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Prologue



A charming couple in their early sixties sits side by side in chairs. Expressions polite but skeptical, they watch as two young guys prepare for the interview, one loading a fresh tape into his video camera, the other scanning through a lengthy list of questions in his notebook.

The wife gets up to offer their guests more coffee. The husband clears his throat. “So you want to know all about our marriage, do you?” he asks the visitors.

“Yes, sir. We do.”

“Remind me again, you’re marriage therapists?”

“Not exactly.”

“Doing academic research?”

“No, sir.”

“And you’re writing a book…”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you are married, aren’t you?”

“No, sir, we hope to be someday, but these days, it seems like a risky venture.”

“Hmmm…bachelors writing a marriage manual…”

“Yes, sir. And we’re seeking advice from the experts.”

Then the camera begins to roll…









Introduction


NOW THAT’S THE MARRIAGE I WANT!

—by Mat






My favorite movie growing up was Walt Disney’s animated Robin Hood—I watched it about a zillion times. Why? Because only a hero as cunning and courageous and charming as Robin Hood could get a girl like Maid Marian.

Oh, Maid Marian. (I understand that she’s a cartoon fox, but she’s a smokin’ cartoon fox.) She had a sweet, contagious laugh that made me melt. She played badminton (extra points for being athletic). My heart literally pounded when Robin Hood and Maid Marian took a midnight stroll behind a waterfall.

Robin may have had to win his archery competition against the sheriff to get a kiss, but love conquers all, right? At age ten, that’s what I believed. Never for a moment did I doubt the existence of everlasting love or my ability to obtain it. Happily ever after—isn’t that what everyone wants?



Cut to several years later. I was studying for my ninth-grade biology test when my mom’s voice broke the silence. Family meeting, she announced. This meant one of two things: Someone had either done something really right or really wrong. My family is full of overachievers, so I was more accustomed to celebrations than bad news. The second I stepped into the living room, however, I knew we wouldn’t be celebrating anytime soon.

My sister sat on one end of our couch, my parents on the other. Mom was crying. She wiped away her tears and looked at me with eyes that said, No matter what, you’ll be okay. This only worried me more. Dad, the consummate clown and entertainer, was expressionless. My parents did not touch.

My mom said, “Your dad and I have something to tell you—we’re getting a divorce.”

My stomach went into zero gravity and my sister burst into tears. Several of my friends had gone through this, but their parents were completely different from mine. Their parents screamed and threw plates at one another. Divorce was a godsend to those friends, not a tragedy. My parents’ split came with no warning as far as I was concerned. They’d been married twenty-seven years and seemed like the happiest couple in the world. “I love you,” they’d tell each other, and I believed them.

My mother’s words obliterated everything I believed about love. Both my parents had betrayed me.

Lying in bed that night, my thoughts swirled so violently I became dizzy. Memories of my parents kissing and hugging, laughing, telling me over and over again, “We are soul mates, Mat,” seemed like a mirage. How could this happen? How could they have lied to me?

Like most children of divorce, I was soon forced to make a decision: live out of a suitcase or pick a parent. I chose the suitcase. Every other weekend brought the bitter reminder that my home had been ripped in half. I felt turned inside out. Nothing felt familiar. The future loomed like a thick fog. What will happen to Christmas? Birthdays? Thanksgiving?

The divorce consumed all of our lives. I hated my mom for leaving my dad and I let her know it. I hated my dad for not being able to make my mom happy and I let him know it. I wanted my parents to love each other again. I wanted my family back, but it was hopeless. Apparently a commitment to forever lasted only until you changed your mind.



Thirteen years later, I was finishing my master’s degree in education. My girlfriend and I were going through a nasty breakup. This relationship had lasted almost a year, a record for me.

My mom called from Portland to let me know my grandfather had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Grandpa Jack dying? It didn’t seem possible. I’d loved that warm, generous man for as long as I could remember and somehow thought he’d be around forever.

“You’ll be home soon,” my mom said. “You need to spend some time with your grandparents, maybe arrange a date each week.”

Hang out with the grandparents? Of course I would. It’s just that my schedule…I’ve got a lot on my plate…Don’t get me wrong. When I was little, I idolized Grandma Dorothy and Grandpa Jack. They lived in a world of Mickey Mouse pancakes, a garden with candy hidden in it, and endless supplies of homemade cookies. They told funny stories about the olden days and thought everything I said was clever and important. They treated me like a little prince, and there was no place better than Gram and Gramps’s house to find a warm hug.

My grandparents had always seemed old to me, but in a good, twinkly kind of way. In recent years, however, I’d found myself restlessly tapping my foot as I waited for them to put on their coats. They moved slowly, and I was in a perpetual hurry. I found it hard to sit through a two-hour lunch while Grandpa chewed each mouthful forty-four times and talked about the childhood friend who just died, especially when I had a ten-page term paper due.

Grandpa and Grandma were quaint and sweet and I loved them, but somewhere along the way my adoration had turned to tolerance. They listened politely but blankly when I talked about buying a laptop. And I could hardly share my girlfriend troubles with Gram and Gramps. They were the product of a bygone era. It had been, what, nearly sixty years since they had fallen in love? They probably didn’t even remember what it felt like. In their day, people married for life because they didn’t have a choice. Husbands worked, wives stayed home, and divorce was taboo. Even if a wife wanted out, how could she support herself? Now that couples can split up, they do—in droves. For my grandparents’ generation, it seemed to me that marriage had become a habit that just took too much effort to break. But despite the fact that we lived on two different planets, they were still my grandparents.

