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A New York Times Book Review Notable Book, A Life’s Work: On Becoming a Mother is multi-
award-winning author Rachel Cusk’s honest memoir that captures the life-changing wonders of
motherhood. Selected by the New York Times as one of the 50 Best Memoirs of the Past 50
YearsThe experience of motherhood is an experience in contradiction. It is commonplace and it
is impossible to imagine. It is prosaic and it is mysterious. It is at once banal, bizarre, compelling,
tedious, comic, and catastrophic. To become a mother is to become the chief actor in a drama of
human existence to which no one turns up. It is the process by which an ordinary life is
transformed unseen into a story of strange and powerful passions, of love and servitude, of
confinement and compassion.In a book that is touching, hilarious, provocative, and profoundly
insightful, novelist Rachel Cusk attempts to tell something of an old story set in a new era of
sexual equality. Cusk’s account of a year of modern motherhood becomes many stories: a
farewell to freedom, sleep, and time; a lesson in humility and hard work; a journey to the roots of
love; a meditation on madness and mortality; and most of all a sentimental education in babies,
books, toddler groups, bad advice, crying, breastfeeding, and never being alone.“Funny and
smart and refreshingly akin to a war diary—sort of Apocalypse Baby Now…A Life’s Work is
wholly original and unabashedly true.”—The New York Times Book Review

From Publishers WeeklyTaking an unsentimental approach to one of the most dramatic changes
in a woman's life, British novelist Cusk (The Country Life) dissects the process of new
motherhood from a psychological and emotional perspective. Now the mother of two, Cusk
found the early weeks and months with a dependent newborn far from idyllic and rewarding, and
her description of that time fills in the gaps left by most pregnancy and child-rearing books. Her
dry, honest style is a refreshing change for anyone seeking to understand the daily realities of
undertaking such an enormous responsibility. Despite a tone that is at times bleak and
foreboding, Cusk perfectly captures the inherent conflict between the pleasures known before
baby and those that the baby brings, noting, for example, "it is when the baby sleeps that I liaise,
as if it were a lover, with my former life," but "sometimes I miss the baby and lie beside her cot
while she sleeps." Cusk details her struggles with the major tasks all new mothers face, like
feeding and sleep, and she addresses the challenge not only to do what is best for the baby, but
also to maintain a sense of self and autonomy in the face of such constant, overwhelming need.
Although not a cheerful baby shower gift book, Cusk's brutal honesty will certainly be
appreciated by many new moms, assuring them they are not alone. --This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.From Library Journal"If at any point in my life I had been
able to find out what the future held, I would always have wanted to know whether or not I would
have children," writes Cusk, an award-winning British novelist, in her nonfiction debut. The clarity



