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INTRODUCTION





This book grew from my own experience of learning how much home mattered when Olly, my husband and I, got to the point of discussing separating. The realization that we were contemplating selling up which would mean ditching the home we had done up from a wreck with sweat and tears if not blood, was a stark reality check. This was the place in which we had lived most of our children’s lives with them, where we had had monumental rows and conversely some of our happiest and most formative moments. The realization of just what would be lost if we couldn’t do better than all this destruction was a kind of epiphany. We needed to find a more constructive way of sorting out our troubles than upping sticks and abandoning our cherished home.


I was telling this to my publisher, explaining how it had set me thinking, exploring the ways in which home is such a vital root in life, and yet how it has been so diminished in the last three years of pressurised consumerism, conspicuous consumption, the idea that individualism tops community, privacy is primary. I jested that home could be the new therapy and he ran with the idea, asking me to write this book.


I do not mean therapy in the clinical sense. I have aimed in the eleven chapters to look at what home means and why it matters for our psychological and physical well-being, happiness, authenticity, connectedness, because I believe understanding these may encourage us to think about the many ways home is so very significant.


Exploring this theme, I look at the ways we may pull away from and damage the chance of home being a root in our lives.


Running through the book are my own reflections on how and why I have come to see home as of primary importance, yet a thing we too easily undervalue.


You will see a good deal of emphasis in A Home for the Heart on the important role home plays in supporting and enhancing family life, on how if we invest in it and appreciate it well enough, it may hold us steady through the difficult times, or offer opportunity for a shift in emphasis as it did for me and Olly. It may mean families can live to enjoy later life, and lived history, together in their home.


Yet I need to offer a caveat. I am not talking of ‘the family’ as the structure (mum, dad, two-point-something children) which some believe is the antidote to Broken Britain. I see solutions in the idea of ‘Home’ rather than in one type of family. While accepting that the traditional family has much to offer, my aim has been to explore through my own and others’ experiences, prejudices and pleasures, the meaning of home in a broad sense for all of us who live together with one or more people. (After all, parents whose children have left the home, aren’t suddenly a non-‘family’ or homeless because there are no children left!) I aim to bring a perspective that puts the home at a very central place in our lives in a way I have not found done elsewhere.




 





I begin with the story of how Olly and I chose ‘Separate Togetherness’ – the title of the first chapter – within our house. Alongside this are stories of other people I have interviewed, who have found ways to bring space into their relationships through their homes.


Among those who have talked of their experience of the meaning of home are the writer Allison Pearson, the entrepeneur Jonathan Self, the human rights lawyer Helena Kennedy and her daughter Clio, the journalist and social commentator Lynsey Hanley, Dame Elisabeth Mudoch, the architect Christopher Day.


I consider what it means when long working hours demand the bulk of our most animated and energetic hours away from home, so that what we have to offer those we share home with is all too often a depleted self, the scrag end of ourselves. Is prioritizing home a solution or too great a sacrifice if it means curtailing an ambitiously pursued career?


What happens when our relationships go into hell and chaos mode and we become ‘emotional terrorists’ in the home? And how may involving ourselves more closely in the home be a healing process? These are the subjects of the chapter ‘A Home to Be In’.


In our age of celebrity showman/womanship buying hugely priced homes is the name of the conspicuous consumption game. And with it the message is beamed out that somehow these celebrities can buy a greater quality of happiness than us less well off mortals. ‘In Trading Up’ I look at this phenomenon, the impact it has on our feelings about home, the myths embodied in the message


In the chapter ‘Not Forsaking all Others’ I observe the growing pressure for society to relax its attitude to infidelity and sexually broader arrangements than monogamy – polyamory and honestly open marriages. How do homes keep intact in these arrangements, when the strait-jacket of monogamy is undone?


‘In the Best Interests’ starts from the position that home is the place children are likely to experience the most significant part of their growing years. So how we organize and manage – or mismanage – their young lives at home, the place that, at best they trust they are lovingly cared for, is all important.


In ‘A House Is Not a Home’ I look at when a home breaks, the affect on children and adults and the best and worst of how people manage to keep children in mind and a sense of home intact, during the fraught business of separation and divorce.


The last three chapters deal with the way homes are used in the 21st century. There are ever more people looking for ways to live that offer support and friendship but also autonomy, that will bring us back to a connectedness that seems to be diminishing.


In ‘We Want to Be Together’ I explore the growing, contemporary, cohousing movement, which I term the elder sibling of the earlier commune movement because it is about combining autonomy and privacy along with communality.


In ‘Building Dreams’ I talk to people about the meaning of creating a home for themselves built around an ideology, and how far this affects their personal relationships, the experience of their homes.


Finally there is my chapter ‘Friendship Families’. By this I mean people who have committed to living together with friendship as the essence of the arrangement. So there are multi-generational families who have chosen to make common cause either under one roof or living so close they might as well be under.


There are single parents realizing that setting up a home with others can improve life dramatically; people who have chosen to buy or rent homes together because it is more environmentally friendly and comforting than living alone; couples who were once together, broke up but in later life have come back together as friends.
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SEPARATE TOGETHERNESS
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I was standing over Olly, seated in his favourite chair in front of the television screen. I had one hand on my hip; with the other I gesticulated angrily towards the pictures on screen. I had just arrived home from a demanding job of work, jaded and fraught. Why should I have to find myself competing with the television for my husband’s attention? I was in small child mood and primed to be put out very easily.


The best thing I could have done would have been to take myself off to the bedroom to spend a bit of time, on my own, recuperating after the jagged business of travelling across London by public transport. Instead I went straight into our sitting room to find Olly watching TV. It infuriated me. I didn’t like the idea of Olly sitting there watching the drivel that seems to fill most of the channels early evening.


I had not stopped to look for long enough to see that there was, in fact, an architecture programme playing which was of considerable interest to Olly. Of specific interest in fact as he has been the primary force in working out designs to create what we wished from the bare bones of the homes we have gone on to inhabit.


I felt the evening was out of control already. Had Olly made supper? Did he plan to jump up and offer me a glass of wine? Ask me about my day? Any or all of these might have happened if I hadn’t expressed my aggravation in an immediate outburst, a releasing of tension by letting fury combust unchecked.


In one sharp movement Olly was on his feet, flicking the television off. The pictures of ornate brickwork, soaring glass and steel vanished into abrupt silence and darkness. He turned to face me eyes glimmering, seriously blue and furious.


‘You really ought to live on your own!’ was what he said.


The words came out unplanned, unintended. Olly hadn’t been aware he might say such a thing, and I certainly hadn’t expected to hear this spontaneous howl of frustration at how it felt to have a wife who did not even pause to consider that he might have every reason and right to be watching a programme he had chosen.


Whatever our intentions, the words were there as if an aeroplane had streamed them across the sitting room. Unlike aeroplane vapour the words did not fade and disappear.


What place had we reached?


Olly and I had been together more than 30 years. We had two children and we were living in the second family home we had taken on as a wreck and which Olly with a bit of input from me, had fashioned into a place that felt like the kind of home in which we wanted to live and be parents in. Places in which to mature our lives.


Could it be that this was more than just another ‘domestic’ to be given time and a bit of cooled-down common sense, so that we could get on as before?


Was it recognition that the effort to make two very diverse backgrounds and personalities work together, had finally hit the skids? That our polarities were not the stuff of a challenging but worthwhile life’s journey, but rather a fundamental flaw line that could no longer be disguised?


Our relationship had long been tumultuous. Our differences are considerable: Olly is working class from Holland with memories of growing up in a poor, huddled together district of Amsterdam in the post-war years. He would accompany his mother when she went to work soon after dawn, lighting fires in the grates of Amsterdam’s schools before the pupils arrived and before she went to her next job. He had a brother 20 years older – Olly is the first to agree he was entirely an accident, not even an afterthought – who had been traumatised as a war prisoner had escaped and arrived home his feet bleeding through makeshift bandages. In the ‘Hungry Years’ when the war ended went hunting for food for his wife, his son – Olly’s nephew of the same age – and for Olly.


