
[image: cover]


CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Introduction

Chapter One: The way we are

Chapter Two: It’s up to you

Chapter Three: Changing times

Chapter Four: It ain’t what you say, it’s the way that you say it

Chapter Five: Have I made myself clear?

Chapter Six: Meaning and misunderstanding

Chapter Seven: Breaking the mould

Chapter Eight: Healthy negotiation and renegotiation

Chapter Nine: Getting more out of conversation

Chapter Ten: Breaches of trust

Chapter Eleven: Getting closer

Chapter Twelve: Sex – the physical facts

Chapter Thirteen: Menopausal myths and phallic fallacies

Chapter Fourteen: Signs of the times

Chapter Fifteen: Fit for life

Endpiece

Resources

Bibliography

Acknowledgements

Index

Copyright



[image: image]



[image: image]



INTRODUCTION

“Young we loved each other, and were ignorant.”

W.B. Yeats

All our ideas about men and women, husbands and wives, parents and children are built up in a process so gradual and unconscious that it affects us in ways over which we have little knowledge or control. In our most significant relationships, those ideas show themselves in what we say and do, every day, year after year.

Time was – for our parents, perhaps; certainly for our grandparents and their forebears – when many, if not most, of those ideas were shared by all our social peers, with the result that everybody knew what to expect of life and what was expected of them. But in the twentieth century there have been massive social changes, so far-reaching that it is sometimes difficult to separate cause and effect: two world wars, the rise of an affluent middle class, education for all, women in the labour force, contraception you can rely on, space exploration, computers, mobile phones…

Those of us who have reached or passed our fiftieth birthdays have witnessed more changes in our half-century-plus than any previous generation. That is a fact. It would be extraordinary if those changes had not had an effect on what we expect from our personal relationships. It should not come as any surprise that the speed at which society has been moving leaves us feeling a little jet-lagged at times and – so far as playing our part in a couple relationship is concerned – bothered and a little bewildered as well.

If you were born in the second quarter of the twentieth century, the millennium might see you celebrating an important wedding anniversary or embarking on a new relationship after the ending of your first; you might be widowed or divorced. That diversity is part of the modern social picture. What unites us all – and there are a lot of us – are the opportunities on offer. We are lucky to have been born at a time when huge advances in health care would mean that most of us can look forward to years of active retirement; when the education we’ve enjoyed has equipped us to inform and entertain ourselves; when it’s easy, and not too expensive, to holiday in the sun or visit friends in faraway places. No longer bound by the nine-to-five routine or the needs of a young family, we have time and freedom like never before. Life is not a rehearsal – read on.


Chapter One



THE WAY WE ARE

WHATEVER ELSE YOU may think is lacking at the age of fifty plus, it is not information. Statistics abound, and one of the things they tell us is that the population is getting older, because people are living longer. By the year 2031, it is estimated that 41 per cent of the population will be over fifty, 23 per cent will be over retirement age and 6 per cent will be over eighty. But it is now that society at large is being forced to change its attitude to its older members. This is not just because older people are more vocal than they have been before, nor only that we have all had our sensitivities alerted to underprivileged minorities in general. It is because, as a leader in The Times put it in January 1999, ‘a growing movement recognises the foolishness of the shallow worship of youth. Older people are increasingly being brought back to the workplace, the television screen and the voluntary organisation. Their experience enriches us’.

Amen to that. But what is it like actually to be one of those older people? What is it like to have reached and to have passed the mid-point of life, to have achieved some of your hopes but surrendered others, to find yourself in the uncharted territory of what we are learning to call ‘the third age’? And, most importantly, how is all of this affecting your relationship with your partner? There is little doubt that at this transitional point in life, relationships can suffer: we know that – to reach for the statistics again – 30 per cent of marriages split up when the partners are between forty and sixty. And ’twas not ever thus.

People who married in the early part of the twentieth century were inclined to stay married. There are a number of reasons why, at the end of the century, things have changed. First, people who are discontented with their relationships no longer feel that to be divorced carries a social stigma. Second, women are recognised as men’s equals; they are better educated and a force to be reckoned with in the workplace: they can lead independent lives if they want to. But perhaps the greatest change has been in the expectations that men and women have of their intimate relationships with one another: high expectations which take a lot of work if they are to be fulfilled.

