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Section One: Opposite Sex

1. I know you’re not supposed to do this, something that a woman is more likely to do than a man, but I read my wife’s diary and my suspicions were confirmed: she’s been having an affair.

2. When we were young, my partner and I had a very varied sex life. We tried lots of things and sex was a big part of our lives. We now seem to be having difficulties, probably age-related. Does it have to be like this?

3. I’ve been married for 36 years and I haven’t been happy for most of them. My husband can be a really lovely man, but, throughout our whole marriage, he’s been physically violent. I’ve heard that physically abusive men stop when they get older. Do you think this will happen? I’m thinking I should leave him.

4. I’ve been married for 25 years. I just don’t want sex any more and I don’t even have many sexual fantasies. I’m worried she’ll find someone else. How do we deal with this?

5. I have just had a dreadful shock. I was on our computer and I wanted to find a site I had been on a few days ago. I went into ‘history’, and there were to my horror loads of porn sites looked at daily for weeks. I can’t believe it.

6. I have been married for 27 years. It’s OK but certainly not great. How do you contemplate what might be another 27 years when you’re not in love, when there are no longer children at home to distract you and there is likely to be illness and possible dependency?

7. My partner has just been diagnosed with early Alzheimer’s. I’m 57 and she’s 56. It’s not fair and I’m terrified. I had so many things I wanted to do with my life and now I won’t be able to.

8. My wife and I have started to talk seriously about getting older and dying and how we imagine it will be. We seem to have very different ideas. For example, I fantasise about a sky burial and she a religious one. What are the things we need to consider and how do we reconcile these differences?

Section Two: Same Sex

1. I’ve been married for 32 years. Our sex life has always been infrequent, even at the start of our relationship. Recently he told me he was bisexual, possibly gay, and has had a couple of relationships with men. What can I do?

2. I’m a woman in my mid-fifties and recently fallen in love with a woman who has up till now been heterosexual. All my friends are warning me off her as they say older heteros often want to try out a lesbian relationship; it’s on their list of ‘things to do before they die’.

3. My partner has recently retired and is depressed. He is ten years older than me and has always been the successful one. I’m still working and he doesn’t seem to do much in the day. I don’t see why he’s so depressed. How can we stop the feelings of resentment we both have for each other?

4. We are a lesbian couple and we have asked a gay couple we know if they would father a child for us. One of the criteria they have stipulated is that we have a civil partnership to show our commitment to being there for the child. I am not keen.

5. I’m in my early fifties and I have been with my partner for 22 years. I still say ‘have’ but I should say ‘had’, as he died last year from bowel cancer. But, now he’s gone, I’m lonely. I’m too old to rejoin the ‘scene’ at my age. It’s not easy being gay when you’re older and on your own.

6. I’ve been part of a lesbian community for years. My ex-partner and I split up after 20 years but we’ve remained very good friends. I’ve recently met someone new and I really like her. I don’t think she understands about remaining friends with former partners because she says it feels like our new relationship is going on in the shadow of the old one. How do I keep both?

Section Three: Singles

1. I’ve been on my own for a while and had a few lovers. The sex hasn’t been great, though. Is that what I should expect at my age? (I’m well into my fifties.)

2. I’ve been single since I was in my mid-forties. I made a conscious choice that I didn’t want to live with anyone. I just can’t get this into some of my close friends’ heads. How do I help them to understand I’m not incomplete or frightened of being sad and lonely when I’m older?

3. My husband and I split up about four years ago. I’m very content with my single status; he’s dated, but nothing serious until recently. He wants to bring her to events like our grandchildren’s birthday parties and he’s planning to take her to his family functions rather than me. I hate it. What can I do?

4. I’m single again and I don’t want to be. I had an affair and my husband left me. My family are all appalled at me and have rallied round him. I feel lonely, hurt and cross. How do I pick myself up?

5. I am a member of a singles group. I have met a really lovely woman and we get on very well; she says I understand her. However, I know I can’t keep up with her intellectually. Am I mad to want to pursue this relationship?

6. My last relationship’s ending was seriously unpleasant and the one before was pretty grim. I felt so rejected and hurt each time that I can’t bear the thought of going through that again. I know it’s limiting my chances of finding a new partner.

7. I’m 57 and I’ve met a new partner. He is everything I’ve been looking for, except he has a job at the other end of the country. I don’t want to give up my life here or him. What can I do?

Section Four: New Relationships

1. I met a new man and moved in with him. Early in our relationship I found out that he liked to wear women’s clothes. At that time it was only at home. Since then it has slowly become more important to him and he spends a lot of time dressed as a woman. He is now considering changing his gender as he wants to live as a woman.

2. I’m 58 and I’m having a great time sexually since I came out of a long-term relationship. I’m heavily into cybersex. It suits me fine as I can stay at home, don’t have to be judged physically and can have safe sex with lots of people. The drawback is I’m still on my own when the screen goes off. Is this an addiction and is it bad for me?

