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Who Do I Think I Am?

I was fourteen going on fifteen. I still pledged allegiance to 

the flag of the United States of America with my classmates, 

hands on hearts, at the start of every school assembly. It 

was a summer day in 1950, and my parents were doing 

a weekly stocking-up in the small town near our holiday 

home in the foothills of New York’s Catskill Mountains. 

My little brother was indulging his incipient bibliophilia in 

the children’s section of the local library under the eagle 

eye of the librarian, a woman never seen to smile, not even 

when she pointed to the sign “Bea Still” on her desk and 

warned new arrivals that it really was her name, so they had 

better not laugh aloud. I was sitting alone at the counter of 

the luncheonette in the main street. It was unusual to see 

a young person alone in a public eating place back then. It 

still is. Solitude in public looked like failure to us then – it 

felt like failure too. It still does. Unless – as in my case and 

that of others like me – to be alone came as a relief from 
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wondering who we were and how we fit within our families 

and the crowd.

When another girl on her embarrassing lonesome walked 

into the luncheonette and stood for a moment in the door-

way looking around, anxious and frowning, something told 

me she was going to make for the stool next to mine at the 

counter – never mind that plenty others were unoccupied, 

or even that she was at least three years my senior, which 

is time enough to put teenagers a world apart. She was 

dressed in fashionable “ballerina” style; I wore a shapeless 

skirt and a baggy blouse; her hair was “permanent-waved” 

to her shoulders, mine was in two thick braids nearly to 

my waist. In the mirror behind the counter I watched her 

wrinkle her nose when she saw the towering strawberry ice-

cream sundae in front of me – and then, after an approving 

glance at her own reflection, she settled on the neighbouring 

stool: her skirt, over a starched petticoat, opened into an 

umbrella under her. Sometimes, when I recreate conversa-

tions and correspondence from the past, I invent the words, 

but I no more invent their themes and timing than I would 

of recollected music.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said in an accent like my 

own from the big city fifty miles to the west.
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“The strawberry ice cream is yummy…” I replied, wistfully.

“Gimme a Coke,” she said to the cute guy behind the 

counter. 

He had been ogling her with a sparkle she did not return 

or appear to notice. I put my spoon down. I sighed. Only a 

beast would tuck into an ice-cream sundae while sitting next 

to a soul in confessional mode.

“It’s my boyfriend. He says he’s gonna stop going out with 

me if I won’t do… ‘it’…” 

Her pauses underlined the significance of “it”, and also 

made it clear that she had no more done “it” yet than I had. 

Virginity was not unusual among girls and young women 

of that time – on the contrary: it must have been common 

among our brothers too. The parents and teachers of my 

generation – quite a few of them born in the previous cen-

tury – instructed us girls that to do “it” was all every boy 

wanted from any girl, and once she had done “it” with him 

he would have no more to do with her; nor would any other 

boy want damaged goods like her – not if he was a nice boy. 

Doing “it” was reserved for after marriage, and marriage 

was what nice girls were made for. The maidenhead was a 

gift and a burden we damn well better hang on to until we 

sacrificed it virtuously at the altar. All faiths, no matter how 
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antagonistic they may be in politics and on the fields of war, 

are in accord to this day when it comes to rating virginity as 

a major component of every good girl’s dowry.

“Do you want to do ‘it’ with him?” I dared ask the stranger, 

for I myself had recently begun to feel stirrings of physical 

desire, albeit no stronger than the tickling that precedes a 

sneeze.

Her grimace of horror wrinkled into disgust: “No! Of course 

I don’t want to do it! My folks would kill me if I got pregnant!”