Carl Jung, the great nineteenth-century psychoanalyst and student of mankind, said that ‘the greatest potential for growth and self-realisation exists in the second half of life’. This is the point at which you might be reviewing your expectations of life and relationships after a long period of just living it, and feeling a little shaken at what you find.

This was how it happened with Kay, who was fifty-five when she left her husband, David. They had met when they were at university together, both serving behind the students’ union bar on Friday nights. David graduated in engineering; Kay gained a degree in psychology. They married almost immediately after getting their degrees. David got a good job in an international engineering company and they moved abroad. Kay had become pregnant on honeymoon and having a baby in the first year of marriage meant that she could not complete her training as a clinical psychologist. David’s career rise, on the other hand, was meteoric. Ten years, seven house moves and four children later, he was made Director of a major company in Saudi Arabia.

This ushered in a period when Kay was the mainstay of the family: making sure the children were settled in schools, entertaining business contacts, doing all the myriad things that make a household run smoothly – even a well-appointed household like theirs, where help was on hand. David was less and less part of this day-to-day life, giving much of his time and energy to his career. She admired his success and appreciated the material comfort his work made possible. They had sex infrequently but – perhaps because of that – their love-making was usually passionate.

Time went by. The children grew up and started to live their own lives. Kay began to feel increasingly resentful, with a sense that she had sacrificed her life for David’s career. One holiday weekend when they were at home together, all of their children away doing their own thing, she precipitated a major row, announced that she was leaving, and went back to England to stay with her sister. Back in the Home Counties, but unhappy and confused, she started seeing a counsellor.

David didn’t know what had hit him. Within a month he was drinking heavily, had been prescribed Prozac and was finding work too much to cope with. He followed Kay to England, saw the company doctor and was signed off for a month. Kay asked him to go with her to see a couples counsellor, and he agreed, extending his leave of absence to three months so that they could sort out their problems.

When they started counselling together, Kay and David were almost in a state of shock at how bad things seemed to have got. To start with, each one took up an extreme position towards the other. For all his amazement at Kay’s outburst, David had actually noticed that she hadn’t seemed to be contented for some time. But he put it down to the menopause. He had thought that if she would only ‘go and see the doctor and get some HRT’ things would be back to normal. Later, he became angry with her at being the cause of so much disruption – and, as he thought, humiliation – in his working life. For her part, Kay could only see that she had given up her chance of a career to nurture the family. David’s career had taken off, the children had taken off, too, and what was left for her?

Over the weeks, David and Kay worked hard to preserve a relationship they both now recognised they still valued very much. They loved and needed each other more than they had realised and enough to take a good look at what was happening, to take responsibility for it, and to accept that changes had to be made in order to start a new chapter. In speaking about the family in which she herself had been brought up, Kay realised with something of a shock that the model of a long-suffering wife who does everything for her husband and children was presented by her own mother. Her father, who had been a sergeant in the armed forces, had often been posted overseas during his career, and his wife had always ‘held the fort’. Subconsciously, Kay was following the same pattern and she came to acknowledge that this was not something for which David should take the blame. David’s career may have meant that he had not given as much time to the family as they would have wanted, but at the same time it was the reason why their life was very comfortable. Kay conceded that she enjoyed all that their high standard of living offered her. A sense of dissatisfaction had begun to creep in as the children grew up, leaving Kay with an uncomfortable feeling that she was no longer needed. Having tried to put her feelings into words on several occasions without David appearing to take her seriously, finally she blew her top in the row that preceded her departure to England.

In his desperation, David cast about for straightforward solutions to the problem. At work he solved problems all the time, so why shouldn’t he be able to sort out this one? If it was the menopause, perhaps the counsellor could persuade Kay to see her doctor? Kay was outraged at his oversimplification of the case. He tried again: perhaps it was being away from her family in England that was the problem. Right, he thought, we’ll buy a house in easy reach of Kay’s sister, where there will be opportunities for Kay to meet new friends and with a good train service to London for the shops. But none of his solutions for imposing a new life on Kay were going to work. As David learned to listen, and Kay learned to give voice to her feelings, they began to design their new life together.