3. I’m in a newish relationship and I’m feeling rather anxious about the sex. My partner is much more sexually experienced than me. Sex with my new partner has been all right so far but he keeps asking me what I’m into and I just don’t know what to say. I’ve no idea what you can do. Am I too old for that kind of caper?

4. My new partner wants to have anal sex. This is something I’ve never done. I have always been negative about it, but recently I’ve been wondering maybe I’m not very adventurous? I just wonder if I am missing out. I don’t even really know what happens and how to do it.

5. My marriage split up about nine months ago and I’ve had several lovers. Some I met on the internet and others at clubs. I didn’t think about safe sex; at 53, I thought I was too old. I’ve just been diagnosed with chlamydia and gonorrhoea. I’m distraught.

6. I started a new relationship a few months ago. My partner’s great: we get on well and chat easily. However, there’s a bit of a problem with sex. I know there are things that would make the sex better but there are also some things I just don’t like and I feel embarrassed to raise them with him. How do I discuss this?

Section Five: Blended Families

1. I separated from my wife twelve years ago. We’ve been divorced for seven of those. She’s still smarting and spitting. My daughter told me last week that she was thinking about not inviting me or her mother to her wedding, as she didn’t want the tensions between us to spoil her day.

2. I brought up my children as a single mother. They’ve now left home and I’ve just moved in with another couple as an equal partner in their relationship. We’ve been very good friends for a while and we practise polyamory. My daughters are appalled. Should I give up my life because they disapprove?

3. I have tried every which way to stop feeling so bad about my divorce and my ex-husband. Everyone says I should get help. I’m sure they are right, and in truth I think they are a bit fed up with me. I just don’t know how to go about it.

4. I’m a 53-year-old woman. I lost my mother just under two years ago after a long battle with breast cancer. My father is 77 and he has just announced he plans to get married. How can he do this?

5. I’m a desperate stepmother. I have three children of my own and three step children. I’ve recently remarried a man whose wife died two years ago. I’m trying to do a good job but I’m really struggling. What can I do to be a better mother?

6. I’m no good at this. My wife and I divorced very acrimoniously nine years ago. The children split their time more or less equally between both of us. My wife and I still don’t speak. I hate it when my kids spend time with their mother and her new partner. How do I manage my feelings?

Section Six: Significant Others

1. My son and his wife split up a few months ago. The children are living with their mother. My daughter-in-law is refusing to let me come round as she’s so angry with my son. How do we find a way through this?

2. My father died a few years go and my mother fairly recently. It was a huge strain on me. I now don’t know what to do about my brother and sisters. Should I reinstate the family get togethers or is it OK to let those relationships just drift apart?

3. Life isn’t how I expected it to be. My father-in-law is ill and in hospital. He has lived on his own for years and been totally independent. Now that will no longer be possible. My husband is an only child and he thinks that we should ask him to move in with us.

4. I am 62 and I have four adult children. We downsized. We now have two back living at home and our eldest child wants to come home, too. There’s no room. I feel dreadful that we can’t have them all. What can I do to keep everyone happy? I’m the one that gets upset and feels guilty.

5. When my marriage ended, several of my close friends rallied round my husband so I lost people who’d been dear to me; others I saw frequently. Now I’m in a new relationship and I don’t have as much free time to see them. How do you balance friends and partners?

6. My parents split up many years ago and both married again. All four parents are elderly and frail and need care. I now have to discuss this with my own siblings as well as my stepbrothers and sisters. Am I supposed to look after my step-parents as well?


Introduction

You may be wondering why another book on relationships. Surely there are enough! I probably would have thought that, too, if I hadn’t received so many questions from baby boomers wondering how to manage this next stage of their life and confirming there was little or no specific information out there for them. This book is for all of us, men and women of all sexualities and whether in couples or single: the issues raised affect us all.

In my working life as a consultant and coach for Experience Matters as well as an agony aunt and relationship coach for Woman’s Weekly, Saga and various radio stations, I’ve been struck by the variety of issues that affect people of our age and how important it is that we feel good in our relationships whether they are with lovers, family, friends or colleagues.

A belief that many of us hold is ‘all you need is love’ and then everything just falls into place. I wish it were as simple as that. From my experience, both personally and professionally, it takes a lot of hard work to maintain a relationship and to feel that you’re growing and developing within it. However, it’s true that, if our personal relationships are going well and we feel satisfied and self-confident, the rest of life seems more manageable.

Since the early 1900s, the number of people over 65 in the UK has grown tenfold, along with a realistic expectation of a good life. Baby boomers are the first generation not predisposed to putting on their carpet slippers when they reach the age of 50 and sitting at home with a mug of cocoa waiting for life to pass them by. We have every chance of making it to 90.

We’re also the pioneers in developing ways to handle sex and relationships well, however old we might be. We were the ones, after all, who put sex on the map in the sixties!