of her writing matches its depth of content, as Cusk endeavors to discover what it means to be a
parent. Ultimately, what Cusk offers is an expos‚ of motherhood that extracts its myths and
reworks them into personal truths. She reexamines the teachings of traditional child rearing
books to find that their once relevant answers are now outdated and only served to increase her
feelings of inadequacy as a mother. Perhaps the most valuable aspect of this book is its
accessibility, allowing mothers from all situations and backgrounds to unite in understanding.
Recommended for all public libraries.Copyright 2002 Cahners Business Information, Inc. --This
text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From BooklistBritish novelist Cusk
eloquently captures the dark, sweet mystery of becoming a parent. She laments the lack of
realistic portrayals of motherhood in the media; the pregnancy books leave out new parents'
confusion, sense of inadequacy, and fear. This is not a happy guide; instead, it is a penetrating,
sometimes joyful and amusing, sometimes frightening and disturbing look at pregnancy and
motherhood. Cusk includes passages from literature, including Jane Eyre and Madame Bovary,
passages that took on new and profound meaning for Cusk after the birth of her daughter. She
felt "like a dreamer who retains the knowledge that they are dreaming" although she is certain
that she will return to herself, "cross back over the border." But she doesn't. She's changed
forever after experiencing endless nights of sleep deprivation, jockeying equipment for every
outing, and child-proofing her house and life. She is also changed by reconfigured notions of
love and responsibility. Parents will love this beautifully written, frank, and absorbing book.
Vanessa BushCopyright © American Library Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to
an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review“I love reading it, and found it fascinating,
but I also found it dangerous. An incitement to riot...it’s an extraordinary piece of work and the
writing is utterly beautiful...I laughed out loud, often, in painful recognition.” —Esther Freud,
author of Hideous Kinky--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About
the AuthorRachel Cusk is the author of the acclaimed novels The Country Life and Saving
Agnes. She lives in England.--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.From The New YorkerIn "A Room of One's Own," Virginia Woolf wrote that the best writing is
distinguished by its lack of complaint. Cusk, a British novelist, found after the birth of her first
child that she was continuously sharing with someone else the room she was accustomed to
occupying alone; six months into her daughter's first year, she handed her partner the baby and
began writing down her particular experience of new motherhood before it escaped. Her
account is extraordinary for its absence of polemic: she writes with the intelligence, wit, and
keen eye for detail demanded by any kind of reporting, and the result is a book on the subject
curiously unlike any other.Copyright © 2005 --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Read more
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A Life’s WorkOn Becoming a MotherRACHEL CUSKBegin ReadingTable of ContentsAbout the
AuthorCopyright PageThank you for buying thisPicador ebook.To receive special offers, bonus
content,and info on new releases and other great reads,sign up for our newsletters.Or visit us
online atFor email updates on the author, click .The author and publisher have provided this e-
book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any
way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are
reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: .For AdrianPRAISE
FOR RACHEL CUSK“There is nothing blurry or muted about Cusk’s literary vision or her prose
… She is one of the smartest writers alive.”—Heidi Julavits, The New York Times Book
Review“[Cusk] has that ability, unique to the great performers in every art form, to hold one rapt
from the moment she appears … A stark, modern, adamantine new skyscraper on the literary
horizon.”—Dwight Garner, The New York Times“In her effort to expose the illusions of both
fiction and life, [Cusk] may have discovered the most genuine way to write a novel today.”—Ruth
Franklin, The Atlantic“Cusk has glimpsed the central truth of modern life … She moves through it
as a blasted centre full only of instinct and superhuman hearing and hackles.”—Patricia
Lockwood, London Review of Books“Cusk, like the best artists, has renovated her work from its
deepest interior—the self—transforming her private crises into an expansive aesthetic vision.”—
Meghan O’Gieblyn, The New York Times Book Review“Quietly staggering and intellectually
entrancing … [Cusk’s] writing is silvery and precise, navigated by elegant syntax that steers its
speaker toward revelations of great depth.”—Martha Schabas, The Globe and Mail
(Toronto)“[The Outline trilogy] can now be appreciated—and will surely be looked back on—as
one of the literary masterpieces of our time.”—Sebastian Smee, The Washington Post“[Cusk]
commandeers reality … An object lesson in rigor, elegance, and fury.”—Merve Emre, Harper’s
Magazine“Cusk’s prose … is a tight guitar string or a wire from an espalier. Her descriptions …
have a bewildering precision, a feeling of painful truthfulness.”—Claire Jarvis, Bookforum“Cusk’s
brilliantly reasoned argument against the false security of narrative continues to hit a nerve.”—
Megan O’Grady, Vogue“Alienating yet intimate, dreamlike yet grounded, slim yet substantial,
delicate but fierce, Cusk’s writing feels, exhilaratingly, unlike any other fiction being written these
days.”—Emily Donaldson, Toronto Star“[Cusk] writes like someone who has been burned and
has reacted not with self-censorship but with a doubling-down on clarity. She is blazingly
intelligent, a deep, tough-minded thinker … at once freewheeling and exquisitely precise.”—
Heller McAlpin, NPRAcknowledgementsI wish to thank Reagan Arthur and Georgia Garrett, for
many deeply felt conversations and communications on the subject of motherhood. My
stepdaughter, friend and ultimate ally Molly Clarke is an unspoken presence in these pages: I
hope that one day she will read them and like them. She may not remember the dark February
night on which she gave me her lucky necklace, but I do.As child is equivalent with imagination,
the mother’s language becomes unimaginative, imperative, abstract. As the child is growth, she
becomes static and empty, unable to react with spontaneous novelty. As the child is timeless,
eternal, she becomes time-bound, scheduled, hurried. Her morality becomes one-sidedly



