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I’d like to dedicate this book to Alex, and to all of the people who allowed me to descend with them, down into their inner worlds where stories of loneliness so often reside. Your stories help us to appreciate that we are all the lonely people.









A Note on the Text


All the stories in this book are true. They are based upon accounts of my own experiences, the experiences of people close to me, or of people I’ve interviewed as part of my work over many years. To preserve their anonymity and to honour ethical guidelines, I have been careful to change names and details that might make people easily identifiable, and sometimes multiple stories are amalgamated for this purpose. In certain stories, where anonymity is not possible to preserve, full consent has been given by the person who helped shape the story.










Introduction: The Crucial Thing Is the Story



There are some inevitabilities in life, like the fact that we all make mistakes, grow old and die, or that everything eventually comes to an end. I think loneliness is also an inevitability that we encounter in various guises at different points in our lives; it is not just a pathology reserved for people considered vulnerable or broken. Of course, there are infinite shades of loneliness, and how it is lived and experienced is often unique, connected to the messy constellation of circumstances that make up our individual lives. But it has a role to play in almost every life story, and, if we care to listen, stories of loneliness are all around us.


For example, take my grandpa. His own lonely and reluctant struggle with letting go of life began around a decade before he died. I can still remember, as a young man of twenty-one years old, sitting a few rows behind Grandpa in the crematorium, at Grandma’s funeral. Grandma died on 1 January 2001, from the last of a series of strokes that had worn her down over several years. What distressed me most that day was the sight of Grandpa in the front row, now an old, frail man, dressed in a slightly oversized tweed suit, his thin, wispy, receding grey hair half-brushed; as Grandma’s coffin disappeared behind a pair of yellow curtains, he bent over, sobbing uncontrollably and inconsolably. Some images and memories never leave you, as though they have been bookmarked.


He was beside himself, in bits, completely shattered, and in the sort of pain where it feels as though your organism just doesn’t have the emotional repertoire to handle the severity of what it’s being presented with. If he were a robot, I am certain Grandpa would have malfunctioned, exploding into a shower of sparks and powering down. It was possibly one of the most distressing moments of his life. Perhaps it was the formality of the occasion, or the fact that I was sitting a few rows behind him, or some kind of funeral protocol that prevented me from running up to him and holding him tightly. It seemed like the only thing that might come close to soothing him was to be wrapped up in someone’s arms, in the same way a screaming, helpless, vulnerable infant is calmed when they are cradled. But I didn’t do that – I’m not sure why. Maybe because it was always Grandma who played that role in our family, and she was disappearing behind a pair of yellow curtains, in a shiny mahogany box adorned with flowers.


They had been married for over sixty years and it terrified me to witness how lonely and lost Grandpa felt without Grandma. I remember thinking how life can be such an unbearably brutal bully sometimes. When they married, they probably never even thought about the eventual and inevitable ending of the union. But, as P. G. Wodehouse put it, ‘in the background, fate was quietly slipping lead into the boxing glove’ – a boxing glove that would eventually deal Grandpa a killer blow.1 How on earth would he manage to redefine himself in Grandma’s absence? As it turned out, he never really managed, and the next decade of his life felt like a constant struggle to stay afloat. He drifted increasingly out of touch with the world, despite our best efforts to support him. Loneliness swooped in and cast an almost permanent shadow over the final chapter of his life.


Old age was undoubtedly a major catalyst for Grandpa’s loneliness during those final years. In his book Being Mortal, the surgeon and author Atul Gawande describes growing old as ‘a continuous series of losses’,2 drawing on Philip Roth’s assertion that ‘Old age is not a battle. Old age is a massacre.’3 In the decade after Grandma’s death, I watched Grandpa face that massacre, struggling with the loneliness brought about by those losses. In losing Grandma, he lost the defining, most significant, protective and meaningful relationship of his life – no other relationship would ever compensate or come close. Gradually, his health and body deteriorated to the extent that he lost the capacity to engage with and reap from the world around him in the ways he had always done. He lost the sense that who he was, what he had accomplished, his narrative, or his identity, mattered. And he felt forgotten. His friends, colleagues and family members died with increasing frequency. He faced the predicament of how to exist in the world, in a meaningful sense, without the things and people that had empowered him to do so for most of his life. To quote one older man who recently wrote me a letter, Grandpa became one of the thousands of older people who ‘stumble off into the forest, never to be heard of again’.


