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1

Beginning

Every book about marriage is also a book about mortality, since the success of any marriage is defined not by happiness or good fortune but by death. The assignment, after all, is to stay together until you die. Once one spouse perishes, the marriage has succeeded. Death signals victory.

Only an optimistic fool would declare victory before reaching the finish line. That’s what makes weddings such dark comedies. What’s more entertaining and ominous than watching two naive souls sign a binding contract without understanding the fine print? Most engaged couples bumble onto the marital bullet train without even knowing where it’s headed. All that matters is that we’ll be together, they whisper to each other. Forever is two immortal elves, sipping pink champagne by a burbling stream, then exploring the wild, gorgeous woods around them in everlasting harmony. Forever is set in New Zealand, not New Jersey.

Muddling through the first year of marriage has a way of turning New Zealand back into New Jersey, changing pink champagne into a juice box, and transforming two immortal elves into lumpy humans with a rapidly approaching expiration date.

Even after many satisfying years together, married life has an uncanny way of making even the most buoyant soul feel like a fool and a failure repeatedly. It’s a feature, not a bug. Marriage is designed to break you. You will forget everything you knew before. You will tremble under the weight of your own shortcomings. Sure, you might bounce back and proclaim yourself lucky and declare your marriage happy and become the masochist your marriage wants you to be. But you’ll still wake up plenty of mornings wondering why you signed on to drag this wretched, snoring heap of meat with you everywhere you go until the day you die.

And once you’re married and therefore a true masochist, you’ll realize that all of these sensations are part of the delicious tedium of matrimony. I wrote this book to explore that tedium, along with everything else that marriage brings: the feeling of safety, the creeping darkness, the raw fear and suspense of growing older together, the tiny repeating irritations, the rushes of love, the satisfactions of companionship, the unexpected rage of recognizing that your partner will probably never change. And in writing this book, I discovered new layers within my marriage and myself, haunting and chaotic, wretched and unlovable.

We talk about marriage like it’s just something people do, no big deal. We pretend that once you’re married, you’re either happy or unhappy, a binary system, on or off. But the truth is so much murkier and also much more frightening and exciting and joyful than that. Marriage grinds your face into the dirt until you can see new colors and taste new flavors. But you have to show up and invite it all in. You can’t hide.

I recently watched Planet Earth II with my family, and the footage of various animals waiting not so patiently for their mates to return to the proper rendezvous point in order to make sweet marital bird love or regurgitate a fish smoothie into their throats was enough to send a chill down my spine. This penguin dad is seriously inept at scaling wave-tossed rocks and at locating his lady in a million-strong crowd of other penguin ladies screeching at the moon together, I found myself thinking. Does her screeching have the faintest hint of contempt to it, or am I just imagining that? Later, as a seabird’s baby mama took her time showing up at their appointed meeting spot, I nervously wondered if she’d wandered off with a more dashing seabird and left her devoted mate in the dust. (Okay, he did have a bad habit of pecking in a faintly insecure, unattractive way.) You could see the enormous misunderstandings in play: “You do know that I almost got pulverized against the rocks diving for these fish?” the harried penguin seemed to say with his beady black eyes once he finally arrived.

My younger daughter often proclaims that she will never get married. And why should she want to? As much as I prefer to believe that her father and I are setting a shining example of affectionate, radically open communication, the reality is that she’s had a lifelong all-access pass to our version of a penguin marriage: the laborious diplomacy of marital negotiations, the low-key squabbling, the mutual suspensions of disbelief, the subtle undermining, the ever-increasing codependence. After fifteen years of this graceless ballet, it’s not surprising that all my daughter wants when she grows up is a tiny house, a subcompact car, and a mini Australian shepherd.

And honestly, there are days when the prospect of growing old next to a mini Aussie doesn’t sound so bad when compared to the slowly blossoming garden of horrors inherent to aging in sync with another human. My incredibly handsome and charming husband, who is a tenured professor and looks a solid ten years younger than his numerical age, also has a quick temper, zero depth perception, and a palsy that makes his right hand shake whenever he passes me, say, a porcelain creamer filled to the brim with liquid nitrogen. Even though he and I might’ve engaged in countless frank and illuminative discussions of our flaws, even though we might’ve laughed several times about both his palsy and the remarkable ability of liquid nitrogen to cause a searing burn when it comes into contact with living tissue, that doesn’t make the ensuing spillage and pain any less real. To be married is to have the words “This is all your fault” eternally poised on the tip of your tongue.

