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aftermath explores the confusion and pain 
associated with the dissolution of a once-
happy marriage, written by one of England’s 
best-known contemporary authors. 

There are some things in life that no amount 
of advanced planning can prepare you to 
face. It is one thing to read how to program 
computers; it is quite another to find infor-
mation about being a parent, navigating the 
challenges of marriage, or traversing the 
struggles associated with divorce that is ap-
plicable to one’s own circumstances. any 
situation involving a human element transcends simple guidelines or generaliza-
tions. a myriad of factors peculiar to each individual must be accounted for when 
attempting to assess interactions involving multiple persons. In the end, there is only 
so much one can discern from a book. life experience is often the best, and in some 
cases the only, teacher. Highly regarded British novelist and occasional memoirist ra-
chel Cusk has taken a stab at chronicling her experiences involving some of the most 
significant milestones in any family’s evolution. Her 2003 autobiographical account, 
A Life’s Work, brought her both praise and scorn for its less-than-sanguine analysis 
of her early motherhood experiences. The pessimistic rather than celebratory tone of 
that work engendered strong feelings among many readers, causing Cusk to be loved 
in some circles and demonized in others. She continues her public self-exploration in 
Aftermath: On Marriage and Separation (2012), in which she details the wrenching 
consequences of marital dissolution in a manner that will anger, confuse, and possibly  
inspire readers.  

Divorce is a challenging subject to discuss. Building a family and keeping it to-
gether are things that can be worked on, but once the bonds that held a family together 
are snapped beyond repair, all of the constituent parts must make peace with the new 
arrangement. a broken family enters a zone that is as unique and idiosyncratic as the 
people who are involved. The length of the marriage, the number of children, the total-
ity of all combined assets, and countless other derivatives stemming from matrimony 
must all be factored into the discussion. Subjects that at one time gave a married cou-
ple little trouble bring acrimony following divorce. Indeed, it is rare to find a recently 
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separated couple capable of maintaining peaceful relations during the period Cusk 
calls the “aftermath.” Too often the wounds that accrue over years of marriage come 
bubbling out when a relationship enters its death spiral. In many cases, time heals the 
intensity of the injuries but never fully erases them; for others, the sentiments forged in 
the aftermath burn like hot embers far longer than logic may warrant. everyone reacts 
differently in a crisis, and it is hard to argue that few events in life are as wrenching as 
the cessation of a relationship, particularly one that commenced with vows of eternal 
love. rachel Cusk takes readers on a journey through her own period of adjustment 
following separation. as such, she is telling her story from the vantage point of the 
lived experience as she comes to terms with her new normal. If readers keep in mind 
that divorce is a personal thing and often lacks threads that others can readily identify, 
then Cusk’s work is more accessible. readers who open the book looking for a happy 
or even unified ending will be disappointed.

Aftermath defies easy analysis. The author jumps from point to point without offer-
ing much in the way of context. Cusk’s slender volume lacks much cohesion, despite 
its diminutive size. Those readers interested in the details surrounding the author’s 
separation will be left scratching their heads as they find little but a handful of veiled 
references to what actually ended Cusk’s ten-year marriage. Perhaps not enough time 
has passed for the author to dispassionately address the subject. Hints exist in the text 
that infidelity played a role in the breakup, and such an extreme violation of trust and 
the vows of marriage might account for why the author struggles to come to terms 
with the subject. It is one thing to openly discuss a separation tied to less passionate 
concerns such as financial matters; it is another thing to discuss the pain engendered by 
a spouse’s infidelity. The author may not be ready for this discussion. Critical readers 
might make the case that she should have waited until she was mentally prepared to 
give her readers a full disclosure before she penned this work. Cusk rarely mentions 
her husband, and when she does, it is in an oblique fashion. Few details are given 
about him or any of the central figures in the work, who all come across as one-di-
mensional. aside from some passing evidence of a much deeper antipathy, Cusk shies 
away from attacking her husband; instead, the author focuses on her book’s title—that 
period of time after the unraveling of her marriage. Her husband appears little because 
he is already a peripheral part of that phase of her life.

