
[image: Cover: A Boob's Life, by Leslie Lehr]

    
        A Boob’s Life

        How America's Obsession Shaped Me...and You

        Leslie Lehr

        “Original, thought-provoking, and with an elegant sense of humor; a must-read!” —Salma
            Hayek

    




[image: A Boob's Life, by Leslie Lehr, Pegasus Books]






For my girls, and yours.





The body is not a thing, it’s a situation.

—SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR

Some people think having large breasts makes a woman stupid.

Actually, it’s quite the opposite: a woman having large breasts makes a man stupid.

—RITA RUDNER






One OBSESSION 2015


My nipples are cross-eyed. I see it clearly in the bathroom mirror the moment I step out of the shower. As steam clouds the view, I wave my towel and pray it was an optical illusion. No, they’re definitely pointing in different directions, as if embarrassed to meet my eyes. Or maybe this is payback. The truth is, my breasts have been loathed and loved, suckled and stuffed, radiated and reconstructed. They have doomed one marriage and inspired another. Yet, every step of the way, they’ve had the finest treatment in America. By now, they should be perfect.

“Hon?” my husband, John, calls from the bedroom. “What’s taking so long?”

Since we married a few years ago, both of his parents passed away, and then I got cancer. This is the first home we’ve bought together, a condo with an ocean view we’ll enjoy for a few years as a reward for all we’ve been through. The ninety-nine-step climb is like a stairway to heaven, but I didn’t have to die to get here.

This is our first night to relax and renew our romance. I try. First, I dab perfume behind my ears and unclip my damp chemo curls. Then I take a deep breath and look again. If I raise up my right shoulder and arch my back just so, my breasts are lush and round and almost even. But there’s no ignoring the truth. I pull a cotton nightgown over my head as fast as I can. Then I shove my towel so hard into the plastic hamper that the piece of crap falls over.

My husband tears his eyes from the TV as I stomp into the bedroom. “You OK?”

I snatch my phone from the cardboard moving box by the bed. “I have to call my doctor.”

“Now?” he asks, over the swell of applause for The Late Show. “Are you in pain?”

Yes, I want to say, psychic pain. Then I realize the doctor’s answering service won’t consider that an emergency. When I shake my head, my husband smiles and pats the bed beside him. I surrender the phone and scooch over. He rubs my leg and glances back at the TV, where the host is mid-monologue. I start to relax. Then the host tells a boob joke about J.Lo.

The TV audience roars.

I turn to my husband who, to his credit, is not laughing. “This guy gets paid millions of dollars and that’s the best he can do? She’s the producer of a successful TV show.”

He shrugs. “Comedians have always made boob jokes.”

“Exactly. It’s not original. Why are they laughing? There’s a neon sign that flashes the word ‘laugh’?”

“No, they’re really laughing. I bet half the people in that audience are women, and they’re laughing, too. Boob jokes are funny.”

“But why?” I ask. “Every woman in the world has boobs.”

“That’s why. They’re the first female body part a man sees when a woman walks into a room.”

The laughter dies down. The comedian is talking, but I don’t care. I hate him. “What makes a boob funny?”

“Boobs just sit there, all round and funny looking.”

“Dicks just sit there, too, and they’re far more funny looking. Why aren’t there more dick jokes?”

“Dick jokes are insulting.”

“All jokes are insulting. They make fun of something. Isn’t that how humor works? Is it how the word sounds? I mean, no one says ‘breast jokes.’ ”

“Breasts are beautiful, everyone knows that. When you call them boobs, it’s funny.”

“But ‘boob’ means stupid. How can an organ that turns blood into milk for babies be stupid?”

“Lighten up, hon.” He winces as if I’ve been shouting.

“I just don’t understand why people always laugh at boob jokes. They’re not funny.”

“Why are you being so sensitive?”

I don’t answer, on the grounds that it might incriminate me. I remove his hand from my thigh. He raises his eyebrows. I take a deep breath and try to let it go, but I feel like punching somebody, and he’s the only one here. So much for romance.

John changes the channel. We see a young woman vacuum-wrapped in a cocktail dress wave at a weather map of Southern California. Her chest sticks out so far, she’s in danger of toppling over.

“There’s a boob joke for you. Think she’s really a meteorologist?”

“That’s just for ratings,” he says, which proves my point. Or maybe his.

Now I’m sorry I insulted the woman. The tight dress doesn’t make her slutty or stupid. That was my interpretation. How can I laugh when the joke is on me?

My husband clicks to a sports channel. Men on TV shout about games with balls. I want to make a crack about that, but he’s just being a guy. He can’t possibly understand the frustration of a flat-chested teenager or a nursing mother or a deflated divorcée.

“I don’t want my breasts to be funny.”

He turns, surprised to see me on the verge of tears. “Hon, your breasts are fucking gorgeous.”

“You’re just being nice. Look.” I pull down my shoulder straps.

He smiles at my bare breasts as if this is a reward. Then his gaze rises to my reddened face, and he realizes this is part of the debate, one he can only lose.

I feel bad, so I let him fondle me.

“You aren’t naked very often,” he says. “I don’t notice the details. It’s more fun to see them together with your pretty face.”

Now he’s pandering, so I pull up my straps. He removes his glasses and rubs his weary eyes.

“When did you get so obsessed?”

“Seriously, hon,” I say, looking down. “Do you think I should get them fixed?”

He turns off the TV. “Up to you. I like all breasts. They’re like pizza. There’s no such thing as bad pizza.”

“For men, sure. For women, all pizza is bad.” Especially if we want to stay attractive to men like you, I think, cursing myself for being caught up in this competition.

My husband slips under the covers. I kiss him goodnight and grab my phone. Then I tiptoe out of the bedroom to let him sleep. Though that’s a big fat lie. The truth is I don’t want him to hear me call my doctor to complain.

I close the door of the room that will be my office and squeeze between moving boxes to my desk. If only it wasn’t so late. I scan my contacts to find someone else to call, maybe a woman who could talk me down. I see my mom’s number and wonder what she would say. Or my sister. Each of us has two daughters. That’s seven sets of breasts between us. Like most women, we rarely talk about them. They wouldn’t want to start now, on the phone in the middle of the night. I call my doctor and leave a message.

On my desk are a few framed photos, the first I’ve unpacked. The top one shows my bare-chested dad lifting me over his head like a human barbell, the next one shows him teaching me to swim. My favorite is a faded picture of my mother, my baby sister, and me, a skinny three-year-old. We wear matching red bikinis by our apartment pool in Arizona. I remember how important it was to keep those teeny strips of red cotton over our nipples. My sister was oblivious that her top was an inch too high. The sight used to make me laugh so hard my stomach would hurt. Hiding nipples was a rule, like brushing your teeth. Mom’s red top has far more fabric, but as she leans down to hold our hands in the picture, her cleavage presses into a perfect line. We all look so happy, holding hands and saying “cheese.”

I set the picture down and start unpacking a box of books and magazines. It’s a great way to stall in case my doctor calls me back. Maybe I am obsessed, but it’s not just me. Everyone is obsessed. Or why would boob jokes be so funny every single time?

I fill the small bookstand, then wonder where to put magazines I didn’t read before the move. Flipping through them aggravates me more. How can Vogue claim breasts are out of style when they’re permanently attached to our ribs? Elle shows low-cut Oscar gowns that are either empowering or objectifying, depending on your point of view. It reminds me of Twitter, where #FreetheNipple pictures of topless protestors compete with celebrity nip slips. Censorship is even more arbitrary. The Walking Dead TV show can slash a breast into a bloody pulp as long as they don’t reveal the areola. Even Picasso paintings get blurred on the news. I shove the magazines back in the box.

