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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR LOVE LAID BARE

I couldn’t stop reading this book ... It’s a precious source for therapists and for anyone in love or hoping to be.

— Annabel Lawson, Books Editor, Country Style

Rose Boswell’s Love Laid Bare is easy to read and entertaining, focusing on such an interesting, important topic — how love between a couple changes over many years. It will stimulate personal reflection in its readers and lively discussion in book clubs. It might also prompt valuable sharing between a couple (cheaper than counselling!), or between two people considering becoming a couple.

— Brian Johnston, Clinical Psychologist

In a fast-paced world of online dating and non-commitment, we may well ask, ‘Where is love, empathy, and compassion?’ These nine stories, alongside the author’s, lift the lid on Pandora’s Box, revealing how courageous couples empower each other and manage the lumps and bumps of long-term relationships.

— Gillian Murray-Prior, Counsellor, married 41 years

Love Laid Bare shows that navigating long-term partnerships isn’t easy, doubly so when dealing with prejudice, ill health, or other challenges. Told with honesty, courage, and warmth, this is an enjoyable and absorbing read that provides insights and wisdom into what makes relationships healthy, happy, and full of love.

— Joy Cocker, Social Worker, partnered 51 years, married 43 years

Rose’s book provides captivating and relatable stories of love. It provides comfort and showcases resilience and variety in love. Many of the stories inspire deep emotion and a sense of freedom to be yourself rather than conforming to traditional norms. I really enjoyed reading this book.

— Niomi Reardon, Author of Stress SOULutions and Finding Your Peace and Calm, Life Coach, partnered 37 years, married 31 years

This book gave me hope! It rescued me from drowning in insignificant details and drew me into the ‘big picture thinking.’ I thoroughly enjoyed it. Rose draws insights from renowned relational psychologists. Inspirational couples share what really matters — the glue! Love alone isn’t enough; find your glue and keep your mind open!

— Daina Gastaldon, Project Manager, partnered 24 years, married 15 years

Love Laid Bare is so interesting; I couldn’t put it down. I learnt so much about the many ways there are to love. Rose is a very compassionate author who leaves no stone unturned in her pursuit of finding out what makes couples’ lives meaningful and loving.

— Lin, married 57 years to Kym

I loved this book. It’s a delicious collection of stories. It taught me lots and made me grateful for the relationship I am part of and the wisdom of my soulmate. A heart-warming read for all who seek or are in a relationship and want it to last.

— Kym, married 57 years to Lin
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To all the couples who live and love outside the square,

To the partners who nourish their bond through

the storms and fair weather of life, 

And importantly to Steve, my last-minute forever love.

​.

Life without love is like a tree without blossoms or fruit.

— Khalil Gibran, The Prophet

​.

INTRODUCTION

Love may arrive in many forms. The prince searched in a frenzy for Cinderella and found her concealed in dust and cobwebs. Today, she may be barely visible in a plain profile on a dating site. She may be a divorcee in her sixties, or unhappily married, or perhaps, she was a he. Maybe the prince is ‘the One for Now’, or they may not live together in his palace as she’ll rent an apartment in town.

Whatever shape love takes, once in a blue moon, in a moment of magic, we meet someone special. So special we want to spend the rest of our lives with them. Remarkably, some people do just that.

‘We are born to love. That’s our purpose, that’s our nature.’ Thus says Hugh Mackay, Australia’s prominent social psychologist.

But what is love? The ancient Greeks identified different types of love. In today’s hot pursuit of Eros, or passionate love, and Ludus, or casual sex, we overlook Pragma, which is enduring, mature love.

Modern day romantic love is the emotional and physical attraction which can lead to long-term intimate relationships. The realm of romantic love contains a field of ideas plowed with passion by anthropologists, historians and psychologists.

However, it’s not ideas that feed romantic love. It’s the raging bull of yet another type of love as defined by the Greeks. This is Mania, or obsessive love. The ‘madly in love’ person resembles someone with the afflictions of an obsessive-compulsive disorder and addiction. It’s called limerence.

Limerence isn’t love. The psychologist, Dorothy Tennov, explains that limerence means a person feels an intense romantic desire for another person driven by a biochemical process kick starting in the brain. That euphoria isn’t so romantic after all. The major downside of limerence is its shelf life — the ‘love’ sizzles and then fizzles. That’s why the hunger for romantic love is called lovesickness, love addiction or ‘affection deficit disorder’.

Successful couples may begin with limerence over twelve to eighteen months, but bond into a higher love or ‘companionate love’ (a Pragma-type love) once the attachment hormones of vasopressin and oxytocin kick in after six months to two years.

The passion is balanced with trust, stability, and an understanding of each other’s flaws. An enjoyment of mutual interests and each other’s company consolidate the relationship.

Aziz Ansari wrote in Modern Love, ‘If passionate love is the coke (cocaine) of love, companionate love is like having a glass of wine or smoking a few hits of some mild weed.’

