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      For Rob, as always;


      

      For Patrick and Conor;


      

      And for Ellen


   

      

      

      

         A new feeling of love for my children and the father of my children laid the foundation of a new life and a quite different

            happiness; and that life and happiness have lasted to the present time.

         


         —LEO TOLSTOY, “Family Happiness”


      


      

   

      

      

      AUTHOR’S NOTE: Some dates, names, and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.

      


   

      

      

      
Preface


      

      FEW THINGS IN LIFE are as terrible as closing up the house of one’s parents after they have died. There is the simultaneous urge to save everything

         and to jettison it all. Freud famously observed that the mourner is not to be rushed, that she must be allowed to accomplish

         her work “piecemeal.” A mourner may relinquish her emotional attachment to the loved one’s favorite chair one day, but to

         his winter coat not for several months or even years. But when my sister and I let ourselves into our parents’ house a year

         after my mother died—and just three weeks after my father lay down on a guestroom bed and quietly followed suit—we were not

         in the business of beginning a years-long breakup with our parents’ possessions, charged though they were with associations and even signs of recent use (the book facedown on the bedside table, the sheet of paper

         rolled into the typewriter).

      


      

      We lived in distant cities; we were wives and householders with children in school and husbands who relied on us. We arrived

         armed with the totems of coolheaded efficiency: colored stickers (red for the things that would be shipped to her house in

         Santa Barbara, yellow for mine in Los Angeles, blue for Goodwill), pads of lined paper (for composing our separate lists),

         and Hefty bags for the trash. We had three days to do the job, a hotel room in town (sleeping in the house seemed unimaginable),

         and the jittery, false cheer of two people who have come through a long, difficult stretch together—my mother’s death had

         been one kind of horror, my father’s another—and who are determined to put a miserable episode behind them with dispatch.

      


      

      In an hour we were undone by the task. While cleaning out my mother’s desk, my sister accidentally threw away my eleventh-grade

         report card, a mistake that threw us instantly back upon our child selves—me sobbing over a minor disappointment, her calmly

         solving the problem, emptying Hefty bags of paperwork onto the laundry-room floor and sifting through their contents until

         she produced, unharmed, the sainted report card. It was only after I had hand-carried the thing home and taken an unsentimental

         look at it that I realized it was not one for posterity. The “A–” in Honors English might be nice to show my children one day, but there was no way to produce that “A–”

         without also revealing the “C+” in Biology and the “B–” in French III. The only remarkable thing about the report card, it

         turned out, was the fact that my mother had saved it. The slip of paper was not a testament of past academic glory, only of

         a hard new fact: there was no longer anyone in the world who loved me enough to save my report cards and school pictures and

         Christmas poems. I wasn’t anyone’s daughter anymore.

      


      

      In emptying the house of the recently dead, you gird yourself for certain moments of obvious pathos—the pair of gloves still

         holding the shape of the hands that wore them—but get continually blindsided by the least resonant objects imaginable. The

         work is hampered by the fact that holding on to a comprehensive and inflexible understanding that the loved one is really

         and truly kaput is very difficult in the early weeks. Clearly my father didn’t need his body anymore (what a fiasco), but

         I had to stand at his closet for twenty minutes convincing myself that he was also no longer in need of his oxblood loafers,

         practically new and recently shined. The little yellow teapot was not hard to confront; taking off its lid and finding a twenty-dollar

         bill tucked inside meant discovering anew that something had ended. (“Look in the teapot!” was a powerful incantation, the

         inspired solution to a hundred minor financial crises.) I knew that chucking out all of my mother’s perfumes and cosmetics would be bracing; I was unprepared for the way the little green bottle of plant food would

         refuse to go quietly. There may have been a memorial service and a death certificate to inform the living that Jean Flanagan

         was gone for good, but the bottle of plant food, mute and loyal as an old dog, was patiently waiting for her return.

