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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.

If we carry in ourselves the joy and pain of our own early care, then the birth of a child may well unleash those feelings, but why we have those feelings is far more difficult to divine. “People can’t help what they feel,” my mother liked to say. Actions, on the other hand, are subject to inhibition. It is ridiculous to pretend that ambivalent feelings are not part of parent-child relations—that love and hate might not be directed at the same small person. Fathers are indulged for feeling jealous of infants or for mourning the days before paternity arrived. They have often been depicted as comic, hapless creatures, deserving of universal pity. Such indulgence is rarely afforded to mothers. Mothers are punished for what they feel or don’t feel.

One of the great cultural ironies is the idea that maternal intimacy with a child is automatic, guaranteed by blood or by genes, and the mother simply follows her natural instincts. It is ironic because this notion is itself a distortion of human reality. We are intensely social animals and our societal arrangements vary enormously from place to place, time to time, but also from family to family and from person to person, and this social flexibility is part of our slow-developing species. My mother told me the story of her own aunt, a rather stiff, upright woman, whose children would run right past her and leap into the arms of the housekeeper whom they called Dudda. Dudda gave the cousins hugs and kisses and petted and played with them. It was Dudda who did the mothering in that house. The arrangement suited my great-aunt, it seems, who according to my mother didn’t appear to resent the beloved Dudda.

Learned social habits become part of the established rhythms of our lives, which are sociological, psychological, and biological all at once. It is useless to divide nature from nurture. Even at the level of molecular biology, we know that gene suppression and expression may depend on what happens in the animal’s life. Multiple shocks, for example, may prevent gene expression, but this effect can also be reversed or erased. Human beings are dynamic, not static creatures. Nothing illustrates this better than a long life.

My mother had a childhood, youth, and adulthood before she had children, and a life that went on for many years once her daughters had left home. My father died when my mother was eighty. She lived on for another sixteen years. She traveled widely, spent almost every summer in Norway, made intimate friends, followed American politics closely, had strong left-leaning opinions, read many books, and took her long, daily walks. At ninety, after several illnesses, she rather suddenly became old and frail. Recent memories began to vanish. When I visited her in spring during her last years, I would take her out into the garden of the assisted living facility in a wheelchair. We would talk about what we saw—buds breaking open, the subtle shades of green around us. We examined pine cones, admired butterflies and ladybugs. Inevitably, during a lull in our conversation, my mother would lift her face to the sun, close her eyes, and smile.

Human lives are in continual flux. My mother was the child who almost died of scarlet fever at the age of three. What she remembered from that near-death experience was lying in bed with a chocolate bear or dog—its animal identity remained unclear. She was the child who sat on a stool as her mother milked the family cow, Rosa, a cow her father had purchased before anyone in the family knew how to milk. The family’s maid refused to take the job, but Mormor learned, and as she milked, she made up one story after another for Ester, who, whenever there was a pause, would say, “And then, Mamma, and then.” My mother was the child with enormous eyes in a sailor suit in a photograph with her three siblings also dressed as seafarers—de rigueur for middle-class children of the era. My mother was the seventeen-year-old who was woken by her mother’s voice on April 9, 1940: Stå opp. Det er krig. Get up. It’s war.

She was the young woman, who, late the same year, was part of a spontaneous demonstration against the occupation, which began with her, her brother, and a few friends singing the national anthem and shouting their support for the king and their hatred for Hitler around the Christmas tree in the town square. It swelled to a crowd of about eight hundred people, who then took their protest to the houses of known Nazis and German sympathizers in town to continue shouting and singing. Later, my mother, her brother, and others considered ringleaders were interrogated. My mother said she was indignant that the Norwegian official who interviewed her softened her answers for the record. She was given a choice—pay a small fine of thirty crowns or spend nine days in jail. My mother chose jail.

