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Tillie


My paternal grandmother was ornery, fat, and formidable. She cackled when she laughed, brooded for reasons known only to her, barked out her sometimes alarming opinions, and spoke a Norwegian dialect impenetrable to me. Although she was born in the United States, she never mastered the “th” sound in English and opted for a straight “t” instead, referring to “tings” and “tunderstorms” and “Tanksgiving.” When I was a child her hair was thick and white, and when loose, it fell almost to her waist. Before I knew her, it had been auburn. It thinned over the years, but I remember my awe when I saw it down. That happened only at night after she had unpinned her bun in front of the hazy mirror in the tiny, musty, mildewed bedroom of the farmhouse where she lived with my grandfather, who had his own even smaller room under the eaves just up the narrow wooden steps on a floor we were rarely allowed to visit. Once her hair had fallen and her nightgown was on, my grandmother took out her teeth and put them in a glass by the bed, an act that fascinated me and my sister Liv because we had no body parts that could be removed at night and replaced in the morning.


The extractable teeth, however, were only one piece of an altogether marvelous, if sometimes intimidating, being. Our grandmother peeled potatoes with a paring knife at what seemed to me the speed of light, hauled logs from the woodpile near the house, and yanked open the heavy door to the root cellar with a single gesture as strong as any man’s before she led us down to the cold, dank domain where canned goods stood in their glass jars on shelves lined up against earthen walls. It was a place that smelled of the grave, a thought that may or may not have occurred to me then, but the excursion was always accompanied by a whiff of threat—by the fantasy that I would be left below with the jars and the snakes and the ghosts in blackness.


She was the only grown-up we knew who enjoyed telling poop jokes. She rocked with laughter over our plop-plop funnies as if she were a child herself, and when she was in a good mood, she told us stories from the long lost days of her own childhood, how she had learned to turn handsprings and cartwheels and walk on a wire and how she and her brothers hoisted sails on their sleds and were blown hard and fast across the frozen lake near the farm where she grew up. Before we went “visiting”—a word that signaled we were about to hop in the old Ford and “call” on various neighbors—Grandma put on her straw hat with the flowers on it that hung on a hook inside the front door and grabbed her black handbag with the gold clasp that had her little coin purse inside it, and we were off.


My grandmother died when she was ninety-eight. She has been a ghost in my life for some time, but she has been returning lately in a mental image. I see Matilda Underdahl Hustvedt coming toward me carrying two heavy pails of water. Behind her is the rusted hand pump that still stands on the property and behind the pump are the stones, which were once the foundation of the old barn that had been torn down long before I was born. It is summer. I see my grandmother’s cotton housedress buttoned up the front. I see her low breasts, wide body, and thick legs. I see the loose flesh under her arms jiggle as she walks straight-armed with the enameled metal buckets, and I see her fierce red-rimmed sunken eyes behind her glasses. I feel the heat of the sun and the hot wind that blows across the undulating flats of rural Minnesota. I see an immense sky and the broad blank horizon interrupted by copses of trees. The memory image is accompanied by a mixture of satisfaction and pain.


Tillie, her friends called her Tillie, was born in 1887, the daughter of an immigrant father, Søren Hansen Underdahl, and Søren’s second wife, Øystina Monsdattar Stondal, who was probably an immigrant herself, but my father doesn’t mention this in the family history he wrote for us, so I cannot report on it. In all events, Øystina’s father was wealthy, and he left each of his three daughters a farm. Tillie grew up on her mother’s property in Ottertail County, Minnesota, near the town of Dalton. When Tillie was eight, her mother died. A story my grandmother told us, and my father’s sister, tante (Aunt) Erna, told us, and my mother told us, too, about the eight-year-old Tillie gained the status of a family legend. After Øystina’s death, the local minister came to visit the family and do whatever Lutheran ministers did over the bodies of the departed. Sometime before the man left the premises, he piously intoned to all present that the woman’s untimely death had been “God’s will.” And then my grandmother, long before she was my grandmother, stamped her foot in a rage and shouted, “It is not! It is not!” And she was glad she had done it, and we were glad, too.


Tillie never visited “the old country.” She never saw her father’s first home, Undredal in Sogn, with its tiny church fitted close to the steep cliff of the mountain that rises straight up from the fjord. She never indicated any desire to see it that I overheard. She was rarely sentimental. Her husband, my grandfather Lars Hustvedt, traveled to Norway for the first time when he was seventy. He inherited some money from a relative and used it for a plane ticket. He went to Voss, where his father had been born, and was embraced warmly by relatives he had never met. Family lore has it that he knew “every stone” on the family farm, Hustveit, by heart. My grandfather’s father must have been homesick, and that homesickness and the stories that accompanied the feeling must have made his son homesick for a home that wasn’t home but rather an idea of home. We acquire the feelings of others, especially beloved others, and imagine that what we have never seen or touched belongs to us, too, by imaginative connection.


My father made a life of that imaginative connection. After fighting in New Guinea and the Philippines during World War II and a stint in the occupation army in Japan, he returned home and went to college on the G.I. Bill and eventually earned a Ph.D. at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, in Scandinavian studies. He taught Norwegian language and literature at St. Olaf College in Northfield, Minnesota, and served as secretary of the Norwegian American Historical Association, organizing and annotating a vast archive of immigrant papers, a post for which he was never paid.


In the text he left for us called The Hustvedt Family, there is scant information about his mother’s family, except what I have related about Øystina’s inheritance. My father’s conscious identity was formed by the paternal line, and he uncovered as much as he could about the men from Voss who came before him, his grandfather and great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather. I do not think it occurred to my father to look deeply into his maternal lineage. Tillie may not have saved any documents or letters from her parents. She was literate but did not attend school after the second grade. Her letters to her soldier son are fluent but sometimes ungrammatical.