Their father was one of a family of 12, who worked in the docks for a meagre living, enjoyed camaraderie and drink during the hours afterwards, so he was not much at home. Olly talks of how little he knew him. But Olly’s mother was a woman through whom kindness was stamped like the message in Brighton rock. The bright-eyed, jokey delight with which she regarded her second son made it plain that, accident or not, he was adored.


Olly went to sea as an able seaman at the age of 15 – it was one of the few sure ways of earning a living for boys like him from the impoverished, working class Wittenburg harbour district. The years into his twenties were spent journeying the world in cargo ships, a picaresque lifestyle in which he gained a great knowledge of geography the idiosyncratic behaviour of different harbour-side communities. In due course he had had enough and gave up the sea to live nomadically working in different jobs and travelling a good deal. It was a life on the hoof, and Olly had no thoughts of building a career or doing anything but experiencing the day as it came. Like a surfer his philosophy was to catch the best waves life threw up in the here and now.


My upbringing was a pretty good study in contrast. I had an aspirational home-counties upbringing although with parents whose liberal beliefs meant my brother and I had a delightfully free-range existence. I am the daughter of a forensic psychiatrist and a thoughtful mother who wrote a little. I recollect childhood as a time of growing up slowly and gently in a spacious suburban home with a long garden and dilapidated horse stables at the end, just perfect for ghostly adventures in the spider-webbed shadows.


My memories are of a gently unfolding time of growing. Accompanying my mother first thing in the morning when she pottered around the garden, her slippers damp with dew from the grass. She would be tending the old-fashioned roses of palest yellow splashed with pink, creamy whites and huge blooms of deepest crimson. They would shake their heads as we brushed past, filling the air with sudden perfume.


A Quiet Rhythm to Life


There were weekend days when I spotted my father at his vegetable bed tutting at the spinach and broccoli he had planted scatter-gun style, now running amok. Or he would erupt into a sudden ‘hell and damnation!’ as he saw the lacy cabbages that had provided meals for many a slug.


My father’s wrath was only ever directed at his vegetables and he would greet me with a big soppy smile. On these occasions, leaning on his fork, looking down at me, he rarely failed to tell how he had never wanted children, then follow with a revelation that in other circumstances could have been devastating: ‘But I am very glad indeed that your mother talked me into it’.


I was cocooned from the savagery of what the war had meant for so many. Not by money – we were not especially well off – but by the constancy of my parents; the domesticity of how we lived. True, when I was a baby, during the bombings, my mother had taken me down shelters, and coped with the fear alone, during the times my father was posted abroad. Once the war was over, however, my parents created a quiet rhythm to life, with our education, family holidays, friendships fostered and occasionally discouraged by my parents, at the centre. And the irony, as I now see it, is that my conventionally middle-class and, yes, a tad snobbish parents, would probably not have been thrilled at the idea of my ending up with a working class man who had left school and 15, and had no obvious prospects. Yet I also know that my mother would have adored Olly with his good heart, his generosity, his fierce determination to follow a trajectory that did not fit the conventions of my class, yet a commitment to his family which means that he has always done his share, and more than at times, of supporting us all. She would also have loved him for the care he showed my father after her death.


So what on earth led Olly and me to choose each other with an eye to making a future as a couple? The glib ‘opposites attract’ was a bit of it, but more I think we were easy together, I never felt unsure of myself or feared being judged by him. There were fundamental values articulated differently but that mattered to us both. We found it interesting to be forced to learn about each other’s hinterland when we came up against disagreements and problems of non-communication. Olly got on with my friends and his different class seemed not to matter because he was from ‘abroad’. Besides, he was good at finding common cause with people. But as important as anything it was he who persuaded me that my widowed, and fast-ageing father, should not be left alone in the family home, but should live with us.


At the same time those differences which brought us close, and appreciative of the novelty that infused our relationship, also brought us into head-on collision plenty. I railed against Olly’s unwillingness to engage in psychological exploration of the underbelly of our annoyance with each other, and he challenged my inability to understand that, in his book, life was frequently less complicated, less prone to emotional disembowelling. If you accepted things as they appeared you didn’t need to burrow beneath the surface and risk trying to mend something that wasn’t broken.


Would we, indeed, have gone on thinking all this was worth it if we had not had children? I don’t know. That remains an imponderable. When we met I had wanted children in an abstract way, but had no picture of how or when. Olly, who had brought up the two young children of a former girl-friend, for the four years he was living with her, wasn’t at all sure. He had suffered a good deal parting from those kids, even though he kept in contact and still sees them regularly. So I count it extraordinarily fortunate that our son Zek insistently made his way into the world as a ‘Freudian slip’. Cato was planned. Zek had shown us the pleasure of children and another was definitely wanted.


Children shape and dictate life in a way nothing else can, unless you are so cold-hearted, unremittingly narcissistic, or profoundly emotionally damaged as to remain totally cut off from them. They demand, too, that you grow up and become parents to them and that you create a suitable nest in which they can thrive.


There is the shell-shock that a first baby brings, the exhaustion that just about every parent recollects, the realisation that you will not get much in the way of space for yourself, or tranquillity for some long years. Home is an altered state, answerable to the desires, wills, needs of our young, while we as adults need to accustom ourselves to enjoying our home, finding respite in it, with this new invasion.


It is awesome stuff and no surprise that relationships may stagger on their feet, as partners struggle to get time to be the people they were before. To wonder what it takes to experience each other as something other than new parents; to suppress understandable jealousies when the new child seems to fill home life, getting all the time and attention that once you had. Relationships all too often split up within the first year of a first child.


Yet having Zek and later Cato, had the opposite effect on Olly and me and I have seen this in many other parents. I was enchanted by the way Olly fell so absolutely in love with both the boys as they were born. Exhausted as I was after my first birth lasting 13 hours, and with an aching episiotomy as souvenir, I watched Olly pick up Zek in the standard-issue blue honeycomb hospital blanket, and cradle him close, just looking at him with a kind of stunned amazement before he bent over to kiss the tiny, crumpled forehead.


He was impressed that, without his having planned any such thing, we had brought such sweet alteration into our life.


Olly set about home-making with a vengeance once Zek was born. With the kind of optimistic lunacy which guides us when young and looking forward, we bought a huge wreck of a Georgian house in North London. The dishevelled garden stretched far – the perfect playground for our children, we reckoned, not recognising how many hours’ hard-labour would be involved in getting rid of the brambles knotted together wherever you looked. How many deeply rooted nettles and wilful spreads of convulvus would put up a mighty battle not to be removed.


When Olly was not occupied running a magazine distribution business and later working, as well, as a technician on films and pop promos, he was to be seen in his denim dungarees repairing walls, plastering and patching up.


He was up on the roof with our Burmese Irish builder who worried us somewhat when we discovered he kept a stash of Carlsberg Special Brew up there, replacing tiles, sorting out blocked gutters and broken drainpipes. At ground level there was a great deal of sawing of wood to replace rotten floorboards, patch up original shutters, build kitchen structures and so on… and on…


Home was a work in progress over many years, and tough wearisome work. But we shared the excitement at what we were creating, patching and painting up bedrooms for Zek and Cato, splashing rose pink emulsion over the sun-filled bedroom we had for ourselves. In a rugged, unsentimental way all this necessary homework brought us close much of the time.


Close enough and invested enough in home and family that, when the rows broke out we doggedly found a way to break our stand-offs. We both recognised, if inchoately, that this had to be done or all that we had invested in with our strength and souls would be lost.


Now, however, the words ‘You really ought to live on your own!’ were there like a barbed wire fence between us. Not easy to circumnavigate or demolish.


Likely to do us considerable harm if we let it.


The nostalgic era of creating our own first home for a family, was history. We were adults on our own, the boys flown from the nest, and we had reached this impasse. So we stood, facing each other, in the sitting-room of the building – an erstwhile pub we had converted into our family home after moving as our second real family home. The foundations of all we had created seemed in this moment fragile indeed.


Family history was in the bones of our home. The times we had negotiated life as a foursome, the happy memories but also those of learning to cope with the good, the bad and the ugly of the different life stages of our young, were all inscribed here. Olly’s passion for design, his idiosyncratic ideas on what you can do with a building, so far from what I could ever have envisaged, were the hallmark of the place.


Yet now, as we stood on this revelatory evening, in a state of not-at-all disguised rank dislike of each other, it seemed that perhaps the meaning, the point of it all had gone.


