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			The Importance of Being Pretty

			I live in a city that is bright and glossy, with modern skyscrapers that glitter and twinkle, seeming to invite you to join in the polished success of our fair metropolis. Pretty and freshly renovated houses sit perched on wide, tree-lined streets and beckon you to daydream about their finely appointed interiors. Gorgeously landscaped yards boast perfectly placed azaleas, magnolia trees and crepe myrtles and bid you to come lounge in their shade. Shiny new SUVs, smart cars, MINI Coopers and luxury sedans buzz around town to appointments, meetings, carpools, bridge games and tennis matches. And in those skyscrapers, houses, yards and cars are very attractive, well-groomed and nicely dressed women who took the time and the energy to get pretty.

			Pretty girls are everywhere in my town of Charlotte, North Carolina. Case in point—my girlfriend’s best pal visits annually from New York City: the world’s epicenter of all things sleek, chic and au courant. And what does she say when it’s time to leave the Queen City of Charlotte? “I can’t wait to get out of here—everyone is so damned attractive, it totally bums me out.” Don’t I know it, friend. This town is ruining the curve on pretty. When one is a really-very-average-middle-aged mom living in a city where pretty reigns and grooming is high art, looking put together and feeling pulled together can be more challenging than pumping and freezing six months’ worth of breast milk in a feeble attempt to bulletproof the immune system of my babies (who are now sneaking full-leaded soda from vending machines).

			Many of us live in a Pretty City somewhere, and the pressure to look great more days than not can be crippling. And until the day I published a book, appeared on national television and subjected myself to input from the collective universe, I really was okay with looking fairly decent about every third day. Hitting a self-imposed beauty bar 30 percent of the time felt pretty good. And I did have a beauty bar, mind you. I am a southerner born and bred, and schooled in appropriate grooming (including facial hair management), good manners (lots of “yes ma’ams” and “no sirs”) and sound fashion habits (no wind suits on airplanes). Even as a full-time working mom I was happy to exceed that bar for big client presentations and power lunches. And the rest of the time, I could and would slack off the grooming gas a little and coast. I still presented fairly well and had some basic requisites: No baseball caps—EVER! Clean face and fresh makeup every morning. Skirts and Dansko clogs are not meant to be worn at the same time, I don’t care if you are a librarian at a Montessori school (which I’m not).

			I aspired to a certain level of pretty and knew enough fundamentals to head in the right direction; I was just admittedly and selectively inconsistent. But appearing on national television forever changed my thinking about appearances as well as my apparent delusion that one out of every three days of aspiring to present well was good enough.

			You see, several years ago I wrote a memoir about the year of daily intimacy I gave my husband, Brad, for his fortieth birthday. This randy little tale raised a few eyebrows (especially in my neck of the woods) and caught the attention of the media. People magazine, the Today show, CNN and The View came calling, which is every publisher’s dream and certainly a first-time author’s dream, too. And while I was eager to share my message and promote my book, I quickly learned what everyone really wanted to know. The very first question on everybody’s lips before appearing anywhere was not what this newly minted author was going to say, but rather: what would a wife who offered her husband daily intimacy for an entire year look like? I was forced to confront the reality that people might not care what I had to say if they couldn’t get past how I looked. And so I tried mightily to present with as much confidence as I could muster with a very stocky frame and some serious postbaby weight tucked behind a well-tailored skirt, a sassy scarf and flats (no Dansko clogs).

			Don’t get me wrong, I was flattered that people had taken an interest in my experience and what I had to share about marriage. I was confident that my husband appreciated the gift (even if I was a few pounds heavier than when we were first married), and hoped my message—more intimacy within marriage is transformative—would provoke meaningful conversations. And of course, sitting next to Whoopi Goldberg in the makeup chair and kibitzing with Elisabeth Hasselbeck and Barbara Walters before sailing out to sit with all the girls on The View is pretty amazing. So sure, all of the publicity was fabulous—in the abstract . . . and then when it was over. But when it’s actually happening to you (yes, you!) at that very moment, in real time, it’s the kind of experience that can reduce you to the most fundamental of female fears, which is, of course, holy mother of Frédéric Fekkai, how do I look?