Maybe my husband is right, and I’m obsessed. But when you’ve been every size from AA to DDDD, it’s hard not to take the jokes personally. And now I’ll never find a bra that will fit.

I give the doctor five more minutes and do some research. I open my laptop and Google “breasts.” Within half a second, the screen fills with links to breast cancer, breastfeeding, and chicken recipes. Go figure. I type “boobs” in the search bar and get millions of links to porn. That proves something, but I’m not sure what. I close my laptop.

It’s hard to believe the bikini photo was taken over fifty years ago. Born in New Jersey, I grew up in Arizona and Ohio before moving to California. As far back as I can remember, everywhere I’ve lived, breasts have been the Holy Grail, the quest for female perfection. I’m beginning to think breasts are more than a body part. They might be the whole game.

I have to show my husband.

In the bedroom, he’s already snoring. The sliding door is open to the balcony, and the ocean air is chilly. I set the picture on the nightstand, get in bed, and spoon his warm body. My bad boob, the one with the extra scar tissue, is pressed against the mattress. It’s uncomfortable. I roll to my good side, facing the picture.

Was I envious of my mother? Was that how my obsession started? She’s twenty-five in the photo, a young and beautiful graduate student. And stacked, no doubt about it. I didn’t inherit her curves, but I wasn’t resentful. I was proud, like my dad.

Goose bumps cover my arms. We aren’t just posing for the camera. We’re smiling at the person behind it: my dad. This is his perspective, the male gaze. How did it become mine?

My stomach clenches, and I’m six years old again. I’m hanging upside down over the diving pool a million miles below. My father’s grip is tight around my ankles as he stands on the high dive. Don’t let go. All I can hear is the buzz of mosquitoes and the beat of my heart. Far below, past my dark hair and my flailing arms, the water glows an eerie blue. The color is clear to the bottom of the pool, where the drain looks like a mouth waiting to suck me up. I hear my father’s voice.

“Fingertips first.”





Why America Is Obsessed with Breasts

Did you know that humans are the only mammals with permanent breasts? Blame natural selection—men’s eyes are drawn to women’s breasts within 200 milliseconds.1 Not only do they signal fertility, but they are the first visual cue of the opposite sex. We are biologically programmed to like breasts, but in America that appreciation has become obsession.

For most of human evolution, breasts were for babies. In the Victorian era, women’s clothing featured the curve rising from a corset, then the Gibson Girl expanded the hourglass shape. After women won the vote, flappers bound their breasts in order to seek the same freedoms young men enjoyed. World War II expanded these freedoms into mandates, as women filled in for the men who were overseas. The United States government opened 3,000 subsidized day care centers for mothers in the workforce.

The golden age of pinup girls also began during World War II. Since bomb casings resembled breasts, “bombshell” became the nickname for busty sex symbols like Jean Harlow. Factory workers wore the new style of “bullet bras,” said to protect their breasts from machinery; their biggest benefit was to give shape to their overalls. Alberto Vargas’s fantasy girl illustrations in Esquire, and then later in Playboy, were duplicated as nose art2 on fighter planes to inspire the troops from World War II through the Korean War. Japanese sex workers began injecting their breasts with silicone to please their Western clientele.

As the war ended, Uncle Sam closed the childcare centers and sent mothers home. Single women were encouraged by the new, powerful advertisers to marry early and start families. From 1946 to 1951, the number of TV sets in American homes grew from 6,000 to 12 million.3 By 1959, a typical ad for a slide projector featured a well-endowed woman with “the world’s finest projection equipment.”4 The Golden Age of TV blessed domesticity with buxom actresses, the ultimate symbol of abundance.

The concept of abundance overruled reality. Men designed “training bras” for girls, push-up bras for teens, plus inflatable bras and artificial augmentation for women. Playboy ushered in the sexual revolution with “girls next door.” And then, during the postwar baby boom, doctors endorsed newfangled infant formula. That made it official: breasts were no longer for babies.

Thanks to a perfect storm of the baby boom, modern medicine, television, Madison Avenue, and Playboy, America became obsessed with breasts.
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PART ONE BREAST ENVY: Girlhood







Two DADDY’S GIRL 1965


On a sticky August evening when I was six, my father taught me to dive off the high board at the public pool. Sunburned families from our middle-class suburb gathered on the cement to watch. I wished everyone would stop whispering and go home, but this was before air-conditioning was common in central Ohio. I was the Friday night feature.

“Hurry,” Dad said, so I clutched the chrome handrail and started climbing. When both feet were on the fourth step, I turned back to my dad who, at six-foot-four, was now at eye level. He nodded. My skinny chest throbbed with pride. Dad was an All-American Princeton grad who believed I could accomplish anything if I worked hard enough. I had passed the Red Cross swim test in Arizona at three, then moved to Ohio and raced from Polliwog to Shark. Next was Junior Lifeguards, and it took fifty points to pass. After the swimming test and the struggle to lug a brick up from the floor of the diving pool, all that was left was the dive. I was ten points away from being a Junior Lifeguard with my very own whistle. I could do this.

On the fifth fiberglass step, I hesitated. I didn’t dare free a hand from the guardrails, but I couldn’t resist a glance down. Big mistake. The fractures on the cement deck looked tiny from here, and the people were shrinking, too. A Beatles song crackled from the public address speakers. Help, I hummed along, I need somebody… Tightening the grip of my left hand, I wiped away tears with the right. Since I was already wet, no one would know. My father’s faith never wavered. I could feel the heat of his body behind me as he urged me up, rung by rung.

The music ended abruptly with noisy scratches that drifted across the deck from the office. A teenager’s voice said, “The pool is now closed.”

A gangly lifeguard climbed down from his chair at the edge of the pool and removed the whistle lanyard from around his neck. I stopped and looked behind me, but my father said nothing. The horn of a station wagon blared from the parking lot between the pool and Hastings Junior High.

As the crowd shifted, my mother’s yellow minidress flashed like a caution sign next to the empty lifeguard tower. A flip of brown hair drooped to her shoulders as she hugged Tracy, my three-year-old sister, close. They were a team, the girls’ team, and my sister didn’t have to do this. As the oldest, I was on my dad’s team, so I got to play with a miniature lacrosse stick while he coached at Ohio State.

Except now I wanted off the team.

My mom glanced behind her to the approaching boys in red trunks. These weren’t the buff Senior Lifeguards—the boys over eighteen were in Vietnam. These were their younger brothers, too small to help her stop my father.

My mother was not a regular housewife. She was a college professor working on her doctorate in child development. That included nutrition and sex education, but it was in the home ec department, so still a “girl thing.” Like most men in postwar America, my dad was still the boss. When my mom looked up, she didn’t even look at me. Her eyes flashed with fury at my father.

A few steps higher, and I climbed onto the scratchy board on my knees, moving my hands forward inch by inch without letting go of my grip. The faces were smaller now, like tiddlywinks. In the twilight, the water began to glow. Shaking, I looked back as my dad stepped onto the board and towered above me like Tarzan. One dive, and we could all go home.

“Fingertips first,” my dad said, prying my hands from the rail.

Slowly, I stepped to the end. The crowd hushed and the world fell away. My toes clung to the end of the board like a bird holding tight to a branch. I straightened my arms and clasped my thumbs together, aiming my pointer fingers down like a gun. Then I tipped slowly forward.