It is only as an adult that I have been able to meditate on the problem of omission, on what is missing rather than what is there, and to begin to understand that the unsaid may speak as loudly as the said.


At the very least, my grandmother irritated my father. I recall him bristling when she made ignorant pronouncements about the state of the world or scowled in silence at the table. He rarely scolded, but his face was a map of unhappiness, and I felt the conflicts between mother and son as deep scrapes cut into the general vicinity of my chest, which sometimes became unbearable, and I would ask to be excused and flee the mostly unarticulated family turmoil for the garden, where I could study the still green Concord grapes slowly turning blue on the arbor or fling myself onto the lawn and concentrate on biting into the sweet white ends of blades of grass. Even then, I knew that behind my father’s irritation were stories I could feel but would never hear.


Grandpa was a gentler soul than Grandma. Forty of the sixty acres of farmland were lost to the bank during the Depression, and this narrative explained their penury. They must have subsisted on social security. I don’t really know. My father’s salary was meager, and we lived from month to month for years, so whatever help he may have given them couldn’t have been considerable. My grandfather’s livelihood as a farmer ended long before I knew him.


I have no memory of my grandparents in conversation or of them touching each other. We have photographs of them, however, sitting side by side.


Grandpa was an inward, taciturn man who read the newspaper thoroughly, followed politics closely, sat for long stretches in a chair in the cramped living room, chewed tobacco and spat into a Folgers coffee can at his feet. He smiled benevolently at our drawings and gave us striped candy from a jar he kept in the kitchen. After Lars died, my father told me “more than half” of his love for “the place”—by which he meant the farm—had disappeared. I was eighteen, and I pondered over this cryptic pronouncement, which I took to mean that he had loved his father more than he loved his mother.


When Tillie was dying, my mother spent some time with her alone. She grabbed my mother’s hand and moaned, “I should have been nicer to Lars. I should have been nicer to Lars.”


After his mother died, my father made a speech at the funeral, during which he called her “the last pioneer.” My father made excellent speeches. He wrote well and with wit. But there is a detached quality to the eulogy, as if he is surveying his childhood from a great distance, and his link to the woman who bore and suckled and cared for him is missing. Where did it go? Did it vanish into the bitterness of his parents’ marriage? Is there another element, too, one far more obscure and hard to define? Did the debt to her disappear into the forgotten land of the mother and mothers, the speechless realm of the womb where every human being begins and from which every human being is born, a territory Western culture has studiously repressed, suppressed, or avoided to a degree I have come to regard as spectacular? The omission of Tillie’s side of the family came “naturally” to my father because in the world of my childhood, we did not tell time by mothers, only by fathers. It is the father’s name that marks one generation and then the next. I suspect now that The Hustvedt Family served in part to rehabilitate the patriarchs that had been squashed by history, a history that included what my father witnessed as a boy—his own father’s humiliating losses, which the son through intense identification internalized as his own.


My grandmother suffered losses too. She inherited money from her father, put it in the bank, and saved it. I do not know how much it was, but it was her money. Years later, after my grandfather’s brother, David, lost both his legs in a work accident on the West Coast, she gave up the money to pay for his prosthetic legs. The money was sent, but the brother disappeared. Many years later, David Hustvedt died in Minneapolis, where he had been selling pencils on the street. He managed to get around by inserting his knees into a pair of shoes. On the street he had been known as “Dave the Pencil Man.” I used the story in a novel, The Sorrows of an American.


My parents are dead. As I write this, my mother has been dead for only three months. She died on October 12, 2019, at the age of ninety-six. My father died on February 2, 2004. I will be sixty-five on February 19, 2020, the same day my mother would have turned ninety-seven if she had lived. Neither of them died young, and even if I die soon, today or tomorrow, I will not die young either.


My parents met at the University of Oslo in 1950 or 1951. My mother was a student there, and my father had a Fulbright Fellowship. Born in Mandal, my mother moved to Askim, a town just outside Oslo, when she was ten years old. Rather stupidly, it took me a while to realize that both my parents spent the high bloom of their youth at war or under occupation. My father was nineteen when he received notice for duty. My mother was seventeen when the Nazis invaded Norway on April 9, 1940.


Within a few years of meeting the grandson of Norwegian immigrants, my mother became a Norwegian immigrant herself and found herself married and living in Minnesota.


My mother didn’t know that the parents of the handsome American she had met at the American Club in Oslo lived on a farm without running water, that they had no electricity until my father put it in after the war, and that neither of them had finished grade school, much less high school. She didn’t know that two woodstoves were all they had for heating during the frozen Minnesota winters. My father withheld all this from my mother. He let her discover it for herself. The reasons for his secrecy are buried with him.


As children, my sisters and I did not think of our grandparents as poor. It wasn’t that we didn’t know what the word meant, but rather that we didn’t believe it was a word that applied to members of our own family. Poor summoned fairy tales, the man and woman with three daughters or three sons who lived in a cottage in the woods or distant urban “slums,” visible to us only in sweeping gray tones on TV. It seems that my grandparents had managed reasonably well when my father, the oldest of four, and his sister, Erna, the second child, were still small, but when the Depression hit, the delicate equilibrium of the household was rocked and then it collapsed. The people lived on, but the farm I remember seemed to have been stopped in time, circa 1937. Paralysis defined the place.


