and her perfect spelling. I’m not sure about the exchange deal, but that doesn’t seem to be mission-critical for her. (Though when I read her message to Simon that night, he immediately says, “I’ll swap you.”)

We exchange several more emails. I call myself “P.” “N,” a Briton living in Paris, claims to be a straight, divorced, disease-free mom in her late forties. She’s relieved to hear that I have kids, too. She says that she responded to my ad out of a kind of sexual altruism, and she quotes the French expression “One need not die an idiot.” This sounds like the equivalent of “not being in a rut.”

As I’m putting on a dress to go meet N. for coffee, I’m suddenly struck by the strangeness of what I’m about to do: try to convince a stranger to sleep with me and my husband. It’s now real, and I’m nervous. I’ve only ever been on the receiving end of seduction attempts. How exactly do I convince a woman to take off her clothes?

Simon, who devoted years of his life to exactly this question, gives me a little pep talk.

“With women, you have to listen to all the stuff they say. They have all these complex emotional issues, and you have to try to figure out what they are. Just keep asking questions. Be pleasant and reassuring but also slightly mysterious.” He’s probably afraid that I’ll back out, because he adds that, to keep life interesting, “sometimes you have to stick your neck out.”

“It’s not my neck that’s going to be sticking out,” I say.

I’m already sitting down when N. walks into the café. She’s a pretty, slim brunette with a friendly face. I notice that her makeup is fresh. She’s eager to make a good impression, too. I’m certain that my husband will like her.

I try to seem riveted as she describes her boyfriend woes, her life as a single mother and the health issues of her elderly father. Despite the peculiar circumstances, she’s clinging to the conventions of female bonding.

I steer the conversation toward sex. She says she’s never been with another woman and isn’t sure how she’ll feel about that. She doesn’t mention the possible swap with her boyfriend. When I show her a picture of Simon, she just glances at it. For her, this is more about the two of us.

We part warmly with a chaste double-cheeked kiss. I wait several days before sending her a note explaining that she’s been in my thoughts, and that I found her charming “in every way.” She replies immediately, saying that she’s very game for our adventure, but that she’d like to meet again to discuss our plans in more detail.

Plans? I’d imagined the threesome unfolding spontaneously. But now I’m goal oriented. If that’s what she needs, I’ll do it.

At our second meeting, her insecurities surface: Do I think this counts as cheating on her boyfriend? (“Of course not!”) What kind of women does my husband like? (“Brunettes!”)

We lay down ground rules for the threesome. To avoid it becoming too thrusty and pornlike, the two of us will be in charge. My husband won’t make a move unless we allow it. She and I will go to the small, furnished apartment that he uses as an office, and he’ll join us there once we’re ready.

“Do you think he’ll agree to these terms?” she asks.

“He’ll just be grateful to be in the room,” I say.

Everything seems to be settled, but again we part without fixing a date. I send the usual lovely-to-see-you follow-up. She replies that she enjoyed it, too, but that she’d like to meet again to talk some more about our plans. I’m beginning to doubt whether she really intends to go through with the threesome. I’m also getting tired of putting on makeup every time I go to meet her, and I’m running out of dresses. Maybe I should have bought the watch.

But when I complain to my husband, he assures me that this is the normal pace of seduction.

“Obviously she’s not ready yet,” he says. “She has some sort of hesitation. You need to work out what it is and help her through it.”

On the way to my third meeting with N., I decide to loosen up and become less calculating. I tease her about all the planning we’re doing, and joke that I’m going to have to script our threesome using storyboards and cue cards. I confess that this is all a rather big deal for me; she says the same. For a while, I even forget that I’m trying to get her into bed. We coquettishly call each other N. and P.

This new playful mood seems to be what was missing for her. After about an hour, she takes out her calendar. We schedule the threesome for a week later, the twentieth, over lunchtime.

When I get home, Simon is waiting up for me.

“I decided to just be myself,” I tell him.

“Oh, no,” he says.

I share the good news that we have an actual date for our threesome. To keep his expectations in check, I mention potential glitches, including the fact that her father is eighty-six.

“So? He won’t be there, will he?”

“You know there’s a possible problem,” I say.

“He might hand in his dinner pail? Drop off his perch? Buy a one-way ticket? The best for us would be if he checked out of the hotel on the twenty-first, earliest.”

A week later, N.’s father is fine and I’m getting ready to meet her. “I have a threesome in two hours,” I keep telling myself. I’m not going to die an idiot.

I MEET N. at a café for a quick coffee, then we head to my husband’s office around the corner. On the way, I insist that we stop at a little food stand to buy supplies, in case we work up an appetite later. Clearly, I’m shopping to calm my nerves.

But when we get up to the office, it’s N. who’s nervous.

“You’re in charge, okay?” she says. I don’t especially want to be the boss of the threesome, either, and we’re both relieved when my husband arrives. They introduce themselves, and he’s immediately very physical with her, which breaks the ice. We have a sort of group hug, and then we agree that he can take off both of our dresses.

My first surprise is that women are allowed to wear jewelry in bed. N. even keeps her large hoop earrings on. My second is that a threesome is so, well, sexual. I’d focused so much on the logistics and the catering, I had almost forgotten that we were all going to be naked.

My third surprise is that when you’re detail oriented like me, threesomes are confusing. You quickly lose track of who’s at which stage. There’s a lot of ambiguous moaning. My husband tells me afterward that he got a little lost, too.

It’s a polite threesome. I get the sense that we’re all trying to divide our attention equitably, so there’s no clear twosome or onesome. Occasionally, N. and I ask each other, “How are you doing?” like concerned friends.

After about forty minutes, I’ve had enough. I wonder whether I might check my email. N. is quite beautiful, but seeing versions of my own lady parts on her feels too familiar. I realize that part of what appeals to me about men is that their bodies are different.

I try to stay attentive—it’s a birthday present, after all—but soon I’m just scratching both of their backs while they continue. When I glance at the clock again, I’m surprised to see that only an hour has passed. I had no idea that sex could last so long.

Finally, they tire themselves out. There’s a sweet moment at the end when the three of us lie together under the covers, with the birthday boy in the middle. He’s beaming. I’ll later get a series of heartfelt thank-you notes from him, saying it was as good as he had hoped. “It affirmed for me how much I like the female form. When you have two, it accentuates that.”

N. seems pleased, too. As we walk home together, she says she’s surprised by how erotic she found the whole experience, especially being with me. She hints that she’d like a repeat performance.

I’m flattered, but I’m not planning on it. My own birthday is coming up, and I would like a watch.



You know you’re a fortysomething man when …


	You’re jealous of your young son’s firm urine stream.

	A good night is when you only wake up twice to pee.

	Some of your favorite athletes are the sons of guys who used to be your favorite athletes.

	Your last friend who was still trying to pick up people in nightclubs has finally given up.

	You appreciate the beauty of people in their twenties, but you know for a fact that you’ll have little in common with them.

	You’re no longer willing to sleep on anyone’s couch.
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how to be mortal

AS A SEXUAL experience, the threesome is okay. As a literary experience, it’s life changing. In my essay about it, I stop trying to sound like an omniscient narrator, which was always an awkward fit for someone like me. I focus instead on describing my limited perspective as precisely as possible. In other words, I just decide to be myself.

When I email the essay to my editor, she replies right away.

“People who read this will want to be your friend,” she writes. I’m so excited by her response, and by finding this new way to write, that I decide to put my name on it. Simon considers this a small price to pay for the best birthday of his life.

The magazine runs the essay at three thousand words, practically without changing anything. Not every reader wants to befriend me. But something even better happens: after reading the piece, people feel like they know me a bit. I can’t always connect with others in real life, but at least I’ve learned to be myself with them on the page.

There are awkward moments. A friend of my father’s discovers the magazine in a dentist’s waiting room and shows it to him. (My dad compliments me on the writing.) Simon’s male friends and colleagues keep emailing to congratulate him, but his family—who I’d thought were comfortable discussing everything—never mention it. A few women I know complain that I’ve raised the bar on spousal gifts: their husbands are now demanding fortieth-birthday threesomes, too.

The essay also gives me a sudden sex appeal. Men who’d never even flirted with me now smile knowingly, or make lingering eye contact. Several women hint that they’d have been up for a threesome, had I approached them about it. (“I’m ready,” my husband says about each potential offer.) Even my therapist seems to find me more interesting. When I change the subject from the threesome, he steers me back to it.

“You were saying how great it was,” he says.

“I didn’t say it was great,” I reply. (He later admits that he looked up the essay online.)

Fired up from this experience, I spend most of the next eighteen months at my computer, finishing my book. It’s about what I’ve learned from observing how the French raise children. I hardly see friends, I hand over most parenting duties to my husband, and I eat a disturbing amount of cake. (It’s a little-known fact that writing books makes you fat.) For the first time since moving to France, I even skip the soldes, the twice-annual sales in Parisian shops. I don’t even take time off to treat the head lice that I seem to have caught from my children. I just sit at my computer for hours, scratching my scalp.

One April day, after consuming an entire panettone, I press “send” on an email containing my entire manuscript. There will still be another six months of edits, but the bulk of the work is done.

Ten minutes later, I collapse into bed. For months, I’d been running on adrenaline and carbohydrates. Now I realize that my whole body aches, especially my back. I sleep for twelve hours and barely leave my bed for two days.

When I finally get up, the pain in my back is still there. I assume this is because I’ve just spent an unnatural amount of time hunched over my desk. I order a footrest and a new computer screen that forces me to sit upright. I also go across town to see my doctor, who advises me to get a massage.

I get many massages, but the pain worsens. Within a few months I can’t lift my sons or turn my head more than a few millimeters to either side. Soon the pain keeps me awake at night. When one of the boys flings himself onto my lap, it hurts so much I weep.

At the end of August, lumps appear on either side of my groin. I go back to the same doctor who, four months earlier, had recommended massage. When she sees the lumps, she looks panicked. She immediately orders blood tests and sends me to an internist, who has the unruly hair and frazzled bedside manner of a mad scientist. He reads the test results and says, in heavily accented English, “You ’ave some-ting veee-ry seee-rious.” He says he doesn’t know what it is.

I spend the next few weeks getting more tests. I soon know the French for MRI—it’s IRM—and I lie facedown on a table as a doctor extracts bone marrow—the impossible to pronounce moelle osseuse— from my hip. (The doctor is a ringer for the silver-haired Dominique de Villepin, France’s foreign minister during the Iraq War.) A few days later, I watch as a different doctor carries away a glass dish containing one of my lymph nodes; it looks like a glistening red jelly bean.

I spend my days on the Paris métro, holding oversized plastic bags that contain my various scans. (In America the doctors keep them; in France the patient does.) Whenever I show the slightest worry, doctors offer me prescriptions for Xanax. Soon I’m sharing the little white pills with Simon, and neither of us can sleep without them.

As all of this is happening, I’m editing my book. On the same day that I send back the corrected proofs, I lie in a PET scan—in French it’s called a TEP scan-NER—as a man’s voice issues instructions in French: “Don’t breathe.” “Don’t move.” I’ve only just figured out how to be the decider. Inside that tube, I realize that I no longer am.

I arrive home from all these procedures in time to cook dinner. Even before whatever is happening happened, my husband and I were overwhelmed by our responsibilities. Now, when three children come rushing into our bedroom each morning at seven a.m., we face both the exhaustion of living through this and the terror that I won’t.

Usually I’m keen to talk to Simon about everything, and he’s irked by my endless need to analyze our relationship. Now all I can bear to discuss is the timing of my next appointment. For the first time, we’ve entered a realm where words can’t go.

Finally, we’re summoned to the hospital for my diagnosis. We sit in front of a large desk as two physicians, including the Dominique de Villepin look-alike, examine papers for several minutes. When the men finally speak to us, they describe my symptoms, but they don’t say what I have.

Finally, I interrupt.

“Is it cancer?” I ask. (This is the same word as in English but pronounced “cancer.”) Both doctors seem relieved that I’ve broken the ice. One of them says that, yes, it’s a blood cancer called lymphome non hodgkinien—non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.

After he says this, I have the sensation that I’m falling back in my chair in slow motion. It’s as if I’m sinking without moving. This must be what people mean when they say they’re “reeling.”

Though I’ve just spent several weeks in a state of terror, I still have to rearrange my brain to accommodate this new fact: I’m not in pain because I sat incorrectly at my desk. I’m in pain because I have cancer in the bones of my back. One of the doctors says I must immediately begin a three-month course of chemotherapy and immunotherapy.

Simon and I have never discussed the worst-case scenario. But in the courtyard of the hospital, I ask him to tell me what his plan is, in case I die. I know he must have one. He’s quiet for a moment. “We’ll move to London, to be near my sister,” he says.

No one at my publisher has any idea that I’m ill, or that I’ve been editing my manuscript in doctors’ waiting rooms. I’m afraid that if they find out, they’ll panic and pull back on the publicity. And I reason that, thus far, my illness hasn’t interfered with my work.

But I still need a photo for the book jacket, and I will have to take it before my hair falls out. So the day before my first round of chemotherapy, I meet a photographer at a café in my neighborhood. He snaps a picture of me reaching for a cup of espresso and staring confidently into the camera.

As a journalist, I usually over-research everything. But with this illness I don’t. In fact, I barely grasp what’s happening inside my body. I can’t remember which blood cells I have too many of, and which I don’t have enough of. Just as I’d been feeling more grown up, the illness infantilized me. I have no choice but to throw myself into the care of my doctors and trust them to heal me.

And yet, I also feel a kind of adult calm. I can see it in the jacket photo. This is the most consequential situation I’ve ever faced. The bad news isn’t patio-distance away anymore; it’s inside of me. And I suddenly know one thing very clearly: if it was just me, I could cope with dying. But it isn’t. And because of that, I have to survive. I have to raise these children. I cannot leave Simon to do it alone.

WHEN I LEARN that a public hospital near my house specializes in treating blood cancers, I ditch the fancy private hospital across town and go to the public one instead. Gone are the English-speaking secretaries and valet parking. The state hospital was built by Henry IV in the seventeenth century to house victims of the plague. It’s no-frills, clean and efficient. My doctor there is a stern, pretty blond woman who listens patiently as I try to pronounce lymphome non hodgkinien.

I arrive for my first treatment—reassuringly called a cure in French—wearing a fashionable terry-cloth sweatshirt, shredded jeans and black running shoes. It’s a deliberate fashion choice: I look like a hipster, and hipsters don’t die. A secretary directs me to an outpatient unit called the hôpital de jour, which makes me think of soup. I watch American sitcoms on my laptop to distract myself, as a nurse inserts a needle into my arm.

One immediate effect of chemotherapy is that I lose weight. For the first time in my adult life, I can eat an enormous bowl of pasta in cream sauce for dinner, then wake up to discover I’ve lost a pound.

By my second treatment, I’m panicked over a hard bump that has appeared at the base of my spine. The on-duty oncologist inspects it, then laughs. “That’s your bone,” she says. “You were too fat to feel it before.”

Getting ill is a crash course in other minds. I learn that there are people who secretly love bad news, and that certain women will be jealous of how skinny you are, no matter what’s causing it. A surprising number of people urge me to get a pedicure. The woman who’d worn a white dress to my wedding doesn’t contact me at all.

I’m surprised by the sheer variety of inappropriate reactions to my illness. Several friends note the exciting coincidence: someone they know died of exactly the same disease! A former classmate informs me that cancer is caused by “emotion,” and that it can be cured by eating miso soup. One woman walks into my house, wails like Antigone in front of my children, then envelops me in a painful embrace. Another friend warns, “Don’t read the statistics!” making it clear that he already has.

And yet other people, some of whom had been just acquaintances before my diagnosis, make me feel like they are literally holding me aloft above despair. I relate best to those who have been through major illnesses, too: a man who had a heart attack; a former colleague who was hospitalized twice for depression; a childhood friend who’s being treated for breast cancer. They feel like wartime comrades.

And I’m moved to see that—though I can be awkward and distant—some people are fond of me anyway. A woman from my book group drops off a lasagna. Relatives in Florida send a cozy throw blanket for me to wrap myself in. (I highly recommend this as a get-well gift.) Even N., my threesome partner, offers to babysit, though I decline.

I hesitate to disclose my illness to my friend whose boyfriend writes for the New Yorker and who’d witnessed my failed fortieth birthday party. New York’s literary world is tiny, and word could get back to my publisher. But when I finally tell her, they’re both exceptionally caring. The boyfriend puts me in touch with an American blood-cancer specialist he knows. My friend gives me a soft black beret that once belonged to her grandfather.

I wear the beret everywhere, to cover my thinning hair. I’ve decided that, instead of shaving it off the way cancer patients do in the movies, I’ll just let it fall out. I’d like to keep at least some hair as long as possible. And I like the poetic way that, in French, they say your hair is “falling.”

Soon there’s a very unpoetic coating of highlighted blond hair on all my coats and sweaters. It mostly falls from a circle on the top of my head, like male pattern baldness. The remaining hair is too fragile to brush or wash, so it gathers into ropelike clumps. By about eight weeks into chemo, I look like Larry David with dreadlocks. Simon is so unnerved by the sight of my uncovered head, he asks me to wear the beret to bed.

Every three weeks, I walk to the hospital for another cure. When an attending doctor discovers that I’m a writer, he gives me the manuscript of his novel. It’s about a young woman with cancer who dies at the end of the book.

At my next cure, I hand the manuscript back to him. “Just one suggestion,” I say. “Don’t kill the protagonist.”

THE EDITOR OF my book still doesn’t know about my illness, but she’s growing worried about something else: publishing a parenting book by someone who’s had a well-publicized ménage à trois. I remind her that the essay isn’t a salacious exposé about me; it’s an essay that I wrote about myself. There’s hardly even any sex in it. (Curiously, the essay doesn’t bother my British editor at all.) A publicist calls from New York to coach me on how to respond if journalists question me about the threesome. She suggests saying, “Yes, I tried that. But I didn’t really like it.”

I’m mostly worried about doing a book tour while bald. My mother flies to Paris and shops for wigs with me. At a store near the Paris opera, a saleswoman ushers us into a private room, then brings out a series of expensive real-hair wigs. She assures us that they’re made from European hair, “not Indonesian,” and she keeps forgetting what kind of cancer I have. I opt for a synthetic blond bob, both because it seems less racist and because it’s a third of the price.

We also shop for clothes for my book tour. Before my treatment, I was an American size six—not overweight, but far from the Parisian ideal. When I tried on outfits, French saleswomen would ask neutrally, “What do you think?”

Now I’m barely a size two. When I emerge from dressing rooms at this size—even wearing the beret—they smile approvingly and suggest adding belts to sweaters and blazers. I’m used to choosing clothes based on whether or not they make me look fat. Now, for the first time in my adult life, nothing does. I buy a flurry of tight minidresses and belt-able jackets, simply because I can.

My mother and I discuss my illness a bit, but mostly she’s just patient and present. I realize that there’s something hopeful about shopping, the activity we’ve always done together. Buying clothes implies that there will be a future in which to wear them. Though when I choose a black dress—a short-sleeved sweater attached to a high-waisted silk skirt, which I’ll wear in publicity photos—it crosses my mind that I might also be buried in it.

When the publicist calls to say that I’m booked on a morning TV show in America, the strain of keeping my secret becomes too much.

“I need to tell you something,” I say. I deliver my news in a breathless, detached rush, since if I slow down, I’ll cry. I explain that my chemotherapy is scheduled to end a few weeks before the book comes out.

Everyone at the publishing house is extremely kind. They’re also still concerned about the threesome essay. I reassure them that if anyone grills me about the threesome, I’ll pivot and mention the cancer.

Anyway, my parenting advice now boils down to two words: don’t die. I’ve told my kids I’m sick but that I’m getting treatment to make me better. And this is true. Midway through chemotherapy, I’m no longer in agonizing back pain. For the first time in months, I can turn my head.

I wear the black beret everywhere. “My mother is bold,” my awkwardly bilingual daughter announces, whenever she catches me without it.

In January, a few days after my final cure, I have another PET scan. It’s the one that will show whether the treatments have worked. I lie in the tube and obey the Frenchman’s voice. A week later, Simon and I head through freezing rain to drop the kids at their school. Then we rush to the hospital to meet with the blond doctor, who will give us the scan’s results. When we walk into her office, she smiles for the first time since we met her. She begins talking before we even sit down.

“I have very good news for you,” she says. I’m in rémission complète—complete remission. This time, I have no trouble understanding the French.

A few weeks later, I have my head shaved, which I instantly realize I should have done months earlier. Then I fly to New York to launch my book. I’m not used to wearing the wig, so just before I go on the morning show, I decide to put the beret on top of it. It’s my comfort object, and makes me feel less jittery. (I may have just survived cancer, but I’m still nervous before going on live TV.) The combination of wig and beret makes me look like a Satmar Hasidic wife, or an undernourished Basque peasant. Viewers assume that I’m trying to look “French.”

“Lose the beret,” my agent texts me, as soon as I’m off the air. In the show’s online chatrooms, strangers gleefully inform me that berets haven’t been in fashion in France for seventy-five years. (As a resident of Paris for a decade, I did know this.)

But I’m cheered when one reviewer describes me—or at least my literary persona—as “likable.” And I get notes from strangers who say that after reading the book, they feel like they know me. What I know is that I’m forty-one years old, and I’m alive. And I’m on my way to becoming a person.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You can tell when something is ridiculous.

	You can calm someone down.

	You realize that you can manipulate people, and that some of them have long been manipulating you.

	You’re loyal but watchful.

	You know that extreme jealousy is a deal breaker.

	You’re surprised to realize that someone is flirting with you. You had written yourself off too soon.
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how to be an expert

TO MY ASTONISHMENT, my parenting book becomes an immediate best seller and takes on a life of its own. After a reading at a bookstore in Manhattan, two young women holding babies approach me with strange expressions on their faces. It takes me a minute to work out what these expressions mean: they’re nervous about meeting me.

Not everyone likes the book, but it becomes part of the cultural conversation. I’m spoofed by the New Yorker and mocked by Forbes (in an article titled “No thanks. I’d rather raise a billionaire.”) A TV news show in Oregon runs a segment about a mother who imposes all-French practices on her unwitting children, complete with forbiddingly gourmet meals. Online, I discover an animated Taiwanese video in which an Asian-looking woman in a beret, who’s supposed to be me, drinks red wine and teaches her child to paint the Mona Lisa. A lady Skypes me from Mongolia to say that she wants to publish a translation there. People around the world write to ask me for parenting advice. Hardly anyone mentions the threesome essay.

It’s a small jolt of minor fame. But it means that, practically overnight, I’m no longer an obscure journalist begging for work. I’m now considered an expert.

Am I really one? It’s one thing to go on TV for a few minutes, to sum up my book for people who probably don’t know much about France. But I panic when I’m invited to address the French department of a major American university. Can I convincingly make my case for an hour in front of actual experts? I did lots of research for the book, as a journalist. But at this talk, I’ll be speaking to professors and graduate students, all of whom study France, and some of whom are French themselves. I’m an amateur anthropologist; some of them are real ones. I suspect that they’ve invited me there to humiliate me.

Just before the talk starts, I drink several espressos and stress-eat a package of M&M’s. I hope to compensate, in caffeinated energy, for what I lack in academic rigor. The large room is packed with dozens of people. Some are standing in the rear. There are recording devices everywhere. I sit down at the front and a professor introduces me.

For the next hour, I answer questions from the audience and explain the main ideas of my book. Their tone is curious, friendly and even respectful. No one challenges my credentials or seems intent on skewering me. Soon there’s applause, and the professor invites everyone upstairs for a glass of wine. At the reception, he’s pleased, and says it obviously went well. Graduate students approach me with that same nervous look I’d seen at the reading.

I’m amazed. Is the bar for expertise lower than I’d thought? Are people projecting grown-up-ness onto me, to reassure themselves that someone knows what’s going on? Or am I suffering from imposter syndrome, and I know more than I’d imagined?

Not long into my tenure as a so-called expert, I realize that some of the people whom I considered experts—and by extension grown-ups—are dogged by self-doubt, too. This is especially true in academia, where you’re judged almost entirely on your intellect. Through friends, I meet a professor named Amy, who attended top schools, teaches at a major American university and regularly publishes in academic journals.

“I’m a fake intellectual,” Amy tells me over a glass of wine. “I feel like I have a surface-level knowledge about a number of things. I can see this tiny little piece, like I have tunnel vision; I can’t see the larger significance.” She feels surrounded by people who know more than she does and who have a better grasp of their topics. “If what an academic is supposed to do is change the way people think about the world, I can’t do it.”

Amy is up for tenure soon but predicts she won’t get it. “And I think they’d be right not to give me tenure; I’m not that good,” she says.

Not all academics feel this way, of course. I meet another professor, Keith, who remembers exactly when he began to feel like an expert in his field, philosophy. As a graduate student, he considered his professors to be capable of a kind of intellectual alchemy. They could draw on both the history of the field and on the particulars of various philosophical problems. In lectures, they wove all these strands together. When you’re a student, he tells me, “You don’t see yourself as an immature version of them. You’re like, ‘How could I ever possibly become that?’”

About three years into his doctoral program, Keith was teaching a class of undergraduates when one of them asked him a hard question that was only tangentially related to the lesson. Without much effort, Keith responded with a thoughtful, layered answer that relied on a broad understanding of the field. He handled a follow-up question the same way. He was doing the same kind of alchemy as his teachers.

“I remember walking back to my office after that class and thinking to myself, ‘Oh! That was a moment when I was an expert.’” He says he felt like a grown-up, too.

I’m cheered to meet someone who can pinpoint his own passage beyond apprenticeship. But when I retell Keith’s story to some other academics, they’re unimpressed.

“He’s a grown-up because he knows how to bullshit?” an English professor says dryly.