During this period of Grandpa’s life, our paths crossed in a way I could not have predicted. I was in my early twenties and feeling lonely myself. Lucy, my first love and childhood sweetheart – for almost a decade – had left me. I’d had my heart broken for the first time and it wasn’t pretty. I’d been teaching a university class as a graduate student, and I’d noticed the not-so-subtle blinking red light on my large, not-so-subtle plum-coloured Ericsson R310 mobile phone. I had a few minutes before my class started, so I picked up my phone and looked at the message. It was from Lucy.


You’re probably still in bed. I wish I was there with you. I can’t wait to sleep with you again, she wrote.


Huh? I thought. But she knows I’m not still in bed. I only said goodbye to her this morning, after breakfast. How can she possibly think I’m still in bed when she saw me leave? I reasoned.


Then it dawned on me that the message wasn’t intended for me. And my life as I knew it came crashing down around me in those few minutes before I started teaching that class. I taught the class anyway, and when I got home our relationship ended quickly and unforgivingly. I will never forget the moment I showed her the message, like a lawyer presenting her with the indisputable evidence. She looked at it in horror, realized her error, and in an instant, it was as though there was somebody else behind her eyes. I can’t explain how I knew, but I could see that all the love she had ever felt for me had drained out of her and would never return. She was somebody else now and would never again be the Lucy I knew. By default, I therefore couldn’t be the same Sam. She left that very evening, and I sat in our flat with my first experience of how lonely it feels to lose your closest other.


The upshot of this was that Grandpa and I became housemates for a while, because I also had to move out of the flat Lucy and I had shared. Why not? we thought. I had nowhere to live. He was rattling around in a big house, mourning Grandma. For different reasons, we had both lost significant relationships in our lives and were both feeling very lonely indeed. The scourge of old age had taken Grandma from him, and I’d had one of my first encounters with life’s many jagged edges.


Everything felt grey. What do you expect, I guess, if you put two people at different ends of the lifespan, both in the throes of grief, alone in a house together? I don’t know what Grandpa did during the day, but I had to work, and I made the two-hour round trip every day to teach classes at the university. Grandpa would be waiting for me, like clockwork, at the same time every evening. He’d be pacing around the house in his slippers, shirt and tie, and maroon cardigan, looking out of the window, waiting for me to return so that he could begin the part of the day that I know meant an awful lot to him. In truth, he didn’t really come alive until around 6.30 p.m.


For the most part, our evenings consisted of the same routine. First, we would share a pot of tea and a plate of chocolate digestives in front of the fire in the living room. We sat opposite each other in large, high-backed armchairs. Neither of us ever felt like watching TV, because there were too many reminders of people who felt happy, who still had relationship partners and who we felt simply didn’t understand our grief. TV isn’t very sympathetic to grief, and Grandpa couldn’t stand the idea of watching Countdown on Channel 4 without Grandma. There would be some small talk – Grandpa would ask me about my day and I’d ask him about his – but the real conversation started when Grandpa’s stories and reflections began.


He told me so many stories about his life, punctuated by unusual or unexpected nuggets of information about his relationship with Grandma. I think he was trying to make sense of his life without her. One night, he’d just told me, for the umpteenth time, about when he was left stranded by his regiment on an airfield in the Burmese jungle as the Japanese army moved in. He hid in the branches of a large tree, for two days and nights, until the Japanese left and the Royal Air Force returned. As the story ended, he took an unexpected detour and suddenly decided to tell me that he could count on two hands the number of times he’d had penetrative sex with Grandma over their life. It turns out that they had been intimate about once every seven years – and two of those occurrences were more about conception, not pleasure, as Grandma took a very dim view of sex. She turned off the TV as soon as she noticed kissing, physical intimacy, or anything else she deemed to be sexually inappropriate. Grandpa admitted that evening that he had felt incredibly lonely with Grandma, in a physical sense, and had secretly longed for a level of intimacy and connection he would now be unlikely to feel before he died. I think he took the frustration and lack of sexual fulfilment to the grave.


