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Praise for Modern Brides & Modern Grooms

Finalist for the National Indie Excellence Book Awards for Marriage and LGBT Non-Fiction

Finalist for the 2015 Rainbow Awards for Bisexual, Transgender & LGBT Debut

“[T]he most impressive aspect is the book’s inclusivity. Not only could it be used as a very practical wedding guide—regardless of your religious background, income level, or sexual orientation—it could function as a broadly insightful text for anyone interested in reflecting on their relationships with family, friends, and romantic partners (past, present, or desired future). This is not a book about necessarily rejecting traditions of any shape, size, or form; rather, it is about exploring the many and various ways you can choose to make your own traditions—recognizing and celebrating the history, beliefs, and values that matter most to you.”
—Out Magazine

“Part ‘how-to’ and part memoir, this book manages to transcend both and achieve something rather refreshing… I read Modern Brides and Modern Grooms in practically two sittings. This is a very well-written and clever resource for planning gay and straight weddings. The author is a therapist in NYC and he includes several case histories of wedding couples to support his ideas and strategies. The book is contemporary, practical, and fun to read. I loved it.”
—Rainbow Book Awards

“The nonfiction content of this book and the wonderful writing style, full of wit, empathy, and profound understanding of others definitely puts this book close to the top as far as LBQT advice tomes are concerned.”
—Rainbow Book Awards

“No matter what circumstances surround your relationship or what kind of wedding you want, Mark’s perspective and advice will prove invaluable to working out the kinks and having not only your dream wedding but better communication with your significant other, family, friends, and in-laws.”
—Liza Monroy, author of The Marriage Act

“This is the most timely book published this year. O’Connell’s book is a breeze to read, filled with wonderful examples of what he calls ‘queer marriage’ and illustrated with examples from his own marriage to another man, as well as from other marriages. It is a pleasure to read. I expect his next book will be about queer adoptions. And why not?”
—Charles Silverstein, PhD, gold medal winner for lifetime achievement in the practice of psychology and coauthor of The Joy of Gay Sex

“This is more than just another plan-your-wedding book; it’s really a guide to planning your entire life together. It’s absolutely going on the required reading list for all my future first dates!”
—Zachary Booth, actor, Damages and Keep the Lights On

“So, your wedding day … It has to be perfect. Mark O’Connell’s book immediately allows you to take a deep breath and say, ‘We can do this!’ It’ll help make your dream a reality with stress-free planning, communication, and love for your wedding day.”
—Del Shores, award-winning director and writer of Sordid Lives
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for Justin


“We are weaned from our timidity In the flush of love’s light.”

—Maya Angelou

“Those who dream by day are cognizant of many things which escape those who dream only by night.”

—Edgar Allan Poe

“The sharing of joy … forms a bridge between the sharers which can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of their difference.”

—Audre Lorde


Foreword

You could not ask for a better partner for the important journey upon which you’re about to embark.

And I don’t mean your fiancé (though I’m sure your fiancé is wonderful and that’s probably a huge part of why you’re reading this).

I’m talking about actor-artist-psychotherapist-husband-author Mark O’Connell, and the journey is but the first step of an even larger one ahead: planning your wedding—and the whole life that follows. Mark’s particular combination of multi-hyphenates makes him the most ideal expert and guide. In a day and age in which there’s no boilerplate, no one-size-fits-all definition for what a wedding can or should be (same goes for marriage), Mark emphatically invites you to create your own. It’s your big day, but his concrete ideas, guidelines, and marvelous suggestions are sure to help along the way. From the practical—dealing with a limited budget, handling contracts and meddling mothers—to the more psychological and emotional elements of asking for help and support, the myth of sexual death in marriage, why not to trust anyone who tells you to “just be yourself,” the book in your hands is so much more than a wedding guide.

And who better to write such a transcendent guide than a multi-hyphenate who also happens to be in a happy marriage?

Wait, make that: a happy, complex, multifaceted, and real marriage, one that has gone through tests of time, acceptance, and various shades of legality. (On previously mentioned budget limitations: “Limitations are liberating … Same-sex couples are experts on limitations, having been denied the right to marry for so long …”)

Whether you identify as gay, straight, or somewhere in between, in these pages you’ll come to realize some essential, distilled truths about your own nature (see the “Engulfed or Abandoned” quiz) and the human psychology that factors not only into wedding planning, but upon which entire relationships are built. You will find yourself surprised and delighted by the stories, case studies, personal anecdotes, ideas, and advice between these pages. I was, and my own wedding (… um, the third and hopefully final time on this go-round that I’ll ever be a bride) is more than a year behind me.