“Of course, I’ll spend time with them,” I assured my mom. “Looking forward to it.”

Guilt and obligation can sap the joy out of any activity, but I did come up with what sounded like a decent plan. Each Thursday morning I’d roll up to their house for the day’s excursion. Grandma would spend the prior week combing the newspaper for that week’s latest and greatest lunch spot. With newspaper clippings in hand, we’d hit the road, Grandma riding shotgun and Gramps sitting in the back, with the calm of someone who has made his peace with life. We would drive two or three hours in search of special treats in out-of-the-way spots, like Mike’s pumpkin milk shakes, Dooger’s clam chowder, and Serendipity’s rich chocolate brownie cake.

To my great surprise, I had a blast on these visits. The long drives provided ample opportunity to learn things I never knew about my grandparents. Conversations that would have normally been cut off by typical interruptions—a phone call, an appointment, the football game—continued on into uncharted territory. I heard the story of their first date, how Grandma’s dress popped open while they were dancing and how my brave grandfather nearly lost his fingers to hopping heels as he scurried around the dance floor on hands and knees, collecting all of the buttons. Gramps told me how nervous he felt meeting Grandma’s parents for the first time—seeing their cat licking its back and hoping for a conversation starter, he commented, “I wish I could do that.” But when her parents looked down, the cat was licking its crotch!

One crisp fall day, we went antiquing, Gram’s favorite pastime. Dusty old furnishings and knickknacks hold zero interest for me, and it was our ninth trinket shop stop that day. I wearily pulled Gramps’s Buick over and helped them out of the car. My grandparents went ahead as I locked up. I watched their slow, uneven shuffle toward the store. This was a standard sight by then, but something in that day, something in that moment, gave me pause. I noticed how their frail fingers were intertwined.

“Funny,” I thought, “all these years, and they’re still holding hands.”

Suddenly, I stood there almost paralyzed, my eyes fixated on their hands. I know this sounds strange but the energy between them became visible. Like a movie effect, everything around them dissolved. I could see the energy of their love swirling and encircling them. It took me a second, but I got it. I remembered the longing for my true love, my Maid Marian, and my belief that our love would last forever. I hadn’t had that feeling in years. I had long since abandoned the idea of everlasting love as a stupid fairy tale cartoon. Yet here it was in the flesh.

My chest began to tingle. In that moment, the couple before me became more than just my grandparents. I saw them as partners who had journeyed through a lifetime of challenge and struggle. Now at the end of their journey together, they were still crazy about each other. All these years…how had I not seen it? Grandpa beaming at Grandma, telling everyone in earshot, “Just look at her. Isn’t she beautiful?” Grandma still laughing at jokes I’d heard Grandpa tell countless times. How his face lit up whenever she walked into a room! Through tear-filled eyes, I stared at the blurry image before me. How simple they made it seem! But to me it represented what I wanted most in the world. More than anything, I wanted to find the love they were living. My grandparents had been married sixty-three years, but it was not convention or habit that kept them together. Jack and Dorothy Manin were two people very much in love.

“Now, that’s the marriage I want,” I whispered to myself.

My grandfather passed away just a few months after that. Later, when she could talk about it, my grandma said it felt as if half of her had died with him.

After his death, I felt an overwhelming need to preserve the precious something that the two of them had shared. Hundreds of questions ran through my head: Were my grandparents an anomaly, the lone couple that just happened to remain happily married through the decades? Or could it be that other couples married forty, fifty, or sixty years were still in love, too? If so, how did they create and maintain that powerful connection? Way back when, how did they know they’d found “the One”? Didn’t they worry about falling out of love one day? Or becoming bored? Was their longevity the result of dumb luck? Or could it be they had built something in their relationship that eluded most of the recent generations? If so, I wanted to know what that something was. I wanted to be madly in love with my wife on our golden anniversary. I wanted to look at her timeworn face and still see the most beautiful woman in the world. Thanks to my grandparents, I once more believed in lifelong love and I decided I would willingly crisscross the nation in search of what I’d started calling “Marriage Masters”—couples who’d been happily married for forty years or more, human treasure chests full of incredible wisdom, just waiting for someone to ask: What is the secret to everlasting love?

The adventure was about to begin.

DIFFERENT STROKES FOR DIFFERENT BLOKES

—by Jason

When my best friend Mat called and asked if I was game for a cross-country adventure, I said yes before asking the nature of the project. The Mat and Jason Show had always been a success. Our antismoking poster received the blue ribbon in third grade. Mat as Santa and Jason as Santa’s most trusted pirate brought the house down in sixth grade. Our stimulate-all-the-senses, allegorical board game based on Dante’s Inferno (complete with clay volcanoes, bloodlike magma, and soft yet sinister self-empowerment audio chanting in the background) got us an easy A in high school humanities. Somehow, despite my penchant for procrastination and Mat’s tomfoolery, we did really well as project partners. And we always had a lot of fun in the process.

But then he told me about this quest for geriatric true love he wanted to do and I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. Old people seemed pretty out of touch to me, so I couldn’t imagine their marital advice being particularly germane. Besides, unlike Mat, I cherished bachelorhood. Settle down? Uh-uh, no thanks, I’ll stick to what I know.