Marriage can feel like a moral litmus test that way. Your challenge is to maintain your composure as the staggering deficits of the highly ineffectual human by your side come into sharper and sharper focus. Somehow you have to keep your sense of humor (which studies suggest is crucial to a healthy marriage), minimize your contempt (a major predictor of marital dissatisfaction), and increase your joint take-home pay (currently the most accurate predictor of how long a marriage will last, according to some studies). So maybe my daughter is onto something. In an upgradable, consumer-driven, instant-gratification world where the experiences of shopping for high-end cell phones, high-end mates, and high-end sperm cells are hauntingly similar to each other, isn’t it reasonable to question the value of a legal contract, written in ink, on paper, that involves disastrously punitive terms of dissolution? What kind of an old-fashioned mutant could crave such a primitive trap, particularly when it’s paired with an enormously expensive ceremony that often includes allusions to obedience and lifelong mutual suffering and death, of all things? And why do we arbitrarily marry one person instead of, say, two or three or fifteen? Doesn’t that place an inordinate amount of pressure on one very fragile penguin?

These days, there are limited economic advantages to marriage, a planet’s worth of mates more easily perused and accessed now than ever before in human history, and a host of inconveniences to being married, along with untold drudgery, monotony, frustration, and regret. Add to that the fact that 40 to 50 percent of all marriages in the United States end in divorce anyway. Considering all of that, what could possibly be the point of this outdated charade?

This book represents my personal attempt to understand why I signed myself up for the world’s most impossible endurance challenge. Having someone by your side every minute of your life sounds so romantic before he’s actually there, making noises, emitting smells, undoing what you’ve just done, interrupting, undercutting, begging to differ. Sure, I love my husband. But I am still a simple animal, and sometimes I lose the thread. That’s when I find myself asking awkward questions, such as: Why do I need a husband, again? And if I’m going to have a husband, shouldn’t I have chosen a sturdier one, or maybe one with a fully functioning frontal lobe? Also, why do I get only one husband? Wouldn’t it be nicer to have a room full of husbands—some creative, others practical, some extremely pretty, others incredibly dexterous?

For years, I figured I was just the sort of weak bird who would rather wait for her very flawed mate to come home than go out preening and showboating just to wind up with another flawed mate in the end. As a married friend of mine said, years ago, when I asked her if she was tempted to actually pursue her younger crush, “No way. He’s just another man who’ll end up snoring in the bed at night, like all the rest.”

But I have to admit, there’s something reassuring, to me, about breaking down, falling into disrepair, losing your charms, and misplacing your keys, when you have an equally inept and irritating human tolerating it all, in spite of a million and one very good reasons to put on his walking boots and take his love to town. In other words, if marriage is irrational, as with child-rearing and ambition and art, that’s also part of its appeal. Even when my husband and I go through a rough time, bickering more than usual over how many tantrums a twelve-year-old should throw per day or how long a particularly fussy loaf of bread should be left to rise, after we’ve spent a few weeks staring at our phones at night instead of enjoying each other’s company, I can always trust that we’ll find each other again. The other day, in the wake of such a market correction, we began our morning walk with the dogs (who are too neurotic to be walked by one person alone), and my husband announced, “When I woke up this morning, the first thing I heard was a voice in my head, telling me, ‘You don’t have what it takes. You never did and you never will.’ ” This made us both laugh loudly for a solid block.

Marriage can’t always be about living your best lives in sync. Because some of the peak moments of a marriage are when you share in your insecurities, your anxieties, your fears, and your longing. That commitment, the one that can withstand and even revel in the darkest corridors of a life, grows and evolves and eventually transcends a contract or a ceremony the way an ocean overflows and subsumes a thimble of water.

And eventually, as grateful as you are for that bond, sometimes you might wish you didn’t recognize its strength. Because some days, it sounds much more fun to feel less permanently chained to your spouse. It sounds much more exciting to lose sight of everything, take it all for granted, and make a giant mess of your life instead. Not only would that be far less boring, but also, it could involve world travel, fancy hotels, and male strangers who may or may not own nose-hair-removal devices, but at the very least you’ve never witnessed them in action.