And perhaps we had reached a point of reckoning. The past months had been a bad time during which we had bickered, criticised, been ever-tetchy with each other. Over the most banal things, too. It was only faintly comforting to have read a newspaper article telling how many couples find it is the washing-up, the clothes on the floor, one person’s obsession with the toothpaste lid being on, etc. etc. etc. that were major sources of conflict. So we were in good company watching the fabric of our relationship pull apart over something that was so apparently mundane.


So it was that meal-times, walks along the canal or on Hampstead Heath, which had once been a sure-fire source of companionable pleasure, were no longer so. You could be sure that sooner or later one or other would find a subject that would spark irritation in the other. We would be sharp, reactive and ungenerous in finding middle ground or just not minding too much about things. The sum total of this behaviour, which became the fabric of daily life, was that we were both obstinately miserable and resentful as a more or less permanent state when we were together. I spent increasing time in my isolated office. Olly expressed his loneliness by accusing me of running away from him and being a workaholic. We didn’t voice it then, but both of us wondered, what point there was in a life lived this way.


Looking back, I think this change in the dynamic of our relationship, was classic empty-nest stuff, the echoing depletion of home. The children had recently moved on – Cato to university, Zek into his own home with his girlfriend (now wife) Kimiko – and suddenly the whole meaning and form of life had altered. The routines and patterns that we frequently moaned about as an imposition, were perhaps the very thing that had kept life on the rails and vibrant. We felt the lack of activity keenly: the raucous music, voices on the stairs late at night, the regularity of someone foraging in the fridge, the evenings the boys stretched their absurdly long bodies over the sofa while we watched a DVD on the television (yes, I approved of that!), or the young with all their conviction of superiority ticking us off for our very existences.


Faced with the silence replacing all this we were like empty vessels, mourning the loss, and seeing nothing in each other to compensate. It was in this desolate state that we projected our sense of a life having ended without our consent, and with no picture of another that would satisfactorily replace it, onto each other. Oh yes, we had imagined the pleasure of having a free-form life many times when shackled with hefty domestic demands, but this was not what we had had in mind.


So was this the point at which there was nothing to do but separate? To say thanks, it was nice while it lasted, but who wants to settle for a life in which all we do is make each other miserable?


Not Just Bricks and Mortar


I found myself imagining the faces of our children when they learned what was happening. They may be young adults but, as much psychological research shows, our children, even as adults, frequently find the breaking up of the family home, antagonism replacing a loving core within their parents, surprisingly disturbing. There is the poignant observation of Adam Nicholson, son of Nigel and grandson of Harold Nicholson, talking of the time his mother left home, ‘The warmth left Sissinghurst that day. The warmth left with her. The kitchen there never smelled good or right again. It became cold and inert.’


In that room, with the television so conspicuously dark and silent, we could not find a way forward. We went to separate bedrooms and woke next day, each grey and ragged as the other.


It wouldn’t be easy to talk, we knew, but it was what had to be done. We needed to face the possibility that what Olly had blurted out was right. We were no longer capable of being ‘at home’ together.


Gingerly, uncharacteristically formal, we asked each other where we should go from here. There was a good deal of defensive gruffness, non-committal posturing, before we got to talking. Talking about how we didn’t actually want to pull our lives apart with the finality that seemed to be threatened. The selling of the house, so that we could each have something of our own, a definitive step away from the joint life of our home.


It wasn’t just bricks and mortar we were concerned with. Neither of us wanted to lose the good, the bad and the chaos of a family life we treasured, built up over years of routine, repetition, rituals. Bath and bedtime, when the boys would appear downstairs pink as blancmange and angelic beyond measure in their fluffy jumpsuit pyjamas. Meals around the long wooden table, through the stages of babies spitting out toast soldiers, screeching ‘YUUUK’ at the sight of some new culinary experiment offered to them, to Sunday lunches where their friends and ours gathered, when the day meandered sociably on until early evening. The evenings when we snuggled on the sofa watching videos, Olly flanked by the boys who periodically wanted to play fight. Choosing our 57 varieties black puppy who licked the kids into giggling fits, and snarled at anyone who looked at them in a bad way.


The tantrums after school, when one or other would lie on the floor and bellow with rage at some inexplicable thing. The occasions when ‘helping’ with homework was a dreaded stretch of cantankerous after-school time; the teenage years when realization dawned that our kids did not find us particularly interesting, let alone the kind of people with whom they wanted to spend their free-time. But the back-handed pleasure of that was that they filled the house with their mates and we were caught up in a maelstrom of noisy, farting, hi-jinks; a steady stream of unintelligible youthful patois, and then the heartwarming moment when friends had departed and a laddish voice would tell with the utmost insouciance, ‘My friends think you are actually quite cool dudes for parents’.


Living apart Together


I am not sure, at the time of reckoning, who came up with the idea of what we have named ‘separate togetherness’. Yet somehow we hit on the realisation that, since our children had moved out, we were in the fortunate position that it would be possible to re-configure the house and have a private floor each for ourselves. In fact, with bathrooms and kitchen on each floor – the young had lived on one of these, we on the other – lent itself to a great deal of privacy and autonomy.


It was a step back from the brink, a way of living on our own, as much or as little as we wished. We could choose to see each when and as we wanted. If we found time on our own easier, more agreeable, then we could have it. If on the other hand the idea of a bit of closeness seemed desirable, well we would come together because it was what we actively chose not just the way the house was organised.


It seemed worth trying.


Indeed we were startled at how eminently sensible and grown up our idea seemed. We both acknowledged that the phrase separate togetherness seemed to encapsulate what we hoped could come out of the arrangement. Enough separateness and autonomy to get beyond the petty, pathetic arguments, the deeply destructive sniper’s pattern we were locked into and that had pushed out the erstwhile loving, co-operative stuff. At the same time leaving the possibility that we could enjoy and re-ignite the best of what life in the home had meant to us.


Why, then, did it feel so precarious, we so shaky? Not least it was because friends regarded what we had done with wonderment, while at the same time many murmured sotto voce, ‘But isn’t this really a way of breaking up?’


On the contrary, we responded heartily. Too heartily. We knew it was counter-intuitive to the romantic notion built into our psyches, that couples should yearn to be together 24/7. It is to scribble over the storyline, to hold up to the light an act of faith, and show its flaw lines.


In truth Olly and I didn’t know if our separate togetherness would be destructive, or creative. The best case scenario was that it should give us the space and autonomy to be able to live as we wished, and to come together when we wanted to, be it making a mid-morning coffee in one or other of our kitchens, having friends round for a drink, sitting in front of Olly’s cackling stove, or in my airy studio room. Or making love and spending the night together. Most of all that our home would be, as ever, a place that was familiar and where we would gather as we always had with our children, in a family unit.


The worst scenario was that we would draw further and further apart, choose to spend little or no time in each others’ company and become ‘just good friends.’ But even that seemed preferable, in my view, to destroying the whole structure, a home that had grown, organically, with us.


So there we were deciding who would have each chair, the linen sofa. I took half the crockery and cutlery and within weeks I had had several walls painted new colours. Things were organised in the kitchen as I wished. I created a bedroom on my own floor, bolstering myself with girl-friend chats about the pleasure in doing things all my own way.


All the time wondering where it would lead.


I came across the term LATs (Living Apart Together situations) being used to describe the estimated thousands of couples who, for one reason or another, are sharing a home but with a much more absolute separation than we were reaching towards. These include people who have a fully-functioning happy partnership, but know they function best with the possibility of distance from each other. Those who cannot sell their house after a divorce so have to go on living together and construct rules for a separate lifestyle. Those who put the desire to separate entirely on the back burner in order to be able to have their children as part of daily life, and to share parenting, but acknowledging that their intimate relationship is history.


There are also people who see themselves as no longer a committed couple but who choose to live under the same roof because it is the most economically viable option or because they are good enough friends to want to do so. Psychologist Dr Funke’ Baffour sees the trend as part of the 21st century lifestyle where couples ‘want relationships on their own terms’ and are not prepared to shut up and put up in the way earlier generations appear to have done.


