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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

HOLDING OUT FOR A HERO

Heartfelt and thorough, honest and funny, Lesley Lawson Botez’s Holding Out For A Hero is a sweet-natured but sensible guide to romance over forty. Lesley is a great guide and this is a charming handbook.

Jonathan Barnes, author of The Somnambulist and The Domino Men

As Pastor of the Emmanuel Church, serving the expatriate and local communities in Geneva, I am pleased to see the publication of Holding Out for a Hero. It is not only well but also wisely written. Through her own intimate story and those of the other couples interviewed, Lesley has provided timely and practical guidance for those who seek to find their own hero or heroine later in life. Her various case studies testify to the fact that love is more powerful than anxiety and fear.

The Rev. John Beach, Emmanuel Church, Geneva

There’s a conversational style and humane approach throughout which seems both practical and encouraging without being patronizing.

Siobhan Campbell, author and critic, Associate Professor at Kingston University London

Lesley Lawson Botez is committed to preparing couples well for marriage and using FOCCUS. In her book she explores the relevance of marriage preparation and the importance of asking the right questions, communicated properly, early on in the relationship.

Valerie H. Conzett, D. Min., L.P.C., Executive Director, FOCCUS, Inc. USA

Holding out for a Hero is accessible to a wide variety of readers, both men and women. It contains examples and case studies that are thought provoking.

All in all the book reminds us that there is always hope, but that we need to be open and willing to recognize it.

Dr Sigrid Newman, University of Cologne

A delightful read, full of charming anecdotes, subtle British humour, and much straightforward good advice. “Enjoy the experience,” writes the author. I certainly did.

Peter St John, author of the “Gang” series

Lesley Lawson Botez has written an excellent book about marriage over 40. By deftly combining her personal experience with the experience of countless others, along with relevant exercises, she has created an informed guidebook not only to marriage over 40 but also to romance over forty. Her own love story is a delight to read. The proposed path, with five steps, is traced with her professional hand as a psychologist. And the whole is written with fine craft, humor and love.

Susan Tiberghien, author of Looking for Gold, A Year in Jungian Analysis, and One Year to a Writing Life
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For the singles who will read this book. I hope you find what you are looking for.




Acknowledgements

The origins of this book come from my interest, as a psychologist and newly-wed, in finding out how others were experiencing first time marriage in their 40s and 50s.

Many wonderful people from the US, Europe and Australia answered my survey through writers’ groups, marriage sites, expatriate groups and my own website. They agreed to be interviewed openly and honestly. To protect their identities, I have changed places and names but thank all of them for participating with enthusiasm and openness.

The Geneva Writers’ Group has been a source of support and encouragement since the anonymous reading of the first page of my manuscript at the 2011 “Meet the Agents” conference. In particular, GWG director Susan Tiberghien has been an inspiration. Writers Marianne Bertsch-Junger, Jo Anne Rausch and Caroline Thonger have shared their ideas generously. Writer Natasha Scott gave me new insights and challenged my perspective through her critiquing. The incredibly talented La Forge literary group of Ginny, Peter, Rosalind, Karin, Leslie, Jule, Chamouni, Emanita, Martha, Sally and Sanda have given invaluable feedback as I progressed through the Steps.

Writers from the Swanwick Writers’ School have followed the development of this book since I first attended in 2011 and had the honour of teaching in 2012.

Thanks to author and lecturer, Jonathan Barnes at Kingston University who has kept me focussed throughout, in particular with the more sensitive sections of the book.

Thanks to the real Late Bloomer Bride, Suzanne Henry, who has encouraged and supported me from the beginning.

My Cyprus Poodle Vinnie has been a patient listener as I read my chapters to him. He must have taken good note as he has now found two partners: one online and one in the park.

Most important, thanks to my own Hero, my husband David, who has encouraged me through the process of researching, writing and producing this book. We have discussed issues, including painful ones, over a glass of Chardonnay, in a spirit of truth and honesty. Your skills with tricky layouts are unsurpassed. Believe me, it was worth holding out for a Hero.


Introduction

How this book can help you

Holding Out for a Hero is inspired by my own first time marriage in my 40s. Friends and acquaintances remarked on the change in me, how I radiated happiness. After years of ups and downs, I had found relationship stability. Looking around me, newly married friends of my age all appeared delighted with their new status, often to their surprise. We had spent years avoiding settling down, perhaps through studying, building our careers, travelling or simply because we weren’t ready. Now here we were, lapping up life as part of a couple.

