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OTHER PEOPLE’S MARRIAGES

‘Apart from a war, what could be more interesting than a marriage? ’ writes Hilary Mantel in her introduction to Elizabeth Jenkins’s novel of the 1950s The Tortoise and the Hare. ‘A love affair, though it is one of the central concerns of fiction, is a self-limiting tactical skirmish, but a marriage is a long campaign, a grand game of strategy involving setbacks, bluffs and regroupings - a campaign pursued, sometimes, until the parties have forgotten the value of the territory they are fighting over, or have abandoned their first objectives in favour of secret ones.’ A committed relationship forms the central narrative of our lives. It is the structure to which we cling for stability, love, a sense of purpose. It is one of the most basic of all human needs, yet most marriages are opaque. Few understand what really goes on in other people’s relationships behind that ‘glass shade’ E. M. Forster refers to in  Howards End, which ‘cuts off married couples from the world’.

Most people seem happy to discuss every aspect of their love lives with their closest friends until they ‘settle down’ with someone, at which point their loyalty of confidence usually switches to their partner. Much of the magic of marriage or committed relationship lies in that unique pairing, and in the secrets only the two  of you share. Yet such is the need to preserve the semblance of contentment that to admit disappointment or unhappiness with the relationship could be construed as failure. We cannot help but be fascinated by the private lives of others. We need to know how people live in lifelong love, how they make their relationships work, and what really goes on behind those walls of secrecy. We want to know in order to understand our own relationship, particularly now that so many established givens, the ground rules of marriage, have vanished. When we lack that window into the domestic lives of others, we have no way of knowing how relationships change through the course of life, whether we are experiencing the normal dips associated with the vicissitudes of marriage or signs of a deeper malaise. The silence surrounding a long-term relationship can be so great that often the first people hear of a couple’s distress is when they announce they are separating. ‘My sister rang me up to tell me she had had enough and that they were divorcing,’ says Anna. ‘I thought, Whoa, hang on a minute, can’t we just meet up and have a cup of coffee to talk about this? Because that was the first time she had even mentioned the fact that there were problems.’

With so much mystery surrounding each marital ‘bubble’, we are even more susceptible to modern cultural prescriptions of how love and marriage should be. The pretty lies of romantic, passionate love surround us. ‘True’ love is presumed to be a perfect fit of soul mates. All our physical, sexual, intellectual, spiritual and emotional needs are supposed to be fulfilled by that one person, which is inevitably a recipe for disappointment, although few dare admit to anyone else in which particular area their True Love fails. Love is meant to be rosy, happy, which means you can’t talk about the times when you are not. Love should be enough to see us through life’s adversities; it means never having to say you’re sorry; it means knowing instinctively what is best for the other - three of the most deceitful statements about relationships ever advocated. Real love, as every lifelong couple I met told me, is something which grows with time once the blinkers of romantic  love have fallen, for it is what you learn about each other through the conflicts that spell the beginning of a true partnership rather than the end of it. Real sex is compromised by the explicit, semi-pornographic imagery that surrounds us, which portrays ‘good’ sex one-dimensionally as vigorously athletic, constant, always orgasmic. That imagery is never far away from our imagination as we expose our less-than-perfect bodies to each other. Sex is seen as something which has to be ‘kept alive’, cranked up like an ageing starter motor with toys or top tips for variety, which easily seduces couples into feeling as if they are lesser human beings, or deserving of greater sexual novelty elsewhere once they have become used to each other’s bodies. Few couples can sustain the eroticism of their first sexual encounters long term, but what is not talked about is how in a good relationship sex can get better  because of that familiarity through the years, once you accept that it changes and stop trying to recapture that earlier passion.

There is a timeless quality to certain aspects of love. There has always been passion, jealousy, loyalty, betrayal, irritation and hate. But there are new pressures on relationships, wider cultural ideals as to how we should live ‘the good life’, which complicate our ability to commit to love. Individual ambition, self-fulfilment and the new ethos that one can and should have everything that life has to offer sit uneasily with a relationship where compromise, caring and togetherness are essential. There is cynicism about the possibility of maintaining a lifelong relationship, a sense of mistrust, a feeling that ‘If I don’t look after me, then who will?’ Commitment to one person today feels like a dangerous act of self-sacrifice, and people are easily confused about where the boundaries between ‘me’ and ‘us’ lie. We have new phrases for whole cohorts of people such as ‘commitment-phobes’ or ‘thirtysomething single women’, indicating that while we crave the safety and warmth of a loving relationship, we see marriage and lifelong relationship as a trap, the antithesis to freedom of spirit and the achievement of self-determined goals. In our throwaway culture people, it is presumed, can be exchanged as easily as  clothes once they hit their first difficulties in a relationship, with the justification that they are ‘unhappy’, that someone else might love them more, understand them better or make them feel sexually more alive. What is missing from the modern cultural emphasis on rampant individualism is the deep need for shared lives, for strong links to each other in order to be happy. A good intimate relationship brings about self-discovery rather than self-sacrifice. Unless we look after those closest to us we are destined to be unlooked-after and alone.

Committed relationship has also been compromised by aspects of social change. Increasingly couples expect to live within an equable, companionable partnership, but these new aspirations haven’t been matched by sufficient change within the wider social and economic structure in terms of equal pay and opportunity, greater work-life balance and the right kind of support for working parents. Couples are arguing their way, often ferociously, towards a more democratic fairness, compromised by the assumptions they have grown up with about how men and women should be as ‘husbands’ and ‘wives’. Resentments flourish as they grapple with the logistics of earning a living and maintaining a career as well as being at home for their children. And how can we believe wholeheartedly in the possibility of a loving, supportive partnership which can stand the test of time when we face a daily barrage of talk about the family ‘in crisis’, with rising rates of divorce, remarriage and single-parent families? We want to believe in the power of love to see us through life, but it is harder than ever to trust that it will last.

This is not a handbook. There are no simplistic ‘Mars’ and ‘Venus’ generalisations or universal recipes for success, for relationships are too complicated, individual and important for easy answers. This book tries to move beyond the stereotypical assumptions of how a relationship should be, and beyond the manipulative political debates about how marriage is stronger than cohabitation and needs to be revived. I want to take us beyond the outdated feminist understanding of marriage as an  institution which symbolises the ownership and exploitation of women, to the real partnerships being forged by people today. Marriage as an institution may be dying, with the numbers of those cohabiting soon to exceed those who marry, but our need for relationship, commitment and love hasn’t changed. In fact it could be argued that we need the constancy of close companionship now more than ever, as the world changes with unprecedented speed and uncertainty. It is the quality of relationship which matters, not its status. We need to expand the definition of marriage so that it embraces the many ways in which people support and commit to each other, for good relationship has never been more important for our health, sense of identity, purpose and fulfilment.

There are those who are resolutely single, but the majority thrive within the comfort and stability of a good, loving partnership. ‘One Sunday on your own is fantastic. You don’t have to wash or cook or engage with anybody,’ says Hilary, who has been with her husband for twenty-five years, ‘but fifty-two Sundays on your own would be awful.’ We cannot live life to the full entirely on our own. We are defined as individuals not just by what we do, but by how we love and are loved, and it is a central tenet of this book that it is only through good relationships, and the growing sense of self-awareness that springs from the conflicts and differences between us, that we are allowed to be our best and true selves. But how do we make a relationship thrive when it is under attack from the many new pressures? Often all we lack are sufficient insight and the tools. Answers lie in a greater understanding of the ways in which love is compromised by heightened expectations and by social and historical change. They are found in a wider grasp of psychological processes, and how our own insecurities and disappointments feed division and discontent. Answers lie in rejecting the patriarchal notions of marriage as ownership and the straitjacket of gender roles, and creating new bonds, a new deal based on mutual respect, fairness, autonomy and kindness. But the most reassuring answers of all come to us in the knowledge that our  experiences are normal, common to all, that we are not freaks or failures because we are able to peer through the ‘glass shade’, that bubble of privacy into other people’s marriages.