I was married three times by the age of thirty-three, a fact I have always been reticent to openly discuss, but it serves a point here: in a testament to this book’s universality, I could have put Modern Brides & Modern Grooms to good use in planning any of my three extremely different weddings: 1) at twenty-two, to my gay best friend (to keep him in the country and with me) at a Vegas quickie ceremony presided over by an Elvis impersonator, 2) at twenty-four, to a high school boyfriend turned investment banker at Manhattan City Hall followed by a Mayan ceremony on a Mexican beach that no one could understand (turns out no one could understand the marriage, either) and 3) at thirty-three, to my perfect third-time’s-a-charm-er in a beautiful redwood grove in California surrounded by friends and family.

I share this to emphasize that no matter what circumstances surround your relationship or what kind of wedding you want, Mark’s perspective and advice will prove invaluable to working out the kinks and having not only your dream wedding, but better communication with your significant other, family, friends, and in-laws. It takes a village to make a wedding, a celebration and ritual that ultimately is, as Mark writes, a performance: “Weddings are theater, and acknowledging this will focus your planning. I know … there are sometimes religious components, cultural traditions, and family values to these affairs to consider. But no matter how you slice and dice it, a wedding is a piece of theater: an entertaining, ritualistic, transformative event.”

With any performance, then, comes being watched. One becomes, albeit fleetingly, a celebrity. Never before have I read a wedding book that tackles the subtle complexities of “preparing to be watched.” As an actor, Mark covers all the performative aspects of weddings and guides us through them starting from the proposal: Mark and his husband Justin, also a multi-hyphenate (lawyer-writer), created “Proposal Week,” spinning cliché proposal traditions into something new, fresh, and completely their own. (Mark and Justin’s story is also at once both fairytale-like and completely, utterly human. “On Justin’s thirty-fourth birthday, he awoke to a cake of himself as a king, sitting atop a mountain of multicolored cupcakes, which was based on a weird dream he had shared with me when we were twenty-two”—this is an excellent couple.) I love the practical budget chart at the end, which is Mark and Justin’s own.

So dive in, read on, and venture forth on your own journey into wedded bliss. As Mark writes, “There’s a whole lot of theater ahead of you—happy, sad, and everything in-between.”

With this book, a little luck, and a lot of love, you’ll be well-equipped to navigate it all.

—Liza Monroy

author, THE MARRIAGE ACT: The Risk I Took To Keep My Best Friend in America and What it Taught Us About Love

Santa Cruz, CA


Introduction

Marriage equality has arrived, and it’s not just for “the gays”!

This book is for those of you hoping to create a personalized wedding that dignifies your relationship, your individuality, the mutual recognition between you and your partner, and the equality you share—whether you’re of the same or opposite sex.

Weddings are evolving across the board, and so too is the freedom and fun in planning them. Ceremonies (even religious ones), are now more a proclamation of love and commitment, on equal terms, for all couples—and less a public ritual during which one man drags a woman out by the hair and throws her at the feet of another man. In a little over a hundred years, brides have grown from being property to proposing, and now they can also watch their lesbian and gay friends enjoy conjugal kisses (under the law!).

When my husband, Justin, and I were married in 2006, at the age of twenty-nine, I found myself both moved by the past and roused to engage with the future. My gay uncle, Dan—who was twenty-nine in 1986, when SCOTUS ruled that same-sex sex was not a Constitutional right—took me aside during our reception and told me, with the sincere shimmer of a tear in one eye, “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see a day like this.”

Meanwhile several of my straight female friends responded with enthusiasm to the custom-made ceremony Justin and I had crafted out of cherry-picked text and music, emphasizing our love and friendship as equal but separate. My gal pals were somewhat ambivalent about having weddings—concerned about the aforementioned inequities that have historically stained these events—but after seeing ours, they were inspired and emboldened. These ladies have since collaborated with their partners to create magnificently distinctive nuptials of their own, honoring their unique loves, while also liberating their guests by exploding tradition—e.g., I was a bridesman for each of them.

Modern weddings are indeed becoming more and more queer. By queer I don’t necessarily mean LGBT, but more inclusively I refer to anyone busting out of stale societal norms to get some fresh air. Modern weddings include, but are not limited to: the straight Catholic couple who read a Dan Savage piece about marriage equality at their ceremony; the faithfully Jewish straight bride who married a non-religious, gender-nonconforming groom; as well as the variety of interfaith, interracial, and binational weddings I’ve had the pleasure to attend—not to mention all those weddings of couples who actually, genuinely, like each other … and who want their truth to outweigh tradition.