Really, what could these Ozzie and Harriet, Great Depression types have to say that applied to relationships of the twenty-first century? I began barraging Mat with questions regarding relevance: What do these old folks know about soccer moms or metrosexuality? How will their wisdom work for MySpace wife-browsing? I pointed out that what with online dating, e-cards, anytime minutes, and text messages, we inhabited an on-demand world that moved at the speed of “click,” processing more information in twenty-four hours than the generation of a century ago processed in an entire year. How could older folks relate to all that?

And I had no immediate interest in the subject of matrimony. Flight patterns of Nigerian nightingales would have been just as personally meaningful a subject to research. The last time I’d had a real relationship was during college, and I’d wounded that woman’s heart sufficiently to know that I wasn’t ready to be serious again. Although my parents were happily married, plenty of other people around me were not, and I’m not sure I bought the whole concept of lifelong love.

Truthfully, marriage scared me.

I don’t think I’m alone in that fear; wedlock seems to be an iffy endeavor to a lot of folks in my generation, and increasingly so. Studies show marriage rates declining every year: For the first time in U.S. history, married people are now in the minority. Americans are delaying marriage until they’re older. The majority of today’s couples now live together before marriage in order to scope things out and “make sure this is really the person I want to be with for the rest of my life”—something that was virtually unheard-of fifty years ago. Despite the statistics, I’d watched Mat’s search for a woman so right for him that divorce wouldn’t be an option. I’d found myself doing the same. I’d listened to friends talk about the need to become economically set before even thinking about marriage, insisting that this way money management conflicts, the ostensible root cause “for all of those divorces out there,” would be altogether avoided. I’d nodded my head in agreement because I’d made the same excuse. I’d even read of a groom who replaced the “for as long as we both shall live,” or the more traditional version, “till death do us part,” with “until our time together is over.” I’m no sociologist, but it was clear to me that all this practicality meant we were spooked.

Whether we’ve grown up with firsthand experience of divorce or simply witnessed our friends’ struggles to cope with it in their families, we are a generation jaded by marital failure. But when I get right down to it, I—like so many in my generation—secretly desire a great, fulfilling, lifelong marriage, only I’ve been too petrified to even try. What if I make a mistake?

All that said, adventures with Mat had never failed to teach me something before. And while it seemed far-fetched that I would meet Ms. Right while scouring retirement centers for happily married geriatrics, I did see this excursion as a golden opportunity to impress women. How adorable I’d seem, a single guy traveling the country interviewing When Harry Met Sally couples! Hearing that, girls could draw their own conclusions about my desire to settle down, and then we’d make out for a while.

“Count me in,” I told Mat.

We put a map and an itinerary on the wall: twenty-five major cities all across the United States, twelve thousand miles on the road in a giant RV—all in just nine weeks. “Project Everlasting: The Search for America’s Greatest Marriages,” we called it, giving each other a big high five in celebration of our daring ingenuity.

And that’s when crazy things began to happen. Before we knew it, our little adventure landed us on national television, with sponsors who believed in the work we were about to do, and thousands of applications came pouring in from couples wanting to be part of Project Everlasting. We hit the road.

From a cattle ranch in Oregon to a dance club in a Manhattan skyscraper, we scoured the country in search of Marriage Masters, asking our generation’s toughest relationship questions.

What I thought would be a five-or six-month lark turned into the most meaningful, eye-opening four years of my life. I was amazed at how wrong I’d been about the older generation. Certainly, we met couples that stayed together out of convention or convenience and bicker like nobody’s business, but this only enhanced our education in matrimony. We were able to determine what the amazing couples are doing to set themselves apart from the ho-hum couples, the couples who are just trying to get by. The couples who inspired us run their marriages on a foundation of respect, commitment, and sharing, and if that sounds old-fashioned, consider that upholding those values has also kept their romance alive decade after decade and allowed them to live contentedly with quirks and habits that would easily—and probably unnecessarily—drive modern couples apart.

Regardless of their age, people are people, and relationships are not era specific. Irritations, in-laws, income issues, and insecurities—all the elements that can strain a marriage—haven’t actually changed all that much over the years. Likewise, the principles for success these couples shared with us are timeless. They don’t rust, wear out, or run dry. Mark Twain put it best: “Love seems the swiftest, but it is the slowest of all growths. No man or woman really knows what perfect love is until they have been married a quarter of a century.”

No matter how differently Mat and I approached this project in the beginning, after interviewing more than 250 Marriage Masters, we’ve both come to the same conclusion: Our elders’ wisdom has the power to shift hearts and change lives. Looking at the positive sea change in our personal understandings of love and marriage, we accepted the responsibility we’d been given from these inspirational couples: We would share their message, their legacy of lifelong love, with those who desire the same. This is why we’ve written Project Everlasting: to increase the love in the world, one couple at a time.

This book is a result of the fifteen thousand combined years of devoted marriage. We are grateful for these couples’ willingness to share their wisdom, sincerity, and vulnerability. Some of them drove hours to share their stories with us. “I hope our story helps someone out there find the joy that our marriage has given us,” one couple said.

Einstein said that a mind introduced to a new idea never returns to the same size. After four years of Project Everlasting, Mat and I now know that Einstein’s principle applies to the heart as well. The Marriage Masters leave a legacy of love that has already expanded our hearts. We sincerely hope that their message moves and expands your heart as well.









Chapter 1

How Did You Know You’d Found the One?