That is what this book will try to do. There are perhaps as many ‘truths’ as there are couples. I have focused on the West, and inevitably seen only a fraction of the entire kaleidoscope through the lens of my own experience and that of those I have listened to. It has been a great privilege to have been welcomed into the confidence of 120 men and women from differing social classes and random areas of Britain. Their stories form the bedrock of this book. With the protection of anonymity, they have been as honest as they could about the highs and lows of their love life, given that few of us ever fully understand the emotional dynamics and mystery of intimacy. Many used me as an unpaid therapist, keen to talk about their difficulties. Others welcomed the opportunity to reflect upon the most important relationship of their lives, to sit back and think about what each gives to the other and why it works, or fails to. We are all so busy juggling diverse demands from career, children, family and friends, and conforming to presumed notions of how a couple should be, that nurturing those essential emotional bonds between us tends to fall to the bottom of the heap. ‘We talk about the everyday practical stuff, and we have conversations about politics and art. But we don’t really talk about our relationship or the dynamics of getting on unless we’re having a really bad time,’ says Megan. ‘In which case I usually say, “Let’s try to be nice to each other and draw a line under this,” but we won’t analyse what went wrong. It’s a kind of unspoken understanding that the bond is strong enough and that maybe analysing things would break that magic.’ Every person I interviewed offered a unique insight into the workings of their relationship, for which I am profoundly grateful.

The past thirty years has seen something of a boom in academic research on the nature of relationships, with longitudinal studies on lifelong couples bringing greater insight into the psychological processes of intimacy. As with my two previous  works of non-fiction - Life After Birth and The Terrible Teens - I have trawled through these findings for the general reader. I was surprised to find that, just like the next person, I too have been seduced by the myths about relationship and the nature of family breakdown. Some aspects of life in love are, however, timeless. A wealth of literature from Plato and Homer to the present day illuminates the fact that so many of our difficulties with intimacy are age-old. These rich resources, together with the testimonies of the wonderful people I have met should offer enough support, reassurance and insight to make every reader’s relationship work a little better, just as they have done for mine.

This is not a book about my own marriage, but inevitably it has been influenced by twenty years of a contented relationship. I believe wholeheartedly in the importance of commitment but it wasn’t always that way. I was a child of divorce at the age of five in 1962, a time when we knew little about how to minimise the impact of family breakdown on the very young. My parents made a great many mistakes out of ignorance. I never trusted that relationships could stand the test of time because my parents’ hadn’t. I didn’t want children in my early twenties because I couldn’t contemplate putting them through what I presumed would be the same ordeal. My marriage, a companionable partnership with a warm and loving man, has provided the emotional backbone to my life. It has had its downs as well as ups, just like all lifelong relationships. However, I can say with complete confidence that an intimate, committed relationship holds the power to heal old hurts, provided we are prepared to take complete responsibility for its welfare. With that love, I feel more comfortable in my own skin, more able to go out into the world and work, more able to give both to him and to our children. I knew my marriage was sound but I never stopped to question why it worked, never thought it necessary to acknowledge how well we were doing in managing to stay together against difficult odds, until I began to research and to meet the people whose stories you will find in these pages.

[image: 001]

When I use the word ‘marriage’, I mean it to encompass every type of committed relationship. I have included as many different types of long-term relationship as possible: traditional marriages where men earn the money and women look after the home, dual-earner couples where sometimes women earn more, as well as couples who are as committed to each other cohabiting as they would be married. I have met men and women who have spent the best part of their adult lives in gay and lesbian partnerships, couples with children and those without. I have met people who have married outside their faith, and have diluted a great many of the racial and religious stereotypes within their family of origin because they now have someone of another faith or race in their midst. I have met others who have had to sacrifice romantic hopes of choice and an equal loving partnership for an arranged marriage, to keep the support and love of their families. I have met younger couples full of the promise of hope, and others who have been together for more than forty years, who have forged a shared history of memories. I have met men and women who have lived through the agonising and protracted pain of a divorce before finding greater contentment in a second relationship, and others who have preferred to stay single or to live apart from their new partner.

Each and every person has displayed a level of commitment, tenacity and resilience in the face of difficulty, which to my complete surprise has contradicted the received wisdom that these days people shy at the first hurdle and separate too easily. People continue to place great hope in love and commitment. Some found exactly what they needed from a lifelong relationship after years of unhappiness. Sandra attempted suicide after her first major relationship broke up. She had grown up with an alcoholic mother and a violent, abusive father: ‘My childhood was very volatile, so I am very needy. My need for love, attention and approval stems from not having had that from my parents.’ But then Jane walked into her life, accepted her, soothed her emotional damage and they have been living together ever since. Roy  spent ten years in a complicated sexual relationship with a married couple who had children. The experience was so draining it left him feeling bruised and wary of getting involved with anyone again. Then he met Juan on holiday in Spain, and over the next twenty years their relationship flourished between two countries until he retired and they were finally able to live together.

Sam lost both his parents when he was in his late teens, and found it hard to trust women because his mother had lied to him about the fact that she was dying. He also grew up with a fairly traditional picture of his future marriage in mind until he met Diana, an older woman with strong feminist principles and a single mother to two children. He soon discovered he liked being with someone who was capable, who knew how to put up a tent when they went camping and who earned her own living. ‘We’re mates, we’re really good friends, and that was it for me. I know people say that friends can’t be lovers but I realised when I met Diana that I had been searching for that my whole life. I want someone I can go through life with as a partner. That’s the bottom line because in my experience it’s easy to have good times with anyone, but to deal with the day-to-day shit and all the bad things, you need someone you can rely on and trust, someone you can get on with, a companion.’

Most value monogamy as the basis of a lifelong relationship, but that is by no means the only way. A small but seemingly growing number of couples accept that complete fidelity might be difficult if a relationship is to last the best part of half a century. Robin and Hilary came to Britain from Australia as students and stayed. They have three teenage children, were happily married and sexually monogamous until it became clear that Hilary was deeply attracted to a young lodger who had moved into their house. Robin told her to go for it. ‘Our relationship is so intertwined, I didn’t feel I had anything to lose, or that our relationship was in trouble. When you get into familiar sex that passion is gone - you don’t tear each other’s clothes off or shag in a car after a party on the way home, and you can’t reconstruct that. I just  thought, God, she is going to enjoy this so much, and it’s not going to diminish me at all.’ Since that sexual episode, Hilary has had other no-strings-attached sexual encounters, and they have found that in some ways it has invigorated their marriage. ‘She loves it. She is so alive, she loves the intrigue and this is her bit of drama,’ Robin told me. ‘It’s just like a different hobby, like going to a book group!’ Sales of novels to men would soar if reading groups were that much fun.

The idea that couples need privacy behind the walls of the nuclear family is a modern one. It creates the presumption that all couples are similar. We keep quiet about the rows, the disappointments, the hostility, and pretend to conform to conventional notions of how couples should be without really knowing what that means any more. Yet I encountered many contented, successful relationships whose arrangements went against the received marital wisdom. These unique, bespoke partnerships evolved with time, honesty and trust but were rarely if ever explained to those outside their bubble, even to families, in case they should think their marriage was in trouble or be adversely judged. ‘You can’t say to people that actually my having all this no-strings-attached sex has made our marriage better. That’s a mental leap too far, to think that we might have been getting off on what the other was doing,’ says Hilary, who I have to say glowed with enviable happiness. The obvious, standard model of coupledom is not always the way.