This isn’t to say we don’t stand to inherit anything useful from traditional marriage. Obviously the very idea of throwing a kick-ass party of exhibitionism, romantic-ideals, and righteous-symbolism is derived from them. And now, with DOMA’s demise, couples of the gay and lesbian variety share equally with straights in the economy of instant marriage recognition: including the option to do a Vegas-style quickie, but more importantly, the ability to answer the frequent cocktail party question, “When were you married?” lickety-split.

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been tripped-up in the headlights of that question, as though I’d been pulled over on the highway after having a stroke: “Well officer, we had a wedding in 2006 in Massachusetts (we’re New York residents), but Mass didn’t recognize out-of-state weddings at the time (Thank you, Mitt Romney) and the New York Times refused to announce it as a wedding (even after we long-windedly explained), so we tried to do it legally during a visit to San Francisco in 2008—we were first to register at City Hall the day the Cali Supreme Court ruled in favor of same-sex marriage (prior to The Terminator intervening, and Proposition 8)—but the law hadn’t been implemented yet, so we went back to Mass in 2009 to legalize it (when they finally allowed out-of-state weddings), with only my mom and the random, all-purpose officiant witnessing as we stood in the rural outdoors, in front of an enormous rock (alluding to the hopeful end of some disaster film, like Deep Impact) and, thanks to Governor Patterson, it was sort of recognized in New York at that time, and was then officially reciprocated when same-sex marriage became legal in our home state in 2011, but we haven’t had another ceremony yet, and if we do, we won’t announce it in ‘the Times ’cause we’re still smarting from that first rejection, but at least now we know for sure we want to be together. So … does that answer your question?”

I’ve compared our marital quest to getting a PhD (it takes about seven years, after all)—except, when you finally get your PhD, your family is almost too happy to call you “Doctor,” whereas, at this point, ours is sick of recognizing our marriage. Now, seven years after we tied the knot (the first time … it’s quite an unwieldy knot by now …), couples like us can finally chitchat about their nuptials with ease—one date, one location, and a lithe display of smile-teeth—like any straight Tom, Dick, or Britney Spears.

While that’s all very well, we should remain conscious of the salvational creativity that carried us through all those years of hearing “No!” Rather than accommodate anyone else’s expectations for how your wedding should look (e.g., black tuxes and lacy white gowns at the altar resembling iconic cake-toppers or automatons with political ambitions), we can look back on the richly imaginative problem-solving that allowed us to claim meaningful marriages in the face of adversity and against all odds—and now we can do it with the law, society, and joie de vivre on our side.

Rather than guiding you to a “new normal,” I hope this book emboldens you to create a “new”—a new of your own. Your wedding is a performing art, as is your marriage itself. Both require you to creatively collaborate in surviving conflicts, supporting each other’s dreams, and building together a life that is livable. As an actor and a psychotherapist, I can tell you that approaching your wedding like a performing artist will help you achieve these goals and engage with inevitable obstacles along the way.


This is a guide to help you have a wedding on your own terms—and take the people you love along with you for the ride.

Part of that goal is about navigating more than just the practical challenges of menus and DJs. Deep down, weddings are about navigating some of the deepest emotional relationships of your life, with the people closest to you.

In the chapters ahead, I explore those kinds of relationships and challenges by telling personal stories: the story of my wedding and the challenges I faced, and wedding stories from my friends and family. (Look out for the brave, inspiring, hilarious, challenging, and moving connubial journeys of Lyn and Jorge, Sharon and Emily, Dani and Jamie, Connie and Steve, Bill and Michael, Lindsay and Paul, Jesse and Danny, Lily and Bart, Winnie and Mason, Allie and Wyatt, Jamie and Sean, B., Julie, Tabitha, Yasmine, Rachel, Evelina and more). I share with you not models, but trials, errors, and stories of the willingness to carve out more life-space, love-space, and wedding-space than we’ve ever had before.

Through these stories, this book prepares you, the modern bride or modern groom, for understanding better who you are, what your Big Day is all about, what you want from it, and why you want those things.

Ultimately this core work or “emotional road map” to your wedding will help you express yourself confidently through the right dress or tux or shoes (or loincloth) or flowers or song or any other practical detail of your day that will make it authentically yours.



I hope these pages inspire you to make use of what we’ve all learned in our long fight to marry who we love and to create an event that authentically expresses you, your intended spouse, and both of you as a couple—whether you’re L, G, B, T, Q, straight, or none of the above. This is the wisdom, the joy, and the gift of modern brides and modern grooms.