My father-in-law, Simon’s dad, tells me I’ve given too much credence to people with advanced degrees. “Competence in some kind of boring professional thing has no relation to mature insight into yourself, understanding the world, understanding other people. It’s got nothing to do with being a grown-up.”

Apparently, I’ve mistaken professional expertise for wisdom. It’s not the former that makes you a grown-up, it’s the latter. Or perhaps I’ve made a different error: I’ve mistaken being a grown-up for being a man.

ONCE I TAKE the mystery out of expertise, I realize that I’ve done my research and I know enough to make my case. But I still feel a kind of sobriety and detachment. Very recently, I was lying in a tube wondering whether I’d survive. I’m still getting infusions of an immunotherapy drug every three months as a maintenance treatment.

I’m glad to be planning Dutch and Russian book tours, and to give a practically endless procession of interviews. I’m pleased each time a parent tells me that the French approach helped her baby sleep. And for someone who’s socially awkward, a book is a useful letter of introduction. I don’t have to struggle as hard to connect in social settings. People who’ve read it often feel like they’ve preconnected with me. My task is just not to muck up their good impression.

But I’ve just seen my life change in an instant, twice, so I’m careful not to grow attached to my new professional status. I’m facing my small success the same way I faced being in that tube: by listening to the voices and remaining calm.

What really affects me is the book itself. It’s a relief to have finally done something well. When I was younger, people assured me that I had potential. In my thirties, I wondered whether I would ever realize it.

When I handed in my first book, in my midthirties, I immediately wished that I could start over and rewrite it. The reviews were mixed, and practically no one read it. Another book like the first one would probably have meant the end of being an author and back to begging editors for piecework. Simon later confessed that he feared for my career, and dreaded having a bitter wife who couldn’t help pay the bills.

When I handed in the second book, on parenting, I felt that I’d written the strongest book I could. I didn’t want to change anything. In my forties, I was no longer banking on my potential. I was finally doing my best work.

For all of the book’s flaws, I’d also taken the adult step of having a perspective and defending it. For me, this was progress. I’d grown up learning never to get to the heart of things. And yet, I’d now gone deep into a complicated topic and pulled its strands apart.

And having been inside that tube, with my insides exposed, I know myself better. I’d spent my life imagining worst-case scenarios. Now I know that when one of those scenarios happens, I can handle it. I won’t disintegrate. I walked home from my treatments and cooked dinner for my kids. I also didn’t run back to America, assuming everything must be better there. I stayed in France, trusting another country with my very existence. And when it was over, I didn’t want to change husbands or radically change anything. I emerged calm, and grateful for my life, and wanting it all even more.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You can detect when someone’s lifestyle requires a trust fund.

	You understand that even a small job is important to someone, so you should do it well.

	Your retired high school teachers, who once seemed godlike, now want to network with you.

	When you watch The Graduate, you identify with the parents.

	When you meet someone extremely charming, you’re not seduced—you’re suspicious.






10

how to have a midlife crisis

THE MIDLIFE CRISIS was invented in London in 1957.

That’s when a forty-year-old Canadian named Elliott Jaques stood before a meeting of the British Psycho-Analytical Society and read aloud from a paper he’d written. Addressing about a hundred people, Jaques claimed that people in their midthirties typically experience a depressive period lasting several years.

Jaques (pronounced “Jacks”)—a physician and psychoanalyst—said he’d identified this phenomenon by studying the lives of great artists, in whom it takes an extreme form. In ordinary people symptoms could include religious awakenings, promiscuity, a sudden inability to enjoy life, “hypochondriacal concern over health and appearance” and “compulsive attempts” to remain young.

This period is sparked by the realization that their lives are halfway over, and that death isn’t just something that happens to other people: it will happen to them, too. He described a depressed thirty-six-year-old patient who told his therapist, “Up till now, life has seemed an endless upward slope, with nothing but the distant horizon in view. Now suddenly I seem to have reached the crest of the hill, and there stretching ahead is the downward slope with the end of the road in sight—far enough away it’s true—but there is death observably present at the end.” (Perhaps he was recalling the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, who wrote in the nineteenth century: “When we are ascending the hill of life, death is not visible: it lies down at the bottom of the other side. But once we have crossed the top of the hill, death comes in view—death, which, until then, was known to us only by hearsay.”)

Jaques didn’t claim to be the first to detect this midlife change. He pointed out that, in the fourteenth century, Dante Alighieri’s protagonist in The Divine Comedy—who scholars say is thirty-five—famously declares at the beginning of the book, “Midway upon the journey of our life / I found myself within a forest dark / For the straightforward pathway had been lost.” Jaques called this “the opening scene of a vivid and perfect description of the emotional crisis of the midlife phase.”

But Jaques offered a modern, clinical explanation, and—crucially—he gave it a name: the “mid life crisis.”

As he addressed the meeting in London, Jaques was nervous. Many of the leading psychoanalysts of the day were sitting in the audience, including the society’s president, Donald Winnicott, renowned for his theory of transitional objects, and Jaques’s own mentor, the famed child psychologist Melanie Klein.

It was an acrimonious group, which had split into competing factions. Attendees were known to pounce on presenters during the questioning period. And Jaques wasn’t just presenting an abstract theory. He later told an interviewer that the depressed thirty-six-year-old patient he described in the paper was himself.

When he finished reading the paper, titled “The Mid Life Crisis,” Jaques paused and waited to be attacked. Instead, after a very brief discussion, “there was dead silence,” he recalled later. “Which was very, very embarrassing, nobody got up to speak. This was new, this is absolutely rare.” The next day, Melanie Klein tried to cheer him up, saying, “If there’s one thing the Psychoanalytic Society cannot cope with, it’s the theme of death.”

Chastened, Jaques put “The Mid Life Crisis” aside. He went on to write about far less personal topics, including a theory of time and work. “I was certainly utterly convinced that the paper was a complete failure,” he recalled.

But he didn’t forget how it felt to be that troubled man standing on the crest of the hill. About six years later, he submitted the paper to The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, which published it in its October 1965 issue under the title “Death and the Mid-life Crisis.”

This time, instead of silence, there was an enormous appetite for Jaques’s theory. The midlife crisis was now aligned with the zeitgeist.

IF YOU WERE a man born in 1900, you had only about a 50 percent chance of living to age sixty. The average life expectancy for men was around fifty-two. It was fair to think of age forty as the beginning of the end.

But life spans in rich countries were increasing by about 2.3 years per decade. Someone born in the 1930s had nearly an 80 percent chance of living until age sixty. That gave age forty a new vitality. Life Begins at Forty was the best-selling American nonfiction book of 1933. Walter Pitkin, the journalist who wrote it, explained that “before the Machine Age, men wore out at forty.” But thanks to industrialization, new medicines and electric dishwashers, “men and women alike turn from the ancient task of making a living to the strange new task of living.”

By the time Elliott Jaques published “Death and the Mid-life Crisis” in 1965, the average life expectancy in Western countries had climbed to about seventy. It made sense to change your life in your thirties or forties, because you could expect to live long enough to enjoy your new career or your new spouse.

And it was getting easier to change your life. Women were going to work in record numbers, giving them more financial independence. Middle-class professionals were entering psychotherapy and couples counseling in record numbers and trying to understand themselves. People were starting to treat marriage not just as a romantic institution, but as the source of their self-actualization. Divorce rules were loosening, and the divorce rate was about to surge.

There was dramatic social upheaval, from the civil rights movement to the birth control pill. It wasn’t just individuals who had midlife crises. The whole society seemed to be having one, too.

The idea that a midlife crisis is inevitable soon jumped from Jaques’s academic paper to popular culture. And according to the new conventional wisdom, the forties were the prime time for this to occur. In her 1967 book, The Middle-Age Crisis, writer Barbara Fried claimed the crisis is “a normal aspect of growth, as natural for Forties as teething is for a younger age group.”

The midlife crisis, which had scarcely existed five or six years earlier, was suddenly treated like a biological inevitability that could possess and even kill you. “A person in the throes … does not even know that something is happening inside his body, a physical change that is affecting his emotions,” a 1971 New York Times article explained. “Yet he is plagued with indecision, restlessness, boredom, a ‘what’s the use’ outlook and a feeling of being fenced in.”

The crisis soon expanded from Jaques’s original definition to include practically any inner strife. You could have a midlife crisis because you’d achieved everything you’d intended to, but couldn’t see the point of it all. Or you could have one because you hadn’t achieved enough.

Management theorists urged companies to be sensitive to their crisis-stricken workers. In 1972, a US government task force warned that midlife crises may be causing an uptick in the death rate of men aged thirty-five to forty. “A general feeling of obsolescence appears to overtake middle managers when they reach their late thirties. Their careers appear to have reached a plateau, and they realize that life from here on will be a long and inevitable decline.”

Despite some biological claims, the midlife crisis was mainly viewed as a middle- and upper-class affliction. Classic sufferers were white, professional and male, with the leisure time to ruminate on their personal development and the means to afford sports cars and mistresses. People who were working-class or black weren’t supposed to self-actualize. Women were assumed to be on a separate schedule set by marriage, menopause and when their children left home.

But women soon realized that the midlife crisis contained a kind of liberation story, in tune with the nascent women’s movement: if you hated your life, you could change it. This idea found a perfect messenger in Gail Sheehy.

Sheehy was the daughter of a Westchester advertising executive. She had obediently studied home economics, married a doctor and had a baby. But that life didn’t suit her. By the early 1970s, she was divorced and working as a journalist.

In January 1972, Sheehy was on an assignment in Northern Ireland when the young Catholic protester she was interviewing got shot in the face. The shock of this near-death experience soon combined with the shock of entering her midthirties. “Some intruder shook me by the psyche and shouted: Take stock! Half your life has been spent.”

Researchers she spoke to explained that panicking at thirty-five is normal, since adults go through developmental periods just like children do. Sheehy traveled around America interviewing educated middle-class men and women, ages eighteen to fifty-five, about their lives. In the summer of 1976 she published a nearly four-hundred-page book called Passages: Predictable Crises of Adult Life. By that August, it was the New York Times’s number one nonfiction best seller, and it remained in the top ten for over a year. I remember seeing its rainbow-striped cover on my mother’s nightstand.

Sheehy had gone hunting for midlife crises in America, and she’d found them. “A sense of stagnation, disequilibrium, and depression is predictable as we enter the passage to midlife,” she writes in Passages. People can expect to feel “sometimes momentous changes of perspective, often mysterious dissatisfactions with the course they had been pursuing with enthusiasm only a few years before.” Ages thirty-seven to forty-two are “peak years of anxiety for practically everyone.” She said these crises happen to women, too.

With Sheehy’s book, an idea that had been gathering force for a decade simply became a fact of life. Soon there were midlife crisis mugs, T-shirts and a board game that challenged players, Can You Survive Your Mid-Life Crisis Without Cracking Up, Breaking Up, or Going Broke?

BUT WERE MIDLIFE crises actually happening?

The anthropologist Stanley Brandes had his doubts. As he approached age forty himself, he noticed that all the self-help books in his local bookshop, in Berkeley, warned that he was about to experience a major life upheaval.

Brandes thought about Margaret Mead’s classic 1928 book, Coming of Age in Samoa, in which Mead argues that Americans expect teenage girls to have an adolescent crisis, and many of them do. But she observed that Samoans don’t expect the teenage years to be filled with emotional upheaval, and in Samoa they aren’t.

Brandes reasoned that the midlife crisis might be a cultural construct, too. “It was kind of a trick that my culture was playing on me, and I didn’t have to feel that way,” he decided, laying out his theory in the 1985 book Forty: The Age and the Symbol.

Brandes didn’t have much data to go on, but soon researchers were analyzing findings from studies including a massive one called “Midlife in the United States,” or MIDUS, that began in 1995. What did all this reveal about the midlife crisis?

“Most people don’t have a crisis,” says Margie Lachman of Brandeis University, a member of the original MIDUS team. Lachman says midlifers are typically healthy, have busy social lives and are at the earnings peaks of their careers, so “people are pretty satisfied.”

Some of those who report having a midlife crisis are “crisis prone” or highly neurotic, Lachman says. They have crises throughout their lives, not just in midlife. And about half the people who have midlife crises say it’s related to a life event like a health problem, a job loss or a divorce, not to aging per se.

Just 10 to 20 percent of Americans have an experience that qualifies as a midlife crisis, according to MIDUS and other data.

As this data rolled in, most scientists abandoned the idea that the midlife crisis is caused by biological changes. They regarded it mostly as a cultural construct. The same mass media that had once heralded the midlife crisis began trying to debunk it, in dozens of news stories with variations on the headline “Myth of the Midlife Crisis.”

But the idea was too delicious to be debunked. It had become part of the Western middle-class narrative, offering a fresh, self-actualizing story about how life is supposed to go.

Another reason for the idea’s success, Margie Lachman says, is that people like attaching names to life stages, such as the “terrible twos” for toddlers. In fact, she says, “Most people I know say their two-year-olds are delightful.” The midlife crisis persists, in part, because it has a very catchy name.

ELLIOTT JAQUES WATCHED with amazement the avalanche that his paper caused. Requests for reprints of “Death and the Midlife Crisis” came in from around the world.

Jaques had long since moved on to other topics. He became a specialist in workplace relations, and devised a way to measure workers according to the amount of time they’re given to complete tasks. He consulted for the US Army and the Church of England about their organizational structures, and wrote more than twenty books. He never wrote about the midlife crisis again.

Jaques died in 2003. His second wife, Kathryn Cason, who cofounded an organization dedicated to propagating Jaques’s ideas about the workplace, told me that the midlife crisis was “a tiny little early piece of work that he did” and something Jaques “didn’t want to talk about after twenty or thirty years.” She urged me to read his later writings.

I have to admit that I never did. Jaques had lots of big ideas, but the whole world was mostly interested in his small one. The headline of his obituary in the New York Times read “Elliott Jaques, 86, Scientist Who Coined ‘Midlife Crisis.’”



You know you’re in your midforties when …


	Your feet have mysteriously grown a size.

	People you consider to be old now treat you like a peer. They say things like “For us it doesn’t matter anymore; but for our children it does.”

	You know several people who are going through menopause.

	You still don’t know what “perimenopause” is, and you’d rather not know.

	You tell younger friends who are angsty about turning forty that “Forty is for amateurs.”

	People pretend to be surprised that you have three kids.
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how to be jung

WHEN I THINK about the forties, I’m often reminded of the movie Gravity, in which Sandra Bullock plays a nervous astronaut on her first mission. She’s a highly trained scientist and NASA has presumably decided that she’s ready to be in space. But she’s petrified. She gladly takes orders from George Clooney, the brash, experienced commander who’s been in space many times before. They’re literally connected by a cord.

But then there’s an accident, in which their spaceship is hit by debris. To give Bullock a chance to survive, Clooney unhooks himself from her and floats away. She’s lost radio contact, too. She’s left dangling in space, alone, with no one to give her orders or rescue her. If she wants to return safely to Earth, she’ll have to figure out how to get there all by herself.

I feel like Simon has unhooked himself from me. He’s had enough of being my designated grown-up. It’s an imperfect analogy. Simon can’t even drive a car. We’re still a couple, and he doesn’t make a grand pronouncement about what he’s doing. But gradually, I realize that he’s no longer willing to consult on the wording of my work emails, or spend an hour helping me decide whether to take a two-day business trip. (“Just go if you want to go,” he huffs.) He won’t spend the evening helping me decode what someone meant when she called me “complicated,” or nurse my ego after I’ve received an especially churlish tweet.

I’m sympathetic to Simon’s new stance. After all, I’m a fully trained grown-up. I’m constantly doling out advice and instructions to my kids. Slightly older friends have started sending their children to me for career guidance. Apparently, several mothers in Mongolia consider me their personal guru. (I like to think of them in a yurt, teaching their toddlers to say “merci.”)

My own guru, Simon, has his own problems. He can’t sleep properly anymore, and he barely has time to finish his work. Plus he’s been traveling back and forth to see his mother, who’s living in a care home in London and getting worse.

And he’s grown tired of being lionized and infantilized by me, all at once. I hang on his judgments about politics and people, but gripe about his lack of practical skill. “If I ever divorce you, it will be for someone who can hang curtains,” I say one night, as I’m standing on a ladder in our living room.

And I’ve realized that, quite often these days, I don’t agree with Simon or follow his advice. I still find him immensely perceptive, but he now seems less like someone with a direct line to Platonic truth and more like an intelligent person with a particular point of view.

I’m not alone in giving up my designated grown-up in the forties. It’s a hallmark of the decade. This is partly because our parents—our primordial grown-ups—are getting old. Most conversations with them now involve health care. In a 2013 study of Americans ages thirty-seven to forty-eight, nearly a third had lost one parent, and about one in ten had lost both. One in five regularly cared for an older parent or relative. These days, I hear about a friend’s parent dying at the rate of about one every few months. “How are your parents?” has suddenly become a question that my contemporaries ask each other, not as a social nicety but out of real concern.

We dangling astronauts need to cope on our own, but how? In Gravity, Sandra Bullock first gives up in despair, then realizes she has the training to operate a spaceship by herself. She eventually makes it back to Earth—though not before looking sexy in zero gravity in a pair of boy shorts.

How do people in real life make the passage to adulthood? To find out, I begin to read about Carl Jung. Jung makes it clear, both in his writings and his life, that going out on your own isn’t just biologically inevitable. It’s what a person has to do in order to grow up.

Jung, the son of a pastor, was born in Switzerland in 1875. As a promising young psychiatrist working at a mental hospital in Zurich in the early 1900s, he discovered the ideas of Sigmund Freud, who was just beginning to gain prominence. The two men struck up a correspondence and were soon building the nascent field of psychoanalysis together, Freud as its inventor, and Jung—nineteen years younger—as his heir apparent. (Freud was apparently pleased to have found a non-Jewish disciple.) By 1910, Jung was the editor of the main psychoanalytic journal and president of the International Psychoanalytical Association. He described his relationship with Freud as one of “father and son.”

In 1912, Jung was thirty-seven, with a thriving private practice and a teaching post at the University of Zurich. He was married to Emma, the daughter of a Swiss watch titan. The couple lived with their children in a five-thousand-square-foot house overlooking Lake Zurich that Jung had designed himself.

But Jung’s differences with Freud were becoming harder to reconcile. Freud was secular and rational, and wanted psychoanalysis to be considered a science. Jung, the pastor’s son, had a mystical, artistic side, and he was increasingly drawn to ancient myths and the occult. Beliefs that he had suppressed in order to become a doctor and a disciple of Freud were resurfacing as he approached age forty.

Their father-son relationship frayed. “I realized how different I am from you. This realization will be enough to effect a radical change in my whole attitude,” Jung wrote to Freud in November of 1912.

“I propose that we abandon our personal relations entirely,” Freud replied from Vienna six weeks later.

When he broke with Freud, Jung was effectively shunned by many in the psychoanalytic movement, and he resigned as president of the psychoanalytical association. Jung was the astronaut cut loose who needed to strike out on his own. But he had only a vague inkling of what “his own” was.

At that point, it helped that Jung was married to an heiress. He resigned from his teaching job and scaled back his private practice. He decided that he would search for universal truths by investigating the inner workings of his own mind.

For roughly six years, starting when he was about thirty-eight, Jung plunged into an inner journey in which he summoned waking visions, listened to voices and wrote down what he experienced. Sometimes he feared that he was going crazy. When World War I broke out in 1914, he believed that some of his violent visions had been premonitions. He also acquired a mistress, a former patient in her twenties whom he insisted on bringing home for Sunday dinners.

Jung finally had a breakthrough: a recurring vision of an old man named Philemon. Jung would speak to Philemon while strolling in the garden. He gradually decided that the old man represented his own inner authority. Jung had given up Freud and found a new mentor within himself. (This self-guidance was imperfect; Jung was later accused of having anti-Semitic views.)

Jung spent the rest of his life trying to understand what had happened to him during that feverish six-year period. “It has taken me virtually forty-five years to distill within the vessel of my scientific work the things I experienced and wrote down at that time,” he wrote in 1961, shortly before he died. “I hit upon this stream of lava, and the fires of it reshaped my life.”

Jung essentially came up with a theory of how people become grown-ups. He decided that from puberty until about age thirty-five, we’re ruled by our egos. This is a volatile part of ourselves that seeks social status and approval from others. During this phase we observe conventions and build our families and careers.

But something changes around age thirty-five or forty. Like Jung did, people at this age begin to confront a part of themselves that they’ve kept hidden and that they’re ashamed of. They may have organized their lives around trying to hide it. Jung called this hidden aspect of the personality der Schatten—“the shadow.” The shadow, he wrote, is “the thing a person has no wish to be.”

I realize that I’ve seen people around me confronting their shadows. A friend who’d been claiming for a decade that she was writing a novel finally admitted that she would henceforth pursue her actual talent: jewelry design.

Another woman I know, who was married with two kids, admitted to both her husband and herself that she had never been attracted to men.

Facing your shadow can be chastening, and not everyone succeeds. A brainy friend who’d shown great intellectual promise when she was younger tells me, over dinner, that she now knows that she lacks the attention span to do sustained hard work. “I’m forty-seven years old and I haven’t done any of the things that people told me I would do when I was twenty-five,” she says.

But facing your shadow can be energizing, too. At a talk by a forty-year-old author, someone in the audience asks him why he decided to write a detective novel. “Because I realized I’m never going to write a novel of ideas,” he replies.

A friend who works in finance had been pursuing handsome, tall men for decades, in vain. In her forties, still single, she bought several vials of a handsome, tall man’s sperm and used it to get pregnant.

Jung believed that once you acknowledge your shadow and bring it into the open, it loses some of its power. Your ego recedes, and another part of your personality can emerge: the self. Unlike the ego, the self is unchanging. It’s a fixed, core part of a person. He calls this process “individuation.”

Not everyone manages to individuate, but I’ve seen it happen, with good results. My friend’s jewelry design business is booming. The lesbian mom divorced her husband and now has a wife. My single friend is the mother of two enormous children.

None of these people had a Jungian-style six-year crisis. It was more that, around age forty, they reckoned with the gap between their aspirational and their actual selves. They asked questions like “What is possible?” “What am I truly good at?” and “What do I actually like?” They dropped the pretense of doing what they thought they were supposed to do. And as a result, more than anything, they seem relieved.

I haven’t individuated, but I’ve at least started to admit my shortcomings. I tell a new friend, over lunch, that I may not actually have a personality, or any fixed qualities at all. I feel that’s something she should know about me before our friendship advances any further.

I brace for rejection, but instead she disagrees.

“You have qualities,” she says kindly.

For now, I’ll take it.

IN MY NEW status as a local author, I’m invited to a cocktail party for a library in Paris. I arrive to an unusual sight: apart from the waitstaff, I’m one of the youngest people in the room. (Most of the other guests are retirees who’ve donated to the library.)

I drink my first glass of champagne while listening to a speech about the Marquis de Lafayette. I’m standing near the bar nursing my second glass when I strike up a conversation with a handsome British man in his seventies. He’s a local author, too.

I know exactly who he is. I read one of his books in college. When he was in his forties, and at the peak of his swagger and success, I suspect that he would have barely noticed me.

But age and the fact that I’m fizzy from the champagne have papered over the fact that he’s a seventysomething “nine” and I’m a fortysomething “six.” He laughs at my jokes and inquires about my writing. His attention makes me feel young and desirable, a feeling I realize that I haven’t had in years.

I tell him that I’m researching the forties, but that it’s a hard decade to pin down. Usually people draw a blank when I say this, but the writer’s eyes light up as if he’s suddenly channeling Jung.

“The forties are when you become who you are,” he says. Then he leans in and adds, in a stage whisper, “And if you don’t know by your forties, you never will.”

We stand at the bar, smiling at each other, as gray-haired couples stroll past in evening wear. At that moment, I realize that the forties are something else, too: they’re the decade when, in order to feel like the belle of the ball, you have to flirt with elderly men.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You’ve become more realistic about what things will be like. You watch videos of Burning Man, but you know that you will never actually attend Burning Man.

	You realize you’re never going to be someone who sees a bowl of apples and decides to “whip up” an apple crumble.

	You’ve stopped pretending that you’re the sort of person who meets people for drinks. You just meet them for dinner.

	You’ve decided that eight hours of continuous, unmedicated sleep is one of life’s great pleasures. Actually, scratch “unmedicated.”
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how to get dressed

I MAY HAVE started to access my inner authority, but soon I have another problem: I no longer know what to wear. I’ve gained back the weight I lost during chemotherapy, but that’s not the issue. It’s that my body has reorganized itself. Nothing looks right on me anymore. Tight dresses look lumpier. Thin shirts look skimpier. My arms, once an asset, feel like they’ve been swapped with those of an aging aunt.

For the first time in my life, the wrong clothes can age me dangerously. A certain type of patterned jacket makes me look like I’m on a canasta team.

And I can no longer wear anything ironically. The printed T-shirts and a-toddler-could-wear-them-too sandals that I’ve sported for years now look childish beneath my midforties face. Yet innocuous basics, like a plain black dress, suddenly seem too basic. Anything flimsy or very cheap looks like I just fished it out of a discount bin. Most mornings, I end up standing half-naked next to a pile of discarded clothes.

I’m not alone. Friends report that more and more of their body parts need to be covered. “I have old lady legs,” my friend Lucy whispers into the phone, from work, when we make a date to shop for pants.

Men my age are at a fashion crossroads, too. “Every day I pull out nine shirts with these awesome patterns, but they’re all a little too tight in the gut,” a forty-year-old Philadelphian tells me. (He’s been jogging and keeps hoping that one day they’ll fit.)

These are new problems, and we’re unsure how to tackle them. Have we aged out of our own closets? Aren’t we still too young to have to “dress our age”? And what would that mean if we wanted to do it? What exactly are we fortysomethings supposed to wear?

