50’S GIRLS        

Under the shade of pines
we stretched taut stomachs
(we’d dared to bare in two-piece 
suits) across the hoods of Fords
and laid down coats of wax
rubbed in wide swirls on trunks
and fenders, taking care
not to scratch the surface
as we caressed tail fins.
Before the sun could dry the wax,
we buffed our boyfriends’ cars
to mirrors that reflected 
faces eager to please boys 
who stood by and shared 
Luckies while they compared
waxes, cars, and girls.
BORN TOO SOON 

by Gretchen Fletcher

I was born in 1940. I dated in the '50's, graduated from high school in '58, and married in '60 at the then-average marrying age of 20. You need to know that about me before reading the following lest you ask, as my sons and their wives do, “Why didn't you just...?” (Fill in the ellipsis with “stand up for yourself?” “Do what you wanted?” or any number of similar questions). But I didn't because I, like you, dear reader, am a product of the zeitgeist of the era I grew up in. 

When I was in high school there were three (or four, if you count being a mommy) occupations we girls could look forward to becoming: a teacher, a nurse, or a secretary. None of my peers entertained a thought of anything beyond these options. Although I enjoyed dissections in biology and wasn't put off by blood and guts, I had no heart for sick people and their attendant ickiness, and I looked down my nose at those who took typing and shorthand so I defaulted to becoming a teacher.

I wore the obligatory wrist-length white gloves on Saturday night movie dates as well as a panty girdle lest anything jiggle on my 5'7”, 110 pound frame. And I pushed my blossoming breasts up as high as Marilyn's via a Maidenform with its inches of foam padding under the cups.

I was born just a few years too soon to be caught up in the bra-burning women's liberation movement that, like the American Revolution, created a “world turned upside down.” By the time those women began their protests against all I had grown up to take for granted, I was safely ensconced in the arms of a man twelve years my senior, having moved from my father's protection to his. I actually liked being what I referred to as “a kept woman,” supported by my husband who went to work, allotted me a certain amount of money each week to buy groceries with, and allowed me to stay home and bake the proverbial cookies with my sons.  I remember being at a New Year's Eve party at the home of neighbors, ushering in probably 1965 or '66, sitting on the floor beside my husband who sat in a chair and telling someone that I liked “sitting at my husband's feet.” What was I thinking? I wasn't. 

I am in the process of reading When Everything Changed by Gail Collins, a book I recommend that all women read. It will help the ones my age understand why we were the way we were;  it will help young ones understand how they were able to become the way they are.  As I read Collins I am taken back to my teen-aged dating days, my years as a young married woman, and my life as a new mother.

Memories come back from where I had pushed them. Memories like the first night my husband and I were home after our honeymoon. I started to wash the dishes in that pre-dishwasher era, and handed him the dish towel. Every night I had seen my father dry the dishes for my mother, a time they shared conversation as well as duties. Granted, my father was semi-retired and did not spend the day hard at work in the business world.  He and my mother taught in the mornings at a private school so he wasn't too tired at the end of the day to pick up a dish towel. I grew up thinking that real men dried dishes. When I handed my new husband the towel he said, “That's woman's work,” and sat down in the living room to watch Huckleberry Hound and Yogi Bear. I never asked him to help with that or any other “woman's work” for the rest of our 49 years of marriage.

One Saturday morning shortly after we were married I asked him what we were going to do that day. When we were dating we always had some kind of adventure on Saturday. His answer was, “You could start by putting on some lipstick and making the bed.” I have never again left the bed unmade for 49 years.

Lest you think my husband was a boor and I a wimp, this was the way “it” was, described so accurately by Gail Collins who is surely too young to have experienced things like this, but who has done an excellent job of research. She should have asked me.

I could have told her how embarrassed I was when I had to ask my husband for a dollar so I could buy a tube of lipstick shortly after our honeymoon. I could have told her how my husband referred to the women he hired in his office as “gals.” But he was not the only man who treated me like a “gal,” refusing to take me seriously.

In my senior year at the University of Miami (Yes, I finished college while married.) I was nominated by my professors for a Woodrow Wilson Fellowship which allowed students to get their graduate degrees in return for becoming professors. In order to be granted the award I had to travel across the state to be interviewed by a committee, a scary hoop-jumping that cause me to hyperventilate all they way to Tampa and overnight in a hotel there. My husband proudly drove his “little gal” there and even shot a picture of me at the conference table surrounded by my interviewers.

All I remember the committee members asking me was what would happen if, since I was married, I would become pregnant. Would I continue to be a professor or would that cause me to stay at home, implying that then they would have wasted the award money on a “gal.” As a dutiful wife-looking forward to someday being a mother, I answered that I would stay at home. I needn't tell that in spite of my stellar grades, magna cum laude status, and promising future, I did not get the fellowship. I never saw myself as a victim of discrimination until years later when I looked at a picture my proud husband took of me sitting at the conference table surrounded by my inquisitors, all men.

Was I born too soon? Maybe. My younger friends, born later in the '40's, stood up against the zeitgeist that I took for granted. If there is a parallel universe, and if I had been born into it later, I wonder what I am doing there now. 
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