I suspect that early in the occupation the administrators of the new justice were unsure about what to do with a rebellious gymnasium student, an Aryan girl, after all, not a Jew or a foreigner. They wanted to make an example of her but had not given up on the idea that the Nordic natives in a Nordic country might fall into line. My mother became the single inmate in a moldering unused prison in Mysen, which the Nazis apparently opened temporarily to house the only person in Askim who had refused to pay the fine. Although I have tried to track later use of that prison, I have found no records. In 1944, the Germans began building a concentration camp in Mysen, but the war ended before it was finished.

A member of Nasjonal Samling, the Norwegian fascist party, oversaw Ester Vegan’s nine days of incarceration. She remembered her cell vividly. It had a high barred window, a table, chair, and cot. A bucket in the corner served as the toilet. Like a character in Dickens, she was fed green potatoes and gruel. She read. She read either How Green Was My Valley or Kristin Lavransdatter, or both. She left the prison with a bloated belly and her patriotism intact. Although her children were extremely proud of their mother’s noble jail sentence, my mother stressed that she never doubted that after nine days she would be released. She also emphasized her naïveté. She took the hardship as an adventure, not unlike ones she had read about in novels. She also said that only a few months later, no one would have dared protest the occupation openly. All insurrection went underground.

What interests me, however, is my mother’s resilience, a quality that she had throughout her life. She bounced back—not just from a short jail sentence, but from hardships of all kinds, and many illnesses. In psychiatry, resilience is a term with a clinical meaning used to describe a person’s ability to cope with stress and trauma. This capacity involves multiple factors—the chorus of a person’s bodily systems and how they respond to stress; psychological or cognitive factors, such as flexible thinking, not being stuck in a pessimistic rut; and finally, a person’s “social support” network. Lonely, isolated people often lack resilience. Much remains unknown about how resilience actually works, but whatever it is, my mother had it.

When she couldn’t find student housing in Oslo after the war, she slept on a gurney in a veterinary laboratory where a friend of hers worked. She sneaked in after everyone had gone home and left early in the morning. Her coat was her only bedding. There was no heat. She remembered the metal of the gurney was ice cold and the chemical smell in the room strong. It was used for animal surgery.

I will never forget watching my mother as she traipsed lightly and happily across a swinging footbridge high above Taroko Gorge in Taiwan. It was 1975, and the bridge was missing planks. Others were broken. With every step one took, the bridge bounced and swung. Far below I saw rocks, rushing water, and my death. I was nineteen years old and breathless with terror. When I finally arrived on solid ground, white and nauseated, my mother turned to me gaily and said, “You weren’t afraid, were you?” I wish I could remember what I said to her. In some versions of the memory, I declare loudly that I was horrified and in others I shrink in shame. I have no idea which version is true.

When my mother called to tell me in 1979 that she had been diagnosed with breast cancer after finding a lump, which was, in her words, “the size of a walnut,” she said her first thought was: “Well, why not me?”

I did not see my mother until after she had a radical mastectomy. Neither my parents nor I had money for a plane ticket. Although I was intensely worried about her, I remained in New York and continued my studies. I returned home for a visit in summer as planned. A few minutes after I had walked into the house, my mother looked at me and said, “I want you to see it.” She removed her blouse and bra and showed me the long scar where her breast used to be. Her forthright display of the healed but ugly wound had a powerful effect on me. Bodily mutilation is no small thing. I can still see her standing opposite me with her erect posture and a resolute expression on her face. That enduring image has given me strength by example, a sense that I, too, could weather such a loss. I further remember my mother telling me husbands who shrank from their wives because they had lost a breast were “disgusting.” Fortunately, my father was not one of them.

It is a banality to say that people both change and stay the same. Heraclitus, the philosopher of the late sixth century BCE whose work remains with us only as fragments, is probably most famous for the words “You cannot step in the same river twice.” But this is not actually what the fragment says: “In the same river we both step and do not step, we are and are not.” This is far more mysterious. The river continues to flow, to move, and the water in it is forever changing although it remains the same river. I will not attempt to interpret the “we are and are not.” In biology, however, there is a concept called homeostasis, an old idea with a newish name. It identifies the dynamic adjustments the living body makes to internal and external realities that keep it going as itself. It changes so it can remain the same.

