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Introduction


I have always read fiction to find models for how to live, how to be. I am not alone; we search for ourselves in story, often seeing our own lives in fictional plots and imagining our potential futures through the lenses of fictional lives. Stories offer us ways to make sense of our pasts and to forge a way of being in our presents and futures. The stories we read, the plot-lines we encounter, impact our sense of ourselves and what is possible.


From a childhood drenched in testimony and storytelling by old women, including my grandmother and her sisters, I learned a love of narrative, even as the plotlines offered to me as a girl were notably limited. I grew up feeling as if I personally knew the characters in my favorite girlhood novels. Louisa May Alcott’s Jo March, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Jane Austen’s Lizzie Bennet, and Willa Cather’s Antonia were my introduction to smart female characters who loved books and education, though their major life choice was only whom to marry. These books, and books like them, eventually led me to be the first in my family to go to college.


As a college student, I scoured my syllabi for books by any women at all, but the only fiction I was assigned to read was by men. As a young mother in the feminist movements of the 1970s, I returned to school for my master’s degree and was introduced to American women such as Kate Chopin, Edith Wharton, Flannery O’Connor, Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Tillie Olsen, Grace Paley, Zora Neale Hurston, and dozens of others, whose work I taught in my community college classroom and shared with friends. I read these books hungry for a story in which I could see myself, through which I might find plots that would aid me in my attempts to manage being a daughter, a wife, a mother, a feminist, and a teacher, but I often found myself torn between Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe, never allowed both to rock the cradle and to write the book in the same (life) story.


When I was in a doctoral program in the early 1980s, several of my professors commented that there were simply not many women worth serious study; a graduate course on women writers, taught by a visiting professor, resulted in our discovery of original editions of eighteenth-century books with uncut pages shelved on the open stacks, unread. I continued to read the women writers I’d studied in my master’s program, such as Woolf and Doris Lessing, whose female characters were not simply the foil for male characters’ development.


Later as a professor, I taught, wrote, and edited books on Woolf and Lessing, as well as books about contemporary women’s fiction, girlhood, mothers and daughters—always searching for female fictional limitations and possibilities. As I aged, my focus turned from the girl and the mother to the grandmother, or the woman my age, and I began to look for plots that might help me map a possible future beyond the familiar fairy tale where the old woman is stereotyped as either the wicked witch or the fairy godmother. In my forties, I had noticed that I was the age of all those dead mothers littering my favorite novels by women, the heroines always the adult daughter. In my sixties, I noticed once again the unseemly collusion of fictional portrayals with social stereotypes, the ways novels and short stories would caricature old women and confine them in plots like fictional shut-ins.


Those characters were not present, not still engaged with the messy currency of living. I kept running into the same old stories in which the older women are simply beside the point. From the formative nineteenth-century women’s novels of my girlhood to contemporary fiction, older women are almost never the ones whose story matters; the older woman or grandmother is either absent or important only as she affects the (younger) heroine. Think, for example, of “Little Red Riding Hood,” in which the granddaughter is the focus and the old woman is read as lacking desire and therefore vitality. Even in the various contemporary feminist revisions in which the wolf tells his version of the tale, the grandmother is still food for the wolf, and the fodder that generates the story. The story is never, really, about her.


And so, I began a serious search for fictional stories that have old lady protagonists who are not simply marginal. I found old women to be plentiful in detective fiction, and I enjoyed novels in which Miss Marple or Mrs. Pollifax is able to solve criminal mysteries precisely because her physical appearance as an old lady renders her invisible. But I wanted to read realistic fiction in which I could see through the eyes of an old woman, not simply appreciate her as an excellent plot device or character, just as I had so often viewed the world through the eyes of younger women. I searched for stories that get inside the heads of old women. I wanted to gather examples of good aging, of wise or surprising women over sixty and into their nineties, like beads on a string, a secular rosary to help fend off the fear of becoming elderly in a society whose mainstream vision of aging women is marked by fear, loathing, refusal, or reduction. I wanted to read the novels in which fictional older women prepare for the journey of aging, inhabit the territory, and become increasingly their truest selves.


