

Susanna Abse



TELL ME THE TRUTH ABOUT LOVE

13 Tales from the Therapist’s Couch

[image: Penguin Random House]



About the Author

Susanna Abse has been a psychoanalytic psychotherapist for over 30 years. She specialises in helping couples and was CEO of the charity Tavistock Relationships from 2006 to 2016 and Chair of the British Psychoanalytic Council from 2018 to 2021.

Alongside her professional writing on couples therapy, she has contributed articles on wider social and political issues to the Guardian, the New Statesman and Open Democracy. In 2019, she presented a series of films called Britain on the Couch for Channel 4 News. She is co-editor of The Library of Couple and Family Psychoanalysis for Routledge Books and is a trustee of the Freud Museum, London.




For Paul, my fellow truth seeker.





We do as we have been done by.

—John Bowlby






Introduction

The couple relationship is at the centre of this book, just as it is at the centre of our lives. We are born wanting to reach out and relate to others, and each of us, whilst not necessarily growing up with two parents, has a deep internal structure rooted in the idea of intimate connection. Despite technological advances, there is always a sperm and an egg, a nipple and a mouth – two bodies and two minds coming together. For humans, we cannot make babies single-handed and even if we could, the drive for ‘intercourse’ and human interaction would remain. We are hardwired for love.

This sense of connection lies at the heart of many of our dreams and fantasies and drives the narrative of fairy tales, which Carl Jung believed revealed something about the basis of human nature. It is for this reason that I have written this book in the form of a series of psychoanalytic allegories, with fairy tale-like titles, through which I try to shed light on some of the universal themes and eternal dilemmas we face in relationships, and which draw couples together and, all too often, tear them apart.

The longing for transformation is at the heart of what often brings people to therapy, just as it is at the heart of the fairy tale, where a happy outcome is achieved only after the central character overcomes huge obstacles and adversity. Clearly, psychotherapy doesn’t transform the frog into a prince; however, it does attempt to take the patient on a journey where they come to understand that the frog and the prince are two halves of the same person and ‘transformation’ perhaps then comes from accepting this. Yet some patients seek a quick fix – a magic potion – and are disappointed when they find that there isn’t one.

The case histories in this book are inspired and informed by more than 35 years of practice and tens of thousands of sessions with many hundreds of living, breathing patients. The importance of any patient feeling safe in the knowledge that what they tell me is confidential means that I haven’t written about any specific individuals. Readers will ask, ‘But then are these stories true?’ The answer is that they are ‘true’ in the same way that fairy tales are ‘true’. They aim to tell a deeper truth about the human condition. Each chapter tells a story that represents problems and patterns of behaviour I have witnessed in different forms over and over again. Though they are not about any specific patient they offer truths about the human need for others and the reality of our vulnerability, about the inevitability of dependence and the fear of it.

When exploring love relationships, it’s vital to question what is truth? Philosophers describe truth as that which accords with reality, but reality is subjective: my reality will be different from yours and yours from mine. I point this out because this question goes to the heart of couple therapy. In treatment, many discover that not only have they hidden the truth from others but that they have also been lying to themselves – because being honest with oneself usually means facing up to painful truths which we often avoid. Thus, there are two aspects to ‘truth’ between a couple: the first involves facing one’s own feelings and knowing about your own experiences; the second involves facing your partner’s feelings and understanding their experience. The challenge is whether these two truths can co-exist without one threatening to obliterate the other.

Most couples take a little time to become curious – to become interested in how their inner truth may not reflect some objective reality but is, at least in part, a reflection of their own family experience. But when partners do become curious, less defensive and open up about their feelings, they can rediscover each other and a different kind of truth emerges – one that is shared and which creates a new narrative. This is not simply an intellectual or cognitive knowing but rather an emotional process. As Jung said, ‘We should not pretend to understand the world only by intellect. We apprehend it just as much by feeling. The judgement of the intellect is only part of the truth.’fn1

Jung was wise – as a psychotherapist, I have learnt that all our experience is suffused with and shaped by our previous experiences. We approach every new event or relationship full of preconceptions – we are never free of these influences; though we may imagine ourselves to be impartial, objective witnesses to our lives, we are not. The past lives on in the present.