Like many couples who have spent all their adult lives together, raising a family, making a home, working for stability, David and Kay had gradually begun to walk on parallel paths, so to speak, each fulfilling their role and each making assumptions about the other. Neither had thought to check with the other that the course they were following was mutually satisfying.

It’s easy to assume that because you are busy and successful achieving the mundane aims of your life the whole picture is rosy. It’s a bit like painting a landscape by numbers, but getting so absorbed in filling in the different blues of the sky in the background that you forget to paint the green grass and vivid flowers that complete the scene. And when you take a couple of steps back and look at the canvas, you can see with a start that something very important is missing.

Filling in what feels like a frightening gap in your life isn’t as straightforward as dabbing on the paint, as David and Kay found. But for them a crisis which had been terribly painful was a turning point which heralded a new era in their relationship. Each acknowledged the sacrifices made by the other: Kay may have given up the chance of a professional career, but David had lost out on the day-to-day contact with his family because he was working so hard to support them. They had both had their rewards, too: a beautiful home, pride in a successful career, the knowledge that they had given their children a good start in life.

After what had happened, neither felt that they could go back to the way things had been. Both knew that the time had come to make significant changes so that they could look forward to a fulfilling life together. They stayed in England. David scaled down his workload and Kay started to do voluntary work with handicapped children, something she’d been interested in since she was a student. Sometimes they go off to the country for a weekend together. There is an equilibrium to this life, matched by a new quality in the dialogue between them. A new thoughtfulness, a new respect, comes out in the almost careful way in which they listen and talk to each other. They have found confidence in a future in which they will do their best to realise their potential as a couple.

KEEPING LOVE ALIVE



Kay and David have much in common with the rest of their generation. Like theirs did, most relationships begin with a short-lived period of heady romantic love. By the time a man and woman decide that they want to be united in marriage or commit themselves to each other in a permanent relationship, they will – it is hoped – not only have found out a great deal about each other, but also have talked about their hopes for the future. While the wedding itself might be a gloriously romantic event which both will look back on misty-eyed, they will find they need to be rather more clear-sighted in order to make a success of their life as a couple. If success means fulfilling shared expectations, that might well include buying a house, doing well at work, having children, taking a good holiday now and again. None of these are going to be achieved without effort, but whether or not you are aware of it, the endeavour is supported by the fact that lots of other people are doing exactly the same thing – indeed, daily life is full of little reminders that push you along the path. Think about it: your local newspapers are full of advertisements for houses and jobs; when you are at work, your boss will monitor how you’re doing; there is less pressure within families these days for newly-weds to produce babies in the first few years; nevertheless once you have children a whole new range of imperatives make themselves felt. And as for choosing a holiday, the pressure is on the minute Christmas is over, with acres of newsprint and hours of television devoted to helping you to make up your mind.

But how often do you see a headline that asks you to focus on your personal life? When the alarm goes off in the morning, does it peal ‘Remember to say “I love you” today’? When you get your bank statement, is there a little slip inside saying ‘Invest in an affection account!’? When it’s time to take the car for its MOT test, does the mechanic ask you how your tenderness rating’s going?

No, nurturing your loved one is thought to be nobody’s business but yours. With everything else that is going on in a busy, normal life – meeting the pressures to succeed and achieve, weighing up the constant inducements to buy this and that – it isn’t any wonder that one day it dawns on you that some of the less tangible things you expected from your most important relationship have not been realised. To have done what you wanted in practical and material terms is satisfying, but it is not enough. You want to be partners in more and deeper ways than these. You don’t just want to have a roof over your head and a little money in the bank: you want to be understood, respected, desired. You want to make each other laugh, introduce each other to new experiences, surprise each other now and again. If you reach a point where it seems as if this isn’t happening, it doesn’t mean that those expectations were unrealistic. It means you have started to think about what really matters. You have been given a chance to work for something worth fighting for.

NO PAIN, NO GAIN



For an encouragement to pursue physical beauty, Jane Fonda’s famous catch-phrase has a whiff of the puritan about it, and more than a grain of truth too, or it would not have so easily slipped into the language. Forgetting the pain involved in perspiring around the gym for the moment, let’s acknowledge the emotional pain that’s involved in any kind of life change.

We’re all familiar with the ratings chart of causes of stress, showing that even supposedly positive changes can put pressure on individuals just as events such as divorce and death do.