SOUL MATE AT THE MAGAZINE STAND

—by Jason






After months of talking about it and researching, planning, and preparing for it, we were finally packed up and getting on the road for the adventure of our lives: The Search for America’s Greatest Marriages.

As we pulled out of our Los Angeles neighborhood, Mat and I beamed at each other, our faces supercharged with excitement. I’d already taken Mat by the shoulders and shouted, “We’re really doing it though, huh, Boggsie?”—and it was all I could do to suppress the sudden urge to do it again. We were like Harry and Lloyd of Dumb and Dumber on their way up to Aspen, only instead of clinging to each other on a minibike, we were traveling in a living room on wheels. Our wise chief navigator and in-house Marriage Master, Grandma Dorothy, suggested that we stop and get some reading materials for the road. (Little did we know that we would scarcely have time to sleep during the ensuing nine weeks, let alone kick back with some leisure reading.) So, a full two and a half miles into our nationwide tour, we made our first stop: the local bookstore.

[image: image]

Inside, I was busy scanning the shelves for some serious literature, maybe some Faulkner, or Dostoevsky, or, ahem, I’d always heard a lot of positive things about that one research book covering the fifty best places to kiss in America, too. Just when I’d found Niagara Falls, Mat came whipping around the corner, a little short of breath.

“Talk about serendipitous,” Mat said to me with a weighty, self-assured nod. “I think I’ve found her.”

“Who?” I scanned the bookstore for serendipitous females. “Where?”

“I haven’t talked to her yet, but she’s incredible.” He gazed longingly across the great expanse of bookshelves to the magazine racks. “She could be the one.”

Since the third grade, I’d witnessed at least a hundred of Mat’s “I think I’ve found the one” events, but it’s still always a worthwhile adventure to watch him “Boggsenate” his wives-to-be. “Need a wingman?” I asked.

“Follow me,” he beckoned.

As we wended our way toward Mat’s new goddess, I took a moment to admire my boy’s semiridiculous ambition. It’s not his desire to find his wife that I found amusing—don’t we all sort of think we might want to meet that special someone maybe within the next five or ten years? It’s more his mad obsession for re-creating scenes from movies like Serendipity and Before Sunrise in his romantic life. Run-of-the-mill “we met at a party” or “a mutual friend hooked us up” encounters won’t do for Mat. He needs to bump into her at the top of Mt. Everest. He needs crazy circumstances and magical coincidences. He needs stars to collide. Mat needs more than a wife; he needs a bona fide love story.

As we approached, I watched him secretly record a mental Rembrandt of her, maybe with soft, fluorescent bookstore lights bouncing off her dark hair, her eyes exuding innocence and passion at the same time, and so forth. The way he figures, their grandkids are going to appreciate these kinds of details.

“Oh. My. God,” Mat exalted. “There she is…”

I had to admit, she was a dandy, a total Boggsie girl. Her skin was smooth, her makeup picture-perfect. She had a certain glow about her; she had plenty of teeth. And though she seemed a little on the quiet side for Mat, I could understand how that face alone would entice him to pick her up and pay the $5.95 cover price.

“This is my soul mate. This is a cosmic connection,” he said with absolute conviction, tapping the cover of the March issue of Bride & Groom magazine. “I’ve got to find her.”

The hopelessly impractical love dork who is my best friend likes to fall in love with beauty first. And second. In close third, she must smell delicious. I mean mouth-watering, I-just-smeared-five-bottles-of-Victoria’s-Secret-lotion-all-over-my-body-for-you delicious. Sure, most of us put some degree of priority on the attraction factor, but sensational beauty is the sun, the moon, and the stars in Mat’s relationship universe.

For the purposes of always having someone pretty to look at over dinner, or having someone with a delicious smell to cuddle up next to for a movie on the couch, his strategy tends to work really well. His girlfriends from years gone by could all get together and do a photo shoot for a new calendar called “Twelve Months of Women Wearing Layer After Layer of Homely, Frumpish Wool Sweaters” and it would instantly put Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit series out of business. I’d be first in line, actually.

Relationships that survive past opening the magazine, however, are nowhere to be seen with Mat Boggs.

For the purposes of long-term relationships, where the full spectrum of one’s character is flushed out and explored, Mat’s beauty-first strategy hasn’t served well. The Band-Aid that beauty provides falls off after about three months, at which point he realizes that attraction is not synonymous with compatibility. He gets confused, wonders why things aren’t exciting or enjoyable anymore, then launches a surprise attack breakup on her. She never sees it coming and she never knows why he’s breaking up with her—he doesn’t either, just that, “I wasn’t feeling it anymore.” A few weeks later, after thorough analysis, he deduces that the woman simply wasn’t the One in the first place, which can mean only that the One must still be out there, still patiently swimming in the sweet syrups of serendipity, still waiting for Mat to stumble into the pool alongside her. And the pattern carries on—it’s a vicious, vixen cycle.

If Mat’s relationship logic is slightly impaired, I’m just plain stupid. If my highest priority in a wife-to-be isn’t beauty—and that’s debatable—then it’s the woman’s spelling abilities. Yeah, that’s right, spelling. Mat digs the smelling; I get turned on by the girl who knows that definately is definitely not a word in the English language.