This book started as an attempt to stop and take a breath after fifteen years of frenetically raising kids alongside my spouse, often without understanding where I was, where we were together, and how we’d grown or regressed along the way. But the more I examined my own marriage, evaluating it and questioning the value of marriage at large, the more I found myself developing an appetite for adventure and novelty. There wasn’t anything wrong, exactly. In fact, everything felt more than right. It was just that, over the course of my marriage—in part, due to my marriage—I’d transformed from an insecure, flinty young writer into an emotionally secure but existentially ravenous beast. I went from feeling needy and powerless to feeling fully alive and craving even more life. Even though there wasn’t a big marital problem to solve, I created a series of extra-large problems just by setting out to write a thorough history of my relationship, analyzing it through the good times and the bad. After months of doing this, the marriage almost started to seem like an abstract, imaginary thing. And . . . as long as it’s imaginary, I might as well destroy it, right? Mmm, yes, doesn’t that sound like good, sporting fun?

Even if you still love your spouse very much, just recognizing that he’ll be with you until one of you dies is enough to invite your mortality into the room permanently. Over time, marriage itself starts to feel like a slowly unfolding apocalypse. Your marriage will die or you will die. Which ending seems happier?

And then, just as I was finishing the book, death dropped in to say hello. But let’s not spoil the best part. All you need to know is that things got very dark, and somewhere along the way, I got lost, but instead of trying to find my way home immediately, I boarded a tiny boat and drifted out to sea, all by myself. Maybe I just wanted to see what dry land looked like from a great distance.

From a distance, the solid ground of marriage has a way of looking mundane and exotic at the same time. My husband Bill is a good person who makes great bread and has a perfect golf swing (not that I know or even care what that means). He also wears golf shirts, which are perhaps the least attractive article of clothing available to humankind. I myself am a wise guru type of writer who knows everything about everything, which makes me about as appealing a mate as Jabba the Hutt, if Jabba talked to his dogs more than his children and blamed his hormones every time he fed someone new to the rancor. We are both catastrophically flawed. But by unearthing our most discouraged moments together without turning away, by screeching at the moon side by side, admitting “This is all our fault,” we reaffirm our love and also our intention to face the unknown together, from this point forward.

Sometimes that passion and that resolve feel like they should be measured in the moment, like a firework exploding in the dark sky that says, Here we are, we’re doing this, we intend to stay here as long as we humanly can.

Will it last until we die? Only a fool would pretend to know the future. Because, as I learned this year, the future is fickle and merciless and she will bend you to her will and change your mind and change it back and then rearrange every cell in your body, just for kicks, until your penguin feels more like a vulture, until your love feels more like hatred, until your prison cell feels more like the only home you’ll ever need. Somehow, the whole grueling process starts to feel exhilarating once you welcome everything in. But you have to welcome everything to feel grateful for what you have. You have to stop trying to predict what comes next, and just enjoy the fireworks instead.
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You Will Be Deeply Loved

Love is madness. Until you fall in love, everything makes sense. Your brain chooses what matters. Your brain is a thoughtful shopper, a detail-oriented assistant. It sorts things into clean piles. Maintains control. Prioritizes. Consolidates your desires. Casts off the impractical, the inconvenient, the unwieldy. Focuses on what’s important. Sets limits. Builds walls that don’t look too foreboding from the outside. Sews clever disguises. Seals you into a body bag with a clown face on the front.

But inside your body bag, your cells aren’t running algorithms. Your cells crave love.

True love: romantic, stupid, blind, sloppy, scary love. Full-body communion, the kind you would raise your sword and fight for. Someone to throw your body across the railroad tracks for. That’s not longing, that’s satisfaction: Kneeling until your knees hurt. Tracing one red blip on a radar. Crawling into a box under the bed. Swimming to the bottom of the ocean and staying there. Seeking holy communion with another community of cells, a merging of microbiomes, some cells like to call it temporary, other cells like to say it’s permanent, gangs form, murderous fandoms, warring tribes, hot blood and splintering bones. That’s glory. Learning by bleeding, feeling through osmosis, swimming toward your infinity, sucking on divinity, only right now and also forever.