Sometimes it can be helpful or comforting to see how other people have coped in equivalent situations – indeed, part of the fascination of the stress league table (see here) is the way it demonstrates that most of us find the same things difficult to endure. Some people seem to thrive on change; others prefer a quiet life, but whatever our personalities, there are some changes we as human beings cannot avoid – and notching up the birthdays is one of them. No one can claim that getting older took them by surprise. But if you feel positive about growing, rather than negative about growing old, then your experience of becoming older will be a positive one. This is one of life’s happier self-fulfilling prophecies. Doing something about making the second part of your adulthood joyful isn’t simply a case of accepting the inevitable; as the social historian Gail Sheehy has said, it’s a career choice. Making a success of it depends on a number of factors, among which attitude is crucial.

You leave school, get a job, leave home, get married, have children, move house, get another job, someone in the family falls ill, someone loses their job, the children grow up and move on, someone marries and goes to live on the other side of the world, someone dies. These are the kinds of things we mean when we talk about ‘the normal course of events’: a combination of the rites of passage all human beings must go through and a few of the surprises life has up its sleeve. The people who cope best are those who, first and foremost, recognise them for what they are: normal.

In one sense life really is like a long journey, cliché though this may seem. On a real journey, of course you make sure certain things are in place before you hit the road – you fill the car with petrol, check the oil and tyres, look at the map and pack a picnic. As you start out on adult life, too, you make certain wise preparations: you make the best of your education, think about what job you might do and see if you can find it. You look for a suitable partner, you plan a family together and make a home. These are universal experiences: most people have dreams about falling in love, getting married and having a family. Some would even say that they feel a sense of destiny when they meet their life’s partner – as if they really had ‘arrived’ somewhere.
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On a journey, you might be held up by traffic or hear on the radio that the road ahead is flooded; an electrical fault might bring the car to a halt. Unwelcome, inconvenient, ‘a pain’ – but again, nothing out of the ordinary. Setbacks like these might justify a few deleted expletives, a change of route or calling out the roadside services. The kind of people who cope might resort to all or any of these strategies so that they can get moving again. Who wants to get stuck on the road?

It’s the same in a relationship. As well as the changes you might actively seek, like having children or moving to a larger house, some time or another you are bound to face unexpected and less welcome events, too: redundancy, perhaps, or serious illness, or difficulties with teenage children. Every time something like this happens you have to change direction. Sometimes it is an almost imperceptible move, but at other times you have to slow down, or stop altogether, in order to make sense of what’s happening. This is what happened to David and Kay, who – after travelling a long way on exactly the path they had agreed on – nevertheless had to screech to a halt when they came to a major crossroads. Lengthy renegotiations were required as they decided where to go next, and how fast, and with what resources.

DEALING WITH CHANGE



You will arrive at your own crossroads: it may not be dramatic or sudden, but the time will come when you have to ask yourself the question, ‘What shall I do now?’ It might well be because retirement age has arrived (maybe earlier than you had once expected); it might be because the children have left home for good; it might be because of the menopause; it might, sadly, be because your partner has died. It might not be a distinct ‘event’ such as any of these, but an almost intangible awareness that you yourself are changing subtly – and often the first indications are physical. Maybe mowing the grass takes a tiny bit longer than it used to; you need a bit more sleep, or a bit less; you put on a pound or two over Christmas and can’t shift it as quickly as once you could.

By the time this point is reached, you have been through hundreds of changes in your life, and weathered them with varying degrees of success. Success is not really the point; the point is that you have experienced them and survived – even thrived. You are as expert at life as anyone is going to be. This life change is just the latest in the series. At this particular crossroads, however, there are two ways to go (and backwards isn’t one of them).



Pause for thought

Everyone who reaches the age of fifty, whoever they are, has done a lot, has managed a lot of change.

Take a moment to think about the changes there have been in your life.

You left home?

Moved house?

Took a new job?

Became a parent?

Lost your mother or father?

Got divorced?

Had an operation?

Found a new partner?

Most of us don’t like change. We may initially resist as if we have no experience of it.

Don’t underestimate the skills you’ve gained in accommodating changes in your life.