My strategy for finding this beautiful Queen of Webster’s is pretty much indecipherable. Rather than the standard, more proactive approach of asking a woman out for a date, I’d rather she come to me. Not that I’m lying around like a lazy Venus flytrap. No, I put a lot of effort into crafting creative bait, like the time I created the “Adventures with Bunnie Wuv” cartoon series, or hypothetical romantic scenes on my blog.

The way I see it, some lovely girl is going to take the bait because she gets me, and respond accordingly. Meaning, she’ll email me—spelling airtight—and we’ll get married. So far, my strategy hasn’t been as productive as I’d hoped.

Really, is it any wonder that Mat and I are still bachelors?

Actually, the Marriage Masters did wonder. After getting riddled with my marital questions, many of my interviewees felt compelled to poke around a bit into my personal relationship story.

“Do you have a special woman in your life, Jason?”

“Nope. As single as single gets.”

“How old are you, son?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“I don’t get it. You seem to have a good head on your shoulders. You’re tall. Why aren’t you married yet?”

“Well, I’ve been trying for a while now, but the problem is…[insert Scapegoat of the Month here].”

Mat’s favorite excuse was, “I’m too busy learning about marriage to get married,” whereas I took the more self-righteous route: “There just don’t seem to be any women who value commitment these days!”

Right. We can only hope the interviewees were more sincere with their answers.

The truth of the matter is that we’ve both been in relationships with women who fit every criterion we’ve been supposedly holding out for—relationships we just knew would go the distance. But we fumbled the ball. Which brings up the lesson I’ve learned about How do I know when I’ve met The One? It really doesn’t matter how you meet The One. One couple got engaged the first night they met—the cosmic connection type; the next waited five years to analyze the relationship from every possible angle. There is no one formula for success.

So the answers we got were all over the board, and guess what? They were all good. However, we did hear some themes about how couples came to the realization.

Like, look for someone who has the same value system, especially in regard to family and money. If you value family time first and foremost and your wife’s way more fascinated with making a lot of money, then there are going to be some major problems. Likewise, if your dream is one day to play ball with little Trevor in the backyard and your husband is dreading the nightmare of little Trevor ruining his peaceful life and household, things may get ugly. The Marriage Masters were all for discussing individual priority systems before saying “I do”—some of them learned the importance of this the hard way.

And, marry someone of the same religion or spiritual beliefs if religion is very important to you. It may seem unnecessary when you first get married—it doesn’t seem like a big deal to accept one another’s perspectives even if they are different from your own. But then you have kids. Interfaith marriages certainly aren’t doomed—we met many Marriage Masters who started out with different belief systems and still made it—but it seemed at some point it had been the thorn in their marriage’s side and a major bone of contention. More often than not, one of them eventually switched over to the other’s religion to solve the problem.

We’ve all heard it a thousand times, especially from our moms: Beauty isn’t everything. And yet it remains at the top of the list. I don’t know if there’s a nice way to put this, but…hundreds of interviews with people who’ve passed their physical prime are the best reminder: Beauty is most definitely not everything. Some grandmas and grandpas get more handsome as time goes by, but most do not. So what takes the place of beauty as gravity starts to work its wonders on our bodies? Friendship. Find a person who makes you laugh. Someone with whom you can talk for hours on end. Someone with whom you feel utterly comfortable sharing yourself. Someone whom you know would love you even at your ugliest. Someone whose mind is just as attractive as his or her booty. Someone with whom you share common interests. Someone you can trust with your life. That kind of friend.

As for my cosmically connected counterpart, two months after pointing out his cover girl in the Los Angeles bookstore, we walked into to Doris Elmer’s Oregon home to do an interview, and wouldn’t you know it? There’s the same magazine sitting on her coffee table.

“Hey, there’s my girl!” he says to me. “What a coincidence, huh?”

You can imagine my surprise when Doris piped up, “Oh, yes, that’s my granddaughter. Isn’t she beautiful?” Before Mat could mentally begin writing the script for his real-life remake of Serendipity, Doris broke the bad news: “Sorry, she’s engaged.”

And so while we continue our search, here are three couples who found exactly what they were looking for more than forty years ago.




Found in Translation

Martha and Argyl Schildnecht Married 57 years





The first time Martha saw her future husband, she thought he looked like a movie star—just not her favorite one. This was Hollywood 1949, and the fellow standing in the apartment doorway with a big smile and rugged profile was more a Hugh Downs type, nicely dressed in a brown suit and tie, handsome, really, but no Clark Gable.

For his part, Argyl felt something tug at his heart the moment he saw Martha in her green silk sheath, a petticoat peeking out just below the knee. She wore a leopard-skin jacket. Her eyes were dark and exotic, as if she belonged to another world. “She’s something!” he thought. Then she said “Hello,” not one word more, and Argyl thought, “What a stuck-up woman!” At the time, he had no idea that Martha spoke not one word of English beyond “hello.” He was also unaware that this visitor from Mexico City had come to California to pick out a trousseau for her marriage to another man, that she had only recently broken the engagement, and most certainly he did not know that she had agreed to the evening in the sole hope that their itinerary might include driving by homes where the movie stars lived.

Not the most auspicious beginning for fifty-plus years of wedded bliss, but as blind dates go, it wasn’t off to a bad start.

Martha, twenty-one, had been engaged to Fernando, a few years her senior. They shared a similar background. In Mexico City, Martha’s mother employed two maids who changed sheets, ironed clothes, served food, even brought Martha a glass of chilled water while she practiced the piano. Fernando’s father, who was even more well off, had already decreed that the newlyweds would live in his mansion. Both father and son were proud of Martha’s musical talent, but when the young woman confessed her dream of one day becoming a concert pianist, Fernando told her, “Forget that.”