Nowadays teenaged girls are warned to beware of promis-

cuous intercourse because sexually transmitted diseases are 

reported to be on the increase in their generation; however, not 

only are such afflictions invisible on the dance floor, they are 

unimaginable to young people in throes of infatuation, and so 

STDs are a less effective deterrent to underage sex now than 

“getting knocked up” used to be. Procreation was the one and 

only reason adults gave us girls for doing “it”; later we would 

learn that it was also our duty to provide pleasure to the man 

with whom we were legally contracted, lest he stray away to 

find it elsewhere. Accidental pregnancy and a resultant baby 

labelled “illegitimate” were the hazard and punishment of 

unauthorized doing “it”. Contraception was not to be had 

out of machines in the Ladies or over drugstore counters in 
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those days: a diaphragm was the only defence available to 

girls, and to be fitted with one was a fiddly business involving 

lies and possibly the attempted forgery of parental approval.

“I don’t know what to do,” the stranger said yet again.

She stirred the straw around the glass in front of her; her 

fingernails were painted crimson. Had she and I been in the 

same year at the same school she would be one of the girls 

who jeered at my braids and lace-up shoes whenever we passed 

each other in the halls. But when she turned to me and I looked 

into blue eyes welling with tears, I could see it was not one 

like herself she needed now, it was not a friend she wanted: 

it was a listening stranger who had to be a female, one she 

was unlikely to meet again, who posed no risk of tattling to 

her classmates or her family. Should the stranger be able to 

offer her a spell or potion, so much the better; however, the 

most important thing for a troubled girl was to hear herself 

speak without interruption. And the moment this girl saw me 

plain and alone at the counter, she knew I would fill the bill.

“I’m crazy about him. He’s crazy about me too. We’re crazy 

about each other…”

“Crazy!” I thought. I only said: “If he cares about you so 

much, then why does he let himself make you unhappy this 

way?”
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She frowned and, after a moment: “He gave me flowers for 

my birthday… ”

“Flowers wilt and die,” I thought, but red marks on exam 

papers had finally taught me that metaphor is often mistaken 

for obfuscation, so I said nothing.

“And he gave me gorgeous chocolates at Christmas…”

“Did he eat any of them himself?”

I anticipated her reply, and had asked the question only so 

she could hear herself answer it. 

“He ate all the soft-centres,” she said. Her scowl delivered a 

glimpse of the bossy, defensive old woman she would become 

some day, and the puzzlement of her tone flared into outrage: 

“He ate every last one of the soft-centres…”

The “soft-centre syndrome”, in its less sexy, jelly-bean 

version, was already established in my beginner’s Common 

Sense. Let a box of jelly beans appear in the sweets cupboard 

at home and my little brother was bound to scoff all the 

yummy red and orange ones with entitlement – unless, of 

course, I managed to get to them first.

“It isn’t fair!” would cry whichever of us found only yucky 

greens and blacks left in the box. The black-and-green-jelly-

bean syndrome taught me more about the selfish immediacy 

of appetite than any little virgin should have known, and 
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observing it in action led me towards acknowledging animal 

appetites to be a challenge to courtesy and humane justice. 

Only our parents, who liked jelly beans too, always left 

plenty of the red and orange ones for my brother and me. So 

that must mean that fairness depended upon what? Fairness 

depended upon the triumph of generosity and self-control 

over hunger: love over lust.

“If he really loved you – if he really, really loved you – then 

he’d want to wait until you wanted to go all the way too.” 

In my mind’s eye there flickered “The End” as it used 

to appear over a kiss – usually the first kiss – between the 

protagonists in the final moments of every black-and-white 

romantic movie of that era. 

“To threaten to leave if you don’t do ‘it’ is not nice: in fact, 

it stinks. It really stinks. It’s a crime. It’s blackmail. Your 

boyfriend is blackmailing you. And if you do ‘it’ because he 

blackmails you, then that makes you partners in crime. The 

crime of blackmail takes two, right? And then, even if you 

don’t get pregnant, you’re still going to feel guilty, right? And 

what if he goes and drops you anyway after you do ‘it’? You’ll 

think losing him is your punishment for doing ‘it’ with him.”

I stopped talking and held silent for a moment, so she could 

sigh and nod a little.
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“He’s not thinking of you, you see? You’ve got to think 

of yourself, right? You have to decide what’s good for you.”