In couple therapy, then, the aim is to seek truth – but not to possess it. Rather it is a process of unfolding something between a couple that leads to discoveries which in turn lead to understanding and, sometimes, to transformation. I hope that in writing this book I may help readers reach a deeper and richer insight into themselves and their own relationships. Couple therapy is largely about getting to know things about yourself and your partner that have been hidden from view behind our assumptions. It’s about letting go of one set of ‘truths’ and becoming open to a more shared understanding of each other – that is the truth about love.
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Part One



FRAGILE BONDS



We are never so defenceless as when we love.

—Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents




All humans are fragile, though we may spend a lifetime pretending we are not. We are born helpless and that experience of helplessness is not forgotten. It echoes through our lives and disturbs us in the dead of night when our grown-up selves are sleeping.

Our only real protection from human fragility is other humans. Humans with hands that lift us; humans with arms that hold us; humans with minds that understand us. Without that, we are alone – and no human is designed for that. But other humans also threaten us; they remind us of the times we were dropped, when the arms weren’t gently holding but roughly constraining and take us back to the times we were misunderstood. So, when it comes to love, we armour ourselves against this fragility because we are afraid.




Victoria and Rupert Refuse to Come out of the Doll’s House

Some couples are shockingly childish. They bicker and fight, snap and wail, and like nothing better than having an audience to win over to their side. Once they’ve exhausted all their friends then a couple therapist often comes in handy!

I have colleagues who work only with individuals and insist they’d never want to work with a couple because they’d feel so irritated with the rowing. I remember many years ago teaching a seminar and a student therapist getting very cross with the case material I was presenting. Exasperated, they asked, ‘For goodness’ sake, why don’t they just call it a day if they can’t get on?’ It brought a brief round of applause and nodding of student heads.

We may disapprove of couples bickering or behaving like children, yet it seems to me that couples become couples partly because an intimate relationship is one of the only ways it’s acceptable for adults to regress. Where else can we talk in silly voices? Call and be called ‘pudding pie’ and suchlike? Who else can you throw water at or even ketchup in a play fight? Who else will read to you? Sing to you? Hold you and caress you? It is perhaps one of life’s paradoxes that it’s the norm for parents to share the warmth of a bed, whilst children, once past early infancy, are trained to sleep alone. Being a couple lets us return to this world of play and touch, which is generally barred to us in the rest of our adult lives.

Nearly all intimate love relationships have childlike qualities: we use baby words of love with each other and snuggle, stroke and play. Love-making itself offers the opportunity to stroke and caress and suck and tickle and explore in a way that most of adult life doesn’t. Recently, on a beach in Greece I watched a couple sticking grass stalks up each other’s noses – testing how long they could each bear it. Rolling with laughter, I observed how completely in love they were and how much they were bonded by their childishness.

But despite knowing this, I have to confess that there are some couples whose infantile behaviour is so regressive and destructive that it becomes hard to bear, even for an old hand like me.

Victoria and Rupert were extremely hard going. They were in their late thirties and beautiful, rich and clever but, I repeat, extremely hard going. Both could be disarmingly charming on their own but together they were a nightmare. So many dinner parties ruined, holidays disrupted and tearful phone conversations late at night had led to their friends drawing a line through their names and so they turned up in my consulting room, ready to put me through a similar experience.

I, however, having endured many hours listening to similarly warring couples, knew I had to take a different approach. There were tantrums and tears in the sessions and I received histrionic phone calls and emails between appointments, where each would forward me texts or emails that had passed between them. Sometimes I’d be copied into these exchanges and asked to adjudicate as if I was the giver of justice. Both convinced of their rightness, they would appeal to me with tear-filled eyes to validate their point of view. They’d come to each session having not spoken to each other for several days and then, each Thursday in my office, would eventually make up and leave my room together laughing and smiling like a pair of naughty children.

There are some couples who, when in the middle of a row, voice their outrage at what they feel are unfair accusations and distortions of truth meted out by their partner. ‘If only I’d had a video running, it would prove me right. It just didn’t happen like that!’ they scream, each of them seeing everything through their own lens – a lens that is distorted and shaped by past experiences, which often include trauma, neglect and abuse. And this introduces confusion, making it hard to distinguish feeling from facts. The angrier and more upset partners get, the more assumptions are made about the motives and intentions of the other.

I hoped, with careful work, Victoria and Rupert might break out of this cycle and begin to become curious. Curious about themselves and curious about each other. The assumptions they made about each other, together with the excitement they created to avoid feeling sad, left them repeating a cycle of anger, betrayal and passionate reconciliation over and over again. And whilst it sometimes seemed they were excited by it, I could see that, underneath the noise, they felt desperation and despair at never feeling understood or safe. I knew if anything was going to change, they needed to get depressed, they needed to recognise that their relationship wasn’t a doll’s house where the furniture could be thrown about and the figures tipped upside down with no consequences or damage. I wanted them to feel how serious and sad this was. I wanted them to talk about their fears. I wanted them, in short, to be different.