Then a family friend invited Martha and her mother, Refugio, to visit Los Angeles and select a trousseau. She promised that the young bride-to-be would have the time of her life shopping for dresses and lingerie in Beverly Hills. Martha couldn’t wait.

During one afternoon of shopping, Martha realized that the clothes excited her more than the marriage. Fernando had already picked out their linens and had them embroidered. Martha didn’t get to choose so much as a stitch. She’d met an American couple who were engaged and marveled at how the man and woman made decisions together. Martha suddenly knew what love was, and what it was not. “What am I doing? I’m not in love with this man,” she thought. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life bossed around by a man with whom she shared only upbringing. After getting her mother’s approval, off went a telegram to Mexico City the very next day.

Argyl was nothing like Martha’s former fiancé. He let others do the talking. His Spanish rivaled Martha’s English. A Missouri native, he’d been enticed to Los Angeles by his old friend Burl. Argyl arrived in LA with $20 in his pocket and soon found work on the assembly line at General Motors in Long Beach. Burl’s girlfriend, Dora, lived in the apartment complex where Martha was staying. Burl and Dora planned a double date, but somehow the matchmakers neglected to tell their friends that neither spoke the other’s language. After Martha said “hello” to him and nothing more, Dora, who was bilingual, stepped in to interpret. Argyl realized his date didn’t have “a chip on her shoulder” after all. But how on earth would they get through the evening if they couldn’t manage a simple conversation?

The foursome headed out to the tropical-themed Zamboanga Club off the Sunset Strip. A talker by nature, Martha got antsy sitting quietly on the ride over. How she longed to chatter away like she always did! But how could she? “Wait a minute,” she thought. “I know just what to do.” She would fill the void with a beloved custom from back home, one adhered to on buses, trains, and cars. Without any preamble, Martha burst into song. Her rich voice filled the vehicle, and she sang Mexican favorites all the way to the club. A startled Argyl sat in silence. “Not like the girls in Missouri,” he thought. “Not at all.”

At the same time, he couldn’t help being enchanted by the sound of his date’s voice, even if he couldn’t understand a word. Never had he known a woman so at ease with herself, so bold and full of life. “That’s a pretty exotic gal,” he told himself.

The club also caught Argyl unawares, with its South Seas theme and crowd of swaying, loose-limbed dancers. “Wait a minute! I’m a square-dancing kind of guy,” he thought. Come rumba time, Martha led. Argyl was stunned. He thought, “This is one strong-willed lady.” And yet he had no desire to let go of the woman in his arms, even as he stumbled and stepped on her feet.

On the ride home, Argyl casually rested his hand on Martha’s leg, which earned him a slap. For that, Argyl didn’t need an interpreter.

Argyl spent the next week showing Martha the sights with Dora interpreting and Martha’s mother chaperoning. They visited Malibu Beach, Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, and, map in hand, toured the streets inhabited by Hollywood stars. “Here I am breathing the same air as the movie stars,” she kept telling herself.

The following week, Martha and Argyl, Dora and Burl, Martha’s mother, and a group of other friends headed south to San Diego. They ate lunch at the beautiful Rosarito Beach Hotel in Baja, overlooking the ocean, while an orchestra played in the dining room. When the orchestra took a break, Martha’s friends urged her toward the piano. When Martha played the classical tango “Jealousy,” Argyl thought, “She’s amazing.” When the diners burst into applause, he felt tremendous pride that this talented, beautiful woman was his. But for how long? In a few weeks, she would return to Mexico, where Fernando was surely waiting. After all, what man would let a woman like this get away?

The next day, the group stopped in La Jolla before heading back to Los Angeles. At a park overlooking the ocean, Argyl spread out a blanket for him and Martha, keeping a respectful distance between them. He didn’t want Martha to go home. But what could he do? Argyl had gotten into the habit of keeping a small spiral notebook in his jacket pocket. Sitting there on the blanket, he took out the notebook and a pencil and began to sketch.

Sunlight glinted off the water, making the waves sparkle, and Martha thought, “Isn’t that nice, he’s sketching the ocean,” but Argyl’s drawing didn’t look like any beach she’d ever seen. There was a cross. It looked like…a church?

Argyl was following an instinct he did not entirely understand. Up until now, he had planned to marry at thirty-two, that is, not for another eight years. At that age, a man would have achieved financial stability, he figured. And while Argyl had never envisioned the specifics of his marriage proposal, he was fairly certain it did not include an interpreter. “We’ll see what happens here,” he thought. Argyl drew a woman. A veil cascaded from her head. Fingers clutched a bouquet. Next he drew a man wearing a tuxedo. Argyl’s heart was pounding so loudly he could barely hear the ocean. “I hope she understands,” he told himself.

Argyl pointed to the bride, then to Martha. “She looks a little perplexed,” he thought. He took a deep breath. He pointed to the groom, then to himself. He turned to Martha. Would she accept his proposal?

Martha couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing. “This guy is crazy!” she thought.

But Argyl refused to be dissuaded. He instructed Dora: “Let Martha’s mother know, I’ll be asking for her daughter’s hand in marriage. And soon.” The next night, on bended knee, Argyl approached Refugio while Maria, another bilingual friend, interpreted. Refugio didn’t see the need to rush things. Martha should go home to Mexico and she and Argyl could write each other. Argyl, usually so agreeable, refused. He couldn’t bear to be away from Martha, and he didn’t trust that Fernando.

