Just Once
in Life,
Every Woman
Should...

Fall madly in love! Try skydiving!
Buy the crazy-expensive dress! Three writers
(and seven celebs) on the essential
experiences you really don’t want to miss out on.
How did you do this year?

…Be Wildly, Passionately Pursued
Sounds outdated, but you deserve it. Here’s why.
by Caitlin Flanagan
When I was dating, my friends and I would not in a million years have asked
a man we met at a party or a bar for his phone number. If you met someone you
liked, you had to stand around passively, hoping that he might ask for your info.
It didn’t matter how interested you were in him; we young women wouldn’t
have dreamed of appearing so aggressive—or so desperate—as to ask for something as simple as his telephone number. You would grow up and spend your
middle years bumping into men whom you’d been crazy about back in the day,
only to discover they’d been wild about you, too, but hadn’t had the nerve to call.
And now it was all too late.
Young women have gotten rid of that limiting old system, and it still impresses
me when I see a woman confidently punching a man’s number into her cell
phone without even considering whether to wait for him to ask first. Even
girls do it: Last spring I had to pick up my 13-year-old son from a bar mitzvah party, and when I went into the ballroom, I found him surrounded by a
mob of little ladies thrusting their phones at him with demanding gestures.
I’m his mother, of course I think he’s adorable, but I was struck by how much
they wanted that number—demanded that number—just as they would later
demand their slice of cake and favor-filled goody bag. They knew what they
wanted and how to get it. As I stood back and surveyed the scene, I know I
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should have been marveling at how far
girls have come. But instead I thought,
Wow, those girls will never be pursued.
That was the upside of the old system.
If a guy liked you, he had to pursue you.
Because we were so unlikely to show our
hand, women ended up seeming like mysterious creatures. Once, in college, I was
the object of affection of a perfectly nice
guy whom I had no romantic interest in
and whom I got to cool his jets (or such
was my intention) by telling him that for
the next week, I would barely be emerging
from my room because I had to study for
an art history midterm. Every morning
when I opened my door to head out to the
common bathroom, there were flowers
and an encouraging note from him.
I know that many modern young women would say I didn’t have a suitor; I had a
stalker. I know plenty of others who think
that he was simply courting me—and that
these days men have completely forgotten everything Continued on next page
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Caitlin Flanagan’s new book, Girl Land,
comes out in January.

…Be a Fan
of Something—
Anything
Sports. Gaga. buffy.
Obsessing is fun!
by Emily Nussbaum
When I was younger, I had my share
of passionate moments. In high school, I
fell for Carson McCullers’ The Heart Is a
Lonely Hunter. I cut out Emily Dickinson
poems and pasted them into a notebook,
read every Doonesbury comic twice and
listened with obsessive attentiveness to
Joni Mitchell and Sondheim and the comedy duo Nichols & May. I was also sufficiently fascinated by everything Woody
Allen ever did that I once had an anxiety
dream in which I brought him a tin of
butter cookies and was worried he’d think
they were store-bought, not hand-baked.
But it wasn’t until one night in 1997
that I actually became a fan. The trigger

was a Monday-night episode of Buffy the
Vampire Slayer, a show that had started
airing on the WB. Now, I’m not trying to
make a case for Buffy as the single most
perfect work of art ever made—I guess
someone could argue for Middlemarch or
Tootsie—but that sort of “top 10” thinking
is beside the point. Buffy was perfect for
me. Despite the show’s goofy title, I could
tell from the start that here was something
slyly revolutionary, feminist but deeply
romantic and also very funny. The first
episode I watched wasn’t even one of the
all-time greats (it was “The Pack,” in which
teenage bullies turn into hyenas and eat
the principal), but within an hour, Buffy
had lit a pathway through my frontal lobe,
the rope burn of the obsessional, a form
of brain damage that led me to mention
the show whenever possible for the next
six years, take any excuse to refer to it in
print and spend hours hashing out the
minutest details online under an assumed
name. Happy and crazy are no contradiction when it comes to being a fan.
In retrospect, I can see that my Buffy
fanaticism was a kind of virginity loss, delayed until adulthood. I’d always been perfectly enthusiastic about enthusiasm, at
least in theory. And yet somehow I’d never
made the full-on leap into Trek or Narnia
or Bowie or the Chicago Bears. And now
that I’d jumped in, I wondered why I’d
waited. Because just as falling in love with
a person can make you notice the other
lovable things in the world (singing birds,
particularly delicious cannoli), being a
fan of Buffy made me far more sensitive
to other art. I plugged in to the coolness
of comic books, horror films and teen dramas. I began to adore the Internet, which
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to one dinner with him. On the walk back
to my dorm, he bought me a children’s
book—it was part of a joke we’d been
having—and I still have that book, with
its funny inscription and his signature.
He dodged a bullet. I was a complicated
and troubled person in college. But seeing myself, briefly, through his eyes—as
someone wonderful, someone worth any
amount of hassle—gave me something
that nothing else could have.
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about courtship and don’t have a clue how
to accomplish it. To the first group: He
wasn’t a stalker. He was just a very nice
and very besotted young man who’d had
the bad luck (we’ve all been there) to be
taken by someone who didn’t return his
affection. As for the second theory, sadly, I
think men probably have forgotten how to
court women. They don’t need to anymore. The flowers and notes and carefully
planned dates were always in support of
men getting together with women, which
today doesn’t require so much work.
I don’t give up hope of the old system’s
occasional return, however. Men value
things they have to work hard for, and
they tend to become very creative when
the straight-ahead approach isn’t helping.
I would never advocate going back to a
time when women were passive, but one
thing every woman owes herself, at least
once—for the sheer romance and surprise
of it, not to mention the delicious boost
of ego that comes along with it—is the
chance to be pursued: desperately, wildly,
with complete abandon.
Throughout the course of that long-ago
week, after all, as the wilting bouquets
piled up on my desk and as my stack of
note cards on quattrocento painters grew
steadily larger, what I gained about myself was a kind of confidence. The boy was
a bother, the flowers were an annoyance
(I didn’t have a vase, and after sticking
the first lot in my toothbrush cup, I was
out of options), but my sense of myself
changed a little bit. I was going to ace
that test; I was going to have many more
flowers from many more boys; I was going to make something of myself. At the
end of the week, I relented and went out