responsible and disciplinarian. Her sense of future and hope is displaced on her actual child;
thereby postpartum depression may become a chronic undertone. As her actual child carries her
feelings of vulnerability, she may over-attend to it to the neglect of herself, with consequent
resentments. Also, her thought processes become restricted to adult forms of reason so that the
ghost voices and faces, animals, the scenes of eidectic imagination become estranged and feel
like pathological delusions and hallucinations. And her language loses its emotion and
incantational power; she explains and argues.James Hillman, ‘The Bad Mother’IntroductionIf at
any point in my life I had been able to find out what the future held, I would always have wanted
to know whether or not I would have children. More than love, more than work, more than length
of life or quantity of happiness, this was the question whose mystery I found most compelling. I
could imagine those other things; giving birth to a child I could not. I wanted to know whether I
would go through it, not because this knowledge would have made motherhood imaginable, but
because it seemed to me that the issue could not remain shrouded in uncertainty without
becoming a distraction. It was this distraction, as much as the fact of motherhood itself, that I
wanted to have within my control. I regarded it as a threat, a form of disability that marked me out
as unequal. But women must and do live with the prospect of childbirth: some dread it, some
long for it, and some manage it so successfully as to give other people the impression that they
never even think about it. My own strategy was to deny it, and so I arrived at the fact of
motherhood shocked and unprepared, ignorant of what the consequences of this arrival would
be, and with the unfounded but distinct impression that my journey there had been at once so
random and so determined by forces greater than myself that I could hardly be said to have had
any choice in the matter at all.This book is an attempt to describe something of that arrival, and
of the drama of which childbirth is merely the opening scene. It is, necessarily, a personal record
of a period of transition. My desire to express myself on the subject of motherhood was from the
beginning strong, but it dwelt underground, beneath the reconfigured surface of my life. A few
months after the birth of my daughter Albertine, it vanished entirely. I wilfully forgot everything
that I had felt so keenly, so little time ago: I couldn’t bear, in fact, to feel it. My appetite for the
world was insatiable, omnivorous, an expression of longing for some lost, pre-maternal self, and
for the freedom that self had perhaps enjoyed, perhaps squandered. Motherhood, for me, was a
sort of compound fenced off from the rest of the world. I was forever plotting my escape from it,
and when I found myself pregnant again when Albertine was six months old I greeted my old cell
with the cheerless acceptance of a convict intercepted at large. What I had begun cautiously to
think of as freedom became an exiguous hammock slung between the trunks of two
pregnancies: I was surrounded, and it was then that the strange reality of motherhood grew
apparent to me once more. I wrote this book during the pregnancy and early months of my
second daughter, Jessye, before it could get away again.I make this explanation with the gloomy
suspicion that a book about motherhood is of no real interest to anyone except other mothers;
and even then only mothers who, like me, find the experience so momentous that reading about
it has a strangely narcotic effect. I say ‘other mothers’ and ‘only mothers’ as if in apology: the



experience of motherhood loses nearly everything in its translation to the outside world. In
motherhood a woman exchanges her public significance for a range of private meanings, and
like sounds outside a certain range they can be very difficult for other people to identify. If one
listened with a different part of oneself, one would perhaps hear them. ‘All human life on the
planet is born of woman,’ wrote the American poet and feminist Adrienne Rich. ‘The one
unifying, incontrovertible experience shared by all women and men is that months-long period
we spent unfolding inside a woman’s body … Most of us first know both love and
disappointment, power and tenderness, in the person of a woman. We carry the imprint of this
experience for life, even into our dying.’There are, of course, many important analyses, histories,
polemics and social studies of motherhood. It has been seriously examined as an issue of class,
of geography, of politics, of race, of psychology. In 1977 Adrienne Rich wrote the seminal Of
Woman Born: Motherhood as Institution and Experience, and it is inspired by her example that I
offer my own account. Yet it was my impression, when I became a mother, that nothing had been
written about it at all: this may merely be a good example of that tone-deafness I describe, with
which a non-parent is afflicted whenever a parent speaks, a condition we acquire as children
and which leads us as adults to wonder in bemusement why we were never told – by our friends,
by our mothers! – what parenthood was like. I am certain that my own reaction, three years ago,
to the book I have now written would have been to wonder why the author had bothered to have
children in the first place if she thought it was so awful.This is not a history or study of
motherhood; nor, in case anyone has read this far and still retains such a hope, is it a book about
how to be a mother. I have merely written down what I thought of the experience of having a child
in a way that I hope other people can identify with. As a novelist, I admit that I find this candid
type of writing slightly alarming. Aside from the prospect of self-revelation, it demands on the
part of the author a willingness to trespass on the lives of those around him or her. In this case, I
have trespassed by omission. I have not said much about my particular circumstances, nor
about the people with whom I live, nor about the other relationships inevitably surrounding the
relationship I describe with my child. Instead I have used aspects of my life as a canvas upon
which my theme, which is motherhood, may conveniently be illustrated.But the issue of children
and who looks after them has become, in my view, profoundly political, and so it would be a
contradiction to write a book about motherhood without explaining to some degree how I found
the time to write it. For the first six months of Albertine’s life I looked after her at home while my
partner continued to work. This experience forcefully revealed to me something to which I had
never given much thought: the fact that after a child is born the lives of its mother and father
diverge, so that where before they were living in a state of some equality, now they exist in a sort
of feudal relation to each other. A day spent at home caring for a child could not be more
different from a day spent working in an office. Whatever their relative merits, they are days
spent on opposite sides of the world. From that irreconcilable beginning, it seemed to me that
some kind of slide into deeper patriarchy was inevitable: that the father’s day would gradually
gather to it the armour of the outside world, of money and authority and importance, while the