Ultimately, Maria persuaded Refugio that her daughter would be treated like a princess and painted for Martha a Technicolor picture of American marriage. “You’ll go dancing every weekend,” Maria assured her. Envisioning her life as something out of the movies, Martha said yes.

A week later, before ten guests, Martha and Argyl became man and wife. The bilingual priest turned to Martha, then Argyl, alternately conducting the ceremony in Spanish and English.

Two days later, Martha returned to Mexico to renew her visa, and Argyl went apartment hunting in Los Angeles. In a letter, he described the wonderful home he had found, and Martha’s friend in Mexico City translated. “He says it is a very nice apartment, with a living room, dining room, bedroom, and a dressing room,” the friend told her. Martha couldn’t wait to begin her new life.

Before carrying his bride across the threshold, Argyl told Martha to close her eyes.

When she opened them, she couldn’t believe it. “This is where I’m going to live?” she thought. “Oh, dear.”

The luxurious dwelling turned out to be a small studio with an old sofa and chair in one corner, and a bed with no headboard in another. Martha had never seen a bed without a headboard before. A few feet from the bed stood a little round table—apparently this was the dining room. Martha peered out the kitchen window to a dark alley, where a Dumpster overflowed with bags of trash.

She couldn’t help but remember her home in Mexico City, where each night the maid turned down Martha’s bed and left a fresh glass of water on the nightstand. She had never done house-work. Martha’s first attempt at ironing left her in tears; she couldn’t get the wrinkles out of her husband’s blue jeans. Without a live-in interpreter, conversation was sparse. Martha’s movie-life fantasy dissolved before her eyes.

And yet, she also saw that she had married a good man. Soon, she stopped missing the luxuries she’d once taken for granted. Argyl marveled at the gourmet soups she whipped up from leftover chicken and tomatoes. On Sundays the couple picnicked in the park and splurged on a 35¢ double feature. Argyl was sweet, kind, and patient. He loved her completely. He helped with the ironing. Once, she decided to surprise her husband by baking an elaborate cake. The recipe called for cornstarch, and Martha, whose English was still shaky, used laundry starch instead. Come time to cut the cake, Argyl couldn’t get a knife through the starched confection. “Don’t worry,” he told her, and pronounced her creation beautiful. That whole first year of marriage, he carried Martha over the threshold every day.

Martha felt profoundly loved. The sight of her husband’s face first thing every morning filled her with an unfathomable joy. Unlike Argyl, there was never a moment that Martha suddenly realized, “Yes, he is the one!” Instead, she had a growing awareness of her happiness, that the man to whom she had committed for life had become her life.

Nearly six decades later, the two still tease each other about that first date, when Argyl felt Martha should have been more cordial. “What did you want me to do, go with open arms, embrace you and say, ‘Hello, my American man!’?” She laughs.

“I got married for all the wrong reasons,” Martha admits, as she snuggles next to Argyl. “This situation was very wild and I told my kids I would kill them if they did the same thing. But we had love on our side, and although we couldn’t speak the same language, we had a love communication between us.”

[image: image]

When asked how he knew Martha was the one for him, Argyl replies, “There was something that clicked with Martha. I saw her and bang!, I knew. When it hits you it hits you. Luckily, I ended up falling in love with her culture, her family values, and her beliefs, too.”

“Jealousy,” the song Martha played at the Rosarito Beach Hotel, became their song. Martha likes to play the CD, and the two of them dance in the living room. Martha still likes to lead. Argyl doesn’t mind.

Sometimes, Martha teasingly asks her husband, “Why do you love me so much?”

“Because you’re unique,” he says.

“You don’t want somebody quiet and proper?”

“No, I like you just the way you are.”

As for Martha? She wouldn’t trade her husband for all the Clark Gables in the world.




The Runaround Romance

Bud and June Hodge Married 51 years





Night had fallen by the time Bud arrived at his cousin’s home in Walnut Creek, California. After five hours on the road, he was eager to take a dip in the backyard pool. Opening the slider, he saw that the pool lights had turned the water a luminescent blue and cast a hazy halo on the lone female figure gliding underwater toward the deep end. “That’s my friend June,” his cousin explained.

Bud didn’t hesitate. “What a cute little body,” he thought and dove in after her. The two nearly knocked heads. Bud, who always swam with his eyes open, could just make out, through the rippling water, a pretty face with a startled expression.

June felt a tremendous splash but couldn’t see much. She rose to the surface, thinking, “What the heck is going…. Oh. He’s cute. Very cute.”

“Hello,” she said, “and who are you?”

They spent a pleasant evening sipping Cokes and snacking on pretzels by the pool. Bud’s cousin Sandra was June’s best friend. “You don’t want to get involved with him,” Sandra warned. “He’s got a lot of girls on a string.” June shrugged. No problem. After all, Bud, twenty, was on a Liberty Pass from the U.S. naval station far away in San Diego, while June would be a junior at Acalanes High in Lafayette that fall. She’d probably never even see the guy again.

