Chapter 2

We had to do it.  It had to be done for it was part of the ritual of life and marriage.  It seemed to me that everything was all set.  The spontaneity was kept to a minimum.  True, the proposal was spontaneous.  That was why I was nervous proposing.  But everything else flowed smoothly up to that time when I lifted her veil and kissed her.  I was expecting something unexpected, but nothing really happened.  The reception followed without a hitch.  There were people taking care of us:  the wedding planner, the florist, the church, the photographer, and the hotel and reception personnel.  Whatever hitch that could possibly have happened did not happen.  I suppose that I am lucky this way.  I had heard horror stories of other weddings, but the horror turned out to be more comedic.  I see these “disasters” more real and true to life.  The staging of our marriage was not real, but for the security of everyone concerned, having no disaster was far better than having one, even if it was only the slightest misstep.  So I had to abide by the sanity of everyone else.  Forget the small "fu-fuss".  Maybe, many years from now, when Lucilla and I tell stories to each other about our marriage, she would not be punishing me for any misstep I had made, real or imagined.  And that is when I with appreciate the sanity, for there are no mental tortures like those by a wife for a messed-up marriage.  At that time, I shall truly feel no remorse for a well-rehearsed, well-staged marriage.

I shall say that our wedding was classic storybook.  There was the rice being tossed up in the air as we exited the church and the clanging cans tied behind the car.  During the reception, there was cake-eating, doves being released and the ritual first dance of Lucilla with her father and subsequently me.  After which, when everyone was assured that they indeed partook in the new union, we headed to the airport and flew to Paris.  No, no, not Paris, Texas; that would be plain and unscripted.  It might shock our families and friends.  Rather, we flew to Paris, France, the city of love and high life.  I snicker that such an agenda is high drama, worthy of gossip by everyone who knew us.  I don’t know if the stories generated by our decision to fly to Paris, France were worth it, rather than surprising them by having our honeymoon in Paris, Texas.  Imagine all the faces in the crowd reacting to the news that we opted to go to Texas rather than France.  That would give me, if not Lucilla, an impish time of our lives.  That would be a story!  But our history affirms the fact that we opted for France and not Texas.

From Charles De Gaulle, our taxi took us to The Crillon, an elegant but pretentious hotel in the heart of the city.  I would be satisfied just staying in a two-star hotel.  But Lucilla insisted on a perfect honeymoon that would compliment a perfect marriage.  The Crillon was perfect!  It would be one of the stories she could confidently tell her friends with pictures to show.  I could just imagine how Lucilla would pull out the album whenever we would have guest and show them how perfect our wedding was, while I sat idly imagining simpler times, when walking around Lake Merritt in Oakland was far more romantic, if not as romantic as walking by the Seine.  I could not convince Lucilla of the idea, but I’m sure that for my peace of mind, I should yield to Lucilla’s wishes.  For an old man, peace of mind is the utmost.

Bliss!  I woke that morning with Lucilla beside me, my arms wrapped around her while she snuggled inside me as if I were her blanket.  The warmth of her skin was like a small fire aglow; for she was a hearth unmarried men yearn for.  Her snore was a silent purr, her luxuriant hair silken.  It was as if I died and heaven met me halfway.  I wondered many times why I hadn’t married sooner.  It might have been a conscious choice.  But if it was, I realized that the simplest experience like now is heaven described.

I kissed her head, then her neck, gently snuggling my nose towards the back of her ear, whispering to her how much I loved her and that I was the happiest man alive.  I know she did not hear my declarations of devotion, but I also knew that her unconscious must have picked up what I said and deposited my every word in a repository of amorous expression somewhere in her brain.  She stirred but ever so slightly, only while I counted each strand of hair tumbling onto the soft and silken bed.