Some find they are happier living as a couple apart. Lucy was married to a man throughout her twenties whom she still sees and is deeply fond of. Then she hit thirty. ‘I realised that I was just ticking the boxes, marrying because I was bored and getting off on the deception with a series of affairs.’ She is now in her forties, a successful businesswoman who lives apart from her new partner she refers to as her soul mate, and with whom she has an open sexual relationship. ‘We spend most weekends together, and I love being a stepmother to his two kids but I couldn’t live with him because he is so untidy and so strong that he would engulf me.  One day when we need to look after each other then maybe we will live together, but there’s no need to now.’ Lucy supports her boyfriend because she can afford to, but finds that her family and her friends are disapproving. ‘They don’t trust the fact that I know what I am doing, and anyway what’s money for? I’m having a great time, we spend the money together and I love the fact that I can help his children when I have none of my own. People talk about the need for equality but that’s a false quest. What matters is mutuality. I earn the money and he doesn’t. But he gives in so many other ways, and there’s a symbiosis between us which works because we both give enough to make it feel mutually beneficial.’

I met many contented people who cherished the support, intimacy and their unique shared history as a couple. They accepted that their relationship could never be perfect. But equally I met others who seemed swamped by a loneliness worse than being alone, an emotional emptiness at the heart of their relationship, a longing for a greater closeness in love. Trapped behind the façade of a happy, stable marriage, they shored up their disappointments and their low sense of self with game-playing, jostling for power, for small victories over the day-to-day. It was as if they were being sucked deeper into a downward spiral of resentment, unable to see either a way out or how they themselves contributed to the problem. Blame for past crimes was heaped firmly at the feet of one person, usually over sex or money, and with each veiled and vitriolic attack the walls of defence grew higher and the chances of a resolution less likely. In each case their differences were about a lot more than spending too much money, failing to meet their domestic responsibilities, infidelity or sexual difficulties. Their problems were being fed by a deep rage at the way their dreams of happiness and togetherness had been dashed on the floor of unrealistic expectations.

Women in particular simmered with repressed rage at having to determine every aspect of family life and then do more than their fair share. Some felt their identity as independent working women was diminished under the weight of domesticity or the  shadow of his success. Others lived with the drip-drip humiliation of emotional and physical abuse from men who had suffered deep childhood neglect, unaware of the havoc that their experiences when young can have on an adult relationship. Gender stereotypes and assumptions about roles pervade adult intimacy, and consequently form a resonant theme throughout this book. Women are seen as the nurturers of relationship but are still far too nice. In spite of feminism’s victories, too many women settle for less. I was deeply touched by the number of people I met who compromised their own happiness in order to stick by their partner through extreme physical and mental illness, alcoholism and drug abuse, unemployment or dire financial circumstances out of a sense of duty and commitment to their shared history, to their children, or to the embers of hope that they would be able to revive a loving, equable relationship again one day.

Surprising numbers confessed to secrets they hadn’t told anyone else before. Some were innocent and charming. One woman always gave herself the two fluffiest pillows when she made their bed each morning, unaware that her husband had his own secret - he lit a cigarette every day on his way home from work, a mark of recalcitrant defiance because she had been the one to make him give up. Katrina, a successful businesswoman and mother, happily married to an equally successful man, has a secret bank account into which she puts £200 a month so that she can buy the little luxuries she adores and he disapproves of without feeling guilty - expensive make-up, strawberries out of season, designer clothes for their child. Diana has kept one of the first flowers Sam ever gave her, dried and pressed, to remind herself how much she deserves him after years of struggling alone with two children, but has never told him so. Others were simply secrets kept out of manners - husbands never letting on that they found their wives’ excessive weight unattractive in case it should cause offence, or wives relishing the electricity of a text flirtation, knowing full well that it would never go anywhere.

Just occasionally people confessed to dark secrets of which they  felt deeply ashamed - the woman who had stayed married for over forty years but had wished on more than one occasion that her husband was dead; several undisclosed, ancient affairs that bubbled to the surface - secrets which are best left buried, secrets which help to preserve the line of distinction between yourself as an individual and your life together as a couple. ‘The damage that would have occurred if he had found out,’ one woman told me, who had been married for more than thirty years and who had a brief affair during a low point in their marriage. ‘But then I wonder sometimes whether he suspected and turned a blind eye, that he knew it would be all right so long as I didn’t confess, that it was something transient that would pass. I think too, sometimes, about how I would feel if it had been him. If I suspected something I would do an awful lot to ignore it in the hope that it too would pass.’

‘We’re taught everything about the body and about agriculture in Madagascar and about the square root of pi,’ laments Johan in Ingmar Bergman’s Scenes from a Marriage, ‘but it doesn’t dawn on anyone that we must first learn about ourselves and our own feelings.’ Without knowledge about the way relationships change through the course of life it is all too easy to assume that they are the natural consequence of true love, that they just happen, held together by some outside force - fate, or luck - when good loving can flourish only when we take responsibility for it ourselves. It is easy to swallow the platitudes of ‘For better, for worse’, and cross our fingers and hope with all our hearts that this could be ‘The One’ with whom we might live happily ever after. But few of us have any idea how to make a lifelong relationship work. ‘I think people have no idea what they’re getting into,’ says Robin, who has been married for twenty-five years. ‘We had to go and see a Catholic priest before we got married and had lessons. He told us things like, “This is for life, there is no divorce,” and that was fine because those were the rules and it was sobering. If people had to talk to somebody about divorce, the implications and what it means before they got married, for someone to explain the  fundamentals, that would be good. It’s like having a baby. They tell you about the breathing and the pelvic floor exercises but what use is that to anyone when you don’t know how to hold the thing, or clean it?’

Terry Prendergast of the charity Marriage Care agrees. ‘We do not teach people enough about how relationships are built and then sustained. If we wanted to change things from relationship disease to relationship health, we could do it in much the same way as the Heart Foundation has changed our attitude to heart disease, with advertising and promotion. We know statistically that it takes people on average six years to do something about a relationship problem. It takes that long to acknowledge that you have difficulties because that’s frightening for lots of people. You have made this huge decision, probably the biggest of your life, and now it’s going pear-shaped.’

Whether we are married or cohabiting, gay or straight, remarried or living as a couple apart, the quality of our intimate relationship is fundamental to our long-term health and happiness. You couldn’t devise a more comprehensive and mutually advantageous state of being. No other relationship fulfils so many of our emotional, psychological, social, spiritual and sexual needs in one neat package. We all need to feel a sense of belonging, a connection to someone who accepts us in our entirety, with weaknesses and small madnesses as well as strengths; someone who challenges and cherishes us enough to blunt the existential truth that we are all alone in this world. With that sense of safety we are more able to go out into that world and succeed. ‘If you feel loved you are naturally more confident, and it means you get work into some kind of perspective,’ says Sue. ‘I know that I have someone to go home to that I love.’ A good lifelong relationship brings joy, close friendship and a sense of humour to the humdrum of daily life, sharing the smallest pleasures from the crossword to a bar of chocolate. It offers unparalleled opportunities to heal some of the hurts of childhood. It helps to buffer life’s stresses and adversities, for with two heads and differing perspectives, support and  solutions can more easily be found. It makes good economic sense, for with two incomes sharing the same bed and the same teabags, the costs of home are substantially lower. It enlarges our interests and opportunities through extended networks of family and social connections. It is still the best forum for raising capable and contented children, for it is love which brings out the best of what it is to be human.