Difference and sameness are among the most difficult philosophical concepts to parse. The three-year-old Ester who had recovered from a near-fatal fever and looked with pleasure at a chocolate animal is not the ninety-six-year-old woman who sat beside me at the edge of her bed while she was dying, the woman who refused to lie down, who clenched her fists and said, “What is the matter with me? I have never felt like this before.” And yet, the child and the old woman belong to the single trajectory of a life in time, early and late.

The woman I knew changed. She secured a job in the library at the college where my father was a professor. She studied French. She embraced her freedom as a mother of older and then adult children. She hired a cleaning lady who came twice a month. But when my father was ill, first from cancer and then from emphysema, and could no longer move without a cane and later without a wheelchair, she did the legwork. She took care of him. Times change.

I remember that my mother could be exhausted by her life, too. I remember all the money worries my parents had when I was a child. My mother had to budget with excruciating care. I remember her tired, drawn face. I remember her voice cracking when she scolded us. She could be furious. I have often wondered what I would have done with four children. I had one. She put us all to bed right after dinner—six thirty. I remember lying awake and making up stories because I couldn’t sleep. As an adult, I once asked her why our bedtime was so early. She said she needed time for herself, time with my father, a little peace. I felt stupid for asking.

For years my mother suffered from chronic pain. She had operations to fuse damaged discs in her spine, but the pain did not go away. She had severe arthritic damage in her neck that flared up regularly. At some point she was also diagnosed with fibromyalgia. My mother was proud, vain, and competitive. Despite evidence to the contrary, she claimed she never had fevers, detected spots on her clothing no one else could see, and kicked higher and harder than anyone else in her exercise classes. She spent long hours writing deep papers for a book club to which she belonged. She wanted those papers to shine, to be the best. Although she had a B.A. degree, she said to me many times, “I thought I would at least have gotten a masters.” A regret. We all have them.

Every human being is a complex amalgam of features we recognize only because they are repeated in time. I remember the mother of my early childhood, the bedtime rituals, her hugs and kisses, the feel of her skin, the wondrous smell of her in the dim light, the lamp that stood in the hallway so Liv and I would not lie in total darkness. My mother would adjust the crack in the door exactly to our liking—opening and closing it by an inch, two inches, half an inch—until we sang out, “Just right!” I remember Liv and me “cozying up” with her, one girl under each arm. I remember her kneeling before me to button up my sweater and the feel of her tying a scarf around my neck, the gentle tug at the end of the process as she arranged it, and I remember the feeling of a woolen hat being pulled securely over my ears. “I want my darlings to be warm.” My mother’s presence was comfort, safety, happiness. I was in love with my mother, and my passionate attachment to her never ended. It remains with me after her death. The physical intimacy between us changed, but that too never ended. My mother and I embraced and caressed each other until the end of her life. When she was really old, I would often lie beside her in her bed and gently rub her arm.

As her daughters grew older, my mother was wary of intruding on our privacy. She believed in knocking on doors, not barging through them. She never forced conversations. When we talked, she listened to me carefully, her eyes returning to mine throughout our dialogue. When I was a teenager, she was especially careful, aware no doubt that I boiled with thoughts and feelings and secrets. “Don’t do anything you don’t really want to do,” she told me. The sentence passed through me like a bolt of electricity. I have written about that wise sentence once before. I now know she offered the same advice to at least one other daughter. It can only be given to a person who is not an unbridled hedonist or a psychopath, of course, but I have returned to her words again and again. I knew at the time it was mostly, although not entirely, sexual advice. If you don’t really want it, sex will be bad. Don’t accommodate pushy men. Her words helped me.

Accommodation in many forms was expected of the nice middle-class girl in my midwestern world. Smiles and nods and gold stars were the rewards for her role as sensitive reader of the desires of others. She resisted stepping forward to speak for the second time because she might be seen as a know-it-all. Rather than correct her teacher’s blatant error of fact, she let it pass. She was chronically helpful and pathologically cheerful. And, if accommodation meant continually doing things she did not really want to do, the inevitable anger and aggression she felt were suppressed because other people came first. After a while, she couldn’t even recognize those emotions for what they were anymore. The nice middle-class girl played a maternal part long before she took on the role of mother, if she took on the role of mother. This social pressure was part of the invisible institution intended to keep women under control.