This time her nod was emphatic. She drained her Coke fast, 

dropped coins on the counter and exchanged a flashing look 

with the cute boy who had served her. Before she walked away 

and out of the door she mumbled a few words, certainly not 

“thank you”: does a ventriloquist thank the dummy? I had 

merely spoken what she herself knew down deep and needed 

to hear aloud.

The next woman who entered alone into the luncheonette 

looked around for a moment, caught my eye in the mirror 

and hurried to take the empty place next to me. She was a 

grown-up, nearly three times my age: the wedding ring that 

had long ago been slipped onto her finger now pinched it 

into a sausage. 

“My son never listens to a word I say,” she began.

I pushed the ice cream to one side. Common Sense had been 

called into service. Like it or not, I was in business.

In the early 1970s, when I became a salaried “agony aunt” 

for the London edition of an international women’s magazine, 

hesitant virgins were no longer two for a penny – nor even 

twelve for a shilling. And nowadays, the workaday agony aunt 
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is hardly ever approached by fearful virgins of the parish. On 

the contrary, “All my friends are doing ‘it’ – what’s wrong with 

me?” write today’s teenagers inviolate.

“I don’t want to get to thirty and still be a virgin,” said a 

seventeen-year-old I spoke to the other day. “I feel like going 

with the next guy that comes along…”

Observant practitioners in a life of agony cease to be sur-

prised to see that wherever an extreme exists, its opposite 

will be found not far away: wealth abuts on poverty, truth is 

an untold lie, love nudges enraged jealousy and friendship 

shares the table salt with envy – solid oaks cannot be sepa-

rated from their shadows on the grass. So it is that problems 

ostensibly unlike each other can derive from the very same 

blip. To the impatient young virgin who contacts me now I 

say pretty much what I said to her hesitant predecessor of 

yesteryear: “Above all, do not have sex until you – and you 

alone – are as sure as you and only you can be that you are 

prepared not only to enter a new area of frolic, but also to 

cope with a whole new source of potential misery.”

Early agony aunts in printed broadsheets were in fact uncles. 

Whenever my journalistic niche is derided by snootier hacks, 

it eases the sting to remind myself – and them too – that 
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back in the eighteenth century Daniel Defoe used to write 

advice pamphlets in which he opposed premarital sex, dis-

approved of abortion and divorce, and recommended no 

sex for women after the menopause. The brotherhood of 

“agony uncles” in general held themselves to be missionaries 

among the unknowing and immoral: they dealt in precepts 

and penitence, and they kept the screen of the confessional 

shut tight between themselves and the women who applied 

for help, lest they behold their female supplicants as unique 

and sexual beings. 

We inveterate agony aunts do not descend from such stern 

ecumenical stock: we come by way of the old white witch who 

lived in a cottage at the bottom of the lane. Way back when 

the problems of the sexes were as disparate as their pleasures, 

the advice of those wrinkled and chosen spinsters was sought 

by women of the village, one on one. Her listening ear and 

her words were paid for in kind, not coin, as few women, even 

ladies of the manor, had cash at their disposal. Being distaff 

consultants meant that the old wise women could hardly go 

public in print until they and others of their sex were finally 

taught to read and write. Even after literacy was widespread, 

early advice columns on both sides of the Atlantic occupied 

themselves largely with genteel questions of etiquette. Only 
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after the menfolk were called away to fight world wars – leav-

ing the women to keep homes and homeland on even keels 

– only then did agony columns move from serviettes and fish 

knives into the deeper water of frustration and emotional 

tumult, where they have been bobbing around ever since. 

It does not take long for a clever child to catch on to the fact 

that any piece of advice delivered by a grown-up is but a short 

hop from a command. Orders disguised as advice continue 

to be delivered to underlings first by parents, then teachers, 

employers, personal trainers, stargazers, palmists, hypnotists 

and shrinks too, who make their livings from purporting to 

know us better than we know ourselves. The genuine agony 

aunt is free from attachment to any ego-boosting faith or 

discipline: she has nothing to promote save her own com-

monsensical opinion of the case in hand. Otherwise, if she 

feels insecure without a structure more rigid than her own 

perceptions, she will probably set herself up as a counsellor 

or a therapist. The inveterate agony aunt never graduates 

from any school of thought: she keeps on learning. 