Some couples and some individuals will be happy to put their feet up metaphorically, feeling they have earned the right to take things easy from now on. Conscious that they are entering a new era, they welcome the release from activity and hard work that it brings. Others, particularly perhaps those who have retired early, find they want to make the most of all the opportunities on offer – and that road has any number of inviting little alleyways leading off it.

Martin didn’t do either of these things. At fifty-eight, he was made redundant by the engineering firm he had worked for ever since he had left the army in his early thirties. His redundancy pay-off was substantial, and he was as fit as a fiddle. His wife Carol had always taken care of the domestic side of things, and done it very well. Their two daughters were grown-up now and living at opposite ends of the country – one working in an arts centre in the North-East and the other in Devon, happily married to a farmer and expecting her third child. Martin’s sense of self-worth took a severe knock when he was asked to leave the firm, and he desperately needed to feel as useful and important as he had always done at work. His pride prevented him from sharing with anyone, least of all Carol, how anxious he felt. And unused to that feeling, he had to find something to do – and he had to find it fast.

The solution was under his nose: home. A home needs running; an efficient home needs running with military precision (so he reasoned), and (with his training) he could do it much better than Carol. It started with the weekly shop. Carol’s tried-and-tested method, which had the virtue of mixing business with pleasure, was to drive herself to the local supermarket every Friday morning and install herself in the cafeteria with a cup of coffee and a Danish pastry at her elbow while she wrote out the shopping list. Even with this supposed indulgence, the whole process only took just over an hour and she was back at home by half-past ten unpacking the cans and packets. Once in a while she forgot something she’d meant to buy – but it was never anything vital, and hey – don’t we all?

This wasn’t good enough for Martin. Within a month he had taken over the whole process, driving them both to Tesco’s ‘before the rush’ with two shopping lists already neatly written out (he did one half of the store, she was supposed to do the other). He saw no need for a time-wasting break in the cafeteria when they could have coffee at home afterwards, while he usually read the sports page in the daily paper.

Carol’s resistance to this change in her routine was half-hearted; she knew Martin must have been upset at losing his job and wanted to do what she could to ease the blow. But what happened over the next year was that she slowly relinquished her role as the one who took care of the house and home as her husband muscled in. One by one, Carol sacrificed small but important parts of her life which had given her pride and pleasure in order to bolster up Martin’s bruised ego.

The more capable Martin appeared to be, the more pathetic Carol felt. She became lethargic. As she allowed herself to give up more and more responsibility for their domestic life to Martin, lethargy turned into depression. He willingly took on more and more. Indeed he took Carol’s retreat into what amounted to illness in his stride, saying to concerned friends, ‘Isn’t it a good thing I’m at home, now that Carol isn’t able to do much?’ By choosing not to resist Martin’s inexorable march towards complete control of their lives, Carol – having been capable and content – put herself in a position where the only justification for a life where she had no role to play was to make herself ill. It was a very sad situation. Their marriage continued, but it never recovered. As long as they had had fairly well-defined roles, their situation had offered them both a fair measure of contentment. But the disruption of the redundancy changed all that.

If you march forwards at the crossroads without changing direction, and without looking to the right and left, you could find yourself walking through a wasteland. If Martin had chosen to adapt to change rather than resisting it, and to look for ways in which to lead a different kind of life, it could have been tremendously rewarding for him and for Carol, too.

REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS



Sometimes a man who has been looking forward to retirement because, among other things, it means that he will be able to spend more time at home with his wife, finds to his dismay that his dearly beloved doesn’t want him under her feet all day. He is made to feel unwelcome in the house, so he takes to leaving it for increasingly longer periods – which he spends playing bowls, or in the pub, the garage or the greenhouse.

His wife, too, has been looking forward to his retirement, to the changed pace of life, to spending more time together, but suddenly there’s lunch to be made every day and unexpected disruption to a well-established domestic routine. ‘A husband to hoover around,’ as one friend put it. It’s often not until we are in the throes of something new that we realise how attached we were to old ways of doing things. Irritation with the disruption of routine quickly communicates itself in these situations and to avoid the discord, a couple may find themselves unwittingly establishing a new routine in retirement that replicates the old one. Namely, spending many daytime hours apart, exactly the opposite of what each had looked forward to.

