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			A NOTE TO THE READER

			A year from now you will wish you had started today.

			KAREN LAMB

			IN 2011, THE AVERAGE AMERICAN BRIDE SPENT JUST OVER $1,200 on her wedding dress. While planning my October 1, 2011, wedding, I spent almost $2,400 on four of them. You read that correctly: four. Depending on how you look at it, this makes me either a fantastic bargain hunter or just plain nuts. It’s fair to say that I was a bit of both. Despite my determination to stay true to my frugal midwestern roots and to not become a bratty bridezilla, I desperately wanted to look stunningly beautiful and fashionably fabulous in my wedding dress. To complicate matters, I was a body-image expert who wanted to lose weight before the big day (or at least find a dress—or four!—that would make me look thinner). When I began freaking out about my appearance, I was told by many people, “Oh, don’t worry. That’s normal. You’re going to be a bride! Just have fun with it.” But I did worry, and I wasn’t having as much fun as I’d hoped. I realized that what our culture views as “normal” for brides-to-be wasn’t what I wanted for myself.

			Planning my wedding brought forth a fundamental mismatch between my values and my vanity. This book tells the story of how I came to recognize this mismatch, what I decided to do about it, and what I learned along the way.

			What, exactly, did I do? I challenged myself to give up looking at myself in mirrors—and all reflective surfaces—for a year. Some might say that by shunning mirrors, I simply replaced one form of insanity with another. Fair enough, but my journey wasn’t motivated by a desire to be perfectly sane (how boring!). Rather, I was desperate to contend with some painful contradictions in my character, and I decided that feeling authentic and taking care of myself were more important than being a “normal” bride. Sometimes you have to do something extreme and crazy in order to find balance and sanity in the end.

			I hope that reading about my year without mirrors will encourage you to take steps in your own life to more closely align your everyday habits with your values and sense of authentic self. Maybe you’re a bride-to-be who is facing similar frustrations with the wedding industry. Or maybe getting married is the last thing on your mind, but you still struggle to feel authentic in your choices. Or perhaps it’s as simple as this: You hate your thighs (or stomach, or boobs, or hair, or . . . whatever), but a part of you also hates yourself for hating your body. I know how you feel. With a multibillion-dollar beauty and fashion industry telling us how to look, how to act, what products and clothes to buy—and promising us a happy life if we keep buying—we have a lot stacked against us when we try to carve out space for individuality, authenticity, and healthy body image (not to mention responsible spending!). All together, these goals may seem like an overwhelming challenge, but they are worth pursuing.

			This book is not a self-help guide, just a story of how I helped myself. It is shaped by my unique goals, experiences, and my appetite for trying weird things. Your path will be different, but I hope you’re able to learn something from mine. At the very least, I can promise a few chuckles at my expense along the way.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION
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			Bewilderment increases in the presence of mirrors.

			TARJEI VESAAS

			I BOUGHT MY FIRST WEDDING DRESS THE VERY SAME WEEK THAT I got engaged. In my giddiness at being officially betrothed, I attended one of those epic Los Angeles sample sales with a friend who was also planning her wedding. We were both broke graduate students at UCLA, with low budgets but high-fashion aspirations. The sale promised “designer gowns at bargain-basement prices!” and we were amped and idealistic. I rehearsed my high school basketball boxing-out moves in my mind as we waited in line. Soon it was our turn.

			You know how these things work: If you find a dress you like, you have to pounce on it like a Bengal tiger wielding credit card claws, lest it be wrested from your grasp by another bride-to-be. The shop was crowded, but I persevered and managed to grab an armful of contenders. I could barely see over the pile of lace, silk, organza, and taffeta stacked in my arms, but somehow I made it past several similarly overburdened brides-to-be on my way to the communal fitting rooms. An overly cheery sales associate examined my choices (for what, I don’t know) and pointed me to a corner. Another saleswoman—this one underly cheery—paced through the crowd to assist the throngs of women trying on dresses. At first I assumed that this second woman’s job was to make sure our dressing needs were being taken care of, but it quickly became clear that her primary goal was to protect the merchandise from damage. (Brides are a dangerous sort, I suppose.) Shrugging to myself, I stripped down to my undies and the requisite nude strapless bra and got down to business.

			Now, at five-feet-five and 155 pounds, I’m pretty average in size (an 8 or 10 at most middle-America mall stores), but most of the dresses I picked were too small. I was prepared for some of this. I’d heard rumors that bridal sizes typically ran smaller than everyday clothes, but still, you’d think the “sample sizes” would be more accommodating! Considering that the average American woman wears a size 14, it seems more than a bit shortsighted for bridal boutiques to carry samples only in even-smaller-than-usual sizes 8 and 10. This was mildly frustrating, especially when I was interrupted mid-zip by the underly cheery sales associate announcing loudly that I wasn’t ALLOWED to try on one of my selections because the dress zipper threatened to break from the strain of being zipped over my ass. Ugh! Fail.