All the same I find the term LAT arid. It conjures the notion of a stoic practicality, which too often seems to be the faute de mieux solution rather than one of positive choice. Separate togetherness, on the other hand, implies optimism that it is possible for a relationship to be more separate in terms of physical space, yet to maintain personal closeness – indeed possibly enhance it.


As Olly and I struggled with our individual dilemma, I became curious to know how other couples who have wanted some apartness in their lives, had made this work.


Inevitably I came across the high-profile examples of couples. Actress Helena Bonham Carter and film director Tim Burton who have three houses in North London with connecting doorways. Their two young children flow between them. Yet Helena has refused to feed the media tribes forever hunting for cracks in showbiz relationships, giving a throwaway answer to the question ‘why’ when asked. Her line is that it’s a necessary arrangement to prevent Tim and her bickering over interior design, ‘His side is messier. My side is cutesy, like Beatrix Potter, which is fine for him to visit but there’s no way he could live in it. He thinks his side is James Bond’. To the predictable question about what happens to their love life, she has let it be known that, although they each have their own bedrooms, Tim is a frequent visitor to hers.


Toyah Wilcox is said to spend just one month a year in the same house as her husband of more than a decade Robert Fripp, which might sound a bit too economical on the togetherness side for a relationship to get adequate nourishment, but Toyah explains that she loves the solitude of being alone.


I spent an afternoon with Clive James, writer, TV personality and gloriously witty raconteur. Towards the end of the time, after I had completed an interview I was doing with him, we had a drink together sitting at a Thames-side café, a couple of minutes stroll from his London docklands apartment.


We had been discussing family life and how much he values it – values it but needs distance from it too. So it is that he and his wife the medievalist Prue Shaw, who both work in London during the week, have their own apartments in the city, but do not meet. He says simply, ‘My wife and I both have demanding, quite independent lives.’ It is only at the end of the week that he returns to the house they share in Cambridge, and where they have brought up their two daughters and to this he is committed, as to his marriage of more than four decades, insisting ‘I fly from wherever I am in the world for that.’


Yet when, earlier, I had talked with his artist daughter Claerwyn she acknowledged that children are very conscious of their parents not fitting the norm. and this, inevitably, is one of the things you must deal with when organising life in an unorthodox way. She said: ‘My parents have a strange relationship. They have separate flats and separate – and fulfilling – lives in the week.’


Choosing separate togetherness is of course the polar opposite to the mind set with which many people begin their partnered home lives. At this time it is most commonly built on the dream of a future ad infinitum, a home that will grow with us, organically, the place for a life evolved from the singularity of growing years. Perhaps we imagine dogs and cats, follies and objects enthusiastically bought, as a couple. All this and much more goes with the putting down of tentative roots. No wonder it feels so tough when the picture like a Photoshoped image, seems to have been altered.


Psychologist Dr Janet Reibstein, who works with couples in conflict, and is author of a book on what makes relationships work over the long haul, The Best Kept Secret (Bloomsbury), understands this.


‘Most of us see – or want to see – the home as a refuge, the place where you feel together and strong as a couple. But when you no longer feel home is offering this, it stops being comfortable. At which point it is natural to want to retreat from home which has become a symbol of what you are not able to do as a couple any longer. Being able to talk about this and find a solution – and separate togetherness may be one – can help to bring back the sense of being united.’


The story of a couple, we shall call them, Liz and Sebastian illustrates how boldly some people simply recognize that too much closeness is the thing that harms their relationship. In their case, rather than harming the relationship by living in the traditional way expected of couples with children, they worked out their own style of separate togetherness.


Both had come out of long-term relationships when they met, and between them they had six children. For the first three years they lived apart, deciding this was easiest for the children they had had separately. However when their own three children were born they concluded that they should move in together.


The pair tried living in Sebastian’s house but it felt too cramped with them all there. When they moved into Liz’s house Malcolm missed his own place. The arguments during the time they shared a house brought them to the brink of breaking up.


So with the kind of honesty many people would find very difficult to express, they were able to discuss how they both wanted their own space, to run their own households their own way.


Out of this came the decision to keep both houses – a mile apart – and live separately. They evolved a pattern of seeing each other most days, and of spending nights together regularly, and found they were a great deal happier. So even after marrying they decided to stay with their separate togetherness and even though it caused many curious questions and raised eyebrows, it is how they plan to go on.


Others who do not have the opportunity to live with the kind of absolute separateness of Liz and Sebastian or Olly and I, have nevertheless seen the need to establish some place of privacy and aloneness.


Janine is one such person. She and Darren were able to buy a small terraced house in the north of England when they had their first child and as the baby grew up and went through school, the jobs they both had, and the demands of parenting did not leave time for asking questions about individual happiness or needs. But when their son went to university Janine took a course in renaissance art and went on to do another at degree level. She began to yearn for a place where she could read and write her work in solitude, and where she could spend uninterrupted time thinking her thoughts.


‘It wasn’t that Darren was especially disruptive or demanding of my attention, but there is something about being in the same room as the person you are married to that is not entirely peaceful. Our sitting room was also the kitchen and that detracted from its restfulness.’


At the top of their house there was a small box-room crammed with junk gathered over the years, and Janine found herself thinking it could be turned into the sanctuary she craved. ‘I found it very difficult to tell Darren what I wanted. I was truly worried he would see it as my rejection of him, and it took me a long time to open my mouth.’


In fact Darren not only understood why Janine wanted this separateness but spent weekends clearing and preparing the room where she spends on average two evenings a week.


There are couples, deeply committed to each other, but who know themselves well enough to be wary of blending their lives too thoroughly, aware they need separateness to be able to retreat entirely from the presence, requirements, demands, delights, of a partner who is not less loved because of this. It may be, as was apparently the case with writers Margaret Drabble and Michael Holroyd, who for many years had separate houses close by, that the possibility of being apart with agreement actually enhances the time they choose to spend together.


The author Jenny Diski wrote about how she moved to Cambridge to be close to her new partner the poet Ian Patterson, but chose to live across the street from him. A few years on she decided to move in with him but only once the top part of the house had been converted to her private space with a study and bathroom. In an interview she remarked that given the urge and a few tins of beans, she would isolate herself up there.


If we can recognize the desire – need – to have separate togetherness, a different pattern and rhythm of life as we mature and grow in individual ways, then we may be able to maintain the home we have evolved.


A home in which we have experienced some of the most significant and defining times, where we have learned how to create a refuge that embodies us and our individual way of living. This idea is well expressed by the writer Will Self, ‘The past decade has seen that most strange of things: the gradual accretion of memories, and sensations and memories of those sensations, that perfuse mere bricks and mortar and possessions, to end up, quite inevitably, creating a genuine sense of home.


A genuine sense of home is what most of us seem to want, in some way or other, so the question is how to obtain and maintain that sense of home. Separate togetherness is not a strategy or a lifeplan model, it is a notion that we may adapt to our own circumstances, desires and needs. It is just one of many ways we may find to create and maintain the centrality of home


As we embarked on our separateness, Olly and I had no idea how it would all pan out. Would the space we had put between ourselves bring greater togetherness or would it take us further away, and reduce our cherished home to a place that houses each of us in the most dedicatedly, chillingly separate way?


As we embarked on the re-organisation we could only wait and see what the answer would be.
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A HOME FOR THE HEART
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Dame Elisabeth Murdoch was planning her 100th birthday at her home Cruden Farm when Olly and I went to visit. She lives an hour out of Melbourne in a white clapperboard house, the interiors panelled with Tasmanian hard wood, walls hung with a spectacular array of paintings, and set in 135 acres of garden. The invitation to lunch came because Dame Elisabeth was patron of a recently formed society to commemorate my great aunt Henry Handel Richardson, who lived for years in Australia writing Victorian novels and became one of the country’s most cherished writers. On the back of this she had agreed to do an interview for the Guardian, much of it about home life with her children, most notably the controversial Rupert.


Cruden Farm has been home to her since 42-year Keith, then Australia’s most prominent newspaper baron, gifted it to 19-year-old Elisabeth as a marriage gift, celebrating their nuptials in 1928. The place became the beating heart of her universe, a home she saw as the perfect place for a life in which she envisaged bringing up children and living out her life. So when Keith died in 1952, and people advised that she sell up and move somewhere less isolated and ‘more manageable’, she would have none of it. This she tells in the brusque, businesslike voice that must have made her determination very plain. The same timbre in her voice comes through when there are questions she does not intend to answer, although my abiding memory is of this elegantly-featured woman with the sharpest blue eyes, being utterly gracious, making it known that I really am welcome in her home. There is no pressure to leave before we chose to do so.


