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1 That Sinking Feeling




  Peter and I are sitting on a low, squashy sofa in the front room of a nice, old terraced house with interestingly carved objects and intriguing little boxes on a coffee table

  to one side. Through the glass double doors we can see a small but beautifully landscaped garden full of lush, tropical plants: a tiny paradise amid the unrelenting autumn rain. The garden looks

  unattainable and slightly unreal, as though, if I went towards it, it might disappear. I feel as though I am sinking, and not just because of the sofa.




  ‘He constantly undermines me in front of the children,’ I say.




  ‘No I don’t.’




  ‘You never back me up.’




  ‘That’s not true.’




  ‘When he wants to get out of doing something, like talking to the bank or complaining to the school, he says, “I’m putting you in charge of that”, as if he’s

  empowering me as a woman, when it just means he doesn’t want to do it.’




  ‘What do you mean? You never do that stuff! You profess to be the tough one, but you leave all the difficult conversations to me.’




  ‘What a lie! You always say you’ll “give it some thought” – and nothing happens. Then it’s too late!’




  ‘I rang BT about the Broadband. Spent hours on the phone to India.’




  ‘One hour. Once.’




  ‘Twice, actually. And I drove back to photograph that parking sign so we could contest the ticket. And I got that £250 compensation from the bank.’




  This is typical. You see what he’s doing, sounding all marvellous and reasonable? That’s all part of it. I examine the face of the man in the chair opposite for signs that

  he’s being taken in. Everyone thinks Peter is so damn reasonable – that’s partly why I’m here. I need someone to know, to acknowledge, how demoralizing it can be to live

  with a man who believes himself to be 100 per cent good. You used to hear of vicars’ wives going bonkers and turning to drink; I know how they felt.




  ‘I was the one who sat for ages in front of iPhoto downloading hundreds of pictures to find the parking sign because he hadn’t deleted any of them – and refuses to learn how to

  do it. The bank, well, yeah, he did write all those letters and get that money. But so what? It’s always presented as some huge favour all the time, as if it’s really my job but

  he’s taking it on because I’ve failed. “What do you want?” I say. “A medal?”’




  ‘Huh, and no,’ he says, ‘I don’t back you up all the time when you bark at the children about their table manners, because it’s so often completely unnecessary.

  Like when they’re just trying to tell us about their day, and in you come like a sergeant major.’




  We both know that we hardly argue at all when we’re not with the children, but we don’t say this because we love them so much. It would sound as though we don’t want them,

  whereas one thing we never ever disagree about is how fantastic they are. And yet – so many of our arguments seem to be sparked by, or about, them.




  ‘Oh, listen to yourself,’ I say. ‘When they’re arguing at the table, or being really rude to me, you just let them. So of course I have to snap at them. I’ve got no

  choice. If you just showed them it was unacceptable I could back off. You know that perfectly well. But you’re such a passive-aggressive.’




  ‘And you’re just aggressive.’




  I glare at him. He may think this is in some way amusing. It is not.




  ‘At least I admit I get angry. You just present a totally false front. He does!’




  I appeal to the man opposite. He assents slightly by way of a faint smile.




  ‘Do you think that’s fair, Peter?’




  ‘Not really.’




  Of course he doesn’t: that’s why we’re here. Twenty years on the clock, fifteen since the wedding, and we’re back in relationship counselling. Again.




  

     

  




  
2 Marriage Guidance by the SAS




  The first time we went for help, we weren’t even married yet, just living together. Graham was a social worker by training who’d seen just about every kind of

  awfulness families can inflict on each other, and did a lot of work in prisons. His approach was brac-ingly direct. Presented with a complaint from one of us about the other, for example Peter

  saying:




  ‘Stephanie moaned at me about how bad her day was before I’d even taken off my coat’, he’d lean forward, stare fiercely at the offending party, in this instance me, and

  bark:




  ‘Well, did you?’




  ‘Um, yes.’




  ‘Well, don’t. Leave it half an hour before you say any of that stuff.’




  It was an amazingly effective technique, so much so that after we’d been married a few years we went back.




  We’d reached a very low ebb and couldn’t even speak to each other, it seemed, without sniping.




  ‘If you go on like this,’ he said, ‘you won’t have a marriage.’




  It was marriage guidance by the SAS.




  A couple of years back, we mentioned to a friend that we’d had counselling.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I had no idea.’