Not that everyone who says that they want to marry and didn’t when they were young does so at 40+. In the UK, there are 15 million singles between the ages of 18 and 65. Over half this number claim to be looking for a meaningful relationship and yet don’t seem to be finding it. Could the insights of newly-weds in their 40s and beyond be helpful to singles who were still looking? Calling upon my training and experience as a psychologist, I began my research.

One of my first discoveries was that many who marry over 40 for the first time have relocated within their own country or elsewhere. Some are expatriates or humanitarian workers. The Rector of Emmanuel Church in Geneva, my town of adoption with a significant ex-pat community, told me that the average age of newly-weds in his church was 42. Although he couldn’t specify whether it was a first or later marriage, it is still significant.

To draw wider conclusions, I looked beyond Geneva. I contacted writers’ groups elsewhere in Europe, expatriate associations and marriage sites in Europe and the US. I put a survey on my website.

Masses of inspiring stories from over 40s came in from all over the Western world. Each told of new beginnings; challenges faced and love conquered. All had in common a new awareness, a dramatic shift in perception that had led to a change in behaviour. This change had attracted love into their lives.

I analysed these case histories to understand what had gone right in order to share them with you, the reader. The stories and my findings form the basis of this book. They will help you to gain a new perspective of your own situation.

Why marriage, you might ask, rather than just living together? Marriage is a benchmark to evaluate the stage of commitment in a relationship. The role of the institution has changed dramatically in the last 50 years. The rapid growth in later and same sex marriages shows that its purpose is no longer primarily as a base for bringing up a family. On the other hand, while the rigid rules and regulations of previous generations are no longer adhered to, our expectations have risen. We enter into marriage freely as a rule. It has evolved into a partnership that provides a safe haven in a changing world.

Keeping love over 40 is as important as finding it.


How to use this book

If you want a relationship that will bring you happiness and stability without giving up your true self, working through the Steps in this book will increase the likelihood of your finding it.

Part I of Holding out for a Hero tells of my personal journey from single to married. It relates the quest that I undertook to find love after 40 years in the desert, and the rocks and dunes that I encountered on the way. When I met my hero, David, there were still more rocks to clamber over, challenges that I faced at over 40 in a quite different way to a 25 year old. What I had imagined being a year of balmy happiness was full of ups and downs. David and I came through them together, the bond between us stronger from all that had happened.

If you are impatient to get going on your own journey, you might want to leave this section till later although it has lessons to be shared.

Part II is your story, a journey of self-discovery from single to married if that is what you decide. Like a fairy tale, Step One begins with you, at home. Although you probably have a good job, friends and a comfortable home, you are not totally happy. At 40+, you feel that something or rather someone is missing from your otherwise satisfactory existence: a partner. You hear The Call and decide it is time for change. You pick up this book; your journey has begun. Through specific exercises and examples you take a fresh look at internal obstacles that could be blocking your path to happiness and see how to dismantle them.

In Step Two, you are ready to go out into the world and test your new knowledge and perspective. You will learn about the best places to meet a partner and do some exercises to help you on your way. You may well have an initial success and meet someone new. You will look at whether this is the right person for you in Step Three.

If you have met a potential partner and are wondering if it could lead to something serious, you could go directly to Step Three and read on from there. You might even like to do some of the exercises with your partner. This step is called the Central Crisis because it is here that a lot of your decision taking will be done. You will see whether this was just a false start or if it could become a happy ending.

Step Four presents you with some final hurdles to get over, such as past baggage, children and sharing your space. These are sensitive issues that often come up. In Step Five, the Final Union and Fulfilment, you emerge victoriously and lay claim to your kingdom, if you so wish.

Although your quest for a loving relationship is an individual one, you are not alone. Many men and women have been where you are now and found love. Their stories will accompany and inspire you throughout the book. Your journey will be different to theirs, but it is a journey that you have chosen yourself, and that is what makes it special.

Enjoy the experience.


Part I

Countdown to the Wedding


Countdown to the Wedding

I always knew that I’d marry one day. I just hoped it wouldn’t be too soon. Countless astrologers had assured me that it was written in the stars, but not now. For me, next year was soon enough. Yet as the big four O came and went I wondered if I were doing something wrong. I held a high-powered job, had great legs and led a reasonable social life, albeit often with other single women. So what was holding me back?