			A few other dresses managed to zip up without causing a commotion, but in each one I looked as uncomfortable as I felt. These damned curves! I cursed to myself. I am built more like a Coca-Cola bottle than the ever-coveted hourglass. My mother affectionately calls it “Body by Bartlett” (as in the pear).

			But then one dress in particular caught my eye: a gorgeous blush-colored gown made of elegant slubbed silk, with hand-tatted lace detailing and a dramatic train of pleated taffeta layered with more lace. The ex–fashion merchandiser in me was starry-eyed and enamored by the fancy details and high-end label. The current penny-pinching grad student in me was relieved by the 80 percent discount. It fit the bill, and my butt—and it was a size 8! I tried calling my mom for advice, but I couldn’t get through. However, my friend, the saleswomen (both suddenly cheery again, now that I seemed on the verge of purchase!), and my aunt Sarah—who lives in South Dakota and had received pictures via text—all approved of the dress enthusiastically. So I bought it. I loved it. It loved me. Until somehow we fell out of love.

			Mirrors were to blame. Damned mirrors. I tried on that amazing, gorgeous, fantastic dress at least once every few weeks for three months, just to look at myself wearing it again. I wanted to envision how glamorous and sophisticated I’d look while sashaying down the aisle. But each time I saw myself, I felt a bit less sure. Despite zipping smoothly over my derriere, the dress was, undeniably, a bit tight around my waist and hips. Coca-Cola bottles, as you know, start rounding out at midsection. Through the delicate slubbed silk, I could see the shadow of my belly button (or, more specifically, the doughnut of flesh surrounding it). Still, it was a negligible tightness—the type remedied by a month of skipped desserts and two pairs of Spanx. At first I confidently told myself that it would be easy to fit into the dress in time for my October wedding—a full eleven months away. I also knew that, at the very least, the gown could be let out a smidge by a skilled seamstress. But as the weeks wore on, I became less and less excited. Trying on my wedding dress was supposed to instill confidence and positive anticipation for the big day, but the sight of a bit of belly behind the fabric was disheartening. Sometimes I felt like I couldn’t breathe when it was fully zipped. I began to resent the dress, and myself.

			What’s wrong with me? I wondered. Why am I having so much anxiety about my looks? Why now, when I should be feeling my most beautiful?

			It bothered me tremendously. Not only because I wanted to feel happy with my appearance, but also because having a poor body image made me feel like a total hypocrite. Why a hypocrite, you ask? Well, in my final years of high school and beginning years of college, I suffered from anorexia. I was lucky to have fought my way into recovery by the end of college, but the experience changed my outlook on life profoundly. I’ve always had a thing for fashion, so after college—where I majored in sociology and minored in women’s studies—I worked in the fashion industry for a few years, but it wasn’t the right fit (pun intended!). Having battled an eating disorder and embraced feminism along the way, it felt utterly wrong to work in an industry known for glorifying emaciation.

			So, as much as I loved the creativity and glamour of the fashion world (not to mention all the freebies and discounts on great clothes!), I gave up my career to return to school and earn a PhD in sociology. My chosen topic of study? Our beauty culture and how it shapes women’s lives. Since then, I’d published academic articles about how the U.S. media reports on body size, I’d publicly lectured about the dangers of eating disorders, and I’d actively encouraged my students and friends to accept and celebrate their diverse bodies. I even volunteered at a nonprofit organization, About-Face, which works to improve teen girls’ body images. In other words, I’d made it my life’s work to help women feel confident, strong, and beautiful. Yet I was still struggling to accept my own body. I was a body-image expert with a body-image problem.

			I wasn’t starving myself anymore, but I still spent a lot of time and energy attending to my appearance. I rarely left the house without makeup, I indulged in mani-pedis every few weeks, and I enjoyed frequent bargain shopping to spruce up my wardrobe. I subscribed to several fashion and fitness magazines and, since becoming engaged, had added three bridal magazines to the list. I was mostly okay with these vain-ish interests; as a scholar, it comforted me to know that human beings in virtually every known culture alter their appearances to express themselves and to communicate social standing. My concern with appearance was a part of my humanity. Yet I also suspected that, like most things in life, when it came to beauty there existed a point of diminishing returns. I felt myself approaching it.

			And I had many reasons to feel beautiful, or, at the very least, to feel attractive enough to accept myself and get on with enjoying my life. I was engaged to Michael, a brilliant and kind man with a sexy, dimpled smile and gentle gray eyes. Michael found me gorgeous and attractive, and told me so all the time. I had wonderfully close friendships with several strong, smart, and funny women—all whom I saw as stunningly beautiful, though none looked like supermodels. Most important, I was lucky enough to have been raised by parents who consistently emphasized the importance of my character over my appearance. My mother is one of those rare American women who has never dieted, and I have no memory of her berating her body in front of me. My younger siblings, Hanna and Peter, and I were taught that our bodies were wonderful because of all the things they could do (play sports! give hugs! make art!), rather than for how they looked. So, unlike a lot of women, I really had a fighting chance to love my body. But I didn’t. And seeing myself in that too-tight wedding dress was dragging me down a path I recognized as dangerous.