As I read books touted to be focused on an older woman, however, I saw that she mostly remained a shallow cipher. And when she was central, the novel often fell into a category that I began to term “Deathbed Bookends”—opening and closing with her aged consciousness, the focus of the book being her memory of a youthful (usually romantic) past. In a cultural climate of advertising that urges us to postpone the inevitable by purchasing products or relying on plastic surgery to maintain the appearance of youthful bodies, perhaps it is natural that fictional old women are portrayed at the end of their lives remembering their youth rather than looking inward or outward at their present situations. Writers and readers may also have difficulty imagining new adventures for older women because youthful romance is such a familiar plot for women. However, I wanted to find stories about women’s firsthand experience in the present time of life, not ones where they are stuck in the past.


Many novels explicitly about older protagonists disappointed me; the women not only bore little resemblance to me or my acquaintances in their sixties, but also were nothing like the many vibrant old women I have known throughout my life. My mother, aunties, and grandmothers enjoyed new experiences in spite of arthritic hands or swollen ankles. Grandma welcomed visitors until she died at 102. My mother stayed in touch through handwritten letters with family and friends all over the world. Elderly teachers took up painting or creative writing after retirement, and acquaintances in their eighties were raising great-grandchildren. I began to realize that by teaching novels in which the old women are trapped in memories of youthful romance, I was subtly colluding in a distortion of actual old women’s possibilities. To discover whether the old women I have known were entirely unusual, I began research in nonfiction, including psychological and sociological texts, biographies, autobiographies, memoirs, and journals, all of which shored up my sense that actual old women have infinitely more plots than I had found in fiction. So, what was going wrong? Why were our stories not being written or published?


The lack of good fictional role models for aging women appears to be wrapped up in a larger problem of how we think about old age. In her short book of essays, The Last Gift of Time, scholar and mother Carolyn Heilbrun writes about the way that fictions about elderly protagonists end up devoting most of their pages to recounting or revisiting the women’s pasts. She expresses her own surprise at discovering that she actually enjoyed her sixties. I wonder to what extent the difficulty for writers to imagine life in the present through the eyes of an old woman mirrors the same difficulty in modern life, where independence, speed, and productivity are highly valued and culture fails to imagine dependence, slowness, and wisdom as possible gifts.


In her famous essay on fiction and the role of the modern novel, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” Virginia Woolf claims that the task of the novelist is to catch in words the old lady in the railway carriage. This book is the result of my searching contemporary fiction by women for glimpses of those elusive old ladies who, a century after Woolf’s call for them, remain nearly invisible. Like Woolf’s Mrs. Brown, an old woman may sit in the carriage. Or she may sit quietly on the bench of a London park, like the invisible women of Doris Lessing’s novel The Diary of a Good Neighbour. She may sit quietly reading on an airplane, in a meeting, in the waiting rooms of public institutions. What does she notice? What does she make of the snippets of conversation she overhears? What is the interplay of present observations and memories in her mind? Does she enjoy the sun on her skin? Does she relish her flexibility after that recent hip replacement? Is she composing a melody or a poem as she pulls the needle through her embroidery? Woolf wrote that she never managed to tell the truth about the body, and I think most readers assume she meant the sexualized body. However, increasingly I think that fiction has often focused exclusively on the sexualized body rather than the embodied person as a whole. I looked and continue to look for stories of older women in which they notice not only their desire but also their strength, the beauty they apprehend through their sight and hearing, the life-giving breath that sustains them.


For this work, I have chosen fiction in which the protagonist reads as “old” and in which she is the main character even if the narrator may be younger. I include stories from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that portray the complexity of older women’s lives and the varieties of activism, creative pursuits, motherhood, friendship, labor, love, and sexual pleasure that they experience. The Book of Old Ladies seeks out the strong characters and vital plots that already exist, while critiquing the stereotypes and limitations that still abound.


As new stories have been published, my pile of eligible books has tripled; however, I have limited myself to a selection that gives readers a sense of the general outlines of the plots I have discovered and provides ways to think about these stories and others like them. Although there are many connecting threads among the stories I have chosen, I have arranged them into five chapters that frame the main fictional plots for old women: “Romancing the Past,” “Sex after Sixty,” “Altered Realities,” “It’s Never Too Late,” and “Defying Expectations.” In each chapter, I include six stories that I group into pairs to highlight the similar approaches and the range of possibilities within each plot.


