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Atmospheric Disturbances



    Scenes from a marriage



    

    


    Mr. Curry and I celebrate our ten-year anniversary quietly, subdued by the pounding of his struggles with bipolar this past year. We are so broke that it feels almost romantic. We eat steaks that my mom brought over earlier in the week and pour from a cheap bottle of dry champagne. We sit on a blanket spread out on the living room floor, by candlelight. Our 10-year old daughter Lola is spending the night with my mom. Our boys, Ian, 15, and Dakota, 19, are away for the evening, and so it is just baby Ever Elizabeth and the two of us. I nurse Ever to sleep next to Mr. Curry as we watch Homeland. We cuddle and tend our wounds and whisper about our four children.


    My husband works an exhausting job with a moving company that demands he rise before light, showering in half darkness. He comes home and plays with the baby, swings our older daughter around a few times, sometimes he makes dinner, takes out the trash, watches the kids while I write. We have a friendship that is the best I’ve known, an intermittent but exceptional sex life, a deep love. And yet I want more.


    I want to be unzipped from this patient-wife-and-good-mother routine, taken out and seen, a woman with needs beyond the children, house, everyone’s schedule, my husband's moods. 


    Ah, those moods.


    You aren't supposed to weigh the scales of a marriage: Who says I'm sorry more often? First? Who does more chores? Who gives more back rubs and head scratches? Who puts aside their frustrations more to be there for the other? Who sacrifices sleep or work or other people more? But I do weigh them. And sometimes, when the scales feel unfairly balanced, I get a horrible feeling that the world martyr might be starting to glow from my forehead. And that makes me angry, which makes me feel desperate, which makes me sad, which makes me feel alone and frustrated and cold. This is how women freeze. We do it slowly, with blue steel inside. To thaw, I force myself to remember three loving things my husband has done, just three things, and if I can't think of any recent ones, my stomach aches. 


    Tonight, I am remembering the way he held my hand the evening we went to see Dakota’s band play. On the way there, Mr. Curry and I drove past every place that had been ours—the houses we lived in, the parks where we smoked cigarettes as teenagers, the long stretches of grass and hill running parallel to the highway where as a little girl, I imagined my wild horse ran alongside me. We drove past the convenience stores where we bought coffee in the mornings and the little shops we stumbled into for donuts and burritos, bleary-eyed twenty-two year-olds, exhausted from endless nights of talking, sex, caring for babies. But mostly sex. Hours and hours, how many hours of that precious decade did we spend wrapped up in each other, completely immersed in being alive and in love? The deep hush-roar of his truck engine, his hands on the steering wheel and face in profile, the slide of the city outside the window, the lights of night ahead—this was nineteen. This is thirty-eight. 


    We left in time to see our oldest, Dakota, before he had to duck inside with Jake and set up his band. We said hello to the boys and hugged them, wished them luck. A small group of middle-aged women who follow them to all their shows arrived, the wives and girlfriends of “the guy who lets us play in his house” or “the big guy who gives us odd jobs.” Mr. Curry and I walked hand in hand down the stairs to the basement venue, a long bar across one wall, the large stage on the other. It's good to hold his hand, I thought. Don't cry.


    The show started and our boy was onstage, a tender 19, playing and rapping and perfectly in the moment, callused fingers slapping the bass, face in harmony with the elements. Men sent long looks my way. I straightened and smiled. Years ago we went to clubs like this every weekend, dancing and not drinking. Mr. Curry protected me from men yelling Bitch! because I didn't want to dance with them, have a drink with them. I felt the anti-feminist laziness of a cat licking her paws with him in between those men and me. He would take care of it. He always did. He protected my body, I protected his heart, a dance that worked for so long, the steps outrunning his bipolar disorder.


    I knew this night would hurt. To move from the world we live in, so separate now, so careful and deeply different than any we have made before, toward the world of hand holding and music and together, even for one night—that is the edge of the canyon.  That walking along and looking back and looking down at the same time. Marriage is so strange, because despite the resolve of the two who inhabit it to keep this or that rigid, out of love or hate or fear, a life shared determines that you will be thrown into situations, even in tiny sips of a tiny cup of time, that refuse to acknowledge your history.


    The band finished their set, and I was filled with beaming-faced pride in this young man we raised together. Tonight, I will not melt everything that was solid in some furious fire. I am not a revenge music video. But I can no longer listen to sad music in the dark. I cannot look at old pictures. I cannot close my eyes at night in bed and let myself remember the way it used to be, before bipolar began its slow burn into his brain and our life. I cannot see his eyes looking at me the way they used to look at me and still face the world. So I take refuge in a slightly numbed state. And I hold his hand.



    

    


    House of Blues


    A few weeks ago I walked by my neighbors’ garage, the ones who seem so unhappy, the wife always cleaning with white gloves on her hands and the husband always hiding in the garage with a drink in his, and I saw on a pin board a picture of the two of them, before. Before all of whatever it was. They had the fullness of feature of the very young, and her arms were thrown around his shoulders. They glowed. What happened to them? I wondered. And I immediately imagined someone seeing a picture of Mr. Curry and me, just five years ago, and wondering, What happened to them? And I would say, Oh, I can tell you, but you don't really want to hear. 


    When we met we were still teenagers. We were the age of our oldest son—19. He was the quiet, patient hunter. I was blue-jean-assed, supremely confident in myself in a way that has worn out just like those blue jeans, worn away with sleep deprivation, anxiety, failure, the teenage years of our three oldest children, the nights awake with our toddler. Life has revealed our failures to each other and to ourselves, a ritual of humiliating mistakes. That is one experience of marriage. A torrid affair of sexual ecstasy—that has been true, as well. A sewer of anger and plunder, revolt and waste. All of this has been true for us.


    As the years and then more went by, the struggle, fish on shore, abated. Exhausted from fury and despair, I rested in place, so uncomfortable, scared, so lonely. I reminded myself of the Buddha's lessons, I read and listened and learned and prayed and cried and waited for what to do next. And of course the lesson was, and always will be, delivered with love. I have to learn to be where I am, how I am, here with this, in all that it is, the anger, the helplessness, the loss—and also allow love. I am furious, and I love you. I am sad, and I love you. I am hurt, and I love you. I am confused, and I love you.
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