I LIVE IN one of the world’s great fashion capitals. So I start looking for clues in the women my age whom I pass in the supermarket or notice at school drop-offs.

This doesn’t help. The women flash by too quickly for me to discern the guiding principles of their outfits. And even when I sit opposite someone stylish for hours, I can’t figure out how she conjures so much je ne sais quoi with a sweater and a cocktail ring.

I don’t want to copy these women exactly, anyway. And even if I did, I doubt whether the same looks would work on me.

Nor can I fall back on my birthright: shopping. Though I’ve lived in Paris for years, I’ve never quite figured out how to shop here. The American boutiques I grew up with—including my mother’s—were a cross between a sorority house and a therapist’s couch. While trying on clothes, you’d tell the saleswoman everything you hate about yourself. Fellow shoppers would join the conversation, and soon you’d know all about their vacations, diets and divorces. Everyone understood that it went no further.

It’s still that way. An American saleswoman tells me that one of her menopausal customers once lined up tubes of vaginal lubricant near the cash register, ranking them according to which ones she liked best.

“What size jeans do you wear?” a saleswoman once shouted to me from across a store.

“If I go to the bathroom first, I think I can fit into a twenty-six,” I shout back.

“That’s what all my customers say: ‘I’m a poop away from a size twenty-six,’” she replies.

No discretion is required. In American boutiques, we women are all comrades in an epic battle to look decent. When I was a teenager, someone once walked past my mother’s storefront, having gained weight and gone gray. The women inside remarked that she had “given up”—a reminder of what can happen if you surrender.

This isn’t how it works in Paris. Salespeople here are courteous but distant, murmuring sizes discreetly and using the formal vous. Customers don’t launch into neurotic soliloquies in the changing room. When I hand back a skirt that I’ve just tried on, and tell the young saleswoman that I’ll need to lose two kilograms (about four and a half pounds) before I buy it, a chilly silence comes over her. I’ve apparently revealed something way too intimate.

There’s practically no solidarity between customers, either. I once emerge from a dressing room at the same time as a woman who’s trying on exactly the same outfit as me. As we examine ourselves, like twins, in the mirror, she doesn’t even make eye contact. In French shops, women are each in their own trench, doing battle alone.

I once read that there are two kinds of shoppers: those who just see what they like and buy it, and those who need to see every possible option before they can decide. French shoppers mostly seem like the first kind. They home in on a single jacket or pair of pants, examine themselves silently in it, then either buy it or not.

And shopping isn’t just for ladies here. A woman’s husband might observe from a couch while she tries on clothes, then discuss the merits of a jacket with her in hushed tones. It’s not emasculating to opine on a blouse. Whereas, when I return from my shopping expeditions, Simon glances at my purchase for about a second, mumbles “nice,” then turns back to his book.

Someone tells me that Parisiennes typically acquire one “signature piece” per season—a jacket or a pair of shoes that they can weave into their existing wardrobes. I resolve to do this, too, but I can’t decide which piece to anoint: The green suede boots? The jumpsuits that are big this season? Perhaps a vintage fur? If I did lose those two kilograms, perhaps I could try a menswear-inspired look, like Diane Keaton in Annie Hall? I buy one signature piece, then another. Soon my closet is stuffed with failed attempts to find my pièce de résistance.

I’m the second kind of shopper, who needs to see all options. Buying clothes feels like an exploration of all my possible selves. I might walk into a store looking for jeans. But an hour later I’m in a dressing room piled with tops, shoes, dresses and bathing suits. I try on anything that strikes me, from wide-leg pants, to long dresses, to pleated skirts.

French salespeople rarely see anyone shop like this, and they’re giddy at the prospect of a huge sale. But after forty-five minutes in a changing room, submerged in clothes and unexpressed self-loathing, I either rush out apologetically without buying anything, or I feel so guilty that I pluck a random sweater from the pile and pay for it.

The next day, seized with regret, I almost always want to return the sweater. In America, no one is surprised when you walk back into a store, having changed your mind.

In France, however, returns are technically permitted but actively discouraged. When I once try to return an unworn scarf at a French department store, the salesman dramatically sniffs the length of it for evidence of my scent, then demands to know what the problem is. I eventually discover a retort—usually a lie—that instantly silences French salespeople: my husband didn’t like it.

The net result of all this buying and returning is many wasted hours, with little to show for them. I still can’t figure out what to put on in the morning.

THEN I MEET Bryn Taylor. Taylor is a New Jersey native who travels around America coaching men and women on how to dress. She has come to Paris to observe French fashion, and we agree to meet for coffee.

I’d expected a tiny, whiny stylist in oversized sunglasses. But Taylor is sturdy, unpretentious and tall. (Both her father and uncle played professional basketball). She has cropped black hair and wears a no-nonsense blue blazer. She says she mostly dresses her clients—many of whom are in their forties—in midpriced brands. “I came from New Jersey. We grew up in malls. I’m not really a luxury person,” she explains.

Taylor says her clients often start out by insisting that they want to look “unique.” “‘Unique’ is a word I hear more than you’d want to imagine,” she tells me. But usually they can’t explain what they mean by “unique,” and they send Taylor photographs of outfits that have little in common with each other. “You get this whole collage of their brain, essentially. A lot of it is disjointed, not realistic. They don’t know what they’re responding to.”

Her clients’ closets sound a lot like mine. They’re the accumulation of failed attempts to look unique. A woman might own twenty pairs of black pants, all of which she describes as “wrong.”

And like me, Taylor’s clients “say they get completely lost and confused when shopping. They are overwhelmed,” Taylor says. They’re no longer sure what’s age appropriate, and they frequently have body-image issues. “Stomach, arms and butt are the three big ones,” Taylor says. “Post-forty, I would say the majority of my clients do not like to show their arms.”

Her clients are so hyperaware of what they dislike about themselves, they’re not sure what they do like. “It’s almost like they’re living in a body they don’t understand or recognize,” she says.

This is a cultural problem. In the US and Britain, there’s “anxiety at the core of fashion,” writes the anthropologist Daniel Miller, who studies clothing and consumption. In our version of feminism, women expect to “make choices for themselves and not be dictated to by external pressures.” In fashion, as in other realms, we don’t want to be bound by our origins, our station in life or even our own bodies. Of course I don’t want to buy what’s on the mannequin, and Bryn Taylor’s clients insist that they want to look “unique.” Somewhere deep in our American (or British) minds, we think we’re supposed to invent a style from scratch.

That’s a tall order for ordinary women without design degrees. Most of us have trouble even describing which clothes we like. And we’ve created an obfuscating haze around our bodies, making it hard to see what we really look like. In one study, more than 90 percent of female college students said they did “fat talk,” described as “a back-and-forth conversation where each of two healthy-weight peers denies the other is fat while claiming to be fat themselves.”

And unlike in France, in the Anglophone world there’s a sense that shopping for clothes is a trivial, guilty, girlish pleasure. You’re not supposed to take it too seriously. When a customer can’t make up her mind, I’ve heard a saleswoman in an American shop remind her, “It’s just a dress.”

We’re on a quest to find ourselves through clothes, and to be unique. But we’re ashamed of our bodies, too, and we suspect that caring about clothes at all is a slightly shameful secret. It’s no wonder that we buy twenty pairs of the wrong pants.

BRYN TAYLOR’S SOLUTION to the “uniqueness” problem is to ignore it. Instead, she focuses on her client’s budget and body type. When she discovers an especially well-cut blazer, she might put several different women in it. If a blue blazer looks good on someone, she might add a blazer in white or in leather. (Blazers, I’m gathering, are the signature item for fortysomethings.) Likewise, if a client feels great in sheath dresses, Taylor will look for another sheath dress with a fresh detail.

A unique look eventually emerges from this process, simply because of the woman’s stature, coloring and accessories. And anyway, once a client is wearing clothes that suit her, “the ‘unique’ thing flies out the window,” Taylor says. “They were grasping at ‘unique,’ but they didn’t know what they meant. I think they just wanted to look good.”

I realize that, in her New Jersey practicality, Taylor has seized on an approach to clothes that’s essentially Parisian, too. There are plenty of French women who make shopping blunders and who want to hide their upper arms. But certain cultural messages in France make shopping less traumatic.

For starters, I’ve never heard a Frenchwoman say she’s striving to look “unique.” Women here almost always say that they aspire to look “elegant” and “chic.”

This is partly because French feminism aims for equal rights, but with all the codes of elegance and seduction left intact. In one TV clip, an interviewer asks Simone Veil, the French feminist who helped legalize abortion, whether she’ll undo her trademark chignon so the audience can see her long hair down.

“Right away, if you’d like,” Veil says with a coquettish smile, then starts removing the bobby pins.

There’s nothing demeaning or superficial here about taking your appearance seriously. “For me, a loss of interest in dressing well and using makeup is a form of depression,” explains Inès de la Fressange, a well-known model in her sixties who embodies the conventional wisdom of well-heeled Parisians.

Christine Lagarde, the Frenchwoman who heads the International Monetary Fund, doesn’t mind discussing her fashion influences. She tells an interviewer that early in her career, she learned to dress well from a Belgian boss who was “very strong and elegant” and “always very attentive to how she looked.”

Lagarde says that Americans offer a cautionary tale. “When I came to America and saw a lot of working women in the 1980s and 1990s who always dressed like men, that had an influence on me, too—to not do that.”

Aiming for elegance instead of uniqueness takes off some of the pressure. There are established formulas for looking elegant and chic, in much the same way that there are recipes for making a chocolate cake. Unless you’re a full-time fashion professional, why try to invent the recipe for elegance from scratch? You would probably end up having a nervous breakdown in a dressing room.

Parisiennes don’t all get it right, of course. And they think it’s natural to pass through periods of experimentation in your twenties and thirties. But they say that, gradually, “you find your style.”

You do this, in part, by knowing your own body. Forget the blurring of fat talk. Especially as they enter their thirties and forties, French women are encouraged to make cold-eyed, pragmatic assessments of their assets and deficits. No one believes that they can wear all possible pants.

“I am lucky because I had parents who are tall and slim, and my own size has not changed,” Lagarde tells an interviewer. (In her twenties Lagarde was a synchronized swimmer on France’s national team.)

Carine Roitfeld, the former editor of French Vogue who’s now in her sixties, does a similar self-critique. “I don’t have a generous cleavage, but I do have nice legs and ankles, so I wear skirts,” she explains. “I don’t have a beautiful mouth, so I apply makeup to my eyes and don’t wear lipstick.”

It’s easier to be a focused shopper once, like Roitfeld, you’ve ruled out whole categories of clothes. “I love large coats, but they’re not for me—I would just look lost in them,” she says. “In the end, my style comes down to a skirt closely fitting my slim waist, seamed stockings, high heels and a sweater.”

Finding your style isn’t just about making a spreadsheet of your strengths and weaknesses. Agathe Buchotte, owner of a Parisian boutique called AB33, tells me that it’s also about “mastering your own image.” This means having a sense not only of your own shape but also of your own qualities, and of what other people see when they look at you. Whatever you look like, you know it and you own it.

This explains why some women could conjure so much allure with so little. They understand themselves and they make confident, specific choices. This becomes more critical in your forties. If you’re unsure where your body starts and stops, you don’t know what others see in you and you’re trying out all possible versions of yourself, it shows. A fortysomething who doesn’t know her own shape will have trouble getting dressed in the morning.

Buchotte doesn’t think it’s easy to hit the mark. I’ve often walked past her store’s front window and admired the outfits that embody the shop’s haphazardly chic style. Buchotte says she often spends hours deciding what to put on the mannequins—which is all the more reason to lean on established patterns created by experts. She aims for ensembles that seem to have fallen together naturally. There’s an overall harmony, but you can’t point to the planning.

And the French don’t just think aesthetics are important for their own sake. They assume that there’s a symbiotic relationship between what you wear and your well-being. When you know yourself and you’re comfortable in your own skin, it’s easier to choose the right clothes. But once you’re dressed in a style that suits you, you feel better.

This explains why, in the forties, classics like a “little black dress” suddenly seem too basic. They lack personality and definition, and make us seem like we lack these qualities, too. Now that our skin is blotchier, we can also get lost in wispy, flowery dresses and be dwarfed by prints.

Solutions vary, but one reliable choice is modern, structured clothes with clean lines and unexpected details. They should neither be too generic nor too off-the-wall. A few well-chosen details make the difference: the collar of a patterned shirt peeking out of a well-made sweater; a slouchy satin blazer that you can wear with everything. (Yes, I’ve bought into the cult of blazers.) If the forties have a signature color, it’s navy blue.

The guidelines are similar for men. “I used to want clothes that say something about me. Now I just want to buy really solid stuff that fits great,” the Philadelphian tells me. He describes with awe a “crazy overpriced sweater-blazer” that he wouldn’t have noticed five years ago, because it’s a solid color and low-key. But it fits him perfectly. “There’s nothing amazing about it, but now it’s one of my favorite things to wear,” he says.

I notice that French shoppers and salespeople focus on la silhouette—the outlines of the whole ensemble. There are formulas for that, too. If you’re wearing a bulky sweater, match it with slim pants. Baggy pants probably need a slimmer top. An A-line skirt looks better with a small heel. Once you’ve nailed the overall shape, each individual element is less important. You can buy cheaper versions of most tops and pants, as long as the silhouette is just right.

All this elegance can be stifling, of course. In Paris, there’s never a time when you’re allowed to just wear sweatpants to the supermarket. Parisians look so good, in part, because it would be humiliating not to. Clothes aren’t just self-expression here, they’re also a kind of armor, creating an impenetrably chic facade so that you can’t be mocked. Even inside your own house, around your immediate family, social codes require that you look decent.

But there’s an existential payoff for following the French rules: when you know your body well, you come closer to knowing yourself. “Who I am is certainly part of how I look, and vice versa,” wrote Ursula K. Le Guin, an American (though she studied French literature and married a Frenchman).

“I want to know where I begin and end, what size I am, and what suits me,” wrote Le Guin, who died at eighty-eight. “I am not ‘in’ this body, I am this body. Waist or no waist.”

The experts say that once you’ve cracked your personal fashion code, you shouldn’t stray too far from it. Your style will evolve over the years. (The mistake that ages you is not changing your style, Inès de la Fressange says.) However, says Buchotte, “it must always resemble you. You have to stay close to yourself.”

LIBERATED FROM MY need to create a fashion persona from scratch, I march into my favorite boutique and throw myself at the mercy of the saleswoman there. I’m so desperate, I don’t worry about being overly confessional. (Though I have strategically had my fashion crisis during one of France’s twice-yearly sales.)

“I need help,” I tell her. I explain that I’m surrounded by brigades of fashionable women, but that I don’t know what to wear.

She looks me in the eye to make sure I’m serious. Then she tells me exactly what’s wrong with my outfit: My sandals are “juvenile.” My sequined handbag is moche—a rather severe word for “ugly.”

Then she walks around the store pulling clothes off the racks: some cropped black skinny jeans, a printed blue tank top and a navy blazer with three-quarter sleeves. I’d never noticed any of these items before. They don’t exactly call out to me.

But when I emerge from the dressing room and slip on the wedge heels she hands me, I see a new person in the mirror: a member of the chic Parisian army.

The jeans fit perfectly, with just the right amount of flattering stretch. The patterned top keeps the ensemble from being too plain. The jacket tones it all down, and the three-quarter sleeves give it surprise and verve. They are all well-made basics that are neither boring nor screaming. The colors go together, but they don’t exactly match. The heels are flattering, but I could walk reasonably long distances in them. For the first time in my middle-aged life, I harmonize.

I suddenly realize that I’ve wasted hundreds of dollars and countless Saturday afternoons trying to discover something that any Parisian could have told me instantly: I’ll never look like Diane Keaton. I’m a small-boned, wide-hipped, high-waisted Ashkenazi woman who looks good in skinny jeans, blazers and a small heel. I will later add a ponytail and some bracelets.

I have another epiphany, too: I have nice ankles. Before I entered my forties, I never once considered my ankles to be an asset. Now they and my calves are the only parts of my body that still look good from every angle. Henceforth, I’ll plan whole outfits in order to give my ankles maximum play.

My new look isn’t especially unique. I soon notice that some of those stylish women I see around Paris are wearing versions of the same ensemble. They have my body type, so it works on them, too. And yet—because we’re different people, and choose different colors, fabrics, shoes and hairstyles—this uniform looks different on each of us. At most, we’re fashion cousins.

I’m not sure I’ve mastered my image, but at least I’ve found my style. And I’ve worn variations on it ever since. I stray from it at my peril. By not trying to look unique, I finally look like myself.



Rules for dressing in your forties …


	If you buy three items at the same time, one of them will be a mistake.

	That long pleated skirt that looks great on the hanger will never fall that way on your hips.

	If you like the outfit on the mannequin, buy exactly what’s on the mannequin. Do not try to re-create the same look by yourself.

	Whatever bothers you when you’re trying something on will always bother you. If the shoes hurt even a little bit in the store, they will be excruciating on the street.

	The occasional splurge is worth it, if the item gives you a feeling of well-being and confidence every time you wear it.

	Pare back on the rest. Buy fewer items of better quality. Men, invest in one pair of hand-stitched brogues that you wear with everything. Shoes and handbags needn’t be by high-end designers. Says Inès de la Fressange: “A pileup of luxury labels can be fatal after forty-five.”
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how to age gracefully

I’VE FIGURED OUT how to dress like myself, but I have yet another problem: I don’t look quite like myself anymore. My frown line—those two vertical slashes between the eyebrows known as “the eleven”—no longer disappear after I wash my face in the morning. When I walk around Paris, I suddenly feel as if I’ve developed a skin condition. Strangers seem to be staring, not at me exactly, but at my age.

Apparently this feeling isn’t unusual. A Canadian sociologist writes that some older women feel a vast disconnect between how they look and who they truly are. She describes a seventy-one-year-old who imagines that when neighbors see her, they think, “That’s an old lady walking her dog.” Whereas, in fact, “I’m still me inside, the outside is sort of a shell.”

I don’t feel like a shell. I feel like myself with an eleven superimposed on my forehead. But I can feel the mind-body disconnect beginning. I suspect it starts in the forties, then widens. It explains why I’m so jolted when waiters call me “madame.” “Madame” means my looks are detaching from my essence.

No one wants to have an older essence. I know Americans in their sixties who still cringe at being called “middle-aged.” At a certain point, you’re practically obliged to say that you feel much younger than you are. To actually feel your age would be to admit that you’re tired, staid and unable to operate electronic devices.

It’s unnerving to feel this disconnect. It’s not a midlife crisis, but it’s a steady ache. I could handle looking older sometimes. But I look like a lady in her midforties all the time, everywhere I go. It’s not a disguise that I get to remove sometimes. When I pass women who seem to be about my age, I look at them in silent solidarity, and wonder how they cope.

After a few months of feeling this way every time I leave my house, I have an epiphany about why those strangers keep staring at me. It’s not because I look old. It’s because I look terrified.

WOMEN ARE SUPPOSED to dread getting old. And this dread is supposed to begin when we’re young.

I remember feeling proud, in seventh grade, that I still looked like I was in sixth. I did arm exercises as a teenager so that I would never get “bat wings.” (I got them anyway.)

When I was in my twenties and thirties, the cultural message was clear: I was peaking and would never look this good again. Women are supposed to be nostalgic for this brief phase of youthful beauty while they’re still in it. In one published study, women twenty-five to thirty-five were more concerned about becoming less attractive with age than those in any other age group.

Finally entering our forties is like the scene in the horror film when the heroine realizes that the monster is inside the house. The loosening and thinning and wrinkling that we’ve been fearing for decades, and trying to keep at bay, has come for us anyway.

Women I know—and a few men—describe what’s happening to their bodies as if they’re narrating scenes from The Exorcist. The changes would seem to require special effects.

“My butt and my belly have changed places,” one woman tells me.

“My skin has become papery,” another says.

“I have not only a double but a TRIPLE chin!! Stop the insanity!!!” a forty-year-old friend writes, after I innocently send him a cheerful snapshot of the two of us. (Naturally, I’d only made sure that I looked good in the picture.)

To hear people older than us tell it, the movie is about to get even scarier.

“Forty to fifty is great, enjoy it,” a woman in her fifties tells me. “But at fifty, your face falls.” (I picture the face-melting scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark.)

Women seem to cope with aging in two ways. The first way is to watch it happen. (People in this camp probably have no trouble watching scary movies.) When I mention the topic of aging to a friend who’s forty-four, she instantly catalogs all the recent changes to her face: incipient jowl, eye bags, neck wrinkles (“and I always despised people with that creepy neck thing,” she adds) and a “frown” between her eyebrows. She blames herself for her eleven, saying, “I must have started doing it in my teens because I thought it would make me look intelligent.”

I deal with getting older the same way I deal with horror films: I avert my eyes. I can’t help but notice my eleven because it shows up in every recent picture of me. (Smartphones are the enemies of aging.) But I try to only look in mirrors without my glasses on—one benefit of waning eyesight is that you effectively Photoshop yourself. I’d always scoffed at actresses who made a surprised “oh” expression in pictures so their features would look taut. But I now instinctively assume this expression whenever I look at myself. My daughter calls it my “mirror face.”

Not everyone seems to mind looking older. In psychological research, lesbians and African American women are less concerned about becoming less attractive with age than heterosexuals and whites are, respectively. When I run into a German woman I haven’t seen in years, I see that she has morphed into an aging earth mother, at ease with her rays of laugh lines and her long blond hair that has gone at least halfway gray. A lawyer I know has eagerly switched into I’ve-become-my-father mode: he announces, age forty-one, that he will henceforth no longer wear T-shirts.

But most people I know are distressed, and for the beautiful ones it’s even worse. A handsome gay man tells me that he used to know instantly which men were homosexual because they routinely flirted with him. Getting older has thrown off his gaydar.

A very pretty woman in her midforties says she used to get bumped up to business class on flights, just by flirting with the fellow behind the check-in counter. She didn’t even have to plan vacations; men would invite her to travel on their yachts. In recent years, however, the upgrades and invitations have ceased. She still flirts with the check-in guy, but without results. I sense she walks around feeling like she’s missing a limb.

WHAT’S A FORTYSOMETHING to do? One approach is to sow confusion about your age. A Texan tells me his grandmother’s tactic: tell people you’re seven years older than you are.

Me: So if I say I’m in my fifties …?

Him: People will say you look fantastic.

Me: And if I say I’m thirty?

Him: No one will believe you.

There is also, of course, the strategy that I grew up with: fight all signs of aging with early and frequent medical interventions. In Miami and some other places, middle-class women are practically obliged to get a face-lift, followed by regular injections of Botox and fillers, or they risk looking freakishly natural. I know a gorgeous Miamian in her fifties who’s considered an eccentric simply because she’s never had work done.

Elsewhere, even some of the most salt-of-the-earth feminists I know admit that they’ve had at least a few injections. Done with moderation, these look pretty good.

I tell Simon that I’m thinking of getting a touch of Botox, too, to make my eleven less prominent.

“Don’t do it,” he says. I had no idea that he had views on female skincare. But he says that he’s been observing older women, and thinks that the trick is to stay slim and age naturally but with elegance.

I think this must be what another friend of mine means when she says she’s following a philosophy called “Aging Gracefully.” She explains that this involves “accepting the body’s natural changes.” When I prod her for more details about this philosophy, she confesses that she isn’t sure what else it involves; she just feels inspired by the name. Then she tells me about her liposuction.

I want to age gracefully, too. And I suspect that this doesn’t mean squinting past mirrors, charting the spread of my eye bags or believing the “madame” isn’t the real me.

And I don’t want to spend the rest of my life pining to look thirty again. It’s antifeminist and futile. It might even be bad for my health. One American study found that young people who held “negative age stereotypes” were more likely to have heart troubles over the subsequent four decades. I suspect that feeling your body is just a shell makes it harder to get out and exercise, and to avoid binge-eating cookies.

But what’s the alternative? Is there a different, healthier, saner way to think about my eleven?

Perhaps. If there’s a secret, it’s in the mind, and it’s related to the secret to dressing well. You have to bridge the gap between the shell and the self. In other words, you must own your age and even be proud of it.

I’m probably idealizing the French a bit. But I’ve noticed that women here take a slightly different tack than I do, as an American. Like Hélène, the sexy sexagenarian, many tell me that they aim to be bien dans son âge—roughly, to wear their age well and be comfortable in it.

I realize that the women I meet who seem to actually be aging gracefully do look their chronological ages. They don’t appear magically younger. (“Trying to look young is the quickest way to look old,” Inès de la Fressange says.)

But these women share certain qualities. They all seem to be immersed in their lives and at ease in their bodies. They don’t look terrified or detached, or like they’re starring in their own personal horror film. Sure, they wouldn’t mind having their twenty-five-year-old bellies back. They’re not thrilled about their elevens, either. But they’re not in permanent mourning for a previous version of themselves. They’re fully inhabiting, and enjoying, their current bodies and ages (and spending a lot of energy maintaining them). To be bien dans son âge is to live out the best version of whatever age you’re in. I know not-at-all-beautiful women who do this, and they look radiant.

Just as dressing well in your forties entails making choices that reflect who you are, and not just wearing generic basics, looking good as you get older requires accentuating and enjoying what’s specific to you rather than striving for cookie-cutter perfection.

Part of the appeal of smooth-skinned young women is that there’s no obvious story written on them yet. In theory, you can project anything you want. As women get older, they look like they have a story. The French adjustment is to treat that story not as unwelcome baggage, but as part of a woman’s specificity and allure. It would be odd to reach the forties, or older, without having this.

