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To K & B




Let God Laugh at My Plans

Six years ago, I was living in a large, terraced family house in Highbury with a husband and four children. My life was a model of stability. I had been married to the same man for 25 years. For 15 I had lived in the same place, which itself was less than three miles from the large, terraced family house near Kentish Town where I grew up. I had worked at the same newspaper for 32 years, and every Monday for over two decades had written the same column.

Most mornings at 9.30am I would leave home on my bicycle and cycle through Clerkenwell and past St Paul’s to the Financial Times, where an office full of hacks, many of whom had also been there for decades, sat at their desks drinking coffee out of cardboard cups. At the end of the day, I would get back on my bike and cycle home, where most nights I would set to and make supper for my children, my husband and for my dad, who lived nearby.

In the space of two years I tore it all down. House, marriage, job, considerable income – I dispatched the lot of them. And if that wasn’t enough change to be getting on with, one May morning in 2016, Dad was dispatched from his own life – and from mine.

Now I live in a modern house in Hackney, sometimes alone; sometimes a changing selection of adult children live with me. Most mornings I leave home on foot at 6.45am, bound for the local secondary school where I teach economics to recalcitrant teenagers. I walk through the empty playground, brew some PG Tips in a dirty mug and head to my classroom for last-minute lesson planning before the school gates open at 8am. I earn a small fraction of what I used to. I get up earlier. I work harder. But I like my new life: it is right for me now, just as my old life was right for me then.

Shortly after my 60th birthday I told my sister Kate I was thinking of writing a book about having changed my life at the eleventh hour. It would be for all those people of a similarly advanced age who wanted to change theirs – as well as for all those who were happy with the status quo but liked change as a spectator sport. Kate, who supports me in all things, received this news in silence. Then she said:

‘A whole book? But what would you say?’

Everyone was so different, she argued, that any attempt to lay down the law would be vulgar. I protested that it was a simple fact that on average people live longer than they thought they would last time they made any plans for the future. The actuaries at Aviva had recently told me I’d probably soldier on until I was 93 – and that knowledge should surely shape the decisions I made now.

Kate looked even crosser. One of the truths of life, she said, is that none of us knows when we will die. How could I write a book about having 33 years left, knowing that someone might be reading it who had just been diagnosed with terminal cancer?

I assured her I didn’t want to upset anyone with cancer. My point was that many people, me included, arrived in their late 50s with no plans for the rest of their lives – and I wanted to write a book for them.

Here was an open goal. I was giving Kate the perfect opportunity to quote Woody Allen, which of course she did. ‘The best way to make God laugh,’ she said, ‘is to tell Him your plans.’

I love my sister. I respect her. If Kate thinks something is a bad idea, then it probably is a bad idea. For the next few weeks I resolved not to write a book after all. The fact that I had changed my life was of no interest to anyone other than me. But then I thought: Fuck it. I had recently taught probability to a class of Year 9s. Probability, I explained to them, isn’t certainty, but it is a way of assessing how likely a certain outcome is. I don’t know when I will die. But there is a high probability I have a big slice of time left, which means it’s not too late to make big changes to my life. Nothing is too late.

As I write that I realise it’s rubbish. For me, it is too late to have more children. It’s too late to train as a doctor, as that takes six years and I’d be almost 70 by the time I qualified. It’s probably too late to become a professional athlete, but then given that I can’t run, throw or catch that was probably never on the cards anyway.

It’s not too late to move house, to have new relationships – or to start again in a new career. And if God wants to laugh at my plans, He can be my guest. The comedy of them isn’t lost on me either.

In the autumn of 2016 I wrote a proselytising column in the FT announcing I was quitting the newspaper and explaining why: I was no longer getting better as a columnist; I longed to do something more useful; I wanted to start all over again at the bottom and learn something new. What I was trying to do was lure other people into quitting whatever they were up to and becoming teachers too.

In response, a columnist at the Guardian wrote a piece arguing that lots of middle-aged people fantasise about change but do nothing about it. The reason I’d managed to go through with it, Gaby Hinsliff concluded, was because I’d just got divorced. ‘What’s one more upheaval when your life is changing drastically anyway?’ she wrote.

