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When I was 25, a palm reader decreed that I wouldn’t 
fall in love until I was 40. She grabbed my hands, 
fingered the stories stitched into my palms, and made 
her pronouncement from the window seat of a San 
Francisco café. “The lasting love of your life won’t 
arrive until you’re 40.”

Forty? My heart sank. “Are you sure?” I 
asked. Palm readers had been eerily accurate 
about my life before, but this prophecy felt 
like a punishment.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m getting a very 
strong reading on this.”

I walked away shaken. I didn’t 
want to wait for love. Five years into 
a great relationship, I thought I’d 
already found it. I’d met my boyfriend 
working at our college newspaper 
in Santa Cruz. I loved his wry 
humour and the way he’d narrow his 
brown eyes into a winking squint. 
I’d brought him home to meet my 
parents three weeks after we first 
kissed. One month later, we were 
nestled into the damp couch on  
my front porch when his face 
turned serious. He said he loved 
me. I loved him, too.

I followed him to San Francisco. 
We moved in together, cared about 
each other’s parents as our own, and wrote longing 
letters to one another when we were travelling alone.

At 25, I assumed that we’d always be in love, that 
he’d always cook me homemade ravioli and I’d always 
get him tickets to underground rock shows. The palm 
reader’s words haunted me that night. But as my 20s 
continued, I also needed more than our relationship 
offered. My boyfriend became a political reporter 
in D.C. and then in Sacramento, and I became a 
rock critic in Seattle. We left each other in separate 
cities often, with the promise that our situation was 
temporary. I got lonely without him and explored 

Po r t l a n d - b a s e d  w r i t e r  a n d  e d i t o r,  J e n n i f e r  M a e r z  

r e f l e c t s  o n  l o v e  p a s t ,  p r e s e n t  a n d  f u t u r e .

Because love let me be
temptation in the corners of the after-hours parties 
I inhabited with my punk friends. I drank enough 
to pretend that those illicit kisses evaporated from 
memory with the smog of cigarette smoke. 

After 11 years together, my boyfriend asked me 
to marry him as we stood under an umbrella in 
DUMBO. My heart leapt with excitement. But then 

I found myself twisting my engagement ring 
diamond side down when he wasn’t around. I 
loved him, but the flashy rock was an audacious 
symbol of adulthood I just couldn’t embrace.

And yet, when my fiancé announced 
one year after our engagement that 
he’d fallen out of love with me, I 
wanted nothing more than to patch 

the sinkhole between us. But, by 
then, it was too late. 

We saw a therapist who told us, 
after one session, that our relationship 
was over. My fiancé did the honours 

the day after Valentine’s Day. We were 
on a drive between our cities and he asked 

to be let out at the nearest train station. He 
wanted to go back home, alone. I didn’t 
talk to him again until a mutual friend’s 
funeral nine years later.

I didn’t want to be 32 and single. 
I didn’t want to figure out where to take 

my vacations or how to manage bills by 
myself. I went through rough patches. I missed my 
ex terribly. I’d cancel on friends because it felt better 
to watch episodes of America’s Next Top Model and 
cry my eyelids shut than to pretend I was enthusiastic 
about being a single lady on the dancefloor. On 
Valentine’s Day, I’d ache to become invisible until 
February 15. And when the latest in my series of 
three-month relationships had run its course, I 
stumbled out of yet another apartment, heartbroken. 

But over time, I began taking healthy risks and 
gained confidence. After working as a rock critic for 
a decade, I quit the music business. I hated drinking 
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too much and being around other drinkers all the 
time, and I realised a good night’s sleep grounded 
the anxieties that had been building in me for years. 
I let go of the glamour I’d associated with dating 
musicians, whose attention spans shrank the minute 
they returned to their tour buses. I also had fun. I 
had flings with men whose lives intrigued me. I lived 
out weekend fantasies with an air guitar champion 
from Los Angeles, a Danish rock star, an Australian 
concert promoter. And then I got sick of having 
sex with transient matches and started saying no to 
anything that didn’t feel right for the long term.

I got lasting intimacy from my friendships with 
women, friends who were also single and excited to 
drive down to Los Angeles for a psychedelic rock 
festival, my car loaded up with their mixtapes. 
These women would spend weekends with me 
floating down the Russian River, or evenings 
looking at the stars from a rented house in 
Stinson Beach. I’d never felt love like this 
with friends before.

I developed a unique bond with 
my sister when we started taking 
annual adventures together, trips 
I previously would’ve taken with 
a boyfriend. We ate piranha 
in Buenos Aires, slept in Gram 
Parsons’s Joshua Tree hotel room, 
and visited the hoarder home of an 
Elvis obsessive near Memphis. 

I realised I’d spent my teens and 20s 
trying to close the gap between myself and the 
boys I’d met. I’d hitch myself to what they were 
accomplishing and hope that, by proxy, I could earn 
accolades, too. I had a fire inside but no idea how to 
channel that burn on my own. I’d confused being 
aggressive about sex and love as being assertive in the 
world at large.

It wasn’t until there was no man by my side that 
I understood what I could do alone. I didn’t have to 
contort into a portrait of what my exes needed me 
to be. I could make spontaneous decisions about 
my career, my lifestyle, my travel plans. By age 38, 
I was focusing little energy on meeting a romantic 
partner. Of course, that’s when I met the guy the 
palm reader envisioned.

I was working as the editor-in-chief of a popular 
San Francisco publication and building a healthy 
meditation practice. I was happy enough being single, 
but when a friend mentioned a handsome friend who 
loved books and movies as much as I did, I agreed to 

let her set us up. From the minute he walked into the 
bar, we couldn’t stop talking. He told me he wrote 
fiction and made furniture and played hockey. He 
was omnivorous and encyclopedic in his knowledge 
about music. By last call, I couldn’t believe this blue-
eyed Midwestern guy with chiselled cheekbones was 
shutting down the bar with me.

We went on two dates and then I left for a ten-day 
silent meditation retreat. I spent my days with the 
Buddhists facing every fear I’d stored inside. On 
the tenth day, we were instructed to forgive our 
mental tormentors, and I released the heavy hurts 
I’d been hoarding for years. But I also felt seized by 
overwhelming love for the Midwesterner. We met 
up the night my retreat ended, and he’d written me 
a poem for every day we’d been apart. I couldn’t tell 
him I loved him fast enough – but I waited two more 
days until he said it first. Two years later, when I was 

40, we got married in Big Sur. He’d proposed 
to me at the top of the Fairmont Hotel – the 

same place, he knew, that my dad had 
proposed to my mom. Score one for 

the palm readers of the world. 
I have friends in their 30s who 

sometimes wonder if the partners 
they aren’t so sure about are the 
ones they’ll love for the long term. 

They’ll ask if what they feel is enough, 
knowing that by saying the question 

aloud, it’s probably not. But they don’t 
want to let go, for fear of travelling the world 

alone, for a clock that will strike them unlovable 
at a certain age. I feel their pain. I’d also been 

terrified that I wasn’t strong enough to be on my own.
But in the end, falling in my deepest love at 40 

years old has given me time to build my life based 
on who I am, instead of what I’m being forced to set 
aside. I understand that great uncertainty can foster 
great opportunity. And, for those lessons alone, I’m 
grateful that romantic love let me be until I was an  
age to really appreciate myself as much as I appreciate 
my partner.
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Adapted from A Glorious 
Freedom by Lisa Congdon 
(Chronicle Books, £14.99). 
The book features 
profiles, interviews, essays 
celebrating extraordinary 
lives who have found 
creative fulfillment.


