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Synopsis

 Wedding planner Adam
More has an epiphany: He has devoted all his life’s energy to
creating events that he and his partner Steven are forbidden by
federal law for having for themselves. So Adam decides to make a
change. Organizing a boycott of the wedding industry, Steven and
Adam call on gay organists, hairdressers, cater-waiters, priests,
and hairdressers everywhere to get out of the business and to stop
going to weddings, too. In this screwball, romantic comedy both the
movement they’ve begun and their relationship are put in jeopardy
when Steven’s brother proposes to Adam’s sister and they must
decide whether they’re attending or sending regrets.
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Author’s Note

The Marrying Kind was
written, and the story is set, in the year 2007. Since that time,
there have been several victories in the fight for marriage
equality, including the legalization of same-sex marriage in the
state of New York. But full equality for all LGBT Americans is
still a long way from being achieved. More than thirty states have
laws on their books banning the unions. And even in New York, and
in the other states that recognize same-sex marriage, the Defense
of Marriage Act (DOMA) makes those weddings illegal in the eyes of
the United States federal government.

 


Sadly, Steven and Adam, and all same-sex couples,
continue to be denied the 1,138 federal rights and responsibilities
of marriage that are afforded straight couples.

 


 


Ken O’Neill

October 3, 2011


Chapter One: My Name Is Steven Worth, but
I Am Not a WASP

On Monday, the first of September, 1980, Raggedy
Andy and I were tucked into my bed, spooning and sleeping. The
ever-smiling Andy was dressed in his classic attire: sailor’s cap
atop his flaming-red curls, red and white checkerboard shirt, and
blue khaki pants cropped at a very sporty capri-length. I was
coordinated in red, white, and blue flannel pajamas. Mine, however,
were standard trouser length. I was hatless.

Without warning, a sudden intrusion fell upon our
delicious slumber. Something warm and moist crept across my face. I
startled, gasped, smelled the familiar blend of coffee, olive oil,
oregano, and Jean Naté.

My mother, Onda, was waking me with kisses to my
cheeks and forehead.

“Honey, it’s five thirty in the morning. You
know what that means?”

What that meant was that it was time for me to get
up and join her in watching the last twelve hours of the Jerry
Lewis Labor Day Telethon. Being only six, I’d been allowed to sleep
during the evening hours of the show. My mother, however, had kept
vigil with Jerry, not missing a moment of the spectacle. Now,
raring to go, she wanted company.

“Steven, hurry!” Onda shouted as she tickled
me. For a woman who’d been awake for close to twenty-four hours, my
mother was surprisingly animated.

Then, in less time than it took me to rub the sleep
from my eyes, my mother’s energy abandoned her. I watched as she
shrank in front of me. Her chest caved, her shoulders slumped. She
bit her top lip and grimaced. With voice quavering, she spoke.
“Honey, I’m very sorry to have to be the one to tell you this:
She…she’s already performed. You missed Lola Falana.” She trailed
off at the end of Ms. Falana’s name in an effort to defuse the
sting.

Then Onda inhaled mournfully, clutched me to her
chest, and awaited the arrival of my disappointment. It never came.
Not surprising, really, as I had no idea who Lola Falana was.

“Cheer up!” she said, loosening her grip.
Somehow she mistook my look of bewilderment for one of bereavement.
My mother’s stature and voice were now fully restored. She was
ecstatic once again. “There are still a lot of good people left.
Charo’s up next!”

With that, my mother snatched Andy from my grip and
tossed him aside. He crashed against my hippity hop, which I was no
longer allowed to play with as a result of my mother’s recent dream
featuring me with my arm in a sling. Andy sailed across the room,
Wallenda style, finally coming to rest against my Easy-Bake Oven.
Throughout his perilous flight, Andy remained placid. Never once
did his smile waver.

With one quick tug, the covers were pulled from me.
My mother, in a never-to-be-repeated moment of abandon, left the
blankets in a heap, neglecting to make the bed. She whisked me into
her arms. Clenching me tightly, she rushed through the hallway.
When we passed my baby brother’s room, I peered in. His bed was
empty.

“Where’s Peter?” I asked, still distracted by
concerns for Andy’s welfare.

“Honey, remember? Maia and Papu are
babysitting. It’s just you and me! We’re having a special
mother-son weekend.” My mother picked up her pace as she raced down
the two flights of stairs to our finished basement. We arrived just
as Charo delivered her first Cuchi-Cuchi.

I tried to wiggle from my mother’s hold so I could
sprawl across the lush goldenrod and olive green shag carpet. But
Onda had a different idea. She placed me right beside her on the
sofa. And there I sat—except for a few brief timeouts for snacks
and the bathroom, all timed to coincide with the Love Network’s
station breaks—until Ed McMahon announced the fund-raiser’s final
tally.

At some point, late in the proceedings, I’d grown
restless and had begun fidgeting. My legs were starting to cramp
from the hours of immobility. I wanted to get off the couch.