Has anything changed? In the United States, the country of the quick fix, the Internet is dense with lists for improving one’s motherhood. “17 Habits of Very Happy Moms” includes the directive “leave the house now.” This is not an exhortation to abandon your children as Ibsen’s Nora does when she walks out the door at the end of A Doll’s House. “Fresh air, sunlight and nature are believed to be critical mood enhancers for women, and moms can get this little lift while pushing strollers or swings.” Are we to infer from this that outdoor conditions do not lift men’s moods? The writer of “Ten Simple Ways to Be a Great Mom” offers deeper if more abstract instructions: “Show unconditional love to your child,” “Let your child be a child,” and “Take care of yourself.” The author of this blithe advice seems to believe that these vague notions should be immediately available to readers and further to be wholly unaware that unconditional love, letting your child be a child, and taking care of yourself might at times be at odds.

During my survey of the countless Internet sites on good mothering, I noticed that the photos of pretty mothers with laughing children attached to these columns were mostly of white women (but white, Black, or brown, they were seen frolicking with their children in spotless interiors or groomed backyards). Just as women working brutally long hours in factories in the nineteenth century were probably not reading The Glory of Woman: On Love, Marriage, and Maternity, I suspect mothers working several jobs to keep themselves and their children alive are not indulging in the perusal of “ten simple ways to be a great mom.”

The legacy of the Angel of the House in contemporary Western culture lingers in these bland lists aimed at middle- and upper-middle-class women, touted as “easy” and “simple,” but which have a decidedly punitive undertow—good carries the dread of bad with it, after all. It is as if there is a critical juncture when one turns into the other, as if the good mother is a state that can be achieved and then retained in perpetuity. The good mother is frozen in time and thus will never go bad. She lives on in the newly slender glamorous mothers in their gleaming kitchens on Instagram, cuddling offspring who have unwittingly been entered into a global visual competition that turns on envy. Technology speeds things up, but it doesn’t manufacture the maternal fantasy. The “very happy mom” is an imaginary static being, a maternal figment used as a gilded hammer to beat the real mother into shape.

Although nearly all of these advice blogs emphasize “taking time for yourself” and resisting “perfect motherhood,” the underlying assumption of radical maternal accommodation to the child remains. “Taking time for yourself” means that you have already given yourself over to the children, that your time is not your own, so you must snatch moments here and there for yourself. Compare this to the suggestion I stumbled on in a parallel list for fathers: “How to Be a Great Dad—12 Awesome Tips.” One of those awesome tidbits is the following: “Spend your spare time with them [the children].” Spare time is extra time. The father’s time belongs to him, and rather than head for the pool hall, he can dole out minutes benevolently to his progeny if he so chooses.

“A good father,” a man named Julian Marcus writes on a site with the suspiciously defensive name InnocentDads.org, is “a pillar of strength, support, and discipline.” This phallic “pillar” closely resembles the ideal father touted in my own childhood—a remote but solid figure who walked into the house after work in time for a formal heart-to-heart talk with son or daughter before dinner, but who nevertheless retained enough authority to induce fear in his children. This hardly constitutes a new image of fatherhood. On a site called Fatherly, I discovered an article written by Rob Palkovitz, a professor of human development and family sciences at the University of Delaware: “Kids with Involved Dads Thrive. So Do the Dads.” Palkovitz touts “involved” fatherhood as a boon not only to the child but to the father. This “dad” gains skills “that he can apply elsewhere, such as at work.” He continues, “A close father-child relationship develops the dad’s capacities for evaluating, planning, and decision making—all part of executive function.” He winds up his piece by saying “Father-child relationships are not, in short, just about kids.”