I read this with displeasure. Bloody columnists, I thought. Can’t even get their facts right. I wasn’t divorced – merely separated. And how dare she claim to understand my motivation better than I understood my own, especially given she’d never set eyes on me? My decision to become a teacher had absolutely nothing to do with my marital status. Why would it?

Looking back on it now, I have a nasty feeling she might have been partly right – it all was connected, though perhaps not in the way that she thought. The big changes in my life were ones I had no control over: my children grew up and my parents died, which meant by my late 50s I was less encumbered than I’d ever been. But if there was one self-inflicted change that tipped me over into ending my 32-year relationship with my employer, it was not separating from my husband, it was moving into a modern house.

Possibly I would be a teacher if I still lived in our old house in Highbury, though I doubt it. Its roots were deep. If I were still living there, I think I would still be stuck in a life that no longer suited me. But that’s the odd thing about changing your life: it doesn’t always begin quite where you expect it to.
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Space

In August 2015 I left my husband for a 20-foot strip of bright orange Corian. It was an irregular thing to do but it was the best decision I’d taken since deciding to marry him 25 years earlier. The data suggests that women who do the more usual thing and leave their husbands for another man often regret it as the new model can turn out to be not that much of an improvement on the old one. I don’t know the statistics for women who leave their husbands for coloured polymer counters as the data set must be small. But if my hunch is right, and I’m the only woman in the world ever to have done this, the stats tell me it can work out a lot better than you’d think.

Not only did spending all my life’s savings on this orange strip and the modern house that encased it make me happier. It also helped my relationship with David – who is still technically my husband as neither of us can see the point in divorcing. More unexpectedly, the freedom that came from leaving the vertical Victorian houses I’d lived in all my life and moving to a horizontal modern space did something I can’t quite understand, even now five years on. It released me from the force of habit that had defined my life until then.

Long ago, before there were any noticeable cracks in my marriage, I used to throw David’s books away. Every evening he would come home from Prospect, the magazine he founded, with a bag full of review copies he’d been sent and add them to the waist-high piles that dotted the floor of his study.

On the second Sunday of every month a skip would arrive on our street for local residents to fill with their garden clippings and clapped-out Ikea furniture. I would wait for David to go off to his weekly game of football, load up a couple of bags and nip out to the skip. One day he came back unexpectedly and caught me on the front steps with four plastic carriers bulging with books. He was so intent on not missing the start of his game I don’t think he noticed me, let alone wondered what I was doing. He never asked me about it. And because I did my pruning so deftly he never missed a single book. He didn’t read much anyway; he was too busy.

Not only did he keep books, he kept articles from newspapers and magazines which he’d tear out and keep in tottering piles. He had so much stuff he eventually had to move his study into the largest room in our house to accommodate the paper – as well as the ancient cassette tapes, broken electronic kit, and trunks filled with his old reporter’s notebooks. But mainly the problem was books, which I kept under control with trips to the skip – until one day the council canned the service, which forced me to make covert trips to the local rubbish dump instead, hiding David’s books in the back of the car under garden trimmings and other legit things I was getting rid of.

If you had said that this act of subversion was an ominous sign – that what I was really trying to get rid of was my husband – I would have strongly denied it. Back then, throwing away was not about anything more profound than an incompatibility with clutter – or anything ugly. I have always had a fervid interest in my surroundings. I don’t mind a bit of mess and am fine with dirt but I find it hard to relax if there is anything ugly nearby. As I sit writing this in the open-plan room in my Hackney house my eye alights on a bunch of purple, yellow and red tulips someone sent one of my daughters. In themselves they’re well enough, but they don’t go with the faded kilim rug. This pains me.