In chapter 1, “Romancing the Past,” I confront the romance plot as it takes shape in stories about old ladies. The older protagonists of the six stories in this chapter each reveal the continuation of the assumptions of the familiar marriage plot, with its celebration of the centrality of romance, its insistence that a woman must choose between marriage and artistic creativity, and its persistent notion that romance is limited to the young. As in all the chapters, I order these stories in pairs. On their deathbeds, Katherine Anne Porter’s Granny of “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Susan Minot’s Ann Lord of Evening relive details of their unrequited youthful love in spite of everything else in their long lives, and readers may easily be drawn into nostalgic yearnings of our own before we recognize how much of life has been ignored. May Sarton’s Hilary of Mrs. Stevens Hears the Mermaids Singing and Tillie Olsen’s Eva of “Tell Me a Riddle” both have accepted the notion that love and marriage make impossible the nurturing of artistic potential, but they have made opposite choices. Doris Lessing’s Sarah in Love, Again and Mary Wesley’s Rose in Not That Sort of Girl both relive the past as they deal with current amorous possibilities, rejecting or accepting romance that extends into the present. Together, these stories demonstrate how dwelling on passionate youth limits women’s possibilities in life and in fiction.


The protagonists in chapter 2, “Sex after Sixty,” all reveal the continued sexual desire of older people that is rare in fiction, from yearnings for intimacy in old age homes to the reignition of forgotten passion in long-dead marriages. In the first pairing, Bernice Rubens’s The Waiting Game and Elizabeth Taylor’s Mrs. Palfrey at the Claremont, residents of homes for healthy seniors pursue erotic and tender connections in the midst of their narrowing lives. The next pairing, Toni Cade Bambara’s “My Man Bovanne” and Jeanne Ray’s Julie and Romeo, consists of two light-hearted tales in which adult children’s embarrassment at their mothers’ obvious sexuality does not deter their mothers’ sensual behavior. In the final pairing, “The Liar’s Wife” by Mary Gordon and “Dolly” by Alice Munro, women who have settled into passionless partnerships find their feelings reawakened by unexpected visits from former lovers. This chapter shows a range of passionate emotions and actions for characters at ages where women are often thought to be beyond desire.


The novels in chapter 3, “Altered Realities,” portray old women as old and aware of their current situations without undue attention to their pasts as they face altered realities and their mortality. In the first pair of novels, Muriel Spark’s Memento Mori and Helen Yglesias’s The Girls, the authors blend comedy and poignancy in depicting older women who confront their impending deaths. In the second set of novels, Michelle Herman’s Missing and May Sarton’s As We Are Now, the protagonists are losing their grasp on their memories, and each of the narratives deals frankly with the loneliness that accompanies such loss. My final pair for this chapter comprises two of my favorite books to loan to friends and assign to students: Leonora Carrington’s The Hearing Trumpet and Debra Dean’s The Madonnas of Leningrad. Each of these two novels moves beyond the realistic into a surreal or magical realm in which we encounter laughter and beauty from the perspective of an old woman who has gained in imagery and beauty more than she has lost in rationality. These six books allow us to explore the end of life and reconsider the assumptions we make about it.


Chapter 4, “It’s Never Too Late,” introduces six novels that take up the ways in which the inevitable terrible losses and difficult changes to the daily fabric of life for the aging person may result in profoundly meaningful growth. Elizabeth Strout’s Olive Kitteridge and Margaret Drabble’s Seven Sisters explore the loss of a long-term partner and the process of rebuilding a life in that new world. Penelope Lively’s Spiderweb and Anita Brookner’s Visitors portray the impact of the fundamental changes that follow retirement or an altered living situation. I end this chapter with Stephanie Kallos’s Broken for You and Linda Olsson’s Astrid and Veronika, in which a solitary woman is forced to examine her familiar sense of self, to reprise her opinions of others, and to take unexpected risks. Each protagonist in this chapter is believable, and their stories help to deflate a common narrative that the final decades of life are only a downward spiral to death.