My mother, in what would develop into an ongoing
routine, looked at me and sobbed. “Sit still, Steven. Do you know
how lucky I am? I’m so lucky. You could be one of Jerry’s kids.” Then
she paused. Her tearing eyes widened. “Oh. My. God.” She began
making the sign of the cross. “God. Forbid. What have I said?” She
spat in my face.

I wiped the spittle away and fidgeted once
again.

My mother’s tears vanished; she began giggling at
the men on screen. “Honey, you’re going to love this. Don’t move.
Please, sit. Watch the Smothers Brothers.”

I sat. I watched. I didn’t understand their
humor.

For a woman whose greatest fear was having a
crippled child, my mother really seemed to enjoy having me glued to
a chair.

 


*

 


This past Labor Day, that memory came rushing back
to me, from whatever lobe of the brain is responsible for
repressing childhood miseries, when my boyfriend Adam innocently
flipped on the telethon.

We had been together for six years, but in previous
years we’d always visited our friends Malcolm and Jack at their
Fire Island beach house over the holiday weekend. They refuse to
own a television, arguing that it’s a poison that destroys our
reason, imagination, and creative souls. Maybe. But my counter is
Desperate Housewives really is a hoot.

With Malcolm and Jack away on their honeymoon, Adam
and I found ourselves at home in our mid-century-modern, Upper West
Side two-bedroom, equipped with a flat screen and 249 channels.

I was in the kitchen making a tequila, lime, and
chili marinade for the pork tenderloin I was grilling that night,
when I heard Adam shouting.

“Honey, hurry. Come out here!”

I rushed into the living room still holding the
bottle of Cuervo and found Adam sitting on the couch, staring at
the TV.

“Honey, sit. It’s the telethon. Charo’s up
next.”

The bottle slipped from my grip and smashed against
the oak floor that we paid a fortune to have refinished last year.
“Please, God! No!” I cried at the sight of Jerry welcoming an
eerily unchanged Charo to the stage.

Melodramatic, even for me.

Adam dropped the TV remote and shook his head. “Am I
to assume from your response that, unlike the French, you do not
consider Mr. Lewis a comic genius?”

He helped clean up the mess, picking up shards of
glass that had sprayed across the room, as I shared with him some
of my past telethon experiences. Adam seemed especially keen to
hear me describe how my mother would join Jerry in performing
Rodgers and Hammerstein’s heart-wrenching “You’ll Never Walk
Alone.” My mother’s voice, a nuanced, earthy alto, would remain
strong when Jerry’s emotions got the best of him. Jerry, live from
the Sahara Hotel in Las Vegas, faltered and wept. But my mother,
live from the Finished Basement in Bridgeport, single-handedly
carried the number to its rousing conclusion.

By breakfast the next morning, my “Please, God! No!”
had become another in a long line of shared inside jokes. A
repeated response to any question either Adam or I asked.

“Want some oatmeal, sweetheart?” I asked as
Adam entered the kitchen.

“Please, God! No!” Followed by several minutes
of Adam’s infectious giggling.

Later I would realize that morning was the last time
I heard his laughter for a very long time. On that Tuesday after
Labor Day things started to change for Adam. A melancholy washed
over him that I didn’t understand.

During our breakfast of steel-cut oats with bananas,
dried cherries, and walnuts, I was still blissfully unaware of
Adam’s burgeoning discontent. He must not have been showing any
signs of the unhappiness he was feeling. Had he been, I feel
certain I would have seen them. Growing up around my mother’s
undulating moods, I’ve become a divining rod of despair. Sussing it
out before the first lip has quivered or Xanax prescription’s been
filled.

We ate. We managed to sneak in “Please, God! No!”
three or four more times. Adam gave the kids kisses on the tops of
their heads. I got one on the lips. He grabbed his portfolio and
was off to another busy workday as a wedding planner. He was
scheduled to meet with a couple that had decided on throwing a
barn-raising in lieu of a more traditional reception. Adam was
thrilled by the novelty of it and had planned a totally
over-the-top Amish-inspired event. Think Witness. Just add electricity and shrimp remoulade,
and remove Harrison Ford and those unflattering hats.

I cleared the dishes, cleaned up the kitchen, and
got ready for work.

As far as I could tell, everything was fine with
Adam.

And everything was fine with me. I’m sure of that
because I left our apartment that morning wearing a pair of Lucky
Brand Jeans. Obviously, I could not have been feeling too insecure
if I made the choice to pull on a pair of low-rise pants.

I stood on the sidewalk in front of our building.
The air, by Manhattan standards, was clear. The temperature was in
the upper eighties, but it wasn’t particularly humid. It felt and
smelled much more like July than September. Loving the heat, I
found this weather extremely pleasant for a second or two until
An Inconvenient Truth started rerunning
through my brain.