The obsession with interiors (and exteriors) started when I was a child. I spent the first 18 years of my life in an elegant if shabby Regency terraced house near Kentish Town that my Australian grandmother had bought in the 1950s for 500 quid. Almost before I’d learnt to read, Mum had taught me the superiority of square-paned windows and of egg-and-dart cornices. She was a property fiend, an early adopter of property pornography, and through her I discovered the bottomless pleasure of the smudgy, stamp-sized photos of houses for sale in the local newspapers. This has become a lifelong enslavement – and as the quality of the porn has improved, with the black-and-white photos giving way to colour and then to online slide shows and videos, my dependency has grown.

Back then we’d sometimes go and look at places Mum had found, ‘just for fun’. And what fun it was to imagine ourselves living in the water mill in Suffolk that she once took us to, which we had neither the money nor any intention to buy.

In the early 1980s, at the age of 23 and on a banker’s salary, I started the property hunt for real. Every evening after work Mum and I visited flats in Camden Town, finally settling on a dingy one-bedroom garden flat in Albert Street which I bought for £27,000. Dad and I set to with cans of white emulsion, undercoat and gloss, and there began an enduring relationship with DIY. Dad taught me how to paint quickly and just about well enough so the result didn’t look truly awful, a technique that has served me well over the years, as it has meant no decorating job is too daunting to start – or to finish. If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing badly, he would say.

Having bought the flat in the depths of a recession I sold it seven years later to move to Brussels, where I was to report on the new European Union. The property market was by then booming, and along came the comedian Julian Clary, who bought it for almost four times what I’d paid for it. I was barely 30 but had made as much money in one lucky transaction as in six years working as a journalist. I had won the property lottery and was set up for life.

A couple of years ago I drove down Albert Street with Maud, my second daughter. As we passed number 5 I pointed out the place I’d lived in my 20s, bought when I was slightly younger than she then was.

Maud looked at it in amazement.

‘What? How did you afford it?’

I told her it was different then. Property was cheap.

Buying a flat in a pretty street in Camden in 1983 cost four times my salary. Buying the same flat now would cost twenty times hers. We contemplate this glumly.

‘Bloody hell,’ she says.

‘Bloody hell,’ I agree.

When I returned from Brussels two years later, by then married and with six-month-old Rose, David and I bought our first family house in a quiet street in Islington. It was a bit down on its luck as the old man who had lived there had died and the house was a mess. But the rooms were big, there was a conservatory and a garden. We got it fixed up and I was happy there.

Happy, that is, until the house on the other side of the street came on the market three years later. It was a beauty, semi-detached with arched windows and a long, wild garden that backed onto the churchyard beyond. On the downside, it had an outside loo, no heating and a hole in the roof through which you could see the sky. At that point I had three children under the age of four and David had just left his job and was working 18 hours a day to get his new magazine off the ground. It wasn’t an obviously sensible move, but I wanted the house and I persuaded him we ought to buy it. David, who likes change in general and had a very robust attitude to risk but no interest whatsoever in exteriors or interiors, agreed on the condition he didn’t need to think about it or do anything about it himself. We got a bridging loan and bought it.

Every day before work I crossed the road to visit the building site, usually carrying at least one child, to tell the electrician where to put the sockets and the plumber which way round to install the bath. Every day after work I gleefully inspected progress. I threw myself into taming the garden, letting the children watch Postman Pat on an endless loop while I hacked at branches, mowed and planted.

It was an enchanting place to live. For my 40th birthday David commissioned a family photograph taken in the garden. Six of us squeezed onto a small bench, all smiling broadly and apparently naturally – apart from Stan who had one fat finger stuck in his mouth, too young to know the drill.

In 2000, six months after the photo was taken, the property itch got to me again. Looking back now, all this constant moving seems suspect. Was I so restless because I realised something wasn’t quite right with my life and my marriage and by moving house I thought I’d make us different and somehow better? Possibly; though I fear the truth was far shallower than that: I just loved property.

Now with four children, I had a more-or-less legitimate reason for another move as we needed more bedrooms. After an immersion in the top property porn of the time – freebie property magazines that were shoved through the letter box – I spotted a house both bigger and cheaper up the road. It had wide steps up to the door, many rooms with doors that closed and a separate flat downstairs that our nanny and her boyfriend could live in. This, I decided, was going to be our permanent home. We now had a big family and this place was going to be its proper headquarters.