Love grows with time into something far more nourishing and essential than the promise of romance. All of the research evidence suggests that this emotional lifeline is key to our well-being. A large number of studies conducted over the past twenty-five years suggests that those who are happy in their marriage or lifelong relationship have better physical and mental health than those who are unhappily married or separated. The link between poverty, ill health and a shorter life expectancy is conclusive, but some research indicates that a supportive, committed relationship is even more important than social status to our long-term well-being. 1 In a supportive relationship, each encourages healthier behaviour in the other, cares for them when they are ill and helps to reduce stress and stress-related illnesses. Each has a stronger immune system, with more white blood cells and more effective natural killer cells.2 The longer partners are married, the longer they can expect to live. One study of the British Household Panel Survey in 1991 found that married men were predicted to be 7.2 per cent less likely to die in the subsequent decade than their unmarried counterparts, while the figure for married women was 4.2 per cent.3 Marriage and committed lifelong relationship is so important that people who are separated, divorced or widowed are substantially more likely than married people to develop mental health problems, and the British Household Panel Survey found that their risk of death increased by 10 per cent in the subsequent eight years.4 Happily married parents of severely disabled children report less depression and more positive family relations than their maritally distressed counterparts. People in happier relationships cope better with the stress of unexpected  unemployment than those who lack that support.5 One American researcher estimates that economic recession was responsible for up to half of the increase in single-parent families between the 1960s and the 1980s.6 Yet in another study of unemployed factory workers in the US, those with good, close relations with wives and near relatives had fewer physical and psychological problems than those who lacked that social support.7 The key word here is ‘happy’, for there is also strong research evidence to suggest that those who are unhappily married suffer from poorer mental and physical health than their separated or divorced counterparts.8  Distress in marriage is associated with a suppressed immune system, which means people are on average 35 per cent more likely to become ill.9 They are more likely to drown their unhappiness with drink, drugs and smoking, and violence is more frequent in distressed relationships. If people are exposed to a great deal of negative conflict filled with contempt and unhappiness, existing health problems such as raised blood pressure and heart disease can get worse, and they lack the essential buffer of support against external stress which a good relationship can provide.10


The anchor of a good, stable relationship has never been more important for keeping our disappointments and conceits with life in check. ‘When I was super-stressed out because the traders had misused the software and lost the company a lot of money, David teased me about being overly self-important. He walked round the house talking about how global capitalism would fall apart without me, which just put everything into perspective,’ says Katrina. We have no choice but to accept that the future is unpredictable, with few jobs for life any more and a faster pace of change. Shift happens, but with that sense of constancy from someone who you trust will stay by your side, the impact of such instability is less threatening. With fewer community structures around to root us, and fewer friends and family close by, we rely on our relationship for emotional and moral support more than ever before. Among the chaotic, noisy demands of the modern world there is, as the  philosopher Mary Midgley writes in Beast and Man, a ‘deep human need for a continuous central life that lasts through genuine, but passing, changes of mood. The need to be able to rely on other people is not some shameful sort of weakness; it is an aspect of the need to be true to oneself.’ One central relationship, which expands and changes with our needs, which grows as we do, is one of the most important contributors to human health and happiness. With the uncertainties of the great geopolitical shifts of the twenty-first century such as climate change, global financial upheaval, the increasing number of people over sixty and the prospect of diminishing state guarantees over provision for our general health or our later years, understanding how to strengthen that relationship could be the best investment policy of our lives.

There is no doubt that we are living through a period of profound change and disorientation as to how to sustain the most important relationship to human happiness, with rates of divorce rising, rates of marriage falling and unprecedented levels of cynicism. External forces, which previously kept marriages together, such as religion and the stigma surrounding divorce, have grown weaker. The new emphasis on marriage and relationship as the sole provider of all our emotional, physical and recreational needs means that many relationships are close to snapping under an intolerable weight of expectation. Everyone has rough patches. Do not believe the façade, the pretence of perfect happiness that so many couples present. It is those rough patches that force couples to establish how they can preserve a sense of self and individual autonomy; how they can respect and trust each other’s difference and build togetherness around the things which unite rather than divide them. But there is also a sense in which modern cynicism about relationship is unnecessarily gloomy. We have never been better placed to build the happier, contented love life of our dreams, and we are all doing much better than we give ourselves credit for. We are living at the most exciting and revolutionary point in the history of relationship. We have high  levels of choice, reliable contraception, sexual understanding and empowerment for women. It matters less whether you are gay or straight, black or white, older or younger than your partner or from which faith or country you originate. We can road-test relationships, we can talk about them, and with such a long life expectancy, we can even have two or three meaningful committed relationships at different stages of our lives. That person who lights your fire when you are your most youthful may not be able to have, or want, children. Your aspirations and needs could be so different at midlife that your paths diverge to the point where relationship isn’t possible any more. When two people manage to ride life’s changes and circumstances together, they can fathom great riches and contentment, as many of the couples in this book will reveal. But should such fortune and skill fail, no-fault divorce means that we no longer need to be trapped in miserable marriages in perpetuity. We have greater equality between the sexes and similarity of roles between men and women than ever before, and we can provide better role models of relationship and equality for our children.

The key to making relationships work lies with us. With all these new freedoms and the luxury of choice comes new responsibility to take charge of the welfare of the most significant relationship of our lives. We now have far greater understanding about the psychological processes which affect good relationships. Therapy is more acceptable. ‘It was thought odd twenty-five years ago to go to counselling. There was this attitude that there must be something wrong with you. Men are also more willing now to address what’s wrong in their relationship,’ says Pam Fawcett, who has been a relationship counsellor for fifty years. Counselling can help people find a way out of their difficulties. However, according to research conducted by the relationship organisation One Plus One, just 15 per cent make it to that stage together, by which time it is often too late. The paucity of research on the effectiveness of marital therapy concludes that it helps to prevent breakdown in less than half of all couples. 11 Therapists are not  magicians. They simply attempt to hold up a mirror to our behaviour so that we can find a way back to togetherness. If we can learn how to do that for ourselves from the very beginning, if we talk at regular intervals about the issues that cause divisions such as money, how we will live or bring up our children, our attitudes to sex and infidelity, we can forge a partnership that is strong enough to withstand adversity. It is up to us to seize the knowledge garnered over the past few decades about what makes relationships happier and sturdier, rather than leaving it to fate, or luck, or the romantic deceit that love is enough to see us through. We think of divorce as an unfortunate event, a car crash which, touch wood, will not happen to us, rather than the end result of a slow process of relationship breakdown over which we have a large amount of control. Divorce produces misery, shame, the hurt of betrayal and a huge sense of personal failure. While many divorces could be avoided with the skills of relationship-building, I met others who spent far too long extricating themselves from bad marriages which seemed always doomed to fail. There is nothing inherently virtuous any more in people sticking together because of the principle of ‘Till death do us part’ when they would be happier alone or with someone else. People make mistakes, and should be allowed a second chance. By accepting that fact and taking control over the way we break relationships as well as make them, we are more able to protect those who have no part in our battles - our children.

Feminism gets blamed for many of society’s ills, but most particularly for the presumed demise in relations between men and women. The overwhelming evidence, though, points to the opposite: men and women are happier together because of it. The more we share in the way of similar experiences and responsibilities, the more able we are to understand one another. With greater equality there is less resentment. A growing body of research evidence suggests that those with a more equal relationship, where the decision-making is shared and each feels able to influence the other, are happier together.12 There are still great  disparities between ‘his’ and ‘her’ versions, which resound through this book. Domestic violence and sexism are still rampant, but the principle of fairness and respect for each other’s integrity is clearly a sound one. There is no going back to the traditional breadwinner model now that women are educated and expect to work. What that means is that each couple has to negotiate their way towards a sense of fairness and mutuality which works for them. Men and women have to take charge of their domestic lives and fashion a fairer division of labour, which means they have to talk to each other constructively and honestly to arrive at a new deal. In the most successful relationships there is enough space between their togetherness for each to breathe. They operate in the world independently and as a couple with ‘That best kind of equality, similarity of powers and capacities with reciprocal superiority in them’, as imagined by the nineteenth-century philosopher John Stuart Mill, ‘so that each can enjoy the luxury of looking up to the other, and can have alternately the pleasure of leading and of being led in the path of development.’ They accept that each has needs, some of which cannot be met by the relationship.

