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“You can get used to anything. It’s one of the most important things life teaches us. 

Don’t you think?” Delia Naughton - the Senator’s wife.  

 

Long political marriages are notoriously difficult. In the past, private lives were not 

played out so much in the public eye. If politicians had mistresses, not everyone knew.  

President Roosevelt´s private life was not public knowledge. How times have changed. 

 

Most of the story is set during 1993 and 1994, the early period of Bill Clinton’s 

presidency. And Clinton is now famous for being a philanderer. (JFK and Teddy 

Kennedy, Gary Hart and Berlusconi are other examples) Some of us, as we were 

reading The Senator’s Wife ,were reminded of Hillary Clinton.  

 

But apparently it was one of Sue Miller‘s friends who inspired the character of Delia. 

Her friend took her ex- husband back to look after him while he was dying. Miller was 

moved by this kind and loving act and was intrigued by the nature of love between 

couples, even after they have separated. She decided to explore this theme. The 

Senator’s Wife is the result. 

 

Miller focuses the novel on the lives of two women living in New England: Meri and 

Delia. Meri is just starting out on married life and Delia has been married for a very 

long time. The two women live in adjoining houses: Meri’s has been modernised with 

open plan rooms, Delia’s retains the original arrangement and features. The symbolism 

is clear. Delia’s marriage is old fashioned, Meri’s is contemporary. 

 

Delia Naughton is a woman in her 70s. Her estranged husband, former Senator Tom 

Naughton had been a popular hero of the liberal ‘60s and had been a kind of Ted 

Kennedy. At first Tom Naughton is a shadowy presence in the background. When we 

eventually meet him, he oozes Clinton-like charisma. Delia is an inspiring but very 

private person, still very glamorous at seventy-five. 

 

She’s wearing bright red lipstick. Her hair is a mass of curly white, and there‘s a 

quality in her expression and carriage of energy, of curiosity and sexual power. She’s 

dressed irregularly for someone of her age - a slightly clingy print blouse and flared 

skirt. Flat hemp-soled shoes, French-looking. 

 

The novel actually opens with the other main character, Meri Fowler. She is 37 and 

recently married. 

 

They had known each other for only a month, lying naked in comfort for much of that 

time, when he moved in with her. They had married a month after that. They had been 



married for ten months when they flew to Williston to spend this long weekend looking 

at houses they might live in.  

 

She and her political scientist husband, Nathan, who is moving to the nearby university, 

choose to move in next door to the Naughtons. Nathan is excited at the prospect of 

getting to know the famous Senator – not realising that he is hardly ever going to be 

there. And Meri is initially rather intimidated by Delia.  

 

We expected the relationship between the two women to be at the core of the novel 

and for their friendship to blossom. The two women are both complements and mirrors 

to each other. But as the novel progresses we realise that any intimacy between the two 

women is not going to be possible. Meri damages a potential closeness with Delia by 

prying secretly into her private papers while Delia is in Paris. Meri learns about the 

reality of the Naughton’s marriage by reading love letters between Delia and Tom. 

And of course Meri can then never confess to what she has done – not even to Nathan. 

Meri’s devious behaviour alienated many of us. Others justified her actions as natural 

curiosity, her desire for intimacy with Delia. Meri seems to be searching after a mother 

figure in Delia. But that closeness never develops. Their relationship remains friendly 

but never intimate. 

 

Should we have admired Delia for her fortitude and loyalty to Tom? Within our groups, 

we had very mixed views, largely reflecting our different ages. Delia had been the 

long-suffering political wife. She had devoted herself uncomplainingly to her 

husband’s career, staying alone with the children for long periods, then travelling and 

campaigning tirelessly on his behalf when he needed her—only to learn one day that 

he had been unfaithful and to realise that he would continue to be so. Angry and 

humiliated, she nonetheless could not sever her ties to him. She loved him and needed 

him on whatever terms he allowed. At first, Tom held the balance of power. Later, the 

relationship is as much on her terms as his.  