Whether I was right to want all this is highly questionable. Should a psychotherapist have such clear goals for their patients? Isn’t it our job to facilitate what our patients want, not what we desire for them? I knew this, of course, so how was I to survive the frustrations of working with Victoria and Rupert? How was I to bear the endless sessions of petty fighting and rapturous reconciliation? And when, as my exasperated student rightly asked, is it time to call it a day?

I found myself thinking back to another couple who I’d seen many years earlier. Roly and Clive were very young when they came, just 23 and 24. They too had passionate ups and downs, breaking up and reconciling repeatedly. The slightest thing would trigger mutual threats to end the relationship and I’d never know what to expect from week to week. I’d sternly encourage them to take the work with me seriously but it seemed impossible and after several weeks of no-shows, unpaid bills and frantic texts, I suggested in an email that perhaps they weren’t ready to settle down to therapy and that they should contact me when they felt they could commit.

How ironic. Commitment was of course the very problem Roly and Clive were struggling with. Both felt too scared to really pledge themselves to the relationship and both found it impossible to commit to the therapy.

Was this, I wondered, Victoria and Rupert’s problem too? They were a fair bit older than Roly and Clive and the stakes were therefore considerably higher. On the other hand, they had the financial resources to play these games with each other, in ever more dramatic ways.

One grey Tuesday in February, I struggled into work with a streaming cold. Victoria and Rupert were the last appointment of the day and I, exhausted, secretly hoped they might cancel so I could go home and get into my PJs. Six o’clock came and went, and I was beginning to think about getting my coat when, fifteen minutes late, the buzzer went. They entered with a flurry, unzipping their matching Moncler down jackets and, without taking a breath, launched into their latest drama.

It seemed they’d been skiing over a long weekend in Zermatt and on the second day Victoria had taken umbrage over Rupert’s provocative comment that her bum did indeed look big in her salopettes. She’d instantly hired a car and driven for five hours to meet friends skiing in St Moritz. Ordinary mortals would have had to stay put and work it out but, being impulse driven and rich, she didn’t need to. She could make her point in the most dramatic way, leaving Rupert alone on the side of the mountain.

This kind of ‘acting out’ is very anti-therapeutic. Therapy is about sitting with things, bearing feelings, tolerating discomfort, facing our fears. Victoria and Rupert seemed deeply committed to not committing to this process.

There was, however, one thing they both wanted more than anything else and when I spoke about this in the sessions they’d go quiet and still as my words reverberated through them, echoing their oceanic desire to start a family. To be a family. Something neither of them had had when growing up. I won’t detail their individual backgrounds. You, the reader, can, I’m sure, imagine the circumstances of the neglect they’d suffered. Lots of money and very little care. Sent young to grand boarding schools. Many treats that hadn’t compensated for a lack of real attention and love. Lots of holidays and big gestures but no stability. It was very painful if you stopped for two minutes to think about it. Which is exactly what they didn’t or couldn’t do.

In the sessions, as the weeks went by, there were repeated damaging break-ups and make-ups. I’d be firm and stop them bickering and then I’d try to connect them to how sad this all was. How sad that they’d missed each other for three days when they’d planned to go to the theatre or to Paris, Rome or Zermatt. Every cancelled event or spoilt occasion. I’d speak to the waste of it all and the waste of their deepest hopes and gradually, very gradually, they began to thaw, to show genuine sadness and to turn back to each other sooner after each argument than had previously been the case.

Children love a doll’s house; it’s a place where fantasy can dominate and where the child can be all-powerful and in control. Victoria and Rupert, who were so fragile inside, liked to pretend they were unbreakable but of course they were not.

Rows between couples are inevitable. Differences are not only inevitable, but important. Perhaps more essential than agreement is the working through of our differences, so that we really find each other. You are not me. I am not you. And yes, that is difficult and disappointing but also interesting and sometimes exciting. And if we are just a ‘we’, then who am I?

So, the trick of being a happy-enough couple isn’t to have no rows but to learn to make up well and to repair the relationship. Rupert and Victoria made up quickly enough in the early days of therapy but they never repaired anything, never learnt anything. It was manic repair to avoid feeling, to avoid thinking and to avoid knowing about their pain.