Cusk makes the analogy that the remnants left following the end of her marriage 
were akin to a jigsaw puzzle. What was once whole was shattered into dozens of jag-
ged pieces. The imagery she uses is stark, befitting the nature of the topic. She spends 
the remainder of the work offering readers insight into her thoughts at various stages 
of the aftermath. Hers is not a typical story but a collection of disparate ideas reflecting 
one woman’s effort to rebuild after a significant loss. Readers might find some of 
Cusk’s musings a tad bizarre, but we must accept that these sentiments are genuine to 
her circumstance. rather than give readers a blow-by-blow account of what happened, 
she sheds light on some of her thoughts as she worked toward accepting the finality of 
the situation. Her musings range far and wide and include a heavy reliance on refer-
ences to Greek tragedy. Cusk’s choice of examples might alienate some readers, who 
may find the effort to intellectualize what is fundamentally a highly emotional issue 

Rachel Cusk is a successful and contro-
versial British novelist and memoirist. 
She is the recipient of several prizes for 
her fiction, including a Whitbread First 
Novel Award and a Somerset Maugham 
Award. Her 2003 autobiographical ac-
count, a life’s Work, won her a global 
audience for its controversial treatment 
of motherhood.
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disingenuous or not at all applicable to their 
own experiences. Do these represent the au-
thor’s true feelings, or are they a mask, simi-
lar to the comedy-and-tragedy schema she 
finds so appealing, designed to obscure her 
unresolved emotions? eventually Cusk lets 
the reader in on the origins of her musings: 
many of the snippets she reveals came 
straight from her discussions with a psychia-
trist. Cusk’s therapy sessions obviously fol-
lowed traditional form, wherein she was en-
couraged to speak freely about what she was experiencing without concern for 
chronology. Aftermath thus takes the form of an extended therapy session with her 
readers, most of whom lack the proper certification to play the role of analyst.  

The fragmented layout of Aftermath conveys the author’s emotional state at the 
time of its publication. Cusk briefly guides readers through the early years of her 
marriage, when her husband abandoned his career as a lawyer to become the family’s 
principal domestic caretaker, while Cusk maintained her career as a writer. at one 
time, Cusk writes, she fully believed that a woman could be fulfilled only if she pos-
sessed a life outside of the domestic realm. Having a career, however, did not bring her 
the satisfaction or fulfillment she had expected. Her early assumptions were rooted in 
what she once thought was feminism, but these beliefs were undermined in the wake 
of separation. as Cusk describes it, she, following a day at work, resented having to 
do the domestic chores she believed her husband, who remained home, should have 
handled. readers may wonder what exactly was left to do at the end of each day, es-
pecially after Cusk reveals that she and her husband employed a maid. Did both the 
husband and the maid fail to uphold their respective ends of the work load, or was the 
author sincerely vexed by any domestic chore remaining for her to complete? The full 
story is never told. Ultimately, Cusk shares with her readers the problems that have 
emerged but not the solutions she has uncovered. answers seem the hardest thing to 
find. At the time this book was written, Cusk had few solutions to the many questions 
that resulted from her separation. She remains, as she describes it, an outsider looking 
in at the family life of others, judging them while being keenly aware of being judged 
herself.

The seemingly random nature of the book becomes more explainable, if not accept-
able, when viewed as a stream-of-consciousness exercise rather than a strict chrono-
logical recitation of events. In its pages, Cusk is purging the demons that confront her 
in her own unique way. For her, the organization is less important than the emotions. 
The fragmented nature of her narrative reflects her sentiments regarding the impact of 
separation. Chaos, confusion, sadness, and countless other emotions are conveyed in 
this powerful if eclectic book. Should you ask a dozen people who have experienced 
divorce how they coped with the aftermath, you would very likely receive a dozen 
different replies. Cusk shares with us at least a portion of her journey as she chooses 
to remember it. at the same time, she dismisses the story line her now-ex-husband 
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advanced following the separation. Is this exactly how it happened? No. Is her ex-
husband’s account closer to the truth? Probably not. Would Cusk’s two daughters tell 
a far different tale? Absolutely. The great victims in this story are the children. They 
will spend what remains of their lives before maturity caught between two worlds. 
although Cusk is clearly anguished by what her daughters have experienced, her nar-
rative tends to focus on how their pain affects her. references to the children are as 
random and uneven as most topics engaged by this book. 

although the book’s scattered organization captures the whirlwind of emotions 
raised by separation, its lack of a strong unifying theme muddles its overall clarity. 
There is little to keep the story together as one disparate thread follows another. The 
author succeeds in conveying her emotions but falls short of providing readers with 
a cohesive story. many will feel the need to push through this book simply because it 
was penned by rachel Cusk. as they forge ahead, they will discover that this is not 
the best work of the author, whose strength seems to lie in her fiction writing. Along 
the way, Cusk’s talents as a writer periodically shine, making this confusing journey 
palatable but not as rewarding as it could have been. 

Despite its deficiencies, there is still much to recommend in this work. The emo-
tions depicted are raw and powerful, and the narrative, if disjointed, often explodes 
with insight. If her previous actions are any guide, Cusk will one day write another 
memoir that covers her next major life experience. Hopefully it will put Aftermath in 
context and explain what this book fails to explore. Time might not heal all wounds, 
but it just might afford the author the necessary temporal and emotional distance to 
dissect the circumstances in Aftermath in a way that brings both the author and her 
readers closure.  

Keith M. Finley
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