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Dedication

For my mother, who is always there.

And for Ciarán, Lope, and Sean: I want you close always.




Epigraph

‘It is well known in the world of fairy-tale and post-Freudian analysis that it is not a good thing for a child to have a wicked witch, especially a lovely wicked witch, as a mother’ 

Jenny Diski, ‘Entitlement’, LRB



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

What Kind of Mother Abandons Her Child?

Muriel Spark: A (Male) Writer’s Life

Good Bad Mothers and Bad Bad Mothers

Gala Dalí and the Matter of the Magnetic Woman™

An Ogre, a Princess, an Ass: Mothers Who Leave in Meryl Streep’s Career

Artisanal Motherhood

Ingrid Bergman: A Daily Sadness

Doris Lessing’s Third Son

Momfluencers and the Economy of Turbomotherhood

Nora Helmer and Anna Karenina: Stray Creatures

What If?: The Braided Songs of Joni Mitchell and Vashti Bunyan

It’s the Mother’s Fault

Maria Montessori: The Child and the Method

Mercè Rodoreda: Forest Bird

If You Have Children, Mija

The Underground Conversation

Bibliography

Acknowledgements


About the Author

About the Publisher



What Kind of Mother Abandons Her Child?

There’s something biblical to the phrase, and it arrives in the mouth fully formed, a little like: ‘Who could kill a child?’ It has that judgemental feel, slightly self-righteous, like all words that dress up as common sense, that boast of being free of ideology. Everyone knows when someone invokes common sense, they’re trying to get you to vote conservative.

Even so, almost no one has escaped articulating it on some occasion, upon hearing or reading about a woman who, at a certain point, left her children behind and carried on with her non-mother life. ‘A child will change your life’ is another one of those phrases, persistent and posed like an incontrovertible fact. If they change your life, it can’t be unchanged. That’s ontologically impossible: the child can’t be undone.

What kind of mother abandons her child? The worst kind, certainly.

The question has seized me many times: I’d swear it’s against my will, as if I’m possessed by a moralist I don’t believe myself to be, or a kind of moralist that makes me uncomfortable.

It happened, for example, the day I went to see Carol, the Todd Haynes film based on the Patricia Highsmith novel The Price of Salt. It was a special day, my eldest son’s second birthday, so I remember the exact date. It had been an exhausting weekend of maternal-affective overproduction. That Saturday, I had invited the family over for dinner, cooked for nine, and we blew out candles. On Sunday, the idea was to do something simple, with friends, at the park. Everyone knows how that turns out. I woke up very early to make pastrami sandwiches and tuna empanadas and carry them to the picnic tables, along with drinks, snacks, a garland, candles, balloons, plates, a piñata, a big tin of potato crisps – the fancy kind – and cups from Flying Tiger. Luckily, a lot of people came. It was nice, and tiring. A friend brought a strawberry cream cake so photogenic it seemed like it was straight out of an insurance ad. The perfect metonym for ‘happy moments for you and yours’. Everyone brought gifts, though we had told them it wasn’t necessary. When my phone highlights photos of that day, something the ‘For You’ feature does from time to time, exerting a subtle form of emotional terrorism, it moves me just as Apple hopes it will. I shudder in my motherhood.

When I see a photo of that children’s party, or any of the others I’ve now thrown, all that comes to mind is noise, happiness, sunshine, the crocodile piñata. Not the anxiety of preparing it all, the stress of spending so much, the supreme fatigue that locks all my muscles the moment I’ve collected the last streamer, thrown out the last paper cup with dinosaurs on it.

At the end of that particular afternoon, I felt like I had spent time with everyone but my child, socialising, exchanging pleasantries for five minutes while checking that there was ice enough in the cooler. Later, the party continued in our home. Regardless, when some friends of mine – without children – proposed we go to the cinema to see Carol, I was first to sign up. Because I wanted to see it – it had been out for two or three weeks, I felt like the only person who hadn’t yet, and thus was excluded from the conversation – and because at that time, I was still performing an idea for myself: that you can do it all, be it all, and be all right. Stay current with what’s on at theatres, provide tireless care, turn in eight articles a week, aim for at least three that wouldn’t leave me shamefaced if I came across them on the internet months later.