  We had to convince him that not only were we not on the verge of divorce, we were also actually – thanks partly to the counselling – getting on quite well. But you can see his point;

  if you see a friend at the dentist, you do tend to assume they’ve got something wrong with their teeth. I suppose our policy is to go when we have toothache, rather than wait for the abscess

  to form. Anyway, isn’t toothache itself awful enough?




  One day I heard an interview on the radio with the woman who was then in charge of Relate. She regretted the fact that many couples only seek help as a last resort.




  ‘I just wish,’ she said, ‘that people would come to us before it’s terminal.’




  After Graham we bumbled on not too badly for the next eight years or so, until we got derailed again. Lawrence and Lydia were still small, and far more high maintenance than they are now, if

  considerably less sarcastic, and we felt the burden of work, school and childcare far more heavily. Somewhere along the way we forgot how to be nice, and had got into the habit of routinely

  snapping at each other over nothing, like repeatedly crashing gears.




  But Graham had retired. And Peter was prejudiced against normal counsellors on the grounds that they were too earnest. He always referred to them – only half-jokingly – as the

  ‘noddy, smiley brigade’, i.e. the sort of people who, if you tell them you’ve been hit by a car, will ask in an unnaturally neutral voice, ‘And how do you feel about

  that?’




  Of course, having had both, I knew that he was thinking of psychotherapists. Of that lot it’s definitely true. They don’t give their opinion lest they ‘lead the witness’

  and tell you what to think, and frustrating as it is, it works. Counsellors can give advice. And once Peter had decided that I had ‘an anger problem’ we had to go.




  This time we had Sam, who was, rather to our surprise, charming, funny and glamorous.




  ‘Are you allowed to find your counsellor beautiful?’ said Peter after our first visit.




  ‘Absolutely,’ I said, ‘so long as you don’t sleep with her.’




  I reminded him of the Monty Python sketch in which Michael Palin, as the drab husband, burbles on monotonously as Eric Idle, the smooth-talking marriage guidance counsellor, seduces his

  wife.




  ‘Except,’ I said, ‘it wouldn’t be funny.’




  Sam saw us in a small room right at the top of the old London Marriage Guidance building. To get there we had to climb a huge number of stairs, and always arrived panting heavily. So the

  sessions always started with a joke. It was always the same joke, but that’s marriage for you.




  She could see our problems weren’t terminal; the relationship had simply run into the skirting board like a clockwork toy and just needed turning round. Talking things through with her, we

  were reminded of why we still preferred each other’s company to that of anyone else. Also, when you’re nurturing others twenty-four hours a day, it feels really nice to have someone

  care about you.




  When Sam died, far too young, of cancer, we agreed that no matter how badly we might argue or fall out in the future, we’d never want to talk to anyone else. So there was no alternative:

  we’d just have to get on.




  Which we did, more or less, if you don’t count the sarcasm (him), the impatience (me), smugness and complacency (him), micro-management (me), refusal to address non-domestic conflicts,

  e.g. school (him) and assorted disagreements in general, until we found ourselves back at Square One again, in a counsellor’s room.




  This time the pressure was really on, as Peter was going away – only for a week, but he kept flying in and out of my office saying, ‘We have to get this sorted in the next

  twenty-four hours!’ like a character in Spooks.




  ‘You do know it won’t be solved in one session, don’t you?’ I told him. ‘It’s not like getting a new clutch.’




  He bent down and looked at me witheringly.




  ‘I don’t want to go away leaving things like this. OK?’




  ‘Okay-uh!’ I replied, like Lydia in full sulk.




  London Marriage Guidance had vanished by then so I looked up Relate, which began life in 1938 as the Marriage Guidance Council, to tackle ‘the strain modern life was having on couple

  relationships and marriage’, and was immediately deluged with potential clients. But surely everything was lovely in the good old days, when everyone knew their neighbours and the extended

  family was always there for you with a shoulder and a hot kettle to lean on.




  Yeah, right.




  Today their website glows with the confidence of the market leader:




  ‘Relate the relationship people – we’re here to help you find the answers.’




  It’s so reassuringly definite, like an ad for a religion, or the police.




  While I was at it, I also put in a call to the Tavistock Centre in north London. Where Relate is good quality but more ‘high street’, the Tavi is where you go if you want to delve

  more deeply. For example, if your husband wants to have sex with you dressed up as Mussolini, or you come home to find him sitting in the dark in a rocking chair, speaking in a high voice and

  dressed as his dead mother, you’d take him there.