A brief history of western romance

The forever, happily-ever-after love heartily pursued in fairy tales and movies is viewed as the basis for marriage, but that’s a modern phenomenon.

Life expectancy at birth is now about 85 years for females and 81 years for males. That’s a long time to stay with one partner.

So, what’s love got to do with it? In ancient times, it wasn’t an important factor. Marriages lasted, but that was easy as life expectancy was short, perhaps 25 years, for our hunter-gatherer ancestors. Life’s purpose was survival. There was no room for feelings.

Romantic love owes its origins to the 12th century singer-poets, the French Troubadours, who espoused an unconsummated, yet all-consuming yearning for love, not found in a marriage. Their courtly love danced between the magnetic pull of erotic desire and the ideals of spiritual attainment.

The twelfth century ideas in The Art of Courtly Love, still fervently play out in our love dances. People may believe a jealous partner is proof of love. This comes from ‘He who is not jealous cannot love’ and ‘the easy attainment of love makes it of little value.’ How many of us have played hard to get to increase the pursuer’s passion?

In the late eighteenth century, marriage was a duty. Love was not a factor. The Industrial Age not only fueled economic growth, but also radical changes in work and marriage.

Coontz, an historian and marriage expert writes, ‘Marriage was too vital an economic and political institution to be entered into solely on the basis of something as irrational as love.’ In wealthy families, marriages were arranged. This cemented power alliances and wealth. Adjacent estates were combined for the prosperity of both extended families. Poorer marriage unions bartered produce from their family farms.

Lives transformed as singles (including young women), moved from farms to work in the city’s mills and factories, enabling economic independence and freedom. However, in 1753, the Marriage Act in England regulated marriage so parental consent was essential.

Change challenged parental power when another force entered the relationship field — the aspirations of the Age of Enlightenment. Its core values espoused freedom, equality and the pursuit of happiness. Emotions fought to move closer to the front row, especially, Love.

Society encouraged young people to choose their marriage partners based on romantic attachments — marrying for love, not money. Courtship was heavily proscribed, so couples had to be formally introduced to each other before a talk, walk, and later, social events, including balls under the watchful eye of a chaperone.

Our modern Valentine’s Day rituals began around 1750. Love letter Valentines were popular — homemade love-letter puzzles of intricately folded paper with romantic sentiments written within each section.

The Romantic Period, between 1798 and1837, burst onto the scene amidst political, economic and social turbulence. It reacted against industrialisation and the aristocracy, noticeably within the literary spheres.

Honore de Balzac (1799–1859) wrote to his future wife in the most elevated romantic style of the period, ‘How am I to tell you that I am intoxicated with the faintest odour of you, that, had I possessed you a thousand times, you would see me still more intoxicated., because there would be hope and memory where there is as yet only hope.’

Our hearts were enticed back to nature and tenderness by romantic poets, like Robert Burns, Blake, and novelists such as Jane Austen or Charlotte Bronte’s excerpt in Jane Eyre:

‘I think you are good, gifted, lovely: a fervent, a solemn passion is conceived in my heart; it leans to you, draws you to my centre and spring of life, wraps my existence about you — and, kindling in pure, powerful flame, fuses you and me in one.’

Love advice in 1866 was, ‘Rather refuse the offers of a hundred men than marry one you do not, cannot love.’ Romantic love was now firmly wed to marriage. For women, the pursuit of love was a noble cause, above friends, position and comfort.

Between 1900 and 1950, in Australia, we followed the English tradition with its debutante ball as the rite of passage for courting, followed by marriage. Before the sixties, in a trade-like fashion, men wanted their partners to be virgins and women wanted their men to give financial security.

In the early sixties, three quarters of women married even if they didn’t love their partners. Economic dependency and a better lifestyle were paramount before the sexual revolution shook our worlds. 1961 saw the launch of the contraceptive pill, and soon, one in ten women of child-bearing years clutched a prescription.

In the late sixties and seventies, women’s liberation brought freedom from biology and bondage to a man’s income. Women expected more in their lives and finally, they could enjoy sex for its own sake as men had enjoyed it for centuries, and they could aspire to independence.

As capitalism joined hands with Hollywood and popular music, the alliance grabbed our heart strings (and groins) and peddled the forever love drug. Romantic love and its attendant hand maidens in glamourous weddings, honeymoons, jewellery, and love-dripping literature made their fortunes out of our addiction to limerence. The ideal of a perfect partner and a happily-ever-after-love was forever infused with sex and desire.

Fromm, a renowned post-Freudian psychologist viewed romantic love (passionate love) as a ‘pseudo love’ He believed that the spirit emanating from capitalism was only conducive to a fake love. Mature love was a true union; it was an active, not a passive power.

‘Two beings become one and yet remain two.’ Real love is a ‘constant challenge, a moving, growing, working together.’ This capacity to love determines our happiness, growth, freedom and our potential to become ourselves.

