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The Vow and the Long Road


Rooted — Book 2

A memoir of marriage, mistakes, and what I want my daughter to know by Titus W. Macharia





Author’s Note

This is my story, not a prescription. I’m not a counselor, a pastor, or a marriage therapist — I’m a man who has been married more than once, who got things wrong, and who finally sat in a therapist’s chair and started to understand why. I write this above all for my daughter, so that one day she has an honest measure of the men around her and a clear-eyed look at the choices her parents made — and didn’t repeat them. For your own marriage and any real trouble in it, please walk alongside people who can see you. What I offer here is hope, and what I’ve lived. Where I speak of the women I married, I speak only of my own understanding and my own failures; I don’t presume to speak for them or to judge them.

A word of care before we begin: these pages hold grief, depression, addiction, and loss alongside the hope. If any of it touches something raw in you, please do not sit with it alone — reach for a trusted person or a professional. Wherever in the world you are, help exists near you, and there is a fuller note on finding it at the back of this book.
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Part One — Home: What I Thought I Knew About Love




Chapter One — The Marriages I Grew Up Inside

I grew up surrounded by marriages that did not break.

I want to begin there, because it is the soil everything else in this book grew out of. My parents are married to this day. Their parents were married until death took one of them, and then the other. The uncles, the aunties — they stayed, all of them, in the unions they had entered, until age or the grave ended what no argument ever did. As a boy I did not think this was remarkable. I thought it was simply what marriage was. A thing you entered once, and remained inside, the way you remain inside your own skin.

No one sat me down and explained this. No one had to. You learn what a marriage is the way you learn what the sky is — by living under it. I watched a husband and a wife move through years together, through hard seasons and lean ones, through the kind of trouble that I now know ends most modern marriages, and I watched them not leave. I did not see it as endurance. I did not have a word for it at all. It was just the shape of the world.

And because no one questioned it, I did not know it could be questioned. That is the thing about the world you are born into — you cannot see its edges. A husband was a husband. A wife was a wife. The marriage held. There was nothing to discuss.

Then I watched my own generation, and the one coming up behind it, and I saw something I had no framework for.

The marriages began to break.

Not a few of them. Many. The union that had been, in my whole childhood, the most serious thing a person could enter — a thing you gave your life to — was becoming, in front of me, a thing people seemed to pick up and put down. I heard people speak of marriage the way you speak of a thing you are trying on. I heard young women say they would never marry, never have children, that they did not need a man at all. I heard it said, more and more, that men were simply the problem. And I will be honest with you — I did not know what to do with what I was hearing. Some of it stung. Some of it, I have come to understand, I had not yet earned the right to dismiss.

I am not writing this to stand over anyone and shake my head. I have my own three marriages behind me, and not one of them lasted, so I am the last man who should be wagging a finger at how others love or leave. If anything, I belong to the very generation I am describing. I am not outside it, pointing in. I am inside it, trying to understand how the ground shifted so completely between my grandfather’s marriage and my own.

I think often about the immigrant families I have known here in the West — mine among them, but far from mine alone. I have watched marriages strain and break after the crossing in families from all over the world: African, Asian, Middle Eastern, Latin American, Eastern European — anyone who carried into the West a marriage shaped by an older, more rigid order. And I have my own ideas about why, though I hold them loosely, because a marriage is a locked room and no one outside it truly knows what happened in there. What I can say honestly is this: people change when their world changes. A woman who has lived under arrangements that gave her little voice arrives somewhere that suddenly offers her a great deal of it — freedom, expression, a say in her own life she may never have been allowed before. That is not a small thing. That is an earthquake in a person. It does not matter whether she came from a village in Kenya, a city in China, a town in India or Lebanon or anywhere else the old shape was law — the earthquake is the same. And I have seen marriages that could not survive the size of that change, on both sides — because the man often did not change with her, and expected the old shape to hold in a place where the old shape no longer fit.

I used to want to say it more simply than that. I used to want to say she changed and ruined it. But that is the easy version, and the easy version is rarely the true one. The harder truth is that two people were standing on ground that moved, and only one of them was willing to admit the ground had moved at all.