We four sisters and our cousins had the run of that place when we visited in summer. It was our Wonderland. We climbed onto the seat of the tractor that sat in the high grass near the orchard of apple and pear trees. We perched happily on the carcass of an old car abandoned on the property. We loved the rain barrels lined up beside the house and the mysterious mounds of junk stored in the little white garage, including a discarded refrigerator, the sight of which terrified me because I had heard a story about a boy who closed himself inside of one and died. I loved the basin that served as a sink and the bar of gray Lava soap with grit in it made especially for farmers and mechanics. I loved the bowl and the long-handled dipper we used to drink water. I remember running with a side ache, grass stains on my knees and palms, cuts and bug bites, going inside for Band-Aids and drinks of lemonade and wild games of cops and robbers, shipwreck, tornado, kidnapping, and pirate.


When my mother confessed to Tillie that she was pregnant with me in July before my parents’ wedding day in August, my grandmother blew air from between her lips, made a “puh” sound, and waved her hand to dismiss the subject. It was of no account. “Grandma didn’t care at all,” my mother said to me many years later as we sat up talking late one night.


There is a story my father could not bring himself to write, one he did not include in the family history or in the memoir he wrote about his life, but which at some point I heard, not from him but from his sister or one of his brothers, a story that was subsequently confirmed by my mother. At the height of the Depression, a government inspector visited the farm, declared that the dairy cows were infected with hoof-and-mouth disease, and ordered them killed. After the terrible thing had been done, it came out—I do not know how—that the cows had not been sick. The inspector had been wrong. There was no recompense.


I have carried the image of that carnage in my head for years, carnage I never saw.


I think my father hated the place as much as he loved it.


The landscape is unchanged. The farmland still rolls on for miles and miles, now under the auspices of vast farms or “agribusiness.” The farmhouse on its remaining twenty acres stands as an empty monument to family memory, not far from Urland Church, where my father’s ashes are buried in a box in a grave close to the wood that butts up against the cemetery. Beside him in another box are half of my mother’s ashes. The four daughters will take the other half of what was once my mother to Norway this summer, to Mandal where she was born. Close to them lie my grandparents Lars and Matilda, my uncle Morris, my uncle Mac McGuire, an Irish policeman who married tante Erna, died when he was only fifty-two, and ended up among the Norwegians after death. The land looks the same, but the immigrants and their Norwegian-speaking children are dead. My father’s generation, the third, the last one to still speak the language, are almost all dead now, too. The children of my generation who came after them disappeared into white America. For many, their connection to their immigrant past is tenuous at best, reduced to a couple of talismans—a tightly knit Norwegian sweater or a plate of lefse—the soft unleavened potato bread, my grandmother’s specialty. It is best spread with butter, sprinkled with sugar, then rolled up, and eaten quickly or slowly, depending on one’s inclination.


Brutally hot in summer and beset by blizzards and temperatures far below zero in winter, Minnesota’s climate is extreme. Life on the prairie was a periodic struggle to survive weather. My father recalled drought, locusts, and roads closed for long periods by “the snows.” When the roads were impassable by car, they traveled by sled with the horses, a memory that brought a smile of pleasure to my father’s face. Tillie was terrified of icy roads and preferred to stay put when the ugly sleet fell and warnings arrived on the radio or television. I remember her cracking anxious voice coming from the telephone as she spoke to my father. She would not take the half-hour drive to Northfield under those conditions. Tillie must have remembered some frightening experience with slippery roads, but I do not know what it was.


We are all, to one degree or another, made of what we call “memory,” not only the bits and pieces of time visible to us in pictures that have hardened with our repeated stories, but also the memories we embody and don’t understand—the smell that carries with it something lost or the gesture or touch of a person who reminds us of another person, or a sound, distant or close, that brings with it unknown dread. And then there are the memories of others that we adopt and catalogue with our own, sometimes confusing theirs with ours. And again, there are memories that change because the perspective has been wrenched into another position—my grandmother has returned to me in a different guise. She has been reremembered and reconfigured.


By the time my great-grandfather Ivar Hustvedt arrived in Minnesota in 1868, the Dakota tribe had ceded 24 million acres of land to the U.S. government in the 1851 treaty of Traverse des Sioux, which pushed the Dakota, a nomadic people, onto a narrow reservation along the Minnesota River. In 1853, the land was opened to settlement, and the Norwegians began to arrive. In 1862, during the Civil War, betrayed by broken treaties and facing starvation, a small number of Dakota retaliated against a family of settlers and, after that, battles raged across Minnesota. Dakota, immigrants, and U.S. soldiers died. My grandparents must have heard stories, stories about what had come before their parents arrived, stories about the Indian Wars and the Civil War, in which a regiment of Norwegians, led by the staunch abolitionist Colonel Hans Christian Heg, fought for the Union. They were drafted the moment they set foot on the Minnesota territory. The men spoke no English. They conducted the business of war in Norwegian.


In answer to a letter from his brother Torkel, who had written to him of his plans to emigrate, Ivar told his brother not to come.


Those who emigrated from Norway, a quarter of the country’s total population when all was said and done, those who came in great waves during the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, were not people of means. Many were farmers without a farm—the second and third and fourth sons who were not destined to inherit anything. They moved to the cities for work, but work was not always forthcoming, and there was land in Amerika. The men came alone or they brought their women with them. Some of these people managed life on the plains, the immigrant type gobbled up into the American myth of stout pioneers who “tamed” the “virgin” territory. But many others returned home. Some went mad. In 1932, Ørnulf Ødegård conducted a large psychiatric study that found that the number of Norwegian immigrants treated for psychotic disorders in Minnesota was significantly higher than those of both Norwegians who had stayed put and native-born Americans of Norwegian descent. Ødegård speculated that the difference was due to the arduous realities of being a stranger in a strange land.


