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For Mildred and Norman Adler, who got it right





INTRODUCTION


Even at its very best, marriage is not for the faint of heart. It can be founded on love or property, faith or geopolitics, the urge to procreate or the unexpected realization that you already have. But no matter how or why it begins, marriage demands an improbable journey, the private, perilous, hopeful journey from I to we.


The route is by nature serendipitous, marked by rocky terrain and peaceful coves, murky troughs and dazzling summits. There will be unfamiliar languages and unaccustomed currency; treasured souvenirs and dirty laundry; things you lose by accident, and—as with any kind of travel—pleasures you could never have known just by looking at the pictures. Of course, the exact destination will be different for different travelers. But for most readers of this book, the ideal will probably be some version of a landscape filled with contentment and passion; help and forgiveness; honesty, patience, promises; and, let’s not forget, love that never dies.


How do you plot your course? If you’re not married, you might want to know what makes a marriage succeed or fail. Does everybody get cold feet? And how cold is cold enough so that you should pivot and flee? When people say marriage takes work, do they mean break-your-back, build-a-pyramid work, or do they mean be-a-grown-up-and-think-before-you-talk work?


If you are married, you might want to ponder the peculiar mathematics by which love can be spent and replenished at the same time; how it’s possible to be thrilled, or at least delighted, by a body you’ve seen naked too many times to count; how to repair a hurt ego; how to understand failings but resist disdain; how to give without feeling used; how to need without being needy.


You won’t find a single answer in this book; you will find hundreds. Countless writers—whether of books, movies, poetry, jokes, songs, letters, or fortune cookies—have had something to say about marriage. Grecian urns depicted it, as did Egyptian hieroglyphics and Archie comics. Google the word “marriage” and any other noun, and you’ll find some connection. Marriage and “pasta.” Marriage and “car.” Marriage and “bathroom sink” (first hit: “Bathroom fixtures that will save your marriage”). In the pages that follow, you’ll find proverbs and tweets, poetry and photographs, ads and cartoons, plays and sitcoms, movies and eulogies, and one memorable wedding toast, from Mel Brooks: “Never give your real name.” What you’ll find is an A to Z of some of the wittiest observations, as well as some of the wisest.


Is marriage a legal contract or a religious sacrament? A romantic ideal or society’s bedrock? Look no further than yesterday’s news for fervent debates about what the true purpose of the institution is, was, and should be. But this book is not a history of marriage and doesn’t pretend to settle such questions. Rather, it is an attempt to capture the myriad ways in which marriage has been experienced and explained.


Over the ages (and these pages), marriage has been defined as a cage (Montaigne), a fruit (Finnish proverb), a tomb (Casanova), an ordeal (Joseph Campbell, but he meant it in a good way), a debt (Julia Ward Howe), and a dream (or rather a “dweam wiffim a dweam,” The Princess Bride). Like love, death, and happiness, marriage seems to beg for a metaphor (see “a journey,” six paragraphs up), and giving marital advice seems to be an almost atavistic need.


How-to books and how-to lists have abounded through time. Sometimes the titles seemed to say it all, like the 1886 How to Be Happy Though Married. Back in the thirteenth century, an Italian mother gave her daughter a list of a dozen prohibitions, beginning with the somewhat quixotic “Do not be joyful if he is sad, or sad if he is joyful.” In 1902, a Pennsylvania wife compiled a set of twelve “commandments,” including one involving the frequency of her husband’s bathing, another the removal of his mother’s cow. In 1936, the British author of How to Be a Good Husband cautioned in one of his many instructions: “Don’t think that your wife has placed waste-paper baskets in the rooms as ornaments.”


Naturally enough, one recurrent theme in marital advice has been what to look for in a husband or wife—and perhaps more frequently, what to avoid. In 1969, Martha Gellhorn, ex-wife of Ernest Hemingway, wrote to her son: “No woman should ever marry a man who hated his mother.” An African proverb warned men against marrying women with bigger feet than their own. And sometime around 500 BC, a Hindu text advised: “[Do] not marry a girl who has red hair or an extra limb [or] is named after a constellation, a tree, [or] a river.”


Weddings and wedding nights have been other popular topics. In these pages, you’ll find a 1901 suggestion on what a best man should do with a groom’s hat, Margaret Sanger’s pragmatic suggestion that “a Pullman car is hardly . . . a proper setting for the first conjugal embrace,” and W. F. Robie’s solemn and surprising 1920 plea for honeymoon foreplay:


Young husband . . . Don’t say much; but slowly and carefully feel your way. Kiss without shame, for she desires it, your wife’s lips, tongue, neck; and, as Shakespeare says: “If these founts be dry, stray lower where the pleasant fountains lie.”


Indeed, what would marriage be without sex? (Just marriage, some couples might be quick to answer acerbically.) You’ll find plenty of thoughts about sex under “S,” naturally: how, when, and why it’s a good idea to have it. Much of it is directed at women, with the assumption that they’re the ones who have to keep things interesting. But back in 1829, no less a thinker than Honoré de Balzac addressed his advice, refreshingly, to husbands: “Just as ideas go on increasing indefinitely, so it ought to be with pleasures. . . . Every night should have its own menu.”


    • • •


    When we started compiling this book, we thought it would be a compendium of only such direct advice. We were enchanted, as we certainly hope you will be, by the way that so many recognizable questions—and so many varied answers—have come down through the ages. But we soon realized that we were missing the kinds of insights that come not from rules or maxims but from experience and stories. In other words, to extend our marriage-as-journey metaphor, we wanted to produce an anthology that would be both a travel guide and a travelogue.


So when it came to looking at proposals, for example, we were amused by the trendy suggestions of contemporary “engagement planners,” not very different in spirit from a 1907 advice column called “The Ticklish Art of Proposing Marriage.” But how could any section on proposals exclude the unrivaled cluelessness of William Collins’s approach to Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, or the half-romantic, half-cynical deal Rhett offers Scarlett in Gone With the Wind? Likewise, thinking about conflict, we found it fascinating to read the how-to rules for “fair fighting” that were offered at a Los Angeles marriage clinic back in 1969. But we also wanted a glimpse of famous fighters like Liz and Dick, Napoleon and Josephine, Ralph and Alice. And we couldn’t forget the acid line of Martha to George in Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?: “I swear, if you existed, I’d divorce you.”


With the exception of Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s suggestion in 1955 that spouses take separate vacations, we found little direct advice about the benefits of spending time apart. But a lot of inspiring entries were the result of just such separations. Despite his drinking and general debauchery, the poet Dylan Thomas, on his first trip to America, wrote to his wife with passionate longing:


Why oh why did I think I could live, I could bear to live, I could think of living, for all these torturing, unending, echoing months without you, Cat, my life, my wife, my wife on earth and in God’s eyes, my reason for my blood, breath, and bone.


Gladys Knight and the Pips sang it more succinctly in 1973: “I’ll be with him / On that midnight train to Georgia / I’d rather live in his world / Than live without him in mine.”


So often, the experiences we read about defied our expectations and may even have surprised the men and women who wrote about them. How poignant that, for all his many witty and wise instructions and aphorisms about marriage, Mark Twain was never more profound about the institution than when, after the death of his wife, he boarded a steamer from Naples to New York, and wrote in his journal:


June 29. Sailed last night, at ten. The bugle called to breakfast. I recognized the notes, and was distressed. When I heard them last Livy heard them with me; now they fall upon her ears unheeded. The weather is beautiful, the sea is smooth and curiously blue. In my life there have been 68 Junes—but how vague and colorless 67 of them are contrasted with the deep blackness of this one.


And how shattering that the brilliant theoretical physicist Richard Feynman, a man who helped the world understand the nature of reality, would write a letter to his wife two years after her death and apologize for not having her current address.


    • • •


    Editing this book together supplied us with our own leg of a marital journey that began in 1987 with a blind date and a really good kiss. We got engaged just a few months after that, and phone calls from friends and relatives soon followed, with an understandable refrain of the three words “Are you sure?” And then, after a wedding most memorable for the way that even the flowers in Lisa’s hair shook as her father tried to pilot her toward the center of the aisle, we began to receive our own share of marital advice:


• You don’t have to tell each other every thought you have.


• Never go to bed angry.


• Combine your bank accounts.


• You can trash your own relatives, but never your spouse’s.


• Have a weekly date night.


• Share your love with the people around you.


Some of this advice was truly helpful. Some of it we even followed. But one piece of advice we obviously ignored was:


• Never work together.


Why did we tempt fate?


We thought it would be fun. Back on Valentine’s Day in 1997, a flirtation with the notion of editing a collection of love letters evolved into the idea of telling the century’s history in letters. Letters of the Century: America, 1900–1999 was the result, and along the way, we reveled in the treasure hunt and the pride in a double byline. The book was enough of a success that it spawned another: Women’s Letters: America from the Revolutionary War to the Present, and in finding the voices of those women in that research—so often frank and confiding—we ended up thinking that a book about marriage would offer further emotional and admittedly voyeuristic pleasures. Reading about other people’s marriages, we figured, would be a lot like going to a series of dinner parties where the couples have a little too much to drink and you get to spend the ride home dishing about what’s really going on with them.


Frankly, we anticipated that lifting the veil (or the covers) would reveal more lost illusions than fairy-tale moments. What surprised us was the persistence with which the crazy optimism of marriage kept coming through, and the extent to which some of the most distant examples—whether in time or place—held a personal resonance for us. The story of Rachel Calof, for example, seemed thoroughly remote at first: a Russian immigrant homesteader, she was the bride in an arranged marriage who wrote about making lunch for her new husband by gathering garlic, grass, and mushrooms from the untamed North Dakota land, making dough from flour and prairie water, and coffee from ground barley.


Never was there a more delightful dinner than that one. The food was delectable and our shanty was filled with happiness. After we finished our meal, Abe insisted on knowing all the details of my accomplishment. As he listened, his gladness became tinged with a sadness that our condition was such that I was reduced to searching the prairie for food. But nothing could destroy the magic of that hour.


The struggle for the bare necessities of life was something we had luckily never had to experience during our marriage. But Rachel’s journal entry struck a very personal chord. We were moved by the resilience with which she had faced the necessary tasks and by the pride she felt in making her spouse happy. Mostly we were reminded how the most sublime moments in a marriage can come at the most unexpected times. For us, it’s never been garlic soup on the prairie, but eating Indian takeout while watching Mad Men on TV has come pretty close.


Then, too, unless you count the adulterous heroine in one of Lisa’s novels (about whom Stephen has caught no end of flak), neither of us has had any personal experience with adultery. But this book’s entries about famous cheaters—from Hester Prynne to Yves Montand (“I think a man can have two, maybe three affairs. . . . After that, you’re cheating”), as well as the cheated—like Nora Ephron (“the man is capable of having sex with a venetian blind”)—turned out to have personal resonance as well. As cautionary tales, those entries steered us back to the inspirational examples of the two great Homers: the Greek poet who described the fidelity of Penelope as she wove and unwove a burial shroud to keep her suitors at bay; and Homer Simpson, who, when faced with the temptation of a hotel tryst with an office colleague, answered the catcalls of a bellhop with “All I’m gonna use this bed for is sleeping, eating, and maybe building a little fort.”