Most evenings, we would return to the kitchen after our tea, biscuits and preliminary chat. Then, after a supper that usually consisted of one of Grandpa’s meals-on-wheels (he couldn’t face cooking after Grandma died), we would resume our positions by the fire in the living room and continue our conversation. At some point, I’d retire to bed, and we’d do it all again the next day. This went on for many months and I don’t remember how or why I finally transitioned out of living with Grandpa. It was likely around the time I decided to do something more radical with my life and went to teach English in Russia. I do remember, however, how difficult it was for him to hide his sadness when it was time for me to move on. He readjusted his meals-on-wheels order to ‘meals for one’ with dignity, but we both knew that I had been a temporary life raft for him and that I was effectively leaving him to drown, alone again, in his grief.


He tried, he struggled, he cried, he grew depressed and he attempted to pull himself out of the hole into which he felt himself sinking. One year, he took a trip to Paris for Christmas. He told me he was trying to find something – something magical – that could fill the void and help him feel less alone in the world. He also told me that he didn’t find it – even in Paris. In fact, he felt more alone than ever. In those final years, Grandpa used to paraphrase something that has been attributed to Diogenes: ‘We come into the world alone and we die alone. Why, in life, should we be any less alone?’


As I look back, I realize that Grandpa felt increasingly separated from the world. I sensed his terror as the ‘series of continuous losses’ that so often precipitates loneliness in old age caused him to drift further and further away from a meaningful connection to the world around him. There was a hunger inside him that compelled him to tell anyone who would listen what he had done with his life, why he mattered, who he was. He was trying, and failing, to fill the void created by Grandma’s loss. And he was desperately trying to make sense of the baggage that inevitably accumulates over the course of a life lived.


I am an academic and a researcher. When I’m asked what I do, I sometimes call myself a psychologist, sometimes a social scientist, sometimes a human relationships scientist. But, in truth, none of these labels quite fit. It is perhaps more accurate to say that I have always been moved to look deeply into what it means to be human. Constructs such as love, loss, loneliness and human connection are prominent themes in my work and I have been privileged enough to stumble upon a career that has enabled me to explore them in people’s lives. They are never easy themes to excavate because their highly subjective nature means that, to look at them deeply, others must grant you access to their inner lives.


I recently worked on a large-scale piece of research that we called the Loneliness Project.4 My colleagues and I listened attentively to older people from across Britain and Australia as they talked to us about their inner lives. We talked to people in many different situations: some who had yet to experience the losses and challenges my grandpa faced in his final decade, some who were currently facing those very challenges and more besides, and others who had already been through them. We were privileged to talk with these people, and we generated hundreds of hours of conversation as people willingly and openly shared their inner lives with us.


One of the things the conversations helped me to appreciate was how old age so frequently plunders people’s lives, robbing them of the relationships, opportunities and resources that help countenance loneliness through the lifespan. For the most part, it was loss that seemed to be at the heart of the problem: loss of a spouse, partner, closest other, protective relationship or entire social network; loss of physical or mental capacity, or health; loss of identity; loss of meaningful connection to the world. People told us their stories of these losses and how they gave rise to an often intensified experience of loneliness.


David Foster Wallace, whom I admire greatly, had a way of bluntly articulating some of the most abstract parts of what it means to be alive. On loneliness, he argued that, in the end, ‘My name’s Dave, I live in a one-by-one box of bone that no other party can penetrate or know. Fiction, poetry, music, really deep serious sex, and, in various ways, religion – these are the places (for me) where loneliness is countenanced, stared down, transfigured, treated.’5 My interpretation of this is that loneliness is a default setting in life and, if we’re lucky, we may stumble upon or encounter things along the way that help us tolerate it.