Part 1

First Comes Love …

  1. To Have and to Hold Conflict:
The Ironies of Waiting, Fighting, and Choosing

  2. Fail! Again and Again:
The Curse and Blessing of Elizabeth Taylor

  3. Between Paradise and Prison:
Navigating Families and Tribes

  4. How to Fail Better:
Identifying Emotional Roles and Learning to Play Them


1    To Have and to Hold Conflict:

The Ironies of Waiting, Fighting, and Choosing

I know what you’re thinking:

A gauzy white light reveals a shimmery altar. Your love’s face appears, elfin, glowing. You both smile, gently, achingly, as you lock eyes, each with a Great Gatsby, I’m-only-thinking-about-you sort of gaze. Your family and friends look on, blissfully agape, as though you’re Olympic champions about to claim the gold—they want nothing more than your happiness, in this moment and forever. You kiss. You are transformed.

Maybe you weren’t thinking that exactly, but something close? This vision is a conjugal fantasy, but it’s also very real. You will experience its essence, in some form, during the course of your wedding. It will be true, but it won’t stand alone. You’ll face multiple truths at once.

Irony in Love’s Fire

Everything true about weddings is also untrue. They’re as hot and cold as Katy Perry, and as ironic as Alanis Morissette. They connect us to one family while tearing us from another, delight us with gains as we grieve losses, and buoy us to new identities while old ones crumble beneath us. As my yoga teacher Nancy would have said it, weddings “balance on a core that rocks from side to side.” The tensions, conflicts, and disasters that eventually afflict marriages tend to arrive when we deny their foundational irony—their rocky core. So before you even think about getting married, consider what you’re signing up for—an endless search for balance on imbalance. Having said that, its very bitter-sweetness is what makes the marital process so delicious and acquiring a taste for it early on can help make it last. (I write this having been with my husband for fifteen years.)

Your wedding is so much more than just that “party of your life” that you’re “supposed” to have and want—and which many people plan with half a brain. No. It’s an opportunity to practice the exquisitely painful joy of creative collaboration, something you’ll need to make use of for the rest of your lives together. I promise you, it hurts so good. Everything from buying a home, raising a child, or co-running a business involves an alert negotiation of subjectivity, a debate of ideals, a push and pull of suggested narratives. Your wedding is a fertile opportunity to hone the craft of co-leadership by creating a memorable event that expresses you both. But before you begin this process, you’ll want the ironies to sink in, and that means time and practice—both of which same-sex couples are particularly used to, having waited for legal recognition of our chosen partnerships for so long.


Many of you opened this book because you’ve already begun planning a wedding, so you might not be interested in hearing about waiting. You may skip this section, if you like.

Although, even you might take the time to consider a few things about your couplehood: How do you communicate? How do you collaborate? How don’t you? Have you spent enough time together? Have you spent enough time apart? The answers to these questions are the best wedding planning guide you’ll find, and they’ll continue to serve you in all your major projects, obstacles, and transitions as a couple.



The Newlywed Bus to Nowhere

Let’s talk about the iconic 1967 film The Graduate for a moment. The finale, during which Dustin Hoffman charges recklessly into Katharine Ross’s conventional wedding, has become a prototype for climactic scenes of nuptials interruptus, dramatizing the modern sentiment “love conquers all.” The scene radiates with an angsty fire, like impulsive sex that will not/cannot be tamed; sex without foreplay or contemplation. The choppy editing and slightly out-of-sync, seventies-horror-film-style audio (remember those weird shots of Anne Bancroft’s angry teeth?) contribute to the hasty, violent passion. Katharine Ross’s vacant eyes ever-so-slowly blossom to excitement at the sight of her anti-suitor, as though she is a “doll” from the “valley” or a “Stepford wife” (which she would famously play several years later). The lovers escape the adverse crowd, whom we see whacking them on the head—again, choppily, abruptly, seventies-horror-film style.

And finally they escape. To the bus. Free. They each take a breath of relief. And then … each tries to look at the other. Tension. Uncertainty. “Now what?” All they have is each other, and they’ve only just met. With this as their foundation, how will the couple resolve conflicts later? The only conflict resolution strategy their parents have modeled for them is “escape”—i.e., excessive drinking, sleeping with the neighbor’s kid, crashing weddings.

