ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDRf SLOB

I D O? What can you commit to in marriage, asks SUSAN PIVER, when you're not sure the happiness, sex, or love

is going to last forever—or even from one day to the next?

THIS PAST SUMMER, | went to ameditation center to practice
for several weekstogether with my community. At dinner on the
bra evening, | sruck up a conversation with the guy stting next

to me. Helooked to bein hisearly Sxtiesand | found out hewas
alongtime student of Buddhism. We told each other a bit about

oursalves, including what we did for work, whether wewere mar-

ried, had a family, etc. He was wondering about moving in with

his new girlfriendNl much younger than he, more enthusiastic
about living together than heN hoping, hefeared, for what weall

eventualy discover isimpossbleN to stabilize a relationship. He
was also concerned about giving up his solitude and redlly didn®
know how long he would want therelationship to continue. Giv-

en al this, should they live together, could thiswork?he asked.

| wastotally ready with Q have no ideaQwhen avoice popped
into my heal and said,dDf courseit canwork. As long asyou
don® expect it to make you happyOSo | reported thesewords
and we had a moment. We were kind of embarrassedN yes,
Buddhigts are supposel to know that craving creaessuffering,
but | guessvestill secretly hoped thatarelationshipcould make
us hapy, if only we ould ¢t the cicumstanes pst right.

My new pal and | talked about this, about how relationshipscan
blind usto thedharmaquicker than anything. Aswe said goodbye
and | watched him walk away, | wanted to call out, Don®beafraid
to tell yoursdlf the truth about relationshipsOAnd then | won-
dered, well, what is the truth, exactly? Do | redlly believe they@e
not supposed to make you happy?And when welong for alagting
relationship (asmog peoplel know do), what happensto the sec-
ond nobletruth?Why do weforget that craving creates suffering?

When my husbandand | brst statted to talk about getting
married, we covered lots of topics:who would marry us,who
to invite, what to wear whether or not we would be abe to

&
-

convince our favorite Cajun bandto lean (Hava NaglaO(We
were.Shout out to Seve Riley and theviamouPlayboys.)

Then the mostimportant queston cameup: what would we
sg to each other to mark this commitment?What were our in-
tentions and wvhich words expressd tham best?

We spent time realing various liturgies,Buddhistand other-
wise,and talking about what we liked and disliked about other
people@weddings.As we real the wordsthat other coupleshad
spoken to each other, | becameincreasindy uncomfortable.Most
of them ended with @ doQl doEw hat?

Marriage is a commitment to shae love, have se, and try
to stay together with this one persm, right? Well maybe, but
I couldn® promiseto do thesethings.| knew | couldn®sg, O
doOto loveNfedings change, and keep changng. | alsoknew
| couldn® say yesto wanting to have sex with him for the rest
of my lifeNdesie is unpredictable. And askhim to commit to
me?Which me?!l couldn® commit to remaining the sameme.
So if you cardsay yesto love,se, or remainingthe one each fell
in love with, what are you ageeing to when you commit to a
relationship?

It@just now, eight yeass later, that @ Pndingout what, ap-
parently, | said s o.

| said yesto the unfolding, impenetrable arc of uncertainty. |
guess| thought that Pndinglovewasan endpoint, that somekind
of search wasover and | would Pnd home. Wewould leap over the
threshold together into whatever weimagined our ideal cottageto
be. But redlly we stepped through a crazy looking glass. No mat-
ter how hard wetried, how madly in love we were, or how skill-
fully weplanned our lifetogether, therewas complete uncertainty
about what the connection would fed likefrom day to day. | could
giveall thelovel had (with great joy) and get back ablank stare.
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| could wake up asmy crankiest, most sul-
len and narcissstic If, roll over, and greet
the face of unconditiona acceptance. Or
not. It® like the weather: you can try to
read the sgnsand guess about atmospher-
ic conditions, but redlly there®no telling.

Asfarasl cansee therdationshipnever
stalilizes ever. In which caseyou carDac-
tualy promiseeah other anything. This
is how it works.| have no ideawhy. But
like when 1@ listening to a meteorolo-
gist explain why it@going to rain, | think,
QWho careswhy?I@ justtrying to bgue
out what oubt to wear bdayO

It seemsthat | committed to alifetime
of ddlight and salnessjnseparable from
eah other. BEvery time | look into my dear
oneBeyesandfed how deeply we@e con-
nected, the moment disappears before |
canactualy hold itNand | have to waich
that happen. 1t® excruciating. 1t® much
easieto do this with your thoughtswhen
you®e meditating than with the feding
you get from his breathon your shoulder
asyou fall aslep. But now | get that| have
to repeatthis until the end of my life,and
that sanehow this is loe® oad.

I wish | had known that when you
live with sameone for a long time, there
is continuous, mind-blowing irritation.
(Okay, | did know this, but | forgot.)
Often the irritation ariseswhen you try
to replace your actual partner with a pro-
jection, becausethey always bgue out a
way to tell you how unlikeyour projection
they realy are.Onceyou pick yourséf up,
that givesyou yet anothe opportunity to
choose between who this persan is and
who you sat of hoped he was.No mat-
ter how many timesl prompt my husband
with the correct linesfor hisrole,hedoes
not get into character. This irritatesme.
We haveto throw away the sciipt andjust
begin to improvise. You®@e playing you
andl@ plajing me.Ga

I didn®really understand that love does
not arise, abide, or dissolve in connection
with any particular feding. It has amogt
nothing to do with feding. (Nor does it
seem to beagesture, acommitment to stay,
becoming best friends, or anything ese |
might have thought.) Love has become a
container in which we live. Through time,

riding myserious waves of passion, ag-
gresson, and ignorance (and boredom),
I think we began to live within love itsdf.
At leagt | did. Each time | have opened up,
extended mysdlf, accepted what was being
offered to me, sepped beyond my comfort
zone to embrace him, the gructure has
been reinforced. | no longer have any idea
if | love my husband or not. | can®imag-
ine what the fedings | have for him could
be called. |®e even given up trying to love
him. Our relationship iswhat givesuslove,
not the other way around. Thisishow it is.
And pnally we@e saying @ doOto good-
bye. This bond will end. Hello can only
mean goodbye, one way or another. Some
relationships are just migakes Or people
grow and change. Relationships crater and
nobody knowswhy. And if al dsefails, we
will certainly part a death. Saul Bellow
oncecalled thisacknowledgment Qheblack
backing on the mirror that allowsusto see
anything a alOand isn®that just the key
to the whole thing? The desper our con-
nection becomes, themorel know theresdl-
ity of itsending and the more passionately
|@ ableto fed histouch. | know this even
when | hate him (and he can redlly be an
assholeN 1@ not kidding) and when | love
him so much that | plead for the opportu-
nity to bemarried for al our lifetimes
Each time my love expandsby a mol-
ecule,it grows a moleculeof sarow. The
more| love,the edgier it all feds,andthe
more courage is required. Where you get
this couraee, | realy don® know. Sur-
prisingy, it just seemsto be there.And if
you@e looking for a crucible in which to
heatcompassia, thisisarealy good one.
Someoneoncetold methatcompassia is
the ahility to hold love and pain together
in the samemoment. So at leastwe@e
leaming samething, which is what | tell
myséf. It sat of hdps,but not realy.
Here@something lse | Qe learned about
a reationship: Okay, s it® not what you
think it@goingto be, thefedingsare always
changing, and you@e going to have to say
goodbye someday. But when you bnd your
true love, there is something ingde that
dmply and inexplicably says hello to him.
Yes to him. Of course to him. Certainly.
Obvioudy it@you. Thereisno choice | do. g