			Like it or not, how I looked determined my credibility to the viewing and reading audience. It determined my likability, and ultimately, my salability. While others who randomly tripped over me in an article or on national television could—if they so wanted—scrutinize me, my message and looks, I spent the better part of a year turning away from the magazine articles, the national television segments and the newspaper photos. I knew what I looked like and I didn’t need to study, analyze or obsess over it. After all, I had places to go and people to see, like Oprah.

			I was invited to appear on The Oprah Winfrey Show, which was an honor—even if you’re being Skyped in from your living room sitting on your sofa, under the light of shadeless table lamps, sweating off a full face of makeup for fifty-five minutes (which feels like fifty-five dog years, by the way) until your segment tapes in minute fifty-six. I repeat, this was a true honor and I would do it again in a heartbeat. Though I’d do it differently because let me tell you, watching yourself LIVE on the giant screen behind Oprah’s rather large but well-coiffed head is like watching your own car accident . . . or your own birth. It’s simply something you shouldn’t witness.

			I stared at myself and wondered: Is that me? Is that what my hair looks like, really? Does it always swing in such an awkward way when I move my head? Did I actually think that black knit sweater would hide the extra sixty pounds I’ve been lugging around? I think I bought that sweater five years ago at Stein Mart—why would I wear a five-year-old knit sweater from Steinie on the freakin’ Oprah Winfrey Show? Why is my lipstick so dark? I look like Elvira. Can I sue Oprah and demand she not run this segment? Can Brad divorce me on the grounds of public humiliation on national television?

			Well, you get the idea.

			On that giant screen behind Oprah’s head I looked like a giant, bloated mess—a tough thing to witness in real time when I’m trying to appear poised and articulate in front of O and the rest of the free world. Not to mention incredibly distracting. And lest you think I’m exaggerating about or overreacting to my appearance, let me tell you that I had plenty of unadoring fans reassure me that I wasn’t.

			Let me also add that I’m all about large doses of reality that force some much-needed personal introspection—after all, I was the one to admit that my marriage had lost a little of its bedroom ooomph. But doing it LIVE in front of ten million people kinda stinks. It turned out that my 30 percent wasn’t cutting it, despite my efforts to exceed my beauty bar during a moment when it really mattered. Sure, I was busy offering my husband every man’s dream gift, working on marketing campaigns, meeting the school bus and throwing some awesome dinner parties in the year leading up to this event of sorts. But reflecting back, I realize that I had allowed those things to consume me and didn’t concern myself with much else. Clearly I had been neglecting myself and in the process drifting off course into a sea of denial. In other words: while I was presenting well in the bedroom (behind closed doors and in the dark), I clearly wasn’t working hard enough to present to the world. Denial, much?

			Denial is built into my DNA. I get it from my father’s side. And I must add, they were a pretty contented bunch. They all lived in a happy little place where everyone stays happily married, no one has children out of wedlock, no one drinks too much, no one talks behind your back and that tree in the backyard is always growing money.

			Kind of like Cosette’s sweet little song from Les Misérables: “Nobody shouts or talks too loud, not in my castle on a cloud.” Amen, sister. In my castle on a cloud, no one notices the fact that they’ve never seen me in a pair of denim jeans or that the statute of limitations on baby weight expired when my son started kindergarten or that my eyebrows often resemble mating caterpillars.

