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Praise For Breasts


‘In this unwavering, sharp and profoundly thoughtful memoir, Jean Hannah Edelstein unfolds her experiences, both universal and devastatingly unique, with trademark tenderness and wit. I am so glad she has written this: because sometimes we think that things are forever, but they are not. That loss is met by the abundance and clarity of Jean’s words: a must-read’


Jessie Burton


‘With brevity, piquancy and wit, Jean Hannah Edelstein has written a memoir that speaks directly to the public and private nature of bodies and autonomy. Her prose has the buoyancy and bravery of fellow New Yorker Laurie Colwin’


Catherine Taylor


‘A bittersweet, powerful gut-punch of a memoir’


Leah Hazard


‘I devoured it in one sitting. An incredibly moving and memorable portrait of womanhood and how the world responds to women’s bodies. All in Jean Hannah Edelstein’s enviously economic, funny, smart and beautiful prose’


Marisa Bate 


‘Powerful, funny, frank, furious and moving’


Lisa Owens 


‘Jean Hannah Edelstein is a glorious writer. I LOVED this book – furious and moving and laugh-out-loud funny’


Nina Stibbe


‘I would read anything Jean Hannah Edelstein writes. Breasts is a thunderclap of a memoir. When I read it, in a single sitting, I was blown away. Breasts is one of those books you read and just know instantly that it’s going into the canon; it feels so urgent, and yet somehow like it’s always existed. The writing is stunning, lyrical and funny and absolutely smarting with truth. Reading it, I felt seen in a way I haven’t for a long time … It is a difficult time to be a woman and books like this have never been more vital. Read it if you have breasts or if you know someone with breasts’


Marianne Levy


‘Jean Hannah Edelstein is honest, cynical, loving and funny. Breasts is a special book – short and powerful with no messing around. For people with breasts, mothers, women with cancer, and the people who love them, it will be an indispensable read’


Jessica Stanley


‘Witty, fearless, political and yet highly personal … an inspired piece of writing. In economic and elegant prose, Edelstein’s superbly crafted tribute to the most fêted (and fetishised) part of female anatomy explores issues of shame, pleasure and loss – and is, ultimately, triumphant. Breasts is compulsively readable’


Margaret Meyer 


‘Unique and beautiful … so tender and furious and funny’


Jo Cheetham


‘Brilliant and exquisite. Nobody writes about the curveballs life throws at you, or helps you deal with them, like Jean Hannah Edelstein’


David Whitehouse, author of About A Son 


‘Absolutely loved it. Painful and funny and essential’


Francesca Segal


‘I gobbled it up in a day and found it such a pleasure to read – frank, witty, moving, true … beautiful’


Liz Berry


‘I read it very quickly – the writing is compulsive – but it’s stayed with me for much longer. Deeply personal and extremely incisive … heartbreaking’


Kate Murray-Browne 


‘A tit punch of a book, in a good way. Painful, breathtaking, visceral and galvanising’


Rosamund Dean
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SEX



My first bra had a pair of appliqué tennis rackets with criss-crossed handles sewn on them: one blue, one pink. They marked the center point where the two white cups met. I didn’t play tennis, but I did need a bra. My mother and I chose the one with tennis rackets together in the teen underwear department (not lingerie, God forbid), located deep in the staid environs of a JCPenney department store at the Latham Circle Mall, an unprepossessing shopping center a few miles’ drive from our home in upstate New York.


An early reader, I’d pored over the Judy Blume puberty classic Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret until I knew much of it by heart. As such, I’d understood for some years that shopping for my first bra was a rite of passage that my mother and I would undertake together. I’d learned that it might be a cause for celebration as well as a humiliation. One of the signs that I was entering the liminal state between girl and woman. First, a bra. Next, I’d bleed.