Jack and Jill Tumble down the Hill



Jack Sprat could eat no fat,
His wife could eat no lean;
And so betwixt them both,
They lick’d the platter clean.

—Nursery rhyme




Marriage and long-term partnerships can help us to develop and grow. The nurture and, indeed, the frustration that we encounter in our relationships help us mature. So when a couple comes to therapy, it’s often because this maturing process has got stuck or frozen and the couple, rather than finding their relationship helps them to flourish, instead find themselves trapped in patterns of destructive feelings and behaviour. Couple psychotherapy can unblock this, launching the couple back into a more creative journey through the life cycle of having children, raising and then launching them; developing careers; nurturing friendships; managing retirement and, of course, in time, facing old age and death. For some couples, whose relationship hasn’t matured, this frozen or stuck state has come about because of the avoidance of all conflict.

I remember an early case, perhaps 30 years ago, which first brought this home to me. Both were artists and they lived in the countryside, in a quiet, isolated place, though it was not far from London. I shall call them Jack and Jill. They were an older couple with no children and no desire for children. As I got to know them, I concluded that the reason for this was that they still felt like children themselves; babes lost in the woods.

At that time, I was a fresh-faced trainee therapist working in the building of a large NHS clinic. It wasn’t a particularly friendly place but I was keen to follow the many rules about conducting appointments. In this clinic, the protocol was that when patients arrived, I had to phone down to an indifferent receptionist who would then send the couple up to my office, three floors above.

It was a Tuesday afternoon and I’d spent the morning in seminars and with my supervisor, preparing for a new couple. I closed the office window, looked at my watch and saw it was 2pm so I rang down to see if they’d arrived. The receptionist informed me the couple were here and were now on their way up. I knew nothing much about Jack and Jill but waited with anticipation by the lift to greet them and escort them to my room. The minutes ticked by and, as I watched the hands of the clock move gradually towards ten minutes past two, I began to wonder where they’d got to.

Then, turning to the adjacent stairs, I could see an older couple slowly hauling their way up to where I was waiting. I wasn’t sure if this was Jack and Jill, so we stood there slightly awkwardly until I said, ‘Hello, I’m Susanna Abse. Are you here to see me?’ They nodded and silently followed me down the corridor towards my sparsely furnished office with its clinical linoleum floor and metal windows.

By the time I reached the door, the couple were lagging some 20 feet behind me. Admittedly, I’d walked briskly but their pace was snail-like and once inside, it seemed to take an age for them to dispense with their bags and coats and settle themselves.

I introduced myself properly and told them we had until 3.15pm and that this was a consultation to explore whether couple psychotherapy might be helpful for them. And then I asked them to tell me a little about why they’d come.

There was a long pause and I took this opportunity to study them closely. Jack was tall and very thin, and I thought that once he would have been very handsome. His hair was splattered with grey and looked like it hadn’t seen a comb for some months.

Jill also looked a bit uncared for in a baggy tweed skirt and thick, dark tights that had seen better days. She wore an impressive orange bead necklace and her hair, which was pinned in a loose bun, was dyed scarlet red. I could see her white roots as she bent to place her bag on the blue lino beside her and as she straightened up, she looked at me and gave a small, warm smile.

The silence continued but eventually, Jack, looking anxiously at Jill, broke the silence.

‘We’ve been having trouble with our neighbours.’ He stopped and I nodded encouragingly for him to continue.

Again, he glanced at Jill before slowly explaining that their neighbours were objecting to a new studio they’d built on their land. I felt perplexed but curious – this was certainly an unusual subject to open with. Jack described how the studio, though far from their nearest neighbours, was on the side of a hill and therefore very visible. Their neighbours were complaining that the building spoiled the view and had now written to the local planning authorities, who’d informed them that they should have got permission before building. They were very worried, Jack continued, as they feared they were going to have to tear it down. I could sense the anxiety emanating off him.

Jill frowned but said nothing, so I prodded a little and asked if this concern was causing difficulties between them. Again, there was a long silence before, once again, Jack took the lead. ‘Maybe,’ he said.

I turned to Jill. ‘I wonder if you wanted to say anything further, Jill. Perhaps you see things differently?’ Little did I know then that this question went to the heart of their problem. Could she see things differently? Apparently not.