Panic began setting in as I recalled each and every
time I’d failed to recycle or turn off a light switch when I walked
out of a room. It was hot today because I alone was responsible for
destroying the ozone layer. For me, these sorts of thoughts are
typical.

And are generally followed by a wave of crippling
despair.

But, miraculously, gloom did not come crashing down
on me.

Uncharacteristically, I decided to remain focused on
the present. Today it was beautiful. The warm breeze, blowing east
from the Hudson, energized me. Its current sparked along my spine
and sent tingles deep into my limbs. It was a sort of full-body
excitement I’ve experienced only a few times before: the day I met
Adam, the blustery February morning we brought the kids home, and
the time I found myself standing first in line at the Prada sample
sale.

With spirits high, and humidity low, and not being
particularly eager to get to work, I decided to forgo the subway
and walk from our apartment on West End Ave. and Seventy-eighth to
the newsroom on Eleventh and Thirty-sixth. I tracked the journey by
landmarks I passed along the way. There was Lincoln Center,
Starbucks, Roosevelt Hospital, another Starbucks, the Amish Market,
two more Starbucks, and hundreds of little shops, cafés, delis, and
more Starbuckses, which lined the streets from the Upper West Side
down through Hell’s Kitchen.

When all signs of life, any vestige of anything that
could remotely be considered part of a neighborhood, disappeared, I
knew I had arrived. Such is the lot for those of us working in the
far west thirties. It’s a place so vacant no one’s ever bothered to
give it a name. A land beyond the borders of Chelsea; Hell’s
Kitchen will have no part of it. When I tell lifelong New Yorkers
where I work, they pause a moment, thinking, trying to conjure up
an association that refuses to come. Sometimes, in the process, a
forehead is scratched. Eventually they give up, an unspoken
huh? forms on their lips. Then they look
past me with muddled stares that seem to say I
don’t believe I’ve ever been there.

I scanned the façade of the tenement building
housing the newspaper where I work. It’s undistinguished. There are
no moldings or carvings; no gargoyles or griffins fly from the
side. There is only filthy brick, which once, long ago, was
presumably brown. Now it’s soot black, so dark and evenly stained
that it takes a moment for me to realize that a Goth decorator has
not recently painted the place.

Inside, through a front door that hasn’t locked
since the last time INS broke it down, I began my five-flight
climb. Floor one: Fine Time Apparel—Men, Floor two: Fine Time
Apparel—Women. These establishments would loosely be described as
fashion houses, and were, I guess,
Immigration’s destination when they came calling, unannounced,
through our front door. The third floor is the studio of a sculptor
named Thomas Brian James-Allen, whose works are made out of deer
fencing, papier-mâché, and his own sloughed-off skin. The fourth
floor is vacant and available for rent.

Previously, it housed a private investigator by the
name of Vic Spiegel. Alas, while in pursuit of a philandering
husband, the PI tracked said philanderer back to the Spiegel
household—whereupon Vic’s wife opened the door and greeted the
philanderer wrapped only in Saran. Mr. Spiegel took this as a sign
that it was time to change professions, and spouses, and is now
doing chakra rebalancing in Santa Fe. I heard this story from
Thomas Brian James-Allen, one afternoon while he was busy
exfoliating, so I’m not sure if it’s true or not.

Finally, slightly winded, I arrived on the fifth
floor and stared at the paper’s logo on the front door: An enormous
“G” followed by a miniscule “n y t.”

I could put it off no longer; it was time for
work.

I’m a columnist for The Gay New
York Times—I beg of you, do not get
me started on that name. It’s a free weekly and I’m responsible for
the mindless, fluffy human-interest pieces. I’m kind of like Dave
Barry except I’m queer and no one’s ever heard of me. I’m blessed
with the freedom to write about anything I want, and since the
world is filled with enough bad news, I choose to keep my articles
very “light,” reporting (if you can call it that) on fashion
trends, food, life at the gym, and of course, my favorite and most
frequent topic, the idiosyncrasies of myself and my family
members.

As the regular readers of my column—at last count there were seventeen of you—already know, I am always with my family and
therefore have plenty to write about. My family is my constant
source of—oh, there are so many ways I
could end this sentence, but I’ll play it safe and say—inspiration.

For those of you who don’t count yourself among my
seventeen loyal fans, perhaps now would be a good time to highlight
some of the columns I’ve written over the years that I am most
proud of. Don’t worry; it’s a rather short list.

My debut column was titled: “My Name Is Steven
Worth, But I Am Not A WASP.”

In it, I described what it’s like going through life
with an Anglican last name when you are in fact a second-generation
Macedonian-Romanian American, raised in the Orthodox Church. If
you’re trying to solve that riddle, Worth was the last name of my
English paternal grandfather. However, my other three
grandparents—last names Batsu, Nastu, and Nastu (don’t ask)—were
all Romanians.