Of course, this is the wide, long view of things, a view my grandmother never took, I’m sure, as she fought to keep her children fed and clothed after her husband had gone to work as a hired hand on neighboring farms and later crossed the country to work in a defense plant in Washington State during the war. Father and son met out there. My father had been assigned to an intelligence unit, training in Oregon as part of a provisional plan by the allies to invade Norway. His qualifications: He had tested high on an IQ test and spoke Norwegian. In his memoir, my father remembers that when he met his father, the man was wearing his wedding ring and that it made him happy. Nowhere else in the memoir is there any description of bitterness and alienation between his parents. There is no other mention of wedding rings on or off, or the pain of a naked finger as opposed to one wearing the sign of the marital pact.


My grandmother used to say she shouldn’t have married Lars. We all heard her. We all thought it was a terrible thing to say.


I don’t know when my grandfather lost heart and disappeared into himself. I know he had nightmares and would wake up yelling and that he once punched the ceiling of the little bedroom where he slept. How I know this I don’t remember, but secrets traveled in the family, secrets heavy with emotion. I felt they were like stones stored in hidden pockets in a big man’s overcoat, and wearing that coat meant being weighed down by shame. Did the grown-ups imagine we children didn’t feel it? Is it possible that I felt it more than my sisters and cousins? I have used the image of a tuning fork before, but that is how I recall my child self, as a reverberating instrument, not of sounds, but of feelings in the various rooms where I found myself with the grown-ups and their tangled emotions of love and hate that must have mingled with my own and a fervent wish to be free of the oppressive lot of them. But that wish was as unspeakable for me as it was for my father. My great luck is that I can write it now.


Scandinavians in general and Norwegians in particular are often cast as stoic and repressed people who live their torments offstage rather than on it. Henrik Ibsen paraded secrets and ghosts and the anguish and guilt they created in the people possessed by them in full view of the theatergoing public. My father taught Ibsen’s plays. It was his favorite course. When he was dying, he asked me what I thought of Romersholm, and I wished I remembered the play better. I reread it after he died. It is dense and deep and clotted with sexual-political fears and hopes, spoken and unspoken. At the center of the play is Rebecca West, a figure of striving ambition, immense psychological complexity, and moral ambiguity. She is guilty of driving Beata, the wife of Romers, the man she loves, to suicide. She is also a creature of soaring idealism, quiet rage, and strategic intelligence. Ibsen penetrated the impossible position of women in the world of the fathers with a ferocious clarity. “Assuredly, you were the strongest at Romersholm,” Romers says to Rebecca. “Stronger than Beata and I together.”


My grandfather didn’t have my grandmother’s strength. He didn’t have her chutzpah—to steal a word from another immigrant culture I married into, the culture of Eastern European Jews who also arrived in large numbers in the nineteenth century. Tillie made and sold lefse to stave off desperation. There was another rumor that she had taken something from a store once—that she had stolen. My mother told me this in a low voice. The details are missing. Maybe Tillie stole. She didn’t go to jail. I am not scandalized.


The story I want to tell now came to me from my mother, but it belonged to Grandma. One summer, my cousins who lived in Seattle came to visit their family in the Midwest. Uncle Stanley was the only Hustvedt offspring who had moved far away. He and his wife, Pat, were strict parents. Their many sanctions and threats of punishment were directed only at their own four children, but when I was in earshot of the authoritarian directives, I would feel my limbs turn rigid and my heart speed up in vicarious alarm. They lived in one world, and we in another, and it was strange when the worlds collided at the farm. I knew my laissez-faire parents disliked the foreign regime, but they tolerated the alien doings in silence. Of the grown-ups, only Grandma made her disapproval known. She winced, muttered, shook her head, and clucked when her son and daughter-in-law issued their commands. This I remember.


What I can’t remember because I wasn’t there is that Stanley and Pat left their children with Grandma and Grandpa for a couple of days to go off on a trip alone. Grandpa isn’t part of the story, but wherever he was, it’s hard to imagine that he was possessed by any desire to interfere with his wife’s plans. Grandma told my mother that she and the children watched the car with the parents in it drive off, pass Urland Church, and disappear over the shallow hill. Then she turned to her temporary wards, nodded at them, and said, “Okay, now, go wild.” They took the cue. They howled, hooted, rolled in the driveway dirt, threw whatever was handy, ran in and out of the house, slammed doors, kicked trees and fences, and spat at each other in an orgy of freedom as my grandmother watched them, seated calmly on the lawn, smiling with conspiratorial pleasure.


How weary I am of the well-worn narratives about grandmothers, the objects of so much cultural gibberish, and not only of the pink greeting card variety, although there is much of that. “A grandma is warm hugs and sweet memories,” the inspirational writer Barbara Cage informs us. How convenient the platitudes and stories of Grandma’s warmth, goodness, sacrifice, and poignant suffering have been, told and retold to comfort later generations and defuse all threat of their opposites.


Tillie was a difficult woman. She did not choke back her rebellion or thwart her caustic laughter or her open mirth. And she did not disguise her fury when it arrived.


In her book Emotions in History—Lost and Found (2011), Ute Frevert writes, “Since antiquity, rage has been seen as a feature of the powerful.” I watched Brett Kavanaugh on television, now a justice on the U.S. Supreme Court, as he raged with tears in his eyes at the indignity of it all. How could he, he, the anointed boy of the law, be accused by that woman professor, Christine Blasey Ford, of sexual assault? Rage is a privilege of the powerful, of white men in America. It is not for the rest of us, who must guard it or eat it whole. The woman must sit humbly as she testifies in a soft, calm, ladylike voice, eager to “help” her interrogators.