 

We discussed at some length the way marriages evolve - how power balances 

constantly shift. Differences of opinion emerged on the nature of marriage. Older 

members of the groups acknowledged the importance of compromise, believing a 

successful long marriage depends on establishing an equal balance of power.  Younger 

members were inclined to question the need for compromise. Delia was married at a 

time when women often found their identities through their husbands. Meri’s more 

modern relationship is more egalitarian from the start. 

 

When we meet Delia as the novel begins, she is living in an arrangement that has gone 

on for 20 years: She remains married, sees her husband occasionally for 

companionship and even sex, but lives most of the time on her own. She has found her 

way out – carved her own independence - this has enabled her to maintain her sanity 

and her marriage.  



 

„Well, isn’t that what marriage is all about?“ she said. „Staying in it while getting out 

in some way?“ 

 

We learn about her flat in Paris and it’s clear she enjoys her domestic pleasures and 

her visits to children and grandchildren. Her work at the Ann Apthorp museum gives 

her a sense of purpose. She is also comforted by the similarities between her own life 

and that of Ann Apthorp. ( Ann Apthorp’s husband is absent for long periods.)  

 

Meri has none of Delia’s domestic talent or dignified reticence. She is a messy, rather 

gauche and naive sort of person. But her gifts are modern ones: she has a career as a 

researcher for a radio show; she is proud of her tomboyish body and has a spontaneous 

irreverence that makes her funny and forceful.  

 

These differences notwithstanding, Meri and Delia are both needy, insecure women. 

Delia continues to love her husband and clings to her marriage despite his ongoing 

infidelity. Meri, the product of a poor background and a neglectful mother, submits to 

being casually ignored by her very busy, sophisticated, academic husband. He is pre-

occupied finishing his book and establishing himself in the academic world. Meri  

feels she is taking second place in his life.  

 

Her feelings of insecurity only increase after she becomes pregnant and must quit her 

job, and as her body ceases to be under her control. Some found the pregnancy and 

birth scenes messy and / or boring. Our reactions to the changes in our bodies varied 

depending on whether we have wanted to get pregnant or not. (Meri has just found a 

job that she loves and is not prepared for the pregnancy. Surely an immature reaction 

at 37?) But we all agreed that the portrayal of her post-natal depression was sensitively 

drawn and helpful to readers who may have suffered in the same way. Or who may in 

the future. 

 

When Meri gives birth, and Delia’s husband suffers a stroke, both women become 

carers, but with different attitudes toward the role. Meri is overwhelmed by new 

motherhood; she feels less equipped and less desirable than ever. Delia, on the other 

hand, is empowered as her once charismatic, philandering husband becomes (so she 

thinks) completely dependent on her. 

 

Miller shows the weird sacrifices that love can inspire and the ugly acts that jealousy 

and insecurity can induce. Meri is drawn into mild erotic games with Tom and seems 

to enjoy the power she has to please him. Her own need to feel desirable again is 

paramount. Nathan has rejected her since the birth of Asa and breast feeding her baby 

becomes a sensual pleasure, when performed in front of Tom. Her sexuality is 

awakened and Tom helps her to feel attractive again.  

 



The future success of her marriage may have depended on the very act that destroys 

Delia’s. Meri agrees to bare her breasts for Tom even when she is not feeding Asa. We 

all felt Delia’s shock and pain when she entered the room to find Meri cupping her 

breasts in an erotic way in front of Tom. She had trusted Meri. A new mother is not 

usually a sexual come-on. One or two of us thought that Delia over-reacted. Her 

husband had always had power over other women. Perhaps she could have laughed 

about it. But most of us totally understood her distress. And we nearly all hated Meri 

for being so selfish and for not realising the possible impact of her actions. 

 

Delia felt she had finally been released from Tom’s infidelities – only to discover he 

was still deceiving her. He was not capable of being physically unfaithful but his 

behaviour with Meri felt like a final betrayal. In the end, both Meri and Delia were 

trying to regain control over their lives. Most of us were more sympathetic to Delia’s 

situation than Meri’s. Liking them became less important than sympathising with them. 