			And so it was that I found myself frantically scouring eBay for a replacement gown. It was more than seven months till my wedding, but all of the bridal magazines I’d been reading told me that I ought to have my dress ordered at least seven to nine months ahead of time. Having already spent almost $1,000 on dress number one, I was determined to find a real steal this time around. I gave myself an ambitiously low budget of $300 (about as much credit as was still available on my Visa card) and vowed to find something simple, elegant, and affordable. A cream-colored silk sheath from J.Crew, with cap sleeves and a cutout back, seemed like it might be the answer to my problems. It was elegant, minimalist, and—most important—available in non-bridal size 10. For $250, and with swallowed pride, I clicked the “Buy Now” button and crossed my fingers.

			And then, just before I could sign out of eBay, the screen automatically flashed several “similar items” that might interest me. Sure enough, my eyes caught sight of an adorable short-skirted dress made of creamy embroidered shantung silk. The description charmingly called it the “Little White Dress.” Visions of an elegant ceremony gown followed by a less formal reception dress shot into my imagination. For a mere seventy-five dollars more, I could pull a Kate Middleton and enjoy two grand entrances! Click.

			Two weeks later, the sheath dress (aka Dress #2) arrived. Much to my chagrin (and additional portions of swallowed pride), it looked terrible on me. Not only was the dress about ten inches too long, but all of the proportions seemed generally geared toward a woman much, much taller than my five-five frame. The thinness of the fabric accentuated all the wrong curves (was that back fat?!?) and—adding insult to injury—what I’d taken to be cream was actually beige, a notoriously awful tone for pale-skinned blondes like myself. I’d made another awful mistake. With $1,300 in credit card debt and no stomach for further financial risk and embarrassment, I resigned myself to making things work with Dress #1. But a big question weighed on my mind: Should I spend a few hundred bucks to have the dress altered, or should I lose weight? The former would be expensive, but the latter could be dangerous. I decided I still had time to think this over. At least my little white reception dress (#3) was cute!

			Flash forward a few more weeks to March of 2011. I found myself back in my childhood hometown of St. Louis, visiting my parents while attending the Midwestern Sociological Association’s annual conference. I was booked to give four presentations in two days, but I hoped to sneak in some quality family time in the evenings. My mom, who hadn’t been able to go wedding dress shopping with me the first (or second! or third!) time, had heard enough of my kvetching about the dress situation and had made appointments at area bridal salons, “just to look.” I told her I was sick of looking at wedding dresses, but I was really just sick of looking at myself in them, not to mention embarrassed to have already blown my budget on poor choices.

			Mere minutes after my final conference presentation, my mom called to let me know she was on her way to pick me up at the conference center. We were bound for bridal salons, and despite my post-presentation exhaustion, my mom’s excitement was contagious. I felt myself becoming optimistic. Aren’t brides supposed to shop for dresses with their mothers? Maybe I jinxed myself on the first gowns by not following tradition! Truth be told, I’d imagined this day for ages: My mom and I would bond over the subtleties of ivory vs. diamond white and sip champagne while being fussed over by charming sales associates. I’d use my well-honed aesthetic sensibilities to find the gown that perfectly expressed my unique personality and taste in fashion while morphing me into my best self; I’d feel like a beautiful fairy-tale princess when I finally found “the one.” Besides, my mom has always been my favorite shopping partner. Like me, she’s in it strictly for the bargains and is always on the lookout for flattering classics with a quirky twist.

			Unfortunately, our joint venture actually started out worse than my first bridal salon experience, and felt all the more disappointing because of my high expectations. Instead of bonding, my mom and I bickered over directions the whole way to the store. Nothing builds anticipation like a few U-turns and wandering around strip-mall parking lots. Once we arrived at the first salon, instead of being fussed over by an attentive pack of fairy-godmotherly sales associates, we were treated with disdain by yet another snooty saleswoman (I was sensing a trend here) for daring to request last season’s discounted samples instead of the pricier new designs. “Oh, they’re in the back,” she said, dismissing us with a flick of her hand to fend for ourselves in a poorly lit walk-in closet stuffed with dresses in various states of disrepair. It smelled of mothballs, and the carpet was stained. Suddenly bonded again, now that a shared enemy had made herself known, my mother and I persevered. Release the hounds; the hunt was on!

			After an exhaustive search through the sample rack, we found my Wedding Dress #4. It was a strapless A-line gown, with lace trim at the bust, asymmetrical ruching across the waist, floral appliqués at the hip and on the back, and a long train with a delicate lace overlay. Pulling it out of the garment bag, I remember thinking that I didn’t even need to bother trying it on: It was so not my style. I’d always hated ruching (it reminds me of mummy wrappings) and floral appliqués (too girlie). And yet, thanks to my mother’s urging, I soon found myself standing in front of the shop’s massive three-way mirror, seriously considering a dress with both. I worried that this gown, however flattering, was lacking in the haunting uniqueness I was looking for; I doubted if it could possibly be “the one.” But my mom was certain it was.

