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For my Great Aunt Betty, who marriedmy Great Uncle Holman.

When they divorced, she kept me as her family.
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A Note BeforeWe Start
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THE BIG DAY is based on my blog, Becoming Mrs. Johnson. Getting married for the first time at forty-nine, I wanted to document what it was like for a middle-aged woman.

The Big Day comes from not only that blog but also my memory. Memories that are stored with my own perceptions and misinterpretations of things at the time. I may not be the person to tell you how accurate a moment is, but I will tell you how I experienced it.

Along with my memories, I consulted my grandfather’s autobiography, which is his own interpretation of the events in his life.

I’ve spent most of my life trying to figure out how relationships work. How families get together and stay together is still such a mystery to me. Through writing this story, I did my best to examine my part in each relationship mentioned—knowing I am the common denominator while hoping to become a better person along the way. I am only ever laughing at myself. Please, laugh along with me.





“Before you marry a person, you should first make them use a computer with slow internet to see who they really are.”

—Will Ferrell







The Agreement,aka the Vows




WE ARE GATHERED today in the presence of family and friends to share with Lisa and Big Johnson the most important moment in their lives, the choice to be united in marriage.

It has been said that marriage is that relationship in which the independence is equal, dependence mutual, and obligation reciprocal. Lisa and Big Johnson have chosen to bring together the best parts of their individuality, uniting their spirit, talent, and experience to create something better than either of them alone can offer.

By this ceremony you will become husband and wife, but the soul of your marriage depends on the constant renewal of the choices and promises out of love for one another you make today and every day.

Life together will sometimes be playful and effortless, sometimes frustrating and difficult. Each day your relationship will strengthen when you choose to continue to love and honor one another.

Love is something beyond the excitement of romance and being in love. It is a committed, thoughtful decision. Love is nurturing. Love is listening. Love is caring. Love is kind. Love lightens burdens because you divide them, and love intensifies joy because you share it.

It is often said that love makes the world go round. However, without a doubt, it is friendship that keeps our spinning existence on an even keel. True friendship provides so many of the essentials for a happy life—it is the foundation on which to build an enduring relationship, it is the mortar that bonds us together in harmony, and it is the calm, warm protection we sometimes need when the world outside seems cold and chaotic. True friendship nurtures our hopes, supports us in our disappointments, and encourages us to grow to our best potential.

Today, Lisa and Big Johnson pledge to each other not only their love but also strength, warmth, and, most importantly, the fun of true friendship.

The step you are about to take is the most important step into which two human beings can come. It is a union of two people founded upon mutual respect and affection.

It is the wish of everyone here today that your marriage brings you much happiness. Happiness in marriage doesn’t just happen, though. You must work on it. Remember to say “I love you,” to hold hands whenever you get the chance, and at no time to take the other for granted.









The Heat Is On
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IT WAS A record high in the Valley that day—116 degrees in the shade—when Big Johnson popped the question, “Did you get Judge Larson’s signature on the marriage certificate before he left?” Sweat streamed down the sides of my new husband’s face.

The tiny tiara placed high above my thick ponytail before I walked down the aisle now clung askew just above my right ear, the result of my new brother-in-law trampling on my cathedral-length veil. Using one arm, I straightened out my headwear while holding our ring bearer, Ron Howard, my seventeen-pound strawberry blond poodle-Pomeranian mutt, in my other arm. Ron Howard panted as I jostled him in his black-and-white tuxedo tie.

“Could you move a little closer to the bride?” the photographer directed my dad, who’d brought not one but both of his girlfriends to my long-awaited, much-anticipated nuptials.

In Dad’s defense, I invited them both.

“Sir, I need you to stand closer to the mother of the bride.”

Dad leaned into frame, doing his best to stand as far away from my mother as he could.

“Now, everyone, please scrunch in a little closer?”

Fifteen family members inched toward the middle like an overstuffed suitcase.

“Perfect! Now, on three.”

One of the two snaps on my dress’s halter popped from the extra poundage I’d put on in the last month. Six weeks earlier, in ballet class, I’d attempted a jeté, followed by an attitude turn into a layout, only to step out sideways on my right foot, fracturing a tiny bone and requiring a walking cast I’d only just taken off that morning, our wedding day.

And now, the sixpence hidden in my misty-blue glittered shoe that my friend Ann had given me to bring good fortune had wedged between two toes on my left foot, bringing on a blister.