We are hopeful that readers of this book will be able to build or reaffirm their own marital credos from its pages. For what it’s worth, here are ours:


We believe that “to love and honor” really means to support and, if necessary, forcibly extract the best of each other. Not always simple. It doesn’t just mean remembering to inspire and cheer; it means remembering what to inspire and cheer—especially when your spouse falters or forgets. The great poet William Butler Yeats never got to marry the love of his life, but in 1909 he wrote a journal entry that perfectly described how a marriage could uphold this kind of promise:


In wise love each divines the high secret self of the other and, refusing to believe in the mere daily self, creates a mirror where the lover or the beloved sees an image to copy in daily life.


When asked recently what he considered his greatest accomplishment to be, Stephen King said: “Staying married.” We readily concede that many marriages go terribly, even tragically, wrong; that some should never have taken place; that many must end. But we also believe that the vow “as long as you both shall love” (which we heard at several weddings some years back) is not a vow but a timid, silly, New Age, cover-your-asses tautology. We believe in “as long as you both shall live”—in staying on the marriage journey if you possibly can. For all the probable detours and delays and wrong turns, the challenge and promise of this journey is perhaps best evoked by Tennyson in his 1867 poem “Marriage Morning”:


Heart, are you great enough


For a love that never tires?


O heart, are you great enough for love?


I have heard of thorns and briers.


Over the thorns and briers,


Over the meadows and stiles,


Over the world to the end of it


Flash for a million miles.





EDITORS’ NOTE


Given the nearly unlimited supply of information and commentary about marriage, our selection of entries for this volume was always going to be highly idiosyncratic. In our research, we tried to cast as wide a net as possible, conceding from the start that our choices would be dominated by text, by nonfiction, and by a decidedly Western perspective. We wanted examples from many media, centuries, and cultures, but because we were not attempting a history book, we felt free to ignore entries that might have filled out the historical or geographical picture but not met our other criteria. And our other criteria were extremely simple. Basically, the entries in this book had to do one of the following four things: advise us, inspire us, amuse us, or appall us.


We found treasures on eBay and Etsy, on Pinterest and HuffPo. With one former literature major and one former lawyer in the house, our bookshelves were their own happy hunting ground; add the fabulous ongoing liberal-arts educations of our children, and we didn’t have to go far to find some of our favorite entries. Invariably a number of other anthologies proved extremely valuable, and we’d like to acknowledge—and recommend—several in particular: The Oxford Book of Marriage, edited by Helge Rubinstein; A Letter Does Not Blush, edited by Nicholas Parsons; and The World’s Greatest Letters, edited by Michelle Lovric. Our search for material also led us through invaluable web databases, including the Ancient History Sourcebook, Early English Books Online, Gale’s 19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Google Books, HathiTrust, and ProQuest.


Whatever the source, when we found a keeper, we tried to track it to its original context, as you’ll see from the introductions to our entries. Sometimes that effort provided surprising results. The Internet is rife with sites dedicated to love, marriage, and weddings. But we soon discovered that a lot of the popular quotes they offer aren’t quite what they seem. One favorite wedding toast, for example, attributed to Oliver Wendell Holmes, is: “Love is the master-key that opens the gates of happiness.” Nice sentiment, except that the full quote turns out to be, “Love is the master-key that opens the gates of happiness, of hatred, of jealousy, and most easily of all, the gate of fear.” Likewise, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry is frequently cited for the romantic statement: “Love does not consist in gazing at each other but in looking together in the same direction.” Turns out he wrote it not about marriage, nor even about relationships, but about society at large, and citizens’ obligations to one another. The full quote? “Bound to our brothers by a common goal that is situated outside of ourselves, only then do we truly breathe; and our experience shows us that to love is not to look at each other but to look in the same direction.”


Sadly, we sought in vain for proof that Queen Victoria had ever instructed her daughter to “lie still and think of England” during conjugal sex. Similarly, Margaret Mead is cited all over the Internet for having said: “One of the oldest human needs is having someone to wonder where you are when you don’t come home at night.” We loved the sentiment but couldn’t find the source. And it turned out that Marabel Morgan, famous in the 1970s for advising women to greet their husbands wearing only Saran Wrap, never actually did so; it was a reader who got the idea from Morgan’s other dress-up tips.


As to the texts: except where noted, the ellipses represent our own omissions. Occasionally, for clarity, we have substituted em dashes for ellipses in the excerpts. Except when clarity is deeply compromised, we have kept all original spellings and punctuation, however idiosyncratic or outmoded. In an effort to avoid cluttering the text, we have not used “sic,” nor ellipses at the beginnings or ends of our entries, which often are taken from larger contexts; we are hopeful that in doing so, we have never misrepresented an author’s meaning.





A



ADAM AND EVE





GENESIS 2:18–25


Like so much of the Bible, the appearance of Eve in Genesis, Chapter 2, is subject to debate: Hadn’t God already created “male and female” in Chapter 1? Yet the verses below seem to portray the culmination of God’s creation in the union of Adam and Eve as the very first husband and wife.


The writing of Genesis has been the source of waves of scholarly discussion that date the book to a multitude of points in the centuries before the birth of Christ.


And the LORD God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him an help meet for him.


And out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof.


And Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for Adam there was not found an help meet for him.


And the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and he took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof;


And the rib, which the LORD God had taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her unto the man.


And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.


Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.


And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed.





JOHN MILTON



PARADISE LOST, 1674


John Milton (1608–1674) was hardly the first author—English or otherwise—to produce a literary retelling of Adam and Eve’s fall. But Paradise Lost is, at more than ten thousand lines of free verse, certainly the longest version and generally viewed as the greatest. In Milton’s rendition, Adam plays the clearly dominant male role, and yet when Eve eats the apple, Adam follows suit, led by the interdependent nature of their bond. The lines below are spoken by Adam after he realizes what Eve has done.


Among Milton’s many other works were several treatises on divorce, way ahead of their time in suggesting that in addition to adultery and impotence, another acceptable reason for divorce might be incompatibility. Milton’s first version of the epic was published in 1667.


O fairest of Creation, last and best


Of all God’s Works, Creature in whom excell’d


Whatever can to sight or thought be form’d,


Holy, divine, good, amiable, or sweet!


How art thou lost, how on a sudden lost . . .


How can I live without thee, how forgo


Thy sweet Converse and Love so dearly join’d,


To live again in these wild Woods forlorn?


Should God create another Eve, and I


Another Rib afford, yet loss of thee


Would never from my heart; no no, I feel


The Link of Nature draw me: Flesh of Flesh,


Bone of my Bone thou art, and from thy State


Mine never shall be parted, bliss or woe.






MARK TWAIN


“EXTRACTS FROM ADAM’S DIARY,” 1893


Samuel Clemens (1835–1910), a.k.a. Mark Twain (see Endings), brought his signature style to a short, witty imagining of the Bible’s first couple.


After all these years, I see that I was mistaken about Eve in the beginning; it is better to live outside the Garden with her than inside it without her.





H. L. MENCKEN



A BOOK OF BURLESQUES, 1916


Between his books, his columns, and his reviews, H. L. Mencken (1880–1956) left no shortage of caustic comments about marriage. Yet the author known as “the Sage of Baltimore” was by all accounts devoted to his wife, Sara, whom he married in 1930.


See Expectations; Jealousy, for more from Mencken.


Woman is at once the serpent, the apple—and the belly-ache.





JOHN PATRICK SHANLEY



MOONSTRUCK, 1987


In the Oscar-winning screenplay by John Patrick Shanley (1950–), Johnny Cammareri, dim-witted but well-intentioned, is beseeched for wisdom by his would-be mother-in-law.






	ROSE:


	Listen, Johnny, there’s a question I want to ask. I want you to tell me the truth—if you can. Why do men chase women?







	JOHNNY:


	Well. There’s the Bible story. God—God took a rib from Adam and made Eve. Now, maybe men chase women to get the rib back.












MICK STEVENS, 2012


A frequent contributor to The New Yorker, Mick Stevens caused a stir with this take on Adam and Eve. The magazine’s popular Facebook page was temporarily shut down because the cartoon was judged to violate the social media site’s nudity and sex guidelines, forbidding “naked ‘private parts,’ including female nipple bulges.” The Facebook page was soon back up, but “Nipplegate” lingered online for some weeks as a topic of discussion.
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“Well, it was original.”








ANNIVERSARIES





NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE


NOTE TO SOPHIA HAWTHORNE, 1843


Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) was thirty-eight when he married Sophia Peabody, who was thirty-two. Their ages (old for newlyweds at the time) did nothing to dampen their apparently childish glee: They used her diamond ring to engrave their names on their study window. They also shared a notebook in which they took turns recording their impressions and, as in the case below on the occasion of their first anniversary, writing love notes to one another.


    For more Hawthorne, see Infidelity.


Dearest love,


I know not what to say, and yet cannot be satisfied without marking with a word or two this holiest anniversary of our life. But life now heaves and swells beneath me like a brimfull ocean; and the endeavor to comprise any portion of it in words, is like trying to dip up the ocean in a goblet. We never were so happy as now—never such wide capacity for happiness, yet overflowing with all that the day and every moment brings to us. Methinks this birth-day of our married life is like a cape [of land], which we have now doubled and find a more infinite ocean of love stretching out before us.





CLEMENTINE CHURCHILL


LETTER TO WINSTON CHURCHILL, 1909


Winston Churchill was already a respected member of Parliament when in 1908 he married Clementine Hozier (1885–1977). He was thirty-three; she was ten years his junior. Through his legendary career as orator, author, home secretary, lord of the admiralty, and wartime prime minister, he remained devoted to his “Kat” or “Clemmie Cat” (her nickname for him was “Pug,” and they signed many of their letters with little drawings of dogs and cats). Their anniversary letters are one example of the loving gestures they extended to each other throughout a fifty-seven-year marriage in which they were often geographically separated but in which “too busy to write” never seemed to play a part.


Blenheim was the Churchill family estate. St. Margaret’s, Westminster Abbey, was where the Churchills were married.


My Darling,


How I wish we were together today—It is just 5 o’clock—This time last year we were steaming out of Paddington on our way to Blenheim—The Pug was reading an account of the wedding presents in the Westminster aloud to the Kat!


Then the Pug embraced the Kat, but unfortunately another train was just passing us quite slowly & its occupants caught him in the very act—


My Beloved Winston I hope you are having a very happy holiday. I do long to see you again—Tell Eddie & Freddie that if they don’t return you to me in the pink of health I will never forgive them. . . .


Your most loving


Clemmie Kat


Miaow





WINSTON CHURCHILL


LETTER TO CLEMENTINE CHURCHILL, 1909


Churchill (1874–1965) was in Strasbourg on the couple’s first anniversary.