The point is, I went to the theatre to see Carol, and I didn’t like it as much as I thought I would. Partly because it was hard for me to buy Todd Haynes’s style; partly because I was tired and felt a needling of guilt (nothing too serious, medium-low intensity guilt) for not being at home with my son, watching cartoons, the two of us cuddled up after a very exhausting weekend. But most of all – and this I identified later – because of the end of the movie, which left me with a feeling that was sticky and unpleasant.

Exactly as Patricia Highsmith wrote it, Carol ends up abandoning her husband and daughter in order to live as a lesbian with some degree of peace. Her husband, a despicable person, has blackmailed her, leaving her with no choice. Either she relinquishes the girl, or she lives out the rest of her life unhappy, denying her authentic desire, lying to herself and everyone else.

The options are clear, aren’t they? The film reflects no ambivalence whatsoever on the part of Carol/Cate Blanchett. That’s strange coming from an author so accustomed to exposing the dustiest corners of the human mind, especially one whose relationship with her own mother was hyper-pathological (the mother often recounted how she had tried to abort her by drinking turpentine). It would be understandable for Carol to feel a certain resistance to the daughter who represents her ties to the world of the husband, as sometimes happens when a child becomes identified with the relationship that created her. But that’s not what happens in the book. Carol adores her daughter, whom she will never see again. In Haynes’s film, we see the girl, Rindy, on a couple of occasions. In the novel, there’s no need even for that. Rindy is not a real person, she’s an abstraction: the platonic ideal of a little girl, wearing pigtails and a jumper. The film is constructed so the modern viewer, who is presumably in favour of the original work, doesn’t have to give the matter too much thought. Yes, there’s a trace of bitterness to the ending, but it’s also the only one possible.

Why, then, had it made me so uncomfortable? Why did my mind arrive at a place where I asked Carol again and again how she had been capable of giving up her daughter? Wasn’t the answer obvious? It was the only decision that would allow her to live.

I was still asking myself years later, when everyone was celebrating Patricia Highsmith’s centenary, and more or less the same sentence appeared in each article on the subject: ‘The Price of Salt was the first lesbian novel with a happy ending.’ That’s what the author herself had said in the prologue and epilogue of the novel when it was reissued years later, by then a contemporary classic, and almost all the news outlets repeated it. But what do you mean happy, I blurted out every time I read that, a guest on my very own talk-show. If she never sees her daughter again. How can that ending be happy.

I identified that it wasn’t the first time that judgemental spring had gone off in me, the spring that upsets and repels me, that simply doesn’t fit with the fourth-wave feminism I practise and preach daily in articles, tweets, and conversations. My generation arrived late to feminism, but we’ve compensated for that with the most ardent evangelising. Wherever we go, we offer antimisogynistic sermons for anyone who wants to listen, and also for those who don’t.

Digging around, I realise that gauge, the dubious-mother detector, took hold of me even as a teenager, when I first read Anna Karenina and reproached Tolstoy for not having written more about Seryozha, the son Anna leaves behind when she chooses to go off with Vronsky. Now it strikes me as odd that even at sixteen years old, I was already more concerned with the fate of the child than with how oppressive Anna’s fate would be if she continued to be married to Karenin. What a waste of the adolescent mind, I think now, what a germ of a petitebourgeoisie philosopher.

My invisible list of negligent mothers, part-or full-time, continued to grow over the years, like a registry where I noted each case I came across without giving it much thought. Ingrid Bergman. Gala Dalí. Maria Montessori. Muriel Spark. Mercè Rodoreda. Doris Lessing. Anna Akhmatova. Susan Sontag. I don’t believe in the separation between an artist and her work. I’m very interested in the lives of the people I read and whose work I follow, but this seemed to go a bit beyond standard curiosity. It was as if I were compiling an inquiry file on mothers who had neglected their duties, a mental folder titled The Abandoners.