Your cells decide.

Lust shouts into a bullhorn. Only, try not to take it so personally. Also, please try to take it more personally. You’ve ignored your cells for too long, and now they’re taking the bull by the horns.

Your cells have waited so long for true, blind, sloppy, scary. Don’t kill the messenger before you die. Instead, feel the satisfaction of bent knees, a box under the bed, the bottom of the ocean, a patient garden, a hungry nightmare. Your brittle bones still want you to wake up, to snap out of the stupor of logic, to throw out your file cabinets and breathe.

Your cells believe in survival. That’s their faith, their church. Your selfish, dirty cells just want to survive. And they want you to have a good time doing it.

* * *

My husband and I didn’t meet in a little café in Thailand as a storm kicked up outside. We didn’t share a compartment on a train to Saint Petersburg in the dead of winter and wind up telling each other our life stories over steaming pots of black tea. We didn’t meet on the deck of the USS Arizona as it was sinking into shark-filled waters. It wasn’t pouring down rain the day that my husband didn’t run to my farmhouse in the country and didn’t grab my face and didn’t declare that he would love me forever.

Bill wrote me an email out of the blue. He told me he had read my writing for years, and he read on my blog that I was newly single. This made him swoon, he wrote. He actually used the word swoon—a red flag, in retrospect. A rational, healthy woman would’ve ignored him, or told him to get lost.

I was neither rational nor healthy at the time. I wrote back immediately: “Send me a picture of your pretty face. But don’t expect to be hot enough for me. That doesn’t mean I myself am hot. I am just extremely picky.”

Bill sent me a photo of his pretty face. “Hubba hubba!” I wrote back.

So many red flags. A universe of red flags. Two matching microbiomes, each composed entirely of red flags. Only lustful cells could make this happen.

This way lies salvation.

* * *

We sent photos back and forth. “Wow!” he wrote back. “Meow,” I wrote. “Whoa,” he replied. This went on for a day or two. “Oh my.” “Whew!” “Hoo doggie.” Along with the pictures, there was clever banter, a mutual puppet show, a shared fantasy that this might mean something. Salvation loomed, quickening the pulse. Immediate investment, immediate surrender. Slowly, we started to exchange other tidbits of information, like the fact that Bill was recently separated and had an eight-year-old son. Lust had no interest in these facts. Yet no divestment followed. Bill sent me a photo of his son, Zeke, but warned me I wouldn’t be meeting him for a while. As if I’d been begging for months now to meet his child that I didn’t even know existed! Men always act like you’re the only one who’s overinvested. You can be speeding down the freeway together in the same race car, screaming “Faster, faster!” at the top of your lungs in unison, but they’re the ones who suddenly say “Whoa, now, I didn’t sign up for this!”

Luckily, I knew better. This microbiome wants me bad already, I thought. I sent back a photo of myself with my dog Potus, along with the words “Don’t assume that you’ll be meeting my little yellow princess anytime soon, because things will have to be *pretty serious* before that happens.”

“Sorry for being presumptuous,” Bill replied.

But all of this was the fine print. We were already sold. There was no shared train compartment, no pouring rain, no circling sharks. All we needed was a handful of photographs and some witty retorts to get our hopes up way too high. I didn’t carefully reflect on the fact that Bill was separated but not yet divorced and had a son. Bill didn’t thoughtfully analyze the fact that I was already bossy and moody and very demanding over email. I even wrote “I’m bossy and moody and very demanding” in one of my emails.

“You’re a woman, in other words,” Bill replied. This didn’t strike me as sexist so much as pragmatic, possibly because I was also sexist. And pragmatic. I was thirty-four years old. Bill was forty-one. We were both old enough to know a few things. We were also old enough to know better.

We matched. It was obvious. Here was a man who could string together words in all the right ways. I ate his words. His words made me feel things. He was honest and cynical and apologetic and vulnerable and guarded. He read my words and encouraged me to send more words. He didn’t even seem to mind long-winded digressions. I didn’t know yet how important that was. He insulted himself. He said he liked to drink and he also liked to surf. He was a thoughtful professor who was also into simpleminded leisure. I owned a house and a dog and had a solid job and a good sense of humor and I was also intense and eloquent and afraid, very afraid.