      


      

      My father was a writer with a busy public life. Two librarians from a college in Massachusetts were scheduled to come to the

         house in a month’s time to pack up his papers and manuscripts; an archive was to be established. My mother—war bride, nurse,

         housewife, imparter of strongly felt political opinions and unsolicited, highly detailed instructions for the preparation

         of crème caramel and lobster salad, a person to be counted upon in almost any kind of emergency—led the kind of life that

         is composed of countless acts of service, none of which lend themselves to the creation of a special collection in a college

         library. A team of archivists was not flying from Massachusetts to find out why she was so often the first person called when

         there was a disaster (when a friend’s son killed himself; when a suspicious lump proved malignant), and also the first to

         be notified—often by several different friends on the same morning—when Lucky’s ran a special on baby asparagus. No one was

         coming to catalog her recipes or take careful note of the way she organized her spatulas and slotted spoons (all shoved into a glazed pot by the stove, not pretty, but close to hand; useful).

         The people in charge of dismantling the kitchen were her two daughters: my sister, who had patiently learned all the old lessons,

         and me, who had spent a childhood planning to be exactly like my mother, but who had somehow failed to pick up the gist of

         the material. What was I going to take from that kitchen that could catch me up, speed me through a thousand failed tutorials,

         turn me into someone I should have become years ago?

      


      

      I opened a kitchen drawer. Its contents were as familiar to me as my children’s faces. The bone-handled carving knife, the

         yellow egg timer, the battered set of aluminum measuring spoons—so useful for doling out baking soda, and also for keeping

         a hungry baby occupied for a minute or two while a bottle of milk warms in a bath of hot water. I had no practical need for

         any of the things in that drawer. I own a fancy set of Williams-Sonoma retractable measuring spoons; I have a Gerber carving

         knife in a velvet-lined case. I rarely use either of them. What I needed from that kitchen wasn’t any practical thing, so

         what I took were the three least practical things I could find: a tiny gadget made for slicing green beans—one at a time—into

         juliennes, an old Mouli parsley grater, a Pyrex measuring cup so old that the red lines indicating measurement had worn off.

         I took them as souvenirs. I took them to say: someone noticed.
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      THIS IS A BOOK about the things that have always interested me the most: women and children, households and marriages. It is the story of

         an age told not on battlefields or in courtrooms, but in the places women love and loathe: laundry rooms and nurseries, sunny

         kitchens and dark ones, the marriage bed. It’s a book grounded in my fascination with the old routines and rhythms of orderly

         housekeeping, and in my equally strong suspicion of those routines, my fear that devotion to them is a trap, capable of snaring

         my ambition and worldly talent. I began writing it shortly after my mother died, when I was just beginning to realize that

         her life—lived though it was in the shadow of someone with a successful career—may have been not only the more worthwhile,

         but perhaps also the more rewarding.

      


      

      The book was also born from my own experiences as a wife and mother, and from a series of assignments on family life that

         I was given by two national magazines. As I wrote about housekeeping and marriage and motherhood, I was engaged in an extensive

         practicum on the subjects. The assignments colored my daily round with an agreeable measure of academic inquiry. I wrote an

         essay on the anticlutter movement two weeks after Christmas, when my house was filled to the gunwales with stuff and I was

         being driven mad by it. I wrote about the contradictions and casual brutalities of the current nanny culture after coming

         to terms with my own role in that culture. Once my editor called me and said that he believed there was an epidemic of sexless

         marriages in America, and I told him he was wrong. Two weeks later three people in a row confessed they were living in one,

         or knew someone who was, and so I wrote about that, too.

      


      

      Over and over I found myself writing about a paradox that became more obvious with each assignment I took: as women have achieved

         ever more power in the world—power of a kind my mother and her friends from nursing school could never have imagined—they

         have become increasingly attracted to the privileges and niceties of traditional womanhood. Because they buck the obligations

         and restraints that gave those privileges meaning, they have become obsessed with a drag queen ethos, in which femininity

         must be communicated by exaggeration and cartoon.

      


      

      The elaborate white wedding made an astonishing comeback when hardened career girls in their mid-thirties suddenly wanted

         to don virginal white gowns and have their fathers transfer them to their grooms in front of flower-decked altars. Celebrity

         homemakers—including Martha Stewart as high priestess—proved that a successful, liberated woman could care deeply, meaningfully,

         spiritually about the precise state of her linen closet. Modern wives, many of whom enjoyed premarital sex lives of notable friskiness, suddenly adopted the “not tonight dear” approach to

         sexuality of the nineteen-fifties housewife.

      


      

      About motherhood there is the deepest conflict of all. Affluent working mothers stubbornly insist that no one question their

         commitment to their children, while at-home mothers demand that the world confer on them the social cachet that comes with

         working outside the home. But these are mutually exclusive demands.