‘How could I have upped and left a home which was the centre of my family’s life? A home so full of memories of the most important parts of my life.’ She turns a face of wrinkles soft as puppy skin, towards the window which looks out on the garden of giant eucalyptus, broad oaks, cypresses, wattles, and a weeping elm where the children, when young, made their den. The flowerbeds and carefully tended borders are alive with hydrangeas, agapanthus, vivid orange day lilies and a mass of roses including one named after Dame Elisabeth.


This set her to musing on the young years of her three daughters Helen, Anne, Janet and her one son Rupert.


‘Keith and I always saw Cruden Farm as a place for children. They had such physical freedom and it was wonderful to see them running, climbing trees, inventing games by the lake.’


Helen, interviewed before she died recently, recalled a very happy time, ‘Rupert and I spent our life in the garden. We had ponies and we went fishing in a small boat with our father, on the lake’. They would go off for picnics in the horse and cart with hampers of food, and Elisabeth played cricket with them.’ Helen had recalled the intimacy of life at home. How for she and Rupert ‘the idea of heaven’ was to get on the bed with their parents in the morning, while they had breakfast and read the papers.


‘This home has been the centre of my life since the first day when we drove up and it was only a little cottage with a suburban garden which we set to renovating. It is the place I have been my happiest sharing my family’s growing years, and it is remains a centre for them.’


This organic, accessible home life, Rupert and his sisters went on being close to and involved with into adulthood, and then with their own families. This embracing home-life was very abruptly taken from Rupert, however. When he was aged 21, a Labour supporter studying PPE at Oxford University, his father died and he returned to Australia – Adelaide – to take charge of the family newspaper business and before very long turned the Adelaide News into a major success working with the single-minded, ferocity for which he has become famous.


Yet I find myself pausing to think how it must have been for this young man to have had to grieve his father’s death so far away from his family and home, at a time when those things are what most of us would need. Indeed Michael Wolff in his biography of Rupert Murdoch The Man Who Owns The News, mentions his subject’s loneliness in Adelaide. Yet there was no question but that Murdoch must take on his father’s mantle. That had been made clear the time, when Murdoch was 16, and his father gave him a ‘tutorial’ in how the business was run. Nevertheless this still green-behind-the-ears chap, parachuted in from a British university life, may have been greeted with less than enthusiasm by the long-standing, matured newspaper team over whom he must take control.


The idea that Murdoch is entitled to compassion, does not sit easy at a time when the stunning intrusiveness at best, cruelty at worst, of the hacking scandal that has been the stuff of Murdoch’s press in the UK recently, is still much in the news. All the same as the subject of this book is home and its meaning for us, I do find myself feeling sympathy and compassion for that young man, on the cusp of adult maturity, being forced to harden himself against grief and sentiment, in order to do as required. Isn’t it possible that Murdoch’s driven, relentless, tough-nut approach to life has at least some of its genesis in the loss of a home that might have supported him emotionally when he so urgently needed it?


The Value of Home


Home is a word I love. It rolls in the mouth, voluptuous and evocative, pushing the lips into a sensual round before popping out, stating our claim to a little piece of the universe in which we can be our private, authentic selves.


The place we see as home may be a basic hand-crafted shelter on a scrubby patch of land, an extravagant mansion in rolling grounds, or one of the umpteen other styles of abode we have made the place to hang our hats. Whichever, a home – a shelter, a refuge – is viewed as a basic need and one we go to considerable lengths to achieve. When we are homeless it is by and large a wretched, destructive situation. Home has been a bedrock of our way of life as long as human behaviour has been recorded.


A reason, possibly the reason, that in earlier times home was considered so vital to us for our psychological and spiritual wellbeing, as well as our physical protection, is that it was the place perceived as most real. The writer and artist John Berger brought his elegant thoughts to bear on this idea in an essay The Meaning of Home. It sets one thinking how far our contemporary culture has journeyed from the idea of home being most real because it was a refuge from the surrounding chaos of the outside world. These days we are surrounded by people who appear to do all they can to embrace the chaos of life – at least when it represents something more dazzling than the thought of hugger-buggering up in a domestic nest.


Yet it seems to me vitally important that we learn to re-imagine the value of home, because in losing touch with what it can be, at best nurturing relationships, providing children with a contained world in which to develop, offering a private domain in which to work out what kind of sexual behaviour and structure is life-enhancing for you, and so on.


In this chapter my aim is to get down to the detail of how and why home matters to us. To hear the different ways in which people cherish home, including how that value may become particularly poignant, tugging at the heartstrings with a quite unexpected intensity if we have to move.


Home becomes so much the fabric of life that, although we may fret about practical issues, questions of bricks and mortar, upgrading or downsizing, we are far less inclined to stop and contemplate what home truly means to us, or to think beyond the seeming mundanity of repetitive chores. Yet the philosopher Alain de Botton suggests there is a deeper, more elemental meaning for us to consider in his analysis of the many ways architecture and its deeper meanings (The Architecture of Happiness, Hamish Hamilton) affect our sensory lives.


‘Home constitutes, for almost all of us, simple rituals that link us with sequences of the day and patterns of time. The rituals that surround gathering food, cooking for ourselves or our families, washing, eating, sleeping and cleaning connect us to almost all of humanity yet we do very little to celebrate or pay tribute to those rituals that centre around, and link us to the diverse but collective experience, of ‘home’.


Why is that? Perhaps, because the pace of life means we often perform the tasks and rituals on auto drive, less aware of what we are doing than the need to get done. Or we may employ somebody else to carry them out, to be in our homes while we are away from them, becoming familiar with the way light slants through a window on a dazzling winter’s day, the vagaries of the washing machine; what it takes to make our potted plants cheerful; comparing notes with others linked into the activities of home to get a great recipe for chocolate cake, to please children arriving home from school. Finding surprising pleasure in stopping to chat with an elderly neighbour who lives alone.


And if we pause to look back at the meaning of home through the immense tunnel of history, artist and writer John Berger suggests that people understood that the strength we need to deal with the challenges, demands, delights, unpredictability of the world outside came from having our sanctuary. ‘Without a home everything was fragmentation’ Berger says.


A fragmentation we see acted out very graphically these days in the collapse of relationships, which leads to the desecration of home very often, blotting out an understanding of the vital role home may have played in life, and what might be salvaged from that, but all too often the denouement is a bitter wrangle over who gets what of its material value.


Fragmentation of the soul and psyche takes place in other circumstances, of course. In the worst of homes which may remain intact when it could be a lot better if they did not. Places that are not a private retreat but a private hell, mocking the notion of the place being a homely shelter. If we can survive what happens in such an environment we may, as memoirist Maya Angelou does, recognize with an anguished urgency what we need home to be.


‘The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.’


Our experience of home is, of course, as different as we are, as varied as the experiences that have taken place there, as disparate as our personalities. A home that conjures cheerful, cherished memories will be for some of us a reflection of uncomplicated, sequestered childhood, relationships that have flourished within the walls of home. But home need not necessarily have been a place of perfect idyll or unblemished joyfulness for it to be or have been integral. Indeed we can be powerfully attached to a home and all it embodies, have had some of the best of times, while other times have been marked with resentment, rage, conflict, disaffection, and many other uncomfortable emotions.


So it was for Adam Nicholson, whose growing up at Sissinghurst, a place of exquisite beauty was alive with memories of magical times there with his father. Yet no less vividly expressed in Nicholson’s memoir of the place Sissinghurst An Unfinished History (Harper Press) is the inability of his father to express love and the pain it caused, which was the other side of the experience.


Yet never lost was the deep meaning of Sissinghurst as the root to Nicholson’s life. It remained intact so that as an adult he returned with his family, to live there, determined to re-invigorate the human heart of Sissinghurst Castle now owned by the National Trust. At the end of Nicholson’s first year there he is alone in contemplation: ‘I sit beside the barn… and look at the clouds streaming away in front of me to the north-east. That is what the future looks like too: avenues of bubbled possibility.’