was transforming into the best possible forum for fans. And in the real world, I found
Buffy lunatics in the most surprising places: at cocktail parties, say, arguing in the
corner about season six. Best of all, I could
see the potential of television itself, that
historically low-self-esteem art form, just
as it made its own leap into ambition, from
Buffy to The Sopranos, The Wire, Mad
Men, Friday Night Lights and 30 Rock.
So if you haven’t become a fan yet, don’t
worry. It will happen. But you have to allow yourself to be more than just an audience, leaning back and watching. You
need to lean in—it’s the best way to feel
joy, outrage, betrayal, the full range of
geeked-out excitement beyond the simpler pleasures of thumbs-up and thumbsdown. And when your obsession finds
you (whatever it is: Lady Gaga, Game
of Thrones, the Mets), you won’t be sorry.
You’ll know enough to take that leap.
Emily Nussbaum is the TV critic at The
New Yorker magazine.

…Be Friends
With a Much
Older Woman

No, your mom doesn’t count!
by ZZ Packer
I remember my shock when I first
realized that my friend Gwen was a full
generation older than I was. “Wait,” I
said when she recounted some event,
“that must have happened the year I
was born!” We both taught English lit in

public schools in Baltimore and went out
for drinks every Friday night. Over our
shamefully sweet Courvoisiers, she’d regale me with tales about what Baltimore
was like “back in the day”; be classy one
moment and curse the next; give me love
advice; and, in general, dispense her wisdom without the urgency or judgment
that might have accompanied it had she
actually been my mother.
Gwen was the first female friend I’d had
of a different generation but certainly not
the last. My friends Jackie and Felicia and
I started a writing group: They were both
more than 20 years my senior. We encouraged each other to get our books finished,
helped each other through divorces, celebrated births, lamented deaths and mentored younger writers.
In today’s world, we can’t always be
near family or live near those with whom
we grew up, which makes friendships—
particularly intergenerational ones—lifesavers. When I lived in California, thousands of miles away from my parents, it
was my new adopted family of girlfriends
who became “aunties” to my children and
offered me advice on everything from
breast-feeding (don’t assume it’s magical
and easy) to asking for a raise (never ask;
simply present your case). Without my
cadre of girlfriends who have “been there,
done that—20 years ago, to be exact,” I
would have been reinventing the wheel
with every new relationship, job offer and
bump in the road.
Of course, intergenerational friendships aren’t a one-way street. You can gain
as much wisdom from a younger woman
as an older one. Case in point: I’d always
wanted to learn horseback riding but had

been too afraid to try. It was only after visiting a stable and seeing fearless 10- and
12-year-old girls maneuver these huge
animals that I decided to go for it. The
first time I had to position a bit in a horse’s
mouth—and this horse had teeth the size
of my fingers!—one of these little Pippi
Longstockings offered to help. She was so
quick and deft that she had it in his mouth
in no time. Then she did it again, slowly, to
show me how. She was the teacher, and I
was learning from her.
I don’t think most of us ever consciously decide to befriend a woman old
enough to be our mother, or a full decade
younger, but I do think it’s important to
cultivate these relationships whenever
we can. I remember how one night, a
younger friend of mine called, devastated that an old boyfriend was getting
married. (She’d found out on Facebook.)
“Dump him,” I told her. After a confused silence, she said, “But we’re not even
going out anymore!”
“That’s what I mean.”
“Oh.” She finally seemed to understand
that I meant she hadn’t yet let go of him,
even though they were already history,
and he was bad for her. We chatted about
other stuff, and when it was time to go,
she murmured out a thanks for the “sadvice”—what my friends and I used to call
any advice you were sad to take but knew
must be heeded.
“No problem,” I said. It wasn’t until
after I hung up that I knew I’d become
someone I’d never thought I’d be: not the
other woman—the older woman.
ZZ Packer is the author of Drinking
Coffee Elsewhere.

OK,
Stars, It’s
Your Turn
What should
every woman do at least
once in her life?
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“Go zip-lining.
I love it and can’t
wait to do it again.”
—Christina
Hendricks

“Eat a piece of
cake! Eat a doughnut!
Forget about everything
and eat a doughnut
and don’t feel guilty
about it!”
—Zooey Deschanel

“Live alone!”
—Gabby
Sidibe

“Once in her life,
a woman should buy
something that she knows
she can’t afford, that
she wants desperately—
and buy it with
her own money.”
—Elisabeth Moss

“I think probably
vomit in public. I’m
just throwing it out
there! Listen,
a lesson in humility is
good for all of us.”
—Anna Faris

“Get the courage
to say exactly what
you’re thinking and stand
up for yourself. When
you do that as a woman,
you realize how much
power words have.”
—Olivia Munn

“I always wanted to
run a marathon and get a
really short, G.I. Jane
haircut. I trained for the
marathon but got injured.
And I’ve never had the
chutzpah for the haircut!”
—Julie Bowen
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