Some French women do get face-lifts, and they have all kinds of injections and procedures. But the objectives tend to be modest. “I’m trying to take off five years,” one Parisian woman observed. Whereas Americans “are trying to take off twenty.”

“The beauty is to see the humanity of someone,” explains Elsa Weiser, founder of the eponymous Elsa Weiser Beauty Institute in Paris’s tony Sixth Arrondissement. She warns that smoothing out your features too much eliminates your uniqueness, too. Especially after a certain age, “We don’t want to look like we come out of a box. We’re not frozen, we’re alive.”

I have a breakthrough about my own specificity when, at a dinner, I’m introduced to an American woman who looks just like me, except that she’s taller and—I soon learn—she grew up in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. She’s basically my Mormon doppelgänger. We stare at each other for a moment, acknowledging the likeness.

She’s not gorgeous, or flawless, or especially skinny. But her combination of qualities is appealing. I can imagine someone caring about her more than anyone else in the world, despite the existence of millions of other objectively more attractive women.

I’m struck by this. For the first time, I can see why someone could want me simply because I am, specifically, myself.

“Oh my God, I understand why someone would want to sleep with me!” I tell her.

Even in France, being “comfortable in your age” doesn’t happen automatically. It’s a deliberate, adult act. It requires believing that your particular shape, mind and assortment of qualities—including your age—have a valid place in the world. It means making a choice about how you’re going to age. And it means believing that the person in the mirror is you.



You know you’re a fortysomething woman when …


	Friends who refuse to dye their hair or shave their armpits for political reasons no longer look charmingly rebellious; they look scraggly.

	People on the street only notice you when you’re fully coiffed. But they have started to appraise your daughter.

	You’ve attended a “pool party” in which almost none of the women wore swimsuits, and the few who did wouldn’t stand up.

	You see the hidden costs of things. You realize that behind every glamorous, itinerant childhood, there’s a mother who handled the school enrollments and the packing.

	You’re losing patience with “imposter syndrome.”






14

how to learn the rules

EVER SINCE I was a kid, I’ve been collecting rules of life. These are compact truths about how the world works. I heard my first rule when I was nine or ten and riding home from school in the backseat of a neighbor’s car. I’d just told the neighbor—Mrs. Gross—that it was okay to turn into our street, since she had the right-of-way.

Mrs. Gross didn’t budge. Instead, she looked at me in the rearview mirror and said, “You can have the right-of-way and be dead.”

She said this with such seriousness and conviction, I knew I’d be foolish not to take heed. And it struck me that every adult probably has a few such truths inside them, distilled from their life experience. I was desperate to understand the world and how to navigate it. If I could gather key lessons from lots of people, surely I’d be prepared for almost any situation. These rules wouldn’t make me wise, but they would nudge me in the general direction of wisdom. At least I’d do some things right.

I soon noticed that people rarely say profound things when they’re supposed to. Each Saturday, the rabbi stood before our congregation and whispered a secret into the ear of the child getting bar mitzvahed that week. I assumed he was imparting advice that would guide them into adulthood. I longed to know what it was. But when my own turn came, he whispered something like “This is an important day,” then the organ played.

In fact, rules tended to emerge when I didn’t expect them. Often someone would just blurt one out. When I got older, my ears perked up when someone mentioned that “a man will tell you what he wants on the first date” or that “any woman who’s very thin spends a lot of time working at this.” These felt like facts that any grown-up should have in her arsenal.

I was suspicious of clichés. I liked truths that seemed self-evident, but that were so slender and specific hardly anyone noticed them. “Keeping your tush clean is the key to good health,” a boyfriend told me once, when emerging from the toilet. “Don’t get divorced,” a colleague said, after an acrimonious exchange with her ex-husband.

Tips on how to socialize were immediately useful. I heard a comedian say that when you’re stuck in a boring conversation with someone, “Ask them questions to which the answer is a number.” A businesswoman told me that she forbids three topics at her dinner parties: children, jobs and real estate. (I’m partial to rules that come in threes.)

I also collected rules with no obvious utility. These made me feel prepared for an uncertain future—my own equivalent of a basement stocked with water and ammunition. I got excited when a producer explained on the radio that low-budget movies shouldn’t have many speaking parts, since you must pay actors more once they talk. (He said that’s why waitresses in low-budget restaurant scenes usually just stand silently with their notepads.)

My litmus test for whether a rule deserved to be in my personal pantheon was whether it could work as a person’s last words. Could I imagine someone on his deathbed, surrounded by loved ones, saying, “You’re fluent in a language once you can explain to someone—in that language—how to tie his shoes”? (I can.)

I also considered it fortuitous when someone repeated a rule that he had heard from someone else. A woman whose boyfriend had slept with her friend told me her therapist had a very reasonable explanation for this: “People sleep with people they know.” (These struck me as excellent last words, in a pinch.) Someone else repeated a rule passed down from a friend that I suspect might contain the formula for modern marriage: a woman must sleep with her husband every seven to ten days, or he goes a little nuts.

I was partial to rules that contain numerical formulas, perhaps because they seemed scientific. “Cute is two-thirds,” a friend told me once, meaning that something is cute when it’s two-thirds its normal size. (This was his main takeaway from his brief marriage to a short, adorable woman.)

When I started to travel abroad, I began collecting expressions, too. Foreign sayings had the advantage of being vetted in their own countries, but sounding fresh to me. As an exchange student in Japan, I learned that “even monkeys fall from trees.” (I’ve since found many occasions to say this in non-Japanese settings, though I often get quizzical looks.)

I liked the explanatory power of the Italian phrase “The appetite comes with eating” and of the world-weary French expression “Only friends can disappoint.” When something comes too late, the Dutch say that it’s “like mustard after the meal.”

I can’t always tell whether something is an established foreign expression or just something a foreigner happens to say. “Better the wrong place with the right people than the right place with the wrong people,” a Parisian tells me once. I later learn that this is just something her husband once muttered on a bus.

It gradually occurred to me that I was gathering these bon mots not to learn about life, but to disguise my ignorance. It seemed a bridge too far when, in my twenties, I began repeating phrases that a Hollywood talent agent might say while smoking his after-lunch cigar, such as “Dress British, think Yiddish” (attributed to Lew Wasserman), or “Show me a beautiful woman, and I’ll show you a man who’s tired of fucking her.”

My desire for life rules left me susceptible to superstitions. The hostess of a luncheon told me that if a slice of cake falls over while it’s being served, the recipient won’t get married for six years. Thereafter I stuck to desserts like brownies, with a low center of gravity. Years later, I realized what she was probably trying to tell me: if I wanted to find a husband, I should eat less cake.

I was also susceptible to religion. What’s a religious practice, if not a collection of small rules for daily life? When I investigated Judaism in more depth in my twenties, I quickly realized I’d stumbled onto the mother lode of life rules. Observant Jews don’t just follow hundreds of commandments in the Old Testament, they also study centuries of rabbinic commentary on how to apply them in myriad situations.


—What if a man falls off a roof and accidentally lands on—and has sex with—someone other than his wife?

—What if you’ve purged your house of bread products to observe Passover, but moments before the holiday starts, a piece of bread flies through your kitchen window and lands in your vat of soup. Can you still eat the soup?



I learn that there’s a prayer to say before you eat a doughnut, and another one to say before you bite into a peach. The blessing over a potato is different from the one for a potato chip, because the chip no longer resembles the original spud. (There’s a lively rabbinic debate about Pringles, since they still look quite potato-ish.)

I loved all this minutiae. It was like communing with my ancestral OCD. No wonder I collected tips on low-budget films I’d probably never make. I descended from people who were obsessed with unlikely scenarios.

I didn’t follow all the religious rules, but I kept adding more. If I believed that God didn’t want me to eat stone crabs, shouldn’t I also accept that he doesn’t want me to play tennis on Saturday afternoons? (More experienced practitioners knew where to draw the line. I dated an Orthodox man who followed every edict except the one banning nonmarital sex.)

In the end I backed away from intense religious practice. I was self-conscious enough without fretting about which blessing to say over peanut butter (there are separate ones for chunky and smooth). But mostly it was that, for someone who was already drawn to rules, being semi-observant didn’t feel spiritual, it felt compulsive.

I went back to seeking everyday solace in my assortment of secular principles. But the older I got, the flimsier these seemed. My random life rules weren’t making me feel more adult. They didn’t give me judgment, compassion or an understanding of other people. Surely being a grown-up didn’t just mean vacuuming up other people’s stray insights and beauty tips. It was time to forge some insights of my own.



The Ten Commandments of the Forties


	Never wave at someone while wearing short sleeves.

	Do not buy the too-small jeans with the expectation that you will soon lose weight.

	Don’t suggest lunch with someone you don’t want to have lunch with. They will be far less disappointed than you think.

	When you go to meet someone who works in the fashion industry, do not wear your most “fashionable” outfit. Wear black.

	“Nice” isn’t a sufficient quality for friendship, but it’s a necessary one.

	If you’re wondering whether she’s the daughter or the girlfriend, she’s probably the girlfriend.

	If you’re wondering whether she’s the mother or the grandmother, she’s probably the mother (especially if she has twins).

	There are no grown-ups. Everyone is winging it; some just do it more confidently.

	Forgive your exes, even the awful ones. They were just winging it, too.

	It’s okay if you don’t like jazz.
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how to be wise

THINGS CHANGE IN your forties. I now laugh with genuine surprise at the punch lines of jokes I know I’ve heard before. At airports, I look at my gate number on the screen, then seconds later I’ve forgotten it. I recognize my children’s teachers by sight, but I couldn’t tell you their names. (In my defense, they’re French, and one of them keeps remarrying.)

But something else changes in the forties, too. It might even compensate for those evaporating gate numbers. Lately, when I’m confronted with a new situation or problem, a sort of mental index card pops up in my brain. This card contains other, similar situations that I’ve encountered before and how they turned out. Based on this index card, I have a decent idea of what to do next.

Let me be clear: I haven’t become an oracle. And my range is limited. I don’t have index cards for Chinese politics or nuclear proliferation. But faced with once-vexing situations in daily life, I often feel quite clear about how to handle myself. I spend less time paralyzed with doubt and regret and more time efficiently proceeding with my life. Often, I’m not even tempted to ask Simon what he thinks.

I’m glad to have this new card catalog in my head. And I’ve noticed that other people my age now seem to have them, too. What do all these index cards amount to? Are we finally becoming wise?

PEOPLE HAVE PONDERED wisdom for millennia, but the first modern researcher who tried to study it was a New Yorker named Vivian Clayton.

Clayton was born in Brooklyn in 1950. Her mother taught shorthand at a high school. Her father was a freelance fur designer. From an early age, Clayton was struck by how different her parents were from each other.

“My mother was low on emotional intelligence, and her level of compassion was much lower than my father’s. She tended to make decisions impulsively, and sometimes they were very hurtful,” Clayton tells me on the phone, from her home in Northern California.

Her father was far more even-keeled and would take time to reflect before making a decision. Sometimes he’d decide that the best move was not to do anything. He was very alert to how his choices would impact Clayton, and in general he seemed to understand how other people were likely to react and feel. “His strongest suit was compassion,” she recalls.

Clayton’s father, Simon, wasn’t a financial success. When she once spent the day at work with him, they had lunch at his worktable, then he unrolled a sleeping pad and took a nap on the table, too. She was struck by the smallness of her father’s life. “That was the size of his space, that was it.”

And yet he was content with his circumscribed world. For years he wrote a weekly column, “Simon Sez,” for a fur-trade newspaper, describing the foibles of life in the four square blocks that comprised Manhattan’s fur district.

And Clayton noticed that, whereas her mother rarely got what she wanted by acting impulsively, and usually out of anger, her father’s approach often succeeded. “Over time he would come up with a decision, and it seemed to have benefited from the time he took to make it,” Clayton says.

He also had an unusually precise understanding of himself. “He knew he was not an ambitious person. He knew what his flaws were. He sometimes would apologize for not being perfect.”

Clayton was still trying to understand this elusive quality of her father’s when she wrote a paper about wisdom for an undergraduate psychology class. That paper led to a doctoral program in psychology, where she studied wisdom full-time. As far as she knew, she was the only person investigating this topic.

That meant Clayton first had to define what wisdom is. Looking for common themes, she read sources ranging from the Bible, to ancient Roman playwrights, to Henry David Thoreau, to the speeches of John F. Kennedy. She asked law professors, lawyers and retired judges to describe wise people they knew.

Beginning in 1978, Clayton published a series of groundbreaking papers positing that wisdom is a decision-making process in which someone analyzes knowledge using their intellect and emotions, and then reflects on it. She determined that wisdom is distinct from intelligence. Intelligence tells you how to do something. Wisdom, because it has moral and social dimensions, allows you to decide whether to do it or not.

Clayton realized that, to be wise, you don’t need to be brilliant. You need an “adequate intellect” in order to understand all the factors involved in a decision. You also need to feel compassion, and to have that compassion “enter into the mixture, when you finally come up with a decision or judgment.” And since wise decisions require reflection, they’re usually made slowly.

In other words, Clayton’s definition of wisdom sounded a lot like her father.

On the strength of her research, Clayton was hired to teach at Columbia University in New York. It was a triumphant return to the city where her father had slept on his desk.

Her research began to unleash interest in the study of wisdom. Journalists called her for interviews. Higher-ups at Columbia wanted to know when she would publish next. Colleagues and competitors showed up at her office to sniff out her progress. Could she measure people’s level of wisdom? Could she teach it?

But wisdom was an elusive subject. Intelligence is “the ability to think logically, to conceptualize and abstract from reality,” Clayton wrote in a 1982 paper. Whereas wisdom includes “the ability to grasp human nature, which is paradoxical, contradictory, and subject to continual change.”

At age thirty-one, Clayton made a decision that surprised everyone around her: she resigned from Columbia. Wisdom was overwhelming. She didn’t want to study it forever. And Clayton knew herself. She was slow and plodding, and didn’t respond well to external pressure. “I realized I was not by nature a true academician,” she told me. “And if I wanted to make anything of my life and make a living, I better get the hell out of there and get retrained and get to work.”

AFTER VIVIAN CLAYTON left the study of wisdom, many others picked up the baton. There was soon the “Berlin Wisdom Paradigm,” the “balance theory of wisdom” and the “Emergent Wisdom Model.” A psychologist at Yale launched a project to teach wisdom to middle schoolers.

There were also many competing definitions. Some researchers defined wisdom in practical terms, as an expertise at solving common problems. Others defined it more esoterically as the pinnacle of personal growth, or as “a deep understanding of life and a desire to see the truth.” Still others considered wisdom to be an ideal that people should strive for, but that they’re unlikely to attain.

While there was never a consensus definition of wisdom, eventually some common—or at least overlapping—descriptions emerged:


Wise people can see the big picture. They’re able to look beyond the problem at hand to grasp the wider context and longer-term implications. They’re not swept up in the group mind.

And yet they know that their own knowledge, judgment and perspective are limited. They’re humble. They realize that all decisions are made with imperfect information and will have imperfect outcomes.

They know that life is ambiguous and complicated. They see nuance rather than absolutes. They know that most people and situations have both good and bad elements, and they’re adept at identifying what these are. The legendary Dutch soccer player Johan Cruyff pointed out that someone might seem like a bad player. But when you analyze his various qualities—his left foot, right foot, head shot, speed, etc.—you might see that he can do some things extremely well.

They know that, in any situation, multiple outcomes are possible. Actions have unforeseen consequences. Even good solutions have hidden transition costs. When I show my husband a listing for a new apartment that’s bigger and cheaper than our current one, he refuses to even consider moving. He claims that the upheaval of moving, and of adjusting to a new place, could easily outweigh its benefits.

Wise people know themselves. They’ve made a candid assessment of their own good and bad qualities. They have a decent understanding of their own family history, and of the historical era in which they live. When Angela Merkel was Germany’s chancellor-elect, she met British prime minister Tony Blair. Blair’s chief of staff recalls that “Without being starstruck, the soon-to-be chancellor plonked herself down in front of [Blair] and said disarmingly, ‘I have ten problems.’” She then listed them, starting with “lack of charisma.” Blair was impressed.

But they’re not self-centered. They acknowledge other people’s points of view and accept that others have goals and values that differ from their own. Neurotics are unlikely to be wise, even if they’re very smart, because they’re preoccupied with themselves.

They’re good at reading people. They have insight into how others think and how they’re liable to act in various situations. They grasp people’s motivations and emotional states, and they can predict how their own actions and decisions will impact others.

This knowledge of other people isn’t just academic. Someone who’s wise genuinely cares about other people and acts out of empathy, generosity and compassion. They favor conflict resolution, compromise, generosity and forgiveness, and they believe in charitable giving. When Nelson Mandela was president of South Africa, he would stand up every time the tea lady entered his office, and remain standing until she left. Mandela decided not to run for a second term so his newly democratic country could experience a peaceful transition. Wise people are driven not just by their own advancement, but also by a desire for the common good.

They’re pragmatic and adaptable. They can manage life’s uncertainties. When reality contradicts their beliefs, they change their minds. “Wise people are able to accept reality as it is, with equanimity,” explains sociologist Monika Ardelt. They don’t aim for the unattainable. They can change. I once heard someone explain why Barack Obama was a wise politician: he only wanted what he could get.

They have experience. This includes “rich factual knowledge and rich procedural knowledge,” the psychologists Paul Baltes and Jacqui Smith wrote. You can’t be wise yet ignorant. You need data points to feed your judgment. Wise people draw on this data to know which elements of a situation to focus on and which to overlook.

They’re resilient. They learn from negative experiences and recover from setbacks. In the face of adversity, they maintain their emotional balance and sense of humor. They focus on the positive, without dwelling on past grievances. But they don’t go around irrationally convinced that they’re about to strike it rich.

They know when not to act. In general, people have an “action bias”: when there’s a problem, they want to do something about it. Wise people know that sometimes the best option is to do nothing or to wait, even if people are clamoring for them to act. As chancellor, Angela Merkel once asked French president Nicolas Sarkozy to stop pressuring her to choose how to tackle a problem. She pointed out that in some cases, if you don’t make an immediate decision, the problem you’re trying to solve changes or disappears. “I’m someone who gives time to time; because I’ve seen, in slowness, there is a vast hope,” she said.

When I was on an operating table about to deliver twins, the obstetrician inspected my cervix. He was surrounded by a team of people in surgical scrubs who were eager to proceed and to perform a cesarean if necessary. The doctor was scrubbed in for surgery, too.

He could have pushed the babies out or cut me open and pulled them out. Instead, he decided to do nothing. He told everyone to come back in twenty minutes. He knew from experience that, just by waiting a bit longer, the twins would probably descend on their own and come out the old-fashioned way. Twenty minutes later, they did.

When wise people make a judgment about what to do, or not to do, they often make the right call. All of these good qualities only count as wisdom if, quite often, you turn out to be correct. Wise people have “a willingness and exceptional ability to formulate sound, executable judgements” in the face of life’s uncertainties, Baltes wrote. Or as the neuroscientist Elkhonon Goldberg explains, they have “not only a deep insight into the nature of things, but also—and even more so—a keen understanding of what action needs to be taken to change them.”



ONCE RESEARCHERS HAD a working definition of wisdom, they could test people to see whether they are wise or not. And they could measure whether wisdom really increases with age. Are fortysomethings wiser than, say, people in their twenties?

If you use a very broad measure of wisdom, the answer is: not necessarily. “Most wisdom researchers would concur that wisdom does not automatically increase with age and that it is relatively rare even among older adults,” Ardelt wrote. She found about as much wisdom in college students as in people over fifty-two. (Though older people with college degrees had significantly higher wisdom scores than the students did.)

Vivian Clayton found that the older people got, the less they associated wisdom with age, and the more they associated it with understanding and empathy. “There is wisdom at each age, even childhood,” she told me, echoing the Latin writer Publilius Syrus, who said, “Bright faculties are the source of wisdom, not length of years.”

And yet, while overall wisdom doesn’t automatically come with age, “it appears that wisdom can increase with age,” Ardelt observed. She said that becoming wise requires “motivation, determination, self-examination, self-reflection, and an openness to all kinds of experiences to do the necessary inner work.”

And when researchers test for individual aspects of wisdom, they find that many of these do improve by midlife. People in their forties and fifties are more positive than younger ones, better at controlling their own emotions, less focused on themselves and better at reading other peoples’ moods. Perhaps as a result, they’re also better at reasoning about social conflicts.

Those in midlife also have more of what researchers call “crystallized intelligence,” such as the ability to draw conclusions, make judgments based on their experiences and apply their knowledge to new situations.

This sounds a lot like those index cards popping up in my head, reminding me how similar situations turned out. They’re just one element of wisdom, but I’ll take it. We fortysomethings could have used these index cards earlier, but we definitely need them now. They’ve come just as we’re juggling growing children, aging parents and busy careers. We’ve never had more responsibility and less free time.

We’re also increasingly called upon to make decisions and give advice. When a friend told me that her husband had confessed to sleeping with several other women, she was pretty sure this meant that their marriage was kaput.

I didn’t see it that way. An index card popped up in my head with examples of marriages that have come back from all kinds of brinks. I told her that I’d seen traumatic events become part of a lifelong love story, not necessarily its finale, and I urged her not to make an impulsive, irreversible decision.

This may have been terrible advice. I’m still far from wise and I live mostly in the small picture. But being slightly less clueless is an improvement, and I’ll take it. My index cards have made me happier. They’re the start, at least, of what I craved while growing up: to have more knowledge, less regret and a better grasp of what’s happening.

AFTER VIVIAN CLAYTON left Columbia, she moved to California and retrained as a geriatric neuropsychologist. She opened a private practice in which she assesses whether elderly people are fit to make legal decisions for themselves. It’s the study of decision making from a new, real-life angle.

Clayton watched, from afar, as the field of wisdom research that she started became its own branch of psychology. She can tick off the names of wisdom research centers at several major universities. But nearly forty years later, Clayton is certain that, when she left New York, she made the right choice.

“I have never looked back,” she tells me. “I did what was important to do, and it was time to step off. I just knew it.”



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You know that not all old people are wise.

	You still turn to older people for advice, hoping that they know more than you.

	You see people’s good and bad qualities, and know that someone who’s very smart in one domain can be useless in another. You’ve seen that there are “smart idiots” and “amiable rogues.”

	You can be aware of someone’s flaws and nevertheless still like them.

	You realize that you’ve been moving at the speed of your generation all along, even if—for a long time—you didn’t know what that speed was.
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how to give advice

A FEW WEEKS after I turn forty-five, I get an email from the dean of an American art and design school in Paris. She wants me to give the commencement speech at the school’s graduation ceremony.

The ceremony is about a month away, so I sense that I may be a last-minute choice. Also, the school has just thirty-five graduates, and the speaking fee won’t even pay for the dress I’ll need to buy to deliver the speech in. (Many of the graduates are studying fashion design.)

Nevertheless, I accept. Giving advice to the next generation—or at least a tiny part of it—seems like a crucial step in my slow journey toward adulthood.

But what exactly will I tell these students? They don’t want to hear about French parenting. And I can’t rely on my own experience with commencement speeches. When I graduated from college, a US senator delivered his stump speech on Poland, then wished us luck.

I watch lots of commencement speeches online to get ideas. After I’ve seen about a dozen of these, I realize that there are three key rules: The best speeches are under fifteen minutes. It’s a plus if the speaker can do celebrity impressions. And the fact that someone once starred in a hit sitcom does not mean that she has any worthwhile advice.

I also discover that commencement speeches are mostly an American phenomenon. The British hold graduation ceremonies, but they don’t bring in outside motivational speakers. (My husband’s graduation from an English university was conducted almost entirely in Latin.)

French universities usually don’t even have a ceremony; they just mail your diploma. A professor at one of the top schools in Paris tells me that she once showed her class Steve Jobs’s 2005 commencement speech at Stanford. Jobs describes how he dropped out of college and studied calligraphy, which seemed pointless at the time but later became the basis for the fonts on Apple computers. He concludes that when you follow your passion, all your strange choices gradually make sense, and the great narrative of your life emerges.

Her French students were unmoved by the speech, calling it “completely disconnected from reality” and “so Californian.”

That puts me in a tricky spot. The whole point of a commencement speech is to say something encouraging. Most of the ones I watch boil down to: Yes you can. Here’s how. But I’ll be in Paris, speaking to a graduating class that’s only a quarter American (the school’s roughly two hundred students hail from forty-eight countries). If I say anything too uplifting, I’ll seem deluded. The message of a French commencement speech would probably be: No you can’t. It’s not possible. Don’t even try.

A few days before my speech, I attend the school’s end-of-year fashion show. As I’m waiting for it to start, I strike up a conversation with the student sitting next to me, and he asks me why I’m there.

“I’m a writer, and I’m giving the commencement speech on Saturday,” I say. He looks surprised. He has never heard of me or read anything I’ve written. “I was flattered and surprised to be asked,” I add.

He listens thoughtfully, then says, “Well, I guess at a certain point in your career people just start asking you to do things. And you think, ‘Well, I’ve never done that before, but I’ll give it a try.’”

Now I’m surprised. At age twenty-two, he knows this already. Millennials seem far more emotionally evolved in their twenties and thirties than my generation was, perhaps because they’ve grown up meeting like-minded people in internet chat rooms, and watching TV shows with names like Awkward. In my day, you didn’t get to discuss being awkward. You just were.

Two days later, I put on my new purple dress and ride the métro to the hotel where the commencement ceremony is being held. There are about 125 people in the hotel’s gilded ballroom, including parents who’ve flown in from around the world. I realize instantly that I should have pocketed the speaking fee and worn something from my closet. Practically everyone is wearing black.

