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Foreword

What do our husbands talk about with their friends? What do they do when they’re home alone? Do they really not know how to do laundry? Do they hate our mothers?

I’m longing to find out. With masculinity in crisis (again), it’s more important than ever to understand the secret lives of husbands. If the gender power-imbalance is to be better understood and readjusted, we’re going to have to look, as impartially as possible and with as much good humour as we can muster, at how the world looks from inside a man’s head. Is his life’s journey from son to husband traumatic? Is he just a walking Venn diagram of sport and self-abuse? I don’t believe that. I don’t think …

But their mysterious ways perplex me. Those guys on Grand Designs who make their wives and babies huddle in damp caravans for two years while they doggedly perfect some huge, bankrupting edifice to masculine folly; the husband of a friend who, discovering the rental car’s speakers were broken on their honeymoon, proceeded to pop on his headphones and listen to their chosen driving music on his own; all those famous men who have sex in cupboards and text pictures of their willies. What are they thinking?

I’ve been hunting husbands since I was a child. Growing up without a dad, I was intrigued by families with a man about the house, and watched like a miniature anthropologist for what these big, hairy creatures got up to. Some watched telly and smoked. Others worked upstairs in their studies on mysterious projects. Some shouted, cried or even danced around the kitchen table in tiny denim shorts.

Hanging out at the Greenham Common peace camp with my mother in the 1980s made husbands seem even more exotic, since even the softest of spouses could only be there with express permission from a female gatekeeper.

When I became a teenager, my doomed search for the perfect boyfriend was supplemented by feverish background reading on what made men tick, and why relationships succeed or fail. The letters and diaries of heroes and reprobates from Byron to Dickens and Sackville-West left me none the wiser about marriage but gave me a hunger to understand the aliens in our midst. By then, I had access to warts ’n’ all relationship chat from the woman’s side (my mother’s friends, magazines and of course novels) but I wanted more.

Finally, as an adult, and a happily married one (maybe all that juvenile research did help me close in on a prime specimen), a couple of eye-opening events made me think more seriously about the nature of the modern husband.

One was reading Karl Ove Knausgård’s My Struggle, the longest insider account of husband-ing ever written; and the other was a chance conversation with my own husband. He had overheard me chatting to a girlfriend. Just the usual banter: faux-desperate accounts of our sex lives post-kids; the sad, empty crisp packets where our gorgeous boobs used to be; how no one will ever again be rendered helpless – unless with laughter – by the sight of our naked bodies.

My husband was shocked. How could I share such personal information?

‘Come on,’ I said, ‘don’t you talk like that with your mates?’

‘Absolutely not!’

‘What do you talk about then?’

‘You know – politics, schools …’

Oh.

Now, some men surely do dish the dirt on their intimate relationships, and with a bit of prodding my husband agreed that, occasionally, sordid tales of stag-night shenanigans are cheerfully shared. But never anything to do with their spouses. That would be disrespectful. A marriage is private and sacred and I, with my low talk, had clearly not recognised that.

I felt genuinely sorry and a bit ashamed but mostly wildly intrigued. What was going on here?

Why do husbands and wives have such different standards? Why do husbands hate to risk oversharing, whereas women’s friendships are forged and strengthened precisely by making themselves vulnerable through personal disclosure?

With some men I talked to for this project, there was a simple caveman vibe to their closed-offness: if they went around crying and navel-gazing, they couldn’t get on with the important job of being a tough provider who never takes a day off work and is always a ‘rock’ to his family, could they? Others, like a man in his fifties who had enjoyed the classic English treat of being sent away to boarding school at a young enough age, thus completely stuffing up any emotional responses for decades afterwards, happily said that his spouse has allowed him to become a more open person. ‘She has taught me to be the person I always wanted to be, but couldn’t,’ he said, hinting that he no longer feels it’s shameful to show and share his feelings.

So much of what we do each day is motivated by shame, and the role that heterosexual marriage has in how shameful it feels to open yourself up to the world is fascinating to me, and should be for anyone interested in chipping away at the patriarchy. On the face of it, shame is about how others judge you. When you get married (a public vow made in front of your community), you hold yourself up to the judgement of those ‘gathered here today’ to witness your promise. That’s the meaning of a wedding. But after the privileged glimpses into various marriages I’ve had while researching this book, I think it’s our spouses who are the real gatekeepers of our shame. The person you live with every day and who knows you better than anyone and who has the power to make you feel like a mouse or a mensch? That’s your partner. Only they know that weird thing you do in the bath, the things that keep you awake at night and the real reason you never see your cousin any more. They are a bit like an arbitrator in a legal dispute: someone you have willingly invited in to judge you. They are also your confidant – the one in front of whom you can cry and who will look after you and hear your whispered fears. So for a husband, a wife becomes not only the manager of his emotional vulnerability but his confessor and comforter too. She offers him a safe place to be himself without being judged, but signals to him when it’s time to toughen up as well. Just as his mother once did. She is all he needs, or so he hopes: cue drink, divorce, disgruntlement and general dog-like behaviour when he realises she can’t actually fulfil this impossible, mystical role.

Whereas most men are hard to draw out of their shells (especially when you ask questions like ‘what do you like to do when your wife goes out?’), some come out all guns blazing with their apparently most shameful secrets: like an ex-boyfriend of mine who I didn’t need to interview because he writes publicly with no filter. And I knew about his habits anyway. They haven’t changed much since he married his wife (also a good pal of mine): interfering with himself and fretting about fatness are what goes on when he’s alone.

It took a psychoanalyst to point out that those who give you their deepest, darkest secrets may be saying, ‘Look! Here it all is! There’s nothing more for you to see!’, using their sordid confessions as a smokescreen for the shameful 1 per cent that they don’t want you to find. I know about this because I do it too.

Then there are the really inscrutable fellows, so far along the shame spectrum that they’re just one big walking wince. Some, like Karl Ove Knausgård, can only get their dark secrets out by writing them down for millions of strangers to read. I’ll never forget the day I got to meet him. We spent an afternoon together on the rain-lashed South Bank of the Thames, chain-smoking (him) and feeling a confusing mixture of adolescent and big-girl emotions (me). This handsome, dark-souled, desperately insecure man spoke, tangentially and in distant whispers, of the impact of being married to a woman with severe mental illness and the joy of raising their beloved children. Love and shame shone with equal intensity from his ice-blue eyes, while he skirted around the fact that he had just left her for a younger model, a fact that I was also too shy to mention. He really hates talking about himself, he admitted. Yet he has achieved global literary stardom by writing it all up in forensic detail, in huge streams of prose that he can’t bear to go back and read once it has done its purgative work on him.

My mission in this book is not to find the perfect husband, or the worst. I want to talk to married men and understand their world. How do they feel when their wives scoff at their housekeeping skills, or tell them what to eat? Is the transition from bachelor to husband to father a bit overwhelming? Why do so many widowers swiftly remarry?

There is so much statistical research out there about gender and domestic politics, but it doesn’t tell me what I need to know, which is how things really feel to real men. So I’m going to ask them.

And by the way, I’m going to tell you some depressing and dreadful stuff about the good old patriarchy before we get on to laughing at blokes making a mess in the kitchen. Because it’s all part of the same complex, beguiling, tragic human soup. So bear with me. Or just skip to the chapter about cooking.
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