Apart Together

Consider this: “I love you because you keep going away.” That doesn’t sound right. A friend of ours who was in a verbally abusive relationship shrieked this at me years ago in response to some couples’ advice I had given when she had asked me what kept Justin and I together, and more specifically, why we never screamed at each other. I gave her one answer—just a guess really, because who the hell knows for sure—which was that we were often in different cities (he was in law school in Boston, while I studied acting in Providence) and constantly pursuing our respective passions and goals. I suggested that maybe the distance made our hearts grow fonder, and that our apartness, our separate development, somehow magnetized us back together, again and again. She didn’t buy it. Like many of us, she hoped for something simpler. She wanted a magic bus that would rescue her and her boyfriend from an abusive relationship and chauffeur them to one that was mutually attentive and loving. An instant, romantic panacea (romantacea?) that would keep them together forever.

Conflict and Recovery

I still believe what I said is true, that our searching separateness kept Justin and me together. But that doesn’t mean we were above screaming at each other. Hardly. We just cleverly did it behind closed doors. (Not every day, but …) That was the advantage of renting separate apartments during our first years together in Manhattan; we always had our own private sanctuary to recover from disagreement when it devolved into tantrums. When we moved into our first apartment together, my mother’s Westchester home became my new safe haven, as it was only a Metro-North ride away.


Now’s the time to fight, and to fight big.

By which I mean to verbalize your core conflicts to each other, not tear at each other’s hair. Don’t wait for a time when these fights are harder to resolve and there’s more to lose.



If you don’t have messy conflict before you’re married, you will do it later, only one of you will end up leaving for good. The way you both learn to recover from the fights—the refuge you seek from the storms—will be the muscle you’ll use to build your wedding and your marriage.

By the way, when I use the words “resolve” and “recover,” I’m not referring to all the running away I used to do. We can think of those episodes as adjustment tantrums, the kind you might have upon beginning a new fitness program. The muscle of which I speak is one that takes time to cultivate, one that requires you to be brave by being vulnerable, and as researcher Brene Brown says, to “say I love you first.”

It’s the muscle that Justin flexed when he approached me—one closeted teen to another—at Simon’s Rock, an early admissions college for misfits (me) and geniuses (Justin). It’s the muscle I flexed seeking his company on campus at night, and the one he flexed in return, sharing his attraction for me—though I rejected him out of fear. It’s the muscle I rediscovered six years later, seeing him on MTV’s The Real World and writing him a letter of apology (a love letter?). And the muscle he found to respond. We shared this muscle to hop the Bonanza bus and surprise each other with spontaneous visits (across state lines). We used it to make up after every almost-breakup. Justin used it to skip exams to be with me after my father passed away, and I used it, years after we were married, to abruptly leave a new job to be with him when his mother was ailing from cancer. We would not have had space to grow if we impulsively hopped on a bus together at sixteen.We relied on this well-cultivated strength to create our wedding—the symbolic birth of our lives as a creative, collaborative pair.

Your Choice

It’s tempting to get married while your love is new, when it all seems simple and unblemished, when everyone’s still excited about you, when they all want you to do it. But the story of choosing a spouse based on peer (or cult) pressure never did end well—am I right, Katie Holmes?

Those of us who are lesbian or gay don’t have a history of being forced to marry our same-sex counterparts, so there’s no need to start now, no matter who you choose to marry, and that goes for everyone. Long-term queer relationships, of all stripes, have always been based on making a choice. We’ve risked physical attack, stigma, and in many cases, excommunication from our families to make these choices. We’ve waited years for our love to be recognized properly and have used the time to learn the landscapes of our own minds and hearts, the genesis of these choices. We’ve been very much alive, alert, and awake in making them, and the choice to get married needn’t be an exception. Even those of us who are not gay or lesbian might do well to assume this position, these stakes, and the mindfulness of choosing and fighting for a marriage that reveals your truth more than tradition.


If you’re ready to plan your big performance, then great! However, I recommend a few rounds of rehearsal before you take the stage. Get familiar with your role, and that of your scene partner, and learn together to survive the ironies in love’s fire before you commit to this choice.




2    Fail! Again, and Again:

The Curse, and Blessing, of Elizabeth Taylor

The first queer wedding I ever attended was that of my aunt Connie to Richard the Third when I was ten. What made it queer? 1) It was Connie’s third (hence my nickname for Richard); 2) Richard was from Canada (i.e., it was a binational affair, and he was inscrutably polite); and 3) we never saw or heard from Richard again after that night (things certainly could have ended worse with a name like Richard the Third). Oh! And 4) my mother let me out of the house in a peacock green jacket, white slacks, cotton-candy shirt, and shimmery yellow tie (a Key West lounge singer ensemble) suggesting that she knew I was queer, and that such garish attire was appropriate for this queer event.