I had started maintaining it early, the folder. As a child, I often watched the series Pippi Longstocking, which they showed on Saturday mornings on Televisión Española. I loved the saturated sixties colours, the flower-covered streets of that Swedish town where the sun was always out, and so was Pippi. But the show also made me feel somewhat unsettled. Where were Pippi’s parents? It was great that they’d left her alone in Villa Villekulla with a trunk full of gold coins, but why wasn’t anyone there to make her an omelette at dinnertime? When neighbourhood children Tommy and Annika ask if she wants to come live with them and their parents – a vigorous Nordic family, if a bit snobbish – it doesn’t seem like a bad idea. Probably, Pippi would have to give up her monkey and her horse, relinquish all her freedom and everything that makes her unique, but in exchange, she would win normal parents and a mountain of wooden toys and mustard-coloured turtlenecks, always clean and ready in her drawer.

Now, I realise this understanding of Pippi’s story is just the opposite of what its author intended, not at all the interpretation the world would expect of a child. Those stories are a celebration of childhood anarchy, creativity, and free will. What kind of girl would go and read everything backwards? A repressed one, cut out to be a traditionalist? Besides, the stories of Pippi Longstocking are inscribed within the limitless tradition of fairy tales featuring motherless children, children who have experiences. Adventure, Sara Ruddick suggests in the book Maternal Thinking, is an idea that’s essentially free of mothers. A mother, in the end, is there to prevent bad things from befalling her offspring, and, along the way, maybe good ones too.

As a child, watching Pippi on TV, I didn’t know the creator of the character, Astrid Lindgren, had become a single mother at age eighteen, following a relationship with the head of the newspaper where she worked as a stenographer. Her lover was thirty years older than her and was married. Astrid, who had hardly any money, had to leave her son, Lars, with a foster family in Denmark for three years. The author often likened that period, in which she lived alone in Stockholm without her son, to a passage through hell. If she was able to scrape together enough money, she slipped away to Copenhagen to see Lars, and when she finally managed to recover guardianship and custody, she swapped out the guilt she had felt over abandoning her child for the guilt over uprooting him from that more stable family, so much like Tommy and Annika’s, who had also loved and cared for the child.

To be a mother, in the end, is to accumulate collections of guilt that are heedless of contradicting themselves. In the universe of mothers, the guilt over temporarily leaving a child is perfectly compatible with the guilt of getting him back. All of Lindgren’s work is full of parentless children, children who invent alternate biographies to explain away those absences, like Pippi herself, who tells everyone her mother is an angel and her father a shipwrecked pirate.

Nor do parents often appear in the Enid Blyton boarding-school books I devoured as a child, those racist, classist, yet completely irresistible artifacts; although in that case, the parental absence is socially acceptable, since the families have enough money to subsidise care of their children, as has happened worldwide throughout history.

The families of Darrell Rivers, the protagonist of the series Malory Towers, or the twins Patricia and Isabel O’Sullivan, students at St Clare’s, would leave the children at the platform of the train that took them to school at the beginning of every book, and at the most, they reappeared in the final chapter to collect them. Ignorant at that point of the British class system and its educational particularities, I always wondered about those absent parents, and how it could be that their daughters willingly went off to a school in Cornwall to play lacrosse and have late-night parties with Nestlé milk and tinned sardines, in exchange for never seeing their families. Tinned sardines and a freezing pool in exchange for a mother? In truth, the twins didn’t seem like the winners in that scenario, not to me.

Malory Towers, the boarding school where Blyton set the six original novels in the series, is based on Benenden School, where the author sent her own children thanks to the fortune she’d made on her children’s books. Blyton had two daughters, Gillian and Imogen. They appeared in the press a few times when they were young, photographed alongside their very famous mother, petting the dogs and playing in the garden at the family home.

As adults, the two sisters didn’t speak to each other, and each time they conceded interviews to their mother’s biographers, they offered completely contradictory versions of what happened in their childhood and what their mother was like.