mother’s remit would extend to cover the entire domestic sphere. It is well known that in couples
where both parents work full-time, the mother generally does far more than her fair share of
housework and childcare, and is the one to curtail her working day in order to meet the
exigencies of parenthood. That is an issue of sexual politics; but even in the most generous
household, which I acknowledge my own to be, the gulf between childcarer and worker is
profound. Bridging it is extremely difficult. It is one solution for the father to remain at home while
the mother works: in our culture, the male and the female remain so divided, so embedded in
conservatism, that a man could perhaps look after children without feeling that he was his
partner’s servant. Few men, however, would countenance the injury to their career that such a
course would invite; those who would are by implication more committed than most to equality,
and risk the same loss of self-esteem that makes a career in motherhood such a difficult
prospect for women. Both parents can work and employ a nanny or childminder, or sometimes
each can work a shorter week and spend some days at home and some at work. This is rather
more difficult if one of you works at home, in spite of the widely held belief that a career such as
my own is ‘ideal’ if you have children. An unfair apportioning of domestic responsibility to the
home worker is unavoidable. Their role begins to resemble that of an air traffic controller.Full-
time paid childcare was what I, with the blithe unsentimentality of the childless, once believed to
be the solution to the conundrum of work and motherhood. In those days fairness seemed to me
to be everything. I did not understand what a challenge to the concept of sexual equality the
experience of pregnancy and childbirth is. Birth is not merely that which divides women from
men: it also divides women from themselves, so that a woman’s understanding of what it is to
exist is profoundly changed. Another person has existed in her, and after their birth they live
within the jurisdiction of her consciousness. When she is with them she is not herself; when she
is without them she is not herself; and so it is as difficult to leave your children as it is to stay with
them. To discover this is to feel that your life has become irretrievably mired in conflict, or caught
in some mythic snare in which you will perpetually, vainly struggle.In my case a decision was
made to demolish traditional family culture altogether, and it was regarded by other people with
amazement, approval and horror. The most punitive, unworkable version of family life appears to
be less worthy of general comment and concern than simple unconventionality. My partner left
his job and we moved out of London. People began to enquire about him as if he were very ill, or
dead. What’s he going to do? they would ask me avidly, and then, getting no answer, him. Look
after the children while Rachel writes her book about looking after the children, was his reply.
Nobody else seemed to find this particularly funny.Looking after children is a low-status
occupation. It is isolating, frequently boring, relentlessly demanding and exhausting. It erodes
your self-esteem and your membership of the adult world. The more it is separated from the rest
of life, the harder it gets; and yet to bring your children to your own existence, rather than move
yourself to theirs, is hard too. Even when you agree on a version of living that is acceptable to
everybody, there are still longings that go unmet. It is my belief that in this enterprise generosity
is more important even than equality, if only because the demonology of parenthood is so