Now wait, before you get all judge-y about Connie’s queer, third wedding, you might consider the fact that Elizabeth Taylor attended Connie’s “normal” first wedding in 1976.

Elizabeth Taylor, as you may know, was not only one of the greatest goddesses of the screen, but was also famous for her serial marriages—her own brand of queerness. After Connie hung out with Liz during wedding number one (and presumably after getting hexed by ol’ violet eyes), Connie went on to marry five more times, twice to her fifth and current hubby. You might recall that Ms. Taylor did such a thing. There’s a bit of “stranger than fiction” to this story, and it has certainly evoked its share of laughter in my family over the years—not least because of its extreme contrast with the crazy luck of my parents. They got to be “normal” in their long-lasting marriage, while also being very much in love.

But I must tell you that at sixty-one, after many a wedding, Connie is now happily married, happily living, and doing so in a way I can only hope to emulate at her age. Not only are she and Steve—her husband of almost twenty years—joyously creating theater together, but they equally create life together. A lot of it. They travel, read, cook, dance, play, and revel with Connie’s daughter and son in-law. The matrimonial road was rocky for Connie, but she abided, and eventually found a balance on its rockiness.

Wedding Anxiety Disorder

Unfortunately for Elizabeth Taylor, she began getting married in 1950, when what I call Wedding Anxiety Disorder (WAD) was at a peak for American ladies. Wedding anxiety derives from a history of kinship that has been less than kind to women, described by anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss as women being shuffled between clans; or as I said in the introduction to this book, dragged out by the hair by one man and thrown at the feet of another. This traumatic history permeates modern society and modern women who, even today, receive messages that if they don’t get hitched—before they’re, I don’t know … twenty-five or something—they’re done for! This social norm has had the power of a malicious dictator or vicious virus; it infected its way into Liz’s head, who transferred it to Connie years later. And as with any oppressive norm we internalize, it took years to free themselves from it.

Though WAD still lingers on, we now acknowledge it, sometimes playfully (does Beyoncé’s song “Single Ladies” ring a bell?). The WAD contagion has affected countless people, goading them into premature marriages as if to legitimize both the couples and the individuals—giving them free passes to Normal’s Arc to be spared the Misfit Apocalypse. Under this pressure, one is expected to nab the first person who seems promising, sort of close her eyes, cross her fingers, and invite everyone she’s ever met to watch her prepare for eternal, normative bliss—tightly holding her eyes closed and fingers crossed, even after the limousine (or bus) pulls away.

Elizabeth Taylor seemed to be saying something like, “Alright. I’ll try to live within this framework, and if it doesn’t work, I’ll try again, and if I fall flat on my face, I’ll get up and do it again, and again. And you see that attractive, independent minded young woman over there? [meaning Connie], I’m going to take her with me.” Elizabeth and Connie both tried bravely to live within those contagious rules. Though they were met repeatedly with disappointment, their brazenly, queer commitment to these failed efforts exposed the punishing history of marriage norms for the rest of us. We glean from them great lessons: namely, that it is necessary to fail in relationships if we ever want them to grow.


Fail
“Fail Again. Fail Better,” wrote Samuel Beckett.

We too can and should fail before expecting relational success. Get curious about the ways you have failed your partner, or (s)he has failed you thus far. If nothing is phoning in, you may want to postpone the wedding until something does. You’ll both be better off having failed each other, acknowledged it, and survived it together before taking the connubial leap.



I speak from experience. Justin and I founded our relationship on a steaming hotbed of failure. As bullied—and consequently failed—high school students we found each other as “refugees” in 1993 at sixteen, on “the island of misfit teens” known as Simon’s Rock College. Project Runway’s Nina Garcia would have kicked us out for our failed attempts at “styling”: torn stonewashed jeans, half-shaved/half-long-hairdos, flannels, Birkenstocks, acne. More significantly, we also failed to be out. Few openly gay teens were at that time. Same-sex marriage wasn’t legal; there was no internet to learn how much “better” it would get; Ellen had not yet declared “Yep, I’m gay!”; homosexuality was largely associated with AIDS. To be gay was to fail.

But somewhere in that melancholic abyss there was life. Beyond our sad appearances, the dark cloud of our shared abjection and fear, there was ineffable laughter, recognition, and desire. Being together felt like “home.” Never did I feel this more potently than one rainy late night while walking on campus. I was lonely, all alone. Seeing him in the distance, I called out willfully, from the gut, “Justin?”