The elder of the daughters, Gillian, who was a schoolteacher and lived in a house full of Enid Blyton memorabilia, taking her afternoon tea at the very table where Blyton wrote The Famous Five and The Secret Seven, always maintained that they had a wonderful mother. The younger daughter wrote in her memoir A Childhood at Green Hedges that Blyton was ‘arrogant, insecure, pretentious, very skilled at putting difficult or unpleasant things out of her mind, and without a trace of maternal instinct’. ‘As a child,’ Imogen added, ‘I viewed her as a rather strict authority. As an adult, I did not hate her. I pitied her.’

It so happens that both Enid Blyton and her daughters lost contact with their biological fathers. The author’s father, a cutlery salesman in Sheffield – the woman who did the most to perpetuate the British upper-class parenting style wasn’t born into that world, she carved a place for herself within it by writing about the class she wished she belonged to – abandoned the family when she was a young girl, and her mother forced her to lie to the neighbours about it. Many years later, Blyton’s first husband, Hugh, also fled the scene, and her daughters lost contact with their father.

The experience of losing a father not because he has died but rather because he disappears into a new life that is incompatible with his old one, as happened first to Enid then to Gillian and Imogen, falls within the category of ordinary. Fathers vanish all the time, all over the place. As a biographical data point, it’s a three or four out of ten on the scale of events that shape a person’s life. More significant than suffering a long childhood illness, but less so than living through a major financial crisis. Under almost no circumstance is the abandonment of a father considered comparable to the abandonment of a mother. One might expect a father to leave, but a mother, never. We say it’s ‘unnatural’, but it isn’t, because nature is full of bad mothers and mothers who leave. Seals abandon their pups. Cuckoos lay their eggs in other birds’ nests and fly off. That’s how they trick other mothers into caring for their chicks. There are hundreds of animal species for whom it is normal or customary to eat their own young.

Human mothers also sometimes leave. It has happened throughout time, and it still does, for all sorts of reasons. The majority of women who leave their children do so out of pure necessity, to go somewhere else and earn money, often caring for the children of others, or fleeing geopolitical devastation. Some of these women were generous enough to share their stories with me, and they appear in the second-to-last section of this document, which I didn’t call a book for a very long time.

There are also women, fewer, who relinquish custody of their children the moment they’re born. It’s not a crime, and it’s done anonymously. The medical staff are practised and know that in this type of delivery, protocol directs they must quickly remove the baby to avoid contact with the mother. They transfer the mother to another floor so she won’t hear the babies crying, nor see the halls filled with orchids. In maternity wards, they recommend taking the plants out of patients’ rooms at night, to maximise the oxygen available for the new-borns. I’ve always been intrigued by that competition between delicate living beings.

It’s easy to instinctively understand this as a kind of tragedy, and we classify it as one more element in the grand buffet of atrocities turbocapitalism produces. We might even fictionalise it mentally, with the help of all the novels we’ve been encountering since we were children, rich in mothers who give up their little ones and fasten delicate chains around their necks so as to recognise them twenty-five chapters later.

Go one rung up on the hierarchy of needs and the whole thing gets morally hazier. We agree we can accept leaving a child to avoid condemning him to poverty, or leaving a child to make a life in another country when that’s the only available option, but leaving a child to escape an unhappy marriage? ‘How unhappy? Was it violent?’ the moral prosecutor inside us begins to ask. What about leaving behind a child to embrace your own sexuality, as happens in Carol? Or leaving behind individual care of children and collectivising it, as women do, for example, in the kibbutzim of Israel, as a precondition for communal utopia? Leaving behind a daughter to move to another country and experience volcanic love, as Ingrid Bergman did? Leaving behind a child in order to write, like Muriel Spark, Doris Lessing, or Mercè Rodoreda? Leaving behind a daughter for unknown reasons, like Gala Dalí?

Already, we’re flooded with doubts, and we run the risk of finding ourselves – like I did as what I’d now call a ‘pro-establishment child’ – issuing rather repellent moral judgements.

