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WHEN LIFE THREW THEM
A CURVE, THESE FIVE
FEISTY WOMEN TOOK IT AS
A SIGN TO CELEBRATE
BY BARI NAN COHEN

In 2001, Susie Norris was so burnt out
that she left her job as a vice president at
the Disney Channel to regroup and spend
more time with her family. “The plan was
to get my M.B.A., or a new job in TV with
fewer hours,” says Norris, 43. “Instead, I
kept finding myself baking.” Today, the
Los Angeles-based chocolate connoisseur owns Ms. Shells Bakery.
SAVVY STUDENT “I was having so much
fun teaching myself to make candy that I
enrolled in a baking certificate program
at the Epicurean School of Culinary Arts.
Around the same time, I got the idea to
rent kitchen space at a restaurant, so I’d
have the resources to make my own
artisan ‘Happy Chocolates’ and cakes.
But I really knew that I’d found my
calling when my custom dessert business
was up and running before I even
finished the 12-week program. Those
chocolates are now my biggest seller.”
SHE SELLS SEASHELLS “The name Ms.
Shells seemed like a natural fit. Not only
is the seashell a classic candy and baking
icon, but I live by the beach and spend
summers at my family’s house near the
shore in Massachusetts. My mother
taught me to bake at a young age. I was
eight when she shared her secret with
me: extra vanilla. Hundreds of recipes
later, I always add more vanilla.”
LIFE IS LIKE A BOX OF CHOCOLATES
“This experience has been a true
example of how if you do what you love,
the rest will follow. Aside from running
my business, I teach at the California
School for Culinary Arts. Nothing from
my corporate past compares to the
satisfaction I get from sharing my
passion with others. But the ultimate joy
comes from baking desserts, knowing
that people will love what I made.” w
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Leslie Lampert was about to launch her
New York-based soup shop when her
husband announced that he was leaving.
For many women, being suddenly single
at 49, with three kids in college, would
have been their undoing. For Lampert, it
was galvanizing: “I wanted to prove that
I was worthy of breathing the air.” A
year later, she had lost 60 pounds.
EMOTIONAL EATING “In 1994, my
husband was diagnosed with cancer, so I
arranged to work from home. During that
time, I cooked a lot—and gained a lot of
weight. In hindsight, I was simply eating
to comfort myself.”
BURN, BABY, BURN “He left right before
Christmas, but I refused to spend a single
day under the covers. I joined a gym, met
with a staff trainer and just worked it. My
wedding anniversary would have been
May 30, so I decided to spend it with my
kids in St. Bart’s. By the time I got on the
plane, I was wearing a size two.”
A MRS. ROBINSON MOMENT “It
embarrasses my kids when I wear tight
clothes, but I just want to look as good
as I feel. I’m now in a great relationship,
though I have been approached by guys
half my age. I told one 25-year-old that
he had to recite the lyrics to a Beatles
song before I’d have a drink with him.”
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“Growing up in Hong Kong, I would
retreat to gardens for comfort,” says
“50-ish” Marilyn Tam, “but as an adult, I
never had time to plant my own.” So
when Tam learned in 1994 that instead
of relocating, she could telecommute as
the CEO of Aveda, she was quick to
grow roots—and an Oriental garden—in
Southern California.
SEASONS CHANGE “I rented my house
in Montecito sight unseen, so I didn’t
know about the nearly two acres of
landscaping. As I began to prune back
the shrubs and trees, I felt my own walls
come down. I’d led a hectic life, and I
realized it was time to settle down. The
garden convinced me to buy the house.”
SYMBOLIC SETTING “I’m one of six
siblings, so it was meaningful to me that
there were six palms. And since I don’t
have kids, gardening became one way to
channel my nurturing side. I now have an
orchard, a tea house and a pool garden.”
NATURAL RESOURCES “A few years ago,
I left Aveda and started a software
company. But when I came home on the
weekends, I hated the idea of being back
in Los Angeles. So I sold out and came
home to write a book. Whenever I had
writer’s block, I’d turn some compost or
pick fruit. I love that I can make soup
from my own garden. Friends always say,
‘She grew the shrimp, too.’” w
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On a whim three years ago, Marie
Miczak, 47, strapped on some skates
and signed up for a beginner’s class
with her daughter, Magda. “I was the
only adult on the rink,” she says. “I took
a few bad falls, but I also fell in love
with it.” Today, the nutritionist teaches
inline figure-skating in New Jersey.
PREGNANT PAUSE “The year I turned 36,
I bought a pair of inline skates. Then my
father’s health declined and I learned that
I was pregnant with Magda, so I shelved
the idea. When Dad died, it was a wakeup
call: I’d spent years caring for him, and I
needed to refocus on me. The first thing I
did was buy a new pair of skates.”
CUTTING A FIGURE “When my husband
and friends began to compliment my new
body, I thought, ‘This is a hobby with
benefits!’ Within two years, I was nailing
toe jumps with ease. It was so thrilling
that I created a class for adults, so other
women could feel that same confidence.
Now, when my coach says, ‘jump!’ I do it.”
FAMILY MATTERS “Little by little, I’ve
gotten everyone involved: My son comes
to every competition, my other daughter
now skates with us, and my husband
even put up a rink in our backyard. We
roast chestnuts, pop popcorn and skate
under the stars together. It’s amazing.”
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“You have to picture me alone on my
birthday,” says Susan Pearlstine, 47. It
was two years ago that the mother of
three and chairman of her family’s
distribution company finalized her
divorce and started listing the many
missed opportunities during her
marriage. “All I ever wanted was to go
on safari,” she says. “So I thought, ‘Why
not try a solo adventure?’” That day,
she booked a mountain trek in Bolivia.
BUSTING A MOVE “The outfitter was
unequivocal: The Cordillera Real trail was
a level-five trek, so I would have to train
every day for the next three months.
When I was running up and down stairs, I
sometimes wondered if I was crazy—but
I felt invigorated by the challenge.”
SAGE AGE “One advantage to being
middle-aged? I knew how to take care of
myself. We were trekking for ten hours at
a stretch, and the younger people who
didn’t pace got into trouble. One
terrifying night, I had an ‘altitude
headache,’ which made me realize how
vulnerable I was. Of course, had I not run
ahead that day to get help for someone,
I don’t think it would have happened.”
REACHING NEW HEIGHTS “To be able
to see the world in this way is such a gift.
My next trek is in Patagonia, in February,
and I’m hoping to hike the Japanese Alps
next summer. The most trekking I’d done
before was through Neiman Marcus!” M
Are you ready for a new direction? Consider
some new ideas: www.more.com/innerself.
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