Boom! A bank of floodlights flashed on, breaking the spell. I startled and straightened up.

“Stop!” my mother shouted.

An iron grip clamped each ankle. Then I was upside down, my arms dangling loose above the water.

“Thumbs!” Dad commanded. “One…”

I aimed my hands together and missed. Frantic, I choked back my breath, straightened my arms and found them. I interlocked my thumbs.

“Two!”

The water was crystal clear, with a blue tinge below. It was so still I could see the black drain at the bottom. A sense of calm came over me, suspended between heaven and earth. My dad wouldn’t hurt me. I could do this.

“Three!” He let go.

Whoosh. My hands cut through the curtain of water. My nose burned, then I remembered to blow. The liquid peeled away like a second skin, cool and quiet, better than air. When my body slowed, I kicked through the bubbles and broke the surface. I clung to the gutter, expecting applause, but the crowd was breaking up.

My mother cornered my father as he climbed down the ladder. She looked like Lois Lane trying to scold Superman. He was all-powerful and she was merely human; her words bounced off his chest. Tracy cried at the commotion. I felt bad for them, but I wished they would be quiet. I was proud to be on my dad’s team now, the winning team, boys against girls. Other parents shepherded their kids across the pool deck as if we had cooties.

When my dad caught my eye, he grinned. My lungs inflated with pride. All was right with the world. I slipped behind him, blocked by his body as my mother yelled. I climbed up the ladder like a monkey, as fast as I could. I wanted to do it by myself. And I did.

The next morning, the instructor whistled for us to line up at the high board. It was time. “Last chance. High dive is worth ten points,” he announced, as if I didn’t know, as if I hadn’t slept in my tank suit—or tried to sleep, while hearing my mother scream at my father through the wall between our bedrooms. Yet, I didn’t feel the least bit tired. I was ready. Soon, we would have Junior Lifeguard patches and silver whistles of our own.

The pimpled boys raced to the ladder while the girls complained about the cold water. This was the first year we could try out, and it was only because the pool needed so many new lifeguards. I waited politely and watched. After the boys were finished showing off, the girls climbed the ladder and squealed. Some ran straight off the board and some took forever, but they all smacked the water coming down. They didn’t know the secret of pointing their fingers. They didn’t have a dad like mine to teach them.

“Who’s left?” The instructor sat in a folding chair on the deck and checked names off the list on his clipboard.

I raised my hand. My father cheered me on from outside the chain-link fence, where he glistened with suntan oil in his Speedo. I waved to him and took a deep breath. Then I climbed straight up the ladder to the sky. It felt like the sun was shining just for me. I strutted to the end of the diving board and lined my toes over the edge. Then I clasped my thumbs together, aimed my fingertips down, leaned forward… and dove.

When I surfaced, the other students surrounded the instructor. My dad was clapping. I smiled and dove back under, wiggling my hips like a mermaid beneath the water until I erupted with a splash by the ladder. After I climbed out, I pressed through the crowd until I was dripping on the instructor’s clipboard.

He looked right past me at a long-haired girl in a flower-power bikini running back from the ladies’ room by the office. He blew his silver whistle and shouted, “Walk!” All the kids laughed. She knew better. Plus, we were eager to blow our own whistles and say that.

Bikini Girl climbed the ladder and tiptoed to the end. I waited as the instructor watched. She put her arms out and started leaning. One of the boys called out from the edge of the pool. She stood up, stuck out her tongue, and jumped. The boys clapped and leaned away from her splash. She came up giggling and holding on to her top. The instructor wrote something down.

“Did you see me?” I asked him. “Should I do it again?”

“Good job,” he said, glancing up. He waited for Bikini Girl to climb out of the pool, then beckoned us all to gather around. I stood at his side as he handed patches out one by one. Long arms reached over me to claim them. When he called my name, he handed me a certificate.

“Where’s my patch?” I asked, dripping on the onion skin paper.

He congratulated the last girl, the one in the bikini who went after me.

“She didn’t even dive,” I said, but he didn’t hear me.

“I didn’t want to lose my top, duh,” she said to me. She grabbed her patch and crossed her arms over her chest. Her friends giggled.

“You’re supposed to wear a tank suit,” I said.

“You’re supposed to be twelve.”

“What’s the difference?” I mumbled, scanning the empty fence for my dad.

When Bikini Girl turned to join her friends, her chest smashed me in the face. There was no ignoring the small mounds, hard like Silly Putty, trapped by the flower-print triangles. When she tugged at the fabric tented over the points of her nipples, I wasn’t the only one who noticed. I looked back at the instructor, and he quickly looked away. When I looked down, all I could see was my belly button. That was the difference.

“You still get the points,” the instructor said, as he stood to leave.

I looked at my soggy certificate, then at Bikini Girl, with her nipples sticking straight out. I wasn’t stupid. I had the wrong kind of points.

My dad was entering the gate now, and I was afraid to tell him. My eyes burned from the chlorine, my ears ached from the water pressure, and I couldn’t find my towel. When he waved at me, I shook my head. He spoke with the lifeguard by the office as I bit my nails and shivered. The big kids were snapping their towels at each other and laughing. My dad would fix this, I told myself, as I sat on edge of the empty diving pool. I kicked the water and watched the waves ripple away. When his reflection loomed, I hopped up and handed him the sodden certificate.

He hugged me against his hard body. “Guess what? You can join the swim team.”

I burst into tears. Where was my silver whistle? I had done everything I was supposed to: I swam twenty laps, picked up a ten-pound brick from the bottom of the pool, and dove off the high board. My dad told me that hard work paid off, and I believed him. But he was wrong.

All these years later, my father insists that the end justifies the means, so he was right to drop me off the end of the board. I can’t argue. Part of me agrees. After that day, I dove every chance I could. Dad treated me with respect, as if there was no difference between a boy and a girl.

But I would never embody his American dream. No matter how hard I tried, I was destined to disappoint him. And myself. In the end, it was Bikini Girl who truly taught me that the end justifies the means. The means were breasts.

I vowed to get them.





Bra Basics


	
1907 Vogue first uses the word “brassiere.”

	
1910 Mary Phelps Jacobs creates a handkerchief bra to replace her corset for a debutante ball.

	
1911 “Brassiere” is added to the Oxford English Dictionary.

	
1914 The modern bra is patented by Mary Phelps Jacobs.

	
1915 Warner Brothers Corset Company pays Jacobs $1,500 for the patent; ultimately earns $12,000,000.

	
1917 Corset manufacturing is prohibited by the US War Industries Board to save metal for ships.

	
1920s Bandeau bras flatten chests for the flapper style inspired by boys, who enjoy more freedom.

	
1922 Full-figured, uplift, and nursing bras are made by Maiden Form (soon to be Maidenform).

	
1928 500,000 Maidenform bras are sold in department stores.

	
1932 A, B, C, D cup measurement system is created.

	
1940s Torpedo and bullet bras are marketed for factory wear and safety.

	
1947 Padded and push-up bras are created by Frederick Mellinger, founder of Frederick’s of Hollywood.

	
1950s Preteen training bras appear and become standard.

	
1968 Bras are thrown in trash cans when 400 women protest at the Miss America Pageant.

	
1977 The “Jockbra” is created from jockstraps by Lisa Lindahl, Polly Smith, and Hinda Miller.

	
1987 TV commercials for bras show real women wearing them.

	
1994 The Wonderbra takes the US by storm and increases bra sales by 43%.

	
2009 Memory foam bras are developed.

	
2011 95% of women in Western countries wear bras.