I have probably written fifty columns about my
boyfriend, Adam More—an actual WASP, a very successful wedding
planner and the owner of More Weddings. My favorite piece about him
was called: “Adam More, Son of a Daughter of the American
Revolution.” It chronicled the day I discovered Madras pants
hanging in his closet. He claimed they were only worn in the
country; I had my doubts.

Without question, the story that garnered the
greatest number of responses (I printed and saved all six e-mails)
had to do with Adam and me fixing up our straight siblings. For
those of you who’ve been patiently waiting for an update: Yes, my
brother Peter and Adam’s sister Amanda are still very happily
cohabitating. Suggesting—if we can draw conclusions from just the
four of us—that the English / Romanian, More / Worth, combination is a good one.

And that concludes the highlights of over four years
of work.

It is somewhat sobering to discover that I’ve been
able to summarize my entire journalistic career in fewer words than
I generally devote to a single column—but
there you have it.

And there I found myself, standing in the newsroom.
A slight hint of tobacco lingered in the air, left over from some
past decade when people still smoked indoors. I surveyed the room.
Even the full-spectrum lightbulbs could not manage to raise the
illumination beyond the level of murky. It might come as a surprise
to learn that the office has three walls of floor-to-ceiling
windows. Unfortunately, the windows all face the airshafts of
neighboring, taller structures,offering a constant reminder of both
the possibility and impossibility of ever seeing natural light. If
there’s a special hell for the sufferers of Seasonal Affective
Disorder, I work there.

Adding to the darkness, the main office area is
crammed with a half dozen ancient, massive, solid mahogany desks,
so cumbrous that I can’t imagine anyone carrying them up five
flights of stairs. Two of the desks are used solely for storage; a
third holds the coffeemaker—which is practical, as we rarely have
more than three people in at any one time. Everything in the room
is thick, solid and musty. Whoever was responsible for the décor
obviously missed the key word in the name of our publication.

I glanced at my desk; it seemed larger somehow than
the others. Perhaps because there was virtually nothing on it—not a
scrap of paper, no pens, nothing, except for a computer. This, I
must confess, is not an indication of my organizational skills. But
rather, my complete lack of productivity.

But today would be different; today I would finish a
column. I stopped by the coffee desk and poured a mug. I then made
my way over to my pristine, slightly warped desk. I started my
computer and sipped the black coffee, hoping in vain that I’d be
able to string together the few hundred words required of me so
that I could end my torment and complete my assignment.

Fortunately for me, I remembered that while I was
still in the civilization of Hell’s Kitchen, I’d stopped off at a
bakery and was therefore in possession of what I like to call my
creative muse. I placed the bakery bag gently on my desk. Opened
it, peered inside. It contained the key to my divine inspiration:
the carrot muffin. I could smell it; I could almost taste it.

But I closed the bag quickly because I heard
footsteps coming toward me.

Brad Barrett, my boss and the editor of The Gay New York Times, was standing right behind me
casting his hunky shadow across my blank computer screen. “Take a
look at this, Gail,” he said.

As if by magic, Gail seemed to instantly appear next
to Brad. Gail, an ardent feminist, would kill me for beginning a
description of her this way: She’s a bombshell. She’s got Lauren
Bacall’s husky voice purring within Jane Russell’s body. Should you
care to look up the word “hourglass” in your Webster’s you will
notice that it says: See Gail. Her astonishing curves alone could
almost make me straight. Which wouldn’t do me any good, since she’s
a lesbian. In the '50s, with her voluptuous frame, Gail could have
been a movie star. She would, however, have decked Mr. Mayer if he
tried showing her his casting couch.

I consider Gail one of my closest friends. In
addition to her obvious sex appeal, she’s funny, smart,
opinionated, and loyal. But she can also be a bit of a bully. Those
aggressive tendencies were on display today.

“Steven, I see that once again you haven’t
written anything.”

“Good morning, Gail.”

She ignored my salutation. “We’ve talked about
this,” Gail said, making a big show of studying her watch and
tapping at it with her crooked finger, as if she was my
tormentor-slash-supervisor instead of my pal-slash-colleague.

Gail thrust her watch in front of my eyes and asked,
“Are you aware of the time?”

“Are you aware that I just arrived?”
Considering it was 10:45, this did not exactly help my
case.

She proceeded to deliver a tough-love motivational
speech designed to get me to write.

It didn’t work.

Instead, I pulled my carrot muffin out of the bag
and began eating. Forget Gail’s quasi-inspirational lecture, I
needed the kind of encouragement one can only receive from a bread
product.

“What is that?”

“Please,
Brad.”

“Don’t please
Brad me. What is that?”