A clue lay in my choice of partners. I chose so unwisely so often that it couldn’t be a coincidence. Take the handsome 40-year-old lawyer who claimed to be single because he had not yet found the woman of his dreams. In fact, he had a wife in the US, an eight-month pregnant girlfriend in Zurich and me. I learnt about these rivals during a moonlight ski expedition. I drunkenly descended the slopes on the shoulders of an ex-lover who happened to be there. We won first prize proving the adage about unlucky in love.

Perhaps the most revealing event happened long before I was 40, on my 32nd birthday. I was engaged for the third time and received a dozen long-stemmed roses from my fiancé, conveniently on a business trip to Australia. Yes, that was the ski champion with the broad shoulders I mentioned just now. I realized how much easier it was to dream of him at a distance than to put up with his going skiing at 8 a.m. every winter weekend. I wanted to stay in bed and cuddle.

Timetable inconsistencies weren’t the only indication of our incompatibility. My fiancé organised a celebratory engagement party in a famous London Oyster Bar, without me. When I received a compassionate letter from his mother advising me to enjoy the engagement months, as they would be the happiest of my life, I decided to call it off.

In between and often during these lopsided relationships, there were the lonely, post-party taxis home and the Saturday night video dates with my Yorkshire terrier, Bumble.

I made it harder to meet someone by choosing Geneva as a home base, a city notorious for its Calvinistic coolness and lack of men. There is one eligible man to eight women by some counts. Not that it is any easier for men. Finding someone with the same sense of humour and shared values is difficult at the best of times, even more so when you are over 40. In a transient society where everyone is on the move it becomes a challenge.

All was well professionally but not great romantically. My career was my driving force. I had run my own communications agency before being asked to set up the communications department of a private banking group. I soon found that banking was not for me and took a completely different direction by moving to the International Committee of the Red Cross. I was responsible for publications produced worldwide and travelled extensively.

My life, though outwardly cushy, was lonely. I didn’t enjoy being alone, but I seemed powerless to change it. I was too frightened of being vulnerable, caught in a relationship where I could be let down at any minute. Better to live in my dreams of meeting Mr Perfect or hang out with Mr Very Unperfect than risk pain and suffering with Mr Possible Potential.

I realized I needed to do something drastic to break with the past and celebrate the upcoming birthday at the same time. It was Bob, an intrepid traveller and banker friend, who told me about a study tour following in the footsteps of Moses through five deserts in the Middle East. It was to be a journey of spiritual awakening organised by the Rector of Geneva’s Emmanuel Church. The participants would spend two weeks sleeping in the open air on freezing November nights, eating round a campfire, washing their hands in the sand, and peeing in the open air, the men’s wadi to the right, the women’s to the left. It sounded perfect. Forgetting that I had never even been on a Brownie camping trip, I was swayed by the idea of seeing shooting stars and making wishes. I liked the symbolism of emerging after 40 years in the desert.

It was time to break up with Lars. He was Scandinavian; I had known him since we had boarded at neighbouring schools. We had been seeing each other for about six months. I could count on him to come round with a hammer to put up pictures in my new flat. He would also pick me up at the airport when I returned from places like Sarajevo.

“There are 14 people waiting to have dinner with you and learn about your trip,” he’d say. I appreciated how he’d organised all these new people for me to meet. I just wished he’d realized that I’d been in a city where water was rationed, and baths could only be taken three afternoons a week. I was tired and stinky and not in the mood for dinner parties. When he asked if we could split the bill – he’d lost all his money in a dicey deal in Siberia – I knew this would not do.

“You might meet your Prince in the desert,” predicted Ilona, a farsighted single friend, as I prepared for the trip.

“What, on a church trip?” I asked, although her remark reflected the answer the runes had given me two weeks before.

To my usual question “Will I meet someone soon?” they had replied, “Yes, in two to three weeks and it will be serious.”

I immediately bought a tombola ticket on the strength of their response. Good luck comes in series; I won third prize, a beautiful 19th century etching of Naples that I treasure to this day. With Ilona and the runes in mind, I set off on 13 November.