Yet that connection with a sustaining past is too often a casualty of the so called progress of developed countries believes Barbara Bonner editor of a collection of essays, Sacred Space (Milkweed). Here she inveighs against how, increasingly, we are allowing the significance of home to be blotted out by the many conflicting activities, distractions, temptations there are in life today. She believes we might just glimpse what a bad bargain we are making when we trade the time we might have to care for and appreciate home, for all the external temptations on offer in our consumerist culture. If home becomes too much a bit part player in life what is lost? She asks us to pause and consider, ‘what is the essence of home?’


‘Here I Belong’


One response comes from a project worker with a housing charity who had interviewed many very different people, asking them what home meant to them. Once she had sifted through the replies, she distilled the responses, ‘Our literal home is a ‘sacred’ mythic place, even for non-religious people. We all believe in a special place beyond our own doorsills that simply cannot be violated. This is my place where I can close the door on chaos and find some kind of cosmos, peace, assurance of purpose. Here I belong.’


At the turn of the century, the Arts and Crafts Movement was much concerned with decorative aesthetics but also the idea of shutting out chaos. For Architects Philip Webb and M.H. Baillie Scott, for example, one of the most important elements of the houses they designed was a heavy oak door, quite possibly studded, to accentuate the notion of safety and privacy within.


The intrusions of the outside world were anathema to Joel Chandler Harris, author of the Uncle Remus folk tales which included the picaresque exploits of Bre’er Rabbit, Bre’er Fox and Tar Baby. Home, he declared was the fortress that protected him from those encroaches. He told this to Erastus Brainerd who interviewed Harris at home in West Point Atlanta. Home was ‘a neat cottage which nestles near the bosom of a grove of sweet gum and pine trees. In the grove a mocking-bird family sings.’ In the 1888 anthology Authors at Home (Cassell) we hear how Harris was ‘devoted to his family, which consists of his mother, his wife, four exceedingly bright boys and a girl, and the flock of mocking-birds that winters in his garden’.


Home and family were what he wanted in life and the small talk of society had no attractions for him. Brainerd explained of Harris, ‘his home is enough. When his children are tired and sleepy and are put to bed, he writes at the fireside where they have been sitting. So strong is his domestic instinct that although he had a room built specially as a study, he soon deserted its lonely cheerlessness for the comforts of his home.’


This provokes an eye-tingling nostalgia in me. It sounds so comforting compared with the vision we so often have of today’s lives packed tight with competing stimuli, preoccupations, stresses, aspirations, networking, so that home as a place of such sweet relaxation gets a scant look in. We’ve come to accept that our homesteads are subject to the law of diminishing returns. An alien popping in would conclude that today’s homes are far from being the centre of the world for us.


The 19th-century architect C.F.A. Voysey had a notion of the house as ‘a frame to its inmates’, and within that frame, writes Isabelle Anscombe (Arts and Crafts Style, Phaidon), Voysey believed there should be ‘Repose, Cheerfulness, Simplicity… Quietness in a Storm…’ Home to Voysey should be a place where you are, ‘free as a bird to wander in the sunshine or storm of your own thoughts’.


My own memories of childhood are like photos stacked up against each other, and as I pull one out to return to a moment in time, I realise that all the most affecting images are centred around the home in which I grew up.


The memories are a bit higgledy piggeldy, not by any means always chronological, but they are the narrative of a life shared as a kid with my brother and parents. The most vivid memory-snapshots depict the human stew of emotions that gave substance to home life.


I see loving delight, sentiment, joy, the roller-coaster stuff of intimacy, rollicking shared activities, dissent, mickey-taking, the Sturm and Drang of sudden raging disputes.


There is the ‘snapshot’ of me and my brother on the lawn of our house on a modern red-brick estate in Buckinghamshire when I was five, he three. My face is streaked with tears but captured set firm in defiant glee as my brother, who had been howling just minutes before in protest at a protracted bout of bullying by me, was yelling at our mother ‘Don’t bang Angie’s bottom!’ She had taken a quick swipe at my backside, in the interests of protecting my brother. She would tell me years later, laughing as she said it, how she had told my brother, ‘that’s the last time I stand up for you!’


Or the photo of my brother, well cultured into obeying the wishes of his older sister, sitting at a doll’s tea-party his face a huge plea for rescue. His memory which nudges itself into my memory album is of me forcing him to eat mud pies as a punishment for something or other. It may be apocryphal but my brother still, jestingly, uses it as demonstration of my fundamental delight in power.


My childhood Christmases, are a set of vivid pictures that never fade. It was a time when my mother’s special friend Anne (a former girlfriend of my father who by now had a far richer, girlie relationship with my Mum) and her family arrived. Anne and my mother immediately scuttled off to the kitchen and got outrageously tipsy on VP sherry, making merry indeed of the domestic chores. While Anne’s husband and my father, two diametrically different personalities, sat by the fire lost for conversation.


The next morning our father would gather my brother and me up for the ritual visit to the mental hospital where he worked as a psychiatrist, to wish his patients cheery festivities. We would trail him around the wards where I recollect an enormous black woman in shocking pink satin embracing my father so he could scarcely breathe, and a tiny shrunken man with a messianic grim who insisted my father listen while he described making corsets for Queen Mary. At the end of it all the wiry Irish matron, who had something of a crush on my Dad, would ply him with rather better sherry than we had at home.


While all this was going on my mother and Anne would be preparing lunch and not to be outdone, they too had reached for a small glass of ‘eau de vie’.


Arriving home we would be assailed with glorious meaty, fruity, roasting smells in the kitchen. The blue-leather topped table in the dining room – too best to be used except on very special occasions – was laid with some ornate cutlery only ever dug out for this festive meal and there were red crackers plump as dowagers, belted with sprigs of plastic holly, beside the plates.


Not all the gallery of memory pictures are so sanguine. I recall one particularly where I am standing on the lawn, a plump pubescent, in a dress with a full gathered skirt of white poplin over my already too full shape. My face is a black reflection of the discomfort I felt with myself. There are other sulky images from the teenage years when I was fretful, bleak and perverse. Overburdened with a grandiose sense of how little anyone understood. At this time I lived at home and was, at a level not to be admitted, glad of the embracing certainties it offered. Overtly, however, I was often positively hostile towards home life.


Interior décor, creating homes with the height of fashionable ideas on display, that will be showcases bringing us admiration, has been big business the past few decades. And I am the first to know that doing up our homes as a reflection of ourselves is enjoyable and rewarding. Yet somewhere there is, I feel, a disconnect if we call in the specialists, the professionals, the experts to create the effect for us, to be the source of our design ideas, as though we have no faith in creating a home for ourselves.


It brings to mind a time many years back when I went to interview a TV star who had recently moved into a smart apartment block. Buzzing around her were a team of interior design people telling her ‘Oh Amy you just have to have a blue lamp here, a midnight blue carpet, moon grey curtains in raw silk…’ If she demurred she was treated to a faintly indulgent suggestion that she was best to leave the total effect to them.


It set me wondering how far we can be ourselves if our environment is so thoroughly constructed around what is deemed to be right, according to the mores of the day, or some designers’ mind set, rather than our own picking and choosing, trial and error. Isn’t making home a place to be a personal, organic process? Rather than a matter of spending mega bucks on the ‘safety’ of having your intimate living space created for you?


That said, one of the ways home certainly reflects who we are and what we want to display of our own taste, comes with the objects we put into it; those things we gather through the course of living life. Penny Mansfield, director of the One Plus One relationships research organisation, describes how the decorated china plates her mother had collected and loved, were special enough to her that they came to her own family home after her mother died. The council house of my friend Ruth is a dazzle of odd items gathered for little cost, but with sharp eyes, which each have a meaningful story to them.


I look around my own sitting room and imagine how antipathetic it would be to a purist interior designer with the sequined Chinese wedding dress I bought in Hong Kong hanging on display alongside a t-shirt I bought because it amused me with its slogan asking for a good woman whose overarching attribute would be possessing a sports’ car. There is the enormous picture of implacable faces, I bought on impulse because I knew it would go on posing interesting questions; a marble topped table with half the inlaid stones dug out by my brother and me as kids, an Art Deco lamp bought from Argentina, on line because I love the flowing forms of that era and the Bakelite radio Olly bought me, with a lunatic fluffy wolf draped over it which unzips to reveal a sheep inside, given by Andrew. The long wooden dining table Olly and I commissioned when we moved into our pub conversion because we intended large dinner parties and many other mementoes of a life lived.