I decided to open the shade and look out the huge windows, out towards the Place de la Concorde.  It was indeed glorious; a story to tell that could make anyone envious and jealous.  That was Lucilla’s intent, not mine.  But it was indeed wonderful to be in this city of love with someone I love; watching the day slowly come alive, people in their smart costumes strutting towards wherever they were heading.

I glanced Lucilla’s way to see if she had awakened so that I could tell her about my thoughts of Paris.  But she was still lulling in her dreams.  Perhaps while she slept, she did not know if being here in Paris was a dream or a reality.  But her senses had not yet savored what was real as I already had.  I went back to take in the sights, and all I thought about was that impish thought of living here, even briefly my life with Lucilla in Paris.

We would walk down Champs Elysee hand-in-hand, and then slip into one of the small bistros, to watch the citizens and tourist trot up and down this elegant avenue.  We would complain about the blaring horns but would be bemused with arguing drivers getting out of their cars and going at it the “Latin” way.  I would hear Lucilla gasp at one man throwing a punch at the other man’s face, then sigh when the police halt the fight.  Laughter would ensue between us, delighted by the opera, and we would go back to sipping wine and slicing the tenderest slab of steak lying on our plate.

When the day ended after an idle day outside on the street, we would retire to one of those fashionable apartments on the fourteenth arrondisement and dream of our past lives in Oakland.  There was no tragedy in leaving Oakland, for our respite would be short.  We would go back to our old haunts and wallow in the life we lived before we met each other.  We would talk about Oakland as if we left it and decided to stay in Paris for the rest of our lives, knowing that Paris was the one we would eventually leave.

When I awakened from my small stupor, I found Lucilla’s lips on my neck and ears as she wrapped her arms around me.  She, too, watched Place de la Concorde, thinking the very thoughts I had, just moments ago.  She took that small space beside me on the love seat, arms resting on my shoulders, half naked with a thin sheer shawl draping her ineffectively; and there, she would shift her attention between me and the plaza.

When Lucilla tired of that, she rose and with exuberant energy she danced with herself, excited about being in Paris and thinking that we should start early and explore its nook and crannies.  Looking at me, she was coy with her feelings, wanting and yet not wanting to go out.  But I knew that she wanted to go.  It was Paris, after all, the most perfect interlude between honeymoon and living life as husband and wife.  She went ahead, fixing herself up while I slovenly went back to bed and just watch her.  Who wouldn’t fix up when all of Paris does, be it punkish or stylish?  There is style and Lucilla has it.  I certainly do not want to match it.  I’m just some sort of laid-back boy accepting anything that comes my way.  Sometimes, I wonder why Lucilla chose me.  I suppose, I am the last man on earth. She is the last woman waiting at the docks on that voyage of marriage, while I would have missed that boat if not for that last woman.

We would learn many things about ourselves on that honeymoon.  We adapted to the ways Parisians see life, of course.  One that Lucilla picked up was having as much time as possible to sit at a café table and watch the day pass by, making comments about interesting people she saw on the streets.  It made fodder for our conversations and I was immensely entertained, not by the people she described but by her, my wife.  She performed a small comedic opera, much as the street people did.  Then, when she fell silent and pensive, she would pull a leather-bound book from her big bag and write something.  I would try to spy as to what she wrote about, but she would immediately pull it away from me and chastise me for being intrusive.  We don’t fight.  Easily, I would win her over by snuggling my snout between her ears and neck, and she would giggle like a little girl, feeling guilty that she had prohibited me from looking into her journal because we are husband and wife.  After all, there should be no secrets between us.  Lucilla would show me her journal, eventually, but I would not read the entries.  I would feign interest, but I really don’t care about keeping track of a day, writing about faceless people I care to make fun of.  That is, if Lucilla really wrote such a thing.  Indeed, I would spend time just looking at the pages, turn some and return the little black book to Lucilla.  She would ask if it was good and I would concur.  She just did not want to offend me; that’s all.  And, I also did not want to offend her.  Maybe things might change later, but I prayed that the memories of this honeymoon, especially the vignettes of our first few days together, would last forever.