This is a pattern with us. We bicker like an old
married couple. Perhaps that’s because Brad was my first boyfriend.
We met at the University of Connecticut. I was a freshman
undergraduate and Brad was in the master’s program. He was the
teaching assistant in my contemporary fiction class. He was dashing
and sophisticated and he had about him a sense of calm that only
comes from having vast amounts of inherited wealth. But we were not
meant to be. Our relationship was doomed to failure because I
couldn’t cope with the difference in our ages, which at eighteen
and twenty-five seemed enormous and insurmountable to me. Now that
we are thirty-three and forty, the seven-year age difference seems
like such a silly reason for a breakup, especially with so many
better—far better—reasons to leave
Brad.

“What are you eating, Steven?” He just refused
to let it drop.

“I am eating a muffin, Brad.”

“You are not! You are eating the Big
Lie.”

“Excuse me?”

“The muffin,” Brad explained, “is the Big Lie.
It was invented by a man—”

“Or woman,” Gail said in her biggest, loudest
Gail voice.

“Or woman, who was—”

“Or transgender person.” Gail loves messing
with Brad’s head.

“May I?” Brad directed this question to Gail.
She nodded; he continued: “The muffin was invented by a
person who was looking for a socially
acceptable way to eat cake for breakfast.”

I sank my teeth into the Big Lie. Even under Brad’s
scornful glance it was tasty.

“Want a bite?” I asked after
swallowing.

“Do you know what’s in that?”

“I don’t want to know, Brad.”

He didn’t care. He told me anyway.

“Sugar, white flour, and saturated
fat.”

Brad and all eight-packs of his flawless torso
choked on the word “fat,” as if even uttering the word might have
some negative effect upon his body, or as he prefers calling it,
his “temple.”

Brad walked away, having given up on me.

Gail also considered me a lost cause. She returned
to her behemoth desk, every inch of it stacked with papers and
files, and instantly her fingers began flying across her keypad in
a style more reminiscent of channeling than writing. I assumed this
was another attempt to shame me into productivity. As I gawked at
her two-hundred-word-per-minute typing, she tossed me a quick
glance, shook her head, and raised her eyeballs heavenward. “You’re
not writing, Steven!”

More tough love.

Gail was being combative. Regrettably, I responded
by instantly feeling like my eleven-year-old self again. I was fat
and on the playground. Any second the kids would be yelling and
taunting me with, “Hey! It’s Steven Worth-Less.”

I sensed I was about to start traveling down the
dysfunctional memory lane of my husky-pants-wearing youth. I
couldn’t let that happen. I shut down my computer; I hadn’t written
a word, so there was no need to hit Save.

“Gail, I’ll be working from home
today.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“I will.”

“Promise,” her voice pleaded.

Gail’s not prone to begging, but I understood why
she was doing it now. My column was my only responsibility. She
managed everything else. Despite the fact that Brad was the editor,
and that it was his trust fund that kept us afloat, Gail was the
one who really ran the show. She had a hand in virtually every
story that went to print. The Gail New York
Times is what we should be called.

“Promise,” I assured her.

 


*

 


Not that I was looking for diversions, but one must
eat. I decided to stop off at Citarella for groceries on my way
home. Writing was my top priority, though, so I planned to make
something quick and simple for dinner: grilled grouper with my
homemade tapenade, sautéed Swiss chard, and roasted fingerling
potatoes with shallots and garlic. Yum! One of Adam’s favorite
suppers.

Being Protestant, Adam never actually ate before we
met. I mean he ate hors d’oeuvres and Welsh rarebit, but not
anything I’d consider a meal. Now that I’ve been cooking for him
all these years, that’s changed. He appreciates good food as much
as I do.

Over the six years of our relationship, I’ve seen
how we’ve affected and changed each other in all sorts of little
ways, not just culinary. Fortunately we haven’t become one of those
couples who start resembling each other physically—well, we are
both lean and muscular. But all gay guys are lean and muscular. I
suppose, with the exception of Adam’s inexplicable fondness for
resort casual, that we also dress similarly. But all gay guys dress
similarly. Aside from the bodies and the shared fashion sense, Adam
and I look nothing alike. He’s tall with dirty blond hair, blue,
bordering-on-Elizabeth Taylor–violet eyes, and a chest and back
that are hairless. I’m of average height, black hair, brown eyes,
and… Well, I’m hairless, too.

But I’ve spent a fortune achieving that effect.

In matters of personality we’re quite different.
He’s very hard working and driven to succeed. I believe I’ve
already demonstrated that I’m not. I’m anxious and moody in a
charming sort of way. Adam is calm and generally optimistic.

I was thinking about Adam and his sweet, even-keeled
personality, when I entered our apartment that afternoon, Citarella
bags in hand, and discovered him sitting on the sofa, looking
forlorn and weeping silently. I was shocked.

I dropped the bags and ran to him. “Honey?” I asked,
speaking in a shorthand that I thought would prompt him to explain
what was wrong.

It didn’t. His tears continued.

Perhaps a different endearment might elicit a
response. “Sweetheart?”

Nothing.

I tried an actual question. “Are you sick?”

“No,” Adam whispered as he dried his
eyes.

“What happened?”