Although Jack and Jill seemed hesitant to discuss any problems between them, they did tell me a little more about their lives. They’d met on their first day at art school, both new to London and quite overwhelmed by it all. Jack said he was attracted to Jill’s serenity; she seemed so calm and composed – ‘Zen-like’. Jill said that she’d been struck by how tall Jack was; he seemed like the strong and silent type, which reminded her of her brother. They talked animatedly about how they’d developed a way of working together that had been central to the making of their art. Inseparable since they were 18, they were now in their late fifties. They made me think of the artists Gilbert and George – a heterosexual version of that couple, two peas in a creative pod. Their work had clearly been the driving force of their existence and Jill spoke at some length about what a wonderful sculptor Jack was and how much she tried to emulate his work ethic, though sometimes she found that quite challenging. She smiled broadly and laughed as she said this and he laughed expansively too, though I couldn’t really make out what was funny. As the session went on, I noticed that both of them laughed and smiled a great deal. Was this a way of covering up more uncomfortable feelings?

After they left, I wrote ‘Babes in the wood?’ on my notepad, which was my shorthand for a particular kind of couple who find any conflict or differences particularly challenging and will do anything to keep things smooth and harmonious between them. As a result, all the conflict and difficulties happen with people outside the little couple world, with in-laws or siblings or, perhaps, neighbours. I had the sense that Jack and Jill were trying to live in a kind of childlike refuge, buried in the countryside away from the intrusions and demands of the outside world. The only blot on the horizon seemed to be their neighbours, who they feared were out to get them.

‘Babes in the wood’ couples try to create a relationship where partners, like good mothers, apprehend and meet each other’s needs in a complete, almost unspoken way. Each partner adapts to the other so that there is an illusion of oneness which can feel like a blissful experience of being held and secure.


You and I

Have so much love

That it

Burns like fire,

In which we bake a lump of clay

Moulded into a figure of you.

And a figure of me.

Then we take both of them,

And break them into pieces,

And mix the pieces with water,

And mould again a figure of you,

And a figure of me.

I am in your clay

You are in my clay

In life we share a single quilt.

In death we will share one coffin

—Kuan Tao-Sheng, ‘Married Love’



This poem speaks to that wonderful feeling of oneness that most love affairs begin with. When we fall in love and place our heart in someone’s hands – which is, after all, quite a risky thing to do with a stranger – feeling completely fused together gives an illusion of security. Unconsciously, we believe, ‘If we are one – you can’t hurt me. If we are the same, locked forever in a loving embrace, you’ll never leave me.’

In most relationships, adult partners go through a gradual disillusionment and separation process. Life happens and the honeymoon ends. Suddenly you’re living not with this ideal person but with someone more real, with their own point of view and their own separate needs. This disillusionment can herald the end of a relationship or it can be the start of a new phase. Usually, it feels like a painful loss and couples can spend years and years working through this disappointment towards a more realistic view of what their relationship can offer. It will certainly be less romantic but for many couples this phase also heralds a greater intimacy because it’s more truthful, and intimacy and closeness are always enhanced by feeling understood.

I wasn’t sure whether Jack and Jill would take up the offer of couple psychotherapy, I thought that it might be too much for them – it seemed that they had built a life to protect them from disagreement and the rough and tumble of relationships. But, to my surprise, after some days of consideration, they wrote to say they’d like to come on a weekly basis to see me. They made it clear that this would be a big commitment; the journey would take them nearly two hours each way and so I, still in post-graduate training, felt some trepidation about whether their commitment would be matched by my capacity to help. It felt unnerving to work with a couple who were old enough to be my parents.

The next session didn’t bring any further clarification of the problems between them, rather, they spoke obsessively about their neighbours and their fears about the council. They talked at length about their worry that they’d have to knock down the studio and how this would interfere with Jack’s preparation for the prestigious solo show he was going to have the following year. I heard endlessly about how important this was: his first solo exhibition and an honour. Something no gallery had ever offered him before.

‘And how’s that for you, Jill?’ I asked. ‘Perhaps it’s quite a challenge for Jack to be doing this solo, without you?’

‘The issue is the kiln,’ she said, ignoring my question. ‘It cost thousands and took weeks to put in and we simply can’t afford to do that again. It took up the last of the money. If they say we have to demolish the studio, well, it’s going to be …’ she trailed off, her forehead furrowed like the twisted paper tissue in her hand. I began to feel that they were both terrified of talking about anything intimate. Was their fear of the studio being demolished also a metaphor for what they feared therapy might do to their relationship? But it was much too early to say this; they wouldn’t hear it and wouldn’t understand.

