Introduction

There’s an awful lot of information out there about marriage—books and magazines, busy experts on talk shows, whole ministries.  A world of advice and data all ready to tell you how a marriage survives, what it is good for, why we do it; and as often as not, the opposite—how we don’t or can’t or fail miserably to stay together.   I’ve read a great many of these words about marriage and I’ve also sat in my fair share of hard chairs listening to these experts opinionating on the importance of soul mates and hard work; on the value of compassion and simply listening or having sex when you would honestly rather watch an old movie.  And while I’ve done these things I’ve felt the thick gold band on my left hand, its actual heaviness as well as its symbolic weight.  I feel this ring of mine marks me, not so much as taken, as my husband’s wife, but as someone tied to a belief outside myself, which is why I have read all these words and listened to all these experts.  It’s why I’ve spend these last years searching through my memories.  I want to understand that belief, want to know how it came about, how it lingered—lingers still.  I want to know about this marriage of mine to understand something about myself and this time in my life when the peace I have found in myself after years of struggle greatly hinges on finally understanding the depth of my connection to a boy whose glance I happened to have met over thirty-five years ago. 

I know. You’re thinking, it’s love, silly.  Love that has kept my husband and I together for more than thirty years.  Right?  Why else would we stay with one another in a time when it is easy to walk away?  But I will be the first to tell you that I have found love to be a difficult emotion, more complicated than the girlhood theory I clung to much too long.  But yes, it is certainly true that I love my husband.  The trouble is, love has not been the solid container I thought it would be.  It did not stop, for instance, my yearning for something more.  It did not shelter my heart from desire.  It did not keep at bay the proclivities for destruction both my husband and I inherited.  I think in many ways, love tested me rather than supported me.  My husband, steadier in nature, less given to my countless midnight doubts, never questions once belief is set.  And yet, for him, too, love proved less comfort than a hard, and sometimes cold, fact.  

We were very young when we married: twenty-one and twenty-two.  We had known each other for three years but, constantly living in different states because of work, we really only spent six months together before the wedding.  We learned about each other, then, within the confines of a union, and we grew up together bordered by a belief that we would always be together.  What happened, then, through all those years, as we formed careers we never thought we’d have (I wanted to write novels but settled into writing about food; he started out as a newspaper reporter; he is now an historian), created a family (we thought we’d have many children—we have two sons), faced one demon (alcohol),  and then another (manic depression), was confront change in all its form—for that young girl and that young boy who stood at the altar, their transformation over the next thirty years stretched the bonds they made innocently enough over one casual glance. 

So you see—love did not keep us safe.  But somehow marriage did.  And that is what I want to know—how marriage did that.  How did we survive? 

Let’s start, then, with that glance. 