Chapter 5, “Defying Expectations,” builds on the hopeful vision of change offered in “It’s Never Too Late.” The six stories in this chapter are among the most satisfying of my accumulation of old lady books. Each introduces a protagonist who not only defies common notions about older women but also manages to surprise and delight the reader as she chooses options beyond the limits of familiar plots of marriage, motherhood, and artistic practice. Cathleen Schine’s recent They May Not Mean To, But They Do and Vita Sackville-West’s 1931 All Passion Spent delight us with witty and bracingly bold stories of old women who shock their adult children by their insistence on joyful companionship that is not centered on their children. In The Fountain of St. James Court by Sena Jeter Naslund and The Love Ceiling by Jean Davies Okimoto, the novels’ old women combine successful mothering and artistic practice in defiance of the still depressingly topical presumption that women cannot mother and be successful or ambitious artists. I end this chapter with two novels whose unfamiliar plots and memorable characters defy expectations both of aging women and of stories about them: Catharina Ingelman-Sundberg’s The Little Old Lady Who Broke All the Rules and Emma Hooper’s Etta and Otto and Russell and James. Both use form in surprising ways to rescript the stereotypes of fictional and personal possibility. The stories in this chapter show us what it looks like to make room in fiction for a richer array of personalities and plots for older women.


I end the book with a short reading of Margaret Drabble’s recent novel The Dark Flood Rises. This is self-consciously a novel about the ways we tell the stories of aging: how those stories are shaped in and by minds and bodies, while those minds and bodies are simultaneously shaped by and within larger forces of humanity, nations, and nature. Despite that lofty description, it is also a terrific tale about a distinctly likable heroine—Fran, newly single in her seventies, who “dresses with bravado” and spends her time driving across England evaluating nursing homes and retirement villages, places in which she is determined not to have to live or, more precisely, to die. The novel reflects our own present reality, the way we deal with aging bodies and an ailing world and yet continue to find hope and connection. I follow this final fictional story with a postscript on my own journey into old age. A car accident propelled me into a new way of experiencing the world and myself, one that was initially circumscribed by loss but has become defined by adaptability and insight.


This is a book that champions older women’s stories. It is a curated conversation that challenges the limiting outcomes we seem to hold for aging women. Our society is unkind to aging people across the board. However, we allow for the possibility that old men may have richly complex interior lives, imagine them able to create art and have erotic potential, political capacity, business acumen; we do not see their sexuality as a punch line or imagine their personhood to be only in service of others. In this book, I have gathered novels and short stories that represent possibilities and realities for aging women that move beyond stereotypes, showing a range of options for their elderly female characters. I look forward to a future in which we can read about more older women protagonists from an expanded selection of writers with different cultural identities and life experiences. I hope The Book of Old Ladies inspires new fiction and leads to discovery of the novels I have not yet read, and I hope my discussion of the stories in this book will make you want to pick them up and begin your own search for models of aging that defy the restrictive plots that do not represent women’s true possibilities.
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Chapter 1


Romancing the Past


“The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” (1930) by Katherine Anne Porter


Evening (1998) by Susan Minot


Mrs. Stevens Hears the Mermaids Singing (1965) by May Sarton


“Tell Me a Riddle” (1961) by Tillie Olsen


Love, Again (1996) by Doris Lessing


Not That Sort of Girl (1987) by Mary Wesley
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When I saw the book jacket description of Susan Minot’s Evening, about a woman in her mid-sixties, I was delighted. The venerable New York Times Book Review declared, “Susan Minot has set forth a real life, in all its particularity and splendor and pain.” The Boston Globe told me that Minot “gives us a novel of spellbinding power on the nature of memory and love.” But as I delved into the beautifully written novel, I consigned it with considerable disappointment to what I had then begun to call my “Deathbed Bookends” pile, a phrase I had attached to Katherine Anne Porter’s short story “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” in which, on her deathbed, Granny remembers the long-suppressed experience of being abandoned on her wedding day. By “Deathbed Bookends,” I mean fiction in which a major portion of the story is the aged protagonist’s deathbed memories. Her present situation serves primarily as a container for the central narrative of her past. “Bookend” is my term for the structure of an aging present that is primarily a support within which the youthful heart of the story exists. In such texts, the woman’s impending death prompts a revisiting of a romance from her youth, often passing over the years of life experience in between and circumventing any evidence that she has matured rather than simply aged since her girlhood.