And most often, I am sorry to say, the one refusing to admit it was the man. I carried the old shape across an ocean, unopened, and expected to set it down in a new country and have it still fit — and in this I was no different from countless men from countless places who did exactly the same. The man from Nairobi and the man from Seoul and the man from Karachi, arriving in the West certain they could be the husbands their fathers were, in places nothing like their fathers’ places — and all of us, surprised and even wounded when it did not hold. But why should it have held? Everything around us had changed except us. A man cannot stand still while the whole world moves and then call it betrayal when his marriage moves too.

I have come to believe we men are as much required to change as anyone. Not to become less, but to see clearly what we did not let ourselves see before: that a wife is part and parcel of the marriage, not an object inside it. Not a thing you own or arrange or decide for. A partner — a whole person, standing level with you, carrying her half. My grandfather, in my humble opinion, dealt with his life the best way he knew how, with the understanding his time had given him. I do not fault him for the limits of his era. But that is exactly the standard he set me, and I missed it for years: he did the best with what his time knew, and so my job is to do the best with what mine knows. To live and to love the way my time demands of me, with all the understanding now available to me — not to hide inside his answers to questions he never had to face.

I grew up inside marriages that did not break. I have lived inside marriages that did. This book is my attempt to understand the distance between those two facts — not so I can blame anyone, but so my daughter never has to wonder why her father couldn’t make it last, and so she can do better than I did.

Reflection: Think of the longest marriage you watched as a child. What did it teach you that you never put into words — and do you still believe it?






Chapter Two — What I Was Taught to Be

People hear “African man, raised in the village” and they assume they already know what I was taught to be. They picture the provider, the head, the one who decides and is not questioned. And some of that was there, I won’t pretend it wasn’t. But it is not the part I carry most.

What I was actually taught — taught most deliberately, by the people who loved me — was to be loving. To be caring. To not discriminate against anyone, in any way, in any form. That was the core of it. Not authority. Tenderness.

My grandfather used to sit me down. I can see it still. He would have me beside him and he would pour into me things I did not think I needed — knowledge a young man is sure is useless right up until the day his whole life turns on it. I did not always listen the way I should have. I was young, and I believed what the young believe: that times were changing, and that because times were changing, everything must change with them — even the core of who a person is, even what we are meant to be to one another. I thought the old man was handing me tools for a world that was disappearing.

I was wrong about that, and it took me three marriages to find out how wrong.

Because here is what I have learned: some things do change, and should. The idea that a husband decides and a wife obeys — that one deserved to change, and I am glad it has. But the deeper things my grandfather gave me — be loving, be caring, do not look down on a single soul — those were not made of their era. Those do not expire. I had confused the customs, which were of their time, with the character, which was for all time. I threw out more than I should have because I could not yet tell the difference between them.

There was good in the inheritance and there was weight in it too. The weight was the part that said a man must be the head, must carry everything, must never be seen to need help or correction or comfort. That weight, I have come to believe, cost me. A man who cannot be corrected cannot grow, and for years I wore the not-needing-correction like it was strength, when it was only fear in a stronger man’s coat.

I think about those sittings with my grandfather more now than I did when I was living them. At the time they felt like a delay — an old man holding a young man still when the young man wanted to be moving. I did not understand that I was being handed something. He was not lecturing me; that was not his way. He would speak quietly, often about other people, other marriages, the way a man should treat the people in his house and the people outside it. He taught by telling, not by commanding, and because he never raised his voice, I mistook the softness for unimportance. I have learned since that the most important things are often said softly, once, and that you do not get to ask for them again after the person who knew them is gone.

What I would give now to sit in that quiet one more time, with the ears I have today instead of the ears I had then. So much of what I went looking for in two therapists’ offices, decades later and an ocean away, I suspect that old man had already tried to give me for free. I just was not thirsty for it yet — and a thing you are not yet thirsty for, you cannot drink, no matter who is holding the cup. That is a lesson I will come back to before this book is done, because it turned out to be the lesson of my whole life. But it began here, with a grandfather pouring water into a boy who did not yet know he would one day be parched.

The good was the part my grandfather meant for me to keep. And I almost lost it, because in my certainty that everything had to change, I nearly let go of the things that were never supposed to.

Reflection: What did the people who raised you mean for you to keep — and have you ever thrown out the wrong half of it?