Women want men in their lives - they don’t see them as the enemy. In September 2007 the Observer newspaper asked a panel of outspoken young feminist women about their opinions of feminism. They unanimously agreed that men were lovable, likeable and an essential ‘part of the solution’ to finding greater balance and contentment in life. It takes a courageous, trailblazing effort of tolerance and forgiveness when people are torn in so many different directions, when work and family both demand to be put first, when recession and economic hardship increase conflict and disruption in relationships. It requires high levels of self-confidence and awareness, trust, good listening skills, an ability to postpone gratification and a sense of humour to stand a chance of riding through such storms together. But it is worth it. The happiest couples were open about the fact that there have been times when it has been incredibly difficult, times when they hated  each other, when circumstances were so adverse that they considered separating, when it took a gargantuan leap of faith and imagination to trust that they could find their way through their difficulties to a better place. But through their triumph over these personal difficulties they created a unique and special bond, stronger than anything a dwindling, institutional template of marriage could offer.

No book on love can give you all the answers. While there are many similarities in the lives of couples, each of us has a unique experience. A good lifelong relationship is an exhilarating adventure, an emotional roller coaster, as far from the stereotypical notions of marriage as bourgeois routine and mediocrity as the moon is from the stars. We may crave certainty because so many other aspects of life feel so unstable, but a good relationship cannot be controlled or boxed into a corner, for that will only render it more fragile. Lifelong love has to be built on the surprise and chance nature of life. We can never be sure how things will change, or how we will alter through circumstance and the unique chemistry between us. While it is hard to imagine, when you are young, how you can possibly commit for a lifetime to someone you hardly know, once you have had children and navigated the uncertainties and vulnerabilities of ageing or illness, the need for a caring, constant presence from another human being through life is thrown into stark relief. While it may seem at times as if a partnership is inexorably doomed, sometimes all it takes is one of you to shift aspect in subtle but conscious ways. ‘My marriage was on its knees at one point,’ a man who had been married for thirty-two years told me, ‘and I knew we would have to separate. But before we did I decided on a last-ditch experiment where I tried to give everything to the relationship that I wanted from it. In less than a fortnight things were beginning to improve because my wife was mirroring that kindness back to me. It’s a truism, but we can only change things by changing how we behave, not by changing other people.’ They are still together.

‘Marriage is one long conversation chequered by disputes,’ the  author Robert Louis Stevenson once wrote. Some might interpret their own marriage rather differently, as one long dispute chequered by conversation. My overriding ambition in this book is to reveal the wonder and adventure of that most essential, formative partnership in spite of the inevitable wrestling. There is every reason to be optimistic about the state of modern love. People want to find ways to a greater contentment, Shakespeare’s ‘marriage of true minds’, because we know instinctively how important a good relationship is for us, body and soul. ‘The disputes are valueless; they but ingrain the difference; the heroic heart of woman prompting her at once to nail her colours to the mast,’ continues Stevenson. ‘But in the intervals, almost unconsciously, and with no desire to shine, the whole material of life is turned over and over, ideas are struck out and shared, the two persons more and more adapt their notions one to suit the other, and in process of time, without sound of trumpet, they conduct each other into new worlds of thought.’
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FROM ROMANCE TO REALITY


At the heart of romantic love is the notion that we each have a soul mate somewhere in the world who matches our every need and desire, epitomised by the last lines of Jane Eyre when she says, ‘I am my husband’s life as fully as he is mine. No woman was ever nearer to her mate than I am: ever more absolutely bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh.’ We hope that somewhere out there is our other half, that perfect fit, ‘The One’, who will make life complete, understand our needs without words and match our temperament without argument. The truth is perhaps closer to the words of that most romantic and tragic fictional heroine Anna Karenina: ‘If it is true that there are as many minds as there are heads, then there are as many kinds of love as there are hearts.’ We grow up writing ourselves into fairy-tale romances, imagining who that person might be who will inject our lives with such magnetism. Then, as each lover passes through our lives, we wonder, ‘Is this it?’ ‘When my first marriage went wrong I started to question my own judgement. Had this really been the girl of my dreams, those dreams you start having at the age of six?’ says Marcus, who is now in his sixties. His second, happier marriage ended suddenly after twenty years when his wife died. ‘Now I  know that it is a lottery, even with my second wife, who was just this amazing, dynamic woman whom I loved very much. There are loads of people out there you could form a lasting partnership with, all over the world.’

All of the research evidence suggests that we choose those with whom we ‘fall in love’. We screen out unsuitable partners by assessing their assets in terms of appearance, financial status and background, and are often attracted to those who are like us in looks, values or interests or who seem to provide something we feel we lack. Choosing who to love is connected to the sort of person we would like to be, and often says a great deal more about us than it does about the beloved. For some that person must be successful in a field they have ambitions in so that they too might succeed; others like to put themselves in the stronger position and rescue the weak or the meek. Often, we fall in love with someone who resembles a parental figure, giving us the opportunity either to right or to confirm the wrongs of our childhood. Only we don’t see that at the time - neither of us. Falling in love can be brought on by loss or separation, being away from home or at times of fear or stress because when adrenalin or natural opioids have been triggered, people are already chemically primed to find others in a similarly aroused state more attractive.1 Sometimes just knowing that someone likes us is enough to make us like them. Then of course there is the baby-making imperative. We fall in lust, irresistibly drawn by a sexual chemistry which keeps us bonking away for just long enough to reproduce and for another, deeper intimacy and commitment to grow so that both parents are more likely to stay around to look after the baby. Passionate love when you first meet someone is exhilarating. Endorphins flood the body. You can’t get enough of each other and feel ill, like a drug addict going through withdrawal, when you are apart. Great surges of dopamine and oxytocin switch off judgemental thinking and negative emotions, and help us bond together like glue.23 We idealise the other, fall in love with what we see, a beautiful face or the allure of confidence which masks something much more  vulnerable inside, until the lights come on, about eighteen months to three years later.4 Often the character traits we find most infuriating and impossible to live with at the end of an affair are the same characteristics we once found so attractive. Real love grows when the real person emerges from the smoke and mirrors of romance, once weaknesses have been accepted and compromises have been made. When that isn’t possible, the love affair can be dismissed as either an infatuation or wrong from the beginning. It wasn’t the ‘real thing’.

‘In virtually every case of the hundreds with whom I have worked in couple therapy and in couple groups,’ writes the psychologist Ayala Malach Pines in her book Falling in Love, ‘if the relationship was based on romantic love, it was possible to find a connection between the traits that attracted the couple to each other and the traits that later became the focus of their problems.’ The man who was once so persistent, attentive and loving becomes jealous, possessive and overly demanding; the woman who seemed to have such energy and capability is then blamed for taking over his life. Many of those I met in more volatile and unhappier relationships had the sort of sudden, passionate beginning full of mystery, or the need to triumph over some adversity to be together, that is reminiscent of romantic fiction. ‘I can remember exactly what that first summer was like,’ says Lydia, who is separated from the father of her two children. ‘It’s Paul Weller, it’s hot summer days, I can still smell it. He is very good-looking, he had lots of money because he was working abroad and not paying income tax, so I think that had a lot to do with why we got together. He kept going away, and that’s quite exciting. You start feeding this whole thing of how much you miss him. If he had been here working in a normal job it would probably have fizzled out quite quickly.’