      


      

      What few will admit—because it is painful, because it reveals the unpleasant truth that life presents a series of choices,

         each of which precludes a host of other attractive possibilities—is that whichever decision a woman makes, she will lose something

         of incalculable value. The kind of relationship formed between a child and a mother who is home all day caring for him is

         substantively different from that formed between a child and a woman who is gone many hours a week. The former relationship

         is more intimate, more private, filled with more moments of maternal frustration—and even despair—and with more moments of

         the transcendence that comes only from mothering a small child.

      


      

      Yet when a woman works outside the home, she uses the best of her mind and education, exerting her authority and power on

         the world beyond her doorstep. We respect women who stay home with their children, but it’s the ones who work—the ones who

         spend their days taking part in the commerce and traffic of the adult world—who seem to have retained the most of their former selves.

      


      

      That many women have to work because of financial necessity often precludes serious discussion of these issues. What could

         be more heartless than highlighting the emotional losses posed to mother and child by their separation because of maternal

         employment? Yet in writing this book I decided not to skirt the question of what happens to the relationship between mother

         and child when they are separated, for long hours, because of work. Unpopular though the subject may be, the book would be

         dishonest if I didn’t confront it, in full and without apology, so that’s what I’ve done.
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      I WAS BORN in 1961, which I believe makes me a member of the very last generation of American women born before feminism began to redefine

         the parameters and expectations of a healthy girlhood. When I was a child, it was understood that girls would evince a natural

         interest in homemaking, and it was believed that such interest was to be encouraged. It was also understood that we would

         have a keen interest in establishing a romantic life, and that these two interests—in households and husbands—would emerge

         early in our lives and would eventually dovetail one another perfectly. By second grade I had white go-go boots and a plan to marry Paul McCartney, nineteen years my senior,

         but these things could be worked out. I had an Easy-Bake Oven and my mother’s old alligator pumps and a complete set of the

         Laura Ingalls Wilder books and a miniature Hoover vacuum cleaner, which made a tiny roar when you ran it. I was ready for

         anything.

      


      

      While I was growing up, I was aware that off to the side—mixed up with adult things like the Vietnam war and cocktails—there

         was something called women’s lib and after that there was something called the women’s movement, and the mothers in our circle

         seemed very worked up about these things. To these two forces I owe any number of the rights I take for granted, such as my

         ability to establish credit in my own name, apply for a business loan, pilot an airplane, get an abortion, work construction,

         and sue the bejesus out of a male coworker who gooses me in the coffee room. I’ve never had the occasion or the desire to

         do any of these things, but if the moment strikes, the way has been made straight for me.

      


      

      But this is not a book about equal rights or equal opportunities. It is a book about what came after those things had been

         secured. It is about what conservatives call the feminist agenda and what I call the new prescription for female unhappiness.

         It’s about the notion that caring for children and husbands and households constitutes subservience, and the notion that girls

         should be pushed toward competition and professional life rather than homemaking. It is about the stubborn longing for an earlier way

         of life, and about the way that longing manifests and reasserts itself in the imagination of so many modern women. It is less

         a book about what we have gained than it is a book about what we have lost, and if there is something of the elegy in it,

         so be it. For those who may be distressed by the ideas herein, there is infinite solace: it is only a book about a ruined

         city. When I was writing it—when I was thinking about my own girlhood, and when I was stunned with grief over the loss of

         my mother—I had some words from a Davison Jeffers poem taped up on the refrigerator door. Here they are:

      


      

         There is no reason for amazement; surely one always knew that cultures decay, and life’s end is death.


      

   

      

      
The Virgin Bride


      

      I DO NOT PLAN to have another wedding; I’m standing pat at two. But I must confess that after spending a pleasant hour gazing at the photographs

         in a recent crop of wedding guides, I began to feel a bit of the old itch. There is something deeply seductive about a wedding:

         romance in its great last stand, not yet sullied by routine and responsibility. Even a photograph of that ill-fated girl Diana

         Spencer, standing on the steps of St. Paul’s, her veil caught in a gust of wind and her father waiting to take her hand, can

         provoke in me a vague yet undeniable longing. But it took only a few minutes of actually reading the texts of these manuals

         to bring me to my senses. More than fondness for my husband keeps me from getting on the phone to price tea roses and a tent.