catholic, drawing to itself epithets of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ that are largely absent from our experience
of ordinary life. As a mother you learn what it is to be both martyr and devil. In motherhood I have
experienced myself as both more virtuous and more terrible, and more implicated too in the
world’s virtue and terror, than I would from the anonymity of childlessness have thought
possible.I have tried to explore some of these issues in this book, with the aim of answering the
larger question of what it is to turn from a woman into a mother. My definitions, of woman and of
mother, remain vague, but the process continues to exert on me a real fascination. It is, I don’t
doubt, much the same process that it has always been, but the journey involved is, in my view,
far longer for us than it was for our own mothers. Childbirth and motherhood are the anvil upon
which sexual inequality was forged, and the women in our society whose responsibilities,
expectations and experience are like those of men are right to approach it with trepidation.
Women have changed, but their biological condition remains unaltered. As such motherhood
provides a unique window to the history of our sex, but its glass is easily broken. I continue to
marvel at the fact that every single member of our species has been born and brought to
independence by so arduous a route. It is this work, requisitioned from a woman’s life, that I have
attempted to describe.This book is a modest approach to the theme of motherhood, written in
the first heat of its subject. It describes a period in which time seemed to go round in circles
rather than in any chronological order, and so which I have tried to capture in themes rather than
by the forgotten procession of its days. There will doubtless be other years for whose insights I
will wish I had waited. Instead I have borrowed the insights of others by including in this book
some discussion of those novels that I read or recalled during its writing, which seemed to me to
give voice to my theme. It is a partial and personal selection: literature has long since discovered
and documented this place of which I thought myself to be the first inhabitant, and there are
countless poems and novels that could take the place of those I have chosen. It is more to
illustrate the particular transformation of sensibility that motherhood effects than to find its most
perfect expression that I have mentioned books at all: my experience of reading, indeed of
culture, was profoundly changed by having a child, in the sense that I found the concept of art
and expression far more involving and necessary, far more human in its drive to bring forth and
create, than I once did.For now, this is a letter, addressed to those women who care to read it, in
the hope that they find some companionship in my experiences.Forty WeeksIn the changing
rooms at the swimming pool you can see the bodies of women. Naked, they have a narrative
quality, like cave paintings; a quality muted by clothes and context, a quality seen only here, in
this damp, municipal place where we are grouped anonymously, by gender. Though I too have
the body of a woman, the sight still briefly arouses in me a child’s fear, a mixture of revulsion and
awe for these breasts and bellies and hips, this unidealised, primitive flesh which, forgetful here
of its allure, seems composed purely of reproductive purpose. The hairdryers sing, the locker
doors bang open and shut, the tiled floor of the shower room runs with unguents and foam.
Veined, muscled legs stalk to and fro; bare arms untangle matted hair and towel skin that quivers
with exertion. Breasts and bellies and hips, customised with moles and scars, with skin smocked



or smooth, engraved like runes or blank as new-sculpted marble: declarative and material, they
exist as objects, communicating by form alone. Sometimes there are children in the changing
rooms and I see them stare in the way I used to stare, and half want to still: in illicit wonder and
terror at the suggestiveness of the adult physiognomy, its frank protrusions and fur and patina of
age or experience bespeaking untold mysteries of pleasure and pain, of copulation, gestation
and birth. Like a trailer for a horror film, the adult body hints broadly at what must remain
uneasily within the precincts of the imagination until legitimate entrance to its full unfolding is
attained.As a child, from the moment I gained some understanding of what it entailed, I worried
about childbirth. My understanding came without footnotes, without clauses stating that you
didn’t have to have a baby, let alone might not be able to: like all facts of life, it took a non-
negotiable form. All I knew, looking at my narrow, recessless body, was that one day another
body would come out of it, although it was not clear how or from where. As I understood it I was
not to be fitted with some kind of extraction device at a later date. This same body held the
promise of a future violence, like a Mexican pinata doll full of sweets. Some people kept those
dolls, unable to inflict upon them the tragedy that was their calling, even at the spur of the most
urgent, intransigent desire. Most people didn’t. At children’s parties in California, where I grew
up, we used to beat them with a stick until they exploded and gave up their glorious contents. No
exceptional understanding of the matter was required to work out that childbirth would be
extremely painful. My early experiences of pain were quickly pressed into the service of this
understanding. It seemed to me that an ability to tolerate physical discomfort was a necessary
adjunct to the fact of my sex, and whenever I cut or bruised myself, or fell over or visited the
dentist, I would feel not only pain but terror that I had felt it, that I had registered an injury so
small when the fact of this great and mysterious agony lay so immovably in my future.At school
we were shown a film of a woman giving birth. She was naked, with thin, powerful arms and legs
that waved out from the vast, afflicted hump of her belly, and her hair was long and tangled. She
was not tucked up in bed, ringed with a bright halo of white-coated doctors and nurses. In fact,
she didn’t appear to be in hospital at all. She stood alone in a small room that was empty but for
a low stool placed in the centre. I was disturbed by the sight of this stool. It seemed an
inadequate defence against the onslaught that was to come. The camera gave out a dim,
nocturnal picture, and the viewer’s impression was of watching voyeuristically through a hole in
the wall something terrible and secret, something doomed to travel beyond our comprehension
and desire to look. The woman paced the room groaning and bellowing, like a lunatic or an
animal in a cage. Occasionally she would lean against the wall for some minutes, her head in her
hands, before flinging herself away with a cry to the opposite wall. It was as if she were fighting
some invisible opponent: her solitude, amidst the noise and force of her responses, seemed
strange. Presently I noticed that she was not, in fact, alone; another woman, this one fully
clothed, was sitting quietly in a corner. Occasionally she murmured almost inaudibly, sounds
which, though unhelpfully faint, were certainly encouraging. Her presence lent a degree of
authority to the proceedings, but her failure to help or at least sympathise seemed inexplicably