			But I couldn’t go on in denial once I was confronted (finally) with the image of the “Real Charla.” The truth is that what doesn’t kill you, or drive you to vow to never leave your house during daylight hours, might possibly give you a little perspective. In a very real way, it was like surviving a tornado—I emerged stunned, disoriented, and changed (in ways, mind you, that I’m convinced I’ve not yet pinpointed completely) . . . and with a new hairstyle. After surviving the storm of criticism, scrutiny and even some late-night commentary, I found out that I could handle a bit more of the real world than perhaps I cared to handle. Combine that insight with a slow dance into middle age, and what you’ve got is not always a life-affirming combination but rather a strange, uncomfortable intersection of self-awareness and resignation. It was an Accidental Beauty Intervention of sorts. What I saw changed me. First, I cried. I admit it. (Call me a thin-skinned, self-absorbed preteen, but you try watching yourself on live television in front of ten million people at age forty-three. Then you call me, okay? We’ll chat.) Then I bucked up and got to it. I joined a weight-loss program, started eating better and exercising, and gradually shed pounds. About the equivalent of a second grader. That felt good, I have to say. I went shopping and upgraded my closet with current (and much smaller) frocks. And I rediscovered some of the beauty basics that I had either forgotten or repressed.

			All told, confronting my personal image was a good thing. Because for a long time, despite the fact that I avoided the scale, I knew the scale didn’t lie. And neither did the sales associates in the store who brought impossibly sized clothes to my dressing room while I swallowed my pride (and a few Xanax). And neither did my mother when she would sigh out a comment like a long exhale from a cigarette she no longer smokes. “Oh, sweetie, you have such a beautiful face . . .” Whatever.

			Whether we care to admit it or not, our ideas of beauty and appearance help us make order of our lives. Which is why villains are ugly, heroines are beautiful, funny sidekicks are round and never get the girl (or guy) and mean, spinster schoolteachers are tall, spindly and old. We can visually organize our world if our assumptions about beauty and appearance are universally true. We know where we stand—in our family and in our school and in our garden club. This is why the Ugly Duckling has collective meaning for us all. This is also why I care. (And why deep down you do, too.)

			As it turns out, first impressions count, size matters, grace and manners are noticed, playing to your strengths makes a difference and your mother’s little tips on getting pretty are likely spot-on. The truth is, it’s easy to not concern yourself with all this stuff, but it is important. It doesn’t matter more than some things, like health, God, positive relationships with family and friends, finding a purpose, having a roof over your head and food on the table and a world without twerking, but it can matter enough to inform and impact those things, for better and for worse.

			Post Oprah (yes, there is life after O), I spent two years working hard—to spiff up the inside and the out. It would be easy to sum up my experience as the oh-so-expected, maudlin exercise of some vain, washed-up southern suburban working mom. But I found it forced more out of me than a regular meet-up with my dermatologist or a clothing date with my overstuffed closet.

			Seeing yourself for the first time not as you think others see you but as they actually do see you, forced me, at the age of forty-three, to grow up.

			It forced me to acknowledge a deeper truth about the power of appearance, beyond the frivolous and sometimes stereotypical mantle that southern women wear. It forced me to reconcile what I thought I looked like with what I really did look like. It forced me to raise my beauty bar—not because others bullied me to raise it but rather because I knew I could and I wanted to know what that would feel and look like. It forced me to sift through all my emotional baggage about beauty, appearance and my mother (a source of all good baggage) and decide what I was going to own and what I was going to pack away for good. It forced me to take a different kind of stand on getting pretty. And it made me realize that while getting pretty is not the pursuit of perfection, it is the pursuit of an appreciation for and an understanding of the different layers and nuances that make us all inimitably pretty. And most important, it forced me to realize that pretty, at least my definition of it, takes practice. Inside and out. 

			This book is not a how-to guide on how to achieve pretty. Nor is it a chronological account of my own “transformation.” After all, I’m still figuring it out—you know, good personal growth and transformation days, bad personal growth and transformation days and all that. My story is messy, misguided and, at times, tragically comic. Instead what follows are reflections on some experiences over the course of many years that led me to determine my own list of rules for what it takes to feel pretty, stay pretty and possibly die pretty (but I’m not that far in the story yet).
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			RULE 1
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			Looking Good Takes Time, So Find Some

			I have a vivid memory of my mother and a spectacular pair of sunglasses. They had black and white stripes and giant black lenses, and instead of an earpiece, there was a delicate chain that draped behind each ear, weighted down by a black-and-white disc that served double duty as . . . are you ready? An earring! Can you stand it? Eyewear as fashion accessory—eat your heart out, Foster Grant!

