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Introduction




    


    Now I am 80 and my body is bossing me around. For a number of years, I believed I had a chance. I believed I was the boss and that, with a little effort, my body would do what I told it to do. That’s not how it worked out.


    I tried everything: dieting, decent lingerie, exercise, and pedicures. I even tried to ignore my body, to hide it from other people—especially men and myself—behind a wall of fat. I avoided full-length mirrors and shop windows; I wore baggy clothes; I scoffed at makeup and high heels; I was as androgynous as my outsize breasts would allow. And yet, even then, my body rebelled. It demanded touching, and sex. And so I did as I was told: I dieted and lost the weight when I was 50, and before you knew it, there I was—naked in bed with a man. Then, when I was 67, I placed a personal ad in The New York Review of Books. I got many responses, then met some of those men, waiting for each one to be repelled by my not-so-young body. Never happened. Men, I discovered, are far less troubled by imperfect bodies than are women. They might ogle girly magazines or watch porn, but when push comes to shove, they are content to see a willing body next to theirs in bed. A willing body: That was me. For a time, then, my body and I got along well, almost like old friends, or rather, new friends. We were in sync and having a ball.


    But now that I’m 80, my body has regained its supremacy and left me behind: It tells me what I can and cannot do. No amount of shouting or complaining will alter the fact of old age. My body makes me dizzy. It demands that I walk in unaccustomed places with the aid of a cane. (I call it a stick, a walking stick, but it’s not, it’s a cane.) It tires easily and demands that I go to bed early and nap during the day. It demands—some things never change—that I diet and exercise, not so that men will find it attractive but so that it will keep moving and do what I wish it to do: stay alive as comfortably as possible.


    Last week, my 5-year-old granddaughter, Maude, asked me if I could run. “Of course,” I said.” Come on, then,” she said. And so I did. “That’s not running,” Maude said. “You’ll have to practice.”


    At some point, my body will give up altogether and I will be no more. But not yet. With a little practice, I can remain lively enough to win my granddaughter’s approval. At the same time, I will have to listen to my body and give it the respect it deserves. After all, it has served me well for most of my long life. So maybe, with effort and will and good sense, we will find ourselves in sync once more.



    


    Harnessed


    The burden of breasts




    Do your boobs hang low?


    Do they wobble to and fro?


    Can you throw them over your shoulder


    Like a Continental soldier?




    I first became acquainted with my breasts in 1945. I was 12 years old. We were winning World War II, my mother said, and so she was able to leave off knitting socks for Bundles for Britain and wrapping bandages at the hospital. She had time, finally, to give her full attention to her daughter who was blossoming at an alarming rate. It was not me who discovered my breasts but my mother.


    Up until that fateful moment I had been a tomboy, happy to run and kick and throw and hide with the best of them. My closest friend, at least in terms of longevity, was Nancy. She was the prettiest in first grade when our teacher, Miss Nofzinger, asked her to be the flower girl at her wedding. At eight, she became a drum majorette, twirling in perfect time to “Stars and Stripes Forever,” picking up her pointy boots so that one could almost see London and France underneath her teeny tiny skirt. She was blond, blue-eyed, and every morning her mother heated the curling iron that left her with long corkscrew curls worthy of Shirley Temple.


    My mother did not approve of all that female nonsense. That was a good thing because, while I was cute as a button (or so I was told by Nancy’s mother), I was not a girly-girl. I made my mother happy by romping along with the boys of the neighborhood, and I was happy, too. When I played with girls, as I had to during recess at school (the boys shunned us out of self-respect), we pretended to be Blondie and Dagwood, a game we made up, aided by the Sunday Funnies, in which Nancy was Blondie and I was Dagwood. The rules of the game were that Nancy was forever nagging me to get to work where my boss, Mr. Dithers, played by my second-best friend, Rutheda, harassed me until the bell rang for us to return to class and the multiplication tables. I do not recall speaking during that game until Blondie asked the question “How was your day, dear?” By then, recess was almost over, leaving me time for only an abbreviated complaint, something like, “Awful, Blondie, just awful.”


    The other game we played was War, an amalgam of our imaginings and Life magazine. Nancy played the wife and mother and I played the dad who, stalwart and true, marched off to battle carrying over his shoulder a twig pulled off the schoolyard bush. Nancy stayed behind, waving her handkerchief and calling, “Come back safely, dear.” I don’t recall saying anything during that game either, just being silent and therefore manly.


    I loved Nancy. Occasionally, I wished I were Nancy, but mainly I liked being the Other Half, the man of the family to her little woman. Together, we were complete, a perfect couple. And if I tired of make-believe adulthood, I always had the neighborhood boys to show me how to be a kid again. We played Horse against Ardie’s garage wall where his dad had hung a hoop. We played Roundtown in the field behind Larry’s house. We ran races up and down the alley next to Ken’s. We made a fort out of straw bales in the loft of Ardie’s dad’s barn. Up until I turned 12, I had the ideal childhood.  


    Change came by way of Kick the Can, which we played every night it wasn’t snowing in the darkening neighborhood. Unknown to any of us, our territory lay within view of my mother’s upstairs window.


    “One potato, two potato, three potato, four….” We formed a circle and chanted, me in the middle pounding the fists of the other kids as I counted. Nancy was It. She hated being It and I was glad she hated it. As much as I liked Nancy, I hoped she wouldn’t come back. Because now, after all the years of pure, clean fun, some stupid boy had invited other girls besides me to participate. We were 12 years old, an explanation in and of itself, although not at all legitimate to me at the time. All I knew was that my citadel was being invaded and things were getting mixed up.


    Nancy stuck out her tongue and said, “Ha ha, this won’t take long.”


    Ross, who would become Nancy’s boyfriend in seventh grade, placed the can in the middle of the road beneath the streetlight. Bats swooped in and out of the light. “Cover your hair!” screamed Joyce. “They’ll stick in your hair!” Just cut your hair, I wanted to yell; even better, just go home. In my view, impediments to the game always mounted in the form of girls.


    “Kick it, Ross!” We watched as he came streaking out of the darkness and, his form as perfect as any football player’s (not that we’d seen one since our town lacked a football team, movie house, or TV), smacked the can down the street. Nancy was now required to run after the can, find it if she could, and return it to the spot beneath the streetlight. The rest of us ran off to hide in safe places.
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