One of my intentions in writing this, which strictly speaking and according to the rules of modern writing, I am not entirely authorised to write – I’ll tell you now that my parents didn’t abandon me, nor have I abandoned my children; I’m merely a spy in this calamity – is to ask myself where I came by that urge to condemn. Why it’s so hard for me to accept that someone might want to separate from her children, for a while or forever, if I think of myself as such a devoted feminist, if I believe I have a proper understanding of human complexity and empathise with so many deviations from the norm.

Writing The Abandoners allowed me to spend some time exploring that mental folder, which has become something else entirely. I tried to understand the whys of these real and fictional women, as well as their whens and their hows. I also wanted to think about why there’s still so much fear around the idea of a mother who, for a time, wants to act like she isn’t one. I’ve tried to be generous and open-minded in responding to the question that still chases me: what kind of mother abandons her child?




Muriel Spark: A (Male) Writer’s Life

The best way to lead a writer’s life has been well tested and amply documented throughout history: marry a writer’s wife. Nothing frees up the time and mental space required to devote oneself to filling pages like cohabitating with someone who will take care of every mundanity, including the minor detail of breadwinning, as Mercedes Barcha did when Gabriel García Márquez left journalism to concentrate on his novels. From Patricia Llosa, who so deftly packed Mario Vargas Llosa’s suitcases, to Vera Nabokov, paradigm of proofreader/editor/coach/manager/agent who even licked stamps for Vladimir’s letters, there’s an abundant catalogue of devoted literary spouses. John le Carré’s wife typed up his novels for him, and as she did, she edited and refined them. An unbeatable two for one.

In the recent history of literature, the person who came closest to obtaining an arrangement that efficient was Muriel Spark. The hyper-prolific author of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, who wrote more than twenty novels as well as many volumes of poetry, essay, memoir, and biography, spent the last thirty years of her life, when she had already achieved success and money, with an assistant and companion, Penelope Jardine, in an old converted church in Oliveto, Tuscany.

Spark had always had men as lovers, and a husband. And Penelope and Muriel always denied that theirs was a romantic relationship, or a kind of Boston marriage, an archaic, sotto-voce lesbian arrangement. They maintained that they simply had a satisfactory domestic situation. Whether or not they were sleeping together, Jardine performed, with near Nabokovian mastery (Vera’s, of course) the role of the writer’s wife, diligently managing a portfolio of household and administrative tasks that ranged from talking with agents to overseeing translation contracts, accepting or rejecting invitations to literary festivals, booking plane tickets, and driving the old BMW when the two of them went on holiday across Europe. Muriel always sat in the passenger’s seat and occupied herself pulling nips of cognac from the glove compartment. There’s no evidence that Jardine received compensation for any of these tasks. That’s the good thing about spouses: they don’t charge.

Spark is considered one of the great converts of British literature, a Jew by birth who embraced Catholicism, like her friends and benefactors Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene. But maybe the most significant conversion she experienced in her life had less to do with religion and more to do with gender roles. With much effort and tenacity, Muriel Spark managed to write in a way that normally only men could. In order for that to be possible, two things had to happen: she needed to find that steadfast, efficient companion – Penelope – and also outsource the care of her only son, Robin.

When she died in 2006, the writer made clear in her will that none of her material assets were to go to Robin, who was still alive and a painter in Edinburgh. The press seized that detail and covered it gleefully, because a son disinherited in favour of a same-sex companion – Jardine is still the executor of Spark’s literary estate – provides an interesting pulpy angle. But for those familiar with the life of the author and her family, there was little surprise in it. It was only the final chapter of a painful separation that had begun long before, in a time (the end of the 1930s) and place (Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe) so distant they seem to belong to another life, another novel.

In 1939, with the Second World War underway, Muriel Spark separated de facto from her husband, left her four-year-old child in the care of nuns at a Catholic convent in the city then known as Gwelo, and embarked on a long and perilous journey to her birth city, Edinburgh. It would be more than two years before mother and son reunited, but they would never again live together. The child was raised by his grandparents, to whom Spark sent money monthly to cover his living expenses.