Not unusually, men in this situation find themselves berated both for being around and for absenting themselves, while their wives are accused of nagging inflexibility and devotion to domesticity. Out of such circumstances hostility can begin to grow.

Hostility finds a fertile ground in later-life relationships where one or both partners continue to behave as if nothing has changed, hanging on for all they’re worth to a style of life that’s had its day. The truth is, and it is true for all of us no matter what our circumstances, that things are not going to go on for ever as they have always done. An unwillingness to accept this is often based on a kind of fear that control of life’s direction is slipping away. During the years of working hard to get on and to make a home and bring up a family, we often complain about the constraints placed on us by the working week and the school year. But these constraints aren’t all bad: they give life a comforting rhythm and supporting structure. We are bound to miss them when they are gone, and miss them most acutely to begin with. Life, once so clearly defined, goes fuzzy round the edges.

Older people sometimes say that it feels as if they are at the mercy of events, as if someone else is controlling their fate. The paradox is that late adulthood may well be the first time in life that control over your life – so far as human beings can be said to have that power – has been in your own hands. It can feel wonderfully exciting and slightly terrifying all at the same time. All your life you have either been dependent on others or responsible for them. Now you can suit yourself. You can make choices. You can be a bit outrageous. It takes a bit of getting used to.

This may be the hardest part – making the transition from a life well ordered by outside influences to one where you are free to do your own thing. Making the transition as a couple has its own interesting twists, for the likelihood of two people being perfectly in step at this (or any other) time of life is more or less remote. Where both have jobs, one may retire months or years before the other. A man who’s still deeply involved in his work may not be aware that the focus of life at home has taken a big shift now that the children have moved away. Acknowledging that things have changed, or are in the process of changing, is important. Then you have to find ways of dealing with change so that the experience is positive and liberating.


Chapter Two



IT’S UP TO YOU

LOVING RELATIONSHIPS DEVELOP and grow. When you enter a new phase in life, such as retirement, both partners need to adapt and to be flexible in order to make the most of what life has on offer. What is needed is accommodation and negotiation. Some couples are well practised in these skills; others – like Kay and David – have to acquire them. Those who refuse to try – like Martin and Carol – become strangers. An unwillingness to come to terms with the changes time brings, such as affects people like Martin, brings with it a refusal even to try to learn. In the case of Martin and Carol, not only did they became strangers to each other as their relationship stagnated, but Carol’s health suffered too. You often hear people who are thinking of divorce say ‘We’ve just grown apart,’ as if growing apart is something that just happens and cannot be prevented.

TAKING CHARGE OF YOUR LIFE



A breakdown in sexual communication often forces couples to face the fact that they have allowed a distance to develop between them. During the initial history-taking which is a fundamental part of Relate’s sex problems service, many couples realise with something of a shock that they actually avoid contact. Helen and Geoff never meant this to happen, but by the time they decided to see a sex therapist they had not made love for two years.

Helen and Geoff’s courtship had been passionate when they first got together in their early thirties. Very much in love when they married, within five years they found themselves with a daughter and twin boys. The arrival of the twins coincided with a major promotion for Geoff, which catapulted them into a period of both parenting and career demands. Being mum and dad, or cook/cleaner and handyman/gardener left them little time at home to be just man and wife. They would hire a babysitter about once a month and go out to have a meal with couples in the same situation as themselves or to events – often connected with Geoff’s work – where focusing on each other was not part of the programme. They kept their sexual relationship ticking over. They thought everything was fine.

Geoff was just fifty, Helen a little younger, when for the first time it looked as if they would have two weeks just to themselves while their teenage children were on various school trips. Disappointment struck when the holiday they booked for themselves fell through at the last minute; so they decided to take the time anyway and stay at home. They made a pact that it really would be a holiday – they wouldn’t waste the time on DIY and gardening – they would have a good time.

And that’s what they did, enjoying lazy days at home and a couple of outings to local beauty spots. It was wonderful, and in twelve days they made love more often than they had in the previous twelve months. Both of them were delighted to have recaptured the closeness and the passionate sexual relationship that had meant so much to them. They were determined to find time for each other in future.

Keeping their promise was much harder than they had thought. The boys came back and hit the house like a whirlwind. Their daughter was studying for A-levels and putting herself under a lot of pressure to succeed. Geoff’s employers asked him to take on extra contracts. All the family came to stay at Christmas.