In the Loneliness Project, we learned about what older people felt had helped them to countenance, transfigure or stare down loneliness. Sometimes, realizing that people had lost (or were in the process of losing) what had helped them to feel less alone over the course of their lives was a powerful lesson. As the proverb goes, you never miss the water until the well runs dry, and we talked to many people who were facing the terrifying realization that the things they had relied upon to help them fend off loneliness for most of their lives were either slowly decaying or had been quickly snatched away. We learned about how it feels when people’s personal versions of the ‘fiction, poetry, music, really deep serious sex, and . . . religion’ were lost to them as mechanisms of relief for loneliness. What do we do when the relationship partner with whom we have shared deep and meaningful intimacy, for decades, has gone? What do we do when our bodies and health no longer allow us to interact with and appreciate what we once found in poetry, music, walking, nature, our families or whatever else has enabled us to feel less separate from the world? How does it feel when something – like old age – strips away these assets and opens the door to the winds of loneliness and isolation?


As his life faded away, I know Grandpa felt intensely lonely. I often wish that I could go back and explore his inner life during that final decade, pay more attention to how he felt, learn more about how I could have held his hand – metaphorically speaking, but perhaps literally too – through some of the challenges he faced. Sadly, I cannot go back and excavate his experiences, as they died with him. But this book is based upon a lifetime spent listening to people’s lived experiences of loneliness and a desire to understand and learn from them.


As the world emerges from an unprecedented global pandemic, there has been extensive talk of loneliness as a ‘pandemic within the pandemic’. It has been claimed that millions of lives have become lonelier as people’s capacity to connect to each other has been restricted, revoked or limited in various ways. Often, these discussions reduce loneliness to the simple absence of social interaction. Of course, the pandemic certainly limited our capacity and opportunity to interact with others in ways that facilitate a sense of connection. But I hope that the stories and lives presented here will also demonstrate that loneliness is much more than that. Our unique experiences of loneliness cannot be fully understood without first understanding the stories behind them.


As the father of psychoanalysis, Carl Jung firmly believed people are full of stories that have not yet been told and that, as a rule, nobody knows. We are each filled with lived moments, narratives, experiences and perceptions that so often remain hidden to the world. Jung argued that his therapeutic work only really began when those untold stories were investigated. ‘Clinical diagnoses are important,’ he wrote, ‘since they give the doctor a certain orientation. But the crucial thing is the story. For it alone shows the human background to a person’s suffering.’6


I think that loneliness is as much personal, biographical and spiritual as it is clinical. And, as I’ve listened to people’s stories and tried to understand what it’s like to be in their shoes, I’ve become certain that loneliness is a part of everyone’s story. It’s not always easy to spot, and you have to work hard to appreciate the infinite shades of loneliness that permeate life. But, in this book, I want to share some of the touching, powerful, meaningful and impactful stories of loneliness I’ve been privileged enough to hear from a wide range of people over the course of my personal and professional life.


Stories need to be heard and they need someone to listen to them. One of the things I’ve noted most when people have told me their stories is how frequently they say, afterwards, that they feel known, understood, or that their story, or suffering, has been heard and acknowledged, often for the first time – there is something deeply comforting in that. The suffering in loneliness is often rooted to a story that has not yet been told, that remains known only to the person themselves. In the poet Della Hicks-Wilson’s beautiful verse ‘Small Cures’, she implies that, if we are unable to open our mouths, let the truth exist somewhere other than inside our bodies, then we can be weighed down by the burden of that truth.7 What remains unspoken, remains inside us, and, when stories of loneliness are unshared, untold and unexplored, they can make us ache all the more. As the English scholar Terry Lee suggested, our stories should be honoured with compassionate listening that in turn catalyses new possibilities for empathic connection and understanding.8


I hope the true stories in this book reinforce the fact that loneliness isn’t something that only happens to unfortunate other people. Stories and experiences of loneliness are all around us. They are reflected in things and people we have lost, or perhaps never found, in what surfaces within us when we are alone with ourselves, and in our capacity and willingness to allow others access to the largely impenetrable internal worlds we are forced to inhabit as humans. Just because we aren’t feeling lonely now does not mean we won’t someday, as the stories and scripts of our lives unfold.