“My anger has meant pain to me but it has also meant survival and before I give it up I am going to make sure there is something at least as powerful on the road to clarity,” Audre Lorde said in her speech “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism.” Lorde’s anger charged her brilliance and electrified the prose of her essays. She knew onto whom it was directed and why, including white feminists who had closed their eyes to uncomfortable and ugly truths. My grandmother had no such exquisite clarity, no such intellectual acumen, no such philosophical penetration into her lot. She was a white woman subject to the bewildering realities of marriage and subsequent poverty and the shame that came with it. She had the anger. It helped her survive.


Her ghost has come back to me hauling buckets of water, a woman who delighted and frightened me at once, whose image had been, at least in part, filtered through my father’s ambivalence, the mingled love and hate he could never really speak about. There is nothing simple, heroic, or pure about this ghost. I am well aware that there is much about her that remains hidden to me, much that I will never know. Time has altered Matilda Underdahl Hustvedt in her granddaughter’s mind. I remember how she broke the silences over and over again.
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My Mother’s Ocean and How It Became Mine


Before the ocean, there were stories of the ocean, my mother’s stories from Mandal, a town located on the most southern tip of the coast of Norway, where she lived on a small mountain in a house overlooking the flat expanse of the North Sea with her parents and her three siblings in a state of nearly paradisiacal happiness, if she is to be believed (and I have mostly believed her, while acknowledging that memories of childhood are usually colored in the rosy hues of joy or the bleak shades of misery, and far less often in the varying grays of ambivalence), but it is certain that the salt wind blew the smell of fish and brine over the sand and rocks and cobblestone streets where my mother walked and ran and climbed as a girl and that the tales she told as a woman wafted into the minds of my three sisters and me, residents of Northfield, Minnesota, who gazed out the window at vistas of corn and alfalfa fields and low-strung barbed-wire fences, behind which cows grazed and left their pies to dry in the sun, but we knew no ocean except the one that came by way of our mother’s accounts, and that is how we discovered the invigorations of maritime life without having lived it.


My great-grandfather was a captain who commandeered his ship, the Mars, to the South Seas. This sentence of indisputable fact sent me into high reverie as a child. The dim figure of the Norwegian patriarch mingled with Captain Smollett in Treasure Island and the ambiguous Captain Nemo in the film I had seen at least six times before I was twelve (thanks to the Grand Movie Theater’s Saturday matinees for children): 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. And then there was Uncle Oskar, my grandfather’s older brother, a first mate, who sailed to Coconut Island off the coast of Australia, married a Melanesian princess, and returned to Norway with that highborn lady, but he sailed to India, too, and carried home a red tea set of fine, thin porcelain as a gift for my grandmother, which my mother keeps to this day in a glass cabinet in her room in the retirement home where she now lives in landlocked Minnesota.


But my favorite stories are my mother’s intimate ones, of trips to the beach during the long days of summer when night is never truly night, but rather a deepening of blue above that soon gives way to increasing sunlight, and I see my mother’s tante Andora in her sagging wool swimming costume as she throws herself into the water, takes a few brisk strokes, stands up, and wades toward land, but before she steps onto the beach, she performs a ritual that mystifies my mother: Andora leans over, scoops up a handful of water, and sprinkles its contents down the front of her oversized swimwear, anointing first her right breast and then her left. And I see my great-aunt on another day, too, striding toward the boat that will take the family to one of the small islands offshore, when all at once the elastic of her underpants gives way, and the garment slides down her legs to her ankles as my mortified young mother looks on, but the unruffled Andora steps out of the fallen bloomers, snags the silky heap with the toe of her shoe, gives it a neat kick, catches it, stuffs it into her purse, and keeps on walking. Such are the wonders of life by the sea.
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Stones and Ashes


I keep one of my father’s passports on a shelf above my writing desk. He died on February 2, 2004. He was cremated and then buried in the small cemetery of the rural church in Minnesota he attended as a boy. It is a short walk from there to my grandparents’ small farmhouse, which now stands empty, its white paint scarred with gray. The immense maple tree, the grape arbor, the peony and lilac bushes, the pear and apple trees are still vigorous. They are no longer tended by anyone, but the bushes and trees bloom, and the fruit comes back every year.


We visit the grave. We plant flowers.


What are we visiting?


No human culture discards its dead without ceremony. To leave the dead without rites is ignominy. It seems that even the Neanderthals buried their dead.


Although it was long thought that mourning was an exclusively human trait, research suggests that other primates, elephants, and some birds grieve for their fellow creatures, that cultural practices handed down from one generation to the next are not ours alone.


The variety of human customs that attend death is stupefying.


The Vikings placed the corpse in a longboat, set it on fire, and pushed it out to sea.


The Zulus burn the dead person’s property because they fear the presence of the spirit in those things.


Pierre Clastres, the French anthropologist who wrote an account of the two years he spent with an isolated people in Paraguay, Chronicle of the Guayaki Indians, reported that members of the community were vague and unforthcoming when he inquired about their death rituals. One person would say one thing, another something else. It made no sense to him. Not long before Clastres left the tribe, an old woman (who had not been told that the outsider was to remain ignorant) informed him that the Guayaki eat their dead. The consumption of corpses was intended to break the connection of spirit to body, and thereby free or banish the spirit so it could do no harm to the living.


Human beings grieve, fear, and worship the dead.


In a village in northern Thailand in 1975, I frightened the children, who thought I was a spirit. They had never seen a person so tall, white, and blond. They ran away from me shouting “pii, pii,” the Thai word for ghost.