For once, David expressed an opinion: he liked the new place because it was solid and didn’t shake when he went upstairs. I liked its solidity too – and was prepared to swap the romance of the old house for the idea that this new one was big enough to keep us safe.

Subsequently I discovered that size of house cuts both ways. It may have kept us safe from the world outside, but it also kept us safe from each other. As the children grew older and became teenagers an average evening at number 52 would not find the family amiably playing Scrabble or even gathering passively around the TV to watch Friends. After a quick supper cooked by me – soggy leek-and-bacon pasta or chicken nuggets and broccoli – we dispersed. David retreated to his study at the very top of the house, the girls to their separate rooms to do conscientious homework and talk to friends on MSN Messenger, and the boys to play Call of Duty on the consoles I thought I’d hidden. I stayed in the kitchen, often tired and resentful, on my own call of duty clearing up the kitchen. Sometimes I did this alone, but increasingly Dad sat at the table too.

When Mum died suddenly and entirely unexpectedly in 2006, I vowed to myself that I would look after my devastated father. He lived about a mile away and in the early days, when his legs were still up to it, he’d put on his ancient brown overcoat, take his walking stick and climb the hill to have supper with us. I had extended this open invitation as evidence of the strong family I wanted us to be, with me at the centre dispensing food and love to older and younger generations simultaneously. The reality was different – I would snap at everyone while Dad sat morosely at the table, head down and contemplating his jumper. He was a gentle person who hated sharp words and his mood lowered with every testy exchange between me and David or me and the children. I was cross with the children for not being nicer, cross with David for never helping and being so often absent, cross with myself for being the least nice of the lot, and cross with Dad for being a gloomy witness to the everyday squabbles of family life.

During our 15 years in the big, solid family house, David and I started to fall apart. I don’t know why a marriage ever ends (even less do I know how one ever stays together), but the two of us, through years of over-work, distraction and mutual neglect, had somehow lost the thread that had once tied us to each other so securely. The house was oblivious to our distress and doggedly continued in its role as family headquarters. It was big enough to accommodate any dysfunction we threw at it; after our nanny moved out David moved into the basement flat, sometimes coming up for family suppers to join his grumpy wife, his grumpy teenage children and his frail father-in-law, who was not only depressed but was becoming increasingly confused.

I don’t know what Dad thought about David moving downstairs or the evident unravelling of my marriage. He didn’t say, and I was grateful for our safe conversations about his shopping lists or whatever novel he’d been reading. This sort of denial has a lot to be said for it. It was an unspoken, sympathetic agreement that prodding at my unhappiness was not going to make it go away.

This arrangement, with me upstairs and David downstairs, was so irregular the children sometimes found its ambiguity hard to explain to their friends, but it just about worked. With David in the basement the resentment that had been a growing feature of my marriage receded a little. It gave us both space from the other while at the same time allowed us to act as if we were still more or less a normal family.

Left to his own devices in the basement David’s piles of paper got higher. What was happening upstairs was, I now see, a sign that I was tipping over the edge.

The madness of my throwing-away binges was disguised by the fact that then, in 2013, I was bang on trend. I had been throwing things away in a small way all my life, but the arrival on the scene of Marie Kondo, the dogmatic Japanese minimalist, was just what I had been waiting for. Kondo and her crazy book gave me permission to go much deeper than I’d ever dared before. I was so excited by The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying I bought ten copies and gave them to all my friends and relations for Christmas. My sister, Kate, who lived in a cluttered but beautiful house with her poet husband (who had a garage piled to the roof with rusted lawnmowers and broken chairs), looked at the book distrustfully. ‘There’s something decadent,’ she said, ‘about all that hysterical throwing away.’