And so: ‘Let’s go shopping for a bra,’ my mother said one Saturday morning, and I agreed, blushing but also relieved. A year or so earlier I’d noticed a little growth under my left nipple, a hard, raised lump about the size of a nickel. I told my parents and panic ensued. Could a child have breast cancer? On the telephone, the doctor reassured my mother that it was normal. ‘Breast buds’ was the medical term, as if my chest was harboring incipient flowers, preparing to bloom.


The months had passed, and now both breasts had asserted themselves, two undeniable soft puffs of flesh. Insubstantial, but not insignificant. They did not require any kind of support, but I suppose they had grown enough for other people to notice them. No one said as much, not directly, but I could see them in the mirror when I pulled on my T-shirts. My development had reached a stage where there was some sense of urgency that I should start wearing a layer of fabric between my skin and my shirt. A thin defense against the danger of discernible nipples. When I was a much younger child, my mother had dressed me and my siblings in the kind of white cotton vests long favored by British mothers to protect their children against cold and damp; my mother was Scottish, and these were the undershirts that she knew. But they didn’t make sense in American central heating. I’d cast them aside. At first an act of freedom, but now one that made me feel exposed.


We got in the station wagon after eating bagels for lunch with my father and siblings and drove to the mall. We passed my pediatrician’s office, the McDonald’s with an indoor playground, the bowling alley where kids from school had birthday parties, and a small pink building in a desolate gray parking lot. The building had once been a convenience store and was now the home of Sebastian’s Juice Bar. I’d read in our local newspaper that Sebastian’s existed in that particular dreary location because of a legal loophole that permitted female nudity for the purpose of entertainment in the absence of alcohol and within a certain measured distance from places of worship, homes and schools. There were no windows or other signs of life beyond a pickup truck and an old Buick parked outside. I imagined their owners sitting inside at the bar, drinking orange juice from short glasses like the ones we used at diner breakfasts. I imagined that the women who worked at Sebastian’s all bought a first bra, once.


My mother moved to the United States from Scotland in her early thirties, a year or so before I was born, following the career of my American father. As is the case for many people raising their children in a country that’s not the one they grew up in, some elements of American parenting were unfamiliar to her. Perhaps uncomfortable. She was learning by doing. But, she reassured me as we unbuckled our seatbelts, she had also been taken to a shop by her mother to buy her first bra, although in her case it was a small-town Scottish corsetry shop. ‘I was so embarrassed by my mother!’ she said, and I smiled. So was Margaret. So was everyone.


We entered JCPenney through the perfume department and passed through the clouds of scent into racks of women’s suiting with shoulder pads, men’s chinos, tall stacks of folded pairs of house-brand jeans. At that age I was often praised for my advanced maturity and confidence. But once we reached the teen department, I slouched through the racks. I was afraid of being seen, even though I knew that I’d only be recognized in this space if I came across another pre-teen schoolgirl with her mother on the same humiliating mission.


On a normal shopping expedition, I was old enough to try on clothes unsupervised, to pull on a new pair of shorts or a sweater and then yank the heavy privacy curtain aside for my mother’s consideration. But this was something more serious and secret, so my mother came with me into the small dressing-room cubicle. She frowned in thought while I tried on different garments under the punishing glare of the fluorescent bulb. My fingers fumbled with the unfamiliar metal hooks, placed in the front of the bras for amateurs like me. White cotton, white polyester, white acrylic. The sign on the display read ‘training bras’. For what was I in training? Was a bra for support, or for protection?


That my body was subject to judgement was something I’d known since I was in nursery school, three or maybe four. Perhaps one of my earliest memories: we were at a party hosted by friends of my parents. Nothing fancy, a casual gathering to fill up some weekend hours. My brother and I and the other children traipsed in a pack while our parents drank coffee. On my way to the playroom, I passed some of the adults sitting round the dining table, and one of the fathers stopped me and pulled up the hem of my smocked dress. I don’t know where my parents were at that moment, but they must have mentioned to someone the birthmark halfway down my spine, and I suppose he wanted to take a look for himself. I remember the dress had pale-blue flowers and that I stood still while he examined my body and pointed it out to others.