First stop

On the plane, I was seated next to David. I had seen him at the orientation session, but we had not talked. We were in row 11 on an Austrian Airlines flight from Geneva to Vienna where we would change for Tel Aviv. He was in his early 50s with grey curly hair and horn-rimmed glasses. I liked his American square-jawed looks, his generous smile and the way he peered over his glasses to read. Only his rust-coloured suede jacket was not to my taste. Not that I was dressed to kill exactly. I had on large shapeless trousers and a billowing top. I had replaced my contact lenses with wire-rimmed Armani glasses. I looked like a swot.

David’s laptop was open on the table. Engrossed in his work, he spent the first part of the trip tapping away with pianist’s fingers on the keyboard. His nails were chewed to the quick.

When the stewardess came round with the drinks, I asked for a mineral water in Goethe Institute German.

My neighbour looked up, “I’ll have the same.” We began to chat. He had been on a similar Middle East trip 12 years before.

“It gives you time to think, take decisions,” he assured me. “We sleep under the stars and there are no telephones, computers or other interruptions.”

That was exactly what I was looking for. I was fed up with more than just the situation with Lars. The professional and social limitations of small town Geneva were wearing me down. I wanted to move back to London and had applied for Swiss nationality so that I would retain the right to return to Geneva if things didn’t work out.

For some reason, I had an urge to tell this charming stranger beside me about my birthday. I had not told anyone up until then.

“Which day next week?” he asked.

“Wednesday,” I said.

“Wednesday? That’s my birthday too.”

I was flabbergasted; that was the last thing that I had expected to hear. How often does that happen? I’ve known people with birthdays on 16, 17, 18 and 20 November. But the very same day as me? That was a coincidence. I knew I’d have ample opportunity to check his passport for confirmation as we crisscrossed over the borders of Israel, Egypt and Jordan.

“Wow, that’s amazing. I know that there are famous people with the same birthday as me like Meg Ryan, Jodi Foster and Larry King, but I’ve never met anyone born the same day before.”

“Don’t forget James A. Garfield, the 20th President of the United States. He was in office for less than a year before the assassination attempt that left him badly injured. It wasn’t the assassin that killed him, but the hospital.”

“I can’t say I’ve ever heard of James A. Garfield.”

“Well, there you are, same birthday as you and me. By the way I hope you brought a bottle of champagne to make a toast. I’ve got my bottle in my knapsack.”

“No, I didn’t bring champagne. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to mention my birthday. After all, I don’t know anyone here apart from Bob.”

“Not mention it? Of course you have to mention it. It’s your day to celebrate. I’m sure that you can get a bottle in Vienna when we change planes.”

It was settled. In Vienna, I bought champagne while David grabbed his mobile phone and called the office.

On the next flight, I learnt more about him. He had married three times, and yet he seemed so gentle and reassuring. For some reason, I associated serial husbands with brash behaviour. Not that his many marriages bothered me, my mother had been a fourth wife, my sister a third wife, and my friends at boarding school in Lausanne had multiple stepparents whose names and birthdays they had difficulty remembering.

Then there was David’s girlfriend Doris, a childhood sweetheart. She had popped up a year before, getting his address from his mother in Virginia. They had not met in 33 years. He had invited her on the trip but at the last moment she had cancelled. One of her sons was in trouble, and she had to bale him out. David had forfeited the money for her trip, and the place had been offered to someone else, at his expense.

“It’s a shame, isn’t it?” He looked saddened by her absence but not devastated.

Then he told me about his children; a son of 24 in the States and an eight-year-old daughter in Switzerland. Thinking about it I did remember the daughter from the orientation session. She had appeared to me as a mass of blonde hair and bows dressed in lilac pyjamas. I was struck by how he seemed to get as much support from putting his arm on her shoulders as she got protection from him.

Professionally he ran an international law practice. He entertained me with tales of the lex loci delicti or law of the place of the fault, his speciality. I racked my brain to think how I could return the favour with International Humanitarian Law.

In Jerusalem that evening we found ourselves alone again, together for a drink on a terrace overlooking the Holy City. We were the only customers. The atmosphere was hushed, unsettling. I had a feeling something was in preparation that we did not know about. We ordered local Emerald wine. I noticed how quickly David consumed three glasses while I sipped one till it got warm. I plied him with questions about his birth chart, keen to know his ascendant and other planetary particulars. His most recent ex-wife, also a Scorpio, had had his chart drawn up, and he would have to check with her. Back at our 19th century pilgrims’ palace hotel, he surprised me with a kiss on the cheek. I had enjoyed his company over drinks, but I felt him to be fragile. I was not
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