      


      

      Planning a wedding is hell. Things are said. Doors are slammed. Quarrels about the most inconsequential things—yellow tablecloths

         or white? hors d’oeuvres set out on tables or passed around on trays?—are often pitched at such a level that it seems the

         combatants may never recover from them. Much of the anxiety, of course, is tribal. It is wrenching to have to open the sacred

         circle to admit an outsider. If, as Joan Didion once wrote, “marriage is the classic betrayal,” a wedding is the Judas kiss,

         public and terrible. But what brings people almost to the breaking point (emotional, social, financial) is that white weddings

         as they are currently practiced in America—with flocks of attendants, dinner dances for hundreds of guests, and a code governing

         every moment of the proceedings—don’t come naturally to most. Perhaps they don’t come naturally to anybody other than the

         members of the $70-billion-a-year wedding industry, who seem to have all but created the contemporary event, weaving together

         attractive bits of genuine tradition and bolts of pure invention.

      


      

      Before World War II the idea that a girl of modest means would expect any of today’s purchased grandeur would have been laughable.

         She would have been familiar with the elements of such a ceremony, would have seen lavish movie weddings and photographs of

         society and royal ones, but she would not have imagined that those events had much to do with her own plans. She would have been married

         much as her mother had been: with her best friend standing up for her and everyone looking forward to a nice party at the

         bride’s home, the two mothers wearing corsages and ladling punch.

      


      

      But times have changed, and middle-class couples are routinely trading the down payment on a first house for a single eye-popping

         party. Ilene Beckerman ponders the shift in the charming little book Mother of the Bride: The Dream, the Reality, the Search for a Perfect Dress. After being confronted with her daughter’s hideously complex reception menu, Beckerman can’t help herself: “When your father

         and I were married at your grandmother’s house in Queens,” she tells her aggrieved daughter, “we served deli platters. Everybody

         loved them.”

      


      

      Nowadays every aspect of a formal wedding has become so intensely merchandized as to render its original design and purpose

         almost unrecognizable. The bridal registry, for example, was once a means by which a young couple could acquire the basic

         accoutrements of good housekeeping. Now couples old enough to have fully stocked homes—not to mention full-grown children—register

         for loot. They can be seen trolling through Williams-Sonoma, Pottery Barn, and Target, carrying bar code scanners and zapping

         anything that looks good. The trend toward multiple showers means that a guest may return to a couple’s registry several times. Web sites such as WeddingChannel.com and The Knot provide an opportunity for couples to showcase their weddings for their friends—and to put those friends a click

         away from the bride’s registry, where a gift can be selected and paid for in a matter of minutes.

      


      

      Everything is big. The wedding invitation, once the model of a certain kind of brevity, is now often a mere component of a

         thick dossier with multiple stamps. “What’s this fat, unsolicited envelope in your mail, packed with forms that you must fill

         out and instructions that you must obey?” asks Judith Martin in her Miss Manners on Weddings. She concludes that it is, in fact, a wedding invitation from “people who have gone around the bend.” In the many published

         accounts of people’s experiences planning and hosting weddings, couples are constantly getting blindsided by the professionals,

         never imagining the pressure that vendors would put on them to consider various trifles absolutely essential. Just as the

         morticians whom Jessica Mitford described in The American Way of Death preyed on the grief and guilt of mourners, so do the wedding merchants capitalize on the emotional vulnerability and social

         anxiety that afflict people planning a formal wedding. If you love her, shouldn’t you spend two months’ salary on the diamond

         she’s going to wear forever? Would you deny a cherished daughter the same sort of party that all her friends have had?

      


      

      In a memoir detailing her engagement, wedding, and early married life, Something New: Reflections on the Beginnings of a Marriage, Amanda Beesley describes a moment of clarity in which the economics of her planned event came into sharp focus: she had spent

         a month’s rent on her dress, and “the ‘deluxe’ Porta-Johns, with mirrors and running water,” that she had selected “would

         have paid off two months’ worth of my student loan.” Setting aside the advisability of buying an expensive dress for anything

         that is going to involve Porta-Johns, no matter how whiz-bang, the confession is hardly unusual: young people routinely engineer

         weddings that are well beyond their means.