As a teenager, I told my mother what had happened. She believed me and was horrified. By then it had been many years since we had spent time with the group of people and, in the grand scheme of things, I know that it wasn’t very bad. But it was also the start of something.


By the time I was ten years old, I’d become aware of the importance of my appearance and of keeping it tidy. I was used to adults reminding me from time to time to cross my legs, to smooth my clothes, to brush my hair, to smile. At dinner one evening I made the casual remark that one of my classmates was a slut. It was common parlance on the playground. My parents managed not to convey their alarm and asked me what I thought that meant. I explained it was a pretty girl who sought attention. They did not contradict me, but told me not to say it anymore. I made a mental note.


I was not a slut. Unlike some little girls, I was not often congratulated on my beauty, but I was frequently praised for my good manners and my self-control. My modesty. I was not too loud, in word or action. When I failed in this regard – and, of course, I did – I felt tremendous guilt and shame. I was ‘a joy to teach’ in every school report card. Often, teachers arranged the classroom seating so that I was placed next to the most unruly boys. ‘You can handle him,’ one said, when I asked why the girls who were my friends were seated together and I was across the room with a boy who chanted a cruel nickname whenever he saw me.


Sometimes, when other children were disciplined for acting out, I’d cry. Their failure felt like mine.


By the time I was ten, I of course also knew that breasts were in my future. Had known for a long time. Standing on the edge of the Jewish Community Center pool during swimming lessons, I’d look sidelong at the girls who were a smidge older, whose bodies had more shape. It was something to look forward to, but the signs were apparent that it was something to fear, that breasts turned the female body into an object with the potential to cause harm. Who was at risk?


This was America in the early 1990s, remember. Bill Clinton was running for president. Adults I knew were excited by the prospect of him beating George Bush, but his lawyer wife seemed problematic. Too forthright, too ambitious, not that pretty. It was around this time that an older child in the back of my school bus wrote WHORE with a fingertip in the condensation on a window. She trotted with her friends to the front of the bus, sneering, to ask me if I knew what it meant. ‘I think,’ I said, ‘it has something to do with ships?’ ‘You were thinking of “wharf”,’ my mother said when I recounted the incident to her, as I enjoyed my post-school Fig Newtons and glass of juice. She didn’t explain further, but I knew that something had gone wrong.


I wasn’t a dummy. I had learned early about the exist­ence of sex, in an instructional paperback book that a friend and I had squinted over at a playdate one afternoon when I was eight. We’d had enough time to get the basic mechanics before her mother interrupted us. I was reading a paragraph about teen pregnancy, which opened with the information that ‘Teenagers sometimes begin to caress each other through their clothes.’ This meant that for some time I was under the impression that conception was possible through jeans and a sweater.


But I was an observant child, and in the intervening years I had come to understand that sex was everywhere, which was interesting and horrifying in equal measure. Watching vintage British sitcoms with my parents on American public television, I stifled my laughter at the double entendres lest they realize how much I knew.


Gaps in my knowledge remained. That breasts were sexual was clear, as was the idea that there was something not serious about them, that anything short of total concealment was a sign that a woman welcomed mockery or degradation. At best. Most of the mothers I knew wore turtlenecks layered under sweatshirts with seasonal motifs. When one came to help with a school project on a sunny, hot day and someone pointed out that she was braless under her gauzy white cotton top: well, everyone knew that she was also divorced.


After the try-on session, the bra with tennis rackets was agreed or declared to be the best fitting, the most appropriate. Appropriate was important. It was important not to look sophisticated: to find a childish design that would solve an adult problem. I was still under five feet tall. My mother bought me two identical bras to rotate. I started wearing them under my usual school wardrobe: sweatshirts with cats on them, a fuchsia blouse decorated with cheerful jesters.
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