The graduates aren’t writers. But, like me, they will probably spend a lot of time alone in rooms struggling to make things. So in under fifteen minutes in that room, though without celebrity impressions, I share my advice on how to cope. Much of it applies to any creative work:


You’re qualified. Or rather, you’re not the only imposter out there. That student sitting next to me at the fashion show was exactly right. You never feel completely ready to do your next job. No one else does, either. Just carry on.

Everything that happens is potential inspiration for your work. Or as Nora Ephron put it, “Everything is copy.” When someone tells you a story, you notice a recurring theme in conversations or you turn a corner and see something that moves you—use it. In fact, when you’re deep into a project, information about it will pour into your life.

Seek out inspiration, too. Read and watch the work of artists you admire. “Most of what I do comes from seeing someone else’s work and thinking: I can do that. I want to do that,” the writer and director Miranda July says.

Stay in the room, offline. It needn’t be an actual room. You can be alone in a busy café. I’ve gotten ideas while walking or riding the Paris métro. (I recommend line eight.) Figure out your clearest, most productive time of day to work, and guard this time carefully. Much of life consists of the dead time between events. Don’t fill these interstitial moments with pornography and cat videos. You need to be blank and a little bit bored for your brain to feed you ideas. In solitude, “one’s inner voices become audible,” the poet Wendell Berry wrote.

When you have an idea, write it down immediately. Do not trust yourself to remember it. Always carry a pen and a notebook, plus something good to read.

You needn’t reinvent the wheel each time you create. It’s not cheating to fall back on established forms. My husband likes to quote an editor who said, “You can write it any way you like, but I’m going to put it back together chronologically.”

Grow where you’re planted. Yes, this sounds like it should be printed on a mug. But it’s essential. Embrace whatever weird talents or expertise you’ve ended up with. Treat your assignment, whatever it is, as the most important job in the world.

It’s the research, stupid. An architect tells me that he’s never nervous about creating a building from scratch. “I just keep gathering information, and the building takes shape,” he says. Often, the reason you can’t move forward, despite weeks of trying, is that you don’t yet know enough about your topic. Go back and find out more.

Embrace anomalies. When I was starting out as a journalist, an older reporter told me that when researching a story, you will inevitably discover some fact or detail that muddies the clean narrative you had imagined your story would follow. This fact is irritating and inconvenient, and you will be inclined to ignore it. Instead, pay attention to it and see where it leads. Doing this will make your work richer, truer, less predictable and more airtight against objections.

“Don’t be too silly or too profound.” The singer Jarvis Cocker says this is a key to writing rock ’n’ roll songs. (If you’re too profound, “you’ll be embarrassed when you’re older,” he reasons.) He also warns not to be a “rhyme whore.” His example of this: “I don’t want to see a ghost / It’s the thing I fear the most.”

Be generous. Many of the people you meet at the beginning of your career will still be around decades later. If you were a jerk early on, they’ll remember.

Pay attention to what you’re doing on the side. When I was a financial journalist in Brazil, I took samba dancing lessons. Eventually, I wrote a brief article about this for the arts section of my newspaper. My bosses hardly noticed it, and I’m pretty sure no one read it. It would be years before I got to write that way for a living. But it was the first piece I’d ever written that lit me up inside.

Ignore the naysayers. People with other kinds of jobs will say, “I don’t know how you do it,” or “I could never sit alone in a room all day.” They will think you are an irritating obsessive who jots in notebooks during dinner. Just keep going. You’re the lucky one. And though you can’t tell, you’re probably getting better.

You control the work, but you don’t control whether other people will like it. A writer I know once described his Zen-like approach: total commitment to the process, total equanimity about the outcome.

Done is better than perfect. Get over your fear of finishing. Being able to complete tasks doesn’t just matter in kindergarten; it’s a key skill for grown-ups.

It’s okay to be an obsessive. They’re the ones who do good work. The late Garry Shandling once recalled that when he was making a TV show, he ran into another comedian who was making one, too. Shandling asked how it was going. “He said, ‘This is so much easier than I thought. I’m having so much fun.’ And I thought, ‘Oh my God.’ Then of course, he was out.” Doing routine work gets easier with time, but doing your best work doesn’t.

This Herculean extravaganza is worth it. For most people, getting married or having a baby are peak moments in their lives. But when some mysterious place in you churns up a sculpture, or a dress, or a scent, or a graphic design, and other people respond to it, that’s a peak moment, too. “It’s not about working toward a specific, correct goal; it’s just about working,” said the artist Maira Kalman. “To care passionately about your work will keep you—dare I say it—happy.”

Even if you follow all these rules, your first attempt will be terrible. A large part of the creative process is tolerating the gap between your glorious vision of what you want to create and the sad thing you’ve just made. Remember that everything good you see started out as someone else’s bad first draft. Version number twenty of your work may still not be brilliant. But version number one almost definitely won’t be.



I leave the graduates with two final thoughts. The first is the best creative advice I ever got from Simon: when you get out of a bus or a taxi, look back at your seat to see if you’ve left something behind. If you lose your portfolio, you won’t get the job.

The second is a French expression that is optimistic but not grandiose: vous allez trouver votre place—you will find your place. I love the idea that, somewhere in the world, there’s an empty space shaped just like you. Once you find it, you’ll slide right in. (I don’t mention that this search might take several decades.)

Then, feeling very adult, I get back on the métro and go home.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You’ve gotten a lot better at one or two things.

	People in their twenties ask you for advice, and actually seem to follow it.

	You give worthwhile advice, and many of your friends do, too.

	You know that most people are just as clueless as you are.

	Your parents have stopped trying to change you.
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how to save the furniture

RIDING HIGH FROM my commencement speech, I’m invited to give a talk in Brazil. I’m excited to go back there. I’ll be speaking at an event called the International Seminar of Mothers in Belo Horizonte, a midsized Brazilian city. It’s best known as the place where Brazil suffered a national humiliation: in the 2014 World Cup semifinal, Germany beat Brazil’s national soccer team 7–1.

I’m supposed to talk about French parenting, so I’m not that worried. I only start to think about my speech a few weeks beforehand, when one of the organizers informs me that they’re expecting a thousand mothers to attend my talk. That will be the largest live audience I’ve ever addressed.

I also realize that they want me to speak for an hour straight and then take questions. I’ve never given such a long, uninterrupted talk. (At the U.S. university it was mostly a discussion.) My stump speech on the topic only lasts twenty minutes.

“The public is expecting a lot,” the organizer—a Brazilian mother herself—writes. I press her for details on what, specifically, she’d like me to talk about. I have trouble imagining what might interest Brazilian moms. And I’ve given lots of speeches at this point, so I’m tired of repeating myself. I feel a mounting sense of dread.

“It would be very interesting if you can talk a bit about the mother/woman perspective,” she writes back.

That’s all she says. I find an online speech calculator, and learn that if I speak at an average pace, I’ll need to say five thousand words. So I paste together five thousand words from various talks I’ve given and organize them.

Then I board a plane to Brazil. The fact that I’ll soon be in front of a thousand mothers feels ominous and unreal. During the overnight flight, I have an anxiety dream in which someone discovers a sex tape of me. When I wake up, I’m in Belo Horizonte.

In the airport’s arrivals area, I meet another of the speakers. She’s an American grandmother who has written parenting books, too.

“Did they ask you to speak for an hour?” I ask her, as we’re wheeling our suitcases to the taxi.

“I know, it’s nuts,” she replies. I’m relieved that she also struggled with the assignment.

At the hotel, I meet the organizers in person. They’re a group of Brazilian veterinarians who have gone into the conference business. This is their first. One of the women is tall and glamorous, with long black Charlie’s Angels hair.

“Are you a veterinarian, too?” I ask.

“I’m a pig specialist—swine,” she replies.

I want to go upstairs and work on my speech, but instead, I’m escorted into a press conference filled with journalists and Brazilian “mommy bloggers.” One of the bloggers, a blond woman in a furry vest, is telling the group that today is the first time she’s ever been away from her baby. Her comment unleashes a wave of emotion. Soon everyone in the room—except me—is in tears.

Later I sit behind a table and greet some of the mothers attending the conference. They’re mostly middle-class dentists, marketing consultants and stay-at-home moms. Each wears a name tag with a picture of her young child on it. Some of the pregnant women wear a picture of their fetal sonograms. I’m struck by how young they all look. When my book came out just a few years earlier, I looked like one of them. Somehow, I’ve now morphed into their elder.

Practically every woman hugs me. I’m hugged more during three days in Brazil than during twelve years in Paris. Many also want a photograph of us together, with our heads touching. If there’s an outbreak of French lice in central Brazil, I’ll be patient zero.

These mothers seem to have a hard time managing their kids. I learn that there are many words for “tantrum” in Portuguese: manha is whining and complaining; a chilique is a full-scale meltdown. I’m reminded that mimada means spoiled, that a babá is a nanny and that a folguista is the nanny who comes on your regular nanny’s day off.

I try to edit my speech more, but I barely have time. The next morning, I head downstairs to deliver it. One of the organizers—a cattle specialist—tells me that an earlier speaker described how her husband died two months before she gave birth. “The talk was incredible,” she said. “We were all in tears.”

I walk into the double-wide ballroom where the grandmother is giving her talk onstage. A thousand Brazilian mothers wearing headphones are listening, rapt, to the simultaneous translation.

Clearly, it’s going well. The mothers are buzzing with interest and chuckling on cue as the grandmother answers questions. She is sincere and sensible—and clearly relishing her role as a teacher and expert. She walks off the stage to warm applause.

A minute later, the editor of a Brazilian parenting magazine introduces me. I am suddenly facing a sea of Brazilian mothers. There’s no podium, so I have to hold my seventeen-page speech, the slide changer and the microphone, and take my glasses on and off, depending on whether I’m looking at the speech or at the audience.

For the first five minutes, I’m fine. I introduce myself in Portuguese, and tell a story about arriving in Paris and feeling like an alien. I can feel that they’re ready to go on a ride with me.

But then it all slows down. By the time I reach page six of the speech, the room is so still, I can practically hear the translation coming through the wireless headsets. It doesn’t help that each time I turn a page, I turn my back to the audience and put down the microphone on a chair behind me. I’m severely testing everyone’s goodwill. By page eight, I fear that some of the mothers might just leave.

As I’m speaking, I’m aware that in the movie version of my talk, this is the moment when I would stop reading, tear up the papers and speak from the heart about my struggles as a mother. But to do that, I’d need to be surging with adrenaline and inspiration. In fact, I’m just as bored as the audience.

I trudge on, as a polite, resigned silence settles over the room. When I finally finish, I answer some questions, then walk offstage to very mild applause.

There was no mass exodus from the conference hall. My speech was low energy and mediocre but not a disaster. As the French say, I saved the furniture. (This means that the house caught fire and burned down, but I managed to at least drag some furniture into the yard.) I feel terrible.

“Nice talk,” says the grandmother, who’s been watching. I assume she’s feeling triumphant.

I compliment her on her talk. She smiles, and admits that she spent weeks preparing it.

That night, there’s a dinner for the speakers. When a woman at the table describes the challenges of raising a son with Down syndrome, the whole table—again, except me—is in tears.

“What’s with you Brazilians? Do you need to cry every few hours?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood. Everyone looks at me like I’m a monster.

Just then, I finally understand—too late—what all those Brazilian mothers wanted from me, both during my talk and at this dinner. They weren’t just looking for parenting tips. They wanted to take part in a shared emotional experience. They were ready to be brought to tears. Crying is the mark of a successful gathering in Brazil and a sign that you’ve connected. (“The communal emotive experience is very Brazilian,” the Brazilian American writer Juliana Barbassa explains to me a few weeks later.) The veterinarians took for granted that I knew this, and didn’t think to explain it.

When our main course arrives, the magazine editor who’d introduced me that morning—a charismatic woman in her fifties—brings up my speech. “I felt that you were sometimes not happy with what you were saying,” she says delicately.

“Yes, I felt I had something much more interesting to say,” I reply. I admit that I’m tired of repeating the same facts about French parenting.

She puts down her fork. She’s angry now.

“Never do this again,” she says. “Forget what the audience expects. Just give the best speech you can, and trust that they’ll come with you.

“They just want to see who you are,” she continues, practically shouting now. “It’s all about having a moment of connection.” She scolds me for becoming bored with my own material. “Respect the work. Keep changing it. Grow with it. That’s maturity!

“Also,” she adds, “next time don’t read.”

By the time she stops talking, I’m in tears. I’m touched that, though I’m in my forties, she’s willing to look past my mediocre speech and see my potential. I’m also moved that she cares enough to say this to me, even though it’s too late for me to fix my speech and she may never see me again. No Parisian has ever held me to account like this, unless it’s to scold me for failing to say “bonjour.” I’ve chosen to live in a place where people keep their distance.

I’m crying, too, because I suddenly see my missed opportunity. Standing up in front of a thousand people—even thousands of miles from home—is a chance to create something and to forge a connection. Instead of respecting the audience and trusting that they would come with me, no matter our differences, I treated my talk like a sad obligation and squandered it. I wish I could redo it.

It’s energizing when something goes well. Even a small success creates goodwill and opportunity. (Afterward, the grandmother is invited back to Brazil repeatedly. I am not.) But when something goes badly, the opposite happens. For months after my speech in Belo Horizonte, thinking about it saps my confidence.

The morning I leave Brazil, the editor comes to my hotel lobby to say goodbye. I feel bonded to her after our emotional experience at dinner, and she promises we’ll stay in touch. But I never hear from her again. We had our moment. I saved the furniture. And now it’s gone.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You’re living through the second renovation of public spaces and friends’ kitchens.

	You accept that you love midcentury Scandinavian furniture, even though it’s a generational cliché.

	You wonder whether you still qualify for a “midcareer” fellowship.

	You’re now the “older lady” in the improv class.

	You have Googled everyone who was ever of any importance in your life. You sometimes forget this and Google them again.
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how to figure out what’s happening

AFTER MY DAUGHTER was born, I joined an English-speaking “baby group” of women with similarly aged infants. We met once a week at one of our homes. I quickly decided that I had little in common with most of the other mothers. I attended the group for the company and the potty-training tips, but I didn’t make an effort to be popular. I kept accidentally calling one woman by her baby’s name (both started with “B”). When another woman said she planned to vote for a far-right candidate in the American presidential race, I said something to the effect of “Are you nuts?” The woman looked stricken and insulted. The following week, I got a message saying that the baby group was canceled, then I heard that the mothers had met in a local park without me.

I really didn’t mind. I figured that, in a big city, there are always lots of new people to meet. What I failed to consider was that as you get older and more settled, the same people pop up in your life, just as they do in work settings. This is especially true when you have kids the same age. Plus the Anglophone world in Paris is tiny. I run into the baby-group mothers for years, at the Halloween party, the Anglo quiz night and the English-speaking soccer league. Each time, I’m aware that they hate me.

When my daughter starts junior high, I discover that the woman whose voting plans I’d insulted sends her kids to the same school. Not only that, she’s a pillar of my new community. I spot her at the parents’ night, when she gets a round of applause for planning the Christmas party.

I’ve made some strides since being shunned by the baby group. As a fortysomething, my emotional regulation has improved. I get into fewer sticky situations, and I’m now capable of thinking something without blurting it out.

I also don’t like the thought of being at close range with someone who despises me, so I resolve to clear the air between us. When the parents’ meeting breaks up and everyone heads into a classroom for drinks, I work up the nerve to approach the baby group mom.

“Hi,” I say with cautious friendliness.

She looks at me with confusion.

“It’s me, Pamela,” I say, still waiting for her quizzical look to morph into dislike.

“We were in the baby group together?” I offer. She stares at me for another beat, then there’s a small flicker of recognition.

“Wait, were you friends with Kara?” she asks finally. There’s no emotion attached to this statement, just a polite straining to connect with the near-stranger in front of her.

I was indeed friendly with Kara. And this is apparently the sum total of what she remembers about me. She doesn’t loathe me; she barely knows who I am.

I’VE ADVANCED AS a human being in the past few years, but I’m still lacking in one key component of wisdom: understanding what other people are experiencing. I long to better grasp social dynamics, and to be able to detect people’s motivations and emotional states.

In my defense, this isn’t easy. For Buddhists, learning to perceive the world clearly is the main task of life. It’s why we’re here. And they say it’s critical to succeed at this. You can experience brief pleasure without understanding what’s happening around you. But for sustained happiness and well-being, you must observe your own life and surroundings with great clarity.

Becoming less clueless certainly seems critical to my happiness. And it seems critical to being a grown-up, too. Real grown-ups seem to understand what’s happening around them. They can detect social dynamics and grasp people’s motivations and feelings.

People my age are supposed to have improved at this. On average, forty- and fifty-year-olds score highest of all age groups in a test called “Reading the Mind in the Eyes,” in which subjects look at a series of photographs of people’s eyes, and select which emotion each person is feeling. This ability remains stable, at a high level, between ages forty and sixty.

This is a crucial twenty-first-century skill, as everything from taxis to taxes becomes automated. The ability to read other people and understand their emotional needs is one task that humans can still do better than computers. In a few years, “people reading” jobs might be among the only ones left.

But how exactly does one do this well? What is the secret to seeing clearly? I’ve improved, but I still miss a lot of what’s happening. Can I hone this skill, and if so, how?

I REALIZE I have an in-house expert on exactly this topic. My husband is so good at reading people. I sometimes suspect that he has psychic powers. When we leave a meal or a conversation, my first question for him is always “What just happened?” At a party once, we met a woman—a former journalist—who seemed to suddenly grow cold while we were speaking to her. I assumed I’d said something to upset her.

Simon had a different take. He said that, while speaking to two journalists, she was suddenly embarrassed that she’d left the field. The chill had settled just as she described her new job in public relations, he noted.

Simon is no longer willing to act as my full-time interpreter of other people. But he has entered a teach-me-how-to-fish phase, in which he’ll discuss his own techniques.

I’ve observed one of these already: he listens very hard to what people are saying. Sometimes he listens so hard, they think he’s scowling at them. Friends have approached me, privately, to ask, “Does your husband hate me?” (Usually, he doesn’t.)

Simon explains that he’s listening—and watching—for certain clues. The first is, when does the person lose interest? He notes when someone looks away because she’s bored. (To his irritation, he catches me doing this often.) He also notices when she changes the subject. “When people say, ‘That’s interesting,’ it’s a classic line to kill off a topic,” he adds.

Simon also listens for what the speaker does care about. What topic does she keep bringing up? Which phrases does she repeat? He says people often have a recurring message that amounts to a kind of personal motto. They’re trying to get you to believe something about them, and this underlies much of what they say. Their message might be “I have a relaxed parenting style!” “I earn in the low six figures,” “I’m authentic and don’t try to project an image,” or “I have loads of friends.”

“They’re not lying,” says Simon, “but most people have some story about themselves that they’ve assembled, and that they sort of believe. And you have to understand what their story is and not buy it.”

I usually buy into people’s mottoes without realizing that I’m falling for interpersonal propaganda. I leave conversations thinking, “What a relaxed parent, and with so many friends.” I’m still easily dazzled by how people look, or distracted by concerns about what they think of me.

Perhaps because I’d grown up without analyzing anyone, it rarely occurred to me to examine people while they’re speaking and try to detect patterns in how they behave. I’m too swept up in the experience to notice much about it.

Once I start doing this, I realize that I’ve been ignoring lots of crucial information. Just as a man will tell you what he wants on the first date, people are constantly shedding data about themselves. If you simply pay close attention, you can scoop it up.

To be able to do this, you must stop obsessing about yourself. That clears the channel of excess static so you can receive the information. Simon isn’t a clairvoyant. He just doesn’t fret constantly about what other people think of him. That frees up his brain to understand their motives, qualities and goals. (“If you don’t act weird and you ask questions, people will like you,” he assures me.)

Fortunately, in midlife it gets easier to turn down the static in your brain. On average, we’re at least moderately less neurotic than younger people, psychological studies show. That means we don’t project our own anxieties onto others quite as much, and we’re less cluttered with worry about what they think of us.

I gradually start to decode people a bit, instead of taking them at face value. When I meet a pretty mother from my son’s school, I no longer think, in a pointless loop, “She’s so pretty, she’s so pretty, she’s prettier than me.” Instead, I study her while she’s talking and think, “She’s pretty, and yet she seems shy, and she’s possibly a bit dim.”

It’s an improvement. But I was still blindsided by my interaction with the baby-group mother. What was I doing wrong?

“Hamlet,” Simon says.

I ask him to clarify.

“Neurotic people think that life is like Hamlet, where they are Hamlet, and everyone is looking at them and judging their psyche in a good or a bad way,” he explains. In fact, everyone is his own Hamlet and views other people as minor characters in his personal drama. Most people don’t evaluate everything you say in a constant referendum on your character. Even when they do pay attention, how you come across isn’t terribly important to them. They’re busy worrying about the protagonist in their own drama: themselves.

“You make much less of an impression on people than you think, because you’re not the most important character in their story,” he says.

Simon tells me about a long-ago girlfriend who made a presentation to his journalism class. For the first thirty seconds of the presentation, she was so nervous that she froze. She finally stammered a few sentences, then she left the room in shame.

Afterward, she came to Simon’s room in tears, convinced that their classmates would forever think she was an idiot. Simon replied with an early version of his Hamlet speech.

“I said, ‘Nobody’s thinking about you. They’re all thinking about their own talk, and who they fancy, and their own problems. Everyone’s forgotten your talk. Nobody cares.’” Apparently, she was relieved.

I listen hard as Simon describes this scene, and think of other girlfriends he has mentioned over the years, including the one who had never heard of either Stalin or Chairman Mao. Suddenly, I realize my husband has a type: he likes his women, including me, to be a little bit clueless.

When I tell this to Simon, he immediately denies it. I think I’ve caught him by surprise, both because I had the insight and because it’s true.

MY OTHER INSIGHT is that, in my quest to see the world more clearly, I don’t need to depend entirely on my husband. There are world-renowned specialists in exactly this skill. Some are doctors.

There’s a tradition of physicians as expert seers. The writer Arthur Conan Doyle was a doctor before he created Sherlock Holmes, the detective who can deduce a man’s profession just by studying his hands or notice the crucial missing element of a setting. When Holmes’s sidekick, Watson, marvels at this ability, Holmes scolds him, saying, “You see, but you do not observe.”

Another expert seer is a real-life dermatologist named Irwin Braverman.

Braverman, who’s now in his eighties, is an emeritus professor of dermatology at the Yale School of Medicine. In 1998 he and a Yale museum curator developed a course that helps medical students become more perceptive. The course is now required for Yale’s first-year medical students, and it’s taught at more than seventy medical schools around the world. The New York Police Department and Scotland Yard have used versions of it, too.

Growing up in Boston in the 1930s, Braverman didn’t plan to spend his life looking at skin. He dreamt of becoming an architect or an archaeologist.

“I’m a visual person,” he tells me by phone from New Haven. “I enjoyed going to museums and looking at paintings. Ever since I was a kid, I enjoyed looking at things.”

Braverman’s family—Esperanto-speaking Russian Jewish immigrants—vetoed both professions. “My uncle said to me, he never heard of a Jewish architect or an archaeologist in 1930 or 1940, which was true. My parents said, doctor, lawyer, businessperson, maybe journalism.”

As an undergraduate at Harvard, Braverman liked working in a laboratory. So he picked medicine and eventually specialized in dermatology, where “90 percent of the time it’s a visual diagnosis,” he says. In dermatology, just by looking at someone’s skin from the outside, you can detect diseases that are happening deep inside of them. (In his forties, Braverman authored a classic medical school textbook called Skin Signs of Systemic Disease.)

After he’d been teaching and seeing patients for many years, Braverman realized that his students were very good at memorizing information, but they weren’t very good observers. They would look at slides of various rashes, then glance at a patient to see which slide he matched. But medicine isn’t just about memorizing slides. “At least once a day I see something new I haven’t seen before,” he explains.

And students sometimes had trouble describing skin lesions, or they overlooked other important features of the patient. They might only look at what’s flagrantly “abnormal.” Or they would limit their attention to the patient’s main complaint, but not take the time to examine everything else about him. “Sometimes in those normal features there are clues that actually tell you what this is all about,” he says.

Like Sherlock Holmes, Braverman eventually realized what was missing from many of his students. They lacked a skill that a good physician has, and that he himself had acquired over years of seeing patients: you look very hard at a person or an image and keep looking at it until you see more and more. You don’t just glance at something. You keep going back and forth over it until you’ve mined it for all there is to see. It’s an intensive way of looking that Braverman calls “visually analyzing.”

Like Simon, Braverman listens hard, too. “If you listen carefully and let the patient talk, usually the answer is in the history,” he tells me. “What is the person saying? How is he saying it? What is he not saying?” Clues sometimes emerge at the end of an appointment, as an afterthought, when the patient casually mentions—for instance—that she’s just been hiking in the countryside and hopes she wasn’t bitten by a tick.

Braverman concluded that the solution to his students’ shortcomings lay not in medicine, but in his old passion—art. He began taking first-year medical students to look at nineteenth-century oil paintings at the Yale Center for British Art. In one exercise, students spend fifteen to thirty minutes looking at a single painting, usually of people. Then they describe all of its features to the class. After that, they use these observations to interpret what’s happening in the painting.

Typically, a few students in each class don’t become better observers, even with practice. And a few are already so skilled at seeing, they don’t need any help. But most students are somewhere in the middle. With training, they get better at visually analyzing the paintings. And afterward, their ability to observe skin problems improves, too.

“The students come away, they say, ‘I realize I only look at things superficially. I come to conclusions before I’ve seen everything,’” Braverman says. “Anyone can benefit from this. It’s not just a doctor thing.”

I’m very taken by the idea that as you keep looking at things, you see more and more in them. This seems like a signature quality of the forties. By this age, you’ve seen that there isn’t an infinite variety of people, problems and situations. Many of these recur. The world seems, at once, less infinite and unpredictable, and yet even more interesting. You look at the same things you’ve seen many times before and see new layers in them.