Two years later, Bud was back visiting cousin Sandra in Northern California. “By the way, June’s coming with us to the movies tonight,” Sandra told him. That sounded good to Bud. Every now and then, he’d thought about that five-foot bundle of energy, but she’d been just a kid and he’d been busy admiring San Diego’s many attractions, particularly the young female variety. June seemed more grown up now, having just graduated from high school, but their night at the movies didn’t feel like a date to him, not with cousin Sandra, a self-appointed chaperone.

That fall, June entered UC Berkeley and Bud got his orders.

He was shipping out for the Far East. For his last weekend of freedom, he decided to head north and suggested a double date, perhaps dinner and dancing at the Officers’ Club in Alameda. “How about I take that girl, June? Think you could get her number for me?” Bud asked Sandra.

Bud couldn’t take his eyes off June all evening. She was so bubbly and vivacious. When they danced, holding her in his arms felt like the most natural thing in the world, even though Bud was more than a foot taller than his date, and June stepped on his feet every now and then. Everything Bud said made her laugh. She couldn’t believe how much fun she was having now that she was in college, and in a sorority, too! Here she was tonight, on her eighteenth birthday, in a grown-up Officers’ Club with this handsome man in his sport jacket and pressed slacks. Wait until she told her sorority sisters!

Bud took June back to her sorority house and kissed her good night. The kiss curled his toes.

“You know, I’m shipping out tomorrow,” Bud reminded her. “I’d like to write you, if that’s okay.”

“Sure,” said June, thinking, “Why not?”



Aboard the USS Montague, third-class personnel man Bud Hodge managed the ship’s log and bunked in the office. Every evening, after completing the log, he put a fresh sheet of paper in the typewriter and began: “Dear June: Today we crossed the international date line. I am working very hard….” Or “Dear June: Today we saw a show…. Looking forward to hearing from you.” At first, he debated over the proper closing sentiment, then thought, “You gotta start somewhere,” and signed each letter, “Love, Bud.” The voyage to Japan took eighteen days, and since Bud wrote June every day, he had accumulated an impressive stack of envelopes by the time the Montague pulled into the Japanese harbor. He wondered briefly if the entire batch would arrive at June’s sorority on the same day, and if she might be at all taken aback by the sheer volume of correspondence. But no, he and June had something going. Memories of their kiss on the threshold of the Alpha Omicron Pi house had seen him through many a lonely night at sea. He kept on writing to his college girl.



In high school, Berkeley had been June’s dream. Now she was living it. Only the second person on either side of the family to attend college—the first had been her sister—June threw herself into college life with gusto. She made the honor roll and received a scholarship award. The sorority named her Outstanding Pledge. She became an editor at Berkeley’s monthly magazine, joined the Pep Club, and sang in the a capella choir. Then there was dating. Often, June had a different date each weekend. From time to time, she’d walk into her sorority house after a long day at school, arms loaded with books, and there would be a letter from Bud, the cute fellow from the navy she’d gone out with that one time. “Isn’t that nice,” she’d tell herself, reading the contents. Should she dash off a note? “Oh, not right now.” June sighed. She loathed writing letters. Besides, she had an English paper due. And a pep rally that weekend. So many exciting things were happening at school, who could think of anything else?

After five months at sea, Bud had received many letters from his parents and his friends, but he never once heard from June. “I guess that’s the end of it,” Bud thought. And he put her out of his mind. Really, he did.

Bud returned to the States after fifteen months overseas. He enrolled at the University of Nevada in Reno, not far from his parents’ dairy ranch. One weekend, he came home to do laundry and stock up on food. He was in the kitchen, rifling through the refrigerator, when his mother, Birdie, said, “Buddy, there’s a letter here from June Derry.”

“Oh, really.” Bud took the envelope, opened the cupboard beneath the kitchen sink, and threw the letter in the trash.

“Whoa! Wait a minute there,” said Birdie. “Aren’t you even going to open it?

“No way.”

“That’s not how I raised you,” his mother told him. “Good, bad, or indifferent, you open that letter. You read it. And you respond to it.”

The letter was an invitation. Would Bud like to take June to her sorority’s spring formal?

“No way,” Bud thought. Yet he found himself writing back and accepting the invitation. He packed up his best black pin-striped suit and red tie. On the five-hour drive to Berkeley, Bud was apprehensive and a little angry. “Dad-gam-it! Why am I doing this? She never responded.” Bud pulled into town, stopping at a florist. He bought the prettiest corsage he could find. “Why’d she ask me to come to this thing? What’s her motive?” he continued to wonder as he pulled up to the sorority house.

Bud caught his breath. June looked stunning, even prettier than he remembered. She was as warm and bubbly as ever. At the dance that night, Bud told her about Guam, Okinawa, Vietnam, and Korea. June blushed as she told Bud about being crowned “Soph Doll.” College fraternities throughout California had elected June winner of a talent and beauty contest. Bud and June laughed and talked all evening. They talked about sports, school, the Korean War. But they never once talked about the mail. They kissed good night. Bud’s toes curled. Again.

Bud practically floated back to Reno. “‘Soph Doll!’ Not like she couldn’t get a date!” thought Bud. “She didn’t have to import a fellow from another state.” Unless…unless…Bud did mean something to her, after all.

After their date, June was glad that she’d followed through on her whim to take Bud to the dance. When her best friend Sandra had mentioned, “Did you know my cousin Bud’s back from overseas?” June thought, “I wonder if he’d like to come down for a sorority formal?” The dance had been fun. It was nice seeing Bud again. He seemed more mature than the college boys she dated.
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