	
2016 New bra companies offer inclusivity of skin tones and body shapes.

	
2020 Unstructured bras gain popularity at home, shapewear is worn in public, and corsets are elevated to high fashion.



Bra Facts


	
1. Eighty percent of women do not know their true bra size.

	
2. The average size has grown from 34B to 36DD over the last fifty years.

	
3. 4,000,000 new bras are produced each day.

	
4. The average American woman owns eight bras.

	
5. There are approximately twenty-three styles of bras; T-shirt bras are the most popular.

	
6. Proper care is to alternate bras, and hand wash every 4–5 wears.

	
7. A favorite bra should last 6–8 months.

	
8. Funeral homes put bras on dead women.








Three LIVE NUDE WOMEN 1966


The first time I saw a woman’s naked breasts, they were in a Polaroid picture of my mother. At age seven, I’d seen plenty of young girls in the swim team locker room. But the older girls, the ones with boobs, showered in their swimsuits before wrapping themselves in towels that magically stayed up. And on television, Playtex Cross Your Heart bras were modeled on plastic torsos.

I knew my mother had breasts. But I had never thought of them in a sexual way. Then one steamy afternoon, I heard the lilting chimes of Scott Joplin’s “Ragtime” and everything changed.

I dropped my Betty & Veronica comic book on my pink poodle bedspread and kneeled to look out the window. The boxy white ice cream truck was chugging up the street of our new subdivision. After spending twelve cents on cartoons showing two buxom girls battling over a boy, I didn’t have enough change for a Popsicle. It was hot, and I was desperate. I ran next door to my parents’ room and found the door ajar.

“Mom?” She wasn’t there, but I spied the bamboo handle of her purse on the dresser across the room. I tiptoed across the gold shag carpet to scavenge for pennies. When I reached for the purse, my elbow knocked the pile of books and magazines beside it and two TV Guides thudded to the floor. I held my breath and glanced at the open door, but no one appeared. I scooped up the small TV Guides, careful to not rip the covers with my mom’s name printed on them. The article she wrote—something about the strong influence of color TV on kids—paid for our bedspreads from the Sears Wish Book. I laid the magazines carefully back on top of her textbooks and plunged my hand into the depths of her purse. Aside from a tube of poppy pink lipstick and a plastic teasing comb, there was nothing loose. As a last resort, I scavenged through the top drawer of her dresser, where I’d found pennies before. Then I reached beneath the pile of silky panties and pulled out a color Polaroid.

My mother was topless. Her breasts were right there, framed by the stiff white border in my hand. I could barely breathe, let alone look below her chin. The face was familiar, with her full pink lips, and the little bow clipping her dark hair back at the temple. This was the smile I waited for each night as I stood by the living room window and watched car headlights dip down the hill on McCoy Road in the distance. But the smile didn’t match the pale expanse of skin below. Her breasts were long and full, like capital Us. The sight of my mother’s dark nipples made my stomach clench.

I shoved the photograph back in her drawer beneath the panties. Then my fingertips felt the serrated edge of another photo… and I couldn’t resist snatching it up.

In this one, she wore a white bikini with green trim—I’d never seen anything like it—and sucked in her tummy like a movie star. She leaned on one elbow as she lay on her side, her body swooping down like a roller coaster to her waist before the steep climb back up to her bikini-clad hip. I recognized the wooden legs of our black couch behind her and realized she was posing on the red shag carpet of our living room downstairs.

Shaken, I sat down on the bed. Then I saw I was crushing the hem of a dress laid out for that night’s cocktail party, so I jumped up and smoothed it out. The white lace shift would make Mom look like Mary Ann from Gilligan’s Island, but in the Polaroid, she looked like Ginger.

I shoved the picture back beneath her panties. I had never noticed my mother’s body before. Already, she was different from the other moms because she worked, and she was pretty, with her dark hair in a flip like Marlo Thomas in That Girl. But was she a “sexpot”? The word came unbidden and scared me. I knew it was bad. But then I thought, Wow.

This was the first time I recognized the dichotomy of women, Madonna versus whore, Jackie versus Marilyn. Even the Archie Comics cartoonist, Dan DeCarlo,1 admitted that Betty and Veronica were two sides of the same girl. What I didn’t recognize was how this dichotomy was so problematic.

At seven, I was already swept into the tendency to divide women into two parts. It’s only now, in looking back at this “opposites” way of thinking, that I realize so much of how women live, how we are treated, and how we are held back comes from this Freudian concept. When most people hear Madonna versus whore, their eyes glaze over. They blow it off as old news. I was the same way, until I explored why mismatched boobs bothered me so much. The problem is deeper than we think, because it starts so early. The human mind naturally divides things into two parts as “either, or,” so we tend to categorize everything this way. It’s especially easy to do this with women, because the female body is so susceptible to division: the sacred and the profane. Labeling women with two extremes automatically reduces us by removing our complexity. Our entire sex is robbed of individuality. This becomes a curse in the form of a double bind: we are either too good or too bad, damned if we do and damned if we don’t.

Breasts define the dichotomy. They exist in the Madonna role to nurture the next generation and in the whore role as a source of sexual pleasure. And yet without that sexual attraction for men, there would be no next generation to nurture. Only now, as I look back fifty years later, can I understand how deep and powerful this contradiction is to our way of thinking about women. At seven, I could only understand that breasts were special, but must be covered. They were good and bad. That was the only way to explain why my mother posed for this topless picture… and then hid it.

I sifted through her girdles, but I couldn’t find that white bikini. Instead, I pulled out a stiff bra and pulled a strap up each arm, then over the shoulders of my striped Danskin top. In the mirror above the dresser, it looked like the cups stood out from my chest for miles. I tried to imagine what it would feel like to fill them.

“Leslie?”

My father’s voice boomed through the house as if he could read my thoughts. I shed the brassiere, shoved it in the drawer, and hurried out. Dad had put a deadbolt on their bedroom door for a reason. I understood sex was the reason, but even now, I was trespassing. I ran down the stairs and nearly tripped in my haste to find him. The joke was, when he told my sister and me to jump, we were supposed to ask, “How high?” Sometimes, he snapped his fingers to make us practice. On the count of three, Tracy and I would jump. We only jumped a few inches, and we always did it laughing, but it wasn’t really a joke.

In the living room, I heard my name again, so I hurried through the open back door to the screened-in porch. The spicy-orange scent of Bain de Soleil tickled my nose. I ran outside and climbed up the rickety stairs to the wooden sundeck on the porch roof. My parents’ bodies glistened with a copper sheen against royal blue blow-up rafts. Foil sun visors shielded their faces.

My mom heard me and pulled up the straps of her bikini, the white one with green trim. My stomach still felt queasy. I knew what she was hiding. My dad’s bronzed body glistened in his red Speedo, but that was a normal sight. He spent countless hours with me in the swimming pool and on the grass, lifting me over his head like a barbell. His body meant nothing to me. My mother’s body was different. Someday it might be mine.

“Dad?”

“Put the record back on, will you?” my dad asked, squinting at me. “And get the mail.”

I nodded and headed down the stairs. He called after me.

“Want to go to the caverns with my geology class tomorrow?”

Mom was already holding her visor back up around her face, so it must have been OK with her. I nodded. I loved being a VIP on the bus with the big kids. Plus, I was working on my rock collection.