PART ONE


RELATIONSHIPS









The Nurse, the Driver, the Carer, the Cook and the Bottle Washer


As we sat in her living room with a cup of tea and a digestive biscuit, Paula, aged seventy-two, wept as she tried to describe the immensity of the challenge she had faced since the death of her husband, Bob, four years ago. She had been Bob’s carer for over ten years, as he slowly declined from a degenerative condition. She told me that she was ‘his nurse, driver, carer, cook and bottle washer’.


On the wall opposite me hung dozens of photographs, framed and neatly arranged in symmetrical rows. I noted their wedding photograph. Bob looked young, fit and healthy as he smiled into the camera with his arm around Paula. As the photographs appeared to move through the decades, though, Bob looked increasingly unwell. In one picture, he was sitting in his wheelchair, emaciated but smiling and holding a glass of champagne, as Paula sat beside him with her arm around him. She frequently glanced at the photographs as she talked.


‘You are almost invisible, you know. You kind of live in the shadows, as the carer,’ she told me. ‘For the first four years after Bob died, I couldn’t have cared less whether I was alive or dead. I didn’t bother to do anything.’ She paused. ‘I loved him. The only way I can describe it to you is, while he was alive and I was his full-time carer, companion, friend, we had a ball – even though he was in a wheelchair. But, when he was gone, I didn’t know where I fitted any more. I didn’t know who I was any more, because I wasn’t . . .’


Paula could not finish her sentence and she burst into tears. She just ‘wasn’t’ any longer. That was the truth about how she had felt since Bob’s death. She was overcome with the emotional impact of hearing herself say it. Weeping seemed to convey her feelings far more appropriately than any attempt to verbally articulate them. We both implicitly knew this. We also both knew that her excavation of her own feelings had hit upon the crux of the issue – she did not know where she fitted in the world any longer. Without Bob, she did not yet know how to rediscover a meaningful sense of connection to the world around her. Refracted through the unique lens of Paula’s internal world, I sensed in her the sort of loneliness my grandpa had experienced all those years ago, and I felt a deep sadness. I remember looking at the teapot on the table, and the plate of digestive biscuits, and I was transported back to the living room where I had sat with Grandpa, listening to him struggle with some of the very same demons.


Alice, another interviewee, was eighty-eight years old. She had a frail appearance, and one of the first things I noticed when we talked was her tendency to call me ‘dear’ or ‘deary’ almost every time she addressed me. It didn’t feel condescending or patronizing. I rather liked it because it reminded me of how my grandma had spoken to me as a child. Alice had lost two husbands and her entire family, including siblings, most of her friends and her only son. She also had some challenging health issues to contend with. She told me that, not so long ago, she had awoken in hospital after a bad fall, and regretted the fact that she’d woken up. She spoke with a calm soberness as the sun shone through the open patio doors of her small retirement apartment.


‘I don’t have any relationships, dear,’ she told me. ‘They’ve all died. And, you know what? Underneath it all, I wouldn’t mind leaving this world. Everyone has died and I think I’m lonely.’


She paused, looking out at the garden. Then, leaning a little closer to me, as though she was telling me a secret, she continued, ‘I’m not remarkable, dear. But shall I tell you what I am?’ she smiled. ‘I’m strong. I’m so strong that I can admit to myself and to you that there’s nothing left for me here. I’m more than ready to leave when it’s my time.’


Up to that point, I hadn’t seriously considered what it might feel like to lose everyone you’d ever felt close to.


Some years later, I remembered the look of sincerity in Alice’s eyes as she leaned over and told me that life had lost almost all of its meaning and death seemed like a more palatable alternative. The look had left me in absolutely no doubt that she was serious. I was in Belgium with my colleagues Chao and Jana, from the Centre for Death & Society at the University of Bath, discussing the concept of ‘tiredness of life’ in older people with a network of Dutch, Belgian and Swiss geriatricians, gerontologists, physicians, psychiatrists, social scientists and palliative care specialists. We were discussing whether some older people, like Alice, are genuinely ‘tired of life’ to the extent that they should have the right to euthanasia if they feel that living has become little more than irreversible and permanent suffering.