			“Oh, Kjerstin. This could be it. I think it is. It’s beautiful! I’m getting goose bumps!” And she was. My mother actually got goose bumps. I was puzzled. Shouldn’t I be feeling something goose-bumpy if I was wearing “the one”? At the very least, I thought, I ought to be crying and flapping my arms around, like those crazy women on Say Yes to the Dress, right?

			But I had to admit, it fit beautifully—though Ms. Snarky Snootypants Saleslady couldn’t resist mentioning with a huff that it seemed “a bit tight behind your armpits.” Minuscule back fat be damned, my curves looked balanced instead of wonky. There was no doughnut in sight, thanks to the powers of asymmetrical ruching. I could breathe.

			The price tag read $700, a steal at 85 percent off the original price. I still wavered, protesting that I wasn’t sure, but my mother insisted. “I’d like to buy this for you,” she offered. I was touched. I sensed that buying me my wedding dress would feel like a gift to her as much as to me.

			I still had my doubts, but I was also broke, frustrated, exhausted, and couldn’t face another minute of second-guessing my taste or my body. Hearing my mother tell me that she was certain came as a relief. I needed a dress in which I felt comfortable, and in that shared moment with my mom, I also realized that I needed to give up my plans for bridal perfection (though I had no idea how). Perhaps I’d fall in love with the dress over time. Good enough would have to be good enough. I nodded my head, my mom wrote out a check, and then it was done; I owned a fourth—and hopefully final—wedding dress.

			After months searching for and trying on wedding gowns, I was relieved to have found a dress I felt comfortable wearing. But I was also getting really, really sick of staring at myself in the mirror. While shopping for dresses, I’d become the worst version of myself: insecure, indecisive, and vain. My vanity had already cost my family and me over two thousand dollars in white dresses, an amount higher than my monthly salary at UCLA! Worse, I’d lost both time and emotional energy in the process. The dress shopping had pushed me to an uncomfortable edge, and—with the requisite dress fittings (plus bridal makeup and hair trials)—there was only more vanity to come. I’d definitely reached that point of diminishing returns, and something had to give. It was time to take a serious look in the mirror.

			Or was it?
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			March

			BEAUTY, LOVE, AND THE ANGST OF SEX AFTER PASTA

			People think a soul mate is your perfect fit, and that’s what everyone wants. But a true soul mate is a mirror, the person who shows you everything that is holding you back, the person who brings you to your own attention so you can change your life.

			ELIZABETH GILBERT

			FOUR CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS (AND ONE MORE WEDDING dress acquisition) in two days left me exhausted but proud of myself. I was ready to go home to California, and soon found myself on my five-hour flight back to Los Angeles. I’d made grand plans to “get some work done” en route and, as usual, my intentions for work devolved into something more closely resembling a self-help therapy session between my inner thoughts and the personal journal I keep on my laptop. At the beginning of the flight I was all business, but by the time I landed, I’d hatched a crazy plan to shun mirrors for a year.

			After settling into my cramped-yet-cozy window seat and waiting anxiously for the cue to stop hiding my electronic devices, I opened up my laptop and began to review the syllabus for my upcoming freshman-only seminar, titled “Gender, Appearance, and Inequality: From Evolutionary Psychology to Contemporary Feminism.” I’d taught this course once before, but it had been over a year since then and I needed to reassess the planned readings and assignments.

			Teaching this seminar had been one of the greatest joys I’d experienced since entering my graduate program. I was the sole seminar instructor to a small group of students and was allowed to choose any topic I wanted and customize the syllabus as I saw fit. I took it upon myself to design and teach a class I wish I’d been able to attend during my own college years. Over the ten weeks of the class, my students would be learning about the relationship between a person’s looks and her opportunities. Each week, we would explore how appearance shapes our experiences in a different social arena, including childhood, education, our careers, our romantic relationships, and our health and health care. We would consider how our culture’s beauty standards reinforced inequality across other social categories, like gender, race, class, sexuality, and age. As I perused the prior year’s lesson plans, I skimmed over article titles and book chapters, noting any that needed to be replaced with more current research.

			I could hardly wait for the first class, scheduled for the upcoming Monday afternoon. I enjoyed nothing more about my job than opening my students’ eyes to the various ways in which having (or not having) “beauty” shaped their lives, and then giving them tools to combat these issues. And yet, it sometimes felt as though I had only depressing news to deliver (well, depressing to anyone who wasn’t a supermodel). Whether one subscribed to the tenets of evolutionary psychology or to those of feminist sociology, the facts about beauty and one’s life chances were the same: Appearance dramatically shapes our lives, and in predictable ways. At every single life stage, and in almost all social relationships and interpersonal interactions, good-looking people tend to be advantaged over less attractive people.