      


      

      How did we get here? The idea that the formal white wedding might not be within the purview solely of society types began

         during the postwar rush to the altar, which saw droves of working people—who finally had a bit of money in their pockets—having

         weddings more elaborate than their parents’. The first American book devoted to bridal etiquette was published in 1948, heralding

         the notion that one might clip from an entire volume of social convention a single attractive chapter.

      


      

      The hugely influential 1950 movie Father of the Bride traded on the new national interest in the particulars of this kind of event, and it portrayed the shift toward grander weddings.

         Although the bride’s parents are well-off, they were married simply, “in your front parlor,” Mr. Banks reminds his wife. She is unmoved by this memory or by her husband’s pride in having worn a plain blue suit rather than a cutaway.

         Despite the old man’s remonstrations, it is decided that their daughter, iconically played by Elizabeth Taylor, will not follow

         this family tradition. She will have a different kind of wedding, “with bridesmaids and churches and automobiles and flowers

         and all that.” (Although the film’s wedding provided a specific fantasy for a generation of young women, many of today’s brides

         would turn up their noses at it. Refreshments consisted of finger sandwiches, ice cream, and tea cakes.) Facilitating the

         new preference for such affairs was the growing availability in the fifties of both mass-produced wedding gowns and rented

         formal wear for men. This kind of institutionalized formality, however, had a difficult time coexisting with the social upheaval

         of the sixties, and by the seventies the big white wedding (along with its dud pal, marriage) was in a period of retrenchment.

         Tricia Nixon’s 1971 wedding in the Rose Garden was considered by many to be Squaresville itself.

      


      

      The lights came back on in the summer of 1981, when alarm clocks rang in the dead of night so that millions of Americans could

         witness Charles and Diana plighting their troth in real time. The doings of the British royal family may constitute a poor

         template for contemporary American life, but the timing was right. The Reagans had just begun their stylish reign, and lavish entertaining had made a triumphant return. The wedding world changed and has stayed

         changed.

      


      

      The problem is that we put the formal white wedding into cold storage for so long that we’re a little unclear about what,

         exactly, is involved. Further, the social changes that have so profoundly reshaped American life in the past half century

         have mowed down virtually every institution that the traditional wedding once sanctified. To stage a white wedding as the

         form was originally conceived requires a woman young enough that her very age suggests a measure of innocence, the still-married

         parents who have harbored her up to this point, and a young man of like religious affiliation who is willing to assume responsibility

         for her keep. Trying to pull off this piece of theater in light of the divorce culture, the women’s movement, the sexual revolution,

         and the acceptability of mixed and later marriages threatens to make a complete mockery of the thing. It’s like trying to

         stage a nativity pageant without a baby and a donkey: you can do it, but you’re going to need one hell of a manger.

      


      

      The modern bride, of course, doesn’t dwell on any of this. She is, after all, the daughter of one of the most profound cultural

         shifts in American history, and this is part of her birthright: the freedom to sample, on an à la carte basis, the various

         liberties that young womanhood offers. She can gratefully accept a handful of condoms from her guidance counselor and also be assured that no one will laugh when

         she shows up at her wedding, on her father’s arm, wearing a floor-length beaded white gown. And besides, there’s no time to think about all this—there’s so much to do! Sending welcome baskets to the hotel rooms of out-of-town guests, learning the precise way to tether a gold band to the ring

         bearer’s satin pillow, discerning which participants must be thanked not only with a note but also with a gift—there’s no

         end to it.

      


      

      Fortunately, in view of this bewildering array of wedding essentials, a standing army of professionals has been quietly assembled

         during the past two decades, one consisting of salespeople and “wedding coordinators” and Web site designers and also authors

         who have flooded the market with wedding books so numerous that they would force the library at Alexandria to resort to auxiliary

         storage. Most of the books fall roughly into three categories: etiquette books that attempt to pistol-whip the masses into

         decent behavior; glossy wish books that hope to imbue the readers’ events with the authors’ own good taste; and gritty down-and-dirties

         that address the awfulness of it all head-on, albeit comically.

      


      

      A faction of renegade brides realizes that the wedding business is a racket and rejects the notion of busting the bank for

         one 5-hour party. The problem occurs when they try to procure bargain-basement opulence, to cut corners ruthlessly on a fancy party rather than throw a simpler one. The suggestion offered by a bargain wedding expert that

         one might offer a full bar but issue each guest two drink tickets is just a bad, bad idea. I encountered a description of

         a Vera Wang sample sale that made the event sound like a little corner of hell, with punchy, exhausted brides waiting in line

         for hours in hopes of scoring a bit of picked-over cut-rate couture.

