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To the women who stayed too long.

To the women who left too late.

To the women who are still deciding.

To the men who are trying to love better than they were taught.

To the couples fighting quietly for something worth keeping.

And to every soul standing between cultures, learning that love is not inherited, it is built.

This book is for you.

Lilian Oyama
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❧

Marriage is one of the oldest human institutions, yet in modern times, it is one of the most misunderstood.

Across continents, cultures, and generations, marriage has carried expectations that shift with time but remain heavy in meaning. In Africa, it is sacred. In America, it is chosen. In both places, it is tested.

In this deeply personal and culturally reflective work, Lilian Oyama does not merely compare continents, she examines them through lived experience. As an African woman divorced and living in America, she writes not from theory, but from truth.

This book is not an attack on either culture.

It is an invitation to learn from both.

May it spark conversation.

May it restore wisdom.

May it help save what is worth saving.
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About This Book
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❧

Why do so many marriages collapse in America while so many endure in Africa, even through hardship?

In Two Worlds, One Marriage, Lilian Oyama offers a powerful cultural reflection and deeply personal exploration of marriage across two continents. With honesty, compassion, and courage, she examines the forces shaping modern relationships: individualism, shifting gender roles, financial pressure, social media temptation, and the fading influence of community.

Drawing from lived experience, cultural observation, and heartfelt storytelling, Oyama challenges readers to rethink what truly sustains love. She explores the communal foundations of African marriage, the independence-driven culture of American relationships, and the hidden truths both societies rarely discuss.

This is not a book of blame.

It is a mirror.

Through memoir and social commentary, Two Worlds, One Marriage reveals:


•  Why romantic love alone is not enough

•  How community support can strengthen commitment

•  The impact of unlimited options in modern dating culture

•  When endurance becomes strength, and when it becomes silence

•  What both continents can learn from each other


For anyone married, preparing for marriage, divorced, or questioning the future of love, this book offers clarity, cultural wisdom, and hope.

❧

Because marriage is not failing everywhere. It is simply being built differently.

❧
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Author’s Note
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❧

When I began writing this book, I promised myself one thing: I would tell the truth, even when the truth was uncomfortable, especially when it was uncomfortable for me.

I was born and raised in Nigeria. I grew up moving across cities, watching marriages of every kind: marriages held together by love, marriages held together by duty, marriages held together by nothing but the fear of what people would say. Then, in April 2009, I stepped off a plane into a new country. I had come to join my husband, the man who is now my ex-husband. I did not know it then, but I was beginning two journeys at once: the journey of an immigrant and the journey of a marriage that would one day teach me more about love than any book ever could, first by what it was, and later by what it cost.

At the time, I did not know I was beginning a study that would take me almost two decades to complete. I only knew that the marriages around me in America did not sound like the marriages I had grown up around in Africa. The vows were different. The expectations were different. The endings were different.

Over the years, God placed me in rooms where people told me the truth about their marriages. As a social worker, I sat with families in crisis. Through my work with the elderly, I sat beside couples who had been married for forty, fifty, even sixty years, long enough to have forgotten which stories belonged to whom. And for more than a decade as a tax preparer, I sat across the table from couples during the one season of the year when money can no longer hide. You learn a great deal about marriage from a tax return. You learn even more from the silence between two people while it is being prepared.

This book is drawn from all of it: what I witnessed, what I was taught, and what I lived. Including my own marriage. Including my own divorce.

I did not write this book because I have all the answers. I wrote it because I have finally stopped being afraid of the questions.

By God’s grace, what I lost taught me what I now understand. And what I understand, I offer to you, not as judgment, but as a gift from one traveler between two worlds to another.

With love and honesty,

Lilian Oyama

C H A P T E R ONE
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Two Continents, One Question
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❧

I did not set out to compare marriages.

I set out to understand them.

For years, I attended weddings in America, beautiful ceremonies filled with promise. The bride glowing in white. The groom holding her hand with confidence. Vows spoken with certainty: forever, always, no matter what.

I remember sitting through those ceremonies, genuinely moved. Americans know how to celebrate love. The flowers, the music, the toasts, the first dance, everything is designed to honor the feeling of the moment. And the feeling is real. I never doubted that.