			Indeed, psychologists have identified a widespread belief that people who are beautiful are also kinder and more intelligent than people who are plain. This so-called halo effect has enormous impact on our life experiences. More adorable babies are paid more attention by their parents than homely babies. Ugly children are presumed by their teachers to be less intelligent than good-looking children (although extremely beautiful children are often penalized for their looks, purportedly because their teachers resent them). Overweight girls are less likely to attend college, regardless of their academic preparedness. Above-average-looking women earn 12 percent more than average-looking women throughout their careers (the effect is even higher for men, at 17 percent). In fact, if you compare the best-looking workers with those who are the most homely, you see a difference of approximately $230,000 in lifetime earnings. Beautiful women tend to marry better-looking and higher-earning men. Attractive people get better terms on home loans (although they are more likely to default, since lenders overestimate their ability to pay). Even good-looking criminals tend to receive lighter sentences compared with homely criminals committing the same crimes. Statistics like these made me feel like apologizing to my students at the end of each class for causing them emotional trauma!

			I could anticipate how these facts and figures would make my students feel because I knew how they made me feel. Even after spending an entire week of class discussing the subjects of social change and activism—not to mention the years of research and real-world experiences I had behind me—it was difficult for me to envision a world in which beauty didn’t afford so many privileges. I knew that most of my students would be disgusted by some of what they read—including stories of parental neglect and peer bullying of overweight children, of “hogging” (a cruel bar game in which men intentionally “seduce” fat or unattractive women and then let their buddies and the woman in on the joke), and of court cases in which companies blatantly refused to hire (or made a practice of firing) workers who didn’t fit the right “look”—but I couldn’t control how my students would make use of this information. I hoped that they would feel angry, and that their anger would motivate them to change the world. But I feared that, instead, my students would feel fearful that such atrocities could happen to them, and that they would then use this fear as an excuse to change themselves. I wavered between these reactions on a daily basis myself.

			Even with the embarrassing multiple wedding dresses saga fresh in my mind, as I read through my syllabus on the plane, I couldn’t help but wonder if I ought to be spending more time and money on my appearance instead of less. Didn’t this body of research basically prove that improving my looks would improve pretty much every aspect of my entire life? More money! More respect! Lighter criminal sentences for my hypothetical crimes! By these accounts, investing in and obsessing about my appearance wasn’t vain or silly, but instead strategic and rational.

			I caught myself before this thought went too far. It amazed me how easily my anorexic conscience could sneak its voice into my internal debates. I knew the data, but I’d been leaving out part of the story: In addition to all of the “beauty makes your life perfect” research, I also knew that, despite all of its perks, beauty has only a negligible impact on overall happiness. For example, in a recent study on the connection between beauty and happiness, participants were asked questions about their levels of happiness while, unknown to them, their looks were being rated on a one-to-five scale by researchers, either face-to-face or from photos. Those who were rated to be in the top 15 percent in terms of beauty were found to be 10 percent happier than those in the bottom 10 percent in terms of beauty.

			Although a 10 percent increase in happiness may seem pretty meaningful, I couldn’t help but note that this meant that the most stunningly beautiful people in the world would be only 10 percent happier than the most strikingly unattractive. In other words, the most anyone could (theoretically) gain by improving his or her looks would be a 10 percent increase in happiness, and that was only if that person went from strikingly ugly to strikingly beautiful, which seemed pretty impossible. By that same logic, moving from “average” looks to being strikingly beautiful (which still sounded pretty difficult) would have an even smaller effect on improving happiness.

			In a similar study, researchers found that, despite being highly prized by respondents, physical attractiveness again predicted only small variances in survey respondents’ reports of pleasant feelings, unpleasant feelings, and life satisfaction. Clearly, even if people believe that beautiful equals good, beautiful does not actually equal happy. As Leo Tolstoy wrote, “It is amazing how complete is the delusion that beauty is goodness.”

			Making sure my seminar students understood these findings would be of critical importance if I wanted them to make fully informed decisions about the time, energy, and money they spent on their looks. For the same reasons, reminding myself of these studies felt timely.

			While I considered this body of research and how I would present it to my students, my brain quietly switched from teaching mode to self-overanalyzing mode.

			It was obvious—scientifically obvious—that being what our culture considered beautiful was no recipe for happiness. I knew this on an intellectual level and from personal experience. And yet I felt as though being anything less than beautiful wasn’t good enough, wasn’t safe enough. I opened up a blank document in Microsoft Word and started journaling.

			The FACTS:

			Beauty = good for $$$, dating, not getting “hogged,” & home mortgages

			Beauty = not that great for being happy

			Clothes + makeup + celebrity-endorsed organic juice fasts = expensive

			Anorexia & Dieting = getting sick, being in pain, being miserable, feeling insane

			The average American woman is 5'4" and 165 pounds.

			The average runway model is 5'9" and 110 pounds.

			I am 5'5" and 155 pounds.

			The FEELINGS:

			Being very thin = feeling safe and good about myself

			Being 5'5" and 155 pounds = feeling ugly, ashamed, and unattractive

			THIS IS SO MESSED UP!!!

			I knew I wasn’t ugly. In fact, if people who said I looked like my younger sister, Hanna, were telling the truth, I was probably pretty, or at least cute. But for some sick reason, despite all of my accomplishments and good qualities, the idea of being merely “cute” or just “pretty” felt like a failure.