Jan is also separated from her husband, the father of her children. Soon after they met, he invited her on holiday to Jamaica. ‘It was just so intense and romantic, and that’s where I fell in love. It was so different to everything I had felt before. He proposed  and I said yes. Matthew has this amazing sense of adventure, of places to go and see, so when you are on holiday with him it’s fantastic. It’s the day-to-day that he is pretty crap at.’ Both Jan and Lydia fell in love with men who oozed a sense of confidence and charm, which disguised a deeper emotional turmoil and made their relationships difficult. Both married quickly, largely because of the pressure of expectation from family and friends. ‘It was this inexorable path,’ says Lydia. ‘My two best friends were married with kids, and there was this notion that we would all do it together and our husbands would all get on with each other. I knew Paul adored me, plus I was desperate to have a baby.’

Often we fall in love with so much more than that person; with something they have that we lack. Sarah got married at the age of seventeen. ‘I fell in love with his family as much as with him. They were so lovely, and my family were never really close. When we split up the thought that I was going to lose them upset me more than anything.’ Molly fell in love at university with a handsome and wealthy man who to this day still gives her the physical shivers if she meets him. ‘He lived in a world I wanted to live in, with lots of brothers and sisters and a massive tumbledown house in the country that we used to go to for the weekend. But I was always trying to be what he wanted me to be, and he totally zapped my confidence.’ Research seems to confirm that fast and passionate start-ups, where people are inseparable and then married within months, often lead to short-lived or difficult relationships. Ted Huston at the University of Arizona has found that those couples who trod more carefully and took up to two years to make a commitment were more likely to be together thirteen years later. Of those I met with the most enduring relationships, many knew from the start that there was something about this person that was different from all of their previous lovers, but few of them felt confident about labelling that as ‘love’.

Like Robin and Hilary, who met as students in Australia and had an on-off sexual relationship, with both of them seeing other people. When Hilary went to France as an au pair, ‘I just thought  how jealous and upset I would be if she got in touch and said, “Actually I have met someone else,”’ says Robin. ‘That got me thinking about what that might mean. I don’t think you ever know as a positive thing that you have to marry a particular person. Often it’s the done thing, or it seems appropriate, but for me it was just that I thought I might lose her.’

Megan met Charlie ten years ago when she was thirty, and felt she had finally found someone who was her equal. ‘I’d been out with so many people who only seemed interested in getting married, and I couldn’t understand why you would want to start a relationship wondering whether this was the person you might marry. But Charlie wasn’t like that, and every time I thought it wasn’t going anywhere he would do something really thoughtful, or reveal another lovely side to his personality and I would fall in love with him all over again. He is bright and opinionated, and I liked being with someone who for once didn’t expect me to take the lead on everything.’ Admiring someone’s strength came up again and again. Philip and Juliet met at university, had a strong relationship which was sometimes off as well as on until eventually they married when they were both twenty-nine. ‘We joke that I chose her because of her strengths. She is a big, strong, physical, tough woman and she can cope, and in the end that must have been a factor because of the genetic thing of having children. She’s a professional woman, and I really admire that because that’s not easy with three children. It means I am never disappointed in her.’

Sam too was surprised by how much he was attracted by Diana’s strengths and capabilities. ‘We went camping the year before I proposed. I love camping and the outdoor life, but Diana had two kids and all three of them hated the idea of camping, so I thought, This has got to be a good experience otherwise they are never going to want to do it again. So I got lots of good gear, got them kitted out and I was thinking that just like with all my other relationships it will be me doing everything. I really don’t like the “fluffy bunny” type of girlfriend who holds up a pole and says,  “What do I do with this?” But Diana just mucked in. We were a good team and we had a fantastic summer, it was very balanced and I thought, I quite like this . . .’

Most people slide into a lifelong relationship because nothing adverse drives them apart, or because of pregnancy, or reaching thirty and thinking it’s time to grow up. More often than not it’s because a woman’s biological clock has started ticking and she feels it’s time to force the issue. Kate was pragmatic when it came to settling for Rory. ‘I don’t remember being starry-eyed, and there was no game-playing with him. It was all just so easy. I remember ringing him after just three or four days of trying to be cool and saying, “What are you doing tonight?” which I would never have done with any of the other people I’d gazed into the eyes of.’ When Kate reached thirty she brought up the subject of their future together. ‘I remember lying on the bed in a hotel in Paris and saying, “I don’t want to find out after a few years that you’re not interested in having children because I am,” which was kind of forthright compared to how I had been before.’ They have been married for fifteen years and have three children. Molly also honed in on the man she married. They had known each other at school, ‘So when my mother told me he was single I sent him an email and we went out for a drink. I just thought he was a terribly nice chap, the sort of man my mother would like me to marry, and why had I never noticed how attractive he is? I think I had decided before I even saw him again, and just loved every bit of him. He just felt absolutely right. It was totally the right time after three years of unsuccessful dating and a string of sordid one-night stands with inappropriate men. I thought, there is so much security and warmth and safety with this person.’

Perhaps it takes the wisdom that comes with experience to be able to reject the strength of romantic pressure that we should be able to live happily ever after with our soul mate. ‘I am ridiculously emotionally naive,’ says Peggy, who is on her own in her late fifties after two failed marriages. ‘I am Doris Day, Judy Garland - any one of those songs I could sing to you word-perfect. That is  what I grew up looking for, and my second husband had a great line in gushing emotion. I never thought anyone could say those things as a means to an end. I thought it was a rule that you only said them if you meant it.’ Ursula fell madly in love in her mid-twenties, ‘I felt that if a battery has a positive and a negative side then is this the person who is that other charge for me? I did feel like it was this exciting fairy tale, and we got married very quickly.’ But seventeen years and two children later they went through an acrimonious divorce which left her disillusioned, drained and very alone. ‘It’s a complete rocking of everything that you are. I really thought that whatever conflicts you have with someone, if you love them you can work things out. I even told the kids that, and I feel terrible about that because now I know it’s not true but I had never watched a divorce close up, so how would I know? You can’t resolve every conflict, just arrive at some truth which you can agree on.’ She has met someone else with whom she is having a happier time, but he is careful to keep any romantic expectations in check. ‘I remember we had this amazing, honest conversation when we first met where he said, “At our age do you really want to believe that you have met someone who will love you for ever and die for you if needs be?” They’re fun things to say, and it was great to have had that experience for a while when I was younger, but they are huge overstatements and it is much better to judge the actions of a person day-to-day. We have a great time, he is great with my kids, but whether it is what we will both need in twenty years’ time, who knows?’

Sarah married at seventeen, and after three children and a divorce is now happily living with someone else. ‘I do love him, but I don’t believe in that soppy vision of love that people have any more. It’s a load of old tosh. I think you love people for different reasons. When I first met him I couldn’t put him down, but now I just want to talk to him all the time. We don’t have a telly, so when he comes in from work we sit down with a glass of wine and talk, sometimes for a couple of hours, and you just offload all  your stuff from the day. I suppose he is like my best friend.’ Madeline also found that the fairy-tale notions she had grown up with evaporated once she had been through a painful and protracted divorce. ‘This idea that marriage is like Cinderella, that you live happily ever after, is embedded in our culture. It’s in our magazines and in our songs that it’s just bliss for ever. But it’s not as simple as that. There is so much more.’