In that unexpected and truly surprising event at the end, both characters’ behaviour, 

though disturbing, was understandable. Meri had become fond of the old man and he 

had worked his charm on her. In the last line of the novel, Meri claims that that she 

would have wanted to tell Delia: 

 

She did what she did with Tom that day for love. Out of love. 

 

Most of us were puzzled over this last line. Love for whom? For herself? For Tom? 

She was certainly not considering Delia at all. Some of us despised Meri for ruining 

Delia’s newly found happiness. But we realised that Meri’s feelings for Tom had 

become stronger than her feelings for Delia. Tom had given her back her sense of self 

worth – which she had only ever had through her sexuality.  

 

The final chapter jumps ahead suddenly to 2007 and reveals just how well life has 

worked out for Meri - she is happily married and has three loving sons. She has 

obviously mastered motherhood and marriage. There seems to be a degree of injustice 

in her oh-so contented life. She has lied and got away with it. Nathan has believed her 

explanation that she was only breastfeeding in front of Tom. She has never had to 

expose her deceitful behaviour when going to Delia’s house. And yet she is the 

character who has suffered the least. Such is the injustice of life? 

 

We acknowledged Miller’s excellent storytelling skills – especially her ability to build 

tension – and her concise and clear style of writing. But we felt that Miller’s male 

characters lacked depth. She gives them physical attributes that are meant to be 

charming and loveable even when their actions are thoughtless, even cruel. We don’t 

get to see inside their heads. We thought this was a pity and more insight into the male 

characters would have given the novel more depth. We wanted to see their marriages 

through their eyes and to understand them better. Marriages are between men and 

women and the men are not given a voice. This may have been deliberate but we found 



the lack of male perspective frustrating.  (Comments from men in the groups were 

mostly complimentary but some thought that they were reading a book more suited for 

female readers.) The cover of the English edition did not help - it shows a close up of a 

woman standing alone in a field clutching an apple! A modern Eve – woman as 

temptress? 

 

Nathan is a character we hardly get to know and Tom, though more vividly drawn, we 

learn about only from Delia, Meri and his daughter Nancy. And Nancy is very bitter 

about him because he has slept with her best girl friend. Both Tom and Meri are from 

underprivileged backgrounds and both successfully find ways to advance themselves 

in American society. It would have been good if Tom had empathised explicitly with 

Meri and her humble origins.  Maybe Meri’s willingness to breast-feed in front of him 

and Tom’s request that she show her breasts was an implicit recognition of their less 

conventionally middle-class origins. Two children playing harmless, naughty games 

while the adults (their respective spouses) were absent? 

 

Miller writes extremely well from the feminine point of view but until she delves more 

into her male characters, we felt her novels will be slightly disappointing. Despite 

portraying some of the bleaker aspects of male-female relationships, the book contains 

its share of emotional truths and is, in the end, more uplifting than otherwise. One 

quote we particularly liked: 

 

The love she felt for him was unchanged, was based on who he‘d been and who he still 

was to her. This is how it is with your children, she thought. You hold all the versions 

of them there ever were simultaneously in your heart. 

 

We never know what will happen between people – how things will work out. This 

applies to the two marriages in the novel, and it’s been the surprise of the Clinton 

marriage. The Senator’s Wife is a sensitively drawn picture of love, betrayal and the 

nature of marriage from a feminine point of view, which can alienate male readers. It’s 

also full of aphorisms - which can be irritating but are mainly uplifting. Sue Miller has 

woven words of her own wisdom into the story and we especially appreciated the 

positive image of an older woman.  

 

 

Recommended - Very well written and insightful. Miller is a very good storyteller. 

The Senator’s Wife is recommended especially to other book groups – it led to some 

truly spontaneous and heartfelt discussions.  

 

Warning – Don’t judge this book by its chicklit cover! 