  While waiting for someone on the Relate list to get back to me, and to take the opportunity to find out roughly how typical – or abnormal – we were, I asked the Tavi to tell me the

  most common reasons relationships break down, and got this reply:




  

    

      	

        1.


      



      	

        Inability to cope with change, i.e. rigid, inflexible relationship dynamic in the face of life events such as death, redundancy or serious

        illness.


      

    




    

      	

        2.


      



      	

        Fear of dependency/commitment.


      

    




    

      	

        3.


      



      	

        Inability to contain/manage conflict.


      

    




    

      	

        4.


      



      	

        Difficulty managing children and/or their departure.


      

    




    

      	

        5.


      



      	

        Unequal personal development, i.e. growing apart.


      

    




    

      	

        6.


      



      	

        Inability to recover from disappointed expectations/ideals.


      

    


  




  Well, I don’t know about you, but my first reaction was: shit, I’ve got the lot. Then I calmed down a bit and remembered that I tend to be like the hypochondriac in

  Three Men in a Boat who thinks he’s got every disease in the medical dictionary. And I got it down to two out of six: numbers three and four. And it was comforting to see number two

  there, proving that I’m not the only person who’s ever suffered from that. I also noticed that ‘meeting someone younger and more attractive’ – which quite a few

  people seem to fear, especially women – was not on the list. And numbers one and six, which I think people underestimate as a challenge, were. What they didn’t include, however,

  was:




  

    

      	

        7.


      



      	

        One or other spouse being passive-aggressive, his own ghastly spin doctor and massively bloody SMUG.


      

    


  




  Let me tell you what I have to put up with.




  A couple of years back, I had a drink with a woman who asked me,




  ‘Are you as horrible to Peter in person as you are behind his back?’




  And I said,




  ‘Ha ha! Worse!’




  And she said,




  ‘God, really?’




  Friends of ours, particularly males, and come to think of it females, love to take me aside at dinners, or outside the school gate, or wherever, and tell me how lucky I am. It’s a

  generally accepted view amongst all who know us, apparently, that Peter is Perfect. One of them, when I was encouraging her to stick up for herself in her marriage, even once retorted

  snappishly:




  ‘We can’t all be married to Peter, you know!’




  So I’ve decided to explode the myth of Super-spouse once and for all. Living intimately with another individual over a prolonged period leads to stress – and is, if you have

  children, frequently impossible. But are we two uniquely unable to bite our tongues? Do we really argue more than other couples? To say out loud the unsayable, has it all been a dreadful

  mistake?




  

     

  




  
3 The Bell Curve




  One Sunday morning we’re in one of our favourite local cafés, having a child-free breakfast before collecting Lawrence and Lydia from their respective sleepovers.

  And almost immediately we sit down, I become aware of a man at a nearby table dismembering his baguette, laying out the bacon, tomatoes and so on round the plate. And I think, if I were married to

  him, would I think that was sweet and endearing, or revolting?




  ‘Do you think,’ I ask Peter, ‘that if someone does something like that on a first date it totally puts you off, but if they do it in the honeymoon period, when you adore them

  unreservedly, it’s rather cute, then later on—’




  ‘It’s revolting again. You had no table manners when we met,’ he adds, unnecessarily.




  ‘What?! Because I once ate a lettuce leaf straight from the salad bowl?’




  This was in the early days, when I was still thinking I might chuck him, on the very reasonable grounds that he was extremely uptight.




  ‘Exactly. You had no idea how to behave.’




  Lovely. What began as a peaceful, Sunday morning coffee has turned into a dissection of my faults. I feel a strong urge to shove his pain au raisin in his face, except he hasn’t yet

  eaten the squidgy middle bit which I fancy for myself.




  ‘You’re joking, right?’




  ‘Either you’ve raised your standards or I’ve lowered mine.’




  ‘Ah yes. This was around the same time as I first took you to my dad’s cottage for the weekend and you had a go at me for eating a Mars Bar.’




  We’d eaten at the usual sort of time, it was now around two hours later, and I felt like something sweet. So I nipped to the kitchen for some chocolate. And do you know what he said?




  ‘We’ve only just had dinner!’




  He said it with a horrified look, as if he’d caught me rummaging through the bin. I was quite slim at the time, certainly slimmer than I am now, but the way he looked at me – it was

  as though I’d stepped into the pages of Dickens:




  ‘It’s never been my policy to overfeed the female orphan, Mrs Sadist. It makes the blood rush to the head.’