As we listened to experienced colleagues from countries where law and policy permits a more liberal perspective on such issues, I heard case studies and experiences of older people that convinced me that many do reach a point where they are so ‘tired of life’ that death is a most welcome visitor. We wrestled inconclusively with what precisely the phrase means, and it seemed to me that, while certainly not synonymous with age-related loneliness, the concepts were nonetheless bedfellows. That is, almost all older people who are genuinely ‘tired of life’ seem to report an associated sense of feeling completely disconnected from the world due to the cumulative effects of the losses and ravages of ageing.


Dr Helena Larsson and her colleagues at Malmö University in Sweden have documented a process in older people nearing the end of their lives that they liken to a gradual ‘turning out of the lights’.1 They argue that people steadily let go, losing their physical capabilities and relationships until they get to a point where they are ready to turn off the outside world. When I first read Larsson’s work, I was reminded of the admittedly disputed myth of the elephants’ graveyard, which fascinated me as a child – and still does. According to the legend, the elephants’ graveyard is a place where older elephants instinctively go in anticipation of death. Lured by some spiritual or supernatural force that cannot be explained by natural laws, the older elephants, realizing that their journey is coming to an end, separate themselves from the world that anchored them to life, and take a long walk towards death. They make a decision to face it alone, far from the herd, and in a way that does not hinder the progress of those that remain behind. There is logic in the idea of letting go of life to face death. It makes sense to gradually loosen our grip before we finally let go. I wondered if that was what had happened to Alice.


But my experiences as a researcher have led me to believe that, for human beings, this process is sometimes very different from the romanticized notion of the elephants’ graveyard. As David Foster Wallace put it, ‘everything I’ve ever let go of has claw marks on it’. Just because it makes sense to let go of something, it does not mean it is easy, quick or painless. In Grandpa’s case, I remember that gradually losing or letting go of the things and people that had helped him feel less alone in the world didn’t feel like a kind or compassionate process, and it happened with an inevitability and brutality that challenged him in ways you couldn’t describe as anything other than cruel. I often think about whether Grandpa would have opted to turn out the lights sooner if he’d lived in a society where such an ‘out’ was an option.


As Chao, Jana and I – both colleagues and friends – sat at the dinner table after a long day of discussions in Belgium, we pondered some of the broader connotations of ‘tiredness of life’. Chao is from China and was able to offer particular insights into the concept from a Chinese perspective.


‘You see, in China, suffering from “tiredness of life” wouldn’t be seen as a reason for euthanasia,’ Chao told us.


There were big questions to consider, like whether someone who is genuinely suffering from something like ‘tiredness of life’ should have the right to choose death. How would you know, for instance, that things might not take a turn for the better? Or that an older person who felt that they were ‘tired of life’ – and had an unwavering wish to die – might not experience some sort of ‘epiphany’ or ‘rebirth’ if they just waited a little longer or received appropriate help and support? Was ‘tiredness of life’ not something younger people could also experience? Or was there something unique about ‘tiredness of life’ in old age? Were there conditions that resembled ‘tiredness of life’ but were distinct and treatable psychiatric issues?


‘You see, in China,’ Chao continued, leaning back in his seat and scratching his head, ‘even your death doesn’t belong to you. Your death, just like your life, also belongs to the collective – to your country, to your family, to your people – so, even if you’re “tired of life”, that doesn’t give you the right to end it. That’s how people in China would see it.’


Jana commented that it was a wonderful way to turn the argument on its head, but I still had some thinking to do. And Paula had popped into my head too. Her struggle with grief and loneliness had undoubtedly made her tired of life. I wondered what she’d say about all of this.