In this chapter, I consider the seductive power of the bookend structure to engage even the most critical reader in a story in which an old woman’s present life is conveyed in relatively few words in comparison to the richly rendered romance plot of her youth. Just as the Deathbed Bookends plot promises us that romance remains vital, it also comforts us with a soft-focus vision of death. The reader is assured that youth is perpetual and love cannot die. Are we unable to imagine passion in the present tense for women of a certain age? Are memories of youthful passion so strong—for the character, the author, and the reader—that they overwhelm any other plot interest?


Of course, romance excites us, and even after a century of women broadening their spheres, the romance plot remains the most common one for female characters. But in a story of a female protagonist who has reached the end of a long life, the omission of a lifetime of experiences beyond young love is glaring, particularly in contemporary fiction. Nineteenth-century plots about women often center on their need to make a successful marriage, and readers become vicariously engaged in the pursuit, the chase, and the dangers of wrongful entanglement. In a historical moment when marriage was the main source of (and threat to) economic and personal security for certain classes of women, this emphasis makes sense. The plot focuses an often-critical lens on women’s limited options. However, the continuation of this limited plot in stories of older women in late twentieth-century and twenty-first-century fiction runs counter to the lived experience of many women readers. What plotlines compete with the romance plot, at any age? Where are the plots of second chances?


I will be exploring the ways in which the romance plot precludes a nuanced portrayal of an older woman’s life in her present. Whether the stories dwell on unrequited romance, serial romantic muses, or outgrown romance, the focus on romance implies that between the romance plot and the burial plot, not much else matters. The six works I chose for this chapter fall into a series of three pairs that illustrate different versions of the romance plot. The first pair, “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Evening, are clearly the Deathbed Bookends, in which an early romantic relationship has defined the protagonist. In the second pair, May Sarton’s Mrs. Stevens Hears the Mermaids Singing and Tillie Olsen’s “Tell Me a Riddle” have in common a structure in which the present experience is a bookend frame within which the author gives us a reflection on the woman’s life, with its chosen and rejected paths of creativity and domesticity. While these stories are descriptive rather than prescriptive, they still prioritize the romance plot. In the third pair, Doris Lessing’s Love, Again examines varieties of love and friendship throughout life and ends with a renunciation of passion by its widowed protagonist, whereas Mary Wesley’s Not That Sort of Girl uses its bookend structure to point to a future of passion for its widowed protagonist.


In all six of the narratives I’ve chosen for this chapter, the stories are infused with a romance plot so familiar that perhaps only by imagining it functioning for an aging male protagonist do its limitations become visible. In a novel by Philip Roth or John Updike, the aged protagonist does not pine over lost loves; rather, he lusts after young women. He may rue his difficulties with prostate functioning, but he does not ever need to choose between love and art, as do Hilary in Sarton’s Mrs. Stevens Hears the Mermaids Singing and Eva in Olsen’s “Tell Me a Riddle,” nor has his artistic life been ignored because of marriages and children. In three of the stories in this chapter, the female protagonist, like a character in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, must choose between romantic and artistic fulfillment. The perpetuation of this dichotomy is troubling at a time when women continue to outlive men and our fictional plots are so meager in contrast to the rich plotting of our actual lives. I continue to search for fictional plots that portray the complexity of women’s full lives and are not limited to their past loves.
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“THE JILTING OF GRANNY WEATHERALL”


by Katherine Anne Porter


“The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” is the first of the two clearest “Deathbed Bookends” I include in this chapter, and I chose it because it shows how an otherwise complex character can become lost in the romance plot’s obsession with youthful love. Even the title of Katherine Anne Porter’s 1930 short story suggests that Granny Weatherall’s jilting is the most important aspect of the story. Associated with youth and romance, the “jilting” of a granny feels oxymoronic, the two words seeming to cancel out one another. As a reader, I anticipate the old woman has reconciled herself to whatever jilting occurred in her past, and in some ways she has. In the story, Granny reviews her life as she is dying, and she becomes overwhelmed by the memories of being left at the altar that she has struggled to suppress for years. On the one hand, Porter’s story offers us a refreshingly sane alternative to Victorian notions of pining heroines, refusing a Miss Havisham ending in which an abandoned bride wears her wedding dress for the rest of her life. On the other hand, despite her defiant desire not to succumb to it, the jilting has been at the core of the protagonist’s life; she has been defined by it.