“One . . . two . . .”

“I’m done!” Dad shouted as he stomped away, leaving his two girlfriends still smiling, ecstatic to be included in the family portraits.

“Ouch!” Mom screamed in my ear when my stepfather stepped on her toe.

“Perhaps we should give everyone a break,” the frustrated photographer suggested.

Family dispersed like cockroaches when the lights come on in the middle of the night. That left just the three of us: Big Johnson, Ron Howard, and me.

“I didn’t know the judge needed to sign the marriage certificate?” I said in ignorance. “I’ve never done this before. You’re the one with previous wedding experience.”

“Well, we aren’t married if the judge didn’t sign the license,” Big Johnson said, sighing.

“You mean this monumental event that all these people waited almost fifty years for and flew in from all over the world to witness didn’t happen?”

I couldn’t believe it. On the day I finally said “I do,” I found out I didn’t.






Now What?
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SIGNATURE? NO ONE said anything about a signature. No one said anything about a judge needing to sign the license. How would I know? Big Johnson’s been married not once but twice before. Oh, and he’s a lawyer. He knows lawyering things.

I whipped the cathedral-length veil off my shoulders and hugged Ron Howard for comfort. He tucked his head under my chin as if we were snuggling up.

Was this what I really wanted? Or had I just been given a sign by not getting the wedding license signed? Maybe it was the heat, the family time, the sixpence, but suddenly, I was questioning . . . was this really what I wanted?

Should I make a run for it?

Be a runaway bride?






Should I Stayor Should I Go?


I’D HAD FIVE marriage proposals before Big Johnson’s.

Truth is, I never saw myself doing fifty years with anyone, but since I was about to turn fifty, and I really liked Big Johnson, I thought I could do thirty-five with him. I came up with this number factoring for beyond the average lifespan of a typical American woman.

He really is a capable man if you can look beyond his failure to tell me about getting the signature on the marriage certificate. And my life is way more fun with him in it. It really is. Plus, I wanted to try out this whole partner thing. A long-term relationship was last seen in my early twenties, and I was so young then, that relationship ran on lust and my codependency. I didn’t have a clue what real partnership is about.

With a father thrice divorced and a mother living 3,700 miles away, my single-digit years were filled with confusion and judgment. In 1970, I was the only kid in my entire grade school with divorced parents. And a father with custody of two girls on his own back then, well, he was as rare as a pure blue diamond. Have you ever seen one? Exactly.

The stepfamily of my teenage years that followed came with abuse and neglect—so much anger from unfulfilled expectations, grief and sadness, loneliness and bewilderment. Commitment wasn’t in our genes. Other than that one relationship in college, nothing lasted longer than six months. Either they would run, or they would ask me to marry them and I would run.






There’s No PlaceLike Home
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SIX THIRTY.

Saturday night.

Labor Day weekend.

Sweat poured from my armpits, staining my cream satin halter dress all the way down to its rhinestone waistband.

We spent twenty-five thousand dollars on this wedding. But it was my first and hopefully only marriage, so I’d justified the expense.

I originally proposed City Hall for a quick ceremony. We lived in LA, so perhaps we’d spot a few celebrities between “I dos.” I felt too old to have a wedding, but Big Johnson insisted since I’d never been married before, and I wanted to learn the art of compromise. We agreed it would be a budgeted affair.

Big Johnson had just started his own law firm the year before, and whatever savings he had he’d put into building his palatial estate: three stories of dark brown wood and travertine floors. All decorated in nine shades of red, on a vineyard. And yes, a vineyard, in Los Angeles’s ever-famous San Fernando Valley. He’d planted 225 Silver Oak Cabernet replacement vines, all tiered with railroad ties, surrounding his humongous house. All the rest was dirt.

With fifteen thousand dollars spent on food and alcohol for seventy-five guests and another six thousand dollars for the rehearsal dinner, a photographer, and a DJ, that left us with four thousand dollars for suiting up Big Johnson and his daughters, Ron Howard’s bow tie, tables and chairs, flowers and decorations, and a wineglass remembrance for each guest.

This was far from a budget affair, but we justified it by having the wedding at Big Johnson’s vineyard. Even if that meant we needed to hire a valet to get everyone up there.

“Valley girl,” here I come.






What’s in a Name?