			It was 1973, and my mother looked fabulous. I was only six at the time, but I knew it. Or rather, I felt it, as if by instinct—a primal knowledge of sorts. My heart swelled with happiness as I snuggled up against her legs while she poked through the clothing racks at Connie’s Tru-Fit Fashions on Merrimon Avenue in the heart of Asheville, North Carolina.

			My mother was pretty.

			I watched my mother thoughtfully sorting through those racks of polyester, cotton and wool-blend items—pulling out clothes, giving them an appraising look, draping possibilities over her left arm. I felt a sense of pride over a discovery that I couldn’t quite articulate but certainly recognized in the way salespeople approached her. It was the same way policemen told her to drive safely as they let her off with just a warning and how my classmates reacted to her when she brought in cupcakes and choreographed class parties. I imagined myself my mother’s age, shopping for fabulous outfits. Like her, my charm bracelet would jingle jangle as I juggled hangers of clothes and flitted around nicely appointed stores and boutiques. In our small mountain town in the seventies, keeping up appearances had become high art.

			What I didn’t know then but would eventually discover was that there was much to learn when it came to the art of getting and feeling pretty. Fast-forward to when I was in junior high school and my mother and I were in a small dressing room at a different department store. This time, I was the one trying on clothes and schlepping down the hall outside the dressing room for a maternal once-over. My mother quietly studied me in the three-way mirror, her eyes scanning me from top to bottom and back up again.

			“You’re high-hipped,” my mother finally announced. It was a declarative statement, as if she were teaching a master class on the art of well-tailored clothing (instead of just me, standing in a dressing room hallway, wearing a pair of pants that pooled around my feet). “You will always need to get your skirts hemmed correctly and your pants tapered just so.” She turned to confirm with the saleslady if the store alterationist was on hand.

			I had little understanding of and appreciation for this little nugget, nor any of the others she cast my way during my awkward adolescence. At the time, I just wanted to BE pretty and not have to fuss with any of the more cumbersome and time-consuming details. I didn’t want to admit that a lot of this pretty business took effort, especially when my first pretty memories were of my mother hosting glittery cocktail parties in an equally glittering one-piece pantsuit; or my mother lying by the pool in a bikini with a matching scarf tied around her hair and a cigarette in her hand; or my father’s face when it lit up with pride and adoration as he slipped his arm around her narrow waist and escorted her to a party at the club. My mother made it all look so easy.

			It wasn’t until I was an adult that, in a moment of profound retribution, I realized my mother was right about my hips, never mind all the other things. For instance, skirts often sat lopsided on me. A pair of pants (or “slacks,” as my mother liked to call them) didn’t “fall” quite right. Blazers bunched on my short-waisted frame. I worked to pluck my mother’s tutorials from the backseat of my memories in an effort to self-correct. That’s when I ended up meeting Marine Sergeant Marie.

			Marine Sergeant Marie was recommended by my friend Karen. The contrast between Karen and me is stark. She is nearly six feet tall and model thin. I am nearly five foot three and not. But the one thing we DID have in common is that neither of us dressed “off the rack” with great success, creating a pressing need for a high-quality dependable alterationist.

			“I’d be happy to pass along my alteration lady’s contact information,” Karen shared one afternoon after a girls’ birthday luncheon. We were chatting about spring wardrobe essentials and lamenting about the need for alterations. “But be warned. She’s kind of brutal and to the point. And she’s not cheap.”