Inside, I ran past the black couch to the phonograph side of the entertainment console so fast that I kicked over the albums leaning against it. I put them back carefully to keep the Herb Alpert album with the lady sitting in a pile of whipped cream in front. The name of the album, Whipped Cream & Other Delights, simply meant to child-me that she got all the ice cream she wanted. I heard my name again, so I opened the phonograph lid and set the needle down on the black disc. Once the brassy horns played the familiar Dating Game theme song, I headed for the front door.

When I went out front to get the mail, my parents’ matching Oldsmobiles blocked my view to the street. Both had scarlet and gray Ohio State parking stickers, but Mom’s car was blue with a War is Not Safe for Children and Other Living Things bumper sticker, while Dad’s was silver with a Save Water, Shower with a Friend bumper sticker. Mom shook her head at this, but he was a professor of hydrology and visited my second grade class with comic books that showed how much water was wasted by leaky faucets, so it made sense. Mom was getting her PhD now, too. My dad couldn’t wait for people to call on the phone for Dr. Lehr so he could ask, “Which one?” They were the youngest, smartest, best-looking parents on the street. All the other moms stayed home and ironed with curlers in their hair. I knew, because when it rained, I knocked on their doors for a ride to school.

I ran across the weedy grass to the curb, where young saplings were wired to sticks like a row of scarecrows. Waves of heat blurred the black pavement on the street, but one thing was clear: the ice cream truck was long gone. I wiped my bangs off my sticky forehead, then opened the mailbox. A thick magazine wrapped in brown paper was jammed inside. I wrestled it out and took it inside to the den.

Tracy’s half-naked Barbie was on the rug, so I set the mail on the desk and plucked Barbie up to put her away before my father came in. No matter what my sister did, I would get blamed for it. That was my job as Big Sister.

Barbie was dressed like a singer with long gloves and a strapless black dress. I tugged her gown up over her pointy chest, but the sparkly fabric snapped back. Barbie was born the same year as me, but I didn’t know then that she was such a close copy of a German sex toy that the company sued Mattel—and won a settlement. I also didn’t know that real women didn’t come in these proportions.

When I gave up trying to keep her chest covered, I remembered the magazine in the mail. Nobody was fooled by that brown paper wrapper. Playboy was the only magazine that had that. My dad collected them in leather binders on the top shelf above where I was standing in the den. I dropped Barbie. If my parents had time to listen to the record again, I had time to check out the naked pictures. As the kid of two college professors, I knew the importance of research.

I closed the door of the den a few inches, then pulled on the chain to light the lamp hanging over the desk. I didn’t dare disturb the wrapper on the plump new issue, so I turned to the wood plank bookshelves Dad had built against the wall. My Nancy Drew collection shared the bottom shelf with National Geographic. The latter had lots of topless women, but that was for science. Most of the native women in those pages were old, with long tubular breasts, but the November issue showed teenagers posed for the camera. I learned later that the editors had darkened the girls’ skin to look more like natives, whose nudity was considered acceptable. There were a few black Playboy Playmates—the publisher claimed to be advanced in his exploitation, I mean, celebration of women—but most were white. We took the racism of sexuality for granted so much that years later, comedian Richard Pryor would call National Geographic the black man’s Playboy.2

To me, the distinction was confusing on a different level: the native women were caught unaware, but the American women chose to take their clothes off. Breasts were what made Playboy special. And the magazine was for men—it said so right on the cover. It wasn’t difficult to make the leap of logic: men liked breasts. And breasts needed to be hidden.

I needed to reach the row of leather-bound albums my dad kept on top. I surveyed the shelf below, with five feet of royal-blue-bound Harvard classics. My dad said this was the best collection of stories and articles ever written, by great men in every field of study. I considered using them as a step stool, but the gilded crests on the spines warned me away. The next shelf bowed with the weight of the white World Book Encyclopedia set I’d gotten for Christmas. When I was slow to say thank you, my dad insisted that I’d be grateful one day. I pulled out volumes A through D, stacked them on the chair, and stepped up, just tall enough to reach the top shelf. Dad was right: I was already grateful.

When I tugged out the closest binder, it fell to the floor with a thud cushioned by the shag rug. I cocked my head toward the door but didn’t hear any footsteps over the music. The binder had fallen open to a splayed centerfold, Miss August. There was nothing revealed below the waist at that time; it was all about breasts. But that was enough for me. I sank to my knees to look. Too embarrassed to unfold Miss August all the way, I read the handwritten notes about her favorite movie. When I finally turned to the front cover, she had clothes on. Miss August had my brown eyes and brown bangs under a white navy cap like my dad’s. That could be me. As soon as my dad learned to trim my bangs straight.

I sat in a chair, lugged the album to my lap, and opened the issue again. On the next page was a Columbia Record Club advertisement for the Beatles. Since I had a few of their 45s, plus bubble bath in the shape of Ringo, I felt like a proud member of that club. Next was a full-page ad showing a handsome man above the words, “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?” I raised my hand as if I were in school—the answer was obvious. My dad was that “sort of man.”

The leather-bound album on the far left of that lauded shelf was embossed with “1953.” My dad had started collecting with the very first issue, displaying Marilyn Monroe on the cover, during his freshman year at Princeton. Since 50 percent of college-educated men at the time reported reading Playboy, that “sort of man” was respectable, even admired. The August issue I perused that afternoon in 1966 was one of five million in circulation.

Two years after Playboy premiered, the University Library at my father’s alma mater subscribed and put one copy in general circulation3 for borrowing. There was no Penthouse, Oui, or Hustler, let alone Internet porn or cell phone sexting—and women only visited Princeton on weekends. The library provided this centerfold solution for sex-starved young Tigers until 1974.

Playboy publisher Hugh Hefner’s parents were direct descendants of the English Puritan Separatists from the Mayflower, and never kissed or hugged him at home.4 When he found out that his fiancé had slept with another man, he married her, but took revenge by becoming the poster child for a new bachelor lifestyle. William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson’s pioneering research on sexual response opened the door, but Hefner brought sexual desire into the living room.

Playboy skirted the pornographic style of Bob Guccione’s new Penthouse magazine by shunning the sexy black costumes of the typical seductress. Hefner claimed the Playmate of the Month was “a young healthy, simple girl—the girl next door… naked, well-washed with soap and water, and she is happy.”5 This was sexualized, nonthreatening girlishness, like putting a Shirley Temple face on a Jayne Mansfield body.6 Playboy gained intellectual ground by copying Esquire’s lead, with interviews featuring cultural icons ranging from Martin Luther King Jr. to John Lennon to President Jimmy Carter.

Indeed, that afternoon, I flipped through so many pages of printed interviews, I got a paper cut. I sucked on my finger to avoid bleeding on the glossy pages and began to believe what my mom said about my dad collecting Playboys. He saved them for the articles.

A collage called “The Bunnies of Dixie” caught my eye. These girls wore bunny ear headbands resembling the furry pets in the cages of my second-grade classroom. Their candy-colored costumes looked as stiff as the papier-mâché we made in arts and crafts. Three years earlier, an undercover Bunny named Gloria Steinem had written a controversial exposé in Show Magazine, but like most households, mine didn’t subscribe to that magazine, so I didn’t have that in mind. Mostly, as I sat cross-legged in the den, I suspected my mother would look beautiful in a Bunny costume.