“Nothing. I just needed a break. I’m so
tired.”

That didn’t explain the tears, but it was certainly
understandable. Adam was reaching the end of his busiest season.
He’d worked non-stop since May, planning at least twenty
weddings.

“Once you’re through this month things will
quiet down a little.”

“I just need some rest.”

“Of course you do,” I said, wrapping him in my
arms. It occurred to me that maybe something beyond fatigue was
troubling him. But I had no idea what it might be. And then, since
I was raised to believe nothing is more comforting then food, I
added, “I’m grilling grouper tonight.”

He brightened slightly. “With tapenade?”

“With tapenade.”

Adam’s lips curled up at the corners, hinting at a
smile. “Maybe I’ll go take a nap with the kids.”

“Excellent idea.”

I kissed him and watched as he slowly began
shuffling out of the room. He stopped, turned to look at me. “I
don’t suppose you’re tired?”

I wasn’t. Not any more than usual. “As a matter of
fact, I am,” I responded.

“Care to join me?”

I nodded.

I could always write later.

 


*

 


Even with a two-hour nap, Adam had no problem
falling asleep that night. This was not really surprising, as he’s
the soundest sleeper in the world. From our first night together,
he has fallen asleep within thirty seconds of hitting the pillow.
And I, to say the least, have not.

On my worst nights, I toss and turn, envious of his
effortless rest. Nine hours later, he awakes refreshed; I awake
desperate for coffee. At least on this night, I wasn’t fretting
about my insomnia. I was taking great pleasure in the sight of my
beautiful family enjoying deep, peaceful slumber. The kids were in
bed with us, too. Curled up, side by side, between Adam’s thighs.
Before you consider contacting Child Services, I should probably
let you know that our kids are cats.

There’s an old, sentimental Irving Berlin song
called “Count Your Blessings (Instead of Sheep).” I’ve loved the
song since the first time I heard Bing Crosby sing it in
White Christmas. As I gazed at Adam, I
found the song running through my mind. I began making my own list
of blessings. At some point during my counting, just like Adam and
the kids, I was sleeping, too.

And there we stayed, until Adam had the
nightmare.


Chapter Two: Tell Me What You Dreamt

I was roused from my slumber by the sound of Adam’s
screams.

They were bloodcurdling. I never understood that
expression before, as I thought curdling was something only dairy
products did. But when you’ve heard a sound like that, had it rip
you from your own sweet dream—a dream featuring not only Nate
Berkus but Anderson Cooper, too—you understand how a sound, a
scream, can literally sour your blood. Okay, not literally. But I
was terrified.

I was not half as terrified as my poor distressed
and disoriented partner. He was bolt up in bed, crying and shaking.
I’d never witnessed such a thing. He sat, staring at me, drenched
in sweat, looking as if he’d been privy to a guided tour of the
apocalypse.

I held Adam tightly in my arms, felt his smooth,
hard flesh. Gazed at the sinuous ripples of his biceps—perhaps not the appropriate time to focus on such
things, but I had just been dreaming of Nate and Anderson. I pushed
those boys out of my head and focused solely on Adam.“Sweetheart,
it was just a bad dream. You’re here with me and Vincent and
Theo.”

Actually, Vincent and Theo, our kids, had scurried
under the bed when Adam started wailing. I was sure they were with
us in spirit, though. Vincent was born with only one ear, which
makes him devastatingly handsome; I can’t explain why, perhaps it’s
the asymmetry. Theo’s a looker, too, of course. I don’t play
favorites.

“Adam, can you remember the dream?” I
asked.

He nodded, sobbed bitterly.

“Tell me what you dreamt. We’ll figure it
out.”

“I was at the office. Vanessa and Max were
there, too. We were planning a wedding.” He stopped, unable to say
more.

“Honey, that makes sense, doesn’t it? You are
a wedding planner, after all.”

“That’s not the bad part. The phone started
ringing. We were all moving in slow motion, desperate to get to it
in time. It seemed to take forever to reach it. Vanessa and I got
there at the same instant, but I wrestled the receiver from her
hand.”

“That’s so butch.”

“I know. Right?”

Vincent and Theo jumped back on the bed; they didn’t
want to be left out of the 3:00 a.m. story hour. Vincent, my sweet
boy (I really don’t play favorites), climbed into my lap. Adam
scooped up Theo and continued his tale: “I clutched the receiver
and I said…hello.” Adam paused here, as if saying “hello” when
answering a phone was some novel expression that he’d just coined.
His tears returned. “Do you know who was on the other end of the
line?”

I shook my head. We weren’t going to be playing
twenty questions on that one.

“It was Laura Bush. Can you believe that? She
asked me to plan Jenna’s
wedding.”

“And you woke up screaming.” It made perfect
sense to me.