Even on her deathbed, Granny comes across as a strong, feisty old woman. The story opens with a quick, defiant flick of her wrist as she pulls her sheet up to her chin and orders Doctor Harry to “get along now,” viewing him as a “brat . . . in knee britches” and insisting “there’s nothing wrong with me.” In response to his paternal instructions to “be a good girl,” she insists he not address “a woman nearly eighty years old” without due respect. Granny is an engaged, authoritative subject who refuses deference to anyone.


Granny is tenacious and irascible, and it is only as we read further that we begin to see any weakness in her. With Granny, we overhear the whispered conversation between her daughter, Cornelia, and the doctor. We are privy to her disgust at Cornelia for always being tactful, kind, and dutiful. Granny’s spunky outburst and her insistence that she took to her bed only to escape her daughter’s hovering show that Granny takes pride in her independence, and yet the narrator tells us “it was too much trouble” to wave goodbye and that her vision is wavering. We see her emotional strength in the face of physical decline and her impatience with stereotypical feminine submissiveness in the face of male authority.


Granny’s abrupt responses to the doctor and Cornelia reveal a lifetime of giving commands to others and a sense of accomplishment in completing the hard tasks of life competently—from keeping an orderly house to raising her children and grandchildren. She is irritated at Cornelia, who speaks in whispers and acts as if somehow because of her age Granny is “deaf, dumb, and blind.” She rehearses in her mind the evidence of her continuing worth at the age of eighty as a confidant and a source of advice. She recalls that her son still drops in and asks her opinion because of her “good business head” in contrast to Cornelia, who “couldn’t change the furniture around without asking.” She recalls “fencing a hundred acres once, digging the post holes herself” and imagines telling her dead husband, John, about how she “was sitting up nights with sick horses and sick negroes and sick children and hardly ever losing one,” and remembers that he “could understand” and she “wouldn’t have to explain anything!” Her internal conversations with John indicate the strong, intimate connection between them, which makes her dying focus on her former lover George even more disturbing.


The reader is as startled as Granny when the memory of that long-ago jilting that she worked so hard to suppress returns. As she nods off for a nap, unaware that she is dying, she begins to battle with the forbidden memory, projecting that memory onto the pillow that she senses is rising up to “smother her” in a battle she uncharacteristically loses. The intense effort to subdue the recollection is revealed in the words that describe her encounter with the pillow, which “pressed against her heart” and “squeezed” the memory from it. The day of her ill-fated wedding returns to her mind, first as “such a fresh breeze blowing and such a green day with no threats in it.” Then she reflects, “But he had not come, just the same. What does a woman do when she had put on the white veil and set out the white cake for a man and he doesn’t come?” The images that follow are confused in a “whirl of dark smoke” that covered the day, and she describes the experience as “hell.”


We sense that her entire life has been a battle to “get the upper hand” on her feelings about having been jilted. She has prayed for sixty years not to remember George, “and against losing her soul in the deep pit of hell,” but now losing him and losing her soul are “mingled in one, and the thought of him was a smoky cloud from hell that moved and crept into her head.” Past and present merge for Granny, and the jilting of so many years ago is fresh in her mind, along with the remembrance of being told not to let “wounded vanity” overcome her and to “stand up to it.” In sifting her memories, she realizes she wants to confront George with the information that she “had my husband just the same and my children and my house like any other woman,” and she is defiant in wanting him to know she “was given back everything he took away and more.”


The ending of the story reveals that the jilting has shaped Granny’s entire existence in spite of her ability to take charge of her life and look out for others. Death catches her by surprise—no more subject to control than the long-submerged anger and shame. As she curls within herself, there is “again no bridegroom and the priest in the house.” And she “could not remember any other sorrow because this grief wiped them all away.” Her last thought is that she will “never forgive it,” suggesting that the failure to forgive may damn her to hell even after an entire lifetime of trying to bury the memory. Her last action, blowing out the candle by her bed, may be seen as a firm refusal of death, or it could be read as her loss of the battle to move beyond her youthful failed romance. Granny’s spunk and strength and pride are complicated by the enormity of her submerged grief, even though she meets it with her customary audacity.