The people of many cultures mark out space for the dead: burial grounds, stones, totem poles, urns, mausoleums, tombs cut directly into the rock face of cliffs, tombs suspended from mountainsides, and coffins elevated on stilts yards above the earth.


Lewis Mumford wrote, “The city of the dead antedates the city of the living.” He argued that people wanted to live close to the burial places of their ancestors, to whom they were drawn with mingled feelings of worship and dread, and that is how the city was born: necropolis before metropolis.


But there is also the literal preservation of the dead: embalming, mummification, various forms of holding on to the corpse. In the Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino in Santiago, one of the curators explained to me that a long-vanished tribe in what is now Chile were a hunting-gathering people, but they engaged in elaborate rituals and embalming practices. This came as a great surprise to anthropologists because they did not expect such sophistication from hunter-gatherers. Their afterlife was given far more attention than their before-life.


The Aborginal people in northern Australia preserve and paint the bones of the dead.


A people in Africa wear the bones of the dead while they mourn. The English of the Victorian period were partial to jewelry made from the hair of a dear, dead person.


In part because burial space is limited and graves must be turned over in sixty years, increasing numbers of South Koreans are converting the ashes of their loved ones into colorful strings of beads that can be displayed at home.


My grandmother used to hear my grandfather moving around the farmhouse after he died. Once she saw him lift his hat from the hook on the back of the kitchen door. It is not uncommon for people to hallucinate the dead in their grief, but the phenomenon is poorly studied, perhaps because scientists resist the idea of ghosts. These specters mostly bring comfort to people in mourning. They are vivid reincarnations of a lost beloved, waking dreams of fervent wishes.


One woman I read about saw her deceased cat roaming contentedly in the rooms they once shared.


Few of us are free of the feeling that death, that most ordinary of all ordinary facts about human existence, is also unutterably strange. When the person is no longer there, we try to preserve what was in what is—with signs and tokens. People die around me, but when I care for the dead person, the loss is of me, not outside me. “It is the dead, not the living, who make the longest demands,” Antigone says to her sister Ismene in the play by Sophocles. “We die forever.” The tragic heroine refuses to let her brother go without tending to his body, without giving him the funeral rites he deserves. She defies the legal decree that has forbidden it, even though she knows it means her own death.


It is true that we are forever dying. It is also true that we cannot treat the bodies of our dead as if they were no different from the trash we routinely take out to the curb. We must symbolize the loss and care for the remains in one way or another. How we do that depends on our culture, but cultural practices evolve and change.


I will be burned and then buried in Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn on top of or underneath my husband, depending on which one of us dies first. When we found the spot in that huge necropolis, I felt happy. How odd that feeling was. I do not want to die. I am always worrying that I will die before I have written what I still hope to write, and yet, I am pleased with the plot, pleased to think of it verdant in spring and summer, rouged in fall, and desolate or white in winter, despite the fact that I, snuffed of all consciousness, will not enjoy the shifting seasons anymore.


I love the Tom Waits song with its insistent refrain, “We’re all gonna be just dirt in the ground.” I sing along. I dance. I laugh. I am not sure why.


I am glad the ground where my father’s ashes are buried is marked with his name.


As I write this, my mother is ninety-three. She has asked her four daughters to bury half of her ashes beside my father and to take the other half to her native Norway. She wants us to scatter them on the graves of her parents in the town of Mandal, where she was born and spent her childhood. On the small mountain that rises above those graves is the house my grandfather designed and where my mother lived as a girl. From there one can look straight out to the sea.
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A Walk with My Mother


I have been remembering my mother’s walk. It was a determined walk, but with a light step. I can still hear and feel its decisive, confident rhythm. She loved to walk—in the Minnesota woods, the Norwegian mountains, on beaches everywhere—and she walked hard and long every day until a spate of illnesses slowed her down at the age of ninety. She walked for pleasure. She walked to feel the wind, sun, snow, or rain in her face and to discover marvels along the way—wild flowers, tall grasses, sea glass made round by the surf, stones in surprising colors, fallen bark, and gnarled branches.


My mother, Ester Vegan Hustvedt, died on October 12, 2019. I am glad she died before the pandemic. It would have been impossible for me to sit beside her and hold her if she were dying now in the summer of 2020. The walking mother I remember is a particular woman, born in Mandal, Norway, in 1923, the youngest of four children, whose family left that town when she was ten and moved to Askim outside Oslo. She lived through the Nazi occupation and its deprivations and by 1954 she was in the United States, married to my father. My mother is not “The Mother,” an archetype or cliché that inevitably shows up when mothers are invoked, a person squeezed into male/female hierarchies or the cult of the Great Mother or the Virgin Mary or Mother Nature or the mother of soft-focus advertisements in parenting magazines. And yet, mother ideas invade mothering with a stark morality of good and evil that rarely touches fathering.


At my fiftieth birthday party, which was also my mother’s eighty-second birthday, my mother made a speech. She began, not with my birth, but with the moment she felt quickening, a tremor in her belly, the signal of her first pregnancy. She spoke of her intense joy, and I thought to myself: It is good to be a child wanted by her mother. The simple fact that every person begins inside another person haunts motherhood. The simple fact that most women push the infant out of their bodies haunts motherhood. The fact that many women feed their children from the milk in their breasts haunts motherhood. Without a female reproductive system there is no quickening, no labor, no birth or nursing.