Reality romance and love in reality

Fromm would have turned in his grave if he had seen the contemporary marketplace of dating apps and social media overflowing with fake profiles, romance scammers and catfishing.

The couples in this book reflect the revolutionary changes in the contemporary Australian lovescape. In 1996, RSVP, an internet dating program began transformations resulting in forty percent of Australians using social networking and online dating to find love.

Addictive dating apps with their dopamine hits of ‘swipe right’ rituals have been used by three million Australians in search of love. As of 2024, these apps are the most common way for new lovers to meet. Popular televised reality romance shows, like Married at First Sight, Farmer Wants a Wife, Love is Blind and First Dates reflect our continued hunt for love, and sometimes, fame.

We instinctively understand what research confirms — there are many benefits to being in a high-quality relationship: improved mental health, self-esteem, wellbeing, greater quality of life and even four to eight years’ longer life.

Healthy partnership is good for the ‘three B’s: body, bank and bed.’ Lasting love brings more health, wealth and sex than singledom.

Today we witness abundant changes, including the growth of interracial marriages which comprise about a third of all registered marriages.

The LGBTQI community continues to expand. Estimates are that eleven percent of the Australian population identify as members of this community. Twenty percent of young people (16–24 years) don’t identify as heterosexual.

While one third of Australian adults are ‘single’ according to the Census data, one fifth of them have partners who live separately (‘living apart together’). That’s 1.5 million or eight percent of those ‘single’ adults!

The Noughties era saw marriage and motherhood no longer driving dating life. Marriage rates have been in serious decline and the average length of a marriage in that decade was 12.8 years. In 2022, one in four households were child-free.

Close to one half of Australians with disabilities are partnered and almost eighteen percent of our general populace has a disability across all generic categories.

Six of the ten couples in this book were previously divorced or separated after lengthy relationships. Between 35 and 40 percent of all Australian marriages are likely to end in divorce. The break-up rate for unmarried couples is even higher. Studies show that divorce happens for more than a quarter of couples after 20 plus years of marriage.

In 2020, ‘grey divorce’ in Australia was skyrocketing; one third of people who divorced did so after the age of 50. ‘Silver splitters’, so called in an Insight program (25/6/24), divorced due to diverse issues such as husbands coming out as gay men or trans women, affairs, domestic violence and incompatibility.

Seventy percent of all Australian marriages are marred by an affair reflecting a ‘loss of connection’. According to the relationship expert, Gottman, it’s the latter, not the affair, that caused the separation.

Why does love work?

In a quest to understand my own journey, I interviewed nine couples and included my own story. These love journeys vary in length from eight to fifty-eight years.

Over a lifetime, I’ve fallen in love twenty-two times, including two marriages and two live-in partnerships, ranging in intensity and duration from two months to nine years. Yes, that’s my longest.

I’ve failed in the lifelong love stakes and so I wondered what the hell happened. I still believe in love. I’m hungry for the secrets and recipes of these couples.

Do they work for the betterment of us, not just themselves as Hugh Mackay proposes is an ideal for happy relationships?

Why has their love lasted? How have they nurtured their relationships? Did limerence do its dance? Are they best friends? Have they found their other half, their soul mate?

Or as Shakespeare posited, ‘Is it a marriage of two minds, an ever-fixed mark, that looks on tempests and is never shaken?’

In pursuit of working out what makes these partnerships work, I offer these ten true stories of tenacity, love and commitment.

We will travel with these epic couples to the peaks of promised love, down into the valleys and back again.

​.
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Peter and Warwick

Ah, love you’ve found me at last
In my heart is a song
I dreamed of love in the past
I have waited for you so long.
‘L’amour-toujours-l’amour,’
Catherine Chisholm Cushing (1922)
​.

Once upon a time, Peter lived in a faraway kingdom known as Leura in the Blue Mountains. He wanted to do the right thing, so in 1971 he married his fun-loving dancing partner, Lyn. His mum thought it was a good idea.

Travelling back to the early sixties, Peter had no sexual desire for girls, but he had numerous girlfriends, including a Russian girl, but they were just friends. The girls, however, thought it was a relationship.

‘It was very weird and confusing,’ Peter says.

After a date, the girls said, ‘Thank you for saving me from having sex.’ His lack of desire was interpreted as helping them save their prized virginity. Remember, it was pre-women’s lib.

He didn’t have sex with any of them. He couldn’t. He told them he was tired (a woman’s line in old fifties’ films). But he wasn’t tired; he was gay. Sex education was limited to one talk at school. He was a bright kid, but he didn’t know anything about sex or himself.

In his mind, a family trauma explained why he wasn’t turned on by girls. His father, an engineer, was a very clever man, but became bankrupt after his business partner stole all their joint assets. He established a roadside takeaway shop and became a heavy drinker. Peter was taken out of school, with no goodbyes, to help build and run the shop while his father lost interest in the family. Around the same time, Peter’s best friend committed suicide.