In other words, there are selfish reasons for men to be involved with their children. Our man of family science appears to be highly conscious of the fact that sacrifice is not a selling point for men. On the other hand, if you pitch them on the idea that being an active parent will improve “executive functions,” they may buy the argument. There’s nothing wrong with selfishness in men. In fact, it’s an admirable quality. How will they get ahead if they don’t look out for themselves? Palkovitz does not say that this involved “dad” might make more money “at work,” but the promise of promotion and bettering one’s chances in the race seem to lurk in the background. Mothers are not mentioned at all. Wouldn’t “involvement” with her children also increase a woman’s evaluating, planning, and decision-making skills, which she could then employ “at work”? Aren’t agency, will, and judgment essential to mothering children? Imagine the following message: “Mother-child relationships are not, in short, just about kids.”

What goes unsaid in these popular sites about how to be a good parent is far more important that what is actually articulated. “Don’t do anything you don’t really want to do” could not be proffered as advice by these purveyors of cultural platitudes who are busy pandering to an audience that is not seeking enlightenment so much as confirmation for what they already believe: “Mom, you have the right to a guilt-free bath.” “Dad, you can feel good about yourself if you forgo your golf game to spend quality time with Freddy and Muffin.” I confess to feeling nauseated by this world of American “moms” and “dads.” The words once reserved for children’s use within the family as expressions of intimacy, Mom and Dad, have become ubiquitous for mother and father, as if some mainstream mouthpiece is dead set on using infantile and familiar expressions for all people who become parents. The many parents who do not fit into these neat mom and dad categories, adoptive parents, gay and lesbian parents, and trans parents among others, must look elsewhere—at niche blogs and lists on the cultural margins.

And yet, what is the really wanting my mother spoke of and what does it mean for mothering? Accommodation is a necessary part of collective human life. It means making room for the other. It may mean letting go of pleasure now in the name of a future good. This should sound political because it is. Anyone who cares for a newborn becomes a being of accommodation to that helpless, speechless, spastic person for a time. Without that accommodation to a baby’s needs, the baby cannot survive. On the other hand, the person who believes that an exhausted, miserable, depressed woman left alone with an infant deserves her fate simply because she’s the “mom” participates in the cultural misogyny directed at mothers. Cusk quotes a reviewer in her Guardian article: “If you had a baby, you did so because you wanted one. If you are suffering sleep deprivation so severe you’re hallucinating, that was your choice.” Although irony cannot be discounted, I assume the reviewer meant what she wrote. There is no acknowledgment that children are a shared responsibility, not only in a family but in a society. There is no acknowledgment either that a woman who desperately needs sleep might not be in the best position to care for a child. Parents who care for children in societies that care about children, that offer paid parental leave, healthcare, childcare, and early education have it much easier than parents in the UK and the United States. Both countries consistently rank at the bottom in UNICEF’s annual Child Well-Being in Rich Countries Report Card.

People cannot help what they feel, but they can help what they write. They can also make an effort to examine why they feel what they feel. Why so vindictive? Did you really want to write that cruel sentence and publish it for the whole world to see, and if you did, what was your motive? Isn’t the underlying assumption of this reviewer that human beings are monads who make choices in a vacuum? You made your bed, now lie in it. But where do thoughts and choices come from? I do not think it is possible to talk about an isolated mind. Every person has an inner sense of her narrating consciousness, her inner speech, but the words we use are collective, not private. We are made in and through others. Our decisions are founded on a complex mingling of feelings and circumstance, both of which are influenced by the power or lack of it we have in society and the cultural ideas to which we have access—that include dos and don’ts and images of good and bad mothers, which may serve as justifications after the fact. We, all of us, often spin out reasons for why we did what we did on hindsight and then project them onto others: I managed to do it, bitch. Now so can you.

Don’t do anything you don’t really want to do is a way of saying: I have faith in your desire. I have faith that your desire is not purely impulsive, that you are a thoughtful, ethical person who can imagine how you might hurt others by what you do but also how you yourself might be hurt and made unhappy by giving into someone else. My mother was not at all worried about the fate of the boys in my life when I was fifteen. She was worried about me, and her ethics included my caring for me. She was worried young men who had the power advantage would manipulate her child. She was worried about my own weakness and desire to please. My mother did not think I would regret wholehearted love-lust for another person. She was not a prude or an advocate of virginity before marriage. When I became sexually active later, we discussed contraceptives.