The next pictorial featured a young actress named Jane Fonda. I recognized her from the cover of a movie magazine at the drugstore on a rack by the comic books. Fonda was dressed like a cowboy to promote a Western she was in called Cat Ballou. Her dad was Henry Fonda, one of my parents’ favorite actors and already a screen legend, named “Father of the Year” by the American Father’s Day Council. Fonda wasn’t a poor model taking her clothes off for money. And she didn’t “do Playboy” as a career move. But over the next few decades, an increasing number of American women would. At seven, I was already taking this for granted. You see one boob, you’ve seen them all, I thought. Then I noticed the cartoons.

Time to check the hallway again. If anyone saw me, I’d get a spanking for sure. The coast was clear and music was playing, so I figured I was safe for a few more minutes. The first cartoon was a drawing of an old lady, like Granny from The Beverly Hillbillies, but naked with bowling pin boobs. She was chasing a bunch of businessmen. It was easy to see why they ran away in such a rush that their ties went askew. Those boobs were ugly. Then I flipped to the end of the magazine and hit the jackpot: a color cartoon that ran for pages. Surely it had been put there for kids. My mother’s McCall’s Magazine did the same thing with a paper doll called Betsy. Every month I cut out the new clothes they printed to cover her undershirt. McCall’s was written and published by men also, but the glossy pictures showed the happy housewives fully dressed.

Little Annie Fanny was a blond with blue eyes. She had the same curvy figure as Betty and Veronica, with blouses so tight that a taut line stretched across the front. When her buttons burst and her clothes fell off, the men chased her. Annie ran, clutching whatever bit of clothing she could, until she could hide behind a desk. She ran for so many cartoon panels that I could study her closely. And she had the roundest, puffiest breasts I had ever seen.

I read cartoon after cartoon, from one issue to the next, pausing only when I saw a Playmate of the Month with pigtails or another who loved Popsicles. In the back of each issue, whether Little Annie Fanny was hiding under a desk or beneath the robe of a Klu Klux Klan convention-goer, the story was always the same. Annie was never kissing or doing anything dirty. No, she was always quiet and polite. Every time her clothes fell off, her eyes were wide with surprise. Soon, I wasn’t surprised at all. But I was just as thrilled as the men chasing her.

Choosing whom to root for gave me a stomachache. I didn’t know this was the definition of a double bind, but I understood that my choice felt wrong either way. If I pretended to be Annie, I was afraid of the men chasing me, because I wanted to keep my clothes on. And yet it did make me feel good that I was pretty enough to be chased. If I pretended to be a man, it was fun to chase Annie and see all her prettiness. Yet if I had to chase her to do it, wasn’t I bad?

A door slammed from somewhere in the house. The music stopped. I closed the binder and climbed up on the chair. No way could I reach up high enough to slide it back in the empty slot. So, I set it back on the floor, grabbed the closest volume of the Harvard Classics, and started reading.

“Leslie?” my dad’s voice boomed.

“In the den!”

Moments later, my father peeked in holding Barbie by her impossibly arched feet. Bad enough I forgot to put her away, but then he spied the brown leather binder on the floor. My tush clenched in anticipation of his handprint. It would be days until I could sit comfortably again.

“What are you doing?”

“Reading about Benjamin Franklin.” I pointed at the page to prove it.

My father tossed the half-naked Barbie in my lap. “It’s healthy to have an interest in the human body,” he said.

“I just like the cartoons,” I replied, shrugging.

When he scooped the binder up with one hand, I couldn’t meet his eyes. I stared at his knees for a moment, then looked up to watch him push the binders into a perfect line. He wasn’t hiding them, he was protecting them. I collected rocks; he collected pictures of breasts.

He pointed at the Barbie, so I scurried to the basement to put her away. I tried to stretch her gown over her chest, but it was no use. No matter how hard I tugged, the fabric sprang back to her waist. I finally gave up and put her in the toy box. She was just a doll. She didn’t matter.

Later, Tracy told me her friends knew about the Playboys, too. They found them while exploring the crawl space by the basement playroom. Soon after, Dad built the shelves and moved the magazines to the den. My sister’s friends were impressed. Their moms were housewives and their dads hid Playboy in the garage. All the dads liked seeing topless women, but ours was the only one who acted like it was normal. Those kids figured that our mother allowed it because she was more liberated. The opposite seemed more likely. She lacked the power to say no.

Sometimes my mother read the magazines; sometimes she ripped them up. But she spent most of her time studying for the three-hour interview for her doctorate. There was only one question that took her by surprise: What would she put in a time capsule to represent the period? At the time, she felt that this question from a sociology advisor had nothing to do with child development. Yet it did. The correct answer was Playboy.



Fifty years later, in 2017, I met a female Playboy executive at a luncheon, and we bonded over our mutual love of Little Annie Fanny. When I asked if she ever felt she was helping to spread a message of misogyny, the executive was prepared. She said that people were going to read whatever they wanted, so who was she to judge? She enjoyed the business of expanding the brand that had become the third most recognizable logo in the world, after Pepsi and Coke. Other countries compared the Bunny to Hello Kitty. As naked breasts became ubiquitous, magazine sales suffered. The subscription video channel paid the bills. Yet my friend insisted that the journalism was still so good, she was proud to read the magazine in public. Then I learned she was a mother.

“When your daughter is twelve,” I asked, “will you still read Playboy in front of her?”

There was a long pause before she cleared her throat.

“I won’t be working there forever,” she said.

Oh, the double bind. She encouraged me to watch Hefner’s new Amazon documentary to understand the way he helped women. Hefner produced the footage, so I knew it would be slanted, but in the name of fairness, I agreed. My husband offered to watch it with me. Because, boobs.

During the first few episodes of the documentary, it did seem that Hef helped women climb out of the kitchen of the repressed fifties. A few episodes later, it was clear that he simply ushered them into the bedroom for sexual liberation. As much as the publisher claimed to respect women, his executive secretary, Bobbie Arnstein, was neither paid nor promoted like the men who worked for him. Hef’s version of equality extended to his young girlfriends. He could sleep around, but they had to be monogamous. My husband and I watched, incredulous, as the actor playing Hef assured the viewer that Playmates were well cared for. They were strictly forbidden to date customers, except for celebrities. When archival footage showed Bunnies hopping up the stairs into his lair, Hef bragged about the benefits of being a VIP.

“He’s a pimp,” my husband said.

I was so grateful that he had said more than I dared, that he had justified my discomfort, that I wanted to kiss him. So I did.

After that day when I was seven years old and I found my mother’s sexy pinup photo, I never opened her drawers again. But I snuck in the den every chance I got to learn more about the human body. When I heard footsteps approaching, I dropped the magazine and picked up a volume of the Harvard Classics. I read World Book Encyclopedia from A to Z. Soon I was getting gold stars for spelling and speeding through the rainbow of reading level cards. My mother despaired when I spent my next birthday party in my room with Eloise while my guests played Pin the Tail on the Donkey. But I owe my love of reading to Little Annie Fanny.

Losing her was sad, but inevitable. When my dad moved out to enjoy the bachelor life, he took the Playboys with him.