They lived in the back of the small shop in which he felt like ‘a feral kid living in a sort of caravan, sleeping on a mattress, without a bathroom or toilet.’ His sister and mother had left the family, but Peter continued living with his father.

‘I felt sorry for him, even though he was a brute to me.’

Luckily, 18 months later, a careers advisor rescued Peter, and he was given an electrical trades apprenticeship.

‘I’m very proud of myself, I came from the bottom to where I am now. I’m a respected, intelligent, happily married guy.’

At fifteen years of age, his sister, a trainee nurse, fell pregnant to a truck driver. She had an abortion and Peter’s father took it out on Peter.

His father said, ‘If ever you get a girl pregnant, I’ll kill you. I’ll shoot you.’

Peter felt the threat intensely, especially in one particular organ. This episode explained why he wasn’t attracted to girls. Surely.

In 1971, twenty-five-year-old Peter did the ‘done thing’ and married Lyn in a Blue Mountains church.

In his teens, Peter had fantasised about men; he looked at pictures of young men and masturbated. This occurred even after his marriage to Lyn. It was acceptable because an ABC radio program said it was common for men to admire other men.

‘Sex was easy with my wife because I was young and horny, but my preference was to go into my little workshop, get pictures of gorgeous men and masturbate.’

Warwick’s secret

Warwick lived in South Australia’s capital, Adelaide. In 1970, at the age of ten, he had his first sexual experience with a boy. It lasted over five years. ‘It was a very strong urge, lusting after cute boys his age who grew more gorgeous over time.’

He quickly learnt that homosexuality wasn’t viewed as a good or safe thing. At St Paul’s Christian Brothers all-boys school, his friends referred to homosexuals as poofters. Secrecy was his only protection.

‘Being gay was equal to being a rapist or an axe murderer,’ Warwick says. ‘There was always the fear of being bashed to a pulp by the school bullies.’ He didn’t even feel safe at home with one of his five brothers. The school’s repressed Christian teachers viewed masturbation as shameful. The stigma lasted well into adulthood.

In the early 1970’s, times had advanced (somewhat). Change blew in on the wind. Psychiatry began to shift away from treating homosexuality as a pathology or mental illness with its associated treatment plan of conversion therapy.

However, it was still a dangerous and terrifying time in Australian history for gay people. Warwick remembers hearing news that they were being jailed, beaten and scorned. ‘The fear of being caught was very real every day, for years,’ he says.

Gay hate crimes continued for decades, and many went unreported. Murders were oftentimes registered as suicides and accidents. In fact, Adelaide was known as the mass murder capital. The so-called ‘family killings’ of six young men was widely reported for years.

In 1972, Dr George Duncan had been thrown into the river Torrens alongside Adelaide’s CBD and drowned as he couldn’t swim. The murderers were suspected to be members of the police vice squad at a gay beat.

Gay law reform began in 1975 following Duncan’s death. Warwick was fifteen years old and fortunate to be living in South Australia, the first jurisdictional territory in the English-speaking world to decriminalise gay sex between consenting adults.

The 2021 final report to the New South Wales Legislative Council on gay and transgender hate crimes found that institutional homophobia was apparent in the criminal justice system in its identification, investigation, prosecution and sentencing for these crimes.

It was vital to ‘try and fit in’, so during Warwick’s adolescence, he had three girlfriends, including one for six months (they kissed a lot) and a two-year-long girlfriend.

‘I wasn’t physically attracted, but we were an item. I didn’t have sex with any of them because I had a morbid fear that they’d fall pregnant. Two of my brothers married early, at 18 and 21 respectively, because their partners fell pregnant.’

Sixteen-year-old Warwick was confronted by the tough boys in high school who ‘wanted to know why I could get all the cool chicks,’ He shrugged and looked at them blankly, but inside he smiled. He knew the girls felt safe because he didn’t want to have sex with them.

‘I never tried anything, and I was quiet. I knew I was gay but couldn’t reveal it. I was gentle, probably vulnerable and played the piano.’

In his early twenties, during his nursing years, the male nurses shook their heads in confusion and jealousy. They’d say, ‘Why do all the girls love you? They talk about you all the time.’

He would give them a nonplussed look and say, ‘Really? I don’t know.’

But he knew. His looks and personality also helped. ‘I had blemish free skin, a baby face and I was quiet, shy and probably terrified of most things. I was caring and sensitive and could easily talk to girls.’

Coming out crisis

In 1982, at the age of twenty-two, Warwick accompanied his mother on a day trip to the city. She confronted him and asked why he was hanging around with a poofter. He admitted he was gay, and she burst into tears. He was painfully shy and couldn’t discuss it. Any hopes of family acceptance were dashed.

His purported loving-the-wrong-gender marked the beginning of a major breakdown in his relationship with his mother and family. She was devastated and claimed it was a sin in the eyes of God; he’d lose his career and end up in the gutter on drugs. Warwick felt overwhelmed — speechless.