My pondering of the sentence has gone on for years, and its meaning has expanded and evolved into continual reflection on possible regret. When asked to participate in an event, I think through how much I want it. Am I just being amenable? Am I merely flattered? Is it a duty I am proud to perform or do I feel pressured and uncomfortable? Will it help my work? How badly do I need the money? I refuse to allow sexist questions to go unremarked upon because I know I will feel bad later. “What is it like to be a wife, mother, and a writer?” a Polish television journalist asked me. I asked her if she would pose the same question to a male writer. She said no. What is it like to be a husband, father, and a writer?

My mother might have balked at asking a man writer that question. She had been steeped in a world in which women catered to the needs of men, not because they were perceived as strong but because their many weaknesses meant they should be indulged. Sometimes late in her life during our phone conversations, I would tell her what we were having for dinner. “But does Paul like fish?” she would say. When I asked her if my preferences shouldn’t also be considered, she would say she couldn’t help it. “I was raised that way, you know.” My mother’s sometimes excessive concern for “the husband” irritated me but never hurt me. Why? She was also the person who, after my father died, said to me, “Now you are head of the family.” We were walking in the woods near my sister Ingrid’s country house. I laughed and said, “What about you?” No, she didn’t want the job. I was apparently next in line for the position, which required a vague authority associated with masculinity but which didn’t require a man. Maybe by then she had had enough responsibility for others.

If my mother had died before my father or if she had not lived almost a decade after his death in her own apartment, our relationship would have been different. During those years, it entered a deeper register. A woman in her eighties and a woman in her fifties spent time together because they really wanted that time together. I have vibrant memories from my visits to her in Minnesota. We spent hours talking about books, politics, family. We lingered over shared beloved texts. Dickinson, Austen, James, and Wharton leap to mind. We laughed a lot. She spoke to me about her marriage to my father, about its pleasures and torments, how she wished he could have been more open, freer. We listened to each other with attention, urgency, and respect and spoke honestly but not rashly. I recall asking her a question to which she replied, “I do not want to talk about that.” I did not press her.

On another occasion I asked her why she and my father had planned their children in two pairs. I was born first. Liv arrived only nineteen months later. Then there was a gap of four years before Asti was born. Fifteen months after that, she gave birth to Ingrid.

My mother looked at me. “What are you talking about?” she said. “You were all accidents.”

The question was answered. I had nothing more to say.

She had a couple of suitors after my father died. One of them was an intelligent, handsome widower. She rejected him. “His face is too soft,” she told me. I wasn’t exactly sure what this meant, but I gathered that the deficit, one I couldn’t see myself, meant there was no erotic spark. On another occasion, she met a man at a formal dinner. They had met earlier when my father was still alive, and for some reason I can’t recall, the two of them had ended up in a car alone together, and they had talked as he drove. She remembered it as a lively, engaged conversation accompanied by the electric charge of strong mutual sexual attraction. Upon meeting her again, the man took her hand, “held it too long,” and looked deeply into her eyes. She told me she went to pieces without showing it outwardly. She swooned internally at his touch, felt she could melt into the floor. She loved it. Nothing came of it. The man remained married to the woman he had been married to all those years before, but his touch persisted in her memory as a moment of radiant pleasure. This is not a story a thoughtful parent would share with a young child. It was a story that could be told only between intimate adults.

What does her motherhood to me have to do with the friendship that bloomed in that opening after my father’s death during a time when my mother again became the hero of her own life? She mourned my father and went on. She made her own decisions without having to consult him or bow to his culinary desires. She made her own friends. She was resilient, yes, but I also think she welcomed her newfound freedom. She did not say this in so many words, but I felt and saw it. She also recognized that her freedom was to an important degree predicated on the fact that my hardworking father had both saved and been clever about money, which was left to her. She was by no means a rich woman, but she did not have financial worries. Before my father died, my mother had never written a check. The division of labor between them wasn’t merely conventional; it was rigid. My mother was very much a creature of her time and the male/female stereotypes of the historical collective mind, but how do these affect love?