Lust forms a tidal wave. Lust picks you up and hurls you into the sky, far above the racing ocean. You are about to be ground into the sand, but it feels like deliverance.

* * *

One day, right after we exchanged emails, I was looking for something in my overstuffed purse but I was only coming up with old pennies and dog hair and tufts of lint, and I started to panic about how cool I was trying to seem to Bill. I imagined this tall, handsome professional, taking one look at my dog-hair-covered house and my dumb clothes and realizing that I wasn’t even close to his caliber of human. I was just a growly little nerd playing a dream girl on the internet. He would immediately recognize that all of his time spent crafting clever emails had been wasted.

As I had this thought, I pulled a tiny slip of paper out of my purse. It was a crumpled fortune from a cookie. I unfolded and read it:

You will be deeply loved.

* * *

I wanted a husband from a very young age. If that sounds regressive, that’s because it is. But really, what good is a boyfriend? A boyfriend is, by definition, impermanent. He is temporary filler, a disposable prop, a transitional object, a traveling salesman. Why invest time and energy into someone who’ll disappear in a year or two? Disappearing is baked into the boyfriend picture. If he didn’t disappear, he’d be a husband. Who wants to shove all of your beauty and youth and light straight into a boyfriend-shaped garbage bag, when you know you’ll eventually drag it out to the curb, and someone will come to take it to the dump in the morning?

I spent close to two decades looking for a husband. I didn’t just want someone who could temporarily soothe my loneliness. I wanted someone who would banish loneliness and darkness forever. I didn’t want a role player. I wanted a franchise player, someone to build my whole program around.

I wanted a husband. One that looked nice.

By the age of thirty-four, I wanted a husband that matched my other stuff: my scrappy house, my badly behaved dog, my full-time job. I wanted a grown adult husband. I’d had enough of these half-baked (in more ways than one) man-children. I wanted more. I wanted a partner with a solid career to match my own. I wanted a hunky, square-jawed, mature listener.

But that wasn’t all. I also wanted a nurturing daddy type who would hang on my every word. And I wanted an athlete. (Why not hold out for an athlete? What, you don’t think I deserved one?) I wanted an intellectual who was also a comedian, but with a nice ass. I wanted a cross between a therapist and a cowboy. Those existed somewhere, probably! And if they existed, I deserved to have one. I was done settling for these wilty, noncommittal, barely employed baby boyfriends. I wanted a swaggery, self-assured husband man. I deserved a permanent, talented franchise player, damn it!

After about two weeks of exchanging emails, I was pretty sure that Bill could support a whole franchise. He was a grown adult. He was an intellectual comedian, an athletic therapist. He had talent. He had potential. He needed a little guidance, but I trusted my coaching skills. I could build a solid program around this one.

But all husbands, like all franchise players, have their flaws. They are only human. That is, in fact, the real tragedy of finding a permanent husband: He is a husband, yes, but he is not omnipotent. He is not a demigod. He does not have golden sunlight and magic shooting out of his fingertips. He cannot banish darkness and bend the laws of time and space. This is a recurring letdown for those of us who succeed in locating an actual adult human husband. Even with skilled coaching, Kobe had his issues. Shaq had his little flaws—which, on some days, from the wrong angle, might just look like very big flaws. Fatal flaws, even.

That said, my coaching has its flaws too. I could give even the most confident player a complex. I have tremendously high expectations. I push my players too hard. Everyone says so.

I believed in him, though. Or maybe I didn’t. Maybe that was the problem. But goddamn it, do we want to be champions or don’t we?

* * *

Bill had read my cartoons. He had read my TV column. He had even read my blog, which was rambling and aggressive. He was a true fan. But did he have any talent? This is what Jerry West might ask about, say, Rick Fox. Yes, we know you love the Lakers. That’s all very well and good. But do you really have what it takes to be a Laker? We’re not so sure of that.

Bill was definitely handsome: thick brown hair, big brown eyes, square jaw, dimples. He was gainfully employed, and he happened to be a big fan of the program I was running. This was my Shaq.

I didn’t know it yet, but he was also my Kobe: cocky, intractable. Taking the same shot over and over, even when it’s not working. He was a bad learner who thought he was a good learner (somewhat ironic, for a professor of education). Lunkheaded and goofy and fun like Shaq, but thin-skinned and defensive and imperious like Kobe. Yeah, we get it, you speak Italian. You still have to work on your jump shot in the paint, buddy. Yes, you’re very pretty, but your shooting percentage is abysmal for huge stretches of the game. You know that, right?