American Women in Playboy

1950s

Tina Louise

Jayne Mansfield

Marilyn Monroe

Kim Novak

Bettie Page

1960s

Jane Fonda

Carol Lynley

Julie Newmar

Elke Sommer

Stella Stevens*

Susan Strasberg

Sharon Tate

Elizabeth Taylor

Mamie Van Doren*

1970s

Barbara Bach*

Jane Birkin

Bebe Buell*

Colleen Camp

Barbara Carrera*

Linda Evans

Farrah Fawcett*

Melanie Griffith

Barbara Hershey

Lainie Kazan

Margot Kidder

Pamela Sue Martin*

Dolly Parton* ◊

Valerie Perrine*

Paula Prentiss

Victoria Principal

Jane Seymour

Dorothy Stratten*

Barbra Streisand* ◊

Raquel Welch*

1980s

Maud Adams

Pamela Anderson*

Kim Basinger*

Christie Brinkley* ◊

Anne Carlisle

Rae Dawn Chong

Joan Collins*

Cindy Crawford*

Bo Derek*

Janice Dickinson

Sally Field* ◊

Jerry Hall

Goldie Hawn* ◊

Mariel Hemingway*

La Toya Jackson*

Grace Jones

Nastassja Kinski*

Madonna*

Donna Mills*

Dana Plato

Tanya Roberts*

Brooke Shields* ◊

Vanity*

Vanna White*

1990s

Paula Barbieri

Drew Barrymore*

Sandra Bernhard*

Jeanie Buss

Naomi Campbell*

Patti Davis*

Shannen Doherty*

Carmen Electra*

Sherilyn Fenn*

Robin Givens*

Margaux Hemingway*

Sally Kirkland

Elle Macpherson*

Jenny McCarthy*

Jaime Pressly*

Lisa Rinna*

Mimi Rogers*

Claudia Schiffer* ◊

Stephanie Seymour

Nancy Sinatra*

Anna Nicole Smith*

Lisa Marie (Smith)

Sharon Stone*

Charlize Theron*

Uma Thurman

Kelly Wearstler

Tahnee Welch*

2000s

Amanda Beard*

Garcelle Beauvais*

Shari Belafonte*

Brooke Burke*

Tia Carrere*

Anna Faris*

Debbie Gibson*

Chelsea Handler* ◊

Daryl Hannah*

Rachel Hunter*

Kim Kardashian*

Holly Madison*

Heidi Montag*

Olivia Munn* ◊

Teri Polo*

Tara Reid*

Denise Richards*

Kristy Swanson*

Tiffany*

2010s

Dree Hemingway

Lindsay Lohan*

Lizzy Jagger*

Kylie Jenner*

Scarlett Johansson

Taryn Manning*

Kate Moss*

* Cover model

◊ Did not bare breasts






Four HISTORY ACCORDING TO BREASTS 1967–1970


The problem with history books is that they’re mostly written by men. The turmoil of Vietnam, the moon landing, and Woodstock are recorded as a neat timeline of events. For me, raised in the Midwest at the end of the baby boom, the late sixties were chaos. They were formative years, a puberty that shaped sexual identity not just for me, but for the nation. Manifest Destiny, the very notion of progress that emboldened America to expand and conquer, was under attack. Yet one belief still brought us together: bigger was better. It applied to everything. How America viewed breasts defined life for generations of women.

1967

During “the Summer of Love,”1 100,000 young people converged in San Francisco and defined a counterculture of peace, love, and psychedelics. My mom was there, too, but not in bell-bottoms. A newly minted PhD, she represented Ohio State University at the National Council of Family Relations. At eight, I was home playing the bride in a mock wedding ceremony in our driveway. A girl stood in for the boy I adored while he and his friends circled the block on their Stingray bikes. As they pedaled past, I could hear them taunt, “First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes baby in the baby carriage.” That seemed like the natural order of events.

A week later, my mom returned from the conference in San Francisco. In Haight-Ashbury, she saw braless, pregnant women working in stores while their bearded boyfriends got high on street corners. When she described this, I didn’t understand the connection. A few years later, I dressed up as a pregnant hippie for Halloween. I wore beads and carried a protest sign.

When the summer ended, the September broadcast of the Miss America Pageant was a welcome treat. This was the only show President Richard Nixon let his daughters stay up to watch. That’s not why we watched every year. Our mom was a beauty, too, voted Queen Esther, Jewish royalty, at the YMCA when she was in high school. Plus, the previous Miss Ohio lived right across the river and had brought her high school band to play in Atlantic City. She’d won the talent competition singing “This Is My Country,” in a red, white, and blue gown. This year, one of Mom’s students was the state runner-up. Also, for the first time, Miss America had joined Bob Hope on a USO tour to visit the troops in Vietnam.

We knew all about the war; we took it for granted, like the flowered wallpaper in our kitchen. At dinner, my sister and I drowned liver in ketchup and hid boiled peas under mounds of mashed potatoes to the rat-a-tat-tat of artillery on TV. After Walter Cronkite told my parents the daily body count and closed with “that’s the way it is,” it was time to clear the table. Watching Miss America be crowned was our patriotic duty.

Minutes before Bert Parks introduced all the contestants, we took turns shaking the wire handle of a Jiffy Pop pan directly over the stove until it exploded into a silver blimp. Then we sat with the kitty on the couch and ate popcorn right out of the package. We thought the judges were nuts to not vote for Miss Ohio. But then Miss Kansas, who would ultimately be crowned the winner, sang “Born Free.” I knew the song, so I stood and sang along. That’s when I realized I, too, could be Miss America. There was only one problem: the swimsuit competition. I didn’t look anything like the curvy contestants when I strutted across the room in my one piece. I wanted to flip a switch and fill it.

Just as I saw the possibilities of breasts, however, they were being defined in a way that trickled down without anyone noticing. With only three TV channels, everyone flocked to the movies. The Graduate, released in December, was called “the funniest American comedy of the year.”2 But not for women. This contemporary drama, which ignored the counterculture completely by focusing on a dorky college graduate, made women squirm. Anne Bancroft played the evil seductress with one of the earliest flashes of bare breasts in American cinema. When Dustin Hoffman scared off young Katherine Ross’s character by taking her to a strip club, the audience witnessed a jarring close-up of tassel-twirling breasts. My mother identified with Ross and felt just as humiliated. During that work trip to San Francisco, my dad had taken her to a nightclub to see Carol Doda, the first topless dancer.

The Graduate was nominated for six Academy Awards and added to the National Film Registry for being “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant.” Mike Nichols won an Oscar for a film so prescient it defined breasts as a weapon.

1968

I was throwing out my school valentines when “Uncle” Walter Cronkite made a speech against the war. The Tit Offensive, or what sounded like that, was taking forever, with over half-a-million boys fighting overseas. Like many families, we were still listening to the gunfire and running body count during dinner every night.

We had just bought food coloring to dye eggs for our Easter baskets when Martin Luther King Jr. got shot. We heard “I have a dream” over and over on TV. The next day was Friday, and Lillian, our African American housekeeper, was waiting for us after school in her gold sedan. We usually walked the mile home, so it was a surprise to see her there, all dressed up in a black hat with netting draped over her eyes. A large, imperious woman, she told us to get in and didn’t say another word as she drove along the Scioto River. We bounced around the back seat past the tall buildings of downtown Columbus. After what seemed like forever, she drove into a neighborhood of checkerboard streets lined with small square houses. She parked behind a line of other cars at the corner by a stucco house. After we climbed out of the car, she told us to mind our manners and wait outside, then she hurried toward the house. The door opened like magic and swallowed her up. We could see the shape of other grown-ups at the party through the window.