Yet within a few years, some of those same couples were separated. Some divorced. Some quietly enduring distance behind closed doors. I would see them at gatherings, standing near each other but no longer with each other, and I would remember the vows. Forever. Always. No matter what.

Then I would travel home to Africa.

There, I saw something different.

I saw couples who had weathered poverty, political instability, illness, and family pressure, yet they remained together. Not always romantically expressive. Not always emotionally fluent. But together.

I think of the elderly couples I have sat with through my elder care work, in Nigeria and in America. When I visit elders back home in Cross River State, I watch husbands and wives who have been married for half a century move around each other like two hands of the same body. He knows when she is tired before she says it. She answers questions that were asked of him. They rarely say, “I love you.” They rarely need to. Their love is not spoken; it is structural. It holds up the house.

And I began to ask myself:

Why does marriage seem fragile in one place and resilient in another?

Was it money? Was it education? Was it freedom? Or was it something deeper, something cultural?

Two Beginnings

In America, love often begins with intense emotion. We marry because we are in love. Because we feel connected. Because our hearts race. Because we believe this person completes us.

In Africa, marriage often begins with alignment. Families meet. Backgrounds are discussed. Character is evaluated. The community witnesses the covenant.

I saw this firsthand growing up. Before a marriage was agreed upon, the questions began, quiet questions asked in kitchens and courtyards. Who are his people? What is her mother like? Does he work? Does she respect her elders? How does his family handle disagreement?

The investigation was not romantic. It was protective.

Our elders understood something that modern culture has largely forgotten: you do not only marry a person. You marry their patterns.

Love may be present, but structure surrounds it.

And structure, I learned, can protect love when emotion fades.

Private Agreement, Public Covenant

In America, marriage is often seen as a private agreement between two individuals. If it works, wonderful. If it does not, it can end. The paperwork of beginning a marriage and the paperwork of ending one are both, in the end, transactions between two people and the state.

In many African societies, marriage is public. It belongs not only to the couple but to the families. When problems arise, elders intervene. Mediation is normal. Accountability is shared. A husband who mistreats his wife does not answer only to her; he answers to her father, her uncles, her brothers, and to his own family’s name. A wife in distress does not carry it alone. There are aunties whose entire role in life, it sometimes seems, is to notice.

This does not mean African marriages are perfect. Far from it. Some survive in silence. Some endure when they should not. Some women remain because they lack economic independence. I will not romanticize what I have also witnessed causing harm, and later in this book, I will speak plainly about it.

And yet, many also endure because commitment is sacred.

❧

In America, happiness is often the highest value. In Africa, endurance is often the highest virtue. Neither is completely right. Neither is completely wrong.

❧

But somewhere between happiness and endurance lies the question that shaped this book:

What truly sustains love?

The Couple Who Started This Book

If I am honest, this book did not begin at a wedding. It began in a sitting room with an elderly couple during one of my visits home.

Through my elder care work, I have spent many hours with couples in their seventies, eighties, and beyond. On this particular afternoon, I sat with a husband and wife who had been married for more than fifty years. I had come to check on their well-being. I stayed for something else entirely.

I asked them the question I always ask, half as a professional and half as a student: “Mama, Papa, how did you do it? Fifty years.”

The wife laughed first. Then she said something I have carried with me ever since:

“My daughter, we did not do fifty years. We did one year, fifty times.”

Her husband nodded slowly and added,

“And some of the years, we did one day at a time.”

I sat with that for a long while.

One year, fifty times.

One day at a time.

There was no grand secret in it. No perfect compatibility. No unbroken happiness. They were both quick to tell me about the years that nearly broke them. What they had was smaller than a secret and stronger than one: they simply kept choosing. Through the seasons that gave and the seasons that took, they woke up and chose their marriage again.

When I flew back to New Jersey that week, I looked out of the airplane window somewhere over the Atlantic and realized I was carrying a question that would not leave me alone. I had just come from a world where a couple could sustain fifty years through daily choosing, and I was returning to a world where couples with every advantage were dissolving their marriages within five. Same institution. Same human hearts. Different outcomes.

That was when I knew I would one day have to write this book. Not to crown one

The Answer Is Not Geography
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