			It may seem strange that I could feel so insecure about my appearance while imagining myself to be above average in looks. A weird combination, I admit, but a common one: Research suggests that 80 percent of adult women are dissatisfied with their bodies, and that this problem starts early, with 42 percent of first- to third-grade girls wanting to lose weight and 81 percent of ten-year-old girls afraid of being fat. Yet we also know that the majority of women believe themselves to be above average in looks (a mathematical impossibility, which is why psychologists call this a positive illusion). In other words, most of us are dissatisfied with our looks while thinking that we are above average in appearance. Strange indeed, but it made perfect sense to me: Being above average (or “cute”) doesn’t mean squat when your culture tells you that anything less than airbrushed supermodel perfect is actually the same thing as being ugly. Add to this the widespread messages from our media suggesting that a woman’s beauty (or lack thereof) is her most defining attribute, and suddenly it’s easier to understand why a healthy body image is so rare among girls and women in our culture.

			My own body insecurities have mostly had to do with how a romantic partner might view me. I’d always known that my family would love me no matter what I looked like, and I’d even begun to suspect that my academic colleagues took me a bit more seriously in my current “geek-chic” style and slightly chubby state, rather than if I were glamorously en vogue and very thin. I’ve always loved my friends for their intelligence, kindness, goofiness, and quirks, and had learned to appreciate these things in myself—when it came to friendships, that is. But I didn’t believe that I could ever be lovable in the romantic sense if I wasn’t skinny. Instead, I’d long imagined that being stylish and beautiful was a trade-off I could offer my boyfriends in exchange for my numerous faults, such as being bossy, impatient, emotional, neurotic yet messy, and a know-it-all. In particular, I worried that my feminism needed apology. I’d often imagined that dating an outspoken feminist like me was something any decent modern man ought to accept, but also something that few would really celebrate. I told myself that being a feminist might be more palatable if I could at least look really hot while passionately defending gender equality. I aspired to be a feminist trophy wife, as if such an oxymoronic state of being could possibly exist.

			Of course, falling in love with Michael—and having him love me back—was hard evidence that I didn’t have to look like a Victoria’s Secret model to be loved. He even seemed to cherish my outspoken feminist side. Despite realizing this on an intellectual level, it was still hard to accept emotionally. I was always waiting for the other shoe to drop, for Michael to suddenly come to the realization that he’d made a mistake and could do better, either by finding a more beautiful woman with my personality or by finding a more agreeable woman with my looks. This was my greatest fear.

			The next thing I typed into my journal was important:

			What matters more to my happiness, my looks or how I feel about them?

			And then:

			Other than me and my imagination, does ANYONE ELSE actually have a problem with the way I look?

			My family, my friends, my colleagues, and my soon-to-be husband didn’t seem to have a problem with what I looked like. I was the only person in the entire world who did. (Okay, to be totally honest, I was a little worried that my future mother-in-law, Sherry, didn’t think I was pretty enough or thin enough for her beloved firstborn child, but I tried to temporarily set aside this nagging suspicion.)

			My insecurities clearly had little to do with my actual appearance, and everything to do with how I felt about it. I didn’t have a body problem, but a body image problem. In addition to being a perfectionist about my looks, I’d somehow allowed them to determine too much of my overall value as a person; I’d conflated my body-esteem (how I felt about my looks) with my self-esteem (the feelings I had about myself as a whole).

			Even worse: In addition to affecting my happiness, my poor body image was having a ripple effect. I’d recently read that a woman’s body image accounts for almost 10 percent of her husband’s overall marital satisfaction and 19 percent of her own marital satisfaction. My thoughts about my body weren’t just confined to myself, but had seeped into my relationship with Michael, too. Michael and I weren’t married yet, but we would be soon, and I didn’t want my issues to continue to cause problems.

			Numerous studies have shown that our partners almost always see us as more attractive than we view ourselves (another type of positive illusion), and this was certainly the case in my relationship. But rather than appreciating this, I frequently treated Michael as though he had bad taste for finding me attractive. To borrow from Groucho Marx, I acted as though he were the club I oughtn’t join precisely because it had accepted me. To make matters worse, I almost always refused to make love if I “felt fat” (i.e., “Honey, sorry, but I can’t get frisky right now; I ate that entire plate of pasta and I feel enormous”). It’s no surprise that married couples in which the wife has a healthy body image report more frequent and more satisfying sex than couples in which the wife has a poor body image. It frankly surprised me that Michael had been so understanding and patient with these issues. Growing up with close relationships to his mother and younger sister had certainly taught him the futility of calling a woman beautiful when she didn’t believe it herself. And yet he said I was beautiful anyway.