I started to read about Muriel Spark so I could review one of her books, which had been reissued. Then I learned about the unusual relationship she had with her son, Robin, and I couldn’t help but get waylaid by that part of her biography, which some would consider minor and which had nothing to do with the book I was going to write about. There are several paths to the conclusion that her relationship with her only son is irrelevant, surfacing from several schools of thought. It could either reflect an entirely patriarchal line of thinking – ‘Who cares about something like children?’ – or a kind of feminist vindication, albeit slightly maternophobic – ‘Spark was much more than a mother,’ etc.

I’ve opted out of both schools. I’ve always wanted to know what the people who interest me do with their lives and their bodies. And I don’t understand a feminism that doesn’t encompass the maternal.

At that point, I had two children who were close to Robin’s age when he was separated from his mother. One a little younger, the other a little older. And the idea of leaving them alone in a convent, in the care of strangers, on another continent with an international conflict underway, struck me as both delusional and slightly monstrous.

On the other hand, I was four months into pandemic isolation, in a flat in Barcelona with my partner and my children, trying, among other things, to give shape to a book and balance that with the dozens of articles I publish every month (Spark, who was fantastic at managing her career, talked about that: nothing incentivises writing like the need to get paid for what you write). There were moments, about thirty-seven each day, when the possibility of being alone for a while, dedicating sixty uninterrupted minutes to working in a state of maximum concentration, seemed unattainable. Actually, it was. As anyone who has cared for small children is aware, you’re living in a state of perpetual attack. Whatever is happening in your head will be swarmed and plundered at any moment, and the knowledge that this siege is imminent turns thinking, getting lost in thought, into a furtive activity.

During the day, the challenge of managing time brought me to frustrated tears, and at night, it kept me up, thinking about all the sections disappearing from the newspapers I write for, the collaborations that had been called off, my shrinking rates, the book they had commissioned from me, now at a standstill, which I would have to write tomorrow, during the brief period when the little one was napping and his brother was doing puzzles. Oh yes, in that one hour, I would be so very productive.

‘At least the kids are all right,’ we were constantly writing in mum group chats. ‘We’re doing our best,’ we repeated. ‘We’re where we need to be.’

We had a quite limited range of set phrases at our disposal, and we passed them back and forth. The words seemed increasingly threadbare, increasingly worn out, like the typical sweater that goes from cousin to cousin in a family until the elbows are transparent and the cuffs have stretched out.

There was a residual truth to the things we said, I suppose. But the feeling that we were doing everything badly, and all the time, won out. If mindfulness, the individualistic wellness model that triumphed in the years preceding the pandemic, is defined in part as the capacity to fully inhabit the moment, to focus on the here and now, my experience since I became a mother, particularly in moments of stress, is its complete opposite.

I don’t suspect I’d get rich writing a manual on mindlessness, an invented discipline in which I consider myself an expert: how to constantly feel that you’re in the wrong place, with your mind somewhere else entirely. There and then, rather than here and now.

You will have achieved the pinnacle of mindlessness, I would write in my manual of self-sabotage for beginners, when you tense up after ten hours working at the computer, feeling you should be playing with modelling clay with your children, or at least making them dinner. It’s also peak mindlessness to read your child a story while periodically checking the time on your phone, calculating whether half an hour of The Gruffalo’s Child is enough, as if someone is keeping track of all this, as if they’ll rule, in the end, in favour of the plaintiff.

In 1937, Muriel Camberg married a man thirteen years her senior, whom she barely knew. His name was Sidney Oswald Spark, and it wasn’t long before Muriel was referring to him by his initials, as if making a private joke: SOS. Help, I married a stranger.