They were back on the treadmill, pedalling fast. Life slipped back into its old pattern, which once they had taken for granted but which now had something lacking. Their sexual contact dwindled, eventually dropping to zero. Each of them began to think that the other had lost interest in sex. They argued constantly. It was after a particularly horrible row that they decided to consult Relate, baffled that the legacy of their glorious holiday should be so much discontent.

Helen and Geoff described to the counsellor how their lives had been up to the holiday. They told a story of a not untypical family life in which husband and wife gave so much of their time and energy to others’ needs that the need to nurture their own relationship got lost along the way. During their unexpected holiday they had recaptured not only the passion but also the intimacy of their first years together. It had been so wonderful that in the ensuing weeks Helen in particular had felt that nothing less would do – that if she couldn’t have the kind of closeness that time to relax together had given them, she didn’t want anything at all. Not knowing this, Geoff had interpreted her rejection of his affectionate overtures as a rejection of him, and had not pressed the issue. Both became increasingly miserable. It seemed as if they had had a taste of intimate possibilities only to have them snatched away. The disappointment both felt was fertile ground for rows and misunderstandings.

Their problem was twofold: finding the time in which they could recapture what they had experienced; and finding ways of sustaining the intimacy they had rediscovered within their day-to-day lives. It seemed that they had failed in their promise to set aside time for each other. It seemed as if, given all the demands on them, they could not make time together a real priority. But their love and desire for each other was still powerful – they had proved that, and they were relieved to be able to say so. If they had found the time to talk to a counsellor, then they could and would find more time in everyday life for each other.

In the context of the counselling sessions, Helen and Geoff recognised that not only were they allowed to have time to be alone together, they really needed it, and that they owed it to themselves to find it. They talked about little ways in which they could remind each other of their needs, and as they put them into practice realised that – deeply satisfying as their sexual relationship was – there were many other expressions of affection and connection that could keep their intimate relationship strong. They remembered how, in the early days, they were always hugging each other; the simplest transactions would be marked by a kiss, a caress or an affectionate squeeze. It is not difficult for long-term married couples to let the small wordless signs of love fall into disuse. Helen and Geoff brought all of that back into their lives. They did not wait for another holiday before getting their act together again.

What Helen and Geoff learned opened their eyes to the opportunities for togetherness that were in front of them every day. Looking at life differently will stand them in good stead when the time comes for them to start the process of winding down.

TAKING THE SCENIC ROUTE



Robert Louis Stevenson hit on something when he said that ‘to travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive’. Living in a goal-oriented society carries the danger that many ordinary human endeavours become influenced by the ways of commerce. Success in the world of work, for most people, now means being focused, watching the bottom line, seeing results – and being very busy indeed. Helen and Geoff were certainly busy and this was the sort of life that a couple called Jane and Ken had led as teachers.

When they both retired, Jane at fifty-eight and Ken a year later, they were determined that they would at last have lots of time together and time to pursue their interests. Ken couldn’t wait to get started on restoring an old Morris Traveller he’d bought at auction, while Jane wanted to study history of art. As a teacher of French and Italian she had often taken troops of students on school trips to European cities. In those days there had never been time to do more than make perfunctory visits to the galleries and museums.

She began by making virtual visits to The Louvre on her new computer, and eventually ‘walked’ round a different museum every day, surfing the net for new leads. Ken, meanwhile, had his head under the bonnet of the old car. And when he wasn’t there, he was cheering on the local football team, as well as sitting on the club committee (they’d been on at him to join for years). Jane followed suit by joining the local historical society, and happily let herself be talked into becoming social secretary – it seemed a shame to let her years of organising experience go to waste, and the society needed someone who had good fund-raising ideas. They were both living examples of active retirement, telling their son and daughter-in-law they couldn’t understand how they’d ever had time to work!

Ken’s heart attack when he was sixty-one pulled them up short. For the first time since retiring they stopped to think about what they were doing, and how much they were doing. One spring morning, a day or two after Ken came home from hospital, they sat in their kitchen with a pot of coffee, looking out at the daffodils coming up in the garden and trying to put it all into perspective. Far from being retired they had conspicuously over-stretched themselves, continuing the pattern of busy days spent working hard for good causes and completely forgetting their own real needs – as if their unwritten motto was: ‘I’m busy, therefore I am.’