I had two franchise players wrapped into one, and I didn’t even know it.

I was still worried that he might not be ready. So right before we met, I wrote him an email warning him that I ran a pretty tight program and he might be pushed to the limits of his abilities for the first time. People always assume that love is all about celebrating someone else’s amazing qualities, I wrote. But true love is also about accepting another person’s flaws. In order to create a love that grew and adapted over the years, you had to commit to someone else’s flaws the same way you commit to their qualities. That was love. Loving someone’s bouts of neediness and self-loathing the way you love their hot face.

Was I writing this email to Bill, or to myself? And was it remotely sane to write the word “commitment” before you meet someone in person?

Bill probably should’ve replied, “Why don’t you just relax? We haven’t even met yet.” But he didn’t. That would be like Shaq telling Jerry West he didn’t really care if he wound up playing for the Lakers or the Timberwolves, because any team would do. That would be like Kobe telling Phil Jackson he could just as easily play for Jeff Van Gundy.

I was betting that my franchise talent would come through. And he did. He wrote: “Your words moved me.” This is as close to being passionately kissed in the rain as it gets, at least for a writer. Sitting at my desk on an overcast October afternoon, I felt absolutely giddy. I moved him deeply. Nothing feels better than trying to reach someone, using only your ideas and feelings and beliefs, and actually succeeding. It’s hard to do that when you’re face to face, thinking about whether or not your lips are chapped. I felt like we were building something together already, something breathtaking and sublime, a reason for all of our cells to stand at attention, to sing in fifty-billion-part harmony together, to crave more and more and more.

But I don’t want to belabor this part of my story. Because the truth is that being in love looks the same no matter who’s doing it. Watching someone fall in love is like watching someone eat a really big, sloppy submarine sandwich. The more they’re enjoying their sandwich, the less enjoyable it is to watch them eat it. Savor your true love as much as you can, just have the good grace to do so in private.

When I met Bill, I was a grown adult. I had projects. I had friends. I threw parties. I walked my dog. I paid my bills. I exercised. I weeded my yard.

But I was still a giant baby. I wanted a man who magically filled in all of the gaps in my life. I wanted a man who would move neatly into my world and do whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted it. I wanted a flexible sidekick. I wanted a daddy. I wanted a best friend. I wanted a masseuse. I wanted a drinking buddy. I wanted a housekeeper. I wanted a life coach. I wanted a boss. I wanted a handservant.

I wanted way too much, and I wasn’t that realistic about what I’d actually get. But when I met Bill for the first time, it was easy to believe that he’d simply be everything I wanted, forever. He stood on my front doorstep, tall and slightly nerdy, smiling his nervous smile, shifting his weight in his bad shoes, and I was not disappointed. I could immediately tell that we were going to have a lot to talk about, that we were going to have a great time, that this night was going to be one I remembered for a long time. I stood there, feeling pretty in my favorite cords and shitkicker boots, feeling young and shiny and funny and smart, and I knew for a fact that he was going to love me like crazy, maybe a little more than he wanted to. That was a refreshing feeling, in the wake of watching my most recent stoner boyfriend carry his life-size cutout replica of the Emperor from Star Wars out my front door with the rest of his things. It was good to feel like a man was old enough and wise enough to see me clearly for a change, and to want what he saw.

So Bill came in and met my dog Potus and then we got into his filthy Ford Escort station wagon (this guy was still a fixer-upper for sure) and drove to an Italian restaurant around the block.

The wait list for the restaurant was so long that we went to the bar next door instead. We drank pints of Guinness and talked excitedly and then a little drunkenly for hours. It was fun and easy.

And then about two hours into it, Bill said something about how he was newly separated. Even though his marriage had been dead for years and even though he’d dated a bunch of women over the past eight months since he finally moved out from living with his ex-wife, he still couldn’t get into anything serious any time soon.