I talked with Paula for almost three hours before our conversation drew to a natural conclusion. At this point, she wanted to make me a sandwich and a cup of tea. She went to the kitchen, looked in the fridge and asked me whether I would prefer ham or cheese, and whether I wanted an apple or an orange to accompany it. I politely replied that an apple and a ham sandwich would be lovely.


As we ate our sandwiches, Paula told me that she felt lighter. She said that she hadn’t had much opportunity to talk to anyone about the things we had talked about that day. She hadn’t had the chance to tell the story of Bob’s death, what it meant for her, what she had lost, how she had grieved, where it had left her, how alone she felt and how she had struggled to rediscover a meaningful sense of connection to the world. Over lunch, I felt as though we were closer to each other simply because of the conversation we’d shared. She told me that, for the first time, it felt like someone outside of her own head knew about the story of her suffering, and there was clearly something deeply comforting about that for her.


Paula wanted me to know that she had started to feel as though small shoots of hope were emerging.


‘Well, I’m fortunate. I know everybody would say, “Oh, how awful,” or whatever, after your partner has died, but when you can actually get to grips with what your life might become, even at my age, the freedom is one of the best things,’ she told me.


‘Don’t get me wrong – I’ve been in hell for the last four years and I wish to God I hadn’t,’ she continued. ‘But if, and when, you can get past that bit – the hell, the emotional torment and the upset – for the very first time in my life, I’m able to do what I want to do. I’ve always had to “do” for someone else, or “because” of someone else, or “about” someone else. But now, I have to say, I’m just starting to notice that there’s a little thrill to being able to do exactly as I please, and if people say, “Oh, but you should . . .” I go, “No, I shouldn’t!”’ She laughed.


Carl Jung wrote about the mortificatio, which he believed was an essential part of the ‘work of life’.2 The mortificatio, he argued, is a time of rebirth, a time that will always be preceded by torment because something must die or be lost in order to be reborn. But he also believed that there was a ‘secret happiness’ awaiting us on the horizon when we eventually step out of the darkness that inevitably follows loss. I like to think that’s what Paula was trying to tell me as I finished my ham sandwich.









The Lost City


It’s difficult for me to remember a time when I felt that my parents really expressed any sort of love towards each other. When I sift through my memories of their relationship, most of what I recall is a collection of traumatic, chaotic arguments, fights, disharmony and disconnection. I feel bad saying that, slightly guilty; I feel it would hurt them to know that’s how I remember things. Because, like most of us, they were good people, doing their best with the limited relational tools they’d been dealt. I’m not saying they didn’t love each other, somewhere underneath it all, but there was just too much anger, resentment, fear and pain that had built and built over many years, until the love was sort of irretrievably buried, like a lost city underneath a pile of volcanic ash. That’s how some relationships end up.


Like individuals, I think most couples have a public persona, the face of the relationship that is presented to the world. This persona can differ markedly from what plays out behind closed doors. My parents’ relationship had a fun, buoyant face: boozy summer barbecues with friends, giggly parties and a fun-loving atmosphere. They were life-and-soul, die-hard members of a local brigade who regularly hosted get-togethers on weekends. However, the relationship tended to play out differently when life asked for more than a game of pétanque, a barbecued sausage and a crate of Stella Artois. That’s when the uglier side came out to play.


Dad had his first affair when I was around five years old. As it turns out, he was sleeping with one of Mum’s best friends. I remember how, one chilly winter evening, Mum seemed particularly on edge as she drove us to the car park of a lively looking pub. Dad was supposed to be playing darts that night, but I think darts had been a cover for the fact that he was meeting ‘her’. I remember him coming out of the pub in flares and a tight T-shirt, leaning into the car window, and my parents having an emotionally charged argument about the fact that he was ‘lying through his teeth’, ‘still seeing “her”’, and should collect his stuff and ‘get out of the house’. Mum was crying as she told Dad that he should say goodbye to us kids because it was the last time he would see us. With that, we screeched out of the car park, Mum’s erratic driving reflecting her emotional state. I cannot remember exactly how I felt, tucked up in the car, wearing a duffle coat over the top of my pyjamas, with my little brother Joe and sister Em beside me. I must have been afraid or distressed, but the only thing I remember is wondering whether we might crash.