The things we put into our homes, the weekends we spend decorating or re-organising the way we live in our homes, are all emblematic of emotional investment of creating a place that reflects who we are, and want to be, and this is why the individual ideas, taste, gathering that go into the creation of our environment are important.


Yet investing emotionally in home may be difficult if you have not known it as a place where it is judicious to give of the heart.


An unloving father who later committed suicide, and a broken home during her childhood, did not make it easy for novelist Julie Myerson to see home as a happily reliable place. The reviewer Nicholas Clegg observed when interviewing her, that Myerson writes about domesticity but without cosiness.


So it took her by surprise to find she felt contentedly ‘at home’ in the house she and her husband Jonathan bought together more than a decade and a half ago. In the charmingly evocative opening to her book House Myerson describes realizing that her rootedness had crept up on her, quite stealthily.


‘I am perfectly, unquestioningly at home in this house. I loved Lilieshall Rd. from the start, but I was never someone who thought she’d stay anywhere long. And then one day it dawned on me that I had been here ten years and might actually be here another ten. Might even grow old here. I was surprised that the thought didn’t frighten me. In fact far from it – it was oddly comforting.’


The Caribbean trainee nurse, newly arrived in the UK, when asked to describe his home lowered his head to hide damp eyes as he talked of a small brick building surrounded by thick foliage and a yard out the front where he, his mother, grandmother and siblings would sit in the evenings eating their meal, chewing the cud.


‘For me it is a place that has known so much of my life, some very sad times we have shared, and the happiest times we have spent together as a family. I feel my strongest there.’


The importance of such memories is not simply agreeable sentiment. If we have grown up in a home with the assuredness that here who and what we are is valued it goes a long way towards helping us carry a template of what it means to be ‘at home’. I became very aware of the significance of this template when pregnant, and I realized that I had in mind a picture of how I wanted my own children’s home life to be, very closely modelled on my childhood experience.


Likewise, Olly’s experiences meant that he carried, although in a less formulated way than I, an idea of what it meant to experience home as a place to be ‘at home’ with people among whom there was mutual caring. His dream of how home should be came from the straightforward, uncomplicated love of an extended family living hugger bugger in the same neighbourhood, treating each others’ homes like an extension of their own.


Olly’s home was a tiny, very basic two-bed house in a squat small terrace in Amsterdam. What our homes had in common is that they were full of heart. And we have no doubts about how fortunate we were in that.


The buildings in which my brother and I grew up were very different. When I was seven we moved to a double-fronted Victorian house of sizeable rooms shot-through with icy draughts in winter. My father thought he could deal with these with his own ‘double glazing’ – plastic bags from Marks and Spencer stamped with St. Michael adorned just about every pane. But even St. Michael wasn’t saintly enough to keep the cold out and I have abiding memory of shivering through winters with hideously chilblained fingers.


The house on three levels had large bedrooms, and a main room like a dance hall with parquet flooring and a veranda leading on to an extensive garden. It felt immense. That my family only had money to patch up its problems superficially at that time, my mother defiantly painting blueberry coloured paint around the kitchen, when the order of the day was cream, beige or off-white, mattered not a hoot, we had space to roam, play hide and seek, get lost and have friends for pyjama parties.


Yet although my home and Olly’s were physically very different, when it came to creating a home for our young we were like-minded in wanting our boys to experience, as we had, the knowledge that home was about them, for them, reflecting them. We wanted them to know a careless experience of growing up with unspoken for time in which to be inventive. To experience what the poet Philip Larkin referred to as ‘forgotten boredom’ within the safe confines of our caring.


More important than eau de nil leather sofas, pale minimalism, easily breakable objects, was a robust place, an environment that would not be not harmed by messy games. No impermissible places, no more rules than necessary and we wanted them to be sure that approval and uncompromised affection could be relied on like air breathed.


Moving Home


If homes have the portentous role as ‘guardian of identity’, as de Botton proposes, then no wonder moving home can stir up infinitely more anguish than was ever anticipated. In the scheme of things it is listed as the third most traumatic event after bereavement and divorce, and perhaps that is not so surprising. If you have put down roots, played out the story of life there, had it bear witness to a gamut of emotions, conflicts and rapprochements, why should we be surprised that it is no casual matter upping sticks.


There will, evidently, be times when moving is something that must be done, or when it offers an obviously sensible solution to other issues. For example in the case of our own first house. We had a mortgage with interest rates that had headed skyward during Mrs Thatcher’s reign. Olly and I both worked freelance which meant we could never be sure of what our earnings would be and we lived perilously close to vertiginous debt. Selling the home in which our children had grown to young adulthood, reduced us all to a state of wretched melancholy, but it was nevertheless the right thing to do if we wanted our future years to be less financially fraught.


The stress of keeping that home going was worth it while the children were young and so loved the sense of freedom they had in our ever half completed building, and the long shaggy garden which became every kind of haunt in the imagining of their games. But then as they were reaching the age to head off for gap years, university we began to wonder how wise it was to keep spending all we could earn on a house that would be far bigger than our needs. The roof of the house would soon need some £30,000 worth of repair; other parts of the building cried out for aid, the heating bills were monumental, and so on.


Even so I hadn’t anticipated what a business it would be. I detested anyone who came to see it and who didn’t instantly swoon with delight at the place, and the things we had done to it.


We had the good, the bad and the ugly tramp through the place each acting as though it were just any old house, talking as though we had no feelings about it.


Douglas Adams of Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy came with his wife to view, and they were charming and managed not to offend our house’s feelings while discussing its shortcomings for them. On the other hand the house, I could just feel, detested the prissy businesswoman in a tartan kilt, who almost held her nose as she looked around and kept saying ‘it would need stripping out completely. Everything needs doing!’ as much as I did.


What remains, powerfully, is the memory of my sons’ faces when we told them we were selling the house in which they had lived for almost all their childhoods. We explained logically, pleadingly, that it was, really, the right thing to do. Our new home would be lovely too…


Oh yeah? Their looks conveyed, unequivocally, what our sons thought of this. What compensation could there be for loss of familiar shambolic bedrooms, morphing through the years from places for bedtime stories and pictures of Thomas the Tank Engine, to teenage dens where hair gel, music posters and secrets took over? The sitting room where a sofa, bounced and played on through years, had ended its days with the stuffing spewing out; the grimy finger-prints and childhood squiggles on the walls, which were somehow never painted over and had assumed a kind of Picasso-esque allure.


Selling up and moving house is something that caught Sue Peart, editor of the Mail on Sunday’s You magazine, broadsides. She is a woman well used to handling crises with her sharp intelligence and impeccable charm, yet when, ‘for very sensible reasons’ she decided to sell the home she had lived in so long, it hit her, with a startling ferocity, how much she cared for the place.


How could she bear to lose the large light rooms, the garden lovingly tended through the years? This place that had welcomed the pictures and photos she had hung, the ornaments she had chosen because they caught her fancy, and were mementos of special trips and holidays. This place which had seen her through the tough aftermath of divorce and which she had reshaped around herself and her daughter supporting them with its homeliness.


But of course sense must prevail, she told herself. The house was too large for her now her daughter would be going to boarding school then university and afterwards who knew where. It needed work – quite a bit of work and that would be a financial stretch.


On the day Sue had moved she came to dinner and sat across the table from me telling, in a carefully controlled voice, that she was ‘in shock’. Yet she treated the deeply significant business of leaving her beloved home with the throwaway humour we so often feel is called for in the face of what could be seen as foolish sentimentality.


 ‘I know women do crazy things at this time of life… cast off husbands, travel around the world, take up hula dancing… well I cast off a home that has looked after me so well for 21 years and given me no grief whatsoever apart from the occasional leaky gutter… What a cruel person I am!’


Then later, more quietly reflective she emailed me to say, ‘In the end, the person I hurt was myself because I didn’t realise that homes are like people – you love them just as much and come to accept their idiosyncrasies. Like people, you don’t realise how much they meant to you till they’re gone!’