  ‘Quite right indeed, Mr Frightful. They were given mouldy bread only last Michaelmas and now here’s one wanting more . . .’




  That night I went to bed and lay there remembering an early boyfriend from my teens, who asked me to lose weight ‘for him’. I was a bit over at the time, but only a bit: nothing you

  couldn’t comfortably reach round. And anyway, that’s obviously Not The Point. And though I had made a pact with myself that I would never again put up with any crap like that from a

  man, it seemed a pity to trash this promising new relationship over it. I strongly considered it over the bloody lettuce leaf, mind you.




  Peter’s one of those people who just doesn’t binge, nibble, graze or – most frustratingly – put on weight, which makes it difficult for him to understand what it’s

  like for those of us ordinary mortals who do. He doesn’t even pig out at Christmas, due to his infuriating addiction to moderation.




  I am very greedy, not just with food – with everything, and once I get started on a food I like, it’s particularly hard to stop. Years ago I had a boyfriend whose mother made these

  wonderful Sunday lunches but only ever offered seconds to the men. Boyfriend and father would say ‘no thank you’ politely and I’d be left, after my modest female portion,

  listening to the individual molecules of ham salad or shepherd’s pie pinging around in my rumbling tummy. We went there for Christmas once, and after I’d finished my supermodel-sized

  meal and everything had been cleared away, his parents went to bed. He and I stayed up to watch TV and I popped into the larder; there was literally half the turkey left. So I took a bit, then

  another bit, then I got a bigger knife and hacked away, sort of forgetting where I was. Then I heard the door open. His mother had come down for a drink of water and, presumably startled by the

  gnawing sounds, found me there, teeth bared, illuminated in the white light like the cave-dwelling cannibals in The Descent. He’s married to someone else now.




  That said, I think Peter’s right. Not that he’s ‘lowered his standards’, as he so charmingly puts it, but that we have sort of met in the middle. He’s lightened up

  quite a lot. Well, he must have, or I wouldn’t still be here.




  Mind you, he still gets at me. That he often just eats an apple for breakfast is very annoying. He almost always drinks sensibly and when I have a second drink – well, all right, a

  third or fourth – says,




  ‘Yes, of course. If you want.’




  If you want.




  The worst thing of all is the Look down the table at a dinner party. Luckily the other couples are so busy giving each other their own Looks they’re too preoccupied to notice.




  ‘IT’S ALL RIGHT FOR YOU, YOU BASTARD!’ I want to scream. ‘YOU’VE GOT WILLPOWER!’




  I sometimes feel really besieged, backed into a corner by it, as if I’m only one step away from hiding a second bottle of wine in the fridge. Or buying another fridge. But drinking in

  secret is worrying: we all know that, don’t we? So I drink openly and put up with the Looks.




  I could live with his lack of greed, I suppose, if he only had a vice. He thinks he has. This is his idea of one:




  ‘I do have one of those large bars of chocolate now and then.’




  That’s like a priest admitting to the odd wank. What use is it, when the rest of the time he’s being holier than thou? I once found him – once – secretly scoffing

  chocolate with his head in the cupboard. And the look on his face when he turned and saw me was quite satisfying. But it didn’t last. He didn’t go on doing it. So it became all the more

  memorable for its rarity value. He refers to his occasional lapses with chocolate as if they’re proof of an adorable imperfection, thus making him even more marvellous, and then

  carries on having his apple for breakfast and going about like the smug bastard he is.




  

     

  




  
4 You Have the Right Not to Remain Silent




  Walking along a road near where we live the other day, I saw another couple on the opposite side. The man was wearing glasses which were really far down his nose, as if he was

  trying to look even older. I nudged Peter, and he said,




  ‘I know what you’re thinking: “Push your glasses up!”’




  And he was right: I was.




  How do you keep it going for the long haul? My friend Mark says the trick is in knowing which characteristics are going to drive you mad in thirty years, but I don’t see how you can. For

  example, whereas ten years ago, when Peter would yawn several times in a row without putting his hand over his mouth, I’d think, ‘Tired. Bless!’, now I want to smack him.




  ‘The longer you know someone, the more irritating they become,’ says my friend John, which is a terrifying thought.




  Supposedly, we have a pact to prevent each other from becoming revolting. In theory, that is. He says,




  ‘You tell me anything I do which revolts you, and I will too.’




  And what that means in practice is that I spend half an hour every day smoothing my face and he promises to trim his nose hairs. But as they used to say on my therapy course, Trying

  Doesn’t Do It . . .