Marie Kondo’s bar was a high one. She instructed me to get rid of anything that did not give me joy. At that time, with my marriage on the ropes, still in the same old job I’d been in for decades, looking after a frail and fading father and with children peeling away to go to university, very little gave me joy. So I threw almost the whole house out. I went through every room and every cupboard. Every weekend I drove another carful of my dwindling belongings to the dump. At the same time my DIY urges, always quite strong, were getting out of control. I repainted the whole house and taught myself to wallpaper and upholster. There was no calm anywhere. Everywhere were boxes of upholstery tacks and half-empty cans of paint.

Anyone looking on should have been able to see that there was something wrong. It did not occur to me then that the problem wasn’t too many belongings. There were other changes I needed to make, but felt I couldn’t, mustn’t – and didn’t even want to think about. My marriage to David was not only an institution, it was my whole adult life. The house we lived in was the receptacle for all this and I was determined we would go on living there for at least another five years until all the children were through university and settled. It was my job and my duty as their mother and as joint head of the institution to keep everything as much the same as it always had been. I believed this so fundamentally, I never discussed it with anyone (apart from with David, just once, who acquiesced to the idea of soldiering on for a few more years), because there was nothing to say. Job, marriage, big house: the framework of our lives must stay just the same.

And then one day, out of the blue, Maud introduced me to the crack cocaine of property pornography: the Modern House. I inhaled the website with its minimalist houses made of polished concrete and glass with their Danish mid-century furniture and dangling houseplants. I could have spent the rest of the day entranced and gawping had it not been for Maud’s insistence that I focus on a particular house she’d found.

‘You’ll love this,’ she said.

From the outside the Framehouse was a wooden triangle, a fancy garden shed. Inside there was a big open space with glass walls onto the garden and a long strip of orange Corian running down the middle.

‘Let’s go and see it,’ I said. ‘Just for fun.’

One sunny spring day just after Easter in 2015 Maud and I got in the car and drove three miles east to a narrow, grubby lane, at the bottom of which, past a car body shop, was what appeared to be a stained, oversized wooden shed in the shape of a triangle. We stepped over the threshold and there, right in front of us, was the stretch of bright orange worktop under a double-height sloping glass roof leading to a pond outside where orange goldfish swam.

Any lingering fun stopped at once. It was replaced by an earth-moving coup de foudre that I have never experienced before or since – either with bricks and mortar or with flesh and blood. I knew for sure: I absolutely had to live in this house. It was tattier than in the pictures. Outside the wood in the garden was rotten, and a broken drainpipe discharged water through a rusty old basketball hoop. I didn’t care. I felt a yearning so powerful I must have had an inkling that buying this house would change more than my address.

We went home in silence with me glumly contemplating the impossibility of buying the Framehouse. There was no way I could evict David and the children from their home. Back in the Highbury kitchen I showed Stan, who was loafing around avoiding doing any work for his AS levels, the place Maud and I had seen, just for fun. He was used to ‘fun’ of this sort and seemed bored by it – until he looked at the picture I was thrusting under his nose.


Stan: I’ve been there.

Me: What? When?

Stan: I went to a party there in Year 6.

Me: Really? What did you think of it?

Stan: It’s the coolest house ever.

Me (with trepidation): What would you think if we sold this house and lived there?

Stan: Yeah, cool.



Emboldened by the unexpected turn this conversation had taken, I went downstairs to put the idea to David. For years we had avoided any discussion about our future together. We’d implicitly agreed that we would stay in the uneasy state of together-but-apart at least until all the children had gone to university – but hadn’t talked about what we’d do then. But now here I was jumping the gun by at least three years, saying I wanted to move east at once. There was no need to say the rest of it, because we both knew it too well. Our marriage was irredeemably broken and I had had enough of pretending.

David looked up from his laptop screen, seemed briefly surprised and then said: Yes, fine. I should have predicted that it would have been this easy. One of the nicest things about him is that he nearly always says yes, no matter how hare-brained the question. I said we could split the money from the house in half and he could buy somewhere nice of his own. I pointed out that he might rather like living somewhere where his belongings would be beyond the reach of the woman who was always trying to throw them out.