My mother often said she thought infancy was too short. She had four daughters, and she relished our earliest stage of life. She told me that when she gave birth at forty to my youngest sister, Ingrid, she knew it was probably the last time, and she felt a pang of loss. My mother’s labors were short and intense—all of them under three hours. Unlike other women of that era in the United States, she was never anesthetized, and her preferred birth position was squatting. In the last five years of her life, she lived in a room in an assisted living facility. As she lay in bed, she looked directly at four black-and-white photographs of her children as babies. When we spoke on the telephone almost every day, I would ask her what she was doing. Often she would answer, “I’m looking at the babies.” Her oldest baby was then sixty-four.


She was a passionate mother, a mother who in many ways fulfilled a fantasy about mothers propagated in postwar, mid-century America. She worked at home until her children were all in school and never had what is called a “profession.” For the first day of school, Christmas, and Easter, she sewed four matching dresses for her daughters. She sewed clothes for our dolls, too, and knit them sweaters. When we returned home on the bus every day after long hours of reading and arithmetic and sometimes tense, confusing dramas with other children, we each sat on a stool in the kitchen, ate the cookie or cake our mother had baked for us, and told her what was new. She laid out our clothes for school, put towels in the dryer so they would be warm when we emerged from the bath, shined our patent leather shoes with Vaseline for special occasions. She ironed beautifully. She loved a house in perfect order, copper that shone, dust-free surfaces, glass of sparkling clarity. She threw enviable dinner parties. She was proud of her housewifery skills. Cleanliness and elegant arrangements brought her sensual pleasure.


Although women have always borne children, ideas about motherhood have changed over time. In ancient Greece, women were child-bearers confined to their homes with few rights, but Greek mythology features powerful and frightening female characters. Think of the Amazons, the women warriors; the snake-haired Medusa, who turns men to stone; and Medea, who murders her children. In myth, it seems, Greek women took their bloody revenge. Despite intense fears of female sexuality during the medieval period, Christ was often portrayed as a maternal figure. The ancient belief, which persisted for centuries, that mother’s milk was transformed blood reinforced the image. As a mother nurtured her young, Christ nurtured the flock with his blood during the Eucharist.


But the self-sacrificing, patient queen of the domestic realm, who assumed the moral education of her children, was born in the eighteenth century. The French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau deserves considerable credit for her creation. This ideal woman was more than merely a subject of her husband’s rule. She had her own domain inside the house caring for her children. “The true mother, far from being a woman of the world,” Rousseau wrote, “is as much a recluse in her home as the nun in her cloister . . .” The true mother was a middle-class creature. Poor and working-class women have never been in a position to stay home. Enslaved women had no control over their own bodies or their families. Only women of the middle classes were called upon to realize the ideal Virginia Woolf rebelled against. “Killing the angel in the house,” she wrote, “was part of the occupation of a woman writer.”


My mother’s father was postmaster in Mandal and a landowner in a region of Norway known for its Pietism, a trait it has never thrown off. It remains part of Norway’s “Bible belt,” a bastion of conservative values including resistance to gender equality. My mother was never particularly religious, and she did not believe women should be either submissive or silent. Nevertheless, she lived in a world in which male and female labor was strictly divided, and the importance of the former over the latter went unquestioned. Years after my father died, my mother told me that his habit of interrupting her when she spoke had hurt and angered her. When she confronted him about it, he was hurt and angry.


My mother championed the good manners she had learned as a child. The repertoire included special rules for girls: keeping their knees tightly together, folding their hands in their laps, and curtseying to adults—behavior to be strictly observed in company. At the same time, Ester let her daughters run wild in the woods behind the house and roam for miles and get scraped by barbed wire and sucked by leeches and come home wet, filthy, and bug-bitten with dogs, frogs, salamanders, and grasshoppers in tow.


In Northfield, Minnesota, the small town my mother dropped into by marriage, women were mostly wives and mothers. When I was growing up, I don’t ever recall meeting an older married woman without children. She must have existed, but I can’t remember her. There was a gaggle of widows in town, several old maids who taught school or held down secretarial jobs until they died, and two aging unmarried sisters who lived together, one of whom had a Ph.D. and had been a history professor. They wore shawls and sturdy old lady shoes. I must have imagined being married one day and having children. I loved my dolls, but even as a child, I had dreams of becoming an artist. I would live somewhere far away and make art.


Where do I situate my own beloved mother in the ideal mother/real mother dichotomy? In Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976), Adrienne Rich distinguished between two meanings of motherhood: “the potential relationship of any woman to her powers of reproduction and to children; and the institution, which aims at ensuring that potential—and all women—shall remain under male control.” The distinction is important, but it is not at all clean. An institution is established law, practice, or custom. The institution of motherhood is not a building we walk into and out of. It is a social structure with rules that organizes collective behavior, a structure that is also internal and often unconscious, a learned way of being. My husband had an aunt who used to spur her daughters to action with the following threat: “Brush your teeth or you won’t get married.”


No person can be lifted out of the world in which she lives. No person can be stripped of context. Our desires are shaped by experience, by pleasures and pains, and dos and don’ts. The newborn person has pleasures and pains—sensations that soothe or hurt her—and learned patterns are established early, rhythms of feeling that take on meaning and become part of her. Every helpless infant needs constant care. In the world I grew up in, the primary caretaker was almost always the birth mother, but this is not universally true. Lone mothering is not a rule. There have always been others—fathers and wet nurses and nannies and grandmothers and uncles and cousins. In her work the evolutionary biologist Sarah Hrdy developed the idea of “cooperative breeding,” a trait not unique to humans. Elephants, chimpanzees, lemurs, and many species of birds are also cooperative breeders. Human mothers were and are aided by what Hrdy calls “alloparents,” others in the group that lend a hand. “Unless early hominin mothers had been able to count on significant alloparental as well as paternal contributions for the care and provisioning of extremely costly, slow-maturing young, the human species simply could not have evolved.” A Swahili proverb articulates the idea perfectly: “A single hand cannot nurse a child.”