      


      

      It’s hard to get it right when it comes to this particular intersection of money and class. No less an authority than Weddings for Dummies sums up the problem nicely—or, rather, Epictetus does: “Know, first, who you are; and then adorn yourself accordingly.” Leave

         it to one of the ancients to put a fine point on a modern problem: weddings today are often made comical or ghastly by their

         obvious overtones of strenuous social climbing. The editor in chief of Brides magazine, Millie Martini Bratten, told me that the modern wedding represents “a chance to reach beyond your station,” and

         she’s right. Class aspiration is nothing new, but there was certainly a time when a girl who aped the ways of rich folk on

         her wedding day would have won herself more derision than respect.

      


      

      The wedding merchants know that selling “class” would set off alarms in most people’s heads, so what they proffer instead

         is “tradition,” and the modern bride pays cash on the barrelhead for it, never realizing that the wholesale acquisition of

         other people’s traditions is an enterprise fraught with pitfalls. (If she put down Legendary Brides for a minute and picked up The Great Gatsby instead, she might think twice.)

      


      

      Genuine tradition is not for sale, because no one needs to buy it; it’s moored in the customs of one’s own family (remember

         them?). If Dad feels like a complete chump in his Sir Elegance tux, you’ve just learned something about your tradition. What

         the altar-bound of today end up buying from their numberless vendors is a dog’s breakfast of bridal excess—part society wedding

         of the twenties, part Long Island Italian wedding of the fifties. It’s The Philadelphia Story and The Wedding Singer served up together in one curious and costly buffet.

      


      

      When the etiquette experts are asked about these hybrid events, how can they possibly know to which standards the questioner

         is hoping to hew? Often couples want to throw weddings that will be interpreted as “social” (WASP classy) but that include

         whatever “ethnic” elements look good to them. Miss Manners, by her own admission, tends “to become snappish during wedding

         season,” and I don’t blame her. When she attempts to construct a firebreak, she gets blasted. She informed one mother of the

         bride that her daughter’s plan to carry a “money bag” with her during the reception constituted nothing less than “simple

         social blackmail.” “She is counting on the guests forking over under the threat of embarrassment. This is not exactly what

         we call hospitality.” But another Gentle Reader scolded Miss Manners for failing to do some research on other cultures in which such a custom is commonplace:

         “If Miss Manners thinks her uppity manners prevail everywhere, she has another think coming.” Emily Post—now in the guise

         of her great-granddaughter-in-law Peggy Post, in Emily Post’s Wedding Etiquette—deals with ethnic variances by abandoning her station and going PC. Peggy lumps the lucrative customs—including the “money

         dance,” which, if successfully completed, results in “bride and groom… covered with cash”—together with central elements of

         Jewish and traditional African American weddings in a separate chapter called (you guessed it) “Multicultural Weddings.”

      


      

      Bridal salespeople toss around the words tradition and heirloom with a galling vulgarity that is particularly evident in a captivating Learning Channel series called A Wedding Story. Each episode of the documentary-style program follows one couple through their courtship and engagement (as recounted during

         crosscut interviews with bride and groom), and the cameras tag along to the rehearsal, the ceremony, and the reception. The

         couples often have solid but not especially high-paying jobs (Wedding Story careers have included hairstylist, nurse, and police officer); they spend what must be a staggering portion of their incomes

         on these events, and they can often be glimpsed at the very point of purchase.

      


      

      In one episode an engaged couple, Ivette and Joe, are led into a jeweler’s inner sanctum to get a first look at the ring they have ordered. But as the salesman relinquishes it

         to them for inspection, he rattles off a bit of boilerplate: “This is the beginning of your family’s heirloom. This is what

         you’re going to pass on to your children and your children’s children. It is the thing that bonds the two of you, and I want

         you to appreciate it and treat it that way.” Ivette and Joe do not seem at all surprised to find themselves lectured to by

         a diamond merchant. In our culture the wise counselors who instruct young people on the most important ritual of their lives

         are salesmen. Nor do the couple seem to realize that if the man is telling the truth, they can simply go home empty-handed and

         wait for a family member to fork over Ivette’s heirloom ring.