Although Ken’s system had complained dramatically under the strain, he was undoubtedly on the mend. But they’d been given a fright. Over the coffee cups, they admitted to each other that they’d been afraid they would get bored doing nothing. Then they started to think about what – in spite of all the frantic activity – they actually hadn’t done. It was a serious omission: they hadn’t allowed themselves time to appreciate being together.

They didn’t waste any more time, however. Jane and Ken made that quiet morning the first day of the rest of their lives; one of many when they had lazy breakfasts, reading to each other out of the newspapers, choosing something new to cook together for lunch, making love in the afternoon if they felt like it. They found a balance between the non-stop life they had been caught up in and the nothingness they feared. Jane still enjoys the historical society once a month, and Ken still supports the local team from the sidelines. But he sold the Morris, and put the proceeds towards a week in Paris. Jane – with Ken by her side – saw the Mona Lisa for real.



Pause for thought

Think for a moment about what it is that has drawn you to read this book.

Are you interested because you are getting older yourself?

Do you want to make more of life?

Have you already identified aspects of your own life in the couples described so far?

What aspects of their stories strike a chord with you?

Just pause here for a moment and let yourself reflect.



THAT WAS THEN, THIS IS NOW



It need not take a severe shock like a heart attack or a change in circumstances like losing your job to make you face whatever it is you fear about getting older. And facing those fears is a barrier that has to be broken through in order to find the positive advantages of second adulthood. Putting it baldly, getting older makes you aware of what you have given up. Your time of active parenting is over, and you may not have the prospect of becoming grandparents for a while; involvement in the workplace is coming to an end – and if the hoped-for promotion hasn’t materialised by now, it probably never will; some of the dreams of youth may now be unattainable – or at least, less practical, if sailing single-handed around the world was what you always wanted. It’s a common reaction to deny that these changes are happening. You may try to interfere in the lives of grown-up children, much to their frustration. Or you may pressurise them to produce grandchildren so that your lost parenting role does not have to be surrendered at all. Some of you will continue to buzz around just like you did at work – witness Jane and Ken. Some people will find it extremely difficult to come to terms with a diminution of vigour and become very depressed.

Thoughts of not being young any more, feelings of dissatisfaction or hopelessness, may creep up on you as you approach later life. Feelings like this cannot be ignored. Perhaps it is inevitable at a time of reappraisal to think in terms of what you have failed to do, of unrealised dreams and ambitions. You look back on your life and sometimes find it difficult to focus on what you have achieved – somehow you cannot help thinking about the things you have not done.

Marian was the youngest of four daughters. At sixteen she had started work as a clerical assistant in the local taxation office and had spent her whole career working in its various departments. She had refused all promotion that might have meant she needed to move away from home, content to live with her supportive but rather protective parents. Marian’s major interest had been girl guiding and she was active in the guides throughout her twenties and thirties. Her social life revolved around guiding and most of her friends were fellow guiders.

At the age of nineteen she had been briefly engaged to Brian, who worked in the same office. The romance was chaste and short-lived and had ended abruptly when she discovered that Brian was two-timing her with another girl from work, who had become pregnant. Marian was devastated and moved departments to get away from the humiliation. Her parents had been against the match from the start and told her she was better off without Brian. Marian resolved never to get hurt again and settled into the safe territory of the devoted daughter, and the all-female environment of the Guide Association. She had never really been comfortable in the company of men, much preferring women’s company. Her life became filled with work and guiding. She enjoyed being aunt to her sister’s children and was happy enough, her only real ambition one day to be district commissioner for the area.

On her fortieth birthday her father, aged seventy-four, had a stroke. He lost his speech and his mobility and needed twenty-four-hour care. The prognosis was not good so Marian felt she had no choice but to withdraw from guiding for a few months to help her mother to look after him. But the months became years and everyone said it was only their continuous care that kept her
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Your vulnerabiliy to stressrelated illness is increased if
your score of life events in the last six months is more
than 280, Between 130 and 280 you are at moderate risk.
If your life has been relatively uneventful recently your
score will be under 130 and your risk of stress-related
ness is low.
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