cruel. The naked woman tore at her matted hair and roared. Suddenly she staggered to the
centre of the room and placed herself on the stool, one leg bent and the other flung dashingly to
the side, hands clasped to her chest as if she were about to sing. Her companion rose and knelt
before her. The camera, being stationary, did not offer us a close-up of this turn of events. In fact,
the picture seemed to grow premonitorily darker and less distinct. The two women held their
penumbral tableaux of communion for a moment; and then suddenly the clothed woman leaned
forward, hands extended, and into them fell the small, thrashing body of a baby. The naked
woman’s final yell of pain fluted upwards into a yodel of delight.‘Natasha had married in the early
spring of 1813,’ writes Tolstoy of his romantic young heroine at the end of War and Peace, ‘and
in 1820 already had three daughters, besides a son for whom she had longed and whom she
was now nursing. She had grown stouter and broader, so that it was difficult to recognise the
slim, lively Natasha of former days in this robust motherly woman. Her features were more
defined and had a calm, soft and serene expression. In her face there was none of the ever-
glowing animation that had formerly burned there and constituted its charm. Now her face and
body were often all that one saw, and her soul was not visible at all. All that struck the eye was a
strong, handsome and fertile woman.’In pregnancy, the life of the body and the life of the mind
abandon the effort of distinctness and become fatally and historically intertwined. As a sequel to
youth, beauty or independence, motherhood promises from its first page to be a longer and
more difficult volume: the story of how Tolstoy’s Natasha turned from trilling, beribboned
heartbreaker into inscrutable matriarch, of how daughters become parents and heroines
implacable opponents of the romantic plot. Tolstoy did not write this volume. Instead he wrote
Anna Karenina, excavating the woman extant in the mother and demonstrating her power to
destroy, for motherhood is a career in conformity from which no amount of subterfuge can
liberate the soul without violence; and pregnancy is its boot-camp.My arrival in this camp is
meditated but not informed. I know about pregnancy only what everybody knows about it, which
is what it looks like from the outside. I have walked past it many times. I have wondered what
goes on behind its high walls. Knowing the pain which every inmate must endure as the
condition of their release, I have imagined it to be a place in which some secret and specialised
process of preparation occurs, in which confidential information is handed out in sealed
envelopes that will explain this pain, that will render it painless. I tell my doctor that I am pregnant
and he does a sum on a bit of paper involving dates. It is now July. He gives me a date in March
of the following year. It takes me some time to realise that this is the day on which he expects my
child to be born. He tells me to see the midwife. Close the door on your way out, he says.The
midwife gives me information, but of a particular sort: it concerns the things I can expect to
happen to me, but not what she or anybody else intends to do about them. She tells me to come
back in a couple of months. I had expected there to be at least some occupational aspect to
pregnancy designed to mitigate fear. What am I going to do for all this time? Seeing my stricken
face, she recommends one or two books I might read on the subject. I go and buy them and
return home. Pregnancy lasts for two hundred and sixty-six days, forty weeks, nine months, or