My darling Clemmie,


A year to-day my lovely white pussy-cat came to me, & I hope & pray she may find on this September morning no cause—however vague or secret—for regrets. The bells of this old city are ringing now & they recall to my mind the chimes which saluted our wedding & the crowds of cheering people. A year has gone—& if it has not brought you all the glowing & perfect joy which fancy paints, still it has brought a clear bright light of happiness & some great things. My precious & beloved Clemmie my earnest desire is to enter still more completely into your dear heart & nature & to curl myself up in your darling arms. I feel so safe with you & I do not keep the slightest disguise. You have been so sweet & good to me that I cannot say how grateful I feel to you for your dear nature, & matchless beauty. Not please disdain the caresses of your devoted pug. . . .


Always my own darling


Clem-puss-bird


Your loving husband


W






WINSTON CHURCHILL


LETTER TO CLEMENTINE CHURCHILL, 1948


Churchill wrote this on the couple’s fortieth anniversary.


My Beloved,


I send this token, but how little can it express my gratitude to you for making my life & any work I have done possible, and for giving me so much happiness in a world of accident & storm.


Your ever loving and devoted


husband


W





RICHMOND LATTIMORE


“ANNIVERSARY,” 1956


Best known for his translations of The Iliad and The Odyssey, Richmond Lattimore (1906–1984) was prolific as a poet, critic, and translator. In addition to serving in the U.S. Navy, he was a Rhodes Scholar, a PhD, and a professor at Bryn Mawr. He married Alice Bockstahler in 1935.


Where were we in that afternoon? And where


is the high room now, the bed on which you laid your hair,


as bells beat early in the still air?


At two o’clock of sun and shutters. Oh, recall


the chair’s angle—a stripe of shadow on the wall—


the hours we gathered in our hands, and then let fall.


Wrist on wrist, we relive memory: shell of moon


on day-sky, two o’clock in lazy June—


and twenty years gone in an afternoon.










TENTH-ANNIVERSARY POSTCARD, CIRCA 1960
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RONALD REAGAN


LETTER TO NANCY REAGAN, 1972


Whatever his reputation as an actor, governor, and, eventually, the fortieth president of the United States, Ronald Reagan (1911–2004) was also famously committed to his second wife, Nancy Davis (1921–), his fiercest defender and most ardent fan. He wrote this anniversary letter to her while he was governor of California.


My Darling Wife


This note is to warn you of a diabolical plot entered into by some of our so called friends—(ha!) calendar makers and even our own children. These and others would have you believe we’ve been married 20 years.


20 minutes maybe—but never 20 years. In the first place it is a known fact that a human cannot sustain the high level of happiness I feel for more than a few minutes—and my happiness keeps on increasing.


I will confess to one puzzlement but I’m sure it is just some trick perpetrated by our friends—(Ha again!) I can’t remember ever being without you and I know I was born more than 20 mins ago.


Oh well—that isn’t important. The important thing is I don’t want to be without you for the next 20 years, or 40, or however many there are. I’ve gotten very used to being happy and I love you very much indeed.


Your Husband of 20 something or other.





W. S. MERWIN


“ANNIVERSARY ON THE ISLAND,” 1988


William Stanley Merwin (1927–), the United States Poet Laureate in 2010, started his career with a bang when his first book of poems, A Mask for Janus, was awarded the Yale Series of Younger Poets prize in 1952 by W. H. Auden. The son of a Presbyterian minister, Merwin grew up in New Jersey and Pennsylvania but settled in Hawaii in 1976, a practicing Buddhist. Much of his poetry explores themes of nature, myth, and love. Merwin has been married to his third wife, Paula Schwartz, since 1983. They live atop a dormant volcano on a former pineapple plantation in Maui, presumably the island of this poem.


The long waves glide in through the afternoon


while we watch from the island


from the cool shadow under the trees where the long ridge


a fold in the skirt of the mountain


runs down to the end of the headland


day after day we wake to the island


the light rises through the drops on the leaves


and we remember like birds where we are


night after night we touch the dark island


that once we set out for


and lie still at last with the island in our arms


hearing the leaves and the breathing shore


there are no years any more


only the one mountain


and on all sides the sea that brought us





VICKI IOVINE


“SEVEN HABITS OF REALLY HAPPY WIVES,” 1998


“Expect Him Not to Change” was the last of the seven “habits” that appeared in the author’s article in Redbook magazine. Vicki Iovine (1954–), a onetime Playboy centerfold, has been the successful author of the Girlfriends’ Guide books on everything from pregnancy to teenagers. Her marriage to music mogul Jimmy Iovine ended in 2009 after more than two decades.


Remember, you’re adorable too, and you owe it to yourself to be happy as often as you can. If you’re willing to put that off until he starts remembering your anniversary and giving you a gift he picked out himself that fits, is romantic, and costs a little more than it should have, then you’re the sucker, girlfriend. Buy your own anniversary gift, give it to him to give you on your anniversary, and compliment him on his choice. Remember, the important thing is that you have an anniversary to celebrate.





H. DEAN RUTHERFORD


LETTER TO PATTIE RUTHERFORD, CIRCA 2012


Harvey Dean Rutherford (1932–) wrote this letter to his wife on their fifty-ninth anniversary. A former pastor in Oklahoma City, Rutherford is part of a large family of clergy. This letter was posted on the blog of his son, Dudley Clayton Rutherford, chief pastor of California’s enormous Shepherd of the Hills Church.


Patsy Lou,


Happy 59th wedding anniversary! That old granddaddy clock has written on its face, “tempus fugit,” which means “time flies.” I knew it was quick, but now it seems like we’re having Christmas three times a year. I am not absolutely sure that we will make it to our sixtieth, so I’d better put some words on paper. Looking back, I now wonder why we had any reluctance at all to be married. The deep love I have struggled to define has now defined itself in time. We’ve lived together way too long to not know that we were made to live together. Living out the years with you keeps getting better. Once we figured out that we could not change each other, we became free to celebrate ourselves as we are. So my dear Trish-the-fish, we are gloriously together and it has never been dull company. It’s kind of weird that we have been together for eight decades and yet still think of ourselves as young. There are plenty of moments when I find you to be that blushing and shy girl who took my cheap ring and name and then agreed to explore the world with me.


We began to dream and work and love and worship. Sure, we only started with forty dollars and a fistful of promises, but we were wealthy. I can still remember that Georgia wedding 59 years ago today and oh my, how young we both were. We experienced the sweet warmth and love of youth. We felt that God had decorated the night sky with stars just for us. We drove every false and threatening thing out of our lives with simple truth and honesty. We have met 240 changing seasons and met each challenge. I still smile when I think, how wealthy we thought we were when we were really so very poor. And talk about money, those five children came along. I’ve almost forgotten how they got here or what it took to get them here. You can remind me later. But I’ve always known that they came from God and belonged to Him. And I remember my promise before they were ever born, that they would never take “first place” in my heart, the “first place” that you have always held. I love those once-upon-a-time “tax deductions,” but I could never love them as much as I have loved you.


The other morning I was leaving the house and I found you in the kitchen, looking out the window while talking to Debbie on the phone. The morning sun fell across your hair and hands. I reached down and touched your hand, a hand made noble by its years of service and duty. I left that morning feeling like a king because you were mine.


I don’t mean to sound morose, but I simply bring it to your attention that we will probably both not leave on the same day. The crispness of the fall air reminds us that we cannot have summer forever. Someday, all too soon one of us will be forced to test the shattering emptiness that we have seen transpire in the lives of couples who have gone on before us. One of us will go first but the other will celebrate our treasure, our union and love with a transcending joy. We will not sorrow not as those who have no hope. I walk so much slower now, and a little stooped. It’s not because I’m tired or weary, but no one can walk fast, who is weighted down with great dreams and precious memories. My biggest apology is that I was never able to rebuke and turn back the wild, hurried pace of the years. There have been times when I actually dreamed that I might be the one person who could defeat old-age and remain in full health just for you. It was not to be. As I have repeated so many times: “Old ‘Father Time’ is still undefeated.” Darn him!


Come walk with me my love. Just not too fast, we will not hurry, because there are still places to go, people to bless and vistas to see. We will continue to pace ourselves. And can I say it one more time with deep meaning and emphasis? “I love you.” Happy 59th!!!





B



BED





JOHN HEYWOOD


PROVERB, 1546


Author of such epigrams as “the fat is in the fire” and “the more the merrier,” British playwright and poet John Heywood (1497–1580) was a favorite of Henry VIII.


In house to kepe household when folkes will needes wed,


Moe thinges belonge than foure bare legges in a bed.





BEATRICE CAMPBELL, CIRCA 1934


The first actress to play Eliza Doolittle in Pygmalion, Mrs. Patrick Campbell (1865–1940) was George Bernard Shaw’s friend and a famed correspondent of his (see Passion). The New Yorker writer Alexander Woollcott cited this as her definition of marriage.


Marriage is the result of the deep, deep longing for the double-bed after the hurly-burly of the chaise-longue.







MALLORY HOTEL POSTCARD, CIRCA 1940


When the Mallory Hotel in Portland, Oregon, wanted to attract romantic couples, it had a twenty-five-foot round bed custom made and promoted with this postcard. On the back, this description: “This unusual bed is entirely custom-built, including Beautyrest mattress—and box spring. Ideal for wedding nights, anniversaries or just sleeping!”











[image: images]













ROBERT FARRAR CAPON



BED AND BOARD, 1965


Bed and Board was the first of twenty-seven books written by Robert Farrar Capon (1925–2013), an Episcopal priest who was vicar for a Port Jefferson, New York, congregation for nearly three decades. After a falling-out with the church surrounding his divorce from his wife of twenty-seven years, Capon devoted himself to writing, both about theology and cooking and, in the case of some of his most popular books, about both.


Capon’s bestselling book was The Supper of the Lamb. He also wrote frequently about food and wine for the New York Times and Newsday.


I shall get to the Board and its adjuncts by and by. Table and rooftree, nursery and kitchen, even patio and rumpus room, will all have their turn. But the first must come first, and that is the Bed: the couple’s initial piece of real estate. The things that come later in a marriage are, one way or another, extensions of this—added parcels, adjacent lots, buffer strips and subdivisions. The bed itself is their first soil, the uncrossed plain waiting for boundary and marker, for plough and seed. If this is well laid and planted, the rest will have order and comeliness; if not, they will be senseless bits of gerrymandering, spreading far and wide for reasons that have nothing to do with the good of the people of the land. The bed is the heart of home, the arena of love, the seedbed of life, and the one constant point of meeting. It is the place where, night by night, forgiveness and fair speech return that the sun go not down upon their wrath; where the perfunctory kiss and the entirely ceremonial pat on the backside become unction and grace. [The bed] is the oldest, friendliest thing in anybody’s marriage, the first used and the last left, and no one can praise it enough.




But there is mystery in it too. It is a strange piece of terrain, and finding ourselves in it is as unlikely as it is marvelous. We marry on attack or rebound. We come at each other for an assortment of pretty thin and transitory reasons. We ask, and are taken in matrimony; and in the haste of charge or retreat, we find ourselves thrown down into a very small piece of ground indeed. The marriage bed is a trench; adversity has made us bedfellows. I turn over at night. I try to see where I am and who is with me. It is not what I imagined at all. Where are the two triumphant giants of love I expected, where the conqueror smiling at conqueror? There are only the two of us, crouched down here under a barrage of years, bills and petty grievances, waiting for a signal which shows no sign of coming. Most likely we shall die in this trench. There is really no place else to go, so in the meantime we talk to each other. The sum and substance of what we manage to say, however, is “Well, here we are.”