When they finally left, I made straight for my desk drawer and the packet of Silk Cut I kept there. Hauling myself onto the window ledge and cracking open the window, I perched on the stone windowsill and lit up. This was going to be a slow burn, I thought to myself.

Every one of us has a kind of internal template that shapes how we respond to others. As infants and children, we observe and absorb the relationships around us and these observations form interior images that shape our expectations and fears about intimacy. The impressions aren’t fixed; I imagine them like a veil falling gently over our eyes, distorting reality, softening edges and giving us glimpses beyond. I think this is true for all of us but if our childhood experiences of family life have been fragile, destructive and frightening then the internal images we’ve formed of relationships can be very alarming, leaving us fearful and distrusting. Humans are vulnerable and fragile, easily wounded and easily hurt. More vulnerable than the animals closest to us, dogs, who seem to heal much more quickly than humans.

I was reminded of this when Mazy arrived during lockdown. A chunky mutt around a year old, she’d been patiently waiting in kennels in Bosnia, a street dog looking for a home. After three days’ travelling in a lorry, locked in a crate, she was friendly but smelly when she met us. Mazy would take whatever was going, would wag her tail, but she wouldn’t look you in the eye and would just as happily head off with the nearest stranger who looked like they had better treats. If we accidentally dropped the lead, she would run, oblivious to us, looking for her next meal ticket. Next came a period of rebellion and refusal to co-operate – a kind of selfish entitlement that meant treats were snatched and toys were guarded. Then, three months after her arrival, in early August, she seemed to relax and became more biddable. And then we fell in love. She’d look me deep in the eyes and I’d look back and that intense sense of connection was suddenly there. I trusted her and she trusted me. It amazed me. Mazy amazed me. I thought of all the years I’d worked with some of my patients and how slowly and painfully their trust had emerged. Dogs, it seems to me, are less fragile than humans. When hurt they can mend, and they can mend faster.

Jack and Jill hadn’t mended. Whatever had troubled them in their childhood was now steering their current relationship. Something had scared them when they were little and their strategy to deal with the fear that they might get hurt again was to create a kind of shared idealised retreat, away from the world and from the ghosts that lived in the nursery.

The following week, I waited for Jack and Jill in my office. I had rung down to reception ten minutes earlier and been told they were on their way up. But where were they? My mind drifted back to the first session and how they’d ‘disappeared’ then too. I picked up the phone and rang down again, asking the receptionist to double-check they weren’t still waiting to be invited up. But no, she told me, they’d already headed up.

Finally, I heard a quiet rustling outside my open door and, holding it wide, I could see Jack and Jill standing, as if in a queue, along the wall of the corridor. I gestured them in and slowly they made their way to the two chairs, which they perched gingerly on the edge of.

‘Seems like you’re feeling a bit hesitant about being here today,’ I said, smiling warmly.

Jill stared at me and in her stare, I felt a huge yearning. But she said nothing and neither did Jack.

‘I think you’d probably both like me to understand everything about you and your troubles without having to explain anything.’

Jack nodded and smiled.

‘Perhaps that’s what it’s like between the two of you too? A feeling of needing to be understood without having to speak?’

Jack nodded again and Jill said, ‘Yes, but …’ She paused. ‘But Jack doesn’t seem to understand me now.’

I waited, hoping she would say more but she didn’t.

‘What is it, Jill, that he doesn’t understand?’ I asked. I knew this was a risky strategy, that asking a question might lead to me asking another, until I was essentially cross-examining her. But I felt I had to help her along a bit if we were to make any progress.

‘I have no more income; we have no more money.’

I looked at Jack but his face was blank.

‘That must be really quite frightening.’

Jill then began to speak, telling me she’d inherited money, a great deal of money. They’d lived off her inheritance since they left art school but the last of it had gone on building the studio. Jack needed it and so they built it but now they had nothing left. She shrugged her shoulders helplessly and again I looked at Jack who was staring out of the window.

I confess a wave of rage came over me. For God’s sake Jack, I thought, get a grip. Then I wondered if this feeling in me was possibly linked to Jill’s suppressed anger?

‘Would you like Jack to be more engaged with this, Jill? Perhaps it feels like you’re alone with the worry about money?’

She looked thoughtful and said, with an air of finality, ‘I don’t want to worry Jack.’

A sense of hopelessness came over me. Then I rallied and said, ‘Do you feel concerned, Jack? About the financial situation?’

He shook his head and pursed his lips but didn’t speak. I decided to be blunter.

‘What would it mean for you, Jack, if the money runs out?’

He looked taken aback
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