One good episode, at least for women in general, is creating drama.  Lucilla is not immune to this generalization.  As much as I hate it, she will create something we must fight over, something inconsequential, something that I know where it leads to and hence, I don’t want to indulge in, and yet I am forced to participate.

Drunk with that good feeling of getting practically her way in this marriage and supposedly satisfied by having gotten what she wants, one more win will top it off.  So she asked me about the possibility of not having children.  I retorted, knowing what happens next, that discussing this issue will not yield anything constructive.  The discussion is in the province of supposition.  Reality will certainly deal us the true card and only then can we decide whatever step we should take.  But she insisted that I participate in this exercise, lest she get mad and threaten consequences I had only heard about, before I got married.

We did eventually discuss her issues, because either way, I lose.  If I don’t play the game, she cries for having been a lackey to my wishes.  If I play, well, that becomes a more interesting choice than just treating her as my lackey.

So she asked once more that if we could not produce a baby, would I be happy not having one at all.  I measured her question, reading between the lines, ascertaining whatever her actual intent was.  There was seriousness in her eyes.  The tone of her voice was almost desperate for an answer; not just an answer, but one that would make her happy.  There I was, considering the true measure of her question and not wanting to hurt her just because I answered erroneously a very hypothetical question.  So I answered her question with a question:  what would she prefer?  But my question just frustrated her and soon, she was ready to cry.  Wanting to prevent her from crying because I know that making up, if she cries, make it more difficult to get her back to my side, I answered her and prayed to my lord that I would be spared the consequences of it.  I did not want Lucilla to be sad, or god forbid, mad at me.  I took a stab at answering her hypothetical question.  I said that not having children, although making me sad, would be acceptable.  I married Lucilla not solely to have children but because I truly loved her, after all.  She was glad.  But she consequently asked a second question.  She now assumed that I might not want kids of our own.  But if we did not have children, would I be willing to adopt?  I answered, lackadaisically, that adopting would be alright.

It was at this point that she chastised me.  She began by pointing out that although I did not want any children, just to spite her, I would adopt one.  It is exactly the logic I feared.  I watched her sink into a diatribe about how despicably I think and wondered aloud how she had fallen in love with a man like me.  I was definitely bemused.  Sometimes I just like to kick myself for playing this game when I know that I will lose anyways.

I did not say a word, but merely watched her, the love of my life get angry at me.  Her tears flowed like a slow moving river down her cheeks, because in her mind I truly meant what I said, and my sole intent was to hurt her feelings.  Bemused and beaten at the same time; that’s where I was.  Angry?  No, definitely not.  I continued keeping what I liked to myself, because I knew that if I defended myself, I would have drawn myself into her web and would be fodder for more of her diatribe.

Instead of falling prey the second time around, I used a different tack; one that took the position of care and love.  I took hold of her hands, which she initially did not want to relinquish to me, and gently played with each strand of muscle, each finger, the bulbous soft padding of her palm.  And with each stroke I made, I slowly pulled her nearer me so that I could whisper to her, whisper anything that might ameliorate her angry heart, and it did.  I said that I loved her.  I softly uttered that I cared for her so that whatever she commanded I would follow, for I loved her.  She came closer, ready to hear anything I had to say.  Her stiff hands softened, allowing me to take command of them so that I could do anything to them and she would not protest.  I begged her to tell me what she wanted to hear and I would say it with conviction, for it did not matter if I was right or wrong and consequently lose her.  I cannot win for losing.  Sometimes, in the annals of love, losing accomplishes a win.  True love will not keep score.  I brushed her hair gently, watching her watch me, and then we kissed.

I do not know who actually won for I do not care.  In this long road together, taking Lucilla into my life means submitting to the punishments and rewards this relationship demands.  I am ready to endure and enjoy them.