“No. I was really excited. I mean, I was
ecstatic. It felt like my moment had arrived. You know? All this
time, I’ve been so close to it—to becoming a famous
celebrity-wedding planner. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. But I never
quite get the A-list jobs. I’m always B+. Gosh! I thought when I
did The View—”

I pulled Adam even closer to me, pecked him on the
mouth. If he started analyzing why his appearance on The View had not been his ticket to fame, we’d be up
all night. It was a tender kiss; it seemed to calm him, and it
brought us back to the subject at hand.

“A lot of stuff happened in the dream that I
can’t remember, but I know Vanessa, Max, and I did an amazing job.
We created a spectacular event.”

“Then when did it turn into a
nightmare?”

Adam thought. Already the dream was vanishing. “I
guess…Well, at some point Barbara Bush came in. And just as I began
helping her with her pearls, I woke up screaming.”

That would do it.

I began asking questions, hoping I could help Adam
remember the missing parts of the dream.

Adam had a flash: “I can see myself. I’m alone with
Jenna, and…I’m lacing her corset. She’s got a tight grip on one of
the posts of her bed.”

I sensed that this might be beyond my skills of
dream interpretation, but I persevered. “Can you remember anything
else?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. What about the
clothes?”

Adam thought, petted Theo; she purred. “Jenna has a
crinoline on. No. No, it’s the frame of a hoop skirt.”

The image was familiar to me, but I wasn’t quite
placing it. “What about you? What are you wearing?”

“I’m in my gray Prada suit.”

“The pin stripe?”

“Honey, the pin stripe is Dolce and Gabbana,”
Adam said, aghast at my sartorial slip. “The Prada’s gray
flannel.”

“I love that flannel on you.”

“It’s the way it drapes. The line is
sensational.”

And we were off, talking fashion for at least five
minutes. Finally, I pulled us back to the mystery we were trying to
solve. “We should go back to the dream. Remember anything
else?”

“No,” Adam said decisively. But then another
flash: “That’s funny…I have a red schmata
tied on my head.”

I saw it clearly then: saw the whole scene as if I’d
dreamt it myself. When was the last time we saw that movie?

I wanted to tell Adam the origin of his dream, but I
lost my chance. He’d fallen back to sleep, Theo still cradled in
his arms. Vincent climbed out of my lap and pressed himself along
Adam’s back. What a tender picture, my three angels spooned tightly
together. Two purrs. One snore.

I was wide-awake wondering what on earth had caused
Adam to dream that he was Hattie McDaniel in Gone
With the Wind. And why on earth had he cast Jenna Bush as
Miss Scarlett O’Hara?

Insomnia had once again set in, so I began scanning
my memory, going over recent events, looking for clues. And then I
remembered Malcolm and Jack.

 


*

 


Because of Adam’s profession, I spent most of my
weekends alone while he worked around the clock. I’d gotten used to
his schedule and had even grown to appreciate the perks of having
date night on a Tuesday. Even without booking a month in advance,
there was always a table available at a nice restaurant. If we had
a whim, at the very last minute, we could easily find a pair of
tickets to a Broadway show. And after the show, it was never a
problem hailing a cab.

Still, I was excited that on a Saturday,
the official date night, Adam and I would
be going out together like normal people. It was the Saturday of
Labor Day weekend and Adam’s schedule was completely free. He’d
actually turned down a few jobs for that day. Our friends, Malcolm
and Jack, had decided to make their decade-long relationship
official by tying the knot. We had no intention of missing the
event.

I can’t remember anything out of the ordinary during
the service. We sat with our siblings, Peter and Amanda—our lives
are so intertwined that we have huge overlap in our friendships. I
don’t even recall how they came to know Malcolm and Jack, but it
must have been through us.

It may have been nearly autumn, but the temperature,
even with my preference for tropical conditions, was beyond
oppressive. It had passed ninety degrees by eleven in the morning;
I could hear Al Gore whispering in my ear that it was all my fault.
The four of us sat in a pew in St. Luke’s Episcopal, about a third
of the way back from the altar. The quaint, charming old church
relied on windows and ceiling fans for cooling, creating a
Sahara-like breeze so intensely hot that the bouquets had shriveled
and the unlit beeswax altar candles began melting, bending until
they snapped in two.

Amanda and my brother fell instantly into
heatstroke-induced sleep. Only the rise in their chests assured me
they were still alive.

I looked at Adam. He was dripping sweat; I was, too.
We dripped through the readings, the hymns, the sermon and the
vows. The ink from the programs we were using as fans bled onto our
sweltering palms. It was an endless service.

When it was finally over, we roused our siblings and
escaped to the sidewalk. I asked only Adam what he thought of the
ceremony, since obviously Peter and Amanda had seen none of it.
Adam paused a moment. “I didn’t think it would be so…”

“Hot?” Amanda panted, oblivious to the fact
that she was in a spaghetti-strap sundress while the three of us
were being boiled alive in worsted-wool suits.

“No,” Adam said.

“Long?” I asked.

Adam thought a moment. “Traditional.”