“No worries, I am also juggling a few different boyfriends at once, honestly,” I told him with the casualness of a defense coach staring at a clipboard and only half-listening. “Although I do have one opening thanks to a recent departure. You can be boyfriend number five.” I know you’re thinking there’s no way that I was that smooth, but you’re wrong. I was so goddamn smooth. Ask Phil Jackson, he’ll tell you. When you know you’re recruiting the guy, it’s like you get into the zone. You’re not going to fuck it up, no matter what.

Bill looked relieved that I was so unflappable about his supposed need for time and space. And even though I really was trying to avoid jumping into a relationship before I knew who I was dealing with, I got a little scared at how relieved he looked.

“I’ll be right back!” I announced, a very nerdy habit of mine when going to the bathroom, because what? I’m not coming back? I ducked into a bathroom stall and sat down and covered my eyes with my hands and said to myself, “No fucking way this is happening all over again.” I was scared out of my head. Because I was already too invested, and I knew it. And with straight men, you truly never knew. They could spend weeks trying to get into your pants, with the full knowledge that there was no damn way they were signing on to a lifetime with your bossy ass. And even though I’d done my own share of eating samples without making a purchase, this time I wanted more, much more.

So I calmed down and got back into the zone. I said to myself, “Don’t fuck this up. Do not go out there and ask him to specify exactly what he means by ‘not serious’ and ‘not ready.’ Do not demand a timeline and a mission statement. Do not even occupy a space where you are curious about these things. You go back out there and you drink your goddamn beer and you shut the fuck up about what comes next.” I mean, imagine Phil Jackson getting insecure and sending Michael Jordan a bullet-pointed email about whether or not he’s truly ready to pick up and move to Chicago. No! Let’s get practical, here!

I returned to the table with jokes about boyfriend number five on the tip of my tongue. And soon after that we returned to my house and we kissed and it felt exactly right, better than right, and I even sent him home without having sex with him first. I was not myself, in other words. I was behaving with dignity and self-respect for a change.

I believed that this love would stay, and I wouldn’t have to work hard at it—it would be easy this time. I believed that we would be happy forever and ever. I believed that this man would never give up on me. That was the one thing I was right about. I was wrong about everything else.

* * *

What’s so interesting about falling in love? Our culture tends to zoom in on those first locked eyes, that first passionate kiss, and then fade out just as things are starting to get interesting. I say skip over that stuff and show me your first conversation about recurring minor digestive issues, your first long car trip across unremarkable terrain, your first encounter with each other’s least emotionally stable relative. I want every romantic comedy to open on a couple’s first detailed discussion of past dental work, and I want it to end with a two-hour-long game of Monopoly, in which our dashing hero is forced to mortgage Boardwalk, then he has a spectacular meltdown and quits the game in a blizzard of fake money and flying red plastic hotels.

When I was twenty-seven years old, I had just moved to Los Angeles and I was fixated on falling in love. So I set out to write the most romantic romantic comedy ever. Then I found out what a rom-com really was: either you show two people wanting each other more and more while fate keeps them apart, or you show two people hating each other more and more, but then realizing that their hatred is actually love. Two people can’t just fall in love and stay that way. Then there’s no story. We need suspense and tension and unresolved problems and the faintest suspicion that what they really want is to destroy each other.

In other words, cinematically what we want is a long marriage. We want to see things unravel before they even begin. We want a clear preview of the misery to come.

Whether we know it consciously or only sense it subconsciously, we have some shared, murky awareness that hatred and love are the same thing: you love what you `hate, and hate what you love. Your hatred has power because it points back to your weaknesses. Your hatred makes you feel small and helpless. Your hatred gives you a motive, an attraction, a reason to try. Your hatred fuels you. Your hatred turns you on, in other words. You have to bring every tool and every strength at your disposal when you do battle against something you hate. See how we’re talking about sex now?

Nothing is hotter than hating someone and then joining forces with them, or trying to join them and failing. Envy is in the mix, too. When you’re attracted to someone, nine times out of ten you simply want what that person has. Or you want to be that person. Or you think they don’t deserve what they have, so you want to steal it from them and maybe destroy them in the process.

Most divorces aren’t some unfortunate, unforeseen accident. They’re the natural manifestation of a couple’s destiny together: This is the tragic dance we’ve been called to perform over the course of one or two decades. But which is the better act of revenge: Divorcing, or staying married and slowly driving your spouse mad over the course of thirty to seventy years?