      


      

      One opulent wedding guide, Weddings: A Celebration, by Beverly Clark, lionizes the gimmick of a bride who bought a seventeenth-century Bible in which couples—presumably of the

         same family—had recorded important events for some three hundred years. She and her groom then added their wedding date to

         the list, a gesture of almost comical crassness. A family tradition, it turns out, is something that fancy folk do and that

         you can do, too—against the knowledge that your future daughter may not have any more truck with your choices than you had

         with your mother’s.

      


      

      Of course, the woman who long ago branded tradition as a commodity on the American open market is Martha Stewart, and she established a beachhead in the wedding business early on. With her uncanny ability to predict—and often to

         forge—the hottest societal trends, she was on top of the white-wedding craze not long after Princess Diana braced herself

         and thought of England. Stewart’s 1987 publishing phenomenon, Weddings, helped to cement her reputation as one of our most important cultural figures. Its pride of place in the wedding-wish-book

         canon has been challenged only by the publication of a second volume, The Best of Martha Stewart Living: Weddings.


      

      In fairness, Stewart has always been great at fanning the mini-flames of actual tradition. In the introduction to her first

         book, Entertaining, she wrote that when she wants the “comfort of childhood” to come flooding back, she whips up some of her mother’s Polish

         specialties, some nice “pierogi or stuffed cabbage.” One has long sensed, however, that it is other people’s traditions that

         she really has her eye on, and the autobiographical sketch in Weddings gives a clue as to whose traditions they are. When she decided to marry Andy Stewart, “it seemed appropriate to be married

         in St. Paul’s Chapel at Columbia in an Episcopalian service, mainly because we didn’t have anyplace else to go.” It sounds

         like a lovely affair, but surely it would have been “appropriate,” strictly speaking, for an Episcopalian (or—talk about “appropriate”—two of them) to be married in St. Paul’s Chapel at Columbia in an Episcopal service.

      


      

      The Stewart enterprise is powerful enough and thoroughly enough girded with her unquestionable style (my God, the woman’s

         way with simple white daisies) that many absurdities get subsumed in the larger picture. The irony is that many Stewart-inspired

         events are occasions from which members of the true WASP ascendancy—frugal, abhorrent of excess—would flee as fast as their

         skinny little legs could carry them. The WASPs whom the wedding merchants hope to conjure are more on the order of the robber

         barons and their families—people like Alva Vanderbilt, who managed to fuse her daughter Consuelo to the Duke of Marlborough

         and celebrated the family’s new acquisition in an explosion of pink and white flowers in St. Thomas Episcopal Church on Fifth

         Avenue. Or they’re WASPs as imagined by Hollywood screenwriters: Katharine Hepburn’s Tracy Lord invited 506 guests to the

         reception after her second wedding in The Philadelphia Story. Couples who think they are striking a classically American chord with their tuxedo-clad swing bands and galaxies of trumpet

         lilies might consider the sentiments of the super-WASP poet Elinor Wylie (who left her husband for a married man—no wonder

         we look to these people for wedding day guidance): “Down to the Puritan marrow of my bones / There’s something in this richness

         that I hate.”

      


      

      If class confusion is the order of the day at many white weddings, these occasions are also chock-full of conflicting messages regarding the bride’s sexual experience. The white dress; the handoff from father to groom; the lifting of the

         veil, which undresses the bride just a bit; and the presence of flowers and small children (evoking the fertility that will

         soon be unleashed) are all popular components—in various combinations—of the modern wedding.

      


      

      Perhaps most representative of this ambiguity is the kiss that concludes the wedding ceremony, permission for which is granted

         only after bride and groom have been legally transformed into man and wife. Often, Miss Manners writes, the kiss “draws laughter,

         as if it were a love scene viewed by an audience of early adolescents.” Although few couples would forgo this crowd-pleasing

         bit of business, many have reshaped its purpose, using it not to mark a newly sanctioned physical relationship but rather

         to give a peek at one that is already red-hot. More than once during the rehearsals on A Wedding Story, I have seen the officiant instruct the intendeds to approach this moment with a bit of decorum. What patsies these poor clergy

         members must feel like, forced into the role of a sexual naif primly instructing a young man who has been living with his

         girlfriend for the past three years that he “may kiss the bride.” Well, why not? He’s been doing God knows what else to her

         since the night they met at the softball league happy hour.
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