			Michael, a biomedical engineer, and I have a wonderful relationship, filled with respect, appreciation for each other’s geeky ambitions, lots of laughs, and mutual love for camping, animals, Law & Order: SVU, local hamburger joints, and California’s amazing gastronomic culture. We like to joke that we met on craigslist, which was true, but not in a creepy “casual encounters” sort of way: I’d advertised the second bedroom of my condo for rent, and he’d responded to the listing. Michael was spending four months in Los Angeles for an internship at a local medical device company. When he came to my place to check out the second bedroom, I was smitten at first sight. We hit it off immediately, spending almost an hour chatting about what it was like to live in Los Angeles, having both grown up in the Midwest.

			By the time Michael left, I’d developed a huge crush. As tempting as it had been to offer him the room, I decided against it. What if he turned out to be a bit of a lothario, bringing his conquests back home to my place?! Besides, I didn’t want to feel pressured to look like a cute future feminist trophy wife at all hours of the day and night. But in my e-mail giving Michael the news of his rejection as a rental applicant, I casually asked if he wanted to join my friends and me for a beer at a local Irish pub. He responded enthusiastically, which of course meant I had mere hours to pull together a group of friends to go out with! We had a blast that night, and he asked me out on our first solo date by the end of the evening.

			Two years later we became engaged in epic style, by winning my engagement ring in a local event called the L.A. Diamond Dash—an Amazing Race–style scavenger hunt in which the grand prize was a beautiful diamond engagement ring. An embarrassing video of the proposal is still floating around the Internet somewhere. Being engaged to Michael was a dream come true, not to mention evidence that being “cute” was lovable after all. I owed it to myself and to him to stop obsessing about my looks, but I didn’t know how. Years of therapy had strengthened my resolve to take care of my body, but I still didn’t know how to accept it.

			I reflected further on my recent wedding-dress(es) saga and felt increasingly ill at ease. Hoping for a distraction, I put away my laptop and opened a new book, The Birth of Venus by Sarah Dunant. I looked forward to losing myself in the adventures of a feisty young female protagonist coming of age in Renaissance Italy.

			Within two paragraphs of the prologue, a seedling of a plan was planted in my mind. Here is what I read:

			No one had seen her naked until her death. It was a rule of the order that the Sisters should not look on human flesh, neither their own nor anyone else’s. A considerable amount of thought had gone into the drafting of this observance. Under the billowing folds of their habits each nun wore a long cotton shift, a garment they kept on always, even when they washed, so that it acted as a screen and partial drying cloth as well as a night shift. This shift they changed once a month (more in summer when the stagnant Tuscan air bathed them in sweat), and there were careful instructions as to correct procedure: how they should keep their eyes firmly fixed on the crucifix above their bed as they disrobed. If any did let their gaze stray downward, the sin was a matter for the confessional and therefore not for history.

			A lifetime spent without seeing oneself. The concept made me pause, my brain whirring. What a different life those nuns lived, compared with my appearance-obsessed world of Los Angeles! I thought. Could I go even one day without looking at myself in a mirror? Maybe I should. Hell, why not a year?

			I didn’t have a vision for exactly where the idea would lead, but my values and behaviors had clearly been at odds. Shunning mirrors would force me to do something about it. It might be the step back from vanity that I needed, a way to refocus my energy toward worthier things, like my relationships, my research, my students, and ultimately my health and happiness. But could I do it? How? And with what effects on my life, self-image, and personal and professional relationships? Was it possible that removing mirrors from my life might actually cause me to become more obsessed or insecure about my appearance? Would I completely lose the ability to apply makeup, style my hair, or select flattering and chic outfits? Would my appearance change, and—if so—would Michael still find me attractive? Despite these looming questions, I knew that I was on to something important.

			•   •   •

			NATURALLY, I COULDN’T KEEP MY EXCITING PLAN A SECRET. I called my mom as soon as I stepped off the plane. I wanted her to tell me whether I’d stumbled upon brilliance or insanity. Her reaction was exactly what I needed: “Kjerstin, that sounds great! It’s a perfect project for you.” And then: “But you’ll wait until after the wedding, right?”

			I wasn’t sure how to respond. On the one hand, it was all the “beautiful bride” pressure that had precipitated my moment of inspiration, and in the coming months, more than ever, I would really need help resisting the extra pressure I was feeling. On the other hand, my mom had always been the first person I called when I needed advice. She’d rarely led me down the wrong path, so if she had concerns I wanted to take them seriously.

			The next person I called was my sister. Hanna is my closest friend and my most sensible confidante. A medical assistant with dreams of becoming a nurse-midwife, Hanna is smart, funny, and strikingly beautiful, yet refreshingly unconcerned with her looks. Her attitude toward fashion and makeup had always been the down-to-earth San Francisco yin to my high-maintenance Los Angeles yang (a particularly apt metaphor given that we each actually lived in these cities!). Unsurprisingly, she liked my plan to forgo mirrors, as long as she wasn’t expected to do my wedding makeup. This was fine with me. I’d long known that her maid of honor duties would involve emotional rather than cosmetic support.