But at least he no longer had to worry about girls falling pregnant. Social change meant he felt less fear of dire discrimination, and he freely dated guys. He had sex with the special ones, including a few who ultimately married.

Over time, he had about six short relationships of six months or less, plus one-night stands and visits to saunas, before he met Stephen, a serious live-in partner. He had minimal contact with family members, including his separated father. Fortunately, his aunties and one of his brothers were very loving and accepting. One of his aunts even threatened to avoid seeing her sister (Warwick’s mother) if she didn’t change her attitude to him.

He worked through his pain with many therapies, like Rebirthing and Transactional Analysis. He got sick of hearing his own story. Therapists explain this is a sign of healing.

Still, at 27, he received a toxic two-page letter from his mother outlining her grievances. She said that he’d brought shame on the family and that he’d defiled children. He became almost catatonically shocked. How could his mother say these things when the mothers of mass murderers turned up at court to support them?

Warwick visited his father, a former merchant seaman who only had contact with three of his six sons. His father said, ‘When you’re at sea and you’re heading into a cyclone and the chips are down, we’re all equal. It’s all hands-on deck to save each other. I understand. You’re my son and I can’t afford to lose you.’

They both cried and hugged. It was huge as his father always spoke negatively about gay men and called former South Australian Premier, Don Dunstan, a ‘half-baked poofter’.

It was time to move to the big smoke, Sydney. Warwick had lost friends and family. Fear hovered over him surrounding the murder of gay men.

At the age of 32, he drove 1376 kilometres to Sydney, leaving Adelaide and Stephen after their six years together. He bid farewell to his mother, who was reluctant to meet with him.

Warwick felt instantly at home in the new city; he changed his surname and although grieving deeply, broke off contact with most of the family. If they wanted him in their lives, they would find him. He felt untold shame and guilt for supposedly ‘fracturing the family’.

It took six years before contact was renewed. One of his five brothers invited him to his son’s wedding and offered an olive branch in the form of accommodation, financial support and a heartfelt request for Warwick’s attendance.

At the wedding, he saw brothers he hadn’t seen for more than a decade. He didn’t want deathbed regrets, so he contacted his mother. ‘But she was still awful,’ he says.

Peter met Warwick

In 1993, Warwick met Peter at the house of Denis, a mutual friend and a matchmaker extraordinaire.

It was just the three of them. Peter and Warwick shared an instant attraction. They were both impeccably groomed and bespectacled. Warwick’s thick wavy hair and soft features reflected his tender heart. He had a slim body shape and was outgoing and happy.

‘Warwick was gorgeous. He was very gentle, very kind, just a lovely man.’

Peter appeared more reserved, but open and communicative, once he felt comfortable. Warwick found his trim frame, sweet smile and friendly face very appealing. Peter liked the quiet as he had an extra-sensitivity to sound. In fact, his whole life revolved around sound and music in general. Denis had introduced Peter to the world of piano rolls made by the likes of Debussy and Rachmaninoff in the early 1900’s.

‘Peter was the sweetest man I’d ever met,’ Warwick says, ‘and he was quite a spunk, quite a dish. We just clicked. He really was sexually attractive.’

They had mutual interests. Peter loved to go for a ride in Warwick’s 40-year-old Morris Minor, his pride and joy. Peter had once owned the very same model. They enjoyed social gatherings and feasting their eyes on beautiful cars, including their treasured green Rover.

‘In twenty-four years, I’ve never fallen out of love with it. It cost me a bomb.’

There were a few obstacles, however, to a full-on relationship. Peter was married with two children and often worked two jobs. Warwick had an intense unresolved relationship with Stephen in Adelaide.

In 1994, Stephen suffered a life-threatening cerebral hemorrhage with complications and attendant surgery. He needed to learn to walk and talk again. Warwick felt a strong sense of responsibility and brought him to Sydney to care for him.

‘Stephen was a drain on my energy and resources over those four years. He never had adequate jobs or finances and was suicidal at times.’

Warwick continues, ‘Peter and I sort of muddled along for five years.’

They kept in touch through phone calls late at night. Warwick attended Peter’s 50th birthday, and they met at a few functions at Denis’s or Warwick’s home. They sneaked away together. They both found it very difficult, but neither of them was in the mood for a relationship, even with the palpable attraction.

‘Men have needs,’ Peter says with a grin.

Peter and Warwick’s love story took an unconventional trajectory as they worked on their respective relationships. Warwick adds, ‘We had a lot of homework to do. That’s what the psychologists say.’

In other words, they had to sort out their lives.

Unwavering care

For five years, from 1980, Warwick trained and worked as a general nurse. At twenty-seven, in Adelaide, he gave end of life care in Mary Potter Hospice for three years, and thereafter, he became a nurse educator and palliative care nurse educator.