 



People have always fallen madly in love but the idea that one should find love, happiness and constant companionship throughout a lifelong marriage has been with us for less than a hundred years. For centuries love was considered a dangerous and disruptive force to be guarded against. Prior to the rise of romanticism and the romantic novel - the first form of literature to reach a mass audience - marriage was essentially an important mechanism for economic and political gain for the rich, a way of strengthening business and raising capital, safeguarding property and inheritance rights. It was much too important a decision to be left to individual couples. Love grew afterwards, if you were lucky. But even then the ideal was of a kind and good-tempered spouse who didn’t pry too deeply, not the soul-baring intimacy expected of loving couples today. ‘The intent of matrimony is not for man and his wife to always be taken up with each other, but jointly to discharge the duties of civil society, to govern their families with prudence and educate their children with discretion,’ stated The Lady’s Magazine in 1774.5 The very idea that love alone constituted enough of a foundation for making or breaking a marriage was unthinkable before the romantic revolution and other equally new ideals, such as individualism and the notion of free choice, privacy away from public scrutiny for family life to flourish and a new need to be true to the emotion of love for its own sake. Any other potentially more sensible motive for marriage, which was once paramount, such as money or social status, is now seen to be mercenary or calculating. ‘The romantic revolution which began late in the eighteenth century, sweeping across vast reaches of  class and territory in the nineteenth to become, in the twentieth, the unassailable norm of courtship behaviour, thus carried two components,’ writes Edward Shorter in his seminal social history  The Making of the Modern Family. ‘A new relationship of the couple to each other; and a new relationship for them, as a unit, to the surrounding social order.’

‘For most of history it was inconceivable that people would choose their mates on the basis of something as fragile and irrational as love,’ writes the American historian Stephanie Coontz in her book Marriage, A History, ‘and then focus all their sexual, intimate and altruistic desires on the resulting marriage.’ Companionship, good conversation, sexual fulfilment and male fidelity were not qualities which either men or women presumed to expect. The idea that a love affair could blossom into a lifelong, all-consuming, exclusive relationship, and that those lovers could then find privacy within their own home, was not a possibility for everyone until the massive expansion of public housing in the post-Second World War years fostered a new idealism around the nuclear family. It is astonishing how strong a hold those few short years during the 1950s still have on our understanding of what a good marriage should be. Prior to that time, many couples were rarely alone together. The rich had servants listening in; the poor lived in crowded conditions often with other families, and all husbands and wives were expected to lead separate and very different lives. Many of those without means never married at all until the period between 1850 and 1960, which the historian John Gillis has called ‘The Era of Mandatory Marriage’. During this period, finding a partner was more important to one’s status in society than who one married, particularly for women, who were now stigmatised as single women, ‘old maids’ left ‘on the shelf’. Up until the end of the nineteenth century, many more people cohabited in common-law unions than those who were married in the eyes of the State or the Church, just as they are beginning to do today. We will never know the exact figures, but historians agree that for the majority, with neither property nor inheritance rights to protect,  marriage meant a range of woolly commitments from ‘handfasting’ in front of witnesses to a man making a private promise to take a woman as his wife.

‘Marriage’ was a private contract between two individuals enforced by a community sense of what was right, but it could easily be broken and often was. Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act of 1753 defined marriage, in an attempt to reduce the numbers of heirs and heiresses who had claims placed on their inheritance after being seduced, as well as to reverse the rising numbers of single mothers impoverished because of absconding or bigamous fathers. Banns had to be published and the service solemnised in church or certified by obtaining an official licence, and parental consent had to be obtained for those under the age of twenty-one. Children of marriages which did not meet these criteria could not inherit property. But the numbers of common-law unions and clandestine marriages continued to rise for much of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as ordinary people tried to avoid exorbitant church fees with a clergyman reading from the Book of Common Prayer.6


We imagine that the institution of State- or Church-controlled marriage has been with us since time began, and that intimate relationships are consequently in a state of chaos because of its slow demise. The reality, though, is that family and local networks of friends and neighbours, as well as the two people involved, have had a lot more influence over the nature of the couple relastionship, while the State has tried to legislate for how we live in love and has largely failed. Romance dominates our culture, yet we know instinctively that it is precarious. Couples who have rarely set foot inside a church want their vows sanctified there in the hope that, as they sacrifice themselves to this new religion of romance, they might live happily ever after. We hope with all our hearts that it will work, ‘When the truth which people seem to overlook in this matter is that the marriage ceremony is quite useless as a magic spell for changing in an instant the nature of the relations of two human beings to one another,’ writes George  Bernard Shaw in his preface to Getting Married. ‘When two people are under the influence of the most violent, most insane, most delusive and most transient of passions, they are required to swear that they will remain in that excited, abnormal and exhausting condition continuously until death do them part.’

Anyone with an ounce of experience in love - and who doesn’t have that before they get married these days? - knows deep down that romantic love cannot last. ‘When you fall in love for the first time it is so all-consuming, and you think you are going to be with them for ever,’ says Jackie, who has had three major relationships and is now in her late fifties. ‘But then the next time you fall in love you are a bit more cautious because you know that it doesn’t last for ever in that fairy-tale way. You have lost that innocence, and it isn’t possible to experience that again, like any first time.’ We love a wedding because we all want to believe in the power of romance to see us through life, particularly when we are unhappy. The good in us looks at that couple and hopes they have the tenacity and the resilience to make it. The bad in us smirks at their idealism and whispers conspiratorially to others who are equally well married, ‘How long do we give them?’ Weddings are good box office. We can emote, weep with joy for the couple and for ourselves, for what might have been. ‘I remember crying at my brother’s wedding the year before I married Paul, says Lydia. ‘We had been together far longer than my brother had been with his bride. I remember looking at this tableau of these two young people, clearly head over heels in love with each other, and knowing that I would never feel that way about Paul, that we were already past that.’

Romance and consumerism became happy bedfellows, enforcing myths about lifelong love in marriage through the latter half of the twentieth century with advertisers using the ecstatic high of passion and the promise of love to sell a wide range of products. Romance increasingly became defined by what you consumed - red roses on Valentine’s day - once a community festival - and diamond engagement rings, a tradition invented by the De Beers  company with the slogan, ‘A diamond is for ever’. Weddings are now big business. The Big Day has assumed a new romantic significance of commitment, and has never been more popular or so expensive. The average cost of a wedding is now approximately £25,000,7 a phenomenal increase on the austere 1950s figure of just £600 in today’s terms.8 The bridal industry, estimated to be worth about £5 billion in 2005, finds more and more ways to milk the romantic dream with designer clothes, opulent flowers, receptions in hotels and castles and honeymoons in exotic places. Some feel moved to be even more extravagant with personalised love hearts, chocolate fountains, ice sculptures and souvenirs for all the guests. A far cry from the weddings of just over a hundred years ago when only the very rich could afford a honeymoon, a reception in a hotel or to be married in white, a fashion established by Queen Victoria. During the nineteenth century a woman of modest means got married in her ‘best’ dress, which often made her indistinguishable from the rest of the wedding party. The couple walked to church with their friends and then went back to the bride’s house for a wedding breakfast of sandwiches and a slice of cake. Then they went straight back to work.9 In the early 1900s, honeymoons were considered to be an opportunity for couples to practise and refine their conjugal roles rather than the romantic indulgence it is considered to be today.10


As the significance of marital connections and the family for society declined through the latter half of the twentieth century, marriage and weddings became more significant for individuals and their ‘life story’ together rather than for the community as a whole. The ostentatious wedding says more about ourselves, perhaps, in this age of celebrity and aspiration, than it does about the commitments a couple makes in public by marrying. We are allowed to be a princess, the star of our own show for one day and transcend the more mundane aspects of daily life. Consequently it has never been more popular, with some 85 per cent of all American brides opting for a formal wedding.11 It is not just about how much is spent. New emotional demands are being  placed on family and friends. Stag and hen nights have snow-balled from a night out to a long weekend away, with a stark choice for those close enough to be invited - cough up your own money on a holiday you might prefer to take with someone else, or send a message that you are not entirely devoted. I read of a wedding which managed to take that well-matched pair, romance and consumerism, to its most logical conclusion - sponsorship. They got ‘friends’ to donate most of the day’s outgoings - marquee, flowers, food - in return for advertising in a brochure on every table. Another second marriage tested family relations to the limit. Their closest friends and family, including the children, were invited on holiday for two weeks in the Caribbean, but each had to pay £2,000 for the privilege. One couple were so hard up they came clean about the fact that it was a choice between spending their money on this holiday or essential renovations to their house, which led to huge rifts.

