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What they say about The Sixty Minute Father


‘A book that helps you achieve the most important success of all.’


Sir John Harvey-Jones MBE: Former Chairman, ICI, and management consultant


‘A brilliant book.’


Paul Johnson, Daily Mail


‘For all those fathers who know, somewhere in their hearts, that their children’s lives are slipping by while they are too busy to notice.’


Daily Mirror
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The Girl at the Zoo



The zoo had opened at nine and my son and I had been its first customers. It was two thirty in the afternoon when I saw the man. He wouldn’t have caught my eye any earlier in the day but frankly I was tired of trying to tempt the seals out of the water or the gorillas out of their backstage dwellings and had long since given up trying to wake a particularly nasty-looking snake. I was in the terminal stages of what one parent called ‘zoo fatigue’ and had bought an ice-cream, found a seat and turned my attention to watching humans.


And I was watching a sure-fire nomination for the perfect father award. Whilst other parents dozed on the grass, or just stared vacantly into the monkeys’ cage, he gave his daughter his full attention. One moment he was lifting her to the elephants, the next kneeling beside her as he explained exactly why monkeys have red bottoms. (I wish I’d been close enough to hear his answer.) It wasn’t just her mind he fed; in the space of thirty minutes this child had consumed a bag of crisps, a lollipop in the shape of a bear and a bag of popcorn.


Finally, even he got tired, left his daughter tormenting an iguana and slumped onto the seat next to me. By now the man was my hero and I told him so. I’m not sure what I expected; perhaps a shrug of the shoulders and, ‘Any father would do it.’ That didn’t happen. What I got was a conversation that lasted almost an hour.


His marriage had broken up two months earlier and his wife had custody of their only child; this was ‘his Saturday’ with Emily. He pulled from his wallet a dogeared photograph; in the forefront was a woman sitting in a hospital bed holding a newborn child. He was standing next to her with his arm on her shoulder. They were both gazing down at the baby.


If I had to find a word to caption that faded photograph I suppose I would choose ‘hope’. They had plans for that child. Her nursery had been ready a full four weeks before the birth but the dreams stretched far beyond babyhood. This was their child.


Suddenly the man became animated. He began to tell me about Emily’s first words, about the date of the first faltering step, and of the time when she was three and he and Claire had lost her for a moment in a department store crowded with Christmas shoppers.


It would have been a hard or foolish man who walked away from him that day, and as I listened, I felt a tremendous surge of sorrow. But not just for him. I imagined Emily’s mother peeking out from behind the curtains as she waited for her daughter to come back. How, on hearing the bell, she’d come quickly to the door and usher her daughter in, mumbling a goodbye to the one who was now a stranger. And I thought how that mother would do her very best for her child. But it would be harder than she ever imagined.


I felt sorrow for the child who now sat swinging one leg over the edge of a bench and rather hopefully throwing peanuts to sparrows. She was a statistic – a child of a broken home. But whatever did that mean? What had been broken, and how had it happened? Could it ever be mended?


I wondered if anybody could have said anything, or written something, that might have given these three a better chance. This little book is my response to that day.


The Sixty Minute Marriage is a short book. I have written it so you can read it in an hour. At regular intervals there are ‘Sixty Second Pages’ that sum up what has gone before, and there is just one ‘One Second Page’! Scattered throughout the book are ‘Action Pages’. I asked various people to share simple lessons they had learned in their marriages; choose those that may help you.


All kinds of people will read this book. Some will be at the beginning of their lives together, others going though some traumatic time that threatens to cause them to part. Some will have known the pain of divorce. I have talked about children, but I know that not all will be parents. In that and other areas simply skip what isn’t of interest to you.


You may have noticed that the book is dedicated to Emily and, yes, she is the child I met at the zoo. Every day, around 400 more children are affected by their parents’ divorce. She represents each one of them. I have many hopes for this book. I want it to be a help to those considering marriage; I believe that it can make strong marriages more able to face the hard times that will surely come; but above all I wrote it ‘for the sake of the children’. My dream is that because of this little book some other Emily will never lose her father.





Bring On the Clowns



When I was five years old my father took me and three friends to the circus. I really can’t remember what impressed the others but I fell in love with the clowns. The reason for such high emotion in a small boy is not hard to figure out. Of course they juggled without dropping, fell without hurting and had a total disregard for authority. For all those reasons they were heroes. But, compelling as all those qualities were, it wasn’t any one of them that so captivated me. No, I fell in love with the clowns because they were never sad.


I can’t quite remember why that was so important to me at such a tender age. I suppose it’s because in my sixty months or so on this planet I had known some trauma. There was the time the rabbit died, and the day the head came off my favourite soldier. Even now I can taste the salt of the tears those events brought. But the clowns always laughed; no sorrow touched them – they were immune.


And I loved them for that reason until I was nine. Two days after my birthday, I watched a film on television about a circus. As I sat, glued, the camera suddenly moved away from the ring to a nearby caravan. On the door was written in fancy lettering ‘The home of Coco’. By the wonders of technology I was taken inside the inner sanctuary of the greatest clown who had ever lived.


My hero sat on a bed, tears ran down his face, and by his side lay a mask that smiled up at him. I cried too.


Thousands of people feel condemned to wear the smile of the clown. They feel that nobody could understand the trauma they are going through. I often start one of our marriage seminars in the same way. I look out at an audience of perhaps a thousand people and say, ‘Nobody has told me about you. Nobody rang me up last night and said, “By the way, Bob and Carol will be in the audience. They’re going through a tough time – say something that might help them.”’ And I say that because, if I don’t, people will think that somebody has been talking to me about them.


During the seminar I will speak of those in whose hearts love has died. They have been married for eleven years, they have three children, and they long to be free of their husband or wife. Sometimes they imagine getting the news that he or she has died, and they are ashamed; but they dream of the freedom, and wonder about the new person they will meet, who will be so very different.


I talk of those who are experiencing financial trauma that makes it hard to survive, let alone feel in love with each other, and those whose sexual relationship is all but dead. I talk of the man at the very start of an affair. He has come to the seminar with his wife, and she has no idea what is going on, and even as I speak he thinks of his new relationship.


They are in every audience. But so often they believe they are alone. Although the media scream at them that this is common, although they know friends in similar circumstances, they still have this incredible sense of isolation. It whispers in their ear, ‘Nobody could understand, let alone change, your situation.’ And so often it’s that sense of isolation, the way we have so long worn the mask and said, ‘Oh, fine, thanks,’ that eventually kills love; that makes it hard to find answers.
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