While I admire Granny’s resilience and her defiance, her strong independence and capable achievements, I am distressed that the core of her being, the motivation for her life, is that early jilting. Does this memory erase her whole life’s control and orderliness? Has she tried to suppress the memory of abandonment because she has never forgiven it, a sin that she assumes in spite of her prayers will damn her to hell? Does the story inscribe romantic abandonment as the central definer of her being, something from which she can never recover—not even in the afterlife in which she believes? What is Porter saying about the centrality of first romance and about the permanence of that early romantic rejection? Granny dies—in spite of her Catholic belief in absolution and redemption—adamantly refusing to forgive the young man and actively denying his effect on her. Her character is strong and resilient, but in terms of plot, this early romance remains the most important story of her adult life.


Maybe blowing out the candle is a defiance of forgiveness—an action at the end of her life that echoes the defiant actions she took as a young woman in creating a life with John and drawing on her own physical and emotional strength over the decades, even as a widow. Throughout sixty years she has repressed the shameful jilting, pouring her energies into creating a future rather than succumbing to hurtful memories. Only on her deathbed, when her defense mechanisms are no longer necessary, are the memories released.


Perhaps it is only when she lets down her guard at the end of her life that she can safely reveal to herself and to the reader the cost of such vigilance against the obverse power of the jilting and the extent to which she has hardened her heart against forgiveness, even to the possibility of facing an eternal hell. Nevertheless, I continue to be angry that the story paints that failed romance not as a bullet dodged but as a stain that colors the fabric of her life in its entirety.
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EVENING


by Susan Minot


While in Porter’s story, Granny offers up her life in memory to prove to the no-show groom of her youth that she has managed to create a full life in spite of that abandonment, in Susan Minot’s Evening (1998), the old woman equates her most vital self with the self she experienced in the grip of passion during one weekend in Maine when she was twenty-five. Rather than seeing her life after that encounter as full and complete, she disregards it as superficial. She dies only after reliving the weekend in memory and imagining a reunion, a Catherine and Heathcliff moment in the world of spirit that eclipses all the real, experiential texture of the story of her life. I chose to include this novel because it helps us see how an old-fashioned romance can disguise itself as a story about an old woman, even though her present life is beside the point.


The heart of the novel, not only in number of pages but also in intensity and vivid description, is the romance plot. The old woman exists primarily as the source of the evocative romance story. In the novel, Ann Lord is on her deathbed from cancer, and under the influence of morphine to deaden the pain, she drifts into memories of her former lover Harris Arden and even imagines a reunion with him. The reader, along with Ann, is made to feel a quiet sense of relief as this version of Harris admits that she has always mattered to him more than she thought.


In both past and present, Ann is defined by Harris. Through her brief affair with him, she discovers what she valorizes as her most essential self. On the day she meets him, she feels “both a stranger to herself and more herself than she’s ever been.” Later that weekend, after they make love, when he tells her he has a fiancée, she still feels as if he revealed the world to her: “This is . . . life. This was the point.” All her precious defenses disappear, and now everything “is in focus” and “she was solid, whole.” When he touches the small of her back, “his hand on her back seemed to say, this is you. This is who you are under my hand.”


The day after her night with him, in spite of her knowledge that he is engaged, “her instinct told her that this was what one based one’s life on.” She feels an immense emotion that she believes him to share, based on nothing more than his “sighing into her neck.” She is sure that his feelings for her are stronger that his feelings for his fiancée, and because of Harris she has a new sense that “she would accomplish something in her life.” Even in the moment, though, she realizes that having his arms around her is “part of it, but not all,” and she wonders if she could have experienced the same powerful emotions and sense of purpose if she had never met him. The novel never follows through on this gesture that there is more to her or to her life than her status as a youthful, responsive lover. Forty years later, she remembers “how sweet it had been with Harris Arden” and recalls everything he had opened in her, “the jolt she got each time he made her feel a new thing.” Her memories of him are the most vivid of her life.


In contrast, the rest of her memories are oblique. Lying in her sickbed years later, she watches her thoughts, and in response to a remembered question from Harris regarding where she worked, she cannot recall. Minot provides a list of jobs and apartments that “all floated by, random and nearly transparent. They were the props of her life but she had no more sense of them than one does for the stage scenery of a play one saw ages ago then forgot.” Memories of her husbands and children, and even the death of her son, pass through her mind in vague flashes that contain none of the vibrant detail and narrative thrust of her memories of Harris Arden.