  A couple of years ago I bought him a battery-operated nose-hair trimmer, which he agreed to use, and he knows that I never go for more than twenty-four hours without deploying my tweezers. Of

  course, with children aged eleven and twelve, whose eyes are like electron microscopes, you don’t even need a mirror.




  ‘Your moustache is really noticeable today, Mummy,’ they say neutrally, as if remarking upon the weather – which is just as well, since my eyesight isn’t what it was. I

  need to peer into the mirror, but not too close or it all goes blurry, bringing the ever-increasing risk that I will go out looking like an amateur King Lear who’s been interrupted halfway

  through glueing on his false beard. I have to feel the hairs like a dyslexic blind person trying to read a message on my face.




  And this isn’t just for special occasions. This is every day. I have to spend longer and longer with the tweezers, and the base make-up and the powder, just to get up to zero. We’re

  talking half an hour minimum to reach the level where I can leave the house. Anything on top of that, for example to look nice, is another hour. And then it’s like alcohol; you need to

  quit while you’re ahead, or you end up like Bette Davis in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? And that, in case you haven’t seen it, was a horror film.




  But then, even assuming I stop at the right moment, I know I’m lying. I’m saying to the world, ‘I look like this’ when I don’t. I look much, much worse. If you took

  me out for the evening and then saw me in the morning, you’d think I’d been replaced in the night by my mother – who, yes, is very good-looking, but nonetheless eighty-two.




  Also, our entering middle age while the children are still not yet teenagers means the line is now dangerously thin between hilarious observations and those that make your food catch in your

  throat. And believe me, not everyone is making an equal effort. Whereas I try to maintain some kind of boundary, Peter regards their interest in bodily functions as a licence to drop little nuggets

  of personal information into the conversation, including, over dinner:




  ‘I think I had the world’s longest nose hair this morning,’ he offered recently. ‘It was at least 1.5cm.’




  ‘The world record is 12cm,’ replied Lawrence. ‘And the longest nipple hair was 9.4cm.’1




  ‘For God’s sake, can we just eat our chicken?’




  Peter’s nipple hair is – well – longer than mine, but since I don’t – associate with his nipples, for want of a better phrase, it’s not really an issue. God

  knows we have enough to contend with.




  Reflecting upon this after twenty years together, I think what really becomes awful with time is not just the disgusting little things that people do, or sprout, but the fact that they

  don’t notice, or even worse, do notice but don’t think them worth bothering about.




  When I was young, there were still warnings in women’s magazines about the dangers of ‘letting yourself go’, and I can remember a film, from the late fifties, about a wife and

  mother who gradually gives up on her appearance – and even the housework – ‘causing’ her husband to almost have an affair. It was actually called Woman in a

  Dressing Gown, as if the sheer frightfulness of the image was enough to send moviegoers shuddering to the box office, like with The Blob or The Creature From the Black Lagoon.




  The husband in the film was played by Anthony Quayle, whose face looked a bit like a bottom. Nowadays she’d have been diagnosed as depressed, due to being stuck indoors for fifteen years

  with no job or friends and married to a man whose face looked like a bottom. But it was the fifties, and sitting about all day in candlewick and no lipstick was practically tantamount to

  forcing your old man to shag his secretary. And yet there was no corresponding film called Man in a Vest, Man in Slippers, or, if it had been our marriage, Man in a Layer of

  Stubble That Was Quite Cool When He Was Thirty-Five But Now Just Looks as Though His Carers Haven’t Turned Up.




  In Peter’s favour, and to be fair – though when was that ever any fun? – he has all his hair and no more chins or tummy than when I first met him. He really does look OK. So he

  can’t see what I’ve got to complain about.




  Besides, I’ve seen enough of other people’s husbands to know that I fancy almost none of them and with good reason. It’s not just that they tend to go bald and put on weight,

  but also that they seem to find themselves so – well – acceptable. They don’t worry nearly as much about having to please. And no wonder, when we still have the same shocking

  imbalance. On a website I looked at the other day called Ten Ways to Save Your Marriage, I noticed that number six, ‘Take Care of Your Appearance’, was aimed only at women.




  Of course, I know that over a couple of decades it’s hard not to let the mystique slip ever so slightly.