Even though every romantic comedy ever written lays this basic equation out for us, we tend to miss the essential conflict that lies at the heart of passionate love. Those moments you realize you might hate someone forever are an echo of the moments you realize that you might love someone forever. The forever part speaks to the fever inside you, a feeling strong enough that it’s impossible to imagine it lifting. When you’re very sick, you imagine that you’ll never be well again. When you’re very sick of someone, you imagine that they will torture you until your dying days. When you’re in love with someone, you imagine that they might make you happy forever. When you have great chemistry with someone, you imagine that you’re both omnipotent, like some powerful force is being channeled through you. Together, you are a tree being struck by lightning. You are an island in a Category 5 hurricane.

This is why romance novels, with their endless amorous gestures and passionate kisses, feel like watching someone do an interpretive dance about a cathedral they once visited. If you try to describe love directly, it sounds too mundane. If you describe sex in concrete terms, it feels too clinical. When romance novels offer up the concrete details of sex, it feels about as tangential as describing the toppings on the best pizza you ever ate. Heaving breasts, a ripped corset, panting, sweating: extra cheese, onions, mushrooms, lots of sausage. Even if it’s the best pizza you’ve ever met, how are you going to make that clear using concrete, secular words, after the fact, without making someone imagine any old pizza in the known universe? Forget the mechanics of the moment. The bottom line is, you got struck by lightning. It doesn’t matter how it happened, all that matters is that now you’re dizzy and your hair is on fire.

I want to smell the smoke, and see you try to walk forward without falling down. Let’s gloss over the heavy petting and dive straight into the good stuff: Our heroine hears her true love repeat the same story he’s already told her three times before. Her eyes register disbelief: How is this happening?

It’s hard not to question his judgment, once this flaw emerges. But then it just keeps reemerging. She wants to put an end to it, once and for all! But now there are children in the room, so she needs to censor herself. She bites her tongue, then spots a sippy cup that needs to be set upright, then notices that his wineglass is dripping a stain onto their coffee table, because this man refuses to acknowledge the existence of coasters. That’s where the lightning goes, eventually: into her flushed face, when she surveys his latest art installation, Burgundy Circles in Wood. She rushes off to find a rag. She is turning into her mother.

“What does it mean to become your mother?” turns out to be a central question of marriage, along with countless other big, uncomfortable questions, most of them spawned by something as small as a ring of red wine. A long drive across the plains of Texas incites an existential morass: How do you drag an intractable beast and your matching mini-beasts in the direction of what you think might be the Most Important Experiences? A game of Scrabble yields to questions of dominance and submission. An afternoon of weeding the garden ends in an argument about toxic plants. A simple inquiry—“What are we going to do about dinner?”—incites an existential crisis, the 742nd of its kind since your wedding day.

When something small that this person does, this person you love and hate with equal passion, pushes you into a black pit of despair, questioning yourself and the world and everyone in it, the dimensions of your perception shift, the landscape stretches out, bleak and confusing, the sky bends and warps the light of the sun. How do you escape this hallucination of too much feeling? Is this an illusion, or is it the tide of emotions that live just beneath the surface of your skin at all times? What fantasies might protect you from these terrors? Which distractions might numb you into tolerating these eternally locked horns?

Why is this person always the same, and always in the way—a mumbling roadblock, a pointy Lego brick underfoot, a smelly heap of laundry blocking the bathroom door—and also, somehow, the only path back to sanity? How do you push aside your hatred and dig for your love, when it feels easier and more fun to just write the guy off forever, move your stuff into a big van, pack up the dogs and the crying kids, leave this sad specimen alone in the dust of a life you’ve clearly outgrown? Maybe the next one will be less defensive when he’s mad.

And yet. The sad man alone on the porch breaks your heart, in spite of your firm intentions to get gone forever. The dummy who doesn’t use coasters? He matters. When you play Monopoly, he’s always the dog and never the cowboy. You are the cowboy, as it turns out. He always buys Boardwalk, even though no one ever lands on it, because he’s bad at learning. This is the one man you enjoy crushing the most. This is also the man you enjoy saving the most. You are your mother. Maybe that’s okay. Maybe that’s the whole point.

Being married is far more interesting than falling in love. The gritted
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