Reviews

Arlington Park

By Rachel Cusk.

With all but one chapter set over the
course a single day, Rachel Cusk’s
Arlington Park can seem as
claustrophobic as the eponymous,
fictional English suburb in which it’s
set. The five central characters, all
middle-class mothers of young
children, obsess, ruminate and fester
with resentment. To hear them tell
it—and we do, in intimate narration
that shifts perspective from
character to character—their
husbands are useless, malevolent or
both. Acquaintances who have
managed to lose their pregnancy
weight are suspect, and motherhood
is a Sisyphean punishment that
crushes anyone unlucky enough to
fall victim to it.

With books such as the 2001
memoir A Life’s Work: On Becoming
a Mother and 2003’s fictional The
Lucky Ones, the incisive Cusk
garnered praise for her
unsentimental portrayal of marriage
and modern parenthood. Her new
novel mines this vein further, but
here, her emotional rawness makes
for a queasy read. High-school
literature teacher Juliet laments

what she sees as her unfulfilled
potential, and mentally accuses
various men—her husband, for
example—of metaphorically
murdering the women closest to
them. In another chapter, bionic
homemaker Amanda brings her
young son on a butcher-shop errand:
“It all seemed somehow grotesquely
related, the conjoining and making
of bodies and the dismemberment
and ingestion of them.” Ultimately,
though, Cusk saves her novel from
rampant bitterness with the
pregnant mother-of-three Solly, who
appears to wring gratification from
her life. Perhaps Juliet, Amanda and
the others aren’t as joyless as they
appear; maybe we’ve just caught
them on a bad day.—Carolyn Juris