Outside, the air was still, like a ghost town. A handful of dark-skinned girls playing jump rope down the street looked over, then ignored us. My sister and I loved jump rope, but we weren’t about to invite ourselves to play. Our pale skin marked us as outsiders, and we knew it. Our housekeeper’s daughter was a jazz singer who visited our house when she was in Columbus. We had never been to this side of town, though, so we weren’t sure what to do. We sat on the curb, watching ants climb over our Keds. We tried not to look over at the other girls.

After a while, I stood to stretch my legs. The oldest jump-rope girl, who was maybe twelve, saw me and strolled over. I sat back down. As she towered over us, I could see her bra through her cotton blouse. It was bright white, stretching across her chest in high contrast to her dark skin. This was startling. It was against the rules to show your underwear in public. Especially a bra. Of course, I didn’t wear a bra yet, but I had seen girls wearing training bras in the locker room. I never imagined seeing one through a girl’s shirt in broad daylight. Did she know we could all see it? I tried to ignore it as she scrutinized us.

She asked if I knew any jump rope games. Turns out we both knew Not Last Night, a double-jump counting game. She invited us to play. She really wanted twirlers, but Tracy was too little, so we got to take a turn jumping. The tall girl went first, jumping in as the rest of us chanted, not last night but the night before, twenty-one robbers came a knocking at the door. As I ran out, they ran in…

The sun began to set, and the windows of the house lit up like pats of butter. People streamed out, hugging each other and wiping tears with handkerchiefs. It was time to say goodbye to our jump rope friends. In the twilight, the girl’s shirt turned opaque—I couldn’t see the white bra through her shirt anymore. I was glad. I wondered if she felt better, too, but I was afraid to ask.

Senator Robert Kennedy, the beloved little brother of JFK, made a big speech after Reverend King’s assassination. Two months later, he got shot, too. The bad news ricocheted past Nixon’s nomination, the Yippies, and then the police beating people with clubs at the Democratic convention. I focused on hiding peas in my mashed potatoes until September, when it was time to escape politics once again with our favorite patriotic event: the Miss America Pageant.

My mom, my sister (now a first grader), and I settled in to watch with a bowl of Jiffy Pop. The new Miss Ohio was named Leslynn, a combination of my first name and my sister’s middle name, Lynn. That was thrilling, as if she truly represented us. We were sad when she didn’t make it to the top ten, but Miss Indiana did, and on the map that was close enough. My favorite part, as usual, was the talent competition. I took gymnastics and that year, Miss Illinois performed on the trampoline. When she won Miss America, I was as proud as if I’d jumped on that trampoline myself. When Bert Parks sang, “Here She Comes, Miss America,” I felt closer than ever to winning. As last year’s Miss America, the one who sang “Born Free,” began her tearful farewell, there was shouting from the TV. The cameras didn’t budge, but you could tell from Bert’s frown that something was wrong.

On Fridays, we had a current events quiz at school, so I always read the newspaper. An article about the pageant described the protest outside on the Atlantic City Boardwalk. The first stories, from male reporters, described them as bra-burning girls who weren’t pretty enough to compete. There was a photo of women in sloppy T-shirts and patched jeans carrying hand-lettered signs. The noise we’d heard during the pageant was a group of women chanting as they unfurled a banner that read “Women’s Liberation.” This was the first time in history those two words had been put together to define a movement. It reminded me of Mary Poppins, when the magical nanny cared for the children while their mother was out getting the vote for women. I didn’t realize then that the mother was played as a joke, that she was a bad mom. But I knew every word to “Sister Suffragette.”3

As a skinny nine-year-old, I was learning what it would take to truly be a girl. Boobs were obvious, but there was something more. I couldn’t put it in words, but I could see that the beauty queens wore swimsuits and high heels while everyone else—the host and the judges and the entire audience—was fully dressed. Oh, I agreed with the protesters; I wanted to be equal. I thought I was equal already. I saw that bras had meaning beyond the physical. But I had to wear a bra before I could burn it.

Later, I learned a group called the New York Radical Women had gathered nearly four hundred women to protest that day. Their mission statement included complaints that the USO tour used beauty queens as “military death mascots”4 and that the pageant was a “mindless boob-girlie symbol.”5 They felt that the patriarchy controlling the war effort also controlled women—and breasts were the most obvious symbol. Protest signs ranged from “Welcome to the Cattle Auction” to “Girls Crowned—Boys Killed.”6 An assortment of bras, girdles, and high-heeled shoes were tossed into a container they called the Freedom Trash Can, along with Playboy, Cosmopolitan, and Ladies’ Home Journal. Since they refused to grant interviews with men—and most reporters were men—the public was not privy to any deeper message. When a lone female reporter compared the act of defiance to draft card burning, the story grew to define women’s libbers as bra-burning man-haters. The truth is, no bras were actually burned. The group didn’t have a permit for fire on the boardwalk.

When I saw a photo of a sheep dressed like a beauty contestant with a crown on its furry head, it reminded me of the 4-H farm animals at the Ohio State Fair. I knew that sheep moved in a herd, and that they produced milk like women. I still had the desire to be a beauty queen, but I didn’t want to be called a sheep. I didn’t know yet that Germaine Greer had already called cone-shaped bras an instrument of oppression because they were compared to a sheep’s harness. Until that point, I’d only noticed that bras were white and they were uncomfortable. My mom took hers off after work so often I could usually find one under the couch cushions.


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Light.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Blk.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/xhtml/nav.xhtml

    
Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter One: Obsession, 2015

		Why America Is Obsessed With Breasts








		Part One: Breast Envy: Girlhood

		Chapter Two: Daddy’s Girl, 1965

		Bra Basics








		Chapter Three: Live Nude Women, 1966

		American Women in Playboy








		Chapter Four: History According To Breasts, 1967–1970

		Beauty Pageants








		Chapter Five: Smart Vs. Pretty, 1972

		Cheerleaders: Sis Boom Breasts!








		Chapter Six: California Girls, 1978

		Bare Breasts in American Film














		Part Two: The Booby Trap: Adulthood

		Chapter Seven: From Ms. To Mom, 1983

		Breastfeeding Basics








		Chapter Eight: Birthday Babe, 1997

		Better Boob Jokes








		Chapter Nine: Divorce: The “A” Word, 2004

		Emotional Abuse








		Chapter Ten: Boob Job, 2005

		Breast Augmentation by the Numbers








		Chapter Eleven: Peek-A-Boob: Dating, 2006

		Breast Censorship








		Chapter Twelve: Dressing For Sex, 2008

		Secrets of Victoria’s Secret














		Part Three: The Breast of Everything: Womanhood

		Chapter Thirteen: Killer Boobs, 2012

		US Breast Cancer Statistics








		Chapter Fourteen: Chemo Chick, 2013

		A Few Americans Diagnosed with Breast Cancer








		Chapter Fifteen: How Not To Be A Role Model, 2013

		Breast Myths and Facts








		Chapter Sixteen: Picasso Boobs, 2014

		A Few Nicknames for Breasts








		Chapter Seventeen: The Death Of Daddy’s Girl, 2016

		Women’s Legal Rights








		Chapter Eighteen: Boobs “R” Us, 2017

		First Females








		Chapter Nineteen: The Fourth Wave








		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		IV


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346








OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/Coniferous-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-BoldObl.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/ACaslonPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Obl.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/images/9781643136233.jpg
S
N

s

s






OEBPS/e9781643136233/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136233/images/title.jpg
A

BOOB’S
LIFE

HOW AMERICA’S
OBSESSION
SHAPED ME ...
AND YOU

LESLIE LEHR

jucc

PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