			I took down Marine Sergeant Marie’s number, confirmed her address and loaded my big honkin’ SUV with clothes for my lunchtime appointment. She opened the door, and efficiently showed me into the bedroom–turned–sewing studio. She hung my clothes on a rack in her narrow hallway and sent me to her guest bathroom to get changed. Marie was a trim, attractive, single sixty-something with white-blond hair cut short.

			She spent the first ten minutes circling, assessing and clucking under her breath. It was as if I were in a time machine that took me back three decades and I was standing there with my mother. “Well, let me get a look at you,” she said, finally stopping to stand behind me, looking at me in the mirror that ran the length of her workroom. That’s right, a mirror as big as an entire wall. While she stood behind me and we studied my reflection together, my palms started to sweat. Maybe the Asian ladies who spoke nada English and hemmed everything too short weren’t all that bad, I thought to myself. They never made me pit out.

			“Head up! Shoulders back,” she barked. “You’re too short to slouch. Don’t stand with your knees locked, for God’s sake, give your body some form.”

			She was right, but it was as if she was channeling my mother, my grandmother AND Joan Crawford (but without the hangers).

			“What do you see when you look in the mirror?” she asked.

			That was a trick question, I was sure of it. Marine Sergeant Marie was going to make me do a hundred burpees if I didn’t get this right. But I was stumped, so I just stood there.

			“Quit acting like you want to disappear. Stand up and own the room.” What she didn’t know was that I did want to disappear. It was sensory overload—the mirror that allowed for no escape. Her sharp orders and firm instructions. For Pete’s sake, I just needed her to fix my clothes; I had no idea she would try to fix me. But she kept tugging, pulling, pinning and lecturing. And then she started tucking and hemming and nipping, and sure enough, ill-fitting clothes started to take shape. Along the way, I picked up a tip or two, adding to and rounding out my mother’s early instruction. Apparently lifelong learning doesn’t apply just to one’s career. It applies to getting pretty, too.

			Years before Karen shared Marine Sergeant Marie with me and her need for fashion help, I was slightly stunned to discover that even the genetically blessed have to work to maintain the pretty—it’s not just a happy accident. My college roommate was Malibu Barbie by way of Long Island. Really, she was (and still is) that pretty—pale blue eyes, a gorgeous smile with white teeth as straight as a picket fence and blond hair so thick that a ponytail holder would barely wrap around it twice. The only way to improve on her tanned and beachy good looks would be a tanned, beachy and equally handsome boyfriend. Enter stage left, handsome-surfer-boy-actor, whom she later married. (Yes, their children are genetically gifted, too.) Our senior year in college we were sitting around the sorority house, sporting baggy gym shorts and oversize fraternity T-shirts that boasted our popularity (or not), waxing poetic about some lame beauty conundrum—because, really, what beauty conundrum can you possibly have when you’re twenty-one, blonde, tan and gorgeous (her, not me)?

			That’s when my roommate, Susan, the beach goddess, announced, “Just remember, girls, after the age of eighteen, there’s no such thing as a natural blonde.”
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			I think time skipped a second. I mean, I knew what girls like ME had to contend with (Jolene cream bleach and no hip-hugger jeans, for example), but I can honestly say that it never had occurred to me that even the preternaturally pretty had to manage their pretty, too. Ever since then, I’ve been a bit more sympathetic to my gorgeous sisters, trying to remember that we all have our various pretty priorities. Highlighting tresses to recall the sun-kissed color of youth. Monthly facial appointments in a quest for peachy-soft skin. Can’t-miss dates with a personal trainer for a well-rounded booty. We’re all force-ranking our beauty priorities based on our pretty preferences and the age-old truism that there is not enough time in the day to do it all.

			From the day we are born (“the baby looks like me!”) until the day we die (“she looks so peaceful”), people are judged on their looks. You do it. I do it. We all do it. We notice things, we assess things and we draw conclusions from these things. Or as my grandmother might say, “She didn’t spend much time getting pretty today, now, did she?” And often these things do take time, don’t they?