  I admit that I have been known to eat and talk at the same time. They are my two favourite activities so it’s really hard to choose. And there are the occasions – winter being one

  – when I go to bed in an ensemble of nightie, T-shirt, dressing-gown (flannel, not silk) and, yes, socks. I would argue, however, that if he would let me have the electric

  blanket which I brought to the marriage, there would be no need for at least three of those. But, no: along with my gorgeous duck-down duvet, it has been consigned to the cupboard under the

  heading ‘likely to cause extreme comfort’, and we have to sleep under a duvet like tracing paper, with the window open – no matter what the temperature – huddled into

  balls.




  At least, though, women always wash their hair. If there’s one thing which would improve the appeal of most men over fifty, single or married, in my experience, it’s more frequent

  visits to the hairdresser and the shampoo. The other major thing, and I do have to say this, is the compulsion, in company and just anywhere, to pick their noses.




  Peter is relatively restrained when it comes to this hideous practice, which makes me wonder why he so frequently fiddles with the end of his nose then rubs his fingers together so it looks as

  though he’s picking it even when he isn’t. And in a way that’s just as annoying. I can hear it from the other side of the sofa when we’re watching television, like the very

  faint sound of a grasshopper.




  I suppose I shouldn’t complain. I was in a bar once with a friend, where the tables were really small, and this guy came and sat down right opposite us. And because it was full I

  didn’t feel I could object, even though when you’re trying to have an intimate drink with a girlfriend who the hell wants some repulsive stranger sitting two feet away? Obviously I

  wouldn’t have objected if he’d been under fifty and remotely good-looking. Anyhow, he just started picking his nose really blatantly, and there were people eating all around us, so I

  said, ‘Can you not do that, please? It’s disgusting.’ And he got really aggressive. With my luck in those days, it’s a miracle he wasn’t my date. Anyway, we left.




  Last year sometime, I was walking past an estate agent’s one evening and there was a man picking his nose – right in the window. And what really set off the guy in the window was the

  woman at a nearby desk who either did a very good job of not noticing or really didn’t notice: just got on with doing some phoning while he dug away. And since it was a particularly large

  estate agent’s, the huge expanse of glass not only didn’t hide it but actually showcased it, as if it were a feature of the service. It was like a little tableau of marriage.




  It reminded me, though I’ve never personally seen them, of those women in stockings and corsets who sit in their front windows in Amsterdam. Actually, that could be how to present male

  prostitutes for very cautious women, older wives maybe, who don’t want anything too different from what they can get at home. They could go to a special section of the red-light district

  where there are men sitting in windows, picking their noses and reading the paper and not saying anything. You’d pay them, and they’d come round for an hour and carry on doing the same

  thing. The long-term married in particular I think would jump at it.




  

     

  




  
5 Stuck in the Lift




  Millions of words have been published which seek to help us avoid the mistakes, self-delusions and misjudgements which lead to divorce. But the same conflicts arise, over and

  over again. And every year, the same divorce lawyers continue to buy themselves summer homes in France. Why?




  The Tavi’s list tells us at least some of the reasons. But how come the failure rate isn’t way higher? Also we argue – quite a lot. And yet we are still married, whereas our

  friends Judith and Roger, who were far nicer to each other, are not.




  So how do some people end up happily married to the most unlikely people?




  And:




  How the hell does anyone stay married at all?




  This book is my attempt to solve these mysteries.




  It’s also my revenge on Peter for coming over to everyone else as perfect while I express all the anger and frustration in the marriage, causing people to think I’m a bitch. But hey,

  both goals are valid.




  When it comes to monogamy, every generation faces a different challenge. For Peter’s aunt, the issue was hugely simplified by the fact that the First World War had killed

  off a lot of the men. She remained single all her life, never left home, and no one thought it was strange. And my grandparents managed to live in the same house long after they no longer loved or

  even liked each other. Bank managers in the thirties and forties did not get divorced.




  My parents met in the mid-fifties, which weren’t hugely different. But by the time they ran into trouble, in the sixties, expectations had risen. People thought it reasonable that

  marriage, and specifically the other person, should make them happier. It wasn’t enough to set up home together and, as my father dryly put it, raise a nice little mortgage. There should be

  fulfilment too. So they separated at a key time, when this basic need was beginning to be seen as the right of women too. I adored my father; he was as involved as a father could be. So I was a bit

  shocked when my mother told me that he never once got up in the night with us, and indeed on the only occasion she could remember asking him to – I was ill and she had got up three times

  already – he shouted at her. She was expected to do all that, get up in the morning, make breakfast, get us to school and go to work, as so many women – not me, mind you – still

  do.
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