Even Dad, who had taught me all my life that the only important thing was to hold your marriage together for the sake of your children, gave his permission. When I showed him photos of the place, he said Mum (who had by then been dead for nearly ten years) would have loved the house and been right behind me – which was the nicest thing he could possibly have said.

The story seemed to be this. I was going to leave my husband and the edifice of our family life, not for another man, but for a wooden house. Our existing home, which I’d clung to as a life raft for everyone, turned out to be something that all six of us were prepared to leave and to swim off somewhere else. It was as easy as that.

Only it didn’t turn out to be quite so easy. I wasn’t the only person to fall for the Framehouse; my low offer was rejected and half a dozen suitors were invited to submit sealed bids. I did my sums, putting in my half-share of the family home and adding all my savings. It was an astoundingly large amount of money for a glorified garden shed down a rubbish-strewn lane, but I submitted it anyway.

On the day of the sealed bids, I was nominally at work, but incapable of doing any as I needed to check my phone several times a minute. At last, towards teatime the message from the estate agents came.


Hi Lucy. I have good news for you. Can you call me?



I remember having to go to the loo to hide how much I was shaking. I didn’t feel any of the jubilation that I’d expected to feel – I felt only panic. I had somehow, inadvertently and by dint of a text from an estate agent, just taken the biggest decision of my life. Deciding to get married 25 years earlier had not seemed terribly momentous as I was already pregnant. Deciding to join the FT was also a no-brainer – the more I thought of it, I had spent my entire life without taking any difficult decisions at all.

Now here I was having bet everything on a house that was inconveniently placed, further from work and off the Tube network; that was overpriced, that torched my savings, and that, most importantly, made my separation from David official and probably permanent. All for what? For a worktop?

The surveyor gave me a perfect opportunity to back out. I’ve just looked for the report I conscientiously commissioned but seem to have thrown it away. No matter – I remember its damning detail well enough with its page after page of close-up pictures of bad wiring and dodgy sections of wood. At the time I read the report in dismay and rang its author to remonstrate.


Me: Is your report so negative because that’s your job, or do you genuinely think the house is a dud?

Surveyor (very slowly): Do. Not. Buy. This. House.



I showed the report to Marcus Lee, the architect who’d built it, lived in it and was now selling it. Would he consider lowering the price? No, he wouldn’t.

I could have walked away, but I didn’t. Damn the surveyor, I thought, I was going to buy it anyway. She didn’t understand beauty; I did.

Meanwhile, David had found a nice flat in Hampstead and seemed upbeat. But my anxiety was growing with every box I packed in Highbury. For a start, I was moving further away from Dad, who by then was 89 and needed driving everywhere. Ferrying him to and fro from Hackney was going to involve an hour and a half driving a day. If anything bad happened it would take me longer to get to him. This was not the right time to be extricating myself from my house and, as if to prove the point, two weeks before we moved Dad got pneumonia and could not be left alone. I installed him on our sofa, wrapped him in blankets and went on miserably filling the packing cases, dividing my adult life in half while my father slept fitfully on the sofa.

On a hot day in the middle of August, two pantechnicons parked outside the house. David’s stuff went into one, mine into the other. Arty and Maud took me out to breakfast and then Maud helped all day, vacuuming and dusting as furniture was carried out. I was aware of our roles shifting as if I was the child and she the parent, practical and intent on keeping me calm. When the last belongings had been carted down the steps I went back into the house one final time.

What hit me didn’t feel like grief: it was something more elemental. I leant against the wall in the empty sitting room and howled. I had done something irreversible. This was my family, my life, my marriage and I had carelessly and selfishly thrown it all away.

Sometimes I marvel at my own fickleness. In the 15- minute drive from one London borough to another I pulled myself together. By the time we had turned into the narrow lane and my belongings started arriving at the Framehouse, my spirits were soaring. I was like a child and this was the most exciting Christmas of my life. Against every probability, I had escaped.

A few days later I went with some of the children to visit David in his flat and see how he was doing. An entire room was filled with cardboard boxes full of books, which I was convinced (correctly, as it happens) would remain unpacked for many years. For the first time in my life these were not my concern
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