SOS, who went by Solly, was a secular Jew and had been born in Lithuania, as was Barry, the writer’s father. At thirty-two years old, he was working as a maths teacher in Edinburgh. They met at a dance put on by the Over-Seas League, an event of the type Muriel often attended with her only brother, Philipp. Despite their age difference and Solly’s somewhat taciturn character, he and Muriel connected. They both liked to talk about books, and together they listened to the radio broadcast during which Edward VIII abdicated the throne for the promise of a life at once more mundane and more exotic with Wallis Simpson. Sidney also suggested to Muriel – and this is crucial – the possibility of a vague future beyond provincial Edinburgh. The teacher had been planning to travel to Africa, find work there and visit the colonies. In Rhodesia, he promised Muriel, hiring help was much less expensive. They could afford to have servants, and Muriel wouldn’t have to act as a housewife.

That was a tempting offer for a woman who already saw quite clearly that she had outgrown the life her birthplace and her social class assigned her. When she was a young girl, her favourite teacher, Miss Kay, had dazzled her with tales of her travels to Egypt, Rome, and Switzerland. The charismatic Miss Kay took Muriel and her friend Frances to see the latest Pavlova performance at the Edinburgh Empire Theatre, followed by tea at the elegant McVitie’s tearoom. Spark commandeered an expression (and plenty of other things) from her teacher and gave it to her most famous character, Miss Brodie, the at once innocent and manipulative protagonist who gives full meaning to The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. For Jean Brodie, as for Miss Kay, anything good was ‘the crème de la crème’. It’s impossible to read those words without hearing them in the accent Maggie Smith puts on in the film adaptation. Smith pronounces them with a fabulous r, much more Scottish than French. ‘My students are the crrrème de la crrrème,’ she says. That moment encapsulates all the pretension of Jean Brodie, a woman as ridiculous as she is real.

After a year of sexless courtship, Muriel and Solly got married, shared a wedding night the bride later described as ‘a botch-up’, and went to live in Rhodesia. The first place where the precarious couple settled was Fort Victoria (Masvingo), a small and dusty city. The country, one of those British colonial inventions, was named after the politician and magnate Cecil Rhodes and had only existed as such for fifty-something years. Its population was made up of one and a half million Africans and about fifty-five thousand European colonists who behaved as if the systems they’d put in place, based on the most elementary racism, were going to last forever.

A few weeks after arriving in Fort Victoria, SOS was already having problems with the authorities at the school where he had been contracted. He began to show signs of mental unwellness, and conflict followed wherever he went.

Muriel once asked him why he had never told her about his tenuous mental health. He replied that, had she known, she never would have married him. The logic was indisputable.

Shortly after that confession, Muriel became pregnant. He proposed an abortion, she refused; though she wasn’t longing to become a parent either, much less to perpetuate that marriage, which she already saw as an error, by bringing a child into the world.

Robin Spark was born on 9 July 1938, in the Bulawayo hospital, following a day and a half of extremely difficult labour. Muriel describes it in her memoir, Curriculum Vitae, published in 1992: ‘I was at the end of my strength and didn’t expect that either I or my baby would survive, and, indeed, it was a miracle that we both emerged strong and healthy. I had bitten down one of my nails. My husband brought me a manicure set and a bunch of flowers. He began to show signs of the severe nervous disorder from which he had suffered and was to suffer all his life. He had fits of violence, and continued to quarrel with everybody.’

An author as sharp and precise as Muriel Spark doesn’t construct a paragraph that way by accident. Her only son is born. She breaks a nail. Her husband begins to become a nightmare. Everything condensed into three hundred words, less than they used to explain the plot of a movie back when newspapers still had movie listings, less than you’d write in a work email to postpone a meeting and propose a new date. That very compact synthesis is entirely intentional.

In Muriel Spark: The Biography, biographer Martin Stannard maintains that for his mother, Robin would always be a by-product of her unhappy marriage; that she was never able to separate the child from his father, and that when she looked at her son, the first thing she saw was the face of that mediocre and violent man whom she’d outgrown in two afternoons.