BIG JOHNSON IS a really, really big guy—six foot two, and hovering around three hundred pounds. He played football in high school, which is where he got his nickname.

He keeps asking me to change my name, but again, I’ve been Lisa Cheek my whole life. I’m not a young bride. I’m forty-nine years old.

What was it about changing my name?

Change is something I know.

I’m good at change.

I’ve changed schools, states, and countries. I’ve been a writer, a producer, an editor. I’ve changed my hair color, address, and job all in the same day. I’ve even changed what I eat for breakfast. Change is good, right?

“But don’t you want to be Mrs. Big Johnson?” he asked me one day.

No! No girl wants to have “Big” in front of her name.

But that got me thinking. Lisa Cheek Johnson really wasn’t so bad, at least not compared to Mrs. Big Johnson.






Not UntilYou’re Thirty


I WAS NEVER one of those girls who dreamed of her wedding day. I just didn’t get that girl gene.

In fact, the only thing my parents ever said to me about marriage was, “You can’t get married until you’re thirty.”

They’d usually follow it up with, “You can’t have a tattoo until you’re thirty either.”

Advice I had adhered to until now.

Still no ink on my body and now no ink on my marriage certificate.






My Parents


THE FIRST WEDDING I ever attended was my parents’.

Since I still occupied my mother’s womb at the time, it was dark and I was too young to have any memories of it. Neither one of my parents ever talked about the festivities, but I have seen a couple of photos.

It was the day after my father graduated from Navy Officer Candidate School. A late-afternoon ceremony at the Chapel by the Sea, a tiny church on the naval base overlooking the water, in Newport, Rhode Island.

Dad donned his navy dress whites. Mom wore a sapphire-blue shift dress that hit just below the knee. Her long ginger-red hair twisted like a pretzel in an updo, the way women wore it in the early ’60s, making her hair taller than their small wedding cake, which they cut with a long sword. I know this because I found the obligatory photo of them walking under the arch of swords, a naval tradition, symbolizing the military honors and protection for the new couple.

The next day my father received orders where he was stationed at the Alameda Naval Station in Alameda, California.

No honeymoon that I know of.

Seven months later, I was born in Oakland, California.

Eight years later, they divorced.






Dad’s Parents


MY DAD’S PARENTS, Grandma and Granddaddy Cheek, eloped.

In her late twenties, Grandma Cheek was way past her prime, having spent her twenties acquiring not only a master’s degree but a PhD from Duke University. Unheard of for a woman in her day.

During the Depression, schoolteachers weren’t allowed to marry. And at that time, Grandma taught in a one-room schoolhouse in the country in North Carolina. So, when they decided to wed, she and Granddaddy drove south of the border—to Dillon, South Carolina—where they could get a license and be married on the same day. They kept their marriage a secret for a whole year, until Grandma could afford to leave teaching for another job.

If they had a honeymoon, I never heard it mentioned.

Decades later, Grandma taught political science at Duke. Some might say she was a very loud and liberal Democrat. Granddaddy, a quiet, conservative Republican, supervised the post office in Chapel Hill.

Grandma was not only wicked smart but large in stature, five ten and built like a linebacker. Even in her blue floral dresses and low-heeled shoes, she was an imposing figure.

I lived with them for several months around the time of the Watergate scandal and witnessed a lot of yelling. They would have called it “a difference of opinion.” I’d made it my mission to complete the Nancy Drew series that summer, so I sat in the living room reading while Walter Cronkite reported on the latest Watergate findings and cover-ups. Grandma chanted, “Tricky Dick, Tricky Dick,” while she chased Granddaddy around the living room, down the hall, and into the kitchen, repeating, “He’s a crook. I told you he’s a crook!”

More than once, Granddaddy made a run for it out the kitchen side door to the backyard where he could smoke his cigar and “get some peace and quiet.”

Their different political affiliations built my stuffed animal collection. Grandma gave me a much-loved blue furry donkey with stars and stripes on his tummy, while Granddaddy spent his spare time on the lookout to expand my stuffed elephant family every chance he got.

Grandma and Granddaddy also spent time together at the beach, playing canasta with friends, and were married until Grandma died of Alzheimer’s at age eighty-one.

She lived in a nursing home for her last ten years, and Granddaddy visited her every single day until she died.

He did not miss a day.

Not one day.
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