The area of relationships is of interest to all men and women, whether single or in a couple, gay or straight. Recent research into the sex lives of baby boomers by both the University of Chicago in 2006 and Parship.co.uk in 2007 revealed that we’re continuing to reap the benefit of the sexual revolution which began almost fifty years ago. We were the first generation to take the contraceptive pill, challenge marriage, campaign for women’s and gay rights, and continue to want to be considered sexual for as long as we want.

It’s clear that being 50 does not mean you give up on sex and love. However, it does bring with it different challenges for those facing the next generation. Happily, men are increasingly more willing to discuss issues of the heart. Relate, the counselling, sex therapy and relationship education service, recently reported that there has been a 40 per cent increase in the number of their male clients admitting they’re no longer interested in sex and seeking advice because of the problems this is causing in their relationships.

It’s easy when you get to 50 or 60 to be seduced by the media into believing that your days of heady sex and fun are over. As Joel Block points out in his book, Sex over 50, sex may change as we get older but that’s the good news! How many of us stumbled our way through our youth not sure what we were doing, feeling too shy to ask and assuming we should somehow know? Most, I expect. But here we are still healthy and, in spite of the odd creaky joint, not only still fit enough to enjoy good sex but confident enough, too, to ask for what we want. Women become more assertive as they age, less in need of reassurance from their partners and more able, therefore, to get their needs met. Men, by contrast, become more able to nurture and more comfortable with intimacy. Whether we’re in the same relationship or a new one, these attributes will enable both men and women to enjoy sex to the full.

For all though, that we’re children of the sixties there are still many questions about sex we are too shy to ask. This book is emphatically not a sex manual so you won’t find any advice on techniques (although the Resource List does tell you where you can find that information). What it does contain, however, is many of the answers to things you may have wondered about, while also I hope helping to dispel concerns you might have had but which you’ve been too embarrassed to articulate in public.

We’re not on the scrap-heap at 50. Rather, most of us are keen to maintain our vitality and energy and want to take an active part in all aspects of our life, both in our personal relationships and in wider society. We may, due to the inevitable changes in our bodies, need to do this in a different way but with no less enthusiasm.

By this stage of our lives, we should have learnt a lot. For many, their love life will not have run as smoothly as they might have hoped and they will not be in the relationships they may have fantasised about when they were younger. The challenge is often greater if you’re lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender. Many of the issues are, of course, similar but often aren’t discussed alongside those of heterosexuals. Figures released by the Office of National Statistics (ONS) in 2008 revealed that the trend in long-term marriages ending in divorce shows no sign of abating and that the greatest percentage increase in failed marriages turns out to be in those of over thirty years’ standing.

The consequence is that there are now more and more single individuals in their fifties and sixties either looking for a relationship or learning to be single again. There are an estimated 15 million singles now living in Britain (source: ONS 2006) of which just over half (a staggering 7.65 million men and women) are looking for a long-term relationship.

You may be in a long-term relationship needing the spark put back into it after years of child-rearing; you may be having to work out how to go it alone after a divorce or bereavement; you may be trying to find the strength needed to come out of an abusive relationship; you may even be coming to terms with a change in your own or your partner’s sex preference or gender. Many of us feel we have to face up to our changed circumstances alone, trying to work out how to negotiate a path through the minefield because of the myth that, by this age and stage, we should know it all. But it’s just not true.

Many of us also have to help adult children and elderly parents come to terms with the changes in their lives and their relationships. An unprecedented number of people in their eighties and nineties will need care and support from adult children who may well be going through significant life changes themselves. This group of 50+ men and women don’t want to give up on romance and passion and dedicate the rest of their lives to simple pastimes, looking after their grandchildren and sometimes even supporting their children financially, rewarding though this can be.

Doing it differently from previous generations brings with it inevitable challenges. This book is based on questions asked of me by readers, listeners and clients and I hope it will offer you the opportunity to solve your own dilemmas through the experience of others. The more we understand one another, the better our communication. We often have difficulties relating to people because we can’t put ourselves in their shoes. By reading about a variety of situations and answering some questions about yourself, you’ll be better placed to find solutions and more able to support your friends and family with their problems.

This book offers the 50+ answers to many of the questions that concern them but are rarely voiced. We are a generation who, in spite of flower power and free sex, carry many of our parents’ inhibitions with us and find ourselves caught between two approaches for dealing with life. At times, we feel inhibited and guilty about airing our feelings; at others, we want to share our thoughts and experiences with anyone who will listen.

For more and more people, being 50 is literally to be middle-aged with years still ahead to enjoy fulfilling relationships with friends, partners, lovers and children. It’s also a time when many will have to face the prospect of losing elderly parents, becoming the new older generation in the process.

I’ve divided the book into a number of different sections. That doesn’t mean, of course, that certain types of problem only affect some people: problems tend not to be segregated by gender or sexuality. So don’t limit yourself to just one section in the belief that your ‘category’ is unique. You’d be surprised at the area of overlap in lives apparently totally dissimilar from your own.

In the end, and whatever your situation, this book is for you.
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