So here I am with no letters after my name, no diploma in 

psychology on the wall: where do I get off giving unhappy 

strangers advice on their personal issues and behaviour? Who 
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do I think I am? I am a purveyor of Common Sense. And 

Common Sense, though it has ever been endangered and 

these days it is muzzled by political correctness, continues 

to flourish mostly among us women, perhaps because its 

innate honesty does not sit easy with high position or over-

weening worldly ambition. And it is women too who can 

become wise, whatever their level of scholarship. Wisdom is 

the apotheosis of Common Sense, its aim and its pinnacle. 

Common Sense moves steadily towards Wisdom by remain-

ing non-judgemental and open to new ideas, even when they 

contradict old favourites. Common Sense and Wisdom work 

in tandem, but they cannot always agree, for they exist in 

different time zones: Common Sense is busy in the here and 

now, Wisdom recollects and foresees. Wisdom will always be 

older than Common Sense, for it must incorporate experi-

ence, evidence and observation during the long climb to a 

lonely point of overview.

During the heyday years of agony columns, a significant 

number of aunts in print were Jews: Marje Proops, Claire 

Rayner, Anna Raeburn in England and several more in 

America – all of them heiresses of the ghetto, where women 

practised pragmatic Common Sense as their brothers practised 
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the fiddle: two portable instruments that could be carried on 

the next dash to safety. 

The Jewish Daily Forward was a Yiddish newspaper pub-

lished in New York from 1906 until the mid-1960s, with a 

vast readership composed largely of immigrants and their 

offspring. Its proto-agony column, called ‘The Bintel Brief’, 

dealt with practical and sentimental questions posed by 

members of families uprooted to a new land. To read ‘The 

Bintel Brief’ now is to eavesdrop on a sorority that was dedi-

cated to arranging the matches of children, to making homes 

clean and kosher, and to keeping tabs on daily life in their 

“kitchen courts” while the menfolk were being high-toned 

and metaphysical in the “Rabbi’s court”.

“Love is sweet, but tastes better with bread!” goes one 

of the travel-worn and time-tested proverbs that were com-

monsensical cornerstones of ‘The Bintel Brief’ and of the 

kitchen court.

The future is a parade of possibilities waiting to strut on 

stage, should they be summoned. Natural cycles are preor-

dained by nature; practically everything else we are or have 

or do depends upon our choices or on simple accident for 

shape and quality. We agony aunts deal with anxiety about 

choices – bad, wavering or regretted. The segregation of 
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agony columns in women’s magazines and in what were once 

called “the women’s pages” of national papers has always 

placed us nose to nose with astrological columns, both slightly 

shameful sustenance for readers. To this day I watch young 

women on the underground shield their magazines or iPods 

and mobiles from the sight of neighbours while they smile 

to read that they are not the only ones who feel demeaned 

by a boyfriend’s recourse to porn, say, or who suffer bitchery 

in the workplace.

And yes, before you ask, men do read agony columns too, 

on the sly.

“I know you. I’ve seen your picture over your column… I 

mean, like, my wife left the magazine lying around,” a London 

cabby told me once. And then, as I’ve learnt to expect from 

similar encounters with men, he began: “I have this… uh… 

uh… like a friend, you know… uh… he… uh… well, he has 

a, like, a problem…”

Does Common Sense stumble on the road to Wisdom? You 

bet it does. Has the agony aunt had troubles of her own? 

You bet she has.

“A wise woman,” says Wisdom, “is born asking for 

trouble.”
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“Do I take that as a warning?” asks youthful Common 

Sense.

“How you take it is up to you, youngster. Wisdom offers 

only the fact of what is the matter.”
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Love is a Four-Letter Word

“Dear Irma… we have been together for nearly a year. 

He is very caring and the sex is great. The only thing 

is, he has never once said he loves me. Even when I tell 

him that I love him there is silence. What’s wrong? What 

should I do?”