Our days in Paris were numbered.  Surely, Lucilla and I would find living life eternally in a honeymoon state preferable to anything else.  But the reality of going back to Oakland and to hash out how we would live, being husband and wife, faced us.  Being in love as lovers is very different than as husband and wife.  Being in Paris in a state of almost constant bliss is definitely different from a life to be lived when work and keeping a household is the essence of a married life.

I don’t know if I can say that I was a little apprehensive going forward as a married man.  I was just anxious because I did not know what to expect.  After all, I had lived comfortably as a single man for a long time.  I valued going somewhere when and where I wanted to.  From what I had heard, it became more difficult retrieving that freedom with a wife watching me.  I assume that my ways of keeping things will be very different.  Lucilla will have command of the household.  I am a mere lackey, now, ironically.

I told Lucilla that on occasions, I must have time for myself and some private space, perhaps cordoning off a section of the house just for me.  She looked at me as if I was joking, then she walked away.  I did not run after her, re-declaring my wishes like it was an ultimatum. I stayed put, slumping on the leather couch in our room as she packed the luggage for home.  I eventually rose from my seat, laid on the bed, and there I eventually dozed off to another place and time.

When I awoke, Lucilla was by my side, tracing every contour of my face with her eyes.  She was smiling, the most beautiful woman that I had seen, and I smiled back at her, not saying one word for I really was not sure yet if I was still dreaming or if truly was there beside me.  She eventually said that she fell asleep as well, but she awoke hearing me call out to her.  When she realized that I was dreaming, she did not dare wake me.  She remained motionless, imagining whatever I perhaps was dreaming.  I told her that I did not know.  This entire part of my life seemed like a dream, indeed, with her in the middle of it all.

That night we ate grandly.  It was to be our last night in Paris and certainly, I wanted it to be memorable.  All the rest could fade into hazy memory, or she could keep the vignettes of our days in Paris in the basket of her heart.  But I wanted to remember this last night for the rest of our lives, for after tonight the true life for me and my wife would begin.

I romanced her during the course of our meal, in between sips of red Bordeaux.  If I had regrets marrying Lucilla, they should be clear by now.  But I did not have any.  I was the luckiest man, an old cliché, but I honestly felt this way.  In the port of marriage, I was the last man the boat waited for.  Lucilla was the woman who made it all possible.

Children, family parties, terms of endearment would surely come, but later: later, indeed.  For now, it was just Lucilla and I in a dark lit room, soft music to assuage our souls, food to pad our palates with the best life could offers.  In the midst of it all, I proposed again and she said yes.  I kissed her again and she obliged. Then I cried like a man would, for any man would cry like me if he was truly in love and everything looked and felt just like a fairy tale.

The day after we arrived in Oakland the humdrum of how life is lived started in earnest.  She prepared breakfast while I helped set up the table.  We did not talk at all, exhausted from a long flight and immediately diving back into what we temporarily left.  Our luggages were strewn open and scattered in the living room.  The bed was unmade and the noise of the main street exploded like a screaming banshee, jarring our senses with withdrawal.  I picked up my dishes and deposited them in the sink, went back to our bedroom and picked up my valise.  I kissed her goodbye and nonchalantly said that I’d be home for dinner. She flashed a smile then watched me walk out the door.  There was no romance or drama.  She went about picking up the rest after me.

Lucilla worked, too, but she started back the day after.  She, along with her family, owned their business so there was more flexibility when it came to going back to work.  She decided to adjust to being a wife before work intruded, finding its way into her life, our life.  I wondered myself if being in her place was a preferable position.  After all, though I had attained a position of security in my firm, I still considered myself a humble grunt.  So there, as I waited for the elevator, I wondered plainly about who had the better life.  Marriage changes everything.  We are a family now, or at least that is what I like to think.  The fortunes of my in-laws cannot dictate who she is.  It is she and I who define this union.