The chronology of the following years in Muriel’s life is hazy, and she herself contributed to the confusion in varying accounts of her years in Africa. Immediately after the birth of her son, Muriel stopped producing milk and fell into postpartum depression, though no one at that time would have diagnosed it as such. Muriel and Solly never slept together again, or so she wrote. He reached the point of assaulting her, and she had to hide the revolver her husband kept in their home, like almost all white men in Africa, for fear that he would shoot her. It wasn’t an entirely paranoid thought: in the very hotel where Muriel was then living with Solly and the baby, she had reencountered an old school friend from Edinburgh. Redheaded like her, Nita McEwan was known as Muriel’s doppelgänger. One night, the writer heard an unusual noise. In the morning, she learned that Nita’s husband had shot and killed her in cold blood then killed himself. She wrote about it in the story ‘Bang-Bang, You’re Dead’, in which the protagonist, Sybil, survives because her husband accidentally murders the neighbour, whom she closely resembles.

At last, Muriel managed to separate from SOS, at least practically speaking. He had work at a military detachment in Gwelo, and she combined several jobs as a typographer and secretary at various companies in Bulawayo. She shared a flat with May Haygate, a friend whose husband was in the army and who also had a small child. In December 1939, the writer tried to get a divorce. They didn’t make it easy. According to colonial law, neither the mental instability nor the cruelty she accused her husband of were sufficient basis for her to be granted a divorce, which she would not achieve legally until four years later. The only grounds considered valid were adultery or desertion. ‘He was not going to desert me, so I deserted him,’ she wrote years later. ‘Life in the colony was eating my heart away.’

Muriel needed to get out of Africa, but with the war ongoing, travel with children was strictly forbidden. So she left Robin, who was then four years old, at a convent in Gwelo, and moved to the city of Salisbury, in Southern Rhodesia, to wait for the divorce to be finalised.

‘I decided for my sanity’s sake to go ahead by myself,’ she explains in Curriculum Vitae, where she describes an expeditious separation from her son, as a practical arrangement, framing it in a context of international turmoil: ‘I had met some very good Catholic nuns at the Dominican convent school in Gwelo. Quite a few young children separated from their parents by the war were at boarding school there. I was satisfied that Robin would be safe in that convent school. Even my husband in the mental home, asserting on paper his legal “rights”, liked the nuns of Gwelo. Robin was able to play with the children of my friends there. A friendly professional childminder and her family had Robin home almost every day, and supported me greatly with constant letters.’ It’s clear that Spark has little desire to discuss the matter, but also that she feels some need to justify her decision before the reader. The nuns were good. The boy was happy. I left because I had to leave.

In her memoir, Spark skips over the two years mother and son spent on different continents: ‘My plan,’ she continues, ‘was to prepare for Robin to go and live with my parents, who were pining to have him as soon as the war was over and the transport ban lifted. This worked remarkably well. I arrived in England in March 1944. My little son joined me in September of the following year and was greeted with great joy by both my parents.’

As a contemporary reader, gorging on memoirs and auto-fictional writing, I’m struck by how reserved and modest Spark’s memoir is about everything related to her son, as if she were holding any hint of sentimentality at such a distance that she ended up writing something almost clinical. This is not uncommon; it happens in the memoirs of other sublime writers, like Edith Wharton, who seems incapable of applying the charm that abounds in her fiction to her own life. Although in Spark’s case, there’s something else at play. At the time of writing, it was already clear that her relationship with Robin was a disaster, and maybe she didn’t feel up to describing that irretrievable bond.

The reader can tell Spark is eager to settle the issue and make clear that there was no problem at all, that the child was born and was never a burden, a weight, a question mark. Poet Elaine Feinstein, who wrote the foreword for the reissue, goes so far as to say that Spark ‘does not seem to have been unduly troubled’ by the abandonment. Feinstein, another judge.

Spark devotes many more pages of her memoir to, for example, her dramas at the Poetry Review, where during her term as editor, she turned all of England’s poetry old guard against her, or the challenges of publishing her books, the arrangements she made with her publishers, and the circumstances under which she wrote some of her novels. But she doesn’t devote a single line to her pregnancy
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