“The man is scared. He’s scared of his feelings for you 

as much and maybe even more than he’s scared of your 

feelings for him. He’s scared of being fooled or trapped by 

what he feels, if not by what you feel. For many people, 

especially male people, a declaration of love is hard to 

make, lest it be heard as the door slamming on freedom. 

The words ‘I love you’ will happen only when he knows 

himself ready for what they commit him to. He needs time; 

time to see that togetherness will not restrict his hopes, 

ambitions and possibilities; on the contrary, to be with you 

will strengthen him in every way. You’re lucky that he is 

hesitant to say ‘I love you’; some men and women too say 
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it thoughtlessly, spurred by the moment, speaking more in 

hope than truth: they pave the way for pain. Of course you 

want to show how you feel about him in what you do and 

in the way you are. But wait before you say again: ‘I love 

you’. Give him time to trust you, yes; even more to trust 

himself. And next time let him be the first to speak those 

words you want to hear…”

Like it or probably not, the guy has a point: “I love you” 

are spooky words. Every time you say them is the first time. 

Again. Repeat “I love you” to the same person night after 

night for a lifetime and it always carries a different intona-

tion from any previous time you said it. Even if you hear “I 

love you” every day, each time it’s as if you’ve never heard it 

before. “I love you”: three little words immeasurable, they 

inspire waking and sleeping dreams, they can be freighted 

with devotion, with apology, with pleading and with anxi-

ety. And “I love you” can be faked too, faked as easily to 

oneself as to the other, said more wishfully than deceitfully. 

And virtually overnight is “I love you” relegated by anger or 

despair to “I loved you”. Then, you must wonder if a beauti-

ful summer day dawned less bright and leafy because clouds 

gathered before nightfall? Was love a mistake because it did 

not last? Love is vast and phenomenal: it is central to family, 
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to charity, to faith and to friendship. Without our ability to 

love, life would be a wasteland.

The moment Adam grabbed the apple out of Eve’s hand, 

a schism opened between “love” and “falling in love” – 

whereupon men became a problem for women on earth, 

and even though men confide less fulsomely in agony aunts, 

or in anyone else, literature and history show that to be yet 

another vice that is often versa. Back when agony columns 

were known as ‘Advice to the Lovelorn’ and ‘Lonely Hearts’ 

columns, they addressed themselves to readers who could not 

find love or were not getting as much love as they wanted, or 

not getting it in the way they wanted. Nothing has changed 

in that department. If there were no love between the sexes 

and no manic lunacy of diving into it, agony aunts could go 

on long holidays. 

And yet again is paradox growling under a general truth, for 

what is an agony aunt if not a purveyor of Common Sense? 

And to fall in love is to crash into a state of overheated obses-

sion that is impervious to Common Sense. Only after the blaze 

has subsided and the apple has been digested, only after clear 

sight begins to function again, only then can Common Sense 

be heeded, and so at last love can emerge calm and stronger 
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than ever out of the melodrama of “in love”. Or maybe not, 

as the case may be.

In communities where women remain secluded from life 

outside the home, their youthful unions are arranged by 

elders, as indeed marriages used to be for us all, if more or 

less discreetly. There are societies to this day where the chance 

to stumble headlong into love is obviated, and should such 

a fall happen accidentally the result is dangerous, even fatal. 

Mortally disobedient love has come along in my life of agony; 

its potential for tragedy is so far beyond Common Sense or 

Wisdom that I am grateful there are courageous community 

advisors to whom I can safely refer it. Mind you, if stabil-

ity and longevity and sheltered offspring were still our only 

requirements for a satisfactory relationship, with passion 

and equality and courtesy put to one side, my guess is that 

arranged marriages would top the league. 

“Yes, my marriage was what you call ‘arranged’. My hus-

band and I know each other’s families. We share a faith, we 

share traditions and we speak the same language. We have 

trust and we have children. Why should that not be love?” 

said the wife of my local newsagent, her accent as shimmer-

ing as her silken dress. 