I work just downtown.  There is no need to bring the car.  It is a mere mile and a half to my office.  If I prefer, I can hop on a bus and in a short ten minutes, I am right there, in front of a thirty story tower, sparkling and gleaming in the morning sky, blue as any blue can be: cloudless, brilliant and crisp.  When I entered my floor there it was, a big banner congratulating me.  Every few feet, someone would pat me on the back or chat a minute to inquire about my marriage or honeymoon.  As I expected, they gleamed with interest, especially at the part about going to Paris for my honeymoon.  Everyone just sighed, and as they exhaled they utter Paris under their breath, as if I had gone to heaven and lived to tell about it.  I have to concede that Lucilla was right.  Paris impresses even though it is just another city.  It could have been Oakland or San Jose.  But these cities will not do.  Paris demands a special place in their heart, the same reasons captivating my heart and thoughts of Lucilla.

Perhaps I may just be plainly naïve.  I do not care about Paris just as living in Oakland is just a place that happens to be the place I live and that I am comfortable being part of.  I merely wanted to go back to the old ways I conducted myself except that now, I was a married man.  To my colleagues, Oakland is ordinary.  Paris is special.  But I like ordinary.  I prefer laid-back to than living amongst people I find pretentious at their worst and highly ritualized in the way they conduct business.  As I sat at my desk, I sighed just as they did, but not because I was as enthralled as they were.  Nonetheless I could not ignore the fact that because I married Lucilla, who comes from a “respectable” family, had a grand wedding and an exciting destination to boot, my colleagues and subordinates as well as everyone else put me on some psychological pedestal.  I had become better, just because and without much effort to gain and hold their respect.

Lucilla called me just an hour after noon, wanting to know how my day was going.  Not used to this attention, I perhaps rushed my conversation with her, because conversing in the early afternoon about our relationship rather than about my work seem out of place, almost weird.  I talked with her but it was not a long conversation.  I told her how much there work was, catching up and all, and that I would be telling her everything about it when I returned home.  Her voice softened to longing.  I just knew she wanted to know more but I felt that it was not the right time and place to do so.  I assured her again that we would talk, all was well and that I would see her very soon.

When I dropped the receiver, I suddenly wondered if this was a change that I should be getting used to.  I dropped my pen and swung around to look out the glass walls that face a growing city.  I chuckled to myself, not showing my bemusement at a new life I traded for something plain.

I walked home that evening, passing by a flower stand at the corner of Broadway and Fourteenth.  I did not want our romance to fade quickly.  I did not want to be the overworked husband who was so caught up with his job that rifts and marital strife tear the fabric of marriage.  At least this first day, Lucilla would remember that as my wife, the honeymoon was not over after the honeymoon.  And indeed, it is not over.  I kissed her like we were still lovers and gave her the flowers.  She embraced me tightly, not letting me go.  I know that she almost cried, but that was just my intuition, because after all this time, I knew that Lucilla liked this sort of stuff.

We talked at the dinner table for a long time.  I told her about the banner and how enthralled my officemates were about our honeymoon in Paris.  She laughed like a wicked witch, triumphant in her scheme.  And I laughed with her.  I could not resist being part of my wife’s happiness.  Yes, I was happy that she was happy.  We opened a bottle of the same Bordeaux we drank in that Parisian restaurant two nights earlier, and we sipped and savored each drop and talked some more.

Lucilla, too, was not lacking for those wanting stories about the wedding and the honeymoon.  Her friends called.  Her family called.  She probably was at the telephone the whole time telling them of the many vignettes of our trip and of course that one romantic night at that Paris restaurant.

As dinner wound down, thoughts of true romance drifted in.  I rose and gently pressed her soft shoulders then kissed her on her neck.  I whispered that we should leave everything on the table and should retire to bed soon.  I knew that she wanted to clear her kitchen first, but she acquiescence with no complain.  She rose and embraced me, resting her face on my chest, hearing each heartbeat.  I took her hands and led her to the bedroom, switching the lights off as we left each room.  And there, I undressed her as she undressed me and under the sheets we went, reliving those short nights in Paris, enjoying the company of each other, once as lovers and now as husband and wife.