three trimesters, depending on how you choose to count it. The medical profession counts in
weeks. The general public, for whom other people’s pregnancies pass like life, count in months. I
don’t know who counts in trimesters, teachers perhaps, or women on their fifth baby. Only those
who suffer, people wrongfully imprisoned, people with broken hearts, count days. I veer fretfully
from one method to another, but the story of pregnancy is best recounted in trimesters. The first
trimester is characterised by nausea and fatigue. The second trimester is characterised by a
large stomach and a feeling of well-being. In the third trimester you may experience bloating
around the face, swelling of wrists and ankles, varicose veins, piles, chronic heartburn,
constipation, clumsiness, forgetfulness, fatigue, feelings of apprehension about the birth and a
longing for pregnancy to be over.Nowhere in these books, I notice, does it mention as a feature
of pregnancy the dawning of some sort of understanding of how the baby is supposed to come
out. Illustrations of this event are amply supplied: they generally take the form of a series of cross-
sections, the first showing the baby in the woman’s stomach, the last showing the baby having
come out of the woman’s stomach. I begin to suspect that the experience is akin to that of being
selected from amongst the passengers of an airborne jumbo jet to fly and then land the plane
yourself. Occasionally there are photographs, images of women transfixed as if at the moment of
death: grimacing, sweating, imploring, eyes screwed shut or turned heavenwards, their bodies
drowning in a tangle of sheets and hospital wires or raised up by pain into cruciform postures,
arms outstretched. It is as if some secret female history is unfolding in these photographs, a tale
of suffering conspiratorially concealed. But even the frankness of its images does not seem to
penetrate the mystery of childbirth. Many women find labour easier when they adopt a vertical
position, reads the caption; or The baby emerges in an atmosphere of timelessness and peace.
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Yourself, Nurture: A Modern Guide to Pregnancy, Birth, Early Motherhood—and Trusting
Yourself and Your Body, Wave, Parent Hacks: 134 Genius Shortcuts for Life with Kids, Little
Labors (New Directions Paperbook)



Kahlmi, “A true genius who has no rival. Cusk is a genius. Motherhood is the untouched frontier
of Feminism. More than ever in this day of perfect instagram posts and influencers raging about
the joys and funny mishaps of motherhood, a voice like Cusk's is so vital to have in the literary
lexicon. Raw, honest, and grim, she sums up what happens to women who stake their interior
lives at the grave. Granted many of the reviewers here and elsewhere are upset, but motherhood
affects women differently and some women who never felt true liberty of mind or Self would
never know that they have lost it through motherhood, would never even miss it since they never
had it to begin with. That is the key distinction here. This book is not for every mother. But for
those of us who love Cusk for speaking the taboo truth which should never be taboo to begin
with, it is a breath of fresh air in a sea of Stepford moms and modern suburban banality.”

cynthia newberry martin, “time going round in circles. A Life's Work: On Becoming a Mother is
Rachel Cusk's fourth book. My favorite line, because of the unwritten premise, comes in the
Introduction, where she writes, "...so it would be a contradiction to write a book about
motherhood without explaining to some degree how I found the time to write it."The answer is
that her partner quit his job to take care of the children "while Rachel writes her book about
looking after the children." In the author's words, this book "describes a period in which time
seemed to go round in circles rather than in any chronological order." Very quickly, the baby
develops colic. Surely, Cusk writes, there is a better word for this, some sort of German word
meaning lifegrief.At the end of three months: "I see that she has become somebody. I realize,
too, that the crying has stopped, that she has survived the first pain of existence and out of it
wrought herself. And she has wrought me, too, because although I have not helped or
understood, I have been there all along and this, I suddenly and certainly know, is motherhood;
this mere sufficiency, this presence."My only quarrel with the memoir is that perhaps a better title
would have been simply On Becoming a Mother, as these pages are limited to the initial weeks
and months after the baby is born, to this transition time of becoming a mother, which the author
so clearly does.A book to read before you get pregnant, as well as afterwards (if you can stay
awake long enough to read.) And don't forget Anne Lamott's, Operating Instructions: A Journal
of My Son's First Year.  Two books that speak the truth.”

Debra Hamel, “An insightful, sometimes hilarious account. Rachel Cusk's A Life's Work is an
insightful, honest, and sometimes hilarious account of pregnancy and early motherhood. The
author tells the story of her own metamorphosis from independent entity to "motherbaby" unit in
rough chronological order: from the alarmist literature of pregnancy, which "bristles with threats
and the promise of reprisal" for expectant mothers who violate dietary prescriptions; to the
propaganda of natural childbirth advocates ("Some women find birth the most intensely
pleasurable experience of their lives"), those souls who maintain that a procedure akin to, say,