			Michael picked me up at LAX, and after I gave him a quick hug and kiss, I immediately launched into the same hurried explanation I’d given my mom and sister. He seemed bemused. When I told him that my mother had suggested I wait until after the wedding, he raised his eyebrows and said, “Well, I’m sure your mom wants what’s best for you, but I think that all of the wedding pressure is the exact reason you should start now!” He was so right. Perhaps it was lingering teenage rebellion, but this was the deciding moment. I knew I had to proceed, and right away. I needed his support, and his next comment didn’t disappoint. “What’s the game plan? I think we need to lay out a strategy!” We. He was in.

			Michael was right about my need for strategizing. In fact, it seemed pertinent that I strategize about my strategy. Succeeding at this project would require more than just making a decision. Staring at myself in the mirror had become a daily, sometimes hourly, habit since puberty, one that I’d never thought to break. Mirrors were embedded within my routines. They hung on the walls of almost every room in which I lived, worked, played, and peed. To say that avoiding them for a year would test my willpower was an understatement.

			I stared out of the passenger’s-side window and watched reflections of my face bounce back to me in both the window and in the side mirror. Straight blond hair, brown eyes, pale skin, round flushed cheeks. Would I miss this sight? I surprised myself by thinking I looked lovely, happy even. Then my surprise saddened me. Did I view my face as lovely only in the prospect of not seeing it again for a long time? I watched myself frown at the thought and then reflexively noted a few new wrinkles, cringing at the fleshiness of my neck. Ugh, I hate my chins, I thought. I’m so ugly and gross. Yikes. This was not a healthy way to think. Was I lovely or ugly? I didn’t know, but it was time to stop constantly asking myself the question and move on to more important things.

			•   •   •

			I RESOLVED TO GO A YEAR WITHOUT MIRRORS THAT EVENING, AND by the following afternoon I’d accumulated an impressive collection of books and academic journal articles to help me achieve my goal. My first priority was to learn how to maximize my willpower and aptitude for personal change. I’d never kept a New Year’s resolution in my life, and giving up mirrors seemed dramatically more ambitious and complicated than my usual plans to “stop picking at my cuticles” or “remember to write thank-you notes.” Given the challenges ahead, I needed to learn as much as I could about how to be successful at changing myself. A quick search of Amazon’s vast book inventory promised an enormous amount of self-help titles on the topics of personal change and willpower. I wanted this information in my arsenal, but needed my books on a budget; time for a trip to the library!

			The titles I amassed from the self-help section of my local library branch ranged from pop psychology texts on the interesting topic of change itself (such as Chip and Dan Heath’s Switch: How to Change Things When Change Is Hard, Cass Sunstein and Richard Thaler’s Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness, and M. J. Ryan’s This Year I Will . . . : How to Finally Change a Habit, Keep a Resolution, or Make a Dream Come True) to inspiring narratives of other women’s yearlong personal change adventures (including Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love: One Woman’s Search For Everything Across Italy, India and Indonesia, Judith Levine’s Not Buying It: My Year Without Shopping, Vanessa Farquharson’s Sleeping Naked Is Green: How an Eco-Cynic Unplugged Her Fridge, Sold Her Car, and Found Love in 366 Days, and Gretchen Rubin’s The Happiness Project: Or, Why I Spent a Year Trying to Sing in the Morning, Clean My Closets, Fight Right, Read Aristotle, and Generally Have More Fun). After stumbling across more options through some online research, I tracked down the syllabus of a Stanford University course, “The Science of Willpower,” and requested an advanced copy of Roy Baumeister and John Tierney’s soon-to-be-published book, Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength.

			Finding room for my new collection of readings was an adventure in itself; my desk at home was already covered with tangled piles of bills, my treasured collection of Anthropologie catalogs (hence the bills), and a smattering of interview transcripts for my dissertation, which examines how appearance shapes workplace discrimination. After some rearranging, I managed to squeeze the pop psychology texts onto one corner of my desk and decided to stack the narratives on my bedside table; I would research by day and then lull myself to sleep with uplifting and inspiring stories of other women’s real-life adventures in change and transformation.

			•   •   •

			MY READINGS ON WILLPOWER TAUGHT ME THAT I COULD DO much to improve my chances for success. Of primary importance was setting the right kind of resolution in the right kind of way—something I’d already begun, but needed to refine. For example, the very act of making an official resolution was important in itself. A psychologist at the University of Scranton studied two groups of people in 2002, both of which had identical goals and comparable motivation to change. At the six-month mark, the people who had made formal resolutions were ten times more successful at achieving their goals than those who wanted to change but hadn’t made specific resolutions. Only 4 percent of the non-resolvers succeeded, compared with 46 percent of those who

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Challenge your assumptions by doing exactly what scares you the most. (If you don’t, you’ll never know and you’ll never grow.)

					Good enough is good enough!

					Your body is perfect, but your mind could use improvement.

					Equating your body size with health is the fastest route to poor health. Focus on healthy behaviors, not the number on the scale.

					Look to your role models for guidance at the crossroads. Act in accordance with the confidence you had as a three-year-old. If that doesn’t work, channel Miss Piggy.

					Be a role model.

					Fake it ’til you make it.

					Ask for help and accept it when offered.

					Sanity comes first.

					There is beauty in the breakdown. Let go.
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