It’s what Arthur Schopenhauer said: “The first forty years provide the text, the next thirty provide the commentary.”

I’m too busy to go to a museum and stare at paintings, but I take Braverman’s lesson to heart. I want to keep looking at things until I see more and more in them. As an experiment, I decide to rigorously observe the person I have the most contact with: myself. I’m still not keen to visually analyze my own face in the mirror, but I begin keeping lists of the things I do and don’t like.


Things I Like:

Improv.

Own goals. (That’s when, in soccer, you accidentally kick the ball into your own goal.)

Hoop earrings.

Croutons in soup.

Lesbians.

Sweaters.

Dresses that come with belts.

The metallic first sip of a cold can of Perrier.

The word “shimmy.”

The word “boobies.”

Baths.

Irish accents.

Tea with milk.

The fact that when someone in Germany has two PhDs, she’s called “Frau Doktor Doktor.”

Justice.

Jokes.

Understanding a joke in another language.

The fact that at his 1968 trial for conspiracy, Abbie Hoffman spoke to the judge in what sounded like gibberish but turned out to be Yiddish. (He called the judge “a front man for the WASP power elite.”)

The fact that when archivists at the University of Texas were going through Isaac Bashevis Singer’s papers, they found half a sandwich.

Coffee in the morning.

Having the whole day ahead of me.

Cake.

Salad.

Spotting lettuce in someone’s teeth.

Noticing that someone bites his nails.

Deciding that someone is shifty.

Detecting that someone’s handbag is a fake.

Being less nervous than the other person.

Knowing the subtext, but not saying it.

Having time to scrutinize a fashionable woman, unnoticed.

Short nails.

Sharpened pencils.

The first glass of champagne.

The moment when you stop texting and call.

Getting back from vacation.

My counterfactual life in which I hang out with comedians and curse.

Having something great to read.

Having written something.

Pancakes.

Confidence.

Thai food with beer.

Finding out that someone else comes from Miami.

A feeling of shared understanding.

Singing show tunes with friends.

Things I Don’t Like:

Small spaces.

Clutch purses.

Sweetened soy sauce.

Meanness.

Rejection.

Surprise parties.

Suspense.

People who complain about jet lag.

People who get angry when you mistake the gender of their pet.

People who say they “don’t need nature.”

People who want you to plan their visit.

People who walk into your home and immediately ask for your WiFi code.

People you can’t trust.

Injustice.

Suffering.

My own prejudice.

Hipster couples who aren’t attractive.

Hipster couples who are.

Ardent atheists.

Voicemail.

The word “middle-aged.”

Indifference.

Rushing.

Waiting for someone who’s late.





You know you have a fortysomething mind when …


	You’ve spent forty-eight hours trying to think of a word.

	That word was “hemorrhoids.”

	You no longer leave conversations wondering what just happened.

	When you speak to people in their twenties, you feel a gap in confidence and experience that you wouldn’t want to have to bridge again.

	When you speak to people in their sixties, they don’t feel the same way about you.

	You’ve learned that when you worry less about what other people think, you can pick up an astonishing amount of information about them.
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how to think in french

ANOTHER TOPIC I’VE been looking at, over and over, is my own country. It helps that I’m living outside of America and comparing myself to people from other places. I’m starting to suspect that my issues might be cultural.

I have an epiphany about America when a friend whose family moved from Seoul to California when she was small says her Korean parents often complain that she lacks nunchi. Nunchi (rhymes with “moon-chi”) literally means “eye measure” in Korean. It’s the ability to notice things well. People with nunchi can pick up on unspoken signals and infer other peoples’ states of mind. They’re good at reading situations and social cues.

There’s no exact English translation. When my friend Rebecca’s kids are making a commotion in a quiet restaurant one night, she just scolds them to “read the room.” (They don’t.)

Apparently, Korean parents often complain that their American-raised offspring lack nunchi. This skill, which goes by various names, is a prized quality in East Asian countries. “The requirement is to ‘read’ the other’s mind,” the psychologists Hazel Rose Markus and Shinobu Kitayama write in their landmark 1991 paper, “Culture and the Self.” This requires “the willingness and ability to feel and think what others are feeling and thinking, to absorb this information without being told, and then to help others satisfy their wishes and realize their goals.”

In America there’s a different emphasis. Instead of tuning in to other people, we’re encouraged to tune in to our own feelings and preferences and to express these. “American culture neither assumes nor values such overt connectedness among individuals,” Markus and Kitayama write. In the US, “Individuals seek to maintain their independence from others by attending to the self and by discovering and expressing their unique individual attributes.”

This starts from birth. When writing about parenting, I notice that Americans—including me—assume that each child has his own unique sleep needs and his own taste in food. We’re suspicious of day care because an institution can’t possibly accommodate our child’s unique rhythms and preferences. If a toddler doesn’t like rice, oranges or avocados, it’s his right to express this. We want schools to emphasize self-expression, too.

Researchers find that by the time they’re adults, Americans and East Asians actually perceive the world differently. A metastudy concluded that, in general, East Asians are “high context,” believing that in order to understand a situation, and the behavior of any individual in it, you must consider the interaction of all the different parties. And since a lot of information is conveyed nonverbally, it’s crucial to pay close attention to subtle unspoken clues. In other words, you need nunchi to figure out what’s happening.

Researchers say that Americans are typically “low context.” We focus on individual actors and their choices, not on what everyone in a situation is doing. And the individual actor we focus on the most is ourselves. Instead of clueing in to other people’s emotional states, we clue in to our own unique preferences, asking questions like, What kind of foods do I like? What’s my personal sense of style? Am I self-actualizing?

This can make some conversations resemble a succession of self-promotional monologues. At a gathering recently, I asked an American woman what her job was. She responded with a ten-minute speech describing her entire professional history. She was following the cultural imperative to express herself, and didn’t realize that everyone was getting bored.

No wonder Korean parents worry that their American-raised offspring lack nunchi. We’re not trained to listen carefully to others and to pick up nonverbal clues. French people “often complain that Americans are ‘boring,’ that Americans respond to the slightest question with a ‘lecture,’” anthropologist Raymonde Carroll writes in Cultural Misunderstandings. A 2014 American study led by a psychologist at Yeshiva University found that when researchers crossed two unrelated instant-message conversations, as many as 42 percent of the participants didn’t even notice.

In other words, my cluelessness isn’t entirely my own fault. I can’t even blame my parents. It’s part of being an American.

ONE NEEDN’T BE Asian to have nunchi, of course. And this ability comes in different varieties. David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, was apparently skilled at reading signals from other countries—he had geopolitical nunchi—but he was terrible at reading individuals. (His wife had interpersonal nunchi. She would sit in on meetings, then explain the dynamics to him afterward.) A woman I knew in college had a kind of nunchi transference. She told me that when she walks past another person, “sometimes I feel like I am them.”

My British husband has classic nunchi, and I can see that our daughter, Bean, inherited it from him. While fetching her from a summer sports camp, I chat with two teenagers who are getting ready to play soccer. They seem friendly, but Bean keeps yanking me to leave.

“Couldn’t you see that they were mocking you?” she asks, as soon as we’re in the car. I’d apparently mistaken their snickering at a middle-aged mom for friendliness.

Bean may also have picked up this skill in France. I’m starting to think that my adopted country has its own version of nunchi that’s both interpersonal and introspective. You’re supposed to be able to read the room, but you’re also expected to have a very precise understanding of yourself. Someone who lacks these skills is said, pejoratively, to have la confiture dans les yeux: jam in the eyes.

I didn’t move to France to have the jam wiped from my eyes. I came here for Simon (who had himself come here to escape London’s real-estate prices). But after a few years in Paris, and gradually improving French, I realize it’s no accident that the English word “clairvoyance” comes from the French for “clear-seeing.” Figuring out what’s happening—within your family, your workplace and your social circles—and understanding your own response to all this, is one of the central pursuits of French life.

This starts in childhood here. State preschools emphasize an awareness of others. Mothers say their main parenting technique is to observe their children carefully, to understand them. Later, they launch into detailed descriptions of their children’s characters, including their many contradictory qualities.

French elementary schools are a lesson in naming and ordering experiences. My children don’t just learn how to read a clock; they must define what time itself is. In the hands of French educators, human history seems like an orderly procession of events. Students learn it in chronological order, from prehistoric times onward, and graduate with a sense of their own place in human events. My children’s elementary school report cards rate them on dozens of specific skills, including esoteric ones like their ability to “adopt a critical distance from the language.”

From an early age here, kids learn to detect surprising, paradoxical qualities. I realize that my younger son is truly French when, after I’ve been bugging him to wear a jacket, he turns to me on the street and says, “Mommy, I like to be a little bit cold.” My older son explains that he’s ready to get rid of his high chair; he’d assessed it and decided it was “more comfortable but also more babyish.”

Parisians notice visual stimuli with far more precision than I’m used to. In daily life they seem to be constantly visually analyzing. When I bring a poster to my local framing shop, the salesman describes the exact effect that each frame would have on the poster. In boutiques, salespeople don’t say “that’s adorable” or “take it off”—the kind of comments I used to get in America. They say that a certain color sweater looks more “luminous” on me, that one red handbag is more versatile than another because it has more blue in it, that a pair of tan sandals clash with my skin tone (this is true, but it hadn’t occurred to me) and that the glasses I’m trying on “eat my face.” No one here actually says that something has je ne sais quoi. That would be too vague.

French adults often describe the social dynamics in their lives with the same novelistic precision. I’m used to American celebrity interviews in which actresses wax about how hard they work and how they’re devoted to their children. In equivalent French profiles, actresses barely discuss their work or their offspring. Instead, they try to show that they’ve achieved a precise understanding of their own minds, and that they’ve organized their lives to accommodate this.

This is especially true for actresses over age forty. When French Elle profiles Charlotte Gainsbourg after she moves from Paris to New York, Gainsbourg is blunt about herself and her new life.

“I’m not an easy person. I don’t think I’m very open, I don’t speak easily,” she says.

Gainsbourg, then forty-five, says she hasn’t made any new friends in America, but that she didn’t socialize much in Paris, either, because “I don’t think it’s in my nature to be very festive.” She says she spends a lot of time walking around New York alone. “I also love to be a little bit unstable,” she adds.

To an American reader, this might sound morose. But in the French context, it’s high status. It’s proof that Gainsbourg observes herself clearly, and that she has arranged her life to correspond to who she is.

Of course, one reason the French are so intent on figuring out what’s happening is that they assume that a lot goes unsaid. France’s mannered culture sometimes values elegant facades over transparency. Jean-Jacques Rousseau complained about this in the eighteenth century, noting in a letter that “The only frankness of your polite society is never to say what you think except with qualifications, civilities, double-meanings and half-truths.”

Rousseau didn’t manage to change much. “Being too explicit can be perceived by the French as being naive or impolite,” the French academic Pascal Baudry explains.

If this sounds confusing, that’s because it is. You’re supposed to know yourself precisely, but you only reveal this knowledge selectively. People expect artifice in some contexts and precision in others. “Live hidden, live happy,” the French expression goes.

Becoming attuned to when to expose your true self, and when not to, is a big part of growing up here and of learning to adapt as a foreigner. It’s crucial to be precise among your friends and in selective magazine interviews. But real-estate advertisements highlight apartments that have no vis-à-vis, meaning that no other apartment has a view into them. Your home is private, and it’s best when strangers can’t see inside.

AFTER A DOZEN years in France, and of living with Simon, my nunchi improves. I can now tell when I’m boring someone, and when they’re treating me with disgust or contempt. (I’ve taken an online course in how to read micro-expressions. These two emotions are easy to spot because they’re signaled asymmetrically on the face.)

I’ve also learned to compensate for my own limitations. Whenever I think a handsome man may be hitting on me, I remind myself that he’s probably a solicitous homosexual. And when I have the urge to lend a new friend my apartment, I consider this evidence that the person might have a personality disorder.

But more and more, I feel like I have a handle on what’s happening. When Simon and I are walking up the stairs of our building one day, we pass a neighbor who’s standing outside his apartment. The man doesn’t greet us, then he dashes inside.

“Unfriendly” is Simon’s analysis. But I see it differently. “He was wearing his bathrobe, and he was embarrassed,” I explain. Simon thinks about it and concedes the point. I’ve finally started to see.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	Hardly anyone you meet is twice your age.

	No matter how late you ate breakfast, you will be shaking with hunger if you have not had lunch by two p.m.

	That baby-faced friend from high school, who you thought would never look his age, now looks his age.

	The only songs you know all the words to are at least twenty years old.

	Most women who are pregnant seem very young.

	Despite its terrible backstory, you’ve grown fond of Thanksgiving.
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how to make friends

ONE ENORMOUS ADVANTAGE of becoming less neurotic is that it’s easier to make friends. I used to be the second kind of shopper with people, too—the kind who needs to see all options before she makes a choice. Only instead of needing to see all possible shoes, I needed to meet all possible people before deciding which ones to befriend.

It took me some time to learn that, unlike sneakers, people take offense when you’re standoffish. In my forties, I’ve realized that it’s a gift to find someone I adore, no matter who else is out there.

It’s not just me who’s gotten better at friendship. Much of my peer group has, too. This is partly biological. Since we’re at a peak in conscientiousness (this includes traits like “hardworking” and “orderly”), it’s easier to make plans with fortysomethings and to know they’ll follow through on their obligations. Even my flakiest friends now seem more responsible and focused.

People in their forties are also more “agreeable,” on average, than those in younger age groups. And having made it this far together—through the same songs, hairstyles, new technologies and national tragedies—there’s a feeling of kinship that didn’t exist in our twenties and thirties.

Taken together, this means that my contemporaries are easier to spend time with. At my twentieth high school reunion, my former classmates were competitive and a bit cold. I didn’t go to my thirtieth reunion—a consequence of living outside the country. But from what I gather from the run-up, and from the gushing messages and cozy snapshots, the whole tone was warmer and people were nicer to each other. They had stopped pretending to be who they’re not and just wanted to enjoy each other’s company. (We’ve all realized that one of the great consolations of aging is that you get to do it with your friends.)

If the early forties have a slightly panicky now-or-never mood, the later forties feel more resolved. People who were anxious about not having children, or the right job, or a suitable partner, have either come up with solutions that satisfy them or they’ve reoriented. They might not have the life they planned for. But they’ve found one that they can live with or that they’ve grown to like.

And becoming less neurotic lets us see how much we have in common. We can join the group mood, confident that we’re having a shared experience. After years of feeling exceptional, suspicious and out of sync, we realize we’re quite a lot like other people. Knowing this is a bit of a disappointment, and a bit of a relief.

I’VE ALSO BENEFITED from seeing the French model of friendship.

American friendships can ramp up quickly, progressing within a couple of weeks from coffees to lunches, and before long to dinners. If someone is your neighbor, or your children are in the same class, and you find each other reasonably interesting, it’s natural to meet for coffee and take it from there.

We do this wherever we are. For a while, when my hair was growing back after chemotherapy, I had a Jean Seberg–style bob. An American expat whom I met briefly one night during this period—and who didn’t know the backstory of my hairdo—emailed me soon afterward. “I saw you and thought, I want to know that woman, she looks cool,” she wrote. We met soon afterward.

The French rules are different. Proximity alone doesn’t imply that there will be any intimacy. After ten years, I don’t even know the names of most of my neighbors, and I still address the couple next door using the formal vous. Keeping people at a polite, protective distance—so they don’t intrude on your privacy or create obligations—is a French specialty. There’s little requirement to do social chitchat. If you don’t feel like talking to someone, you don’t talk to him.

The French sometimes make fast friends, too. But in general, friendships progress cautiously here. It takes more than a haircut to get things going. You can know someone socially for months or years and slowly grow to like them without ever proposing that the two of you meet alone. There might be years between the first encounter and the first coffee.

I initially found this slower French pace strange. By the time someone warmed up enough to signal that they were ready to befriend me, I resented them for having been so distant for so long. I suspected that they were being the second kind of shopper with me, and looking to see if there was someone better.

In fact, they were just gradually getting to know me. And I’ve learned that this slower pace of friendship suits my spoon brain. I’ve started to apply the French rules to non-French relationships, too, even though I can tell that some Americans find me aloof. Though I trust my assessments of people more now, moving slowly means that I don’t need to rely on adrenaline-filled first impressions or plunge into friendships before I’m ready. I can get to know people over time and test my hypotheses about them.

The French friendship rules also suit my tendency to be blunt. American friendships can involve lots of reassurance and mirroring. When a friend gets into trouble or has a setback, you’re supposed to “make him feel better by finding extenuating circumstances, by reminding him of all his good points, and by helping him to have confidence in himself again,” Raymonde Carroll writes.

Under the same circumstances in France, however, you’re supposed to tell your friend the truth. “My friend is there to tell me out loud what I tell myself confusedly,” Carroll writes. “He or she ‘shakes me up’ out of affection for me without, in doing so, judging me.” Afterward, you thank your friend for her bluntness, saying, “I feel much better, I knew it was time for me to let you set me straight.”

There are different expectations of the trajectory that friendships take. Some American friendships endure, but others are quite fragile. I had one drink with the lady who liked my haircut, during which she told me all about her life. But then we never met alone again. Even if you reach the dinner stage with someone, the friendship can end abruptly when one party changes cities, has a baby or simply becomes disappointed or fed up. (No wonder I felt like I was perpetually auditioning. I was.) As a general rule, we expect balance and reciprocity, and become concerned when one friend hosts more dinners or asks more favors. Friends are supposed to be there for each other in a pinch, but they shouldn’t ask too much and risk overtaxing and alienating the other person.

The French might also lose touch with someone who leaves town or changes jobs. There’s still risk of a rupture. But in general, once you’ve passed through the long trial period and someone is your copine, it’s expected to endure. By that stage, you’re said to “know them by heart.” The screening process has been so extensive, you can be confident that you have the part in perpetuity.

This feels safer to me. Friendship comes with a kind of tenure.

SLOWLY, I’VE MADE real friends and solidified some old ones. My social anxiety hasn’t disappeared, and others sometimes notice it (though being a foreigner is a good cover for being awkward). But that’s rare now. These days, when I have a plan to meet someone and a voice comes into my head asking, “What will we possibly talk about for three hours, and what if she discovers how unlikable I am?” I shush the voice and see the friend anyway. I trust that I have qualities, and that I needn’t constantly entertain people in order to be liked.

And now that my own mind is quieter, I’ve realized that there are people all around me who have worse social anxiety than I do. A woman I know confesses to me over lunch that she finds books far easier to cope with than humans, and that most of what she knows about people comes from reading nineteenth-century novels. Whenever she meets someone, she tries to decide which character from Jane Austen best explains him.

I’ve figured out that I have some basic requirements in a friend. One is that the person has a sense of humor. (The Jane Austen lady does, and despite her best efforts I’ve befriended her.)

I don’t expect constant comic monologues or exchanges of quips. Someone can be serious and have a sense of humor. But nowadays, when humor is missing entirely, I notice. This quality isn’t trivial or just about having a laugh. A humorless person is stuck in her own head and doesn’t have much distance from situations or from herself. Occasionally I’ll meet someone who’s impressive and smart, but who—for reasons I can’t immediately put my finger on—I never need to see again. Afterward, I’ll realize what it was: he was humorless.

I’ve also learned to watch for whether someone listens. It’s a basic skill, but it’s not always there. (Simon will sometimes say of an elderly person, “He doesn’t have a hearing problem, he has a listening problem.”)

Having become more relaxed with others, I’ve loosened my grip on them. I realize that not everyone stays in your life. There are unforgettable people with whom you have shared an excellent evening or a few days. Now they live in Hong Kong, and you will never see them again. That’s just how life is.

And I’ve gotten better at spotting members of my tribe. Jerry Seinfeld once said that his favorite part of the Emmy Awards is when the comedy writers go onstage to collect their prize. “You see these gnomelike cretins, just kind of all misshapen. And I go, ‘This is me. This is who I am. That’s my group.’”

My group consists of former misfits who like to read and write. And it turns out that there are quite a lot of us. One day, apropos of nothing, I propose to two new friends that we go away for the weekend together. They both agree, and we spend three days in a hotel sharing meals, swimming and talking into the night in each other’s rooms. We describe what it’s like to grow up not quite belonging, and then to finally find a life that suits us. At several points during the weekend, we all break into song.

Along the way, there are confessions. One of my new friends reveals that a Holocaust survivor taught him how to masturbate. (This was all aboveboard; apparently the survivor was a sex educator at his school.) I tell my friends that, in college, I had a class assignment to make a video about anything. I decided to make a documentary about myself, and went around interviewing people in my dormitory about what they thought of me.

After I say this, I wince, certain that my friends will judge me. Surely I’ve gone too far in revealing the ugly truth about myself. But the opposite happens.

“Oh, I love that, it’s so you!” one of them says with great affection. I realize that while the story doesn’t reflect especially well on me, they like me more for having told it. Perfection isn’t a requirement of friendship, but showing people who you are definitely is.



You know you’re in your forties when …


	You are capable of listening without judgment.

	You no longer accept one-sided accounts of relationship agonies, or obediently validate friends’ stories. When you recount how someone has wronged you, you now add, “This is from my perspective, of course.”

	You no longer need your friends to share your tastes.

	You know that among all the people whose company you enjoy, there are some who matter deeply to you. You actually remember the things they say. You treasure them, and will always make time for them.

	Sometimes these same people do not treasure you.

	You don’t want to be with the cool people anymore; you want to be with your people.
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how to say no

IT’S GREAT TO finally have close friends. I just wish I had time to see them.

If there’s one word that describes the modern forties, it’s “busy.” I’ve never had so many small tasks to accomplish. My current to-do list is eleven pages long and contains tasks ranging from panicky (“insurance renewals!”) to the aspirational (“read Stefan Zweig”) to the paralyzingly daunting (“print and organize family photos”). There are endless emails to return and thank-you notes to write. Friends of friends visiting Paris want to know where to eat and whether we can meet for a leisurely drink. Even the simplest of these tasks requires a twenty-minute slot of time that I don’t have. Oh, and there’s housework.

I know these are privileged problems. I’m grateful to have them. But Dutch economist Lans Bovenberg correctly describes the new “rush hour of life,” when work and child-rearing peaks collide, and some people are looking after aging parents, too. (“My mom thinks she’s pregnant,” a friend from Connecticut reports. “She lives in a retirement home, and she keeps saying, ‘This is going to be a terrible place to raise a child.’”)

Psychological researchers call this busyness “role overload,” and say they have trouble recruiting midlifers for clinical studies (college students and the elderly have far more free time). Never mind having an existential crisis; it’s been years since we’ve even been to the movies.

I can’t claim to be handling all this gracefully. When I chastise my daughter for singing in the kitchen instead of helping me clean up, she says I lack “joy of life” (it’s her English translation of joie de vivre). I’m taken aback, but I get it. It’s hard to conjure joy of life when, in a single morning, I have to arrange for the unclogging of toilets, the selection of an orthodontist and the buying of multiple, appropriate birthday presents, while also submitting work projects on time.

Managing all these tasks requires constant triage. You must decide what to prioritize and—crucially—when to say no. The ability to refuse everything from playdates to freelance assignments is a core skill of the decade, without which you will drown in tedious conversations and what the British call “personal admin.” Just as busyness is the signature predicament of the forties, saying no is its signature defensive move.

I realize I’m no good at this when, on a freezing winter night, I’m standing outside a party thrown by an American food blogger I barely know.

I don’t especially want to attend this party. I’m feeling fluish, and I’ve missed spending the evening with my family. But I don’t want to miss the party, either. What if something excellent happens there? What if I say no and the blogger feels I’ve snubbed her? When there was no door code on the invitation (you need one to get into most Parisian buildings), I figured that she might live in a mansion that opens onto the street. I don’t want to miss seeing that mansion. And surely the food will be fabulous.

I arrive at the address on the invitation to find a typical Parisian apartment building that requires a door code. For forty-five minutes I stand on the street, sniffling and freezing. I can see the party through a window, but the people inside can’t hear me shouting up at them. Because she’s hosting, the blogger doesn’t answer her phone. Why did she even invite me? I’ve only met her once. Then I get it: I’ve become someone else’s aspirational friend.

Finally, a man comes out on her balcony to smoke, and calls down the door code to me. Upstairs, the blogger greets me, gestures to some sad-looking food on paper plates, then walks away. The guests are mostly other middle-aged American expatriates with the depressive air of people whose lives sound glamorous to friends back home, but who are in fact disappointed and underemployed.

One woman describes her son’s speech therapy to me at great length. Another introduces herself aggressively as An-dreh-ah, as if I’m to blame for everyone who’s ever mispronounced it. Then she demands to know, “What’s your story?”

I retrieve my coat and flee, not even saying goodbye to An-dreh-ah or the blogger. The next day I agonize about whether I’ve made things worse by leaving abruptly. Should I email the blogger to apologize?

“You know what I think when I hear these stories?” Simon says. “I think how hard it must be to be you having these interior monologues.”

Chastened, I realize that I need to get better at saying yes to things I want to do, and no to the ones, like this party, that on balance I don’t. But how do I tell the difference in advance? What if I miss brilliant soirées in mansions, or I say no too often and the invitations cease?

I gradually learn some key lessons on how to edit my own life, both in leisure and work:


Know your own habits. If going out to lunch derails your workday, don’t meet anyone for lunch, period. Track your slots of discretionary time. When my kids go to bed at nine o’clock, I have two hours before I need to sleep, too. Spelling this out for myself precisely—instead of being vaguely aware of it—helps me to use this block of time the way I want to.

Be lucid about the trade-offs you’re making. Economist Tim Harford points out that saying yes to one thing means saying no to something else that you could have done with that time: “Will I write a book review and thus not write a chapter of my own book? Will I give a talk to some students, and therefore not read a bedtime story to my son? Will I participate in the panel discussion instead of having a conversation over dinner with my wife?” He recommends filtering future plans through a simple test: If I had to do this today, would I agree to it?

Follow your verve. When you’re trying to decide between several options, pay attention to which one energizes you and which one makes you feel tired just thinking about it. (I learned this from a life coach, Janet Orth.) This isn’t always feasible; practical factors can intrude and there are things you must do. But it’s worth weighing the “energy” factor, too. Even as a grown-up, it’s okay to choose the option that seems like more fun.

Do small things immediately, if you can. They’ll swell in importance if you let them linger.

People—and even institutions—are usually flexible. “I used to twist my schedule around for people’s invitations,” a fortysomething teacher in Vermont tells me. “But I don’t do that anymore. I’ve realized that there’s much more room for negotiation in things than you think.” If you don’t like someone’s proposal, propose something else that you can do with less stress.

A freelance journalist I know says that when he’s ambivalent about accepting a writing assignment, he asks the editor for double the amount of money she offered. He finds that half the time, the editor agrees to this, so in the end he does half the work for the same amount of money. And he finds out how badly the other party wants him.

Don’t let the internet eat your life. Rules help. A children’s book author tells me that he only returns emails on Thursdays. Another writer tells me he never goes online between nine a.m. and five p.m. (“If I look something up, it’s an hour.”)

Focusing on the long term helps, too. The British writer Zadie Smith got a flip phone and installed internet-blocking software on her computer once she realized that she didn’t want to be eighty-six “and think that a large part of the life had been spent on Mr. Jobs, in his universe, on his phone, with his apps. I didn’t want that for my life.”

Prioritize your own project. No one else will. People will come to you with their problems and imply that you’re the only one who can solve them. This is almost never true. Unless the problem is life-threatening or the person is a very close friend, you don’t need to derail your own work to solve it. Don’t volunteer to do someone else’s small, draining tasks out of guilt. You can do favors, but you get to choose which ones.

It’s okay to be a little bit ruthless. When a neighbor wanted me to sell her the little closet attached to my apartment so she could build herself a bathtub, I agonized. I needed the closet, but surely she needed to take a bath. Then I consulted a friend—a man—about my dilemma, and he couldn’t believe I was even debating this. “I’d just say, ‘Sorry, I want my closet,’” he said. And so I did.

Have a plan. This makes it harder for others to derail you, and easier to determine what’s part of your agenda and what isn’t. The Chinese general Sun Tzu said that nothing will ever go according to plan, but if you have no plan you will definitely fail.

Say no nicely. Present your explanation plainly and honestly. “I’d like to, but I’m busy with work” is a perfectly reasonable—and true—explanation. If people don’t like the answer, or they misunderstand your intentions, there’s not much you can do. Sometimes they respect your directness even when you’re turning them down. “Thanks so much, and well done on saying no to things—you’re a beacon of fortitude for us all!” an acquaintance wrote, after I’d told her that I was too busy to help her friend.

Just do what you want more often. At a friend’s fortieth birthday party, there’s a delicious Lebanese buffet. I finish my first plate, then tell my Parisian friend Julien that I’d like to go back for seconds, but that I don’t want to be rude. Not everyone has eaten.

Julien replies with a lesson that applies to more than just the buffet (and makes me realize that he and I are becoming friends). “You must do what you want, what you feel,” he says. “When you do that, everything goes better, everything works.” Obviously, some people don’t need to hear this message. But for those of us who fret about small transgressions, it’s liberating. People aren’t crushed if you don’t go to their party. And when you do go, they’re pleased that you’re enjoying the buffet. Paradoxically, when you stop worrying about whether you’re offending people or breaking rules, occasions take on a more natural flow.

Remember that this, too, shall end. When I ask a Californian in her fifties what has changed since her forties, she says that, for the first time in many years, she actually has free time. One of her children has finished high school and the other is nearly done. She doesn’t quite know what to do with herself.

I won’t have that problem ten years from now. I’ll be writing Obama-era thank-you notes and going back for seconds at the buffet.





You’re in your forties when …


	You know how to disappoint someone.

	You’ve stopped spending time with people who make you feel terrible.

	You know that if someone wants to spend her leisure time with you, there’s a good chance she genuinely likes you.

	You have so little time that you sacrifice sleep, but you need sleep in order to get everything done. This paradox makes you perpetually unproductive.

	You know that most marital conflicts are caused by either a lack of sex or a lack of sleep.

	You know that making a small change in your life can make a big difference.
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how to control your family

AS I GET on in my forties, I start to feel that I’ve cracked the code in many parts of my life. But paradoxically—given that I’ve just spent four days lecturing to Russian mothers in Moscow—one realm where I still struggle is parenting.

Now that my kids are older and more autonomous, how much should I try to influence them, and when should I respect their preferences and let go? I face this on smaller questions: Should I insist that my younger son taste scrambled eggs again, even though he finds them revolting? Should I transfer one of the twins into his brother’s class, which seems to have a better teacher, even though his brother wants to be alone?

I also face larger issues: I had planned to move around a lot when my kids were young, including to America. But neither they nor my husband is even willing to change apartments. When I broach the idea of moving to a new country, everyone—including Simon—revolts. I may be the queen of the family, but it’s four against one.

It surely doesn’t help that I’m a hapless immigrant, who can’t even be trusted to help with fourth-grade homework. To bolster my status I take Bean to the Salon du Livre, an enormous annual book fair on the edge of Paris, where my French publisher has a stand. They’ve scheduled a two-hour slot during which I’m supposed to sit and sign books. Surely Bean will be impressed when she meets my fans.

She and I sit at a long, narrow table with a row of authors on one side. There’s a pile of my books on the table, and a folded sign with my name on it.

The Francophone African woman to my left is plugging her memoir. A famous French diet doctor is on my right. Fans wait in long lines to see each of them.

A few people ask me for directions to the toilet. But for two hours, not a single person stops to buy my book or ask for my signature. I don’t mind. I know that some events are like that. But Bean is shocked. It was a big deal for her to have come all this way and to sit alongside me.

“No one wants to read your book?” she whispers. She hadn’t known my status outside the family. Now I can see it registering in her eyes: in the real world, I’m a loser. It seems pointless to try to convince her otherwise.

I’M NOT ALONE in feeling powerless over my family. My friend Florence, who has three kids, too, says she thinks of her household as a kind of jellyfish. She can nudge it in a certain direction, but she can’t really push it or order it around.

My kids still haven’t gone to American sleepaway camp. But America has entered their lives in other ways. Through my non-American husband they’ve discovered the Marx Brothers’ movies, which I’d never seen. Now they go around our apartment holding pretend cigars and singing, “Whatever it is, I’m against it.”

They may not have embraced all my interests, but I’ve been embracing theirs. I spend quite a lot of time watching professional soccer. I don’t even balk when they call it “football.” When my younger son said he was sad “because Samuel Eto’o is getting old,” I knew he meant the thirtysomething striker for Cameroon.

“What’s the name again of the team that invaded Mozambique?” he asked recently.

“Portugal,” I replied. “And it’s not a team, it’s a country.”

I do have a kind of “soft” power, based on my life experience and presumed wisdom. But even this is often tested. When I’m walking with Bean to take the entrance exam for a bilingual middle school, she’s visibly nervous.

“What if I don’t get in?” she asks me. I realize that it’s my moment to come through as a grown-up. I’m supposed to say something that’s both encouraging and reassuring. And she’s a tough audience, so it also must be true.

“You’re prepared. And if you don’t get in, we’ll cope,” I say.

“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” she says.

“You’re going to get in, you’re going to do great?” I say.

She looks skeptical. That’s not it, either.

“It doesn’t matter whether you get in or not!” I venture.

Bean looks at me with either contempt or disgust. She can tell that these statements are like tosses at a basketball hoop; I keep shooting and hoping that something goes in.

As we get closer to the school, I suddenly think of a better answer.

“Just be yourself!” I say. “Focus on thinking, ‘I’m okay, I’m me, I’m fine.’”

“You’re just trying to say something to your daughter because you’re the parent,” she says, correctly.

Finally, I just ask her: “Okay, what do you want to hear?”

“That whatever happens, it will be okay,” she says.

“That’s pretty much what I said at the beginning.”

“I know,” she says.

I realize that she’s still nervous, and that she’s looking for what the French call a “technique”—a tested practical solution to her problem. It’s what Americans might call a “life hack.”

“Just focus on your breathing,” I suggest.

“When I think about my breathing, I start to breathe like this,” she says, pretending to hyperventilate.

“If you’re meant to get in, you’ll get in,” I say. She looks dubious. I’m spouting self-help drivel, and she knows it.

When we’re about a block away from the school, she suddenly becomes joyful and starts skipping down the street. I’m reminded that children can change moods in an instant, and this gives me another idea.

“Just enjoy the test, have fun with it,” I say. She likes this technique, but she knew it already. And she’s not about to take pointers on joie de vivre from me.

When we arrive at the school, a gaggle of anxious children and their parents are milling around outside. I consider telling Bean that she’s going to crush them. Instead, I make a final suggestion: “Trust yourself.” She looks at me, and for the first time says nothing. Then someone calls her name, and she walks inside the school without looking back.

Two hours later Bean emerges, smiling, and says it went very well.

“I just kept thinking of what you told me,” she said.

Which thing that I told her?

“To trust myself,” she says, as if this is obvious. And apparently, she did.

THOUGH I’M WINGING it, I’ve realized that everyone else is, too. Parenting starts out as a concrete project. You’re full of ideas about how to shape your children. But you end up with this jellyfish of a family that you can’t control exactly. All you can do is warm the waters and nudge it in the right direction.

I’ve started following some of my own advice, and trusting myself more. Instead of assuming a “parental” persona, I try to be myself. I’ve accepted that whatever my true story is, it’s enough. The next time my kids chastise me because I’ve mistaken the gender of another French noun (“It’s le réfrigérateur, mommy”), I reframe the problem.

“Do you know why I came to France?” I ask. “I thought it would be interesting to live in another country. I wanted to travel and have an adventure. And guess what? Even right now, I’m having it.”

Bean, truly French in her ability to explicate, clarifies her feelings for me.

“I’m embarrassed of you sometimes, but I’m not ashamed of you. I never don’t want you to be my mommy.”

And when I ask her what she wants to be when she grows up, she says, as if it’s obvious: “Maybe a lawyer, but maybe a writer, like you.”



You know you’re in your forties when …


	Your reaction to seeing a newborn baby has gone from “I want another one” to “I can’t believe people are still doing this” to “Ah, the cycle of life.”

	In the course of a year or two, you have morphed from ripe young mother to middle-aged mom.

	When looking at pictures of a high school friend on Facebook, you think she’s her teenage daughter.

	You swear in front of your children, but they’re not allowed to swear in front of you.

	You still use birth control, even though it’s probably unnecessary.






23

how to be afraid

IT IS A perfectly normal dinner party until someone stands up, checks his phone and says: I think there’s been an explosion at the Stade de France.

Simon is not at the dinner because he’s at the Stade de France as a journalist, watching the France-Germany match. Everyone runs to their phones. I say something I’ve never said at a Parisian dinner party before, and that I even hesitate to say now: “Could we turn on the TV?”

Soon people are staring at their phones and calling out the names of familiar cafés where there have apparently been shootings. All of these places are between the dinner party and my apartment. I passed by one of them an hour or so ago, on my way to dinner. We hear that there are hostages at the Bataclan concert hall. When I walked by it earlier today, to take my older son to the eye doctor, there was a huge white tour bus out front. It’s six minutes’ walk from my house, where my children are at home with a babysitter.

No one on French TV—or any TV channel we turn to—knows what’s happening. But our city appears to be under siege. The dinner-party guests are scanning Twitter and calling out estimates of the number of dead. There are apparently dozens of people being held hostage inside the Bataclan. What about inside the stadium?

To my surprise, I reach Simon on his phone. He says the explosions were outside the Stade de France. He’s inside the stadium’s press box, tweeting and being interviewed on Dutch radio. He’s a scared Parisian, but he’s also a journalist who has found himself at the center of the biggest story in the world. Soon all of us will hear him on television, explaining that even after the explosions (there were several), the match played on, and the fans cheered French goals and did “the wave.”

He has spoken to our babysitter, who says the kids fell asleep before the attacks began, and they haven’t woken up. Since the Bataclan is under siege and there are shooters on the loose, I’ve decided to stay put. Simon will wait and see. He says: “The key goal for our family is that we all survive tonight. The kids will almost certainly be safe in the flat. Let’s not take risks.”

No one knows what’s happening outside the stadium, or what will happen next around Paris. The host of the dinner, an Italian, says the same band of people must be doing the shootings at different cafés. Where are they now?

A friend in New York who did security training sees on Twitter that Simon is inside the stadium. He texts me instructions about what Simon should do in case he comes under fire: “Stay as flat to ground as possible. If he has to move, crawl low.” This doesn’t apply in all situations; will it apply now? I email these instructions to Simon. He usually thinks I’m excessively cautious. Will he think so this time? (He later tells me that he didn’t get the message.)

A couple from the dinner party is trying to reach their teenage children. I call my babysitter. I text my brother. I reply to a kind message from a man I know only from Twitter. Two other dinner-party guests get text messages from their exes, wanting to know if they’re okay.

“This is worse than Charlie Hebdo,” I say to the room of people. That was the attack ten months earlier at a newspaper near our house—and then at a kosher supermarket—in which seventeen people were murdered. No one replies. Apparently the scale of tonight’s attacks was already obvious to everyone.

A map comes on the BBC showing the sites of two of the shootings. It’s basically a map of my neighborhood. It’s not just Paris that’s in the news—it’s my small part of it, a former working-class district that’s been overrun by “bourgeois bohemians” like me.

French people are tweeting #portesouvertes, to help those stranded on the streets. This sounds generous but risky: Who would open their doors right now? Police are warning everyone not to go outside.

My hosts makes up some extra beds for the night. The couple from the dinner party tries to figure out whether they can drive home. Their kids are fine, but now they’re home alone. Simon is still inside the stadium.

The French president, who was at the France-Germany match, says France’s borders have been closed. I learn the French word for curfew: couvre-feu. On the news they’re reporting that dozens of people may have been murdered inside the Bataclan. The numbers are hard to fathom.

Simon was safe inside the stadium, but now he and some friends are heading home, back into central Paris. My kids are still asleep. Their babysitter isn’t. All I keep thinking is: What will I tell them when they wake up?

IN THE END, I don’t have to tell my children about the attacks. Their babysitter does. Having spent the night on our couch, she’s sitting in our living room when they wake up. Simon is home, too; he arrived in a taxi at 2:00 a.m. I come home when they’re having breakfast. I’ve barely slept. (I will hereafter add eyeshades and sleeping pills to the list of items I carry everywhere.) We decide to let the kids watch cartoons indefinitely. Paris is calm, but we’re afraid to go outside.

I slowly learn that people I know had been much closer to the shootings than I was. My friend Carmela was eating dinner at home with her daughters when they heard gunshots outside. Her eight-year-old, primed from the Charlie Hebdo shootings, asked immediately, “Mommy, is it an attack?”

“No, I’m sure it’s not, it can’t be,” Carmela replied. Then she looked outside her window and saw bodies on the ground at Le Carillon, the café on their corner.

Simon is coping with his fear the only way he knows how: by writing about it. I track his feelings by reading about them. “I am pessimistic,” he writes in one article I find online. “I fear that fear and danger might become the new normal here. I do not know how to tell my children this.”

French newspapers begin running articles on how to discuss the attacks with children. Their advice is to be honest. This springs straight from Françoise Dolto, the psychoanalyst who was the French equivalent of Dr. Spock. Dolto believed that parents should tell children the truth in simple terms and help them to process it, even in tough times. Kids don’t need to be constantly happy, she said, but they do need to comprehend what’s happening. As with adults, seeing the world clearly is critical to their well-being.

There’s a lot of reality to take in right now. Children all seem to have the same question that we adults do: Will there be another attack?

The special kids’ edition of one French newspaper tries to answer that: “What happened is very sad and very difficult, attacks are still very rare. But for now, we cannot say there won’t be more.”

Children “don’t live on planet Mars,” the editor of another children’s newspaper tells me. “They live in the same world we do.”

Bean wants to feel that this isn’t an unprecedented horror, and that children routinely deal with such events. She asks whether it’s “normal” to have two terrorist attacks in your neighborhood in less than a year. How many attacks were there near my house when I was growing up?

I know I’m supposed to tell her the truth, but I hesitate to say it: there were none. It’s happening now, to all of us, for the first time.
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how to know where you’re from

VERY SOON AFTER those men attack my neighborhood, I develop a fervent interest in my own genealogy. I’ve always been curious about my origins, but I haven’t spent much time researching them. I’ve been busy working and raising kids.

Now, suddenly, I’m obsessed. I’m soon spending much of each workday and most of every weekend trying to map out my family tree.

I’m not sure why I’m doing this. Perhaps it’s because soldiers are patrolling Paris, and I’m afraid to send my kids to school. Forget being called “madame”; I’m now worried that my café will be ambushed. My mother has been texting, urging me to move back home. The past seems relatively safe by comparison.

The attacks were also a reminder that if I’m ever going to learn my family’s history, I need to get on it. All my grandparents are gone, and my mother’s generation is falling into disrepair. As far as I can tell, none of my relatives have much interest in our ancestry, or in any bad news that might be buried there. If I don’t uncover our history, it could be lost forever.

I’ve made some gains toward feeling like an adult. I can now spot narcissists before they ruin my life. But without much concrete information about my own past, I still feel like I’m that astronaut dangling in space. Spending hours on genealogy websites is a way of putting some solid ground under my feet. And as I’ve learned, understanding your own origins is an element of wisdom. It helps you situate yourself within a broader context, and shows the material that you were made from.

That material has always seemed a little strange to me. I do look like my relatives. But they mostly married locals, became merchants or small businessmen and stayed in the same American cities—or in some cases the same neighborhoods—where they grew up. I studied languages, married a foreigner and moved to France.

Is my wanderlust a genetic fluke, or does something in my ancestry explain it? Have our untold stories left traces on the present, and on me?

I have some leads, including several pages of notes I took years earlier while interviewing my grandparents. And a few years before my grandmother died, after I’d pressed her about whether anyone from our family had stayed behind in Russia, she emerged from her walk-in closet holding three sepia photographs with Russian writing on the back. She said these were pictures of some of those relatives. I put the pictures into a folder and brought them with me to France.

I QUICKLY DISCOVER that the place in Russia that my great-grandparents were from—which my grandmother knew as “Minski Giberniya”—was a place called Minsk Gubernia. This wasn’t a town, it was an administrative region covering the city of Minsk along with several hundred surrounding towns and villages.

It also becomes clear why my family is obsessed with clothes. It’s in my bloodline. A chart I find online, called “Occupations of Minsk Gubernia Jewish Population,” explains that more people worked in “garment production” than in any other job. Once I plot it out, I realize that three of my great-grandfathers were tailors.

My mother suggests that I contact her cousin Barry, a handsome retiree in his seventies who was, until recently, a men’s tailor himself. He now lives in a condominium in coastal Florida. He and my mother aren’t close, but she says he knows a lot about the family.

When I call Barry, he’s friendly but cautious. He says he’s been compiling a family tree himself, and that I should just email him whatever information I have. I get the feeling that we’re reporters competing for the same scoop. He doesn’t send me his tree. And perhaps to get me off the scent, he spends a lot of time telling me about his father, a kind man—and also a tailor—who wasn’t my blood relative.

When I finally get a copy of Barry’s tree (my mother finds one in a drawer), it’s unclear why he was so secretive about it. It’s a handwritten one-page chart that mostly contains the birthdays and anniversaries of Barry’s children and grandchildren. I’m not on the tree, and neither, conspicuously, is the family of Barry’s sister. The “family tree” is basically a chart of who Barry likes.

As I call more and more relatives, bits of bad news begin to surface. Don, a retired mental-health administrator whom I’ve only met a few times, says he’s surprised that a family member is contacting him at all.

“None of my first cousins are interested in keeping relations,” he says sadly. “The family has kind of fallen apart.”

Don is the first person who confirms that, as a clan, we’re oddly uninterested in our own history.

“It’s a family that’s largely written off the past,” he says. “There’s almost like a denial of history. They didn’t know and they didn’t want to talk about it.”

As I speak to more relatives, I’m struck by how some peoples’ whole lives are remembered in a sentence or two: one great-great uncle “danced with all the ladies at the bar mitzvahs.” His wife “served shrimp cocktails in glass jars.”

These people are the lucky ones; at least we’re still talking about them. “Almost everyone in history is forgotten,” says my husband, who’s been observing my research with bemusement. It’s chastening to see that there are death certificates for all my ancestors. This drives home the fact that, eventually, everyone dies. There are no exceptions.

Much about our history has evaporated, but traces remain. My cousin Donna mentions that, back in Minsk Gubernia, one of my great-grandmother Rose’s sisters was kidnapped by a Russian Cossack and never heard from again. Donna assumes that I knew this story already, but who would have told it to me?

“It was during the period of the czars,” she says. “There was a soldier riding on a horse. My mother told me. And my grandmother told her the sister was very beautiful.” Another cousin, Jane, confirms that she’d heard the same story.

Did my sweet South Carolinian grandmother know that one of her aunts was kidnapped? My mother says she never mentioned it. But from the list of siblings my grandmother once dictated to me, I can deduce which of her aunts was taken: Esther. My grandmother was named after her.

I BREAK THROUGH Barry’s defenses by sending him copies of the sepia photographs and of an old family tree written by my grandmother, going back five generations. Finally convinced that I’m not a rival, Barry is soon calling me regularly to discuss our latest findings.

During one call, he reveals he has the silver candlesticks that Rose brought with her from Russia. He even sends me a picture. They’re polished and sitting on his dining room table in Florida.

I call my mother to report on these developments, but she isn’t interested in the family stories.

“Get the candlesticks!” she says. (She’s convinced that Barry’s children won’t want them.)

I’m obsessed with the relatives who appear in those sepia photographs with Russian writing on the back. My grandmother claimed that she had merely “lost touch” with them. Who were these people, and what happened to them? I’m probably the only person on earth who cares, and I suddenly feel that it’s up to me to keep them alive.

“You’re finally interested in history,” says Simon, who has a history degree.

“Yes, but it’s the history of me,” I say.

I make an online family tree and urge my relatives to add whatever details they know. When I cross-reference the tree with a late-nineteenth-century Russian census, I’m pretty sure I identify our village in greater Minsk. It’s called Krasnoluki. It has probably been at least fifty years since anyone in our family uttered this word.

I’m thrilled, and email this tantalizing finding to all my cousins. No one replies.

It’s similar when I suggest that we meet in real life. None of them are keen to spend any time with me. Indeed, after hours of calls with various relatives, I realize that almost no one has asked me a single question about myself—not how old my kids are, what I do for a living or why I’m calling them from France. If they’ve heard about my work, they don’t mention it.

Thinking maybe they’re shy, at the end of one call I ask a cousin if she has any questions. Is there anything she’d like to know about me or my life?

“No, not really,” she says.

AFTER MORE THAN a month of intensive research, I realize I’ve fallen into the genealogist’s paradox: I’m so obsessed with my ancestors that I’m neglecting my immediate family. While I’ve been shut up in my office interviewing relatives and searching ancestry websites, Simon has been handling homework and family dinners.

He’s irritated about this and dubious about my amateur sleuthing. He says families are prone to aggrandize their own stories and to leave out the unpleasant bits.

“In every family some eighty-three-year-old is wheeled out to tell a series of misremembered facts and lies,” he says one night, as we’re getting into bed. “And one day even this is completely misremembered.” (He assures me this isn’t true of his own ancestors, who were Lithuanian intellectuals.)

If what I’m discovering is the aggrandized version of my family tree, I’m not sure I’d want to know the real version. The further back I go, the more low status and unglamorous we get. I’d thought that at least we were tailors back in Russia. But Don says my great-great-grandfather was a “tinkerer.”

“He would travel out during the week to villages, and fix people’s pots and pans, and come back to the city,” Don said. (He knows this because, as a child, he lived with the tinkerer’s daughter.)

I don’t discover any Nobel Prize winners among my living relatives, either. Many of my cousins work as modern-day tinkerers, repairing office computers across the eastern United States.

Fortunately, I learn that Simon’s family was barely more illustrious than mine. One of his cousins tells me that most of the men in his paternal line weren’t scholars, they were timber merchants.

I do find one relative whom I can identify with: my maternal great-grandfather, Benjamin, who arrived in New York in 1906, age nineteen. (Rose, his wife and first cousin, came on her own soon afterward.) My mother’s cousins say that Benjamin was a cosmopolitan who viewed his adopted country as a great adventure. “He was a curious man and he wanted to be American. Learning about things was a way to practice that,” Don tells me. He mentions that Benjamin read the New York Times daily, and that he carried around a pocket notebook to jot down observations, aphorisms and jokes.

This last detail floors me. I carry a notebook everywhere, too, to write down observations about France. Benjamin is only responsible for an eighth of my DNA, but hearing this makes me feel like there’s earth under my feet; I sense a direct line from his notebooks to my own.

And Benjamin enjoyed being a foreigner. He spoke lots of languages—my grandmother said he was fluent in Russian as well as Yiddish. Once Benjamin got to America, he and Rose could have stayed near relatives in New York. But like me, he wanted to establish himself someplace entirely new, and so he ended up in South Carolina.

Unlike me, however, Benjamin emigrated because he had to. And underneath his increasingly prosperous American life, he worried about the people he’d left behind. Don says that, throughout the 1920s, Benjamin was in touch with his family back in Russia. I suspect that he would have gladly brought them all to America. I figure out that those sepia pictures were of Benjamin’s and Rose’s siblings. A note on the back, from his sister Rachel, says “Look and remember,” repeatedly, as if she knows she’ll probably never see him again.

Benjamin was at least sporadically in touch with his family in the 1930s, too. But my grandmother said that when they mailed those care packages to relatives in Russia before the war, he would say: “We’re sending this. We hope it gets there. But we’ll never know.”

The last of the sepia pictures is dated January 27, 1938, in Minsk. In it, three attractive middle-aged women gaze pensively into the camera, probably in front of a backdrop at a photographer’s studio. Russian writing on the back says that they’re Benjamin’s and Rose’s sisters. The women probably had husbands and children, too.

Benjamin and Rose had four children by then, and had constructed an American cocoon for themselves. In a letter to my grandmother in 1936, when she was a student at the University of Richmond, Benjamin wrote: “All we want for you is to mix with the most intelligent class of young folks of your age and to enjoy College life and to get a broad view of life in general.” In a P.S. he added, “Your pajamas will be shipped Monday.” In my family, clothes were forever mixed with love.

Soon afterward, Esther met my grandfather Albert. Albert would later tell me that his own Russian immigrant parents weren’t very expressive. In a 1938 letter to Esther, he marvels at how positive and joyful her parents, Benjamin and Rose, are. This seems to be part of Esther’s allure. “You should be very proud of having such wonderful parents, so friendly, so natural, so full of fun, why, they act as if they are still in love as much as ever,” he wrote.

When Esther and Albert got married in South Carolina in March of 1939, the Columbia Record named Esther its “bride-elect of the month.” It reported on her many bridal showers and on the string sextet that played at her wedding reception. In the group wedding photograph I have, Esther is wearing a fitted dress (“white imported marquisette with lace insertion”), and she’s beaming with joy. She and my grandfather—who’s as tall and handsome as a Hollywood heartthrob—would soon take a honeymoon cruise to Cuba, then move into an art deco apartment on Miami Beach.

Benjamin is smiling in the wedding photograph, too, but I sense that there’s worry in his eyes. It had probably been a while since he’d heard from anyone back in Russia. Germany had invaded Czechoslovakia a few weeks earlier. It would invade Poland six months later. Minsk lay just east of the Polish border.

About a year after my grandmother’s wedding, Benjamin died suddenly at home. A death certificate cites his cause of death as “coronary thrombosis.” But I learn that wasn’t the family story, not even for my grandmother.

“My mother always said the Nazis broke his heart; he was unable to cope with that inhumanity,” Don tells me. “My mother and your grandmother didn’t agree on a lot of things, but they certainly agreed on that.”

IT’S PROBABLY BETTER that Benjamin didn’t live to read about what happened next. In June 1941, German forces occupied Minsk. In July, they forced about 100,000 Jews into a ghetto on the edge of the city. Between August 1941 and July 1942, they murdered most of the ghetto’s inhabitants.

When I go back to the Ellis Island website and try another spelling of my great-grandmother Rose’s name, I finally get a match. She would later tell her daughter—my grandmother—that she came from “the Minsk region.” But when she arrived in New York Harbor, perhaps with those silver candlesticks bundled in a Belorussian shawl, she told a clerk that she came from someplace much more specific: Krasnoluki. It says so right on the ship’s docket.

The Jews of Krasnoluki weren’t brought to the Minsk ghetto. According to records from Yad Vashem, on March 6, 1942, German soldiers and Belorussians gathered some 275 of them in a building, then forced them to walk to the quarry of a brick factory. This group probably included parents, children and old people. Anyone who couldn’t walk to the quarry was murdered on the way. Once the remaining group arrived at the quarry, the German soldiers—aided by Belorussians—shot all of them to death. Local residents then buried them.

It was, in other words, a human slaughter like the one that took place at the concert hall near my home in Paris, though on a larger scale.

When I send out another message to relatives explaining all this, I no longer expect anyone to reply. Over the months I’ve been researching our ancestry, I’ve seen that some of these revelations are significant to exactly one person: me. And being a grown-up means that, all by myself, I can absorb facts and make them matter. Even as an audience of one, I’m enough.

The more I learn about my family’s history, the more sympathy I have for the good-news cocoon that I grew up in. Why mention Krasnoluki, a place where teenage girls were snatched by men on horses, and families were walked to the edge of town and shot? What’s to be done about it? Why not focus on wedding dresses and cruise ships, and enjoy the cocoon while you can? Why not just say you came from “greater Minsk”? Everyone but me was coping just fine, without knowing the details.

My grandmother was one of the most cheerful people I knew, and also—I realize now—one of the most grateful. She was always saying how lucky she was. I don’t think she was silently ruminating on all those lost relatives. But she kept their pictures on a shelf in her closet. And she understood, her whole life, that there was a parallel, unlucky world that one could fall into. It had swallowed up her aunts and their families. Esther’s positivity wasn’t naive; it was an act of will against that fate.

My mother was born in October 1941, around the peak of the extermination in Minsk. Eventually the backstory—the very existence of our murdered relatives—disappeared. What my mother inherited was an urgent need to keep things positive, and a sense that to do otherwise is dangerous. She learned that you must never discuss the thing itself, or even go close to it. It’s best to stay on the surface and keep bad news at bay, because something terrible is lurking underneath.

And then I was born. And I couldn’t understand why we weren’t talking about anything. My grandmother always told me that she was sure I’d write a book one day. Perhaps she was hoping that it would be this one.

Now that I know our family’s history, I’d like to have a physical trace of it. When Barry calls to tell me another story about his father, I work up the nerve to ask him for the candlesticks. I tell him that it would be very meaningful for me to have objects that my great-grandmother carried with her from Krasnoluki more than a hundred years ago.

Barry goes quiet on the phone. In that silence, I realize that I’ll probably never get them. “You’ve planted the seed,” he says. “I’ll let you know.”



You know you’re in your forties when …


	Your retired parents Skype you in the middle of your workday, hoping to have a long chat.

	You no longer blame them for your flaws.

	There are certain family members you don’t speak to anymore—not because you’re angry with them, but because you’ve realized that you simply don’t like them.

	There’s now just one generation that’s supposed to die before you do.

	That generation is your parents.

	You realize that no one cares whether you feel like a grown-up. Merely by staying on the escalator this long, you’ve become one.
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how to stay married

I’M EXCITED TO tell Simon everything I’ve discovered about my ancestors and my family. I’ve finally cracked my personal code.

But he’s not interested. He doesn’t sleep much these days, so he wants to wind down in the evenings. When I begin my explanation before bed, he interrupts. “No new topics after ten p.m.,” he says.

It used to be worse. At a wedding reception years ago, an older British gentleman found me sulking in a corner and explained that Simon and I were in the throes of a GES—a Ghastly Emotional Scene. We don’t have GESs anymore. By your forties, these epic clashes seem tiring and pointless. You and your partner know your ritual arguments so well, you can get through them in a tenth of the time.

And yet, in your forties there’s another problem: none of your partner’s original flaws have been fixed. Your arguments are shorter, but you’re astonished and irritated to see that you’re still having the same ones. So I’m surprised when, over lunch one day, my French friend Claire tells me that her husband doesn’t have any flaws.

This is odd. I know Claire’s husband a little bit, and could easily list five or six things that are wrong with him. And Claire isn’t exactly a wallflower: she’s one of the most opinionated people I know.

But another friend who’s having lunch with us says a French boyfriend used to tell her something similar. “He’d say, ‘I love you for your faults.’”

I’m intrigued, but cautious. There’s plenty of divorce in France. While that boyfriend may have loved my friend’s faults, their relationship fizzled anyway. But maybe there’s still a lesson here. Is there something in the French approach to coupledom that could help Simon and me?

I WAS RAISED with the modern American idea of the self-expressive marriage. This is relatively new. Up until the 1850s, most Americans got married in order to fulfill their most basic needs. Together, you and your spouse could grow food and keep intruders away, say researchers led by the psychologist Eli Finkel.

Industrialization changed this. Once people didn’t need to sew their own clothes and churn their own butter, they could also marry for “sentimental” reasons like love, passion and a sense of belonging.

The “self-expressive era” began in the mid-1960s, and we’re still in it, Finkel writes. We still choose partners for love and belonging, and to share the rent, but we also expect them to help fulfill our need for personal growth, self-esteem and “mutual insight.”

When I got married, I took this personal-growth model for granted. (Though my strategy was to marry someone who was already self-actualized, then to spend years badgering him for advice.) The French anthropologist Raymonde Carroll writes that Americans view their spouses as a kind of in-house therapist and pep squad, who must “encourage me to surpass myself and support me in my efforts.” Likewise, “I must encourage him in his wildest undertakings, even if I am the only one to do so, if the undertaking will make him happy.”

And an American couple is a social unit. They expect to be invited out as a pair and not spend much time apart voluntarily. In the American context, Carroll writes, “Not inviting my partner is a refusal, a rejection, of me.”

When this works, it’s terrific. The best “self-expressive” marriages are even more fulfilling than marriages in the previous era, Finkel writes. But to mutually self-actualize you must spend lots of focused time together. Thanks largely to longer working hours and the demands of intensive parenting, Americans spend far less time alone with their spouses than they used to. And during this alone time, they’re more stressed and distracted by screens.

The self-improvement model isn’t very forgiving. If your partner isn’t helping you self-actualize, you’re within your rights to leave him. A Californian once told me, not very tearfully, that she was divorcing her husband because “I’m just not my best self with him.” Her friends and family found this reasoning perfectly valid.

I ASSUME THAT everyone wants to be in a self-actualizing relationship. But when I describe this idea to my French friends, they think it’s bizarre.

“In terms of self-development I depend on myself,” says Delphine, a scientist with two teenage sons.

Delphine loves her husband and says she’s fulfilled, but they aren’t involved in each other’s work or social lives. When we meet for coffee early one evening, she’s about to meet another friend to see a play. She does that often, since her husband doesn’t like the theater.

“It’s almost as if we have parallel lives, in terms of interest and self-development,” she tells me. “I don’t talk to him a lot about what I do, or what I like, and he doesn’t, either, because he’s very intense about his work, and I’m not that interested in what he’s doing.”

The pair don’t even share many friends. “We share daily life more than interests,” she says. “It’s funny to tell you that. But I think we like it that way.”

Delphine does want to self-actualize. She has many plans and projects, and an ambitious career. But like other middle-class French people I speak to, she doesn’t assume that her partner will play a big role in all this. Personal growth is her own objective, not the main function of her marriage. And she’s skeptical of couples who do practically everything together, noting, “They are an entity in themselves, and you feel a bit excluded.”

So what do French couples look to each other for? Instead of being engines of each other’s self-actualization, they see a couple as two puzzle pieces that either fit together or don’t. And to know whether you fit with someone, you need to know yourself and the other person with great precision.

In general, French explanations of why relationships fail seem to rely less on moral judgments like “he was a jerk” and more on specific descriptions of exactly why the two peoples’ characters clashed.

Practically every French female celebrity of a certain age seems to have an ex-husband from an early marriage whom she gradually realized didn’t correspond to her. “I needed to find a man with a feminine side who made my own feminine side resonate,” the talk-show host Alessandra Sublet explained.

To know what corresponds to you and what doesn’t, you must understand your partner’s qualities in great detail. Indeed, the French approach to coupledom is similar to the French approach to parenting. Just as you’re supposed to observe your baby carefully, to get to know his habits and preferences, you’re expected to observe your partner assiduously. Much like the dermatologist Irwin Braverman suggested, you keep looking at someone until you see more and more in him.

In French, people are usually described as having both qualités—good qualities—and also défauts—flaws. But it’s assumed that these two are closely linked. Your défauts are the flip side of your qualités. There’s always the risk, or the possibility, that one will morph into the other.

Delphine says her husband’s principal flaw is that he’s a rêveur—a dreamer (Simon would probably call him a fantasist). It frustrates her that she’s the one who files their taxes, pays their bills and handles the household’s other administrative tasks.

But this same défaut is also one of his qualités, she says. As a dreamer, “I think he brings a lot of fantasy, especially in our sons’ lives.” He loves comic books and animated films, and watches them with the boys. “I would think that if they were only brought up by me, it would be boring,” Delphine says. “The fact that we’re very different is a good thing for our kids.”

And crucially, in the French telling, you don’t fall in love with someone just for his good points, or for his closeness to an imagined ideal. You love him for his unique mix of qualités and défauts—which aren’t actually separate anyway, and which together form his caractère, his character. In other words, you fall for his specific combination of traits. And his flaws are an integral part of the whole.

Of course, the French can also be inflexible about what they’ll accept about people. They have brutal codes for beauty. Obese people sometimes can’t even find jobs. And there are some rigid ideas about the best way to do things. Practically the entire country sits down for lunch at one p.m. An American hosting a dinner party in Paris said that when she once tried laying out all the food at once, picnic style, her French guests organized the meal into courses anyway, waiting to eat the cheese and salad last.

And yet, the French can be surprisingly broad-minded. They tend to assume that anyone is lovable, even if he’s highly imperfect, because he’s uniquely himself. (In France, “even the most ‘horrible’ people—criminals, assassins and the like—can have friends,” Raymonde Carroll writes.) It isn’t just your partner whom you expect to have a mixture of qualités and défauts—it’s everyone.

In other words, when my friend Claire told me that her husband didn’t have any flaws, she didn’t mean that there was nothing irritating about him. She meant that she sees the flip side of every défaut, to the point where they’re just part of the package she loves—and so they’re not really flaws at all.

I DECIDE TO try this with Simon, too. Maybe it’s the key to being married in your forties. Currently, I love him for his qualités, but his défauts drive me nuts. I know, broadly, that on the plus side he’s quite smart and intuitive. I also know that he can’t operate a can opener, he’s never voluntarily thrown away a newspaper and when anything goes wrong he thinks it’s going to last forever.

But have I paid attention, specifically, intimately and meticulously, to what he’s really like? Have I tried to study him, looking at him over and over, until I see more and more? Not really. I’ve floated above the surface of him, alternately viewing him as a larger-than-life intellectual, and a peevish, incompetent child.

I’ve also never considered that his positive and negative traits might be related, or that I could love him not despite his flaws, but because of them. Why not give this a try, and see what happens? Perhaps this small adjustment would make a big difference?

I begin studying Simon and listening carefully when he speaks. If a man tells you what he wants on the first date, maybe Simon will still be telling me this fourteen years later.

I quickly see that practically all his défauts are paired with his qualités. Sure, our house is permanently cluttered with books and newspapers, but that’s because he loves to read and write. This isn’t an earth-shattering realization, but reconceptualizing it makes it easier to tolerate the piles of paper on our dining room table.

When I accidentally wake him up early one morning, he assumes I’ll do this every morning for the rest of his life (I think of this as his “slippery-slope” mode). But the same mode means that, as a columnist, he can look at present circumstances and extrapolate about the future.

All aspects of his personality seem to travel in pairs. True, he can’t do basic practical tasks. (Once, when he couldn’t strike a match, I had to light the candles on my own birthday cake, then run back to the table so he could carry it to me.) But in the time that most of us spent learning to blow up balloons and pack grocery bags correctly (he puts the strawberries on the bottom), Simon was reading. When I ask him about the Bosnian War, he gives me a lucid explanation of the entire conflict—on the spot.

I’m not sure Simon has personal-growth needs. Our book-filled apartment looks a lot like his childhood home, and he has practically the same values and politics as his parents. In baby pictures he has almost exactly the same face as he does now.

Nor is he on a voyage of self-discovery. Whenever I mention psychotherapy, he quotes a British novel in which a mother refuses to let her son describe his dreams: “There is only one thing more deadly boring than listening to other people’s dreams, and that is listening to other people’s problems,” she says.

But it turns out that Simon does have needs. Once I listen to him more carefully, I finally realize that he’s been saying more or less the same thing to me for fourteen years: I want to work. It’s practically his mantra. He says it with varying degrees of frustration and anger. He doesn’t need me to participate in his work, he just needs me to get out of the way or to look after the kids for a while. Thankfully, I’ve never forced him to listen to my dreams. But I’ve kept him so busy fulfilling my personal-growth needs, I haven’t left much space for him.

Since he’s a writer, I go online and read some of his columns. It turns out that basic information about my husband’s psyche is on the internet. In an article for a men’s magazine, he describes his counterfactual weekend: “You awake again at noon, coiled together with Scarlett Johansson. Eventually you take her out for a long brunch with newspapers. You idly wonder what to do that afternoon … Around Sunday lunchtime, just as Scarlett is saying goodbye, your phone trills. It is Salma Hayek.” Simon loves our life and our family. But unlike me, at every moment he sees its opportunity cost. In his forties, he’s trying to accept what he has.

It worries me that we never discuss any of this. In the American model, couples prize transparency and think that people in healthy unions shouldn’t keep secrets. But I notice that in France, couples assume that a bit of distance and mystery energizes a relationship. A French girlfriend tells me that she doesn’t tell her husband some things that happen to her at work, so she can surprise him with those stories when they’re with friends.

I practice this technique, too. When I accompany one of my sons on a school trip, a girl in his class explains to me, apropos of nothing, that her parents divorced, and that her mother—who’s named Élodie—remarried a woman who’s named Élodie, too. “So I now have two moms, and they’re both named Élodie,” she says.

It’s the kind of story I would normally have told Simon right away, or at least before ten p.m. Instead, I save it, and tell the story when we’re at dinner with friends a week later. Simon isn’t overly impressed with the tale of two Élodies. It doesn’t cloak me in an aura of mystery. But at least I have a story that he hasn’t heard before.

And at the end of the day, I think he likes our story. As puzzle pieces go, we’re not bad at all.



You know you’re in a fortysomething relationship when …


	You lie about your spouse’s age.

	Your how-we-met story feels like a fable.

	You used to only like some of your wedding pictures. Now you like all of them, because you look so young.

	It’s been many years since you were invited to a wedding.

	At least five people who attended your wedding are dead.

	You’ve realized that “soul mate” isn’t a preexisting condition. It’s an earned title. They’re made over time.






CONCLUSION

how to be a femme libre

THERE’S THIS NOTION, in France, of the femme libre—the “free woman.” Once I notice this term, I begin to see it everywhere.

“When was the first time you felt libre?” a French women’s magazine asks a different celebrity each week. A thirty-nine-year-old actress tells Le Monde that she now plays more complex characters, not just the pretty blonde, and “I feel more libre, less like I’m limping. I’m no longer trafficking in who I am.”

There are some young femmes libres, but most are around forty or older. In her sixties, the British actress Jane Birkin is “a femme libre who has always claimed her independence, her outspokenness,” an editorial in L’Express Styles explains. At seventy, Catherine Deneuve is “capable of everything and more libre than ever, the actress continues to surprise,” says French Vanity Fair.

Men in France can be libre, too, and they’re praised for being free thinkers. But homme libre doesn’t have the same cultural resonance. It’s mostly used to describe men who have just left prison.

But I count dozens of French books—many of them autobiographies and biographies—with femme libre in their titles. When a certain type of woman dies in France—often a writer, political activist or beloved performer—it’s practically a given that newspapers will proclaim “the death of a femme libre.”

Despite the term’s ubiquity in France, there’s little discussion of what femme libre means. I gather that its origins are political. An 1832 French pamphlet titled “La Femme Libre” made the risqué claim that wives should not take orders from their husbands. By the time Simone de Beauvoir published The Second Sex in 1949, the term had broadened to describe a woman with rigorous opinions on matters of the day. She isn’t frivolous. “A free woman is exactly the opposite of a light woman,” de Beauvoir wrote.

Today’s free woman doesn’t have to be political. She’s closer to a free spirit, though without the new-age connotations. In a common French narrative, a woman’s twenties and thirties are the period when she does what’s expected. But by her forties, she becomes increasingly “free” by doing what truly suits her.

The sixtysomething newscaster Claire Chazal says her love life—including a relationship with a much younger man—is an expression of liberté. “It’s the desire to be autonomous and to do what I want, perhaps even with a certain egotism.”

There’s an Anglo-American version of becoming more free as you age, but it’s different. It’s more extreme. The free-spirited older Anglo woman might claim to abandon the social codes entirely, and say she doesn’t care what anyone thinks. In the beloved British poem “Warning” by Jenny Joseph, a woman says that once she’s old, she’ll binge on sausages, spit, plop down anywhere when she’s tired and, famously, wear purple.

This might be liberating, but it hardly sounds like something to look forward to. It’s as if the world has decided you’re irrelevant, so you thumb your nose and just wear purple.

The French femme libre is a mix of freedom and conventions. She can make unpopular choices and think for herself, but she doesn’t abandon all the social codes or let herself go. (French women described as libre are often quite elegant, though they don’t have to be.) The freedom of a femme libre is mostly on the inside. She knows her own mind with great precision, and she has cleverly organized her life to match her needs. She feels that she still has a place in the wider world, and she doesn’t wear purple.

And while the “free” time of life gets mentioned in the English-speaking world, it isn’t venerated the way it is in France. It doesn’t have its own name or come with as many role models. When the French economist Dominique Strauss-Kahn was accused of sexually assaulting a hotel maid, his wife—the well-known journalist Anne Sinclair—defended herself for staying with him.

“I’m neither a saint nor a victim, I’m a femme libre,” she told French Elle. “I feel free in my judgments, in my actions, and I make decisions about my life in complete independence.” She was also free to change her mind; the couple later divorced. A 2015 biography was called Anne Sinclair: Une Femme Libre.

It’s as if there’s a whole other stage of adult development that women aspire to here. And they’re celebrated for achieving it. When I hear a young singer interviewed on French radio one morning, and the presenter asks, “How would you like people to describe you?” I can practically predict what she says next: “I don’t know, I suppose as a femme libre.” Becoming libre is France’s feminine ideal.

There’s something very grown-up about the “free woman.” She has gravitas and a sense of purpose. She can make things matter. And yet, she doesn’t take herself too seriously. She’s at ease in her own body, and she knows how to experience pleasure.

It’s not a bad thing to aim for, even if you’re not French.

I’M NOT A femme libre yet (I’d like to think I’m still too young), but I’ve made some advances. I don’t mind being called “madame” anymore. I’ve gotten used to it. When I showed up for a work breakfast recently, I was the oldest person by a decade. But instead of wallowing in self-consciousness, I reminded myself to be “comfortable in my own age” and to own it.

I’m still an American inside. I can’t imagine myself changing out of my garter belt in a parked car before going home to my husband, like that French grandmother in her sixties. But that’s in part because I don’t have a car, and because my husband would never notice my stockings. I also struggle to imagine sixty. But I am determined to be free in one key sense: I’ll decide for myself how I want to age. And part of that, I hope, means accepting that the body I’m in is mine.

In my forties, I have come to see myself more clearly. I now accept that I have a spoon brain that needs time to dig into things. The CIA still hasn’t tried to recruit me.

But I’ve become the first kind of shopper in all parts of my life (except, perhaps, for actual shopping, where I remain the queen of returns). Now, when I encounter a person, a place or a job that I like, I’m satisfied and I stick with it.

Like many of my peers, I’ve stopped wishing I was someone else, with a different set of skills or a different type of upbringing. So I was raised in retail? So my parents didn’t discuss politics and philosophy at dinner? So what? I’ve learned to extract lessons from what I was given, and to appreciate my family’s stability, specificity and warmth. Like the Brazilian editor told me: Respect the work. Keep changing it. Grow with it. That’s maturity.

I’ve come to see that people raised by professors have problems, too. (“It was one endless conversation about socialism,” a daughter of academics told me about her childhood.) Simon recently admitted that at his dinner table growing up, there were long discussions about history and ideas, but also constant arguments about who had done what to whom inside the family.

Schopenhauer was right that “the first forty years provide the text.” In midlife, we have a critical mass of data and some distance. We can look hard at our lives and see more and more in them. But this same scrutiny reveals how much we have in common with other people. We can share a mood, and a meal, much more easily. And that makes it more fun.

I’ve realized that, like me, hardly anyone figures out a decade when they’re still in it. There’s always going to be a lag. But having now traversed most of the forties, I think I know what it means to be a grown-up:


It’s to be yourself with other people.

It’s to keep them at the distance you choose.

It’s to care for others.

It’s to love them for their flaws.

It’s to be good at something.

It’s to transmit what you value and know.

It’s to be honest.

It’s to be awed.

It’s to grasp what’s happening and name it.

It’s to know your blind spots.

It’s to be a little bit wise.

It’s to merge your aspirational and actual selves.

It’s to find your tribe.

It’s to decide for yourself what matters.

It’s to stop thinking that grown-ups are coming to explain everything and rescue you.

It’s to wing it.

It’s to step up to the plate.



There are stages of becoming a grown-up. First, you definitely aren’t one. Then you pretend to be one. Then you’re sure that there are no grown-ups; that they’re mythological and don’t really exist. And then finally, maybe one day in your forties, you just are one.

This doesn’t feel anything like you’d imagined. It’s not all-knowing, omnipotent and large. It’s humble, solid and small. But at long last, it feels like you. And you think, just then, that this is the best age of all.



You know you’re in your late forties when …


	No one even feigns surprise when you reveal that you have three kids.

	You have attended several fiftieth birthday parties.

	Friends have begun to mention where they would like to retire.

	You’ve started to imagine where you’ll live when your kids move out.

	You no longer consider fifty to be old.

	A feeling of well-being has crept up on you.

	Small decisions can still be paralyzing.

	You have stretches of feeling like an insecure twentysomething again.

	You feel a certain clicking past of the years, like stars rushing past in a space odyssey film.

	You can’t fully account for the past decade.

	It still feels like it’s your “day.”

	You realize that, very soon, you will consider the forties to be young.
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