The daughter of Barry made clear, very graphically just how terrifying it was for her to feel she was being forced from the security of her familiar home.


‘When we moved, Louisa was so upset, she locked herself in the attic of our old house and wept, and wouldn’t come out. Awful. And she was, I think quite depressed for the first month or so. Her mother and I later found in her bedroom a spare front door key for the old house. She had smuggled it out – as if it was her magic key, to take her back to her old life.’


The degree of homeliness we feel in a place is not, of course, necessarily defined by how long we stay in one place. Indeed, for generations still growing into adulthood, impermanence can seem adventurous, bold, a way of not belonging, and the absence of an encumbering home can seem very liberating.


Yet it is surprising for how many the home in which they grew up remains the container in which their sense of having a place in the universe is firmly rooted. This, very often, is what gives the confidence to spread wings and head for autonomy and worldly experience.


That is very different to how it may be, however, for children obliged to move home at a time not of their choosing and when it is not at all what they want. A study published in early 2012 in the Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, found that if children frequently move house before the age of 18, it can affect, negatively, psychological and physical health. The study followed 850 people over 20 years with 59 percent moving once or twice, while one in five had moved at least three times during childhood. It may not always be possible to avoid this kind of constant coming and going for children, but then it is important to understand how it may feel for them; how they may need our particular effort to help them feel that at least the quality of home life will remain, that their security is not under threat.


The writer Harriet Lane, described how she grew up in a diplomatic family, moving home and frequently country too, every year or so. People, she says, envied her existence.


‘It’s odd how many people assume this sort of nomadic childhood must be endlessly fun and exciting.’ In fact forever having to learn to know a new home, make friends, adjust to a new school, caused her considerable unhappiness. She is elegiac in expressing it, ‘All these cities, all these houses. They were home… then we would move away.’


Now she is a mother to two children and she holds dear the importance of a home life with an unchanging, rooted existence. Her children, she tells stoutly, live in the home they were brought to from the maternity ward. They have been always at the same primary school.


‘My children cleave to what they know… We walk home through the park with my parents, through the cycles of crocuses and conkers. My children are changing all the time, so they want the things around them to stay constant. I think I understand that.’


The grace of novelist Annie Proulx’s prose in no way disguises the upset it caused her to live in 20 different homes during her childhood; to be subject to her father’s single-minded use of moving to serve his purpose, regardless of how it felt for his children.


‘My father… was always moving up the various ladders of his ambition… A large part of the reason for constantly moving was my father’s obsessive desire to reinvent himself as a New England Yankee, to escape working-class poverty, to achieve financial success. Over the years we lived in dozens of houses.’


For all her discontent at this Proulx fell into the same pattern and moved ‘countless times’ in her adult years. Yet for her it was a search for the ideal house. Finding the ‘final home of which I had dreamed’ became a defining goal. She had not succeeded at the time she wrote her memoir Bird Cloud (Simon and Schuster), when she believed she had found the desired destination. Even so finding ‘the final home of which I had dreamed’ remains compelling.


When a child has been unable to feel they can be at home, that home is there for them, there may be a compulsion to return to their childhood homes, seeking reassurance that there is still, somehow, a route back to what the remembered home meant to them.


Clare Moynihan, now 70, sits on a deep sofa in the tiny flat she rents, where silk and decorated cushions surround her. On the floor are patterned carpets, on the walls, photographs, hangings and many elliptical pictures painted by her mother in law Elinor Bellingham-Smith. Her home is a homage to the importance she attaches to home – ‘I fall in love with my homes and never want to leave them’. She traces it back to a fractured home life during her childhood in India.


A childhood where home was the ecstatic centre of the universe, and yet, sent to boarding school from the age of four, she was forever being forced away from the place she so wanted to stay.


Three times Clare has made a journey back to Assam to return to this place that was home, seeking that old connection. Reassurance.


As she describes this to me, she is back in the low, thatched building with its veranda looking out over a lake, and to the side there is jungle where the monkeys chatter carelessly. There are trees around the house, the tea-garden in the distance, the colours, the cascading bougainvillea, the scented mimosa, aromas filling the air, mist rising off the grass first thing in the morning, and then the heat spreading itself across the day. There are the servants, ‘our friends. We adored them and they us. When my sister and I visited some years ago they all came over to greet us’.


It was a magical home full of love, and yet aged four Clare was dispatched to a convent in the hills, returning just for the holidays. Then at the age of 11 she was sent to boarding school in England, returning home to India just once a year.


‘I have wondered how my parents could have sent me away, I couldn’t have done it with my children, but it was what happened to all children of ex-pats living in India. It had nothing to do with not loving or wanting the children – I always knew my parents loved us – but they followed convention unquestioningly.’


Home became a mythical, hankered-after place.


‘I felt so excluded and abandoned, so far away from my home which seemed protective and nurturing, yet was not there for me. I was sad all the time and now I believe it was profoundly damaging being kept away from home with all that made me feel safe and loved there. As an adult I have resented my parents for this.’


She also believes the experience has undermined the trust she feels in relationships, has made her guarded about commitment even though she has had a marriage and sustained relationships.


So Clare has determinedly made homes for herself and her family, in which she invests passion, commitment and the determination that these homes will provide reliable succour for herself and her children.


‘Home is the most important thing for me, when something goes wrong with my home, as happened fairly recently, it destroys me.’


It was an attempt to undo some of the psychological destruction and sense of sadness for that distant time that took Clare and her sister back to their childhood home. Each time has been difficult because things have changed, but until this last time enough was the same that Clare could leave, reassured, that it was still there for her.


Then, when, in 2010 she and her sister returned, dramatic alteration had taken place. The house was now owned by an old friend of their father who had replaced the thatched roof with corrugated iron; the lake had gone and in its place was, ‘a hideous swimming pool made of bright blue tiles’. Trees and the terraced garden had been removed and a 19-hole golf course was being built in the tea garden. Then there was the house. Their mother’s coolly elegant and understated sitting room had been re-done with, ‘garish shiny tiles, huge drapes with pleats, at the windows. Everywhere contemporary furnishings.’


The upset in Clare’s voice is palpable as she tells this.


‘The place has been violated. The precious memories are ruined, Our special home has been done up as a rest house for tourists, to make money.’


The first evening spent there she talks of a raging anguish and hysterics.


‘It felt as though my childhood had been rubbed out. I was bereft.’


Her sister left and did not return. Clare did not feel that she could just leave.


‘So next day I went back by myself, quite alone. I was able then to sense something of the house, the old feeling. That was good. It was the thing you get with an old friend not seen in years, and in the time they have changed out of recognition, but as you sit with them, very slowly you see the familiar face coming through. I was glad of that, but I shall not return.’


Hearing how, in different ways, people feel so deeply about their homes gives a very real importance to contemplating how a home can be made to nourish and uplift our spirits. Author Jeanette Winterson who has written a good deal about her own childhood believes there are quintessential things we should focus on in order to create a place of sanctuary and where we feel at home, whether it is a modest place or something lavish, a permanent place or a sometime resting place.


‘It is important to make some rules for yourself about your home and you inside it, and if you live by those rules, they will work for you. This takes thought, planning, self-awareness, courage, and a sense of humour. You don’t need a big budget or a TV show that helps you ‘create your space’. Rather, you need a space inside to project on to the space outside. Inner houses, outer houses, as my Jewish friends tell me. Happy/normal. Normal/happy. Home is where the questions are answered well.’


So back to Barbara Bonner and her quest for the essence of home, her question in Sacred Space, ‘why has it become less certain for us?’


She refers to the seven hundred submissions she received for the book which were perturbing, ‘Loss is what seems to be on the minds of writers these days. Their stories showed overwhelmingly the social, spiritual and emotional dislocations we have suffered. It is clear that the issue of home strikes troubling chords in our society.’


Could it be that the answers to what we need, fundamentally, viscerally, are not being adequately answered in our homes?


This is something to think about. In this chapter we have had a glimpse of the importance home may have for us, the feelings of often profound loss when for whatever reason home is not available to us in a secure and reliable way. And if Confucius got it right when he declared that the strength of a nation derives from the integrity of the home, then we have every reason to invest in our homes, body and soul.
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