			This is why one day my friend Kim arrived late to our bridge lesson. She took her seat at the square card table in the corner room of the Bridge Center, a former rec center–turned–card-playing safe house for bridge newbies and veterans. About a dozen women from thirty-five to fifty-five were crowded in the room, intent on learning nuances like no-trump interference bidding.

			“Sorry,” she whispered as she picked up her cards. “I was getting dressed for my annual. It’s later today.” My two girlfriends and I nodded and murmured conspiratorially in agreement and then counted our high-card points. Kim got a late pass that day—after all, annual physicals are like first dates and job interviews. They require time and focus.

			There’s no question I treat my annual exam like Date Night with my husband—the only difference is that one includes a speculum. First, I shower and shave—I shave everything that might need shaving, and even those parts that don’t, just for good measure. Remember that preschool ditty “Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes, Knees and Toes”? That’s me with a razor. I’m shaving, looking, peering for anything weird or gross—as if my doctor has some delicate sensibility and might be grossed out by that mole, or that hair sprouting out of a mole. I loofah. I wash my hair, I condition my hair. Then I give my hair a nice long blowout. I put lotion all over, taking special care with my elbows and knees. My doc (who’s a woman, mind you) doesn’t care about my underwear. In fact, she doesn’t even see my underwear—I’ll be in a chilly little paper gown that’s been wrinkled and shredded in my attempt to put it on the right way (it opens in the back, doesn’t it?).

			But my underwear should be clean and fairly new anyway, right? God forbid I end up in a terrible accident on the way to the doctor and some ER nurse whom I know from my child’s school might have to cut off my clothes and would instantly judge my skuzzy granny panties and not only deny me care, but also my rightful place on the PTA board next year. However, if I wear my new, personally-fitted-by-a-licensed-bra-fitter Wacoal Bra in a subtle neutral, the nurse would not only decide NOT to cut that high-quality, hand-washed undergarment from my body while I lay in the ER in need of a right lung, but also decide unequivocally that I should be PTA president (which I don’t want to be, by the way). Really.

			Lastly, I do my full makeup routine and put on nice jewelry for my doctor. I don’t do perfume, though. Don’t want her to think I’m trying too hard.

			I want to look nice for my doctor. Healthy. Glowing. Youthful. Un-sick. I want her to see that I’m taking good care of myself, despite my overconsumption of wine on Saturday night and my overconsumption of the Red Velvet Pancake special at the IHOP on Sunday morning. I want her to compliment my cholesterol levels and approve of my exercise regimen and be blown away by my fabulous blood pressure. All told, I want my doctor to approve. As if her acknowledgment of my efforts to look good will negate all the things I’m NOT doing right.

			The irony, of course, is that the time I took to get ready to see my doctor exceeded the time spent with my doctor by twofold. But that is irrelevant, because my goal is to look as great as this forty-something, full-time working mom of two on a part-time beauty budget can look these days. And let me tell you, at my last annual, I looked great! In fact, I hadn’t looked that nice during daytime hours in such a long time that I called up Brad.

			“Hey! I’m having my annual today and I look surprisingly great. Wanna meet me for lunch? I would hate for all this work to go to waste on Dr. Cole.” So we did. Carpe diem, I say.

			It’s important for my primary-care doctor to approve of me, because five years earlier my ob-gyn unceremoniously dumped me. It took her about, oh, all of seven minutes.

			“Charla, are you going to have any more babies?” she asked. I peered around the strirrups for a sight line of her small head that is cupped by a short, boyish bob. My ob-gyn was teeny tiny. I can’t believe she delivers babies without a stepladder. If they made stilt clogs, she would have them. I then stared at the ceiling, trying to think happy thoughts that weren’t in the shape of a huge, cold, curved piece of steel. “No,” I said with a tightly clenched jaw. “Two is the magic number at our house.”

			“Well then, have you considered an internist? I’ll bet you don’t have one. In fact, I’ll bet you’ve been using your annual ob-gyn appointment as a sub for
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