The crescendo of the entire novel is in the sensual, vivid account of Ann and Harris’s passionate lovemaking. That erotic account is their Midsummer Night’s Dream in the forest of Arden, outside all time and reason, magical and impermanent. Immediately after recounting the scene, the narrator tells us of her loss of singing, music, and stars, explicitly presenting her youthful romance as the only portal to her own creativity and vision. Ann has a vague sense throughout her life “that she’s lost something: and that to remember that night might be unbearable.” As she is dying, she is conscious that after having kept the story secret, “pushed down by reason and habit” and years of working “to rub it out,” the ending of the story means more to her than the ending of her life. She tries, too late, to tell the story, repeating his name, and in a direct echo of Catherine’s famous claim, “I am Heathcliff,” she declares, “Harris was me.” Throughout the novel, we receive hints that Harris was not as profoundly affected by Ann as she was by him, and that perhaps she was merely one of several women he cheated with. This characterization of him is worse than if he were presented as an ideal lover. Ann remains seduced by him throughout her life, and the novel’s honoring of her distortion reduces her value.


I admit that I enjoyed reading Evening and that I was most engaged when the passages returned to the past. I am also aware of colluding in a myth I find troubling in its implications about women, our psyches, our multiplicities, our layered lives, which may well include enormous passion and abandonment but which are more spacious and complex than the portrait Minot has fashioned. Minot’s novel reinscribes romance as the central truth of a woman’s life and creates an older woman whose entire life in retrospect appears to be superficial in comparison to the emotional and physical intimacy of one weekend with a stranger—that enchanted evening that so disregards everything except young lust masquerading as love. It is not the fact of the weekend that troubles me; it is that Minot makes it the centerpiece of an old woman’s life, using the deathbed reality as a mere container for the old familiar story and somehow blurring its familiarity by the new setting, so that what otherwise might seem overdone is somehow made to seem new and enticing.


Like “Jilting,” Evening is a story of repression in which a young woman is told by others to overcome or deny her emotions. Ann was taught by her mother to tamp down her feelings, so the value Ann places on the weekend with Harris could be more about letting herself go than about Harris himself. From her mother, Ann “had learned to rein in the expression of feelings and eventually the feelings themselves, treating them as if they were unruly children who ought to be tamed instead of allowing them free expression as a sort of fuel drawing her into life.” Only the feeling with Harris “was too great to check and she did not check it.” But even if Evening were a story portraying the effects of repression, Minot doesn’t do anything to explode the myth that romance is the gateway to women discovering themselves and becoming fully alive.


What is so disappointing in Evening is that Ann Lord dies with the illusion that the tragedy of her life was losing Harris Arden, but if we step back from the romance plot, we see that tragedy as a lifetime separation from herself and her life. Evening reminds me that love and lust may be indistinguishable in memory, that one’s first complete giving over to passion may become magical in memory. If memories of that magical weekend are allowed to surface under the painkilling drugs and make dying easier for Ann, a reader can appreciate the escape it offers. However, if in contrast to such memories of that weekend, she has never been truly alive to the rest of her experience, if she never really knows or is known by her adult children, if none of her three husbands ever matters to her, I find the novel tragic. Due to the many pages devoted to memories of that weekend obsession with Harris, Evening suggests that to Ann, even losing her child was somehow easier after having lost Harris because she had hardened herself against feeling. We get the sense that Ann has not been fully present in her own life for forty years and that everything has paled after her romantic moment. Critics have lauded Evening for telling the truth about an old woman, and about memory and love. If their praise is at all correct, we are in a sad state of affairs.


What dismays me about responses to Evening more than their tendency to equate the lust of that fling with true love is their general acceptance of the idea that Minot’s portrayal of a dying woman’s last days is somehow illuminating of the lives of old women. In my personal quest to find novels to accompany me as I grow old, I see Evening as a cautionary tale. Beware of repressing your feelings. Do not equate your self-worth with another person. Learn from life’s losses. Become acquainted with your children, let them know you, be present to them. Make memories throughout your life. Don’t shut down after abandonment or any other major loss.
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MRS. STEVENS HEARS THE MERMAIDS SINGING
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“This thoughtful, elegantly written book is a gem for anyone who

understands the meaning of lifelong connection to literature.”
—YIYUN LI, 2010 MacArthur Fellow and PEN/Jean Stein

Book Award—winning author of Where Reasons End
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