The decision to have a lavish wedding is now rarely questioned. Instead, large-scale consumption is justified - foolishly perhaps, given the divorce statistics - with ‘You only do this once.’ We know on one level that this is romantic fantasy, yet we too have been seduced by the marketing. We know that placing all our hopes in lifelong love is risky, but if the day is perfect we might just be able to beat the odds by laying the best seeds superstitiously for the future. If we spend enough and shout loud enough about our love for each other, then maybe it will last. If we buy into a myth of what constitutes a traditional wedding, and step into roles which we believe have existed for centuries, then maybe we can return to some of those certainties of the past, when marriage really did last until the silver wedding anniversary, or so we think. We beat ourselves up for lacking commitment, for being bad at love when relationships in the past were as disrupted by poverty, migration and death as contemporary family life is disrupted by divorce. The average marriage in north-west Europe did not last much longer than it does today, for people married late and died young. Less than half the children who reached  adulthood did so while both their parents were alive: compare that with the one in four under sixteens who grow up with divorced parents today.12


It was only in the Victorian era that legalised marriage and a new sexual morality within it began to take hold. Marriages probably lasted longest during this period than at any other time because declining mortality rates had not yet been offset by rising divorce rates. It was only during the economic boom of the1950s, after decades of hardship and the Second World War, that growing numbers of people could afford to live the marital dream that they saw advertised as essential on their new TV sets and in magazines. You got married because you had to; there was something wrong with you if you didn’t, and millions of men and women found themselves miserably trapped in their new homes behind the façade of marital bliss. The new science of marriage guidance emerged to help people attain that elusive happiness, and ‘couples turned not just to popular culture and the mass media but also to marriage experts and advice columnists for help’, writes Stephanie Coontz in Marriage, A History. ‘If the advice didn’t work, they blamed their own inadequacy.’ Love and marriage not only went together like a horse and carriage, as the popular song of that time went, it was considered to be the gateway to the good life.

We no longer have to marry to have sex, to get away from the family home or have children, but it has absorbed a new ritual significance as couples leave one world behind and enter a new one of greater commitment. Sexual fidelity has acquired a sanctimonious moral importance as the glue cementing relationships together, now that we know that lifelong love or marriage cannot be trusted. For centuries people turned a blind eye to extramarital sexual relations in men, but now that women can just as easily partake of adultery’s pleasures, it’s one strike and you’re out. Several surveys have shown that extramarital sexual relationships are less approved of now in the West than they were in earlier decades.13 The more sexually explicit our culture becomes, the  more faith people place in the oasis of calm that monogamy can offer. There must, it is assumed, be something wrong with a marriage if one of you has an affair.

Elizabeth forgave her husband’s infidelity when he was unemployed and at a very low ebb. ‘I didn’t tell anyone because, if truth be told, I was slightly ashamed of my reaction in that I should have stood up to him like other women would have done and chucked him out the door.’ Changing advice from agony aunts from the 1970s onwards counselled women against forgiving an affair.14 It was now considered an unacceptable betrayal. A loving marriage was expected to provide for every emotional and sexual need. It was marriage as an institution which could cement that relationship, rather than the more constructive work of good communication and negotiation. With one failed marriage each behind them, Iris and Gerry decided to live together. Two years after discovering the earth-shattering news that Gerry had been having an affair with someone at work, Iris tricked him into getting married on his birthday. She told him they were going to the register office to attend the wedding of two friends, when actually he was attending his own. ‘One of the reasons he gave for having the affair was that I didn’t want to get married,’ said Iris. ‘I didn’t particularly want to get married because once you have been married and it’s failed, you know that it isn’t going to give you any more security. So I married him because I still thought we could make it; I thought, you can’t just give up, and this way I will prove that I am committed.’

It is so easy to drift into cohabitation that marriage has assumed super-relationship status in both social and legal terms. Marriage rates may be falling but surveys in Europe and the US show that the overwhelming majority of young people still believe in marriage and its importance as a lifelong commitment.1516 It is raised romantic expectations which compromise that ideal, with 94 per cent of one nationally representative sample of American twenty to twenty-nine-year-olds saying that when they married they wanted their spouse to be their soul mate.17 I surveyed  schoolchildren in ten secondary schools in Britain between the ages of eleven and eighteen during 2007. Almost every young person said that they believed marriage should be for life and that they had a soul mate somewhere, someone who would be perfect for them. Many said they wanted partners who would respect them, who they could trust, but the idea that love can still save you, lift you out of the boredom and mediocrity of life seemed stronger than ever. People seem to demand more of marriage, as it has grown more precarious as an institution, and testing a relationship by living together before one commits is sensibly seen as a good way to avoid divorce. But many others cannot afford to marry. Research from both sides of the Atlantic shows that marriage rates are lowest among the poorest. For those on low incomes, marriage carries all sorts of hidden costs over and above those of the wedding. When men have low job or earning prospects, women are naturally more careful. Two incomes may be better than one, but if a man isn’t working, a woman’s income might just stretch to cover the basic needs of her children but it cannot possibly meet his needs as well. Professor Sara McLanahan of Princeton University conducted a major longitudinal study of unmarried parents, Fragile Families, in twenty American cities. ‘For many of these couples nothing is worse than a divorce; they’d rather not marry at all than marry and fail. The surprise is these couples don’t think marriage is unimportant. They want to get all their ducks in a row before they get married so they don’t get divorced and those ducks are: his infidelity, low-income economic problems, financial and emotional relationship difficulties.’18


Many of those who marry feel that it is different to living together, that it allows each to relax, trust and invest more in the relationship, which helps to deepen love. But that is largely to do with the fact that the institution of marriage is still an external, public and legally binding statement of commitment. Jack and Rachel married in the 1960s in a very conservative area of Sussex because it just wasn’t acceptable to live together. ‘I did feel  different when we signed the papers, which I hadn’t expected. I suppose it’s the force of law behind it because one does to a certain extent respect the law.’ Some marry for religious reasons. ‘With a Christian upbringing I was always going to marry someone, ’ says Philip. ‘All my siblings married, and I guess we expect our children to get married because we go to church.’ Others married because that was the only way they could openly be together. Sureena’s family are Muslim and her mother arranged for a series of potential suitors to file through their living room. She rejected them all because she was already in love with Spike, a Christian, who eventually converted to the Muslim faith so that they could marry. Sureena would have preferred them to live together. ‘I felt that marriage was something that was done to us and it was important to keep my family happy, but I also saw marriage as ownership by men, that whole patriarchal thing. It was far too idealistic to say that you could commit to someone. It was like signing away your whole life. I never liked that fairy-tale stuff anyway, I never believed in it. Now that we have kids and we’ve been together for thirteen years I don’t see it that way at all. I am happy to say I love this person and I am committed to him completely. ’

Tom and Carol got married in 1984. ‘I never saw getting married as compromising for me as a woman,’ says Carol. ‘I saw it as gaining something, social recognition in the deepest practical sense - I’m married, now let’s get on with stuff, rather than having people question your status. I was aware that being married would make things a non-issue, particularly with our family, plus if I turn up at his bedside after a horrendous crash, they can’t tell me as his wife to wait outside.’ Jaya and Charu have been living together for the best part of twenty-five years and have welcomed the public statement that comes with a civil partnership because it means they can be more honest as lesbians. ‘We used to have to hide it when we were on holiday, for example, and say that we were just friends,’ says Jaya. ‘We didn’t have the confidence, or feel safe, or know how to respond. But that’s different now. Recently we went  to buy a computer and we wanted to set up an account with both of our names on it and the salesman said, “It’s usually for just one person or a couple,” and I said, “We are a couple. We’re not married yet but we hope to soon.” The poor man went very red and then apologised.’
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