I was thirty-two when my daughter, Sophie, was born, exactly the age my mother was when I was born. In the early months of Sophie’s life I had a strong sensation of being awash in fluids, hers and mine. I felt as if I had expelled from my body a kind of mobile attachment. She could be passed around to my husband, my mother, sisters, to her nanny, and to others, but she would end up back on my body, although she was no longer inside it. For me, there was more pleasure than pain during those long, short first months of her life. Unlike my mother, I had help. It was exhausting nevertheless, and, at times, overwhelming, trying to calm her. Sophie was not a relaxed character. She wriggled and kicked and howled. She hardly slept. My husband and I bounced and rocked her in our arms and in her carriage. Even when I wasn’t holding her, I found myself bouncing up and down as if I had become a brainless windup toy.


And yet, I loved stroking her bald head, looking into her enigmatic little face, watching her stare back at me and purse her mouth in small involuntary sucking motions. I loved her unmarred skin and its golden color, her tiny soft fingernails, and her flailing, undisciplined limbs. I loved her small body curled into mine when I nursed her, the foaming milk that leaked from the corners of her mouth as she grunted and sucked, a little animal of greed, comic in her complete lack of self-consciousness. I loved feeling the pressure of her tiny fist around my finger. I loved the smell of her. I fell in love with her. She is thirty-two now. I am still in love with her.


A few days after Sophie was born, my mother sat on the edge of the bed in the apartment in Brooklyn where we lived at the time, and she said to me in a voice of mild surprise, “You look as if you’ve always had a baby in your arms.” Sophie was my post-dissertation baby. I became pregnant not long after my defense for a Ph.D. at Columbia in English literature. My experience with my daughter is my own—it is not intended to stand in for universal motherhood. That may be the crux of the matter. Motherhood has been and is drowned in so much sentimental nonsense with so many punitive rules for how to act and feel that it remains a cultural straitjacket, even today. The metaphor is highly conscious. The straitjacket used to restrain psychiatric patients is an apt image for what Rich meant by keeping women under male institutional control. When the maternal becomes a static concept, a fantasy about sacrificial nurturing without limit, it serves as a moral weapon to punish mothers who are perceived as wild. And because the institution is not a building or a rule book but a way of being that is part of collective life itself, it is also a weapon that strikes mothers from the inside as shame or guilt.


When Sophie was not yet two, we were traveling somewhere as a family. I cannot recall which airport we were negotiating or where we were headed. I know I was harried and tired, draped with bulging bags, and descending on an escalator with my child in her stroller. My husband was somewhere behind us. All of sudden, Sophie lurched forward, and I saw in a single horrified instant that she was not belted in. I grabbed her, pulled her back, and disaster was averted. A businessman gliding in front of me with a small square briefcase witnessed the close call. He gave me a look I have never forgotten. It was a look of disgust, and the shame I felt was so bruising I have never shared this story with anyone until now. In his eyes I saw myself: a monster of negligence, the bad mother.


It has taken me years to understand that the man on the escalator was an incarnation of the violent moral feelings in the culture directed at mothers. He made no move to block my child’s potential fall. He showed no sympathy for my terror or subsequent relief. He was a figure of pure, brutal judgment. Had the person on the escalator been not me but my husband, I am certain his eyes would have carried another message: The poor man; where’s his wife? Although feminists have long rebelled against the confining ideology of motherhood, the disgusted judge is not a figure of the past. After Rachel Cusk published A Life’s Work (2001), in which she wrote about the shock, alienation, and loss of self she felt while caring for her baby daughter, she was excoriated by reviewers, many of them women, as a narcissistic “self-obsessed bore.” Her longing to write and the barriers maternity created between her and her work induced not mild reproof but opprobrium.


I vividly remember listening to a woman rail against, not me, but Harriet Burden, one of my characters. A university professor had invited me to a book club to discuss my novel The Blazing World. As the book’s author, I had wrongly expected polite treatment. Harriet, my aggressive, ambitious, and bitter artist so offended one of the women, she turned on me with open fury. Harriet was damned lucky, she said. She should have been content with her good life, plenty of money, and raising her children. Later, I wondered what desires she had squelched in the name of motherhood.


Until Sophie was six, my husband, Paul Auster, who is also a writer, wrote for many hours a day in a studio, while I was relegated to a desk in the living room of our small apartment. We moved to a house then, and I acquired a room of my own. Even with a study, my child’s needs often smothered mine. I had periods of feeling drained, confused, and angry about how hard it was to work, but I was not desperate or depressed. Why? If I had thought my child’s infancy and early childhood were permanent, I imagine I would have gone mad. I have often thought of the immense difficulties people must face who have children who for one reason or another cannot leave home and remain forever dependent.


My mother adored her own mother, Tobine, who died at eighty-nine. My mormor, the Norwegian word for mother’s mother, was a gentle, intelligent, deeply affectionate woman. Ester’s ease and happiness while in Tobine’s company was palpable. Seeing them together gave me pleasure. In the final two years of my mother’s life when her memory steadily grew worse, she would sometimes say to me, “Hvor er Mamma?” “Where is Mamma?” I would tell her Mormor was dead, upon which she would look surprised, nod sadly, and reorient herself to this truth. Patterns often repeat across generations. Seven years after the cruel and stupid response to her book, Cusk published an article in The Guardian on March 21, 2008, “I have a bad relationship with my own mother,” she wrote, “and was pitched by motherhood into the recollection of childhood unhappiness and confusion.” This insight is not developed in the book. I suspect it arrived later.
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