In 1993, in Sydney, he nursed in a palliative care hospital, nursing homes and the Sacred Heart Hospice for six years.

A lot of young men were dying at the beginning of the AIDs epidemic. In 1994, the same year that homosexuality was decriminalised across Australia (excepting Tasmania), the annual number of AIDS diagnoses peaked near a thousand cases.

After this, the rates declined rapidly due to the introduction of effective antiretroviral therapies which delayed progression from HIV to AIDS. In 2022, there were an estimated 29,460 people living with HIV in Australia.

However, in the nineties, in Sydney, young men with HIV were often estranged from their families, thrown out of the family home and placed in a separate hospital building. Warwick worked with many who developed dementia.

They were disoriented and often wandered up the well-known Oxford Street. Three died by suicide: one jumped off a third floor, another jumped in front of a train, and one hanged himself. Warwick’s team dealt with the aftermath of these tragedies. It was demanding work for over six years.

Surprisingly, he says, ‘I loved it, and it was essentially gentle, but powerful work.’ Over this time, he taught palliative care, became a senior and supervisor, and gave death and dying lectures at the University of New South Wales to student nurses or to medical students on placement. In his late twenties, he visited overseas hospices and met Dr Cecily Saunders in London, a pioneer in palliative care.

As his understanding of death and dying deepened, he became a prized professional who knew the theory and had the bedside manner of gentle care. He also completed a three-year full-time training course in the Alexander Technique from 1993 to 1995 to qualify as a practitioner, and additionally, he worked with the dying on afternoon and night shifts. The training also included N.L.P. practitioner skills that helped him work with a wide range of people, both patients and staff. The work developed his sense of touch that helped with nursing the dying. Later, he taught this technique and built a small practice.

In 1998, life began anew when Stephen moved out to join a religious order, and in 2002, Warwick’s mother rang from Broken Hill. She asked, ‘Where are you?’ as Les, her partner, was dying. She needed his support and knowledge over the six months before Les died. Warwick flew over and visited his mother and Les in Broken Hill and returned after he died to be with the family who’d travelled from Adelaide for the funeral.

His passing gave them both a gift — reconciliation and love.

Peter’s complex past

Peter and Lyn had regular sex in the early days of their marriage. ‘That was manageable, but it was still a chore. I had to fantasise about other things.’

When he had proposed to her, she told him that she couldn’t have children. But later he discovered she wanted children. So began a roller coaster ride. She sought a specialist, underwent ovarian surgery and he provided sex on demand (sometimes a welcome problem for heterosexual men). This continued until she fell pregnant.

Three months later, she had a miscarriage and suffered immense grief. Lyn felt desperate to have a child. In 1976, they adopted Darryl, a ten-week-old baby boy whose teenage mother gave him up for adoption. But the mother had ignored him over those ten weeks, so he missed out on vital maternal affection. It was a disaster.

Peter got on well with his son, but Lyn never bonded with him. They often fought and family events became ‘sheer hell’.

In 1977, he was thirty-one. He’d been married for six years.

‘My good friend, Denis, put the hard word on me.’ As a result of that advance, Peter realised he was turned on and enjoyed it. The bell finally rang, I’m gay. There was no turning back. Peter met new friends and lovers at the many events that Denis hosted in his expansive home.

‘He was my life changer. He brought me out well and truly.’

It was also Denis who awoke Peter’s love of orchestral, classical music and operas.

‘I was never in love with Denis, but I thoroughly enjoyed his company.’ Their strong friendship remained until Denis’s death in 2012.

Later, Peter fell in love for the first time. He began a relationship with Greg. ‘It was the type of love that we see in movies, when a person is smitten by another. Intense chemistry.’

Lyn noticed the way his eyes practically glowed when he was with Greg. Finally, her suspicions coalesced, and she asked him if he was homosexual.

Peter said to her, ‘Well, a little bit — really a big bit.’ He adds, ‘There are no degrees of homosexuality.’

She got on well with Greg, knew they were having sex and suspected they’d had sex in the marital bed. It was true, but Peter denied it every time she asked him. He felt very sorry for her and encouraged her to find another relationship, but she wanted to stay married.

‘Why did you marry me?’ she often asked. ‘She never accepted that I didn’t know my sexuality early on. This belief was a canker that grew in her mind up to the last time we talked. Nothing could convince her of the truth, especially after her doctor declared it was impossible for a person not to know their sexuality.’

The truth was he thought he was in love with Lyn when he married her, but over time he felt trapped and tormented in the marriage amidst the yelling and the shame.

‘I always felt so fucking guilty for being gay.’

He recalls the night Leah, his daughter, was conceived. It was the last time Lyn, and he had sex after his coming out. They had unprotected sex as she couldn’t have children. However, it turned out, she could! She fell pregnant.

In 1982, Peter and Denis toured for two weeks with the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, performing Grieg’s Piano Concerto played from Percy Grainger’s piano rolls. They used the machine which Peter created, a Duoart Vorsetzer which sat in front of a piano with fingers nesting on the keys. Greg joined them during that tour.