As it turned out, it wasn’t the last time we saw Dad. We saw him the very next day, in fact. Apparently, he climbed into the bedroom window that night and somehow reinserted himself into Mum’s life. I’m not sure she ever completely forgave him for the affair, and I don’t think either of them ever did the necessary work in relation to the wounding, healing, understanding, forgiveness or compassion that is necessary to even begin to overcome the depth of the attachment wounds things like infidelity inflict on a relationship. It marked the beginning of two long decades of building resentment, anger, emotional distance and relational discord. She couldn’t forgive him, and resented him more and more deeply as time went by. He distanced himself, buried his head in the sand, became a stranger and resented the fact that she resented him.


For what seemed like years, there was a pattern to family life. Every evening, Dad would come home late from work, on account of the fact that he’d been to the pub. Sometimes, he would resist staying at the pub until closing time and he’d come home at around eight or nine o’clock in the evening. At other times, he would stagger through the front door at around eleven-thirty or midnight, having waited for last orders. Invariably, he had drunk more than he should have, and a similar, predictable course of events would take place every night, like clockwork.


At the sound of his key in the lock, Mum would jump out of her chair like a coiled snake, having waited patiently for her prey. As she asked him where he had been, and in particular whether he had been to the pub, she could barely conceal the anger and distress in her voice. Sometimes, she already knew the answer, because we’d seen his dark grey Alfa Romeo Spider parked outside the pub on our way home from a friend’s house or an after-school club. She was simply testing his capacity to tell the truth. Dad would either tell her that he hadn’t been to the pub – a rather pointless barefaced lie – or, when he was thinking more clearly, he’d say that he’d ‘just popped in for a quick pint with Richard Ellis’. Using language like ‘just’ and ‘popped in’ and ‘quick pint’ was his way of making it all seem like no big deal, as though he were doing something like picking up a pint of milk from the shop on his way home. I guess he was trying to minimize the damage, but was making a pretty bad fist of it.


Next, Mum would ask to smell Dad’s breath as further corroboration. She would lean into the cubic foot of space in front of his face and take a long, deep inhalation. Invariably, he stank of booze – you could smell it the moment he walked in the door. She’d tell him he was a liar and that she couldn’t believe he had such little regard for her or his family. The blatant dishonesty and his lack of capacity to respect her wishes on the matter seemed to inflame and ignite her anger. In turn, her tendency to verbally insult and demean him when she was angry ignited and inflamed his anger. His dinner was typically overcooked, dry and almost inedible by the time he got home, and Mum would either give it to the dog, in anger, or throw it on the table in front of him. Over the years, it felt as though the meals she prepared for him reflected her loss of respect for him. Roast dinners and lasagnes were gradually replaced by tinned faggots, burned sausages, potato waffles and the charred remains of a Findus Crispy Pancake or two.


The anger, resentment, fear and pain swirled around and created an atmosphere that filled the house like thick, black, toxic smoke. As Dad sat down to eat his dinner, you could hear his jaw crunching and cracking as he chewed, probably a consequence of his malocclusion or temporomandibular disorder, which caused things to clunk every time he opened and closed his mouth. You just knew that everything about him – his presence, the way he ate, the way he sat, the way he breathed – was fuelling and stirring the cauldron of intense resentment Mum felt towards him. The arguments would ignite, die down and then reignite periodically over the course of the evening, often becoming more animated and vocal after we children had gone to bed. Mum usually slept alone in their bedroom with Max, our black-and-white Welsh springer spaniel, and I’d often hear her crying before she went to sleep following an argument. Dad pretty much always slept on the couch. I could hear him preparing extravagant midnight snacks and watching episodes of Sergeant Bilko into the early hours of the morning. Over time, he got tired of the couch, and he used to dig out the camp bed from the cupboard under the stairs and place it on the living-room floor, near to the TV. As far as I remember, things went on like that for years.
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