Familial intimacy is not chosen. No one chooses to be born. Class, color, sex, the shape of our noses and the length of our feet are not willed characteristics, although various desires and interventions can affect these qualities later in our lives. Nevertheless, we do not choose our families or their various arrangements. The German philosopher Heidegger referred to this as Geworfenheit, “thrownness” or “being thrown.” We are not thrown into the world. We are born out of someone, and I have always been annoyed by this typical philosophical avoidance of the physicality of birth. Nevertheless the term refers to what human beings cannot control, such as kinship systems, languages, social conventions, and brutal hierarchies of oppression.

In the preface to the 1984 edition of Notes of a Native Son, James Baldwin wrote, “I am what time, circumstance, history have made me, certainly, but I am, also, much more than that. So are we all.” This sentence is often quoted. What is not quoted is what comes immediately after: “The conundrum of color is the inheritance of every American, be he/she legally or actually Black or White. It is a fearful inheritance for which untold multitudes, long ago, sold their birthright.” He goes on to say, “This horror has so welded past and present that it is virtually impossible and certainly meaningless to speak of it as occurring, as it were, in time.” Sameness, difference, and repetition are deeply embedded in the latter sentence. Time moves like water, but it’s the same damned river. The horror, Baldwin notes, is the same. And yet, the idea that human beings are simply the products of time, circumstance, and history does not allow for the significant fact that we are “more than that.”

It is that “moreness” that is hard to comprehend and fit into theories. We are born into institutions, and they survive us. Slavery ended, but its legacy has warped every U.S. institution into the present. As for the long-standing fantasies of maternal love among the white middle classes and what it is supposed to look like, I can think of few texts better able to explode such myths as universal than Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, which explores the traumas of slavery, its effects on maternal love, the idea of the self in time, and that quality of “more” Baldwin addressed. Rather than see her children returned to slavery, Sethe decides to kill them. She succeeds in killing one of them. There is a term for this act: altruistic filicide. Let us not pretend that there are not women in the world who face such choices now.

Neither my mother nor I was ever confronted with the day-in and day-out miseries of racism or the shocking realities of enslavement and its effect on the generations that followed, including countless people who are examples of human resilience that seem supernatural under the circumstances. One has only to remember how many children were born to slave women raped by their masters. The imagination is powerful. Imagine those mothers. I think all experience must be part of our understanding of motherhood. It must be expansive and complex, not narrow and simple.

I was born a month early with what the physician said were “undeveloped lungs.” He informed my mother I would probably die. Over and over, she told me that as she waited to discover my fate, she said to herself that she had never been so unhappy in her life. My mother referred to this horrible moment every time I visited her, as if my actual person remained something of a miracle for her.

Many women fall in love with their children, and they do so under highly various circumstances, including terrible hardship. Love takes different forms and families are organized in different ways. Every child is drawn into the vicissitudes of a life with others who must care for her if she is going to live and thrive, and every person attaches herself to important others for better and for worse. If I had not been born from my mother, our intimacy would not have been as profound. If she had not always been there in my life until just last year, it would have been different. Surely ideas























Acknowledgments

Not long after I had come upon Mothers, Fathers, and Others as a title for this collection of essays, I realized I had inadvertently robbed the anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, whom I quote in this volume. In 2009, she published Mothers and Others: The Evolutionary Origins of Mutual Understanding (Harvard University Press), one of Hrdy’s many books and papers I have read and admired. My addition of fathers alters her title, but now that I am conscious of the theft, I would like to acknowledge her title in mine as a tribute to her work.

The two essay books I published before this one included many pages of footnotes. Although I chose to forgo formal references in this collection, I have embedded citations in the text itself and included others in brackets. If not strictly conventional, the strategy is practical. The sources are given, and the reader who wishes to pursue a thought or idea further knows where to go.
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