This was a career highlight for Peter, but at home, Lyn struggled with the pregnancy.

‘She grew very anxious and depressed. Her future looked bleak. She had left her first husband as he used to hit her, and now she had a gay husband who had a boyfriend. I tried everything to comfort her, but it made matters worse. My emotions were also a mess, as I realised that I must remain with Lyn.

‘One night at ten o’clock, I drove home from work and as I crossed Liverpool Bridge, I decided I must stay. I must give up everything. So, for the next 17 years, I stuck it out. After the tour, I talked with Lyn a lot and she came to accept Greg. That six-year affair is what got me through. Eventually, Greg and I broke up, and that ended my foray into a gay relationship. Lyn comforted me at the time, but she knew she had the upper hand. I was the gay one.’

Lyn was an adoring mother, and she and her daughter grew very close, but she excluded Peter and frequently badmouthed him. This worsened over the years with the result that Peter has only recently bonded with his daughter.

‘I never felt cut out to be a dad, but I did my very best.’

He worked hard to improve his children’s lives, playing piano for the school’s choir for eleven years, so Darryl had music at school; he also bought a boat to take him sailing.

Meanwhile, he lived a double life, having a family with his wife while enjoying many male admirers, liaisons and going to a few gay events.

‘We’d go off somewhere and have it off with each other. But I wasn’t a whore hanging around toilets. I certainly played around a bit. That opened the gates. It changed my life.’ He also had his own circle of friends from the piano roll world, many of whom were gay. A few subsequently died of AIDS.

As Peter said, ‘I was a cute young man in the gay community and there was no shortage of willies.’ He was a private and shy sort of guy, though, and not politically active in the gay scene, though he met many gay men who were musicians, singers and artists.

AIDS changed everything.

‘We were so spooked by it that we thought we’d give it to each other by kissing. The way the public reacted to it, being gay was bad.’

In 1987, the Grim Reaper advertisement showed men, women and children lined up to face possible death from the AIDS virus. The grim reaper was shown with his scythe cutting down thousands of ordinary people. Unfortunately, the Grim Reaper became associated with gay men, rather than ‘Death’.

The public’s fears of gay men intensified. It had a damaging impact on the (then described) LGBT community and contributed to a higher level of violence against them.

‘It was like having typhoid,’ Peter says.

The last gasps of a marriage

In the dying light, Peter discusses the time when he was 47 and had begun self-employment at home. Lyn hated him being there all the time.

The marriage became marred by the ‘Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse’ behaviours: criticism (‘You always’ or ‘You never’ statements), contempt (sarcasm and cynicism), stonewalling (disengaging, acting indifferent) and defensiveness (blaming the other or playing the victim). Gottman, the godfather of relationship research, found these behaviours predict, with 90 percent accuracy, the death of a marriage.

Peter worked very hard, provided a new house and tried to be a model husband. Lyn wanted him out of the house but wouldn’t request it or leave the marriage. She made false, hurtful accusations and ‘ranted and raved’ when listening to his phone calls. She had turned their daughter, Leah, against him, but his relationship with his son Darryl was good.

‘I couldn’t understand how someone could be so horrible to me after I had given so much, sacrificed so much.’

He readied himself for an uncertain new life. In 1998, he and Lyn separated, attended court, and then made ‘a kitchen table’ agreement. He sold the house, and although he had been the sole earner, he gave 90 percent of the house sale, all the furniture and a new car to Lyn. He continued his financial support for the family for many more years. ‘I was driven by a sense of guilt.’

‘In September 1998, I walked out one night and went to Warwick’s house with my suitcase and never went back.’ He left the marriage with a car, a piano, and later, a deposit for a house. He felt great relief leaving the marriage, but with many health issues.

Warwick’s ex-partner, Stephen, had moved out by this stage.

‘I had experienced life in all its rawness and suffering,’ Warwick says. ‘The last thing I wanted was a married man with two kids. Even though I adored Peter, I was in no mood. I thought, this has no future.’

One door closes, another opens

On the second day of our discussions, as the sun peeks through the dining room window, they reflect on the beginning of their partnership.

In 1999, six years had passed since their first meeting. They had resolved their other partnerships. Peter attended counselling with a female practitioner for two years. He worked through a work crisis, ‘the gay thing’ (as he calls it), issues with his family, and ‘sort of forgiving’ his deceased brutish father. In his twenties, they bonded in the last weeks of his father’s life and both loved music. His father realized how badly he had treated Peter.

At age 52, Peter was battle weary. 38-year-old Warwick was compassion fatigued.

Still, they decided this will work.

Peter had arrived at Warwick’s house and ...

‘It was all green lights. It felt like it was almost meant to happen. It was quite extraordinary, ‘ Warwick says. ‘A few gay men in Sydney had their noses put out of joint when I ended up with Peter. There were others ahead of me in the queue. I think I knew straight away it could work. It had a wow factor, a special connection, intimate and loving.’