squeezing a cantaloupe out of one's anus can be rendered nearly pain-free, indeed
"pleasurable", by the simple adoption of an embarrassing breathing technique; to a mother's
shocking, sudden immersion into an alien world of sleeplessness and isolation. (The immediacy
of the metamorphosis is brought home to the author soon after she delivers her daughter by
caesarian: "Do you want to try putting her to the breast? the midwife enquires as I am wheeled
from the operating theatre. I look at her as if she has just asked me to make her a cup of tea, or
tidy up the room a bit. I still inhabit that other world in which, after operations, people are pitied
and looked after and left to recuperate." )Cusk's account is a quick read, her prose very often
elegant. She hits a number of nails squarely on the head--in her descriptions of the constant
demands made on breastfeeding mothers, for example, or the drama and tension inherent in
bringing a baby out into the public, or one's cautious anticipation of freedom when it looks like
the kid may finally sleep. She talks about the parents' eventual containment in a single, safe
room once the baby changes "from rucksack to escaped zoo animal," an alteration in lifestyle
that expectant parents, reading the standard parenting books, would not likely anticipate. Cusk
describes, perfectly, the "mess and endemic domestic chaos" of a child-occupied house, "which
no amount of work appears to eradicate." And she details for the non-parent, wont to lie in of a
Saturday morning, what weekends are like for parents: "What the outside world refers to as 'the
weekend' is a round trip to the ninth circle of hell for parents.... You are woken on a Saturday
morning at six or seven o'clock by people getting into your bed. They cry or shout loudly in your
ear. They kick you in the stomach, in the face."Cusk is at her best when describing parenthood
in scenes such as the above. Less successful are the more philosophical passages of the book
(the female is "a world steeped in its own mild, voluntary oppression, a world at whose fringes
one may find intersections to the real: to particular kinds of unhappiness, or discrimination, or
fear, or to a whole realm of existence both past and present that grows more individuated and
indeterminate and inarticulatable as time goes by") and the strange inclusion and discussion of
parenthood-related literary passages culled, for example, from Jane Eyre and Edith Wharton's
The House of Mirth.A lot of people could benefit from reading Cusk's account. New mothers will
find solace, perhaps, in its pages, validation of their own feelings of isolation and resentment.
Working fathers ought to read it, so they can better understand the complaints of their shut-in
wives, for whom "work is considered an easy, attractive option." And the childless friends of
parents will find the book a highly readable explanation of what is happening in their friends'
lives.Reviewed by Debra Hamel, author of Trying Neaira: The True Story of a Courtesan's
Scandalous Life in Ancient Greece”

EK, “Read if you are expecting or just had a baby. Thoughtful and sometimes amusing first-
person account of a British woman's experiences adjusting to the birth of her first baby and her
attempt to go back to her writing career. She describes her own difficulties and other people's
reactions from her husband's to her friends to cabdrivers to the series of people she interviews
to be nannies. Although her life is more privileged than most women's, she experiences the



same physical and psychological changes that most women go through. Her reflections on
those are intelligent and insightful.”

Preacherdoc, “Dads should also read this!. We're expecting our first baby in a few weeks (I'm the
dad!). I've become jaded by all the chirpy-cherub and smiley-mummy garbage which is what
passes for expectant-baby literature. I've been trying to read something which will really prove
insightful, not some nonsensical preachy drivel dished out by someone who is telling me what it
"ought" to be like.What I was really looking for was a book which really tells it the way it is, and
this is that book, and then some! It's a book written by someone who seems to think a lot like
me, and she describes experiences I can relate to extremely well.Rachel Cusk (author) tells in
an open and heartbreakingly honest way about her own expectations on becoming a mother,
which were systematically shattered one at a time, and how she dealt with the fallout.She
describes in stark vividness her treatment by midwives, health visitors, doctors, her friends, her
partner. And of course, there is the relationship with the baby, who won't sleep, won't feed, and
with whom she can't bond despite clearly trying very hard.This book caused real outrage at its
publication, but to my mind it is the most honest and realistic account of new parenthood I've
ever read. I now feel much better prepared for it happening to us.I felt her description of when
she first got the baby struck deep parallels with my own experience as a new doctor: the endless
fatigue, the endless demands, the ever-widening gap between my own rosy preconceptions and
the awful reality.Cusk deserves considerable praise for having the courage to stand up and tell
the painful truth, which goes hard against the grain of most literature in this field.”

Trish, “Interesting. I like her fiction so I decided to try this. I'm a woman who decided not to have
children. After reading this I can see I made the right choice. Joking! But I can see how her very
honest take on motherhood could be a little threatening. Or maybe a lot. It is certainly not a
glossy advertisement. But while I often find writing about motherhood and children boring not so
this. I could have read more and more.”

The book by Rachel Cusk has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 120 people have provided feedback.
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