Late nights, fluent exchanges of giggles, too many cigarettes (regrettably; please don’t try this at home), and the warm rush of freely being ourselves consumed the first two weeks of college. As with most things done as a teen, we did too much too soon, and when Justin bravely tried to take things further, whilst sitting on a rock one fateful night—“I guess I’m attracted to you.”—my inner bully quelled our queer pleasure, like a first responder to a disaster. I had an emotional breakdown. (Fail.) I was sent home. (Double fail.) Justin was advised not to talk to me by the dean, and so he didn’t. (Triple axel fail.) It would be six years before we’d speak again.

The years between sixteen and twenty-two are fertile for failing again, and better. During that time, each of us found our own way out of the closet, into our bodies, and onto an expedition of intimacy. Independently, we learned a ton about desire: longing, seeking, tasting, having, breaking, and being broken. What better time to vacillate between euphoria and despair than while your hormones are ablaze? Then one night, while watching The Real World: Hawaii with friends, there he was on the TV: same honey-brown eyes, same alluring sense of humor, same subversive, silver tongue, only now he was a hot, hip young adult, as opposed to an awkward teen. I called out willfully, from the gut, “Justin!”

One letter (composed to the desperate sounds of Dido), and several epic all-night phone calls later, we erupted into the shameless, torrid lovers we never, ever could have been in college.

Cue the months into years of long-overdue PDA—“A” for “affection” and for “arguments.” Mortifying arguments (once while having a very expensive dinner, with his boss). We acted out “the breakup scene” countless times; you know, the one where a pouty-lipped starlet stands in a doorway, raises her voice, and then lowers it, for effect, ending it all “for good.” I jest, but it felt bad. Bad. I can still recall how difficult it was to be vulnerable. To say what I really wanted, which was to be with him but also to be seen and heard by him. It was excruciating to apologize, to negotiate, and to compromise. But whenever we did, we were that much more able to tolerate the other’s nagging flaws. (This is what I referred to in the last chapter as conflict and recovery, and what some psychotherapists call rupture and repair.). Only then could we find our way back to the late night sanctuary we had founded at sixteen.

In short: Pre-marital public tantrums are a must. Fighting is a form of figuring out. Let yourselves survive a great hitch before getting hitched.

Now, had we been straight, our adolescent love-play might have occurred by day, without shame to tear us apart, and our mutual feelings easily could have skyrocketed us prematurely into marriage—an impulsive bus ride to nowhere. After all, the high school sweetheart scenario my parents modeled for me was absorbed into my mind as the epitome of “normal” and, therefore, desirable. They were wed at twenty-two, having been one another’s first love, and somehow remained laughing, kissing, and dancing until the day my dad died. (My brother’s high school girlfriend Kim used to say, “I want to go in there,” referring to my parents’ bedroom, as we could always hear them guffawing behind the door.).

But you, me, and the statisticians all know that though my parents inhabited a “normative” marriage—e.g., straight, kids, loving, liking, lasting—they were, and would in fact still be, outliers among couples. By inherently failing to be “normal,” or rather by virtue of being gay, Justin and I were arguably protected from the inevitable disappointment of unmet expectations/of not being my parents. Our queerness provided us an open, unexplored field through which to blunder, make discoveries, and sculpt out space. Our space.


Don’t try to emulate the “normals” in your life: those happy few who “made it,” “got away with it,” and did not seem to fail. This will only be in vain—unless, of course, you alone are the anomaly who consistently wins the stuffed toy from that machine with the vexing claw.



Avuncular Wisdom

I didn’t look to my parents for a roadmap to plan our wedding, nor am I sharing such a thing with you now. Though I certainly invite you to consider the good fortune of my parents’ traditional, romance, this being a book inspired by queerness, I instead direct your attention to the trials of Aunt Connie, by proxy of Liz Taylor. Eve Sedgwick, the queen of queer theory, called this type of inherited wisdom “the avuncular”: a relationship with aunts/uncles/adult relatives who are not parents directly above you in the family tree and who may represent non-conforming sexualities.

Connie took a lot of heat during her years under the Liz spell, and I surely feared association with her as a result. But as I grew older, recognizing my inevitable bad fit in a normative world, I saw her journey anew. I appreciated the necessary boldness of dreaming, trying, taking risks, and sometimes separating from the pack to seek life—even at the cost of ridicule. I learned the exquisite beauty of failure. The permission it gives you to try your wings, to fall, fall again, and in falling better to fumble your own way into flight. Failure forces you to take your own side, to love yourself better, and to increase your capacity for loving other people.