It was only the next morning I realized that our home was tidy and clean.  No dish was left dirty, not even in the sink.  Our clothes had retired to their respective closets and drawers while our luggage had been stowed away, only to be seen once more when we decided to return to another place and time foreign to us.  I was sure Lucilla would be instrumental in deciding where we would end up next.  For now those suitcases were kept intact, in some closet I knew but had not noticed lately.  The flowers I gave her last night had been arranged beautifully in a crystal vase atop a circular table in the foyer.  There was nothing left for me to do but sit down at the table with plates, glasses and utensil nicely arranged.  

Subsequently, I knew that we had recovered from our trip, after all, and we began to talk at breakfast that morning, unlike the day before, when we seem to keep to ourselves.

We talked about the small things that occurred yesterday and in between last night until now, covering things we had not talked about as lovers or newly-weds: all the assumptions we had made and all the suppositions that caught our whimsy.  For the first time in my life, I was happy to be with someone and be talking about anything and still listening to each another.  It was not merely a conversation between acquaintances, for our conversation became deeper and more serious, not the shallow conversations about the weather or last night’s show.  We talked about past loves, luggage we drag along and opened up.  Of course we didn’t reveal much, for our union was quite new.   But surely, they were being discussed.  Then there was the future.  What were we going to do for the rest of our lives?  It was not the uncertainty of whether we would find true love, for we already did.  It was life after true love found that we search for.  After all, what was there for us in this marriage?

I did not know what to expect to be honest.  I thought that I should take each day at a time and not telescope where Lucilla and I would be in ten years, or when we truly came to being old and grey.  I was already in mid-life.  Twenty years from now, I would be a very, very old man; still capable of having sex, perhaps, but a true old man, indeed.  Flirting seemed to be out; there was no time.  I had to jump at every chance at it or I might die sooner than I expected and not taste that last kiss or that last heat and seat of love-making.  To think of twenty years is a far-off prospect; that is, no sense of thinking about it if I could easily die anytime soon, leaving Lucilla to herself and her new quest of finding another soul mate to marry.  Give me five years.  Perhaps, I could die then.  There would be no one saying that I never married.  I tasted the juices of love and by God, I shall die happy and contented.

Lucilla, well, she was different. She wanted children.  She wanted a bigger home.  Travel was always in the picture and parties and gaiety would be the norm of this family.  Five years from now, she would still be in love with me as we walked hand-in-hand around Lake Merrit, ogling at a passing baby cart and showing off our own baby.  She saw having a bunch of married friends with babies, her criteria, setting up a gathering at a nearby park, playing board games or coaxing our children to race in a three-legged footrace or jumping towards the line with a sack covering half their torsos. That would be hilarious.  There would be libations, red wines from vintages stored in the cellars of Napa Valley wineries.  We would taste and drink to friendships made and friendships maintained.

In our tenth year, after going abroad to see new sights, Lucilla and I would deposit our children with her parents and fly off to Paris once more to reminisce about that first year of marriage, when we were the happiest middle-aged couple in the world.  We would live once more in The Crillon and window shop along Faubourg St. Honore.  Pictures would be taken once more, intimating to our friends and family our experience and how wonderful our trip was.

She did mention that she wanted a Forever Diamond on our tenth anniversary, and wished that we could move to bigger quarters, this time in a well-to-do enclave like Montclair or Piedmont.  I gulped, stressing out because of her demands but she just laughed it off.  I chuckled and then I went and picked up my valise from our bedroom.  For the second day, I kissed her goodbye as any good husband would, then out the door I went, thinking: just thinking.

I just wondered how my life would be in the future.  I bowed my head and watched my steps down our small home as I walked towards the bus stop.  Yes, indeed, I wondered how my life would be with Lucilla.