TONI MORRISON



JAZZ, 1992


Winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and numerous other honors, Toni Morrison (1931–) is a literary icon. Her sixth novel, Jazz, is set in Harlem during the twenties, tracing a story of love, adultery, and murder. In this passage, Morrison’s narrator reflects on the main characters, Joe and Violet, as the dramatic storms in their marriage come to a seemingly quiet close.


It’s nice when grown people whisper to each other under the covers. Their ecstasy is more leaf-sigh than bray and the body is the vehicle, not the point. They reach, grown people, for something beyond, way beyond and way, way down underneath tissue. They are remembering while they whisper the carnival dolls they won and the Baltimore boats they never sailed on. The pears they let hang on the limb because if they plucked them, they would be gone from there and who else would see that ripeness if they took it away for themselves? How could anybody passing by see them and imagine for themselves what the flavor would be like? Breathing and murmuring under covers both of them have washed and hung out on the line, in a bed they chose together and kept together never mind one leg was propped on a 1916 dictionary, and the mattress, curved like a preacher’s palm asking for witnesses in His name’s sake, enclosed them each and every night and muffled their whispering, old-time love. They are under the covers because they don’t have to look at themselves anymore; there is no stud’s eye, no chippie glance to undo them. They are inward toward the other, bound and joined by carnival dolls and the steamers that sailed from ports they never saw. That is what is beneath their undercover whispers.



BEGINNINGS





JULIA WARD HOWE


LETTER TO ANN ELIZA WARD, 1846


The future author of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” Julia Ward Howe (1819–1910) had been married only three years when she sent these words of wisdom to her younger sister.


My poor dear little Ante-nuptial, I will write to you, and I will come to you, though I can do you no good—sentiment and sympathy I have none, but such insipidity as I have give I unto thee. . . . Dear Annie, your marriage is to me a grave and solemn matter. I hardly allow myself to think about it. God give you all happiness, dearest child. Some sufferings and trials I fear you must have, for after all, the entering into single combat, hand to hand, with the realities of life, will be strange and painful to one who has hitherto lived, enjoyed, and suffered, en l’air, as you have done. . . . To be happily married seems to me the best thing for a woman. Oh! my sweet Annie, may you be happy—your maidenhood has been pure, sinless, loving, beautiful—you have no remorses, no anxious thought about the past. You have lived to make the earth more beautiful and bright—may your married life be as holy and harmless—may it be more complete, and more acceptable to God than your single life could possibly have been. Marriage, like death, is a debt we owe to nature, and though it costs us something to pay it, yet are we more content and better established in peace, when we have paid it. A young girl is a loose flower or flower seed, blown about by the wind, it may be cruelly battered, may be utterly blighted and lost to this world, but the matron is the same flower or seed planted, springing up and bearing fruit unto eternal life.






ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON


“MARRIAGE MORNING,” CIRCA 1867


Nearly twenty years after his own marriage to Emily Sellwood, Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809–1892) wrote the lyrics for a song cycle by Arthur Sullivan (of Gilbert and Sullivan fame). “Marriage Morning” was the last section of “The Window; Or, The Song of the Wrens.” The words weren’t published until 1871 because, as Sullivan wrote in a letter, “[Tennyson] thinks they are too light, and will damage his reputation.”


Light, so low upon earth,


You send a flash to the sun.


Here is the golden close of love,


All my wooing is done.


Oh, the woods and the meadows,


Woods where we hid from the wet,


Stiles where we stay’d to be kind,


Meadows in which we met!


Light, so low in the vale


You flash and lighten afar,


For this is the golden morning of love,


And you are his morning star.


Flash, I am coming, I come,


By meadow and stile and wood,


Oh, lighten into my eyes and my heart,


Into my heart and my blood!


Heart, are you great enough


For a love that never tires?


O heart, are you great enough for love?


I have heard of thorns and briers.


Over the thorns and briers,


Over the meadows and stiles,


Over the world to the end of it


Flash for a million miles.





KWEI-LI


LETTER TO HER HUSBAND, CIRCA 1886


Kwei-Li was the daughter of a Chinese viceroy and was about eighteen when, in an arranged marriage, she became the wife of a nobleman who was eventually governor of Jiangsu Province. Living in Suzhou, she wrote exquisitely to her husband while he was traveling the world with his master, Prince Chung.


Kwei-Li’s letters were originally translated and published by a missionary’s wife named Elizabeth Cooper. In her introduction to a new edition, Eileen Goudge concedes the possibility that Cooper, in the tradition of missionary writers, embellished or created the letters. Along with Goudge, however, we prefer to think that Kwei-Li was a real person.


Can I ever forget that day when first I came to my husband’s people? I had the one great consolation of a bride, my parents had not sent me away empty-handed. The procession was almost a li in length and I watched with a swelling heart the many tens of coolies carrying my household goods. There were the silken coverlets for the beds, and they were folded to show their richness and carried on red lacquered tables of great value. There were the household utensils of many kinds, the vegetable dishes, the baskets, the camphor-wood baskets containing my clothing, tens upon tens of them; and I said within my heart as they passed me by, “Enter my new home before me. Help me to find a loving welcome.” Then at the end of the chanting procession I came in my red chair of marriage, so closely covered I could barely breathe. My trembling feet could scarce support me as they helped me from the chair, and my hand shook with fear as I was being led into my new household. She stood bravely before you, that little girl dressed in red and gold, her hair twined with pearls and jade, her arms heavy with bracelets and with rings on each tiny finger, but with all her bravery she was frightened—frightened. She was away from her parents for the first time, away from all who loved her, and she knew if she did not meet with approval in her new home her rice-bowl would be full of bitterness for many moons to come.


After the obeisance to the ancestral tablet and we had fallen upon our knees before thine Honourable Parent, I then saw for the first time the face of my husband. Dost thou remember when first thou raised my veil and looked long into my eyes? I was thinking, “Will he find me beautiful?” and in fear I could look but for a moment, then my eyes fell and I would not raise them to thine again. But in that moment I saw that thou wert tall and beautiful, that thine eyes were truly almond, that thy skin was clear and thy teeth like pearls. I was secretly glad within my heart, because I have known of brides who, when they saw their husbands for the first time, wished to scream in terror, as they were old or ugly. I thought to myself that I could be happy with this tall, strong young man if I found favour in his sight, and I said a little prayer to Kwan-yin. Because she has answered that prayer, each day I place a candle at her feet to show my gratitude.





EERO SAARINEN


LETTER TO ALINE BERNSTEIN SAARINEN, 1954


Aline Bernstein Louchheim was an art critic for the New York Times when she interviewed the architect and designer Eero Saarinen (1910–1961) about the splash he had made with his General Motors center in Michigan. By all accounts—including Saarinen’s, below—they fell hard. It would be the second marriage for both of them.


Saarinen would go on to design the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, the TWA terminal in New York, dozens of other buildings, and iconic furniture; Aline remained a successful author and, later, art critic on the Today Show and head of NBC’s Paris news bureau.






	I


	FIRST I RECOGNIZED THAT YOU WERE VERY CLEVER







	II


	THAT YOU WERE VERY HANSOME







	III


	THAT YOU WERE PERCEPTIVE







	IV


	THAT YOU WERE ENTHUSIASTIC.







	V


	THAT YOU WERE GENEROUS.







	VI


	THAT YOU WERE BEAUTIFUL







	VII


	THAT YOU WERE TERRIBLY WELL ORGANIZED







	VIII


	THAT YOU WERE FANTASTICALLY EFFICIENT







	IX


	THAT YOU DRESS VERY VERY WELL







	IIIA


	THAT YOU HAVE A MARVELOUS SENSE OF HUMOR







	X


	THAT YOU HAVE A VERY VERY BEAUTIFUL BODY.







	XI


	THAT YOU ARE UNBELIEVABLY GENEROUS TO ME.







	XII


	
THAT THE MORE ONE DIGS THE FOUNDATIONS THE MORE AND MORE ONE FINDS THE SOLIDEST OF GRANIT FOR YOU AND I TO BUILD A LIFE TOGETHER UPON. [image: images] I KNOW THIS IS NOT A GOOD SENTENCE.














GROUCHO MARX



MEMOIRS OF A MANGY LOVER, 1963


Most famous of the famed Marx Brothers, Groucho Marx (1890–1977) was not only a stage, screen, radio, and television performer but also a determined author who published more than half a dozen books. The excerpt below is from his second autobiography and appeared in the chapter titled “On Polygamy (And How to Attain It).”


What attracted him to her? Her eyes? Her legs? Was it something mysteriously feminine about her that no other girl seemed to possess? She is young, cute, and romantic and her speech is fairly intelligent. As they get to know each other more intimately (I mean in a nice way, of course), they both discover that they are ecstatically happy when together and miserable when apart. And then, oh happy day, if she is smart enough not to spring her mother on him too unexpectedly, they will get married.


No matter how many married couples they know, some unhappy, some happy, it seems inconceivable that anything could ever mar the joy they presently find in each other. I am sure that if they ever had any doubts or misgivings about their future happiness, neither wild horses nor her father could drag them to the altar.


It is well known that young love is a temporary form of insanity and that the only cure for it is instant marriage.





ARMISTEAD MAUPIN



TALES OF THE CITY, 1978


Tales of the City was the first in a series of nine novels by the American author Armistead Maupin (1944–). The books are set in a San Francisco apartment house and feature memorably eccentric characters, including the landlady, Anna Madrigal, who recollects for a tenant this piece of advice.


The ellipses are the author’s.


Mona . . . Lots of things are more binding than sex. They last longer too. When I was . . . little, my mother once told me that if a married couple puts a penny in a pot for every time they make love in the first year, and takes a penny out every time after that, they’ll never get all the pennies out of the pot.





C



CHILDREN






AUGUST STRINDBERG



GETTING MARRIED, 1884


Swedish author August Strindberg (1849–1912) was exceptionally prolific and versatile over a span of three decades, writing plays, novels, short stories, histories, poems, and essays, many of them forging a path into modern theater and even modern thought. Yet Strindberg encountered severe controversy with only one of these works—a collection of short stories about marriage, for which he was tried (though eventually acquitted) on charges of blasphemy.


Though much of his work before and after was considered deeply misogynistic, Getting Married was marginally less an attack on women than it was a comment on society’s roles for both sexes.


Since marriage, which is a human institution invented for purely practical purposes, is so frail and so full of stumbling-blocks, how is it that so many marriages hold together? They do so because both partners have one interest in common, the thing for which nature has always intended marriage, namely children. Man is in a state of perpetual conflict with nature, in which he is perpetually being vanquished. Take two lovers who want to live together, partly in order to enjoy themselves, partly for the sake of being in each other’s company. They regard any talk of possible children as an insult. Long before a child arrives they discover that their bliss is not so heavenly after all, and their relationship becomes stale. Then a child is born. Everything is new again and now, for the first time, their relationship is beautiful, for the ugly egoism of the duet has vanished. A marriage without children is a sad affair, and is not a marriage at all. . . . Children are what holds a marriage together.





PATENT MEDICINE ADVERTISEMENT



ATCHISON DAILY GLOBE, 1896


Ah, Dr. Pierce’s Favorite Prescription. Just a few of the dozen ingredients in this supposed elixir of female health, motherhood, and marital happiness were cinnamon, digitalis, opium, and alcohol. The appeal of being “truly married” was just one of many factors luring Americans to spend (according to a 1905 article in Collier’s) an estimated $75 million a year on patent medicines.


A childless marriage cannot be a happy one. A healthy baby is the real jewel for which the wedding ring is only the setting. There is no place in Nature’s economy for a childless marriage. Wedded couples that are childless are never truly married. A baby is the tie that binds. The baby is the pledge that makes husband and wife one in nature and in fact, and that teaches mutual self-sacrifice and sympathy. Thousands of couples are childless because of the wife’s neglect of her health as a woman. Too few women fully appreciate the importance of keeping healthy and vigorous the organs upon which motherhood is dependent. As a consequence, they are weak where they should be strong, and motherhood is either an impossibility or a torturesome and dangerous ordeal. This is easily remedied.


The most wonderful medicine for women is Dr. Pierce’s Favorite Prescription.





OLD JOKE


Sadie and Moishe go to see a lawyer.


“What can I do for you, folks?”


Moishe: “We want a divorce.”


“Well, this is very odd. I mean, um, how old are you folks?”


“I’m ninety-three,” Moishe says. “Wife’s ninety-one. We’ve been married sixty-seven years.”


“And you mean to tell me, after sixty-seven years of marriage, at your ages, you want a divorce?? Why now??”


“We wanted to wait ’til the kids were dead.”





HENRY JAMES



WHAT MAISIE KNEW, 1897


In one of the most innovative of his twenty novels, Henry James (1843–1916) tells the story of a young girl who is the object of a custody battle between her obstinate parents, Ida and Beale Farange. After a judge rules that Maisie must live six months at a time with each parent, a distant relation offers to take her for the mother’s half, arguing that the arrangement will offer the child at least some freedom from her parents’ poisonous assessments of each other.


Told almost exclusively from Maisie’s point of view, the novel prefigured some of the next century’s stream-of-consciousness fiction and even its New Journalism.


Had [Maisie’s parents] not produced an impression . . . that some movement should be started or some benelovent person should come forward? A good lady came indeed a step or two. She was distantly related to Mrs. Farange, to whom she proposed that, having children and nurseries wound up and going, she should be allowed to take home the bone of contention, and, by working it into her system, relieve at least one of her parents. This would make every time for Maisie, after her inevitable six months with Beale, much more of a change.


“More of a change?” Ida cried. “Won’t it be enough of a change for her to come from that low brute to the person in the world who detests him most.”


“No, because you detest him so much that you’ll always talk to her about him. You’ll keep him before her by perpetually abusing him.”


Mrs. Farange stared. “Pray, then, am I to do nothing to counteract his villainous abuse of me?”


The good lady, for a moment, made no reply. Her silence was a grim judgment of the whole point of view. “Poor little monkey!” she at last exclaimed, and the words were an epitaph for the tomb of Maisie’s childhood. She was abandoned to her fate. What was clear to any spectator was that the only link binding her to either parent was this lamentable fact of her being a ready vessel for bitterness, a deep little porcelain cup in which biting acids could be mixed. They had wanted her, not for any good they could do her, but for the harm they could, with her unconscious aid, do each other. She should serve their anger and seal their revenge, for husband and wife had been alike crippled by the heavy hand of justice, which, in the last resort, met on neither side their indignant claim to get, as they called it, everything.






VIRGINIA WOOLF



TO THE LIGHTHOUSE, 1927


To the Lighthouse is considered a modernist masterpiece and Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) a pioneer in stream-of-consciousness writing. The novel, set in Scotland and marked by scarce action and dense thought, takes place on two days, set a decade apart, in the life of the Ramsay family. Critics and biographers agree that Woolf began the novel as a study of her own problematic family. Like Woolf, the character of Lily Briscoe is an aspiring artist and determined observer. Like Woolf, too, she is childless.


So that is marriage, Lily thought, a man and a woman looking at a girl throwing a ball. That is what Mrs Ramsay tried to tell me the other night, she thought. For she was wearing a green shawl, and they were standing close together watching Prue and Jasper throwing catches. And suddenly the meaning which, for no reason at all, as perhaps they are stepping out of the Tube or ringing a doorbell, descends on people, making them symbolical, making them representative, came upon them, and made them in the dusk standing, looking, the symbols of marriage, husband and wife. Then, after an instant, the symbolical outline which transcended the real figures sank down again and they became, as they met them, Mr and Mrs Ramsay watching the children throwing catches.





JOAN WILLIAMS


“ARE CHILDREN NECESSARY TO A SUCCESSFUL MARRIAGE?,” 1932


For most of recorded history, marriage was the social contract that created and protected the family unit. So the question posed by this Times of India headline was no doubt intended to be provocative, and dozens of readers’ letters followed, representing both sides of the argument.


When two young people are engaged to be married, their sole purpose is to be happy in the love of each other, and their marriage can only be said to be successful if they are held together by this love, comradeship and mutual respect for each other. If on the other hand these qualities are missing, and it is only a matter of honourably playing the game for the sake of their children, then there is very likely much secret unhappiness and discontent between the two. . . .


Children are certainly an added joy to marriage if both parents are healthy[,] happy and mutually long for them. If they can be brought up decently and will be an honour to the race they can be a blessing to marriage, but in no way are they the sole object of the marriage, they are simply an added blessing to what would still have been a perfectly happy marriage.





DAVID LEVY



MATERNAL OVERPROTECTION, 1943


Decades before talk of the overinvolved “helicopter mom,” Dr. David M. Levy (1892–1977) focused his research on the questionable effect of extremely protective mothers, offering numerous examples of children who were unusually aggressive, rebellious, demanding, and/or socially inept. Levy postulated that some of these problems might be mitigated if mothers gave less to their children—and got more from their husbands.


When husband and wife are sexually compatible and have social interests in common they thereby set up a number of conditions that operate against a mother-child monopoly. The fact that they have a life of their own as husband and wife withdraws certain time and energy from the parental relationship. A wife devoted to her husband cannot be exclusively a mother. In a more fundamental sense, the release of libido through satisfactory sexual relationship shunts off energy that must otherwise flow in other directions. . . . The child must bear the brunt of the unsatisfied love life of the mother. One might theoretically infer that a woman sexually well adjusted could not become overprotective to an extreme degree. Certainly she would not make the relationship to the child her exclusive social life.





DAVID GOODMAN



A PARENTS’ GUIDE TO THE EMOTIONAL NEEDS OF CHILDREN, 1959


Sixteen years after Dr. Levy (see previous item) linked good sex and good mothering, Dr. David Goodman (1894–1971) was perfectly clear about what that link implied for husbands.


If you asked Mrs. Farnham where she found the energy to keep her home so clean, cook three good meals a day, and also romp and play with her three children, she would give you a merry smile and say: “That’s my secret.”


What was her secret?


Her secret was—well, her secret was greathearted Mr. Farnham, who knew how to make love to a woman.


A man who is a good lover to his wife is his children’s best friend. His love upholds her spirit, gives her joy and enthusiasm. Child care is play to a woman who is happy. And only a man can make a woman happy. In deepest truth, a father’s first duty to his children is to make their mother feel fulfilled as a woman.





ROBERT BENTON



KRAMER VS. KRAMER, 1979


The courtroom scene in the Oscar-winning film directed and written by Robert Benton (1932–) and based on Avery Corman’s novel is one of its most wrenching. As portrayed by Meryl Streep and Dustin Hoffman, Joanna and Ted Kramer show the scars not only of their own marital break but also of a legal process that forces them to painful extremes. But in fighting for custody of his son—a battle rarely considered, let alone waged, in 1979—Ted Kramer also shows that a couple’s passion to protect their children is sometimes the one part of a failed marriage that survives.


You know when you were talking, uh, I mean my wi—, my ex-wife, when she was talking before about how unhappy she was during our marriage, like, I guess most of what she said was probably true. There’s a lot of things I didn’t understand, a lot of things I’d do different if I could, just like I think there’s a lot of things you wish you could change, but we can’t. Some—things once they’re done can’t be undone. My, my wife, my—ex-wife, says that she loves Billy, and I believe she does, but I don’t think that’s the issue here; if I understand it correctly, what means the most here is what’s best for our son, what’s best for Billy. My wife used to always say to me, “Why can’t a woman have the same ambitions as a man?” I think you’re right, and maybe I’ve learned that much. But by the same token, I’d like to know what law is it that says that a woman is a better parent, simply by virtue of her sex? You know, I’ve had a lot of time to think about what it is that makes somebody a good parent. You know, it has to do with constancy, it has to do with, with, with patience, it has to do with listening to him, it has to do with pretending to listen to him when you can’t even listen any more. It has to do with love, like, like, like, like she was saying. And I don’t know where it’s written that says that a woman has, has a corner on that market, that a, that a man has any less of those emotions than, than, than a woman does. Billy has a home with me. I’ve made it the best I could. It’s not perfect, I’m not a perfect parent. Uh, sometimes I don’t have enough patience and I forget that he’s, uh, he’s a little kid. But I’m there—I get up in the morning, and then we eat breakfast, and he talks to me and then we go to school, and at night we have dinner together and—and we talk then, and I read to him, and, and we’ve built a life together, and we love each other. If you destroy that, it may be irreparable. Joanna, don’t do that, please. Don’t do it twice to him.





JOSEPH CAMPBELL



THE POWER OF MYTH, CIRCA 1986


When television interviewer Bill Moyers sat down with scholar Joseph Campbell (1904–1987) for a series of one-on-one interviews in the last two years of Campbell’s life, few could have predicted the extent to which the PBS series (and its companion volume) would become cultural touchstones. Enthusiastically expounding on his lifelong study of myth, Campbell urged audiences to follow their “bliss” and, more generally, to embrace mythic themes such as heroism, sacrifice, and transformation.


There are two completely different stages of marriage. First is the youthful marriage following the wonderful impulse that nature has given us in the interplay of the sexes biologically in order to produce children. But there comes a time when the child graduates from the family and the couple is left. I’ve been amazed at the number of my friends who in their forties or fifties go apart. They have had a perfectly decent life together with the child, but they interpreted their union in terms of their relationship through the child. They did not interpret it in terms of their own personal relationship to each other. Marriage is a relationship. When you make the sacrifice in marriage, you’re sacrificing not to each other but to unity in a relationship. . . . Marriage is not a simple love affair, it’s an ordeal, and the ordeal is the sacrifice of ego to a relationship in which two have become one.





LOUIS C.K.



SHAMELESS, 2007


Louis C.K. (né Szekely, in 1967) has managed in his comic persona to combine anger, abjection, profanity, and scatology with winsome, often self-deprecating insight. Launched amid the stand-up comedy boom of the 1980s, his career included writing for David Letterman, Chris Rock, and Conan O’Brien before evolving into the series of successful one-man shows that began with Shameless and led the way to the television show Louie, of which he is star, producer, writer, and director.


Like the main character in Louie, the comedian has two daughters and is now divorced from their mother.


It’s really the kids that do you in as a married couple. We have two kids, that’s fucking stupid, don’t do that. Because, you just, mainly what it does to a marriage is it just changes the way that you think about your spouse. Because when you’re married, when you first get married, you have a relationship that’s so important to you, and you’re working on it together. But then you have a kid and you look at your kid and you go, holy shit, this is my child, she has my DNA, she has my name, I would die for her. And you look at your spouse and go, “Who the fuck are you? You’re a stranger. Why do I take shit from you?”


. . . Having kids and being married, it’s difficult, but one thing it’s made me is, it’s impossible for me to have any sympathy for single people. I just don’t give a shit about single people. . . . You can die and it actually doesn’t matter. It doesn’t. Your mother will cry, whatever, but otherwise nobody gives a shit.


I can’t die. I got two kids and my wife doesn’t fucking work. So I don’t get to die. I can’t die. . . .


But so, single people, they complain. Like, we don’t complain. When you ask a parent, “Hey, how’s the family?” we go, “Great.” That’s all we ever say. It’s never fucking great. But we say “great,” ’cause we’re never going to tell you, “Well, my wife assassinated my sexual identity and my children are eating my dreams.” We don’t fucking bother you with that. We just say, “Great.”


But if you ask a single person how’s it going, they’re like, “Well, my apartment doesn’t get enough southern light and the carpeting is getting a little moldy.”


You know what you should do? Burn it down and kill yourself because nobody fucking cares.


“My girlfriend doesn’t like the same music as me and she acts bored at parties.” Well, fucking call her and say “fuck you” and hang up and leave her.


You can end that shit with a phone call.


I need a fucking gun and a plane ticket and bleach.





CHILDFREEEEE


“THE TOP 100 REASONS NOT TO HAVE KIDS (AND REMAIN CHILDFREE),” 2009


A blog started in 2007, Childfreedom: Musings on the Childfree Lifestyle and Our Child-Centric Society, featured a “Top 100” list of endorsements for the non-procreative life. The question of marital happiness without children hadn’t changed since the 1932 Times of India column (see this page). But the answers from blog creator “Childfreeeee” were far more numerous and considerably more strident. Here are the top dozen of her top hundred.


The blogger’s profile had been viewed more than twelve thousand times as of this book’s publication.


1. You will be happier and less likely to suffer from depression.


2. (Assuming you get married), you will have a happier marriage.


3. You will have the capacity and time for meaningful, engaged, quality adult relationships.


4. You will be able to save for a comfortable retirement.


5. You are more likely to be an engaged and involved aunt or uncle because you are not jaded and worn down by your own kids.


6. You can fully pursue and develop your career.


7. You can fully pursue your educational goals.


8. You can decorate your home as you wish with as many beautiful and/or breakable things as you wish and you will not have to child-proof your house.


9. Your house will be free of junky, plastic kindercrap.


10. Your spouse will get all the love and attention he/she deserves. You will come first in your spouse/partner’s life.


11. Your pets will get all the love and attention they deserve.


12. You can eat whatever foods you wish at whatever time of the day you wish out in the open, whether it be a gourmet exotic meal, or chocolate chip cookies.



COMMUNICATION





OLD JOKE


I haven’t spoken to my wife in years. I didn’t want to interrupt her.





ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON


“VIRGINIBUS PUERISQUE,” 1876


A celebrated Scottish author in his time, Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894) is today internationally known for Treasure Island, Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, A Child’s Garden of Verses, and for the willpower that enabled him to travel widely and write frequently despite recurring ill health. He married Fanny Van de Grift Osbourne in 1880 and became stepfather to her two children. “Virginibus Puerisque” (literally “for girls and boys”) was an essay that originally appeared in the magazine The Cornhill.


A certain sort of talent is almost indispensable for people who would spend years together and not bore themselves to death. . . . And it is more important that a person should be a good gossip, and talk pleasantly and smartly of common friends and the thousand and one nothings of the day and hour, than that she should speak with the tongues of men and angels; for a while together by the fire, happens more frequently in marriage than the presence of a distinguished foreigner to dinner. That people should laugh over the same sort of jests, and have many a story of “grouse in the gun-room,” many an old joke between them which time cannot wither nor custom stale, is a better preparation for life, by your leave, than many other things higher and better sounding in the world’s ears. You could read Kant by yourself, if you wanted; but you must share a joke with some one else. You can forgive people who do not follow you through a philosophical disquisition; but to find your wife laughing when you had tears in your eyes, or staring when you were in a fit of laughter, would go some way towards a dissolution of the marriage.






FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE



HUMAN, ALL TOO HUMAN, 1878


Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) is often credited with planting the seeds of modern philosophical inquiry and sometimes assailed for providing—however unwittingly—the underpinnings of fascism. The prolific German philosopher was ill, either physically or mentally, for much of his life and never married. But he included maxims about many aspects of personal life in Human, All Too Human, one of his earliest works.


This was aphorism number 406, preceded by one called “Masks” and followed by one called “Girlish dreams.”


Marriage as a long conversation.—When entering into a marriage one ought to ask oneself: do you believe you are going to enjoy talking with this woman up into your old age? Everything else in marriage is transitory, but most of the time you are together will be devoted to conversation.





ELLA CHEEVER THAYER



WIRED LOVE, 1880


Ella Cheever Thayer (1849–1925) subtitled her novel A Romance of Dots and Dashes and drew for it from her experience as a Boston telegraph operator. The passage below, so bizarrely prescient, was written just four years after Alexander Graham Bell’s patent of the telephone.


We will soon be able to do everything by electricity; who knows but some genius will invent something for the especial use of lovers? something, for instance, to carry in their pockets, so when they are far away from each other, and pine for a sound of “that beloved voice,” they will have only to take up this electrical apparatus, put it to their ears, and be happy. Ah! blissful lovers of the future!





EDITH WHARTON



THE AGE OF INNOCENCE, 1920


In much of her writing, Edith Wharton (1862–1937) evoked the manners and morals of the turn of the twentieth century—perhaps never more brilliantly than in her Pulitzer Prize–winning novel of New York society, The Age of Innocence. Newland Archer, dutiful fiancé and then husband to May Welland, is passionately and guiltily in love with her cousin, Ellen Olenska. This love is neither consummated with Ellen nor discussed with May, and it is only at the end of the book, in this memorable scene with his son Dallas, that it becomes clear to Newland how little his silence has succeeded in concealing anything.


Fanny is Dallas’s fiancée. The line break and ellipsis are the author’s.


Archer felt his colour rise under his son’s unabashed gaze. “Come, own up: you and she were great pals, weren’t you? Wasn’t she most awfully lovely?”


“Lovely? I don’t know. She was different.”


“Ah—there you have it! That’s what it always comes to, doesn’t it? When she comes, she’s different—and one doesn’t know why. It’s exactly what I feel about Fanny.”


His father drew back a step, releasing his arm. “About Fanny? But my dear fellow—I should hope so. Only I don’t see—”


“Dash it, Dad, don’t be prehistoric! Wasn’t she—once—your Fanny?”


Dallas belonged body and soul to the new generation. He was the first-born of Newland and May Archer, yet it had never been possible to inculcate in him even the rudiments of reserve. “What’s the use of making mysteries? It only makes people want to nose ’em out,” he always objected when enjoined to discretion. But Archer, meeting his eyes, saw the filial light under their banter.


“My Fanny—?”


“Well, the woman you’d have chucked everything for: only you didn’t,” continued his surprising son.


“I didn’t,” echoed Archer with a kind of solemnity.


“No: you date, you see, dear old boy. But mother said—”


“Your mother?”


“Yes: the day before she died. It was when she sent for me alone—you remember? She said she knew we were safe with you, and always would be, because once, when she asked you to, you’d given up the thing you most wanted.”


Archer received this strange communication in silence. His eyes remained unseeingly fixed on the thronged sunlit square below the window. At length he said in a low voice: “She never asked me.”


“No. I forgot. You never did ask each other anything, did you? And you never told each other anything. You just sat and watched each other, and guessed at what was going on underneath. A deaf-and-dumb asylum, in fact! Well, I back your generation for knowing more about each other’s private thoughts than we ever have time to find out about our own.—I say, Dad,” Dallas broke off, “you’re not angry with me? If you are, let’s make it up and go and lunch at Henri’s. I’ve got to rush out to Versailles afterward.”


Archer did not accompany his son to Versailles. He preferred to spend the afternoon in solitary roamings through Paris. He had to deal all at once with the packed regrets and stifled memories of an inarticulate lifetime.


After a little while he did not regret Dallas’s indiscretion. It seemed to take an iron band from his heart to know that, after all, some one had guessed and pitied. . . . And that it should have been his wife moved him indescribably.





EVAN CONNELL



MRS. BRIDGE, 1959


Mrs. Bridge was the first novel published by Evan Connell (1924–2013), and it was both a critical and commercial success. In a spare but evocative voice, it tells the story of a midwestern American woman whose conventional marriage leads to a crisis of identity and a search for love.


Connell would go on to write a companion novel, Mr. Bridge, in 1969, as well as nearly twenty other books, including the bestselling Son of the Morning Star in 1984.


As time went on she felt an increasing need for reassurance. Her husband had never been a demonstrative man, not even when they were first married; consequently she did not expect too much from him. Yet there were moments when she was overwhelmed by a terrifying, inarticulate need. One evening as she and he were finishing supper together, alone, the children having gone out, she inquired rather sharply if he loved her. She was surprised by her own bluntness and by the almost shrewish tone of her voice, because that was not the way she actually felt. She saw him gazing at her in astonishment; his expression said very clearly: Why on earth do you think I’m here if I don’t love you? Why aren’t I somewhere else? What in the world has gotten into you?


Mrs. Bridge smiled across the floral centerpiece—and it occurred to her that these flowers she had so carefully arranged on the table were what separated her from her husband—and said, a little wretchedly, “I know it’s silly, but it’s been such a long time since you told me.”


Mr. Bridge grunted and finished his coffee. She knew it was not that he was annoyed, only that he was incapable of the kind of declaration she needed. It was so little, and yet so much.





BARRY LEVINSON



DINER, 1982


Barry Levinson (1942–) wrote and directed Diner more than two decades after the year in which it was set, but the film was hailed for the way it perfectly captured the bittersweet tensions lurking beneath the surface of relationships in 1959 urban America. In this scene, the recently married Shrevie Schreiber tries to reassure the soon-to-be married Eddie Simmons.


Beth is Shrevie’s wife.






	EDDIE:


	Shreve, you happy with your marriage or what?







	SHREVIE:


	I don’t know.







	EDDIE:


	What do you mean, you don’t know? You don’t know?







	SHREVIE:


	What?







	EDDIE:


	How could you not? You don’t know. How could you not know?







	SHREVIE:


	I don’t know. Beth is terrific and everything. But Jesus I don’t know. I’ll tell you a big part of the problem though when you get married—well, you know, when you’re dating, everything is talking about sex, right? Where can we do it? You know, why can’t we do it? Are your parents going to be out so, so we can do it? You know? Trying to get a weekend just so that we can do it.







	EDDIE:


	So you can do it.







	SHREVIE:


	Everything is just always talking about getting sex. And then planning the wedding, all the details.







	EDDIE:


	Details. Shit.







	SHREVIE:


	But then, when you get married, it’s crazy, I don’t know. I mean, you can get it whenever you want it. You wake up in the morning and she’s there. And you come home from work and she’s there. And so all that sex planning talk is over with. And so is the wedding planning talk ’cause you’re already married.







	EDDIE:


	Right.







	SHREVIE:


	So, you know, I can come down here, we can bullshit the whole night away, but I cannot hold a five-minute conversation with Beth. I mean, it’s not her fault, I’m not blaming her, she’s great. It’s—







	EDDIE:


	No, of course not.







	SHREVIE:


	It’s just we got nothing to talk about. But it’s good, it’s good.







	EDDIE:


	It’s good. It’s nice, right? It’s nice?







	SHREVIE:


	Yeah, it’s nice.







	EDDIE:


	Right. Well, we always got the diner.







	SHREVIE:


	Yeah, we always got the diner.











BRUCE ERIC KAPLAN, 1999


Bruce Eric Kaplan (1964–) had his first cartoons published in The New Yorker in 1991 and, with the signature BEK, has since contributed hundreds more. Book-length collections have followed, including No One You Know and This Is a Bad Time, and so has a career as a television writer for Six Feet Under and producer for Six Feet Under and Girls.


Kaplan also wrote an episode for the sitcom Seinfeld in which a fictionalized New Yorker cartoon editor reluctantly admits he doesn’t understand one of the cartoons he’s published.
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“Sometimes I think he can understand every word we’re saying.”











JERRY SEINFELD


WHITE HOUSE TRIBUTE TO PAUL MCCARTNEY, 2010


Comedian Jerry Seinfeld (1954–), star and co-creator of the nineties-defining sitcom Seinfeld, performed at the White House when Paul McCartney was given the Gershwin Prize for lifetime achievement. In his routine, Seinfeld suggested that the former Beatle’s lyrics have paralleled his life stages, including what Seinfeld deemed marriage songs such as “The Long and Winding Road,” “Fixing a Hole,” and even “Let It Be.”


It’s a beautiful thing, marriage. It’s two people, that’s it. Trying to stay together without saying the words “I hate you.” That is your goal. You never say those three words. You say other things. Things like, “Why is there never any Scotch tape in this house? Trying to tape something up down here!”


“Scotch” is “I.” “Tape” is “hate.” “House” is “you.” But. It’s an improvement.



CONFLICT





ELIZABETH SMITH SHAW


LETTER TO ABIGAIL ADAMS SMITH, 1786


Sister of Abigail Adams, Elizabeth Smith Shaw (1750–1815) had herself been married nine years when she offered this advice to her newly wed niece, Abigail “Nabby” Adams.


The woman who is really possessed of superior Qualities, or affects a Superiority over her Husband, betrays a pride which degrades herself, and places her in the most disadvantatious point of view. She who values domestick Happiness will carefully guard against, and avoid any little Contentions—the Beginnings of Evil—as she would a pestilential Disease, that would poison her sweetest comforts, and infect her every Joy. There is but one kind of Strife in the nuptial State that I can behold without horror, and that is who shall excell and who shall oblige the most.





“A LETTER OF ADVICE, FROM A FATHER TO HIS ONLY DAUGHTER, IMMEDIATELY AFTER HER MARRIAGE,” 1822


The following letter, never definitively dated but alternately attributed to the patriot Patrick Henry; to Bishop James Madison, president of the College of William & Mary; and simply to “a father,” was reprinted countless times (the version below was the earliest we could find). In 1834, the editors of the Southern Literary Messenger prefaced its own reprint by suggesting that the advice offered was admirable enough to warrant even an annual publication, urging all women—whether married or hoping to be—to heed it. Still, the editors added: “Let it not be understood, however, that we are believers in the doctrine, that the pleasures of the matrimonial voyage are wholly dependent upon the conduct of the lady. She is but the second in command, and still greater responsibilities rest upon him who stands at the helm and guides the frail bark of human happiness.”


The first maxim, which you should impress most deeply upon your mind, is never to attempt to control your husband by opposition, by displeasure, or any other mark of anger. A man of sense, of prudence, of warm feelings, cannot, and will not bear an opposition of any kind, which is attended with an angry look or expressions.—The current of his affections is suddenly stopped; his attachment is weakened; he begins to feel a mortification the most pungent; he is belittled even in his own eyes; and be assured, the wife who once excites those sentiments in the breast of her husband, will never regain the high ground which she might, and ought to have retained—When he marries her, if he be a good man, he expects from her smiles, not frowns; he expects to find in her one who is not to control him, not to take from him the freedom of acting as his own judgment shall direct; but one who will place such confidence in him, as to believe that his own prudence is his best guide. Little things which, in reality, are mere trifles in themselves often produce bickerings and even quarrels. Never permit them to be a subject of dispute. Yield them with pleasure, with a smile of affection. Be assured that one difference outweighs them all, a thousand or ten thousand times. A difference, in reality, with your husband, ought to be considered as the greatest calamity, as one that is to be most studiously guarded against; it is a demon, which must never be permitted to enter a habitation, where all should be peace, unimpaired confidence and heartfelt affection. Besides, what can a woman gain by her opposition, or her differences?—Nothing. But she loses everything; she loses her husband’s respect for her virtues; she loses his love, and with that, all prospects of future happiness.






THOMAS HILL



HILL’S MANUAL OF SOCIAL AND BUSINESS FORMS, 1879


Thomas Edie Hill (1832–1915) started out teaching penmanship, moved on to publishing Illinois’s weekly Aurora Herald, and, in 1873, put out the first edition of Hill’s Manual of Social and Business Forms. While subtitled “A Guide to Correct Writing” and offering diagrams of the proper way to hold a pen, the book also included tips on geography, cooking, poetry, and weddings. By 1879 (and as far forward as 1921), subsequent versions featured this marital advice, under the heading “Etiquette Between Husbands and Wives.”


Let the rebuke be preceded by a kiss.


Do not require a request to be repeated.


Never should both be angry at the same time.


Never neglect the other, for all the world beside.


Let each strive to always accommodate the other.


Let the angry word be answered only with a kiss.


Bestow your warmest sympathies in each other’s trials.


Make your criticism in the most loving manner possible.


Make no display of the sacrifices you make for each other.


Never make a remark calculated to bring ridicule upon the other.


Never deceive; confidence, once lost, can never be wholly regained.


Always use the most gentle and loving words when addressing each other.


Let each study what pleasure can be bestowed upon the other during the day.


Always leave home with a tender good-bye and loving words. They may be the last.


Consult and advise together in all that comes within the experience and sphere of each individuality.


Never reproach the other for an error which was done with a good motive and with the best judgment at the time.






OGDEN NASH


“A WORD TO HUSBANDS,” 1931


Ogden Nash (1902–1971) was not always this economical in his verse (see Wives, How to Keep), but was frequently this blunt.


To keep your marriage brimming,


With love in the loving cup,


Whenever you’re wrong, admit it;


Whenever you’re right, shut up.





OLD JOKE


A man and woman had been married for more than sixty years. They had shared everything. They had talked about everything. They had kept no secrets from each other except that the little old woman had a shoe box in the top of her closet that she had cautioned her husband never to open or ask her about.


For all of these years, he had never thought about the box, but one day the little old woman got very sick and the doctor said she would not recover.


In trying to sort out their affairs, the little old man took down the shoe box and took it to his wife’s bedside. She agreed that it was time that he should know what was in the box. When he opened it, he found two knitted dolls and a stack of money totaling $95,000.


He asked her about the contents.


“When we were to be married,” she said, “my grandmother told me the secret of a happy marriage was to never argue. She told me that if I ever got angry with you, I should just keep quiet and knit a doll.”


The little old man was so moved; he had to fight back tears. Only two precious dolls were in the box. She had only been angry with him two times in all those years of living and loving. He almost burst with happiness.


“Honey,” he said, “that explains the dolls, but what about all of this money? Where did it come from?”


“Oh,” she said, “that’s the money I made from selling the dolls.”





JAMES THURBER, 1932


The story goes that it was E. B. White who rescued a doodle drawn by James Thurber (1894–1961) of a seal on a rock. The seal was looking at two dots in the distance. The caption was “Hm, explorers.” The drawing—like so many others that White had submitted to The New Yorker’s cartoon department on Thurber’s behalf—was rejected, but eventually Thurber redrew the seal, turned the rock into a headboard when it didn’t look enough like a rock, and wrote the caption that made the cartoon so funny and so famous.
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“All right, have it your way—you heard a seal bark!”











A. P. HERBERT


“TWENTY-FIVE YEARS HAPPILY MARRIED,” 1940


Novelist, playwright, lyricist, and member of Parliament, Sir Alan Patrick Herbert (1890–1971) also introduced the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1937, which allowed divorces to be granted without proof of adultery. London’s News Chronicle printed this column on the occasion of his and his wife’s twenty-fifth anniversary.


The Herberts were married for fifty-seven years, until his death.


It is customary, I know, for the happy pair on such occasions to let it be understood that for twenty-five years “We have never had a cross word.” I am not going to be guilty of any such nonsense. We have had frightful rows. We are quite capable of having a frightful row tomorrow. But here we are!


Indeed, to me, the conception of two people living together for twenty-five years without having a cross word is absurd and suggests a lack of spirit only to be admired in the sheep. Where there is spirit there must be sparks.






EVELYN MILLIS DUVALL AND REUBEN HILL


“WAYS OF HANDLING CONFLICT,” 1945


Sociologists Evelyn Millis Duvall (1906–1998) and Reuben Hill (1912–1985) collaborated on a textbook called When You Marry that was used in home economics programs for at least a decade. This was a quiz to enlighten couples about destructive versus productive approaches to conflict. Difficult though it may be to believe that any one of these statements was considered “productive,” half were.


Ready for the answers? Destructive: 1, 3, 5, 8. Productive: 2, 4, 6, 7.


Which of the following excerpts suggest destructive and which productive quarreling?


1. “You aren’t fit to be a mother, leaving the baby all week with strangers.”


2. “Why didn’t someone tell me marriage would be like this, cooking and ironing and scrubbing all day?”


3. “You will never amount to anything and neither will we as long as we depend on you to support us, you loafer.”


4. “This is the last time I’m waiting for you for supper; after this you’ll get your own or come on time.”


5. “You aren’t the man I married. What did I ever see in you? Oh, I could just die.”


6. “You sit home all day reading or go out to some catty dame’s bridge club and leave the house like a pig pen.”


7. “Get a cookbook, sister, get a book and start studying. This is the last lousy meal I’m eating here, understand?”


8. “Darling, you must put on your rubbers. You aren’t so young as you were.”






CLIFFORD ADAMS



PREPARING FOR MARRIAGE, 1951


Clifford Adams (1902–1987) was a Penn State psychology professor and marriage counselor who predicted (correctly) that the U.S. divorce rate would reach roughly 50 percent by 1975. His advice (see also Grievances) focused to a large extent on the reasons for unhappy marriages (such as differing religions, women’s higher education, and Hollywood-fueled expectations), and he offered the following tips to help couples avoid conflict.


• Make sure you both get enough sleep, not just once in a while, but as a matter of routine.


• Get up early enough in the morning to insure a peaceful start on the day, including a leisurely breakfast and a margin for last-minute emergencies.


• Avoid racing with the clock, or forcing your mate to. Cut down on activities if need be—don’t schedule your days too full.


• If either blows his top about some minor incident when tired or irritable, chances are he’ll repent in a few minutes—if you keep still. But if you retort, you’re inviting a battle. Silence is never more golden than when a quarrel is brewing.


• When a problem arises, wait for a suitable time to discuss it with the mate.


• When either comes home from work or is tired and harassed, the other’s greeting should not include the day’s bad news.


• In discussing an issue, stick to impersonal facts and avoid personalities. Blaming the mate, no matter how justified, is worse than useless.


• Remember that it takes two to start a quarrel—but only one to stop it. The more hurt or resentful you feel, the less you have to gain by going on with the argument.





THORNTON WILDER



THE MATCHMAKER, 1954


By now probably best known as the source material for the 1964 musical Hello, Dolly!, The Matchmaker was one of the most popular works by the novelist and playwright Thornton Wilder (1897–1975). The widowed hat shop owner Irene Molloy is the woman Horace Vandergelder intends to marry—despite the fact that matchmaker Dolly Levi has other plans for him. Minnie Fay is Molloy’s younger assistant.


Wilder’s original version of The Matchmaker, called The Merchant of Yonkers, ran for less than two months in 1938. That incarnation was itself based on an 1842 Austrian play and an 1835 British one-act comedy.






	MINNIE:


	But Mr. Vandergelder’s not—







	MRS. MOLLOY:


	Speak up, Minnie, I can’t hear you.







	MINNIE:


	—I don’t think he’s attractive.







	MRS. MOLLOY:


	But what I think he is—and it’s very important—I think he’d make a good fighter.







	MINNIE:


	Mrs. Molloy!







	MRS. MOLLOY:


	Take my word for it, Minnie: The best of married life is the fights. The rest is merely so-so.







	MINNIE:


	(Fingers in ears) I won’t listen.







	MRS. MOLLOY:


	Now Peter Molloy—God rest him!—was a fine arguing man. I pity the woman whose husband slams the door and walks out of the house at the beginning of an argument. Peter Molloy would stand up and fight for hours on end. He’d even throw things, Minnie, and there’s no pleasure to equal that. When I felt tired I’d start a good blood-warming fight and it’d take ten years off my age; now Horace Vandergelder would put up a good fight; I know it. I’ve a mind to marry him.












THE HONEYMOONERS, 1955


The three-word refrain (“to the moon!”) was featured in many an episode of the legendary TV show starring Jackie Gleason and Audrey Meadows. There were alternates (“Bang, zoom!” and “Pow, right in the kisser!”), always greeted by Meadows’s perfectly deadpan face.






	RALPH:


	You’re goin’ to the moon, Alice. Right to the moon!







	ALICE:


	Yeah, and you’re just the blimp to take me.
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Audrey Meadows and Jackie Gleason











EDWARD ALBEE



WHO’S AFRAID OF VIRGINIA WOOLF?, 1962


Winner of the Tony and New York Drama Critics’ Circle awards for best play, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? was later immortalized in film with Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor playing the middle-aged, sulfurous, and alcoholic George and Martha. Edward Albee (1928–) created a portrait of modern marriage that was received as both shocking and admonitory, with one reviewer calling it an “incisive, inhuman drama.” The following passage, from the second act, finds the two characters alone onstage, blaming and taunting each other not for the benefit of the younger couple who have been drawn into a hellish visit, but rather because they seem to have no other choice.


Martha’s father is head of the college where George is an associate history professor. The ellipses are the author’s.






	MARTHA:


	. . . I sat there at Daddy’s party, and I watched you . . . I watched you sitting there, and I watched the younger men around you, the men who were going to go somewhere. And I sat there and I watched you, and you weren’t there! And it snapped! It finally snapped! And I’m going to howl it out, and I’m not going to give a damn what I do, and I’m going to make the damned biggest explosion you ever heard.







	GEORGE:


	(Very pointedly) You try it and I’ll beat you at your own game.







	MARTHA:


	(Hopefully) Is that a threat, George? Hunh?







	GEORGE:


	That’s a threat, Martha.







	MARTHA:


	(Fake-spits at him.) You’re going to get it, baby.







	GEORGE:


	Be careful, Martha . . . I’ll rip you to pieces.







	MARTHA:


	You aren’t man enough . . . you haven’t got the guts.







	GEORGE:


	Total war?







	MARTHA:


	Total.











GEORGE BACH AND PETER WYDEN



THE INTIMATE ENEMY, 1969


Clinical psychologist George Bach (1914–1986) is credited with originating the concept of “fair fighting” in the 1960s as part of his unconventional work at the Los Angeles group therapy institute that he founded. “People come to us to learn how to love,” Bach wrote of his institute, “and we teach them how to fight.” An advocate of greater sexual freedom, he nonetheless didn’t share the view of many sixties’ therapists that marriage was a failed institution not worth saving.


Coauthor Peter Wyden (1923–1998) was a prominent journalist and author.


The best way to get constructive results from intimate hostilities is to fight by appointment only. This may sound silly, but the more calmly and deliberately an aggressor can organize his thoughts before an engagement, the more likely it is that his arguments will be persuasive; that the fight will confine itself to one issue instead of ricocheting all over the intimate landscape; and that the opponent will feel compelled to come up with calm, constructive counterproposals. It’s like negotiating a labor dispute well before the deadline, not after the union has voted to strike.


Surprisingly few couples realize this. . . .


Far too many fights become needlessly aggravated because the complainant opens fire when his partner really is in an inappropriate frame of mind or is trying to dash off to work or trying to concentrate on some long-delayed chore that he has finally buckled down to. Indeed, there are times when failure to delay—or to advance—the timing of a fight can have cataclysmic consequences. . . .


Making an advance appointment for a fight is particularly useful because mutually favored fight times are rare. There are morning fighters and evening fighters; partners who prefer to fight at cocktail time or bedtime or dinnertime, or only with (or only without) the children or others present. . . .


People tend to place fights where they feel territorially at home. The wife may fight most comfortably in the kitchen, the husband from behind the big desk in his office-fortress, the young man in his brand-new car.


A boat is a superb place for an intimate encounter, especially if one of the partners is fight-phobic, because fighting goes best where the combatants are isolated and find it hard to get away from each other. . . . Once partners are better informed about the why, when, and where of fighting, they are ready to consider what to fight about.





JOAN DIDION



O, THE OPRAH MAGAZINE INTERVIEW, 2005


Author Joan Didion (1934–) was married for thirty-nine years to the author John Gregory Dunne. His sudden death in 2003 inspired her to write a brilliant meditation on time, love, and mourning: The Year of Magical Thinking, which was published in 2005.


Didion has written novels including Play It as It Lays and Democracy as well as collections of essays and columns on social, political, and psychological subjects. Dunne wrote nonfiction books including The Studio and novels including True Confessions. Together they collaborated on screenplays. The interviewer was Sara Davidson.






	DAVIDSON:


	As marriages go, I think you had a pretty great one. Do you feel that?







	DIDION:


	Yeah, I do. Finally it was, which is not to say we thought it was great at every given moment. Each of us was mad at the other half the time.







	DAVIDSON:


	Half?







	DIDION:


	Maybe a quarter. A tenth of the time. In the early years, you fight because you don’t understand each other. In later years, you fight because you do.











JAMES CARVILLE AND MARY MATALIN


CNN INTERVIEW, 2009


Democratic consultant James Carville (1944–) was known for his Cajun cockiness and his deft handling of Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential bid. Mary Matalin (1953–), a longtime Republican adviser, was his adversary on the campaign of incumbent George H. W. Bush. Separately, each was a political force to be reckoned with. Once they married (the year after the election), they were a walking (and frequently talking) example that ideological conflict need not be an obstacle to marital harmony.


Carville and Matalin have been frequent television and radio presences; both also teach and lecture. Carville consults on international campaigns. Matalin edits a Simon & Schuster imprint. The interviewer was John King.






	KING:


	We asked people to text in a question for James and Mary. And here’s what we got from Indiana: “Love you both. Can you show both houses of Congress your secret for compromise?”







	MATALIN:


	Well, we’re not a democracy. We’re an enlightened MOM-archy. That’s what we are.







	CARVILLE:


	As long as one person is not arguing, there’s nothing to argue about. I don’t have a position on anything domestically. So I just say yes, and then go on and do it. I mean it. I would say the three ingredients to a successful marriage [are] surrender, capitulation, and retreat. If you’ve got those three things—







	MATALIN:


	Spoken like a true liberal. What a martyr. Faith, family, and good wine. That’s how we do it.











PHIL MCGRAW


“MARRIAGE MELTDOWN,” DR. PHIL, 2011


Starting in the late 1990s, when Oprah Winfrey introduced him as a regular guest on her talk show, Phil McGraw (1950–), a.k.a. Dr. Phil, dispensed relationship advice to TV audiences with a homey and straightforward, if occasionally scolding, air. The daytime Dr. Phil show, which began in 2002, proved extraordinarily popular in its own right as McGraw took on parents and children, siblings, in-laws, and of course husbands and wives. With episodes like the three-part “Marriage Meltdown,” Dr. Phil joined a pop-culture tradition of finding, airing, and sometimes provoking marital blame.


MTV’s The Blame Game (“Where broken-up couples go on trial to find out whose fault it really was”) began in 1998 and ran for four seasons. The syndicated Divorce Court began in 1957 and has run, albeit in different incarnations, ever since.






	ANNOUNCER:


	Who’s to blame? Do you feel like your marriage is hanging on by a thread? Do you feel like divorce is your only option? Watch three couples go through an intensive relationship overhaul, as Dr. Phil challenges their commitment to each other and puts their marriage to the ultimate test!







	DR. PHIL:


	(To the three couples) There are topics, and then there are issues. A husband can come home, kick the door open, say, “Why is the damn tricycle in the driveway again?” That’s a topic. What’s the issue that makes that so sensitive? That’s what you’ve got to find out. Maybe it’s that they haven’t had any sex in two months, and he’s frustrated about being rejected or hurt. I don’t know. But I want to deal with issues. I don’t care who said what to who at mother’s front door two summers ago on the Fourth of July. If I look like I care, then let me get a different look on my face, because I don’t. My goal is to give you guys an opportunity here where you can try to find a way to give yourself a chance to live in harmony.
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