Fortunately our social customs continue to evolve, providing more room for fumbling, however discouragingly slow the process. Compare Elizabeth Taylor to contemporary screen goddess Julia Roberts, who was engaged a handful of times but only married twice. There is more opportunity now for women in particular, but for us all, to experiment, to make bids for love, to get rejected, and fall flat many, many times, before marriage is even considered. And we have the brazenness of women like Connie and Liz, in part, to thank for this freedom.


Our marriages don’t have to be social traps, they can set us free. They needn’t hide us, but can instead expose our desires and choices. They needn’t sedate us, but can wake us. And all of this becomes possible if we have room to fail before we fly.




3    Between Paradise and Prison:

Navigating Families and Tribes

“What? Are you getting married?” my uncle Dan said, with snark. It was 2001 and I called him to plan a visit. (We actually spoke on phones in those days to make such arrangements, as opposed to texting; to think that 2001 once symbolized “the future!”) Pride weekend was coming up in New York City. We were new in town, and Justin fancied the idea of meeting and hanging out with my gay uncle—a la Eve Sedgwick’s notion of the avuncular. Dan was clearly less interested in hearing how thrilled I was to be dating Justin (“for over a year!”) and more so in teaching me how to be a “gay man.”

Now, Dan’s tutelage was no doubt a form of privilege: he generously invited us to his house on the Fire Island Pines, “The Uncle of All Gay Meccas.” A mecca that can only be reached by waving goodbye to the land of Long Island and taking a ferry ride. My first time on the ferry there was erotically baptismal: a shimmery, watery ritual that opened the world fresh as we transited from the land of the “normal” to the island of the “queer.” Marriage has a similar impact.


Weddings are a symbolic ferrying from family to family, tribe to tribe, place to place. Those whose families and tribes (or the tribes of their partners) are very different from one another find such a transition not without the pain of loss, even while being led blissfully to a new life.



I’m lucky in having overlap between family and tribe in the form of my uncle, but at the time, there was still the inevitable feeling of moving through an open door as the other closed.

For many of us, doors slam in varying forms of rejection. In my case, my father had recently passed away from a heart attack. This feeling of rejection, this “slam,” was not my father’s doing, but I felt it in the chill of his absence. The one year he spent getting to know Justin was fun for them both; at last, someone was around who shared my dad’s interest in history and politics. I’ll never know how those relations would have evolved, and the grief and wonder still lurk in my heart, as they did that summer as we stepped off the ferry.

“Welcome to the island, boys,” spoke a hushed, mischievous male voice. As Dan welcomed us to his Buddhist temple of a house, we were greeted by several forty-something men sitting in a row (in my memory, their colorful speedos formed a perfect rainbow). Later, we explored the island unchaperoned; our own private Idaho, Eden, and Blue Lagoon.The unadulterated smiles beaming on us promised freedom and play. For some, the visual buffet of buff is the elixir of the Pines, and I’m not above looking, depending on my mood. But for me, the more crucial tonic was the sense that on this island I would never, ever, get beaten to death for being gay. As we frolicked together about the sand and the boardwalks by moonlight, I could almost hear the reeds whisper reassuringly to me while the nearby sounds of the ocean held us.

Then suddenly, the joyful act of norm-busting became a little too normal. One afternoon, Dan and his speedo-clad posse accompanied us to the beach. No sooner had we laid down our towels were we surprised by an abrupt bit of pedagogy: the speedos were off before I could breathe… There it was, uncle Dan’s “dandan”—either a thin noodle or a large sea beast, depending on whether you’re speaking Japanese or reading The Arabian Nights—lying on the ground looking up between his legs, it reminded me of that famous scene in which Indiana Jones falls shockingly into face-off with a cobra. “Trunks off,” spoke Dan the Great and Powerful. “That goes for the hot tub, too.”

I hadn’t really hung out with my uncle before—so to speak. Though when I was nineteen, he did see me act in two sexually charged, yet professional, plays—one in which I was completely naked—so one might expect he’d envision and accept me as out, proud, and queer in my own way. One would be mistaken. Intent on my indoctrination into his (our?) community, he needed to impose on me the character of Naive, Newbie, Nephew—from the sticks.

The rules kept coming at us. “No sitting together at dinner. Mix it up. What are you, sticky?”—meaning, to my uncle’s friends, “monogamous.”

In some ways the Pines is one of the most normative enclaves I’ve ever seen. Rich, white, straight men have simply been replaced by rich, white, gay men who tend to enforce their own brand of homogeneity. To be not-male, not-white, not-muscled, