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AROUND MY FORTIETH BIRTHDAY, I started thinking about what it means to age. It is a fundamentally human question, one we all start to consider at some point. None of us is immune to the passage of time, and one day, when you realize that life just keeps moving forward and there really is no going back – the wondering begins. Poets write poems about it and musicians write songs about it and scientists design experiments to understand it. All of us humans wonder what will happen to us when we get older.

I had been living in this body of mine for more than four decades when I started thinking about the changes that might be coming down the road. I have experienced a lot of changes throughout my lifetime, of course, but I found myself unable to stop thinking about how the decades ahead were going to reveal some even more drastic changes – and how I didn’t really understand the ageing process, or what it would mean for me. I had seen people I love get old and decline sharply and painfully, and I wondered if that would be my fate, or if I could hope for something better.

Around the same time, I was also writing a book called The Body Book, which focused on the foundational aspects of human life. It was full of the kind of stuff I had been learning about over the course of nearly two decades – information about nutrition, exercise, and cultivating strong habits – along with some of the latest scientific insights about overall physical health. I already had intimate knowledge of the ways in which fitness and diet could change my body for the better. Now I wondered: how could I stay healthy and strong in the years to come? We all want longevity, of course. We all want more calendar pages to turn, more time to experience life. But what is a long life without strength, without physical and emotional health and resilience?

So I called my writing partner, Sandra Bark, with whom I had written The Body Book, and I told her that I had figured out that our next book would be about cellular ageing.

She laughed and said, “Great, an easy one.”

To be clear, there is nothing easy about this subject of ageing – not the science of it, and not the experience of living through it. But easy or not, it will happen, and it is happening right now. We can avoid most uncomfortable truths for a very long time, if we want to, but there’s no denying that this one catches up with us eventually. It’s my hope that with a better understanding of what ageing really is – the science of it, the biology of it, the cultural and historical context of it – we can all become empowered to live well in the years ahead.

One thing that I’ve learned about uncomfortable truths is that you make life a whole lot harder for yourself when you pretend they aren’t real. You can waste a lot of precious time and energy trying to make something into what it is not. Once you stop fighting reality, everything becomes a lot easier. Youth is a beautiful part of life, and the discoveries we make when we are young are invaluable. They are the lessons and the memories that we will carry with us as we move into each new phase of our lives. It’s important to keep those lessons close to us, but it’s also important to let go of what no longer is, and to accept and prepare for what is to come.

As babies and toddlers, we were blissfully unaware of the fact that we were zooming ahead developmentally. As adolescents transitioning into teenagers, we were equipped only with the information the adults around us decided to share (for better or for worse), and our understanding of what was around the bend and how to deal with all the crazy changes we’d soon experience wasn’t up to us. This round, it’s our turn. When it comes to the next phase of our lives, the responsibility of preparation is solely ours. We have the opportunity to gather our resources, our abilities, all the wisdom we have gained over the years, and design a plan for healthy ageing that will help us stay strong while also making us more aware, more conscious, and more connected to ourselves and to one another.

Before we embark on this journey together I would like to offer a disclaimer: This is not an anti-ageing book. I’m not going to tell you how to trick time or reverse the ageing process in thirty days. Some books and articles about ageing claim that the latest groundbreaking discoveries can show you how to turn back the clock. Others offer strategies for making yourself look younger, or suggest that certain miracle foods or supplements are the newest fountain of youth. This is not that kind of book. This book takes a step back, to examine how the ageing process really works and how time will affect us physically and emotionally – because these two components of our health are inseparable.

What you will find in these pages is information and an ideology that I hope will help you find a new way of thinking about ageing. I don’t want you to live in fear of ageing, or beat yourself up about the fact that your body is doing something totally natural. I want to reframe the way that we, as women, talk about ageing. I want to offer a perspective that is healthier and more scientifically accurate than the fear- and shame-based conversation that permeates our culture.

What I want for you, for me, for all the women I care about – those I already know and those I haven’t yet met, those who are crossing the threshold into middle age now and those who are following behind us – is to be able to approach this subject with knowledge and with confidence instead of sheer terror and a heavier hand with the foundation. And by “knowledge”, I mean having the facts to live better, longer, and stronger. And by “confidence”, I mean having the ability to own our age instead of hiding from it or apologising for it. I’m not saying that ageing isn’t scary. It is. But we can prepare ourselves now for the changes that lie ahead.

I also want you to feel empowered to participate in the new conversation about ageing that is turning up everywhere. From public and private funds for scientific research to articles to podcasts to books like this one – everyone is curious to learn more about how we can age better. Part of the reason there’s such a sudden flurry of interest in how to age well is because this topic of ageing is still so new. As you will learn in the pages ahead, at this particular moment in the history of human evolution, our life expectancy is longer than it has ever been. Our relationship with and our understanding of the ageing process is still unfolding.

The newness of the interest in ageing makes the exploration of this topic all the more challenging and all the more thrilling. So when Sandra and I set off on our journey, we went in with open, inquisitive, and studious minds. We talked with researchers and physicians and educators, and visited universities and research centres like the National Institutes of Health (NIH). And to our surprise we learned that although longevity is a relatively new phenomenon, the most scientifically vetted, cutting-edge ways of staying healthy and strong are actually not very new or complicated at all.

In fact, the best things we can do for ourselves as we grow older also happen to be some of our favourite things to do. Eating good food, developing our muscles, getting a good night’s sleep, loving other people, laughing, relaxing, finding joy in the world. These are the actions and activities that make us interesting people, curious people, strong people. Who doesn’t love a good meal with dear friends, or embracing a loved one? Who doesn’t love to laugh her ass off, or go for a long walk, or have a new adventure? How about taking a few moments to breathe deeply and let the cares of the day slip away? How nice does that sound?

To us, it sounds like a revelation. The best way to age well isn’t to worry about ageing. It is to live well.

Today we have a deeper understanding of how our body functions on a cellular level than ever before, and because of that, we can see how things like food, movement, rest, meditation, social connection, learning, and the overall enjoyment of life serve to make us stronger and healthier deep within our cells. That’s right – having a laugh has an actual impact on your cells. Spending time with good friends is beneficial for your cells. All those elements that make life beautiful and wonderful are good for you.

That’s why we wrote this book. To share the science of ageing. To provide the information you need to make choices that support your health as you age, which can help slow the rate at which you age, and in some cases, repair damage that has already been done. To help you understand the conversation about ageing, which is getting more and more robust each day. We are all ageing, you and I, and the sooner we come to terms with that, the more opportunities we can give ourselves to age with health and with joy.

The good thing about this journey is that even though the road ahead is unknown, you’re still travelling in the same direction: deeper and deeper into the depths of you. Along with signs of ageing, don’t you see signs of growth? Are you a stronger person than you were a decade ago, more knowledgeable, more in tune with who you are and what you need and who and what you love? Life comes with some sharp curves, and every journey has a few missed turns along the way. But there are also the scenic overlooks, where the horizon suddenly opens up, and you can admire the view and appreciate the hard work it took to get there.

Appreciating all the ways we can evolve over the years – the self-knowledge we develop, the skills and wisdom we accumulate, the relationships we build with others and with ourselves – these are the privileges of time. There’s no denying the decline that accompanies ageing. But growing older also offers opportunities. The idea we can grow stronger as we age – it feels good to me. It feels right. It feels possible.

And the new science of ageing backs that up.
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IN A BUSINESS THAT is obsessed with youth, I am no longer considered a young woman. This was made clear as soon as I hit the ripe old age of thirty-nine. I can’t tell you how many times a journalist asked me if as an actress, I was scared to turn forty. As these questions about my age seemed to become a consistent part of every press interview, I realized just how frightened we all are of getting older. We make jokes about it, or we see it as sad, as ugly, as dangerous.

The conversation we have around ageing in our culture feels very misplaced to me. Am I afraid to turn forty? These people who were asking about my age in front of a camera weren’t wondering if I was afraid that my health might decline after forty. They weren’t concerned that my organs might experience the effects of ageing. They weren’t asking what ageing means to me, as a woman, as a human being, as a living organism with an expiration date.

They were saying, “Aren’t you afraid that the death of your career is imminent because you don’t look twenty-five anymore?”

The funny thing is, those people who suggested that I’d reached my expiration date at an age when I still felt pretty damn good were actually doing me a real favour: they were jump-starting my thought process about what ageing is and what kind of impact it will have on me. The conclusion I came to was that as long as I get to keep on ageing, I’m pretty lucky. Not everyone has the opportunity to grow old. Some people die before they have a chance to celebrate another birthday.

So to answer the questions those journalists asked about how my opinion of myself has changed as my looks have changed, my answer is that ageing is a privilege and a gift. As we get older, I believe beauty appreciates, not depreciates. It grows, not fades. With age, I have developed a more nuanced understanding of what beauty really is. Beauty is not just something you are born with. Beauty is something you grow into.

As I start this next phase of my journey, I feel proud of where I’ve come from and curious about what’s ahead. I don’t know what life will hold for me. But I am ready. Because I know myself better than I did years ago, and I trust myself to make good decisions, or at least to do my best. Because I value the lessons that I’ve learned, especially in the last decade, and I look forward to seeing what kinds of new understandings the decades ahead will bring.

WHERE DID YOU LEARN ABOUT BEING BEAUTIFUL?

My first model of beauty was my mother. I don’t think I’m being partial when I say this: my mum is a beautiful woman. She has always had full lips, glowing skin, and blue eyes with a depth of grey that draws you in. She possesses the kind of beauty that shines from the inside out. So as far as I was concerned, she never needed any makeup, but like most other women, she had a “face” that she would apply daily. She would highlight her eyes, brighten her cheeks, and lengthen her lashes. She was so skilled in her routine that it took her exactly the same amount of time every morning to complete it, and her face always looked exactly the same after she had finished. What was even more impressive to me was how subtle but effective her application was at complementing her already luminous beauty.

When we were little, my sister and I loved watching our mum go through this routine and couldn’t wait to be old enough to learn how to do it ourselves. And once we were finally old enough – man, we really went for it. Subtlety may have been my mother’s gift, but there was little of that in our technique. There were many times when it would have been challenging to distinguish my sister and me from a pair of peacocks. It took years before we learned to refine our hand and apply our “face” a bit less liberally, and even more years before I understood what the point of this ritual really was.

Now I know that adornment is a natural instinct. All over the world, men and women
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omega-3 fatty acids

oral contraceptives

osteoporosis

menopause and

risk in women

testing for

treatment for

ovarian cancer

ovaries

bilateral oophorectomy

eggs contained in

menopause and

oxidative stress


P

Parkinson’s disease

perimenopause

phenotype

“photo-ageing

pineal gland

pituitary gland

Planned Parenthood

plastic surgery, first facelift

pneumonia

streptococcus pneumoniae

Poems from the Pond (Freydburg)

polycystic ovary syndrome

Ponce de León

postmenopause

health risks of

hormone treatment

lifting of brain fog and

sexual satisfaction and

postpartum depression

post-traumatic stress disorder

pregnancy

how having kids affects your health

probiotics and prebiotics

Bifidobacterium

fermented foods for

insulin

Lactobacillus

progesterone

prokaryotic cell

proteins

aeging and

harmful plaques and

muscles and

puerperal fever

Pure Food and Drug Act


R

regenerative medicine

research on ageing

effects of physical activity on memory study

gender and different results

interventional studies

nonhuman subjects and

observational studies

vitamin D deficiency study

respiratory system

restaurant foods

rheumatoid arthritis

Roe v. Wade

Romans

Senectus, the spirit of old age


S

Sanger, Margaret

sarcopenia

science of ageing

Alzheimer’s research

geroscience

how ageing is studied

as new field

stem cells and

self-definition

self-knowledge

Semmelweis, Ignaz Philipp

senescence

serotonin

sex and intimacy

menopause and

sexual satisfaction in postmenopause

Sierra, Felipe

signs of ageing. See also body changes and ageing; specific signs

early changes

sexual maturity and

through the decades

in women

silver tsunami (population over 65)

skin

age spots

collagen and elastin

genes, environment, and

how it ages

how to protect

sleep and

smoking and

through the decades

UV damage and “photo-ageing

skin cancer

sleep

amount needed

beauty and

brain and

depression and

emotional balance and

energy, vitality, and

exercise and

high blood pressure and

immune system health and

measures for a better night’s sleep

memory and

menopause and

muscle building and

REM and non-REM sleep

resetting your internal clock

social jet lag and

stress reduction and

smallpox

smoking

Cameron and

cellular ageing and

health effects

heart disease and

high blood pressure and

kidney health and

onset of menopause and

percentage of Americans smoking

quitting, importance of

screening for lung cancer

skin and

women vs. men

Social (Lieberman)

social connection

as the best medicine

brain health and

building community

Cameron and

friendships

health and community

healthy ageing and

isolation and health

living well and really living

menopause and

mentoring and

onset of menopause and

quality over quantity

troubled relationships and health

volunteerism and

women and

women’s friendships

sodium (salt)

spleen

Stanford University study on runners over fifty

statin drugs

Steinem, Gloria

stem cells

stress

ageing and

brain health and

Cameron, memorizing lines, and de-stressing

cellular ageing and

harmful effects of

immune system and

inflammation and

managing

meditation for

menopause and

microbiome and

simple techniques to relieve

sleep to reduce

stress-related diseases

telomeres and

visible signs of

stroke

strongevity

sunlight/sun exposure

circadian rhythm and

resetting your internal clock and

skin cancer and

UV damage to skin

UV light and eye health

vitamin D and

superlongevity

support systems (for menopause). See also social connection

SWAN Study


T

tai chi

telomerase

telomeres

love and

meditation and lengthening

social connection and

stress and

sugar consumption and

testosterone

thalidomide

This Is 40 (film)

thymus gland

thyroid disease

thyroid gland

thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH)


U

U-bend of happiness

Uretsky, Seth

urinary system

bladder health and

uterine fibroids

uterine prolapse


V

vagus nerve

varicose veins

vitamin B6

vitamin C

vitamin D

vitamin E


W

water intake

for digestive system health

for eye health

for kidney health

for skin health

Weber, Miriam

weight gain

exercise to manage

metabolism slow down and

Weiss, Shennan

women. See also menopause

alcohol and the female body

Alzheimer’s disease and

anxiety disorders in

asking questions of your doctor

bikini medicine and

biology of being female

birth control and

body changes and ageing

brief history of women’s medicine

as caregivers

changing the conversation about ageing

chromosomes/sex-lined genes and

chronic stress, effect of

cosmetics, amount spent on

death and childbirth

depression in

doctor visits and

eating disorders in

friendships

health care and

healthy choices and

heart, architecture of

heart attack symptoms in

heart disease as killer of

hip fractures in

hysteria diagnosis and

life expectancy and

longevity and telomeres

medical students, percentage of

medications and

mobility issues and

nutrition and

as ob-gyn specialists

oldest woman in the world

osteoporosis risk in

percentage of smokers

population in the U.S.

pregnancy or childlessness, health consequences of

reproductive rights

risk factors for disease and

risk-taking behaviour vs. men

social connection and

societal view of ageing and

strength training and

thyroid problems and

varicose veins and

Women’s Health Equity Act

World Health Organization


Y

yoga


Z

zinc

zygote
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