 


*

 


The air-conditioning was running on high at the
University Club. The room was beautiful, as were many of the
guests. Jack had spent years in the Netherlands working in
international finance, and the room was swarming with gorgeous, gay
Dutchmen.

At our table, Peter, Amanda, Adam, and I were joined
by six of them—each one taller, blonder, and more fair-skinned than
the next. Even Adam and Amanda—who between them own the entire
Lilly Pulitzer collection—looked vaguely ethnic in comparison.

You know how Emilio Estevez and Charlie Sheen look
nothing alike, and yet they both manage to look exactly like their
father, Martin? It’s the same with Adam and Amanda—I don’t mean to
suggest they look like Martin Sheen. (Well, you could make a case
that their ears are reminiscent.) What I mean is Adam and Amanda
don’t resemble each other. Yet, when you compare them with photos
of their late father, Prescott, you can instantly connect the dots
and see the similarities.

Looking at Adam from the nose up, he’s the spitting
image of his dad. Adam has the same sharp, hawk nose, Wilhelmina
Agency cheekbones, billboard-height forehead and, most strikingly,
Adam’s you-must be-wearing-colored-contact eyes are an exact
duplicate of Prescott’s.

Amanda received the lower half of her face from her
father. The jaw and chin, which were too small, curved and soft on
Prescott, are, on Amanda, simultaneously strong and feminine.
Without a doubt, it’s the dazzling lips that were Amanda’s richest
inheritance from her father. They’re so full and large that it
seems incomprehensible that the effect was achieved without the aid
of injectables. Beneath the movie star lips hide perfectly
straight, oversized teeth, which are constantly being revealed in
easy, effortless smiles.

I watched Amanda offer her gregarious grin as she
elegantly extended her hand in greeting to the Dutchman named Joop,
who was seated to her left. She immediately announced that she was
on the faculty at Columbia in the woman’s studies program, and that
she taught a course on the history of marriage—an institution she disapproved of. And then the smile
dropped and the lecture began. She went as far as saying she
couldn’t understand why anyone would enter into this antiquated
institution designed to enslave women. “Did you know that there are
cultures that force widows—force them!—to
have sex with the relatives of their deceased husbands?”

“I didn’t know that,” Joop said with a mix of
politeness and distress.

I found Amanda’s comments completely inappropriate,
in light of where we were; I considered kicking her under the
table, but she’s not my sister. Adam
finally shut her up by pointing out to the Netherlanders that the
magnificent wedding cake on display in the center of the room had
been designed and baked by my brother, Peter. My brother remained
quiet; he gets a little shy when praise is being heaped upon him,
which is becoming more and more common. He’s the owner of the
bakery Great Cakes. Recently, Barry Diller and Diane Von
Furstenberg ordered one of Peter’s creations, and suddenly Great
Cakes has become the cake of the moment.

The talk at the table turned to sweets, which,
unless you’re surrounded by a bunch of hypoglycemics, is always a
safe topic.

I don’t believe any of us had ever attended a
reception as grand as this one—not even
Adam, who attends weddings about forty-five weeks a year. The
dinner was seven courses with French service. The swing band had
eighteen pieces and two singers. That way, the entire band never
had to stop performing. Individual musicians would step out for
breaks, leaving the rest playing. The Venetian table held forty-six
different desserts. I tried nine of them and regretted it
later.

It was a wedding like none I had ever attended
before. Malcolm and Jack had worked very hard to make everything
“the best,” and—depending on how you
define it—everything was.

They each had their own best man; Malcolm’s friend
Paul was his. Paul spoke first and gave a completely acceptable, if
totally unmemorable I-wish-you-a-life-of-happiness speech.

Jack had a Dutch friend named Joop as his best man.
All of the men from our table, including the other guy named Joop,
seemed to know him; they cheered when he stood. He was considerably
older than the hotties at our table (I guessed mid-fifties) but he
was just as striking as all the other Dutchmen in the room.

He stood a minute or two before saying anything.
Just as restlessness was about to overtake the crowd, he spoke:

“I’m very happy to be here for Jack and
Malcolm. I’m from Amsterdam, and it’s delightful to come and be
with my friends in New York. Four years ago, after twenty-one years
together, Rijk and I got married, and Malcolm and Jack, you both
were there. Thank you. It was different, of course, from today: no
band, definitely not so much food.”

At this, the crowd began laughing and Joop waited a
moment before he began speaking again. “The other big difference,
of course, is that we actually got married. We waited many years,
but now we’re really, legally married.”
Joop raised his glass as many of the guests began squirming
awkwardly in their seats. “My promise to Malcolm and Jack,” he
continued, “is that I will begin and end every day of my life
praying to God that someday you will be able to get married,
too.”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. Joop
had said what no one else would. What most of the rest of us had
not even thought of.

Finally, someone started a bit of polite applause
for Joop as he sat.

The band
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