‘He was the Adelaide boy who turned up, and I took the prize,’ Peter adds with a grin.

They were about to enter the most harmonious and happy partnership of their lives. Peter says their success is due to being similar people who share interests and common political views. They’re both lefties, they value independence and enjoy separate interests. He acknowledges they’ve had ups and downs but, ‘It’s just been beautiful.’

He adds, ‘It’s rare if we have an argument. It’s only when we’re both tired and really pissed off at everything.’

‘We’re compatible. The best relationships happen naturally and it’s easy,’ Warwick says. They’ve worked on issues and communicated, but not obsessively. They negotiated, moved through difficulties and sailed along.

Warwick brought to the relationship a lifetime of loving and tending to the sick and dying. Peter acknowledges that he’s very kind.

‘It wasn’t limerence, that chemical kind of love I had with Greg,’ Peter says. ‘It’s a mature love; it’s a love of the person, not just the dick. It’s the whole package. The person package.’ Warwick is everything to him.

Peter’s eyes well up. He lowers his head, embarrassed. His tears speak of joy.

He says, ‘I’m so appreciative, grateful, it’s so beautiful.’ He feels stupid for being emotional.

‘It’s so rare to see this kind of love,’ I say.

The Brad Pitt of Padstow

Now they were finally together. Their primary dream was to find a ‘little house in the burbs with a garden’. Peter’s divorce settlement provided finances for a home deposit.

After a six-month search, a real estate agent showed them a renovated 1951 cottage, with a sign out the front, ‘The Brad Pitt of Padstow.’ The front garden exuded a Hawaiian feel with palm trees while the house met Peter’s needs for an office, a music room and a shed that could be converted into a studio workshop.

Instantly, they felt at home. They paid more than they intended at the auction, and they now had a 250,000-dollar mortgage.

The next project was a re-renovation to suit their own taste. A treat and a test for partnerships. They reclad the house to gain a weatherboard look and transformed everything from floor to ceiling.

No expenses were spared. A dream home — they’ve been there ever since. Twenty-five years.

[image: It%27s%20About%20Time_02.jpg]

‘They were great days. It was tough. We were working hard, the house was in constant chaos and messy, but it settled,’ Peter says. Fortunately, they got on well with a great team of tradesmen (most of whom were gay). ‘It was an exciting and rewarding time’. Their creation.

Finally, Peter and Warwick had their home and harmony. Now they could focus on work — their middle name. Challenges came thick and fast away from the home front, but at least the challenges weren’t at home.

They were each other’s soft place to fall.

Men at work

The concept of men at work conjures up stereotypical mages of men in overalls with mechanised tools, muscles and machismo. Warwick and Peter are anything but ...

They are genteel men.

Peter is a quiet, cultured intellectual burrowed in the rabbit hole of his office or studio which houses his engineering workshop and laboratory. He’s an engineer who’s built the piano roll reading equipment which his thesis expounded. He sells MIDI files of these recordings on his website.

His workplace includes five computers, innumerable hard drives, piano roll files and data galore. He was inspired by Denis, his mentor, who’d amassed a collection now in the Stanford Library, USA, including 7,500 reproducing rolls of composers like Rachmaninov.

Warwick’s mission was to care for people in their most vulnerable moments.

Warwick birthed a new path

After palliative care work, Warwick turned a corner into midlife and a new direction. What could be more positive than helping women give birth? New life. In midwifery, he was trained to be immensely calm and empower women to get through labour with affirmative talk — ‘good pain’ and ‘push the pain away’.

While the work environment was happier, there were still traumas. Women had still births, and occasionally died, especially those giving birth in their forties. Warwick debriefed with Peter. Meanwhile, Warwick worked at a hospice while studying and running his Alexander technique practice.

In late 2001, he found stable employment as the only male midwife in the busy labour ward at Bankstown Hospital. He encountered various nationalities with different religious and cultural beliefs. Some husbands were aggressive to him because they didn’t approve of a male seeing their wife uncovered. They said to him, ‘If you see my wife, you will get aroused and want to have sex with her.’

Warwick needed security to escort him to his car. Management supported the clients’ wishes, adding stress to an already difficult work environment. After six years in the birthing unit, he moved to the post-natal ward and remained there for four years, helping women breastfeed and bathe their newborn babies. In all, Warwick worked in this environment for ten years.

However, the population’s bias against male midwives wore him down. He became severely depressed and felt suicidal, so his doctor prescribed him medication and advised him to leave his job. Peter gave him support by gaining contract work at the same hospital. He actively listened to Warwick’s woes. They were in it together.

Warwick finally realised that the discrimination ‘was a rejection issue. It brought up the rejection of being gay. And here I was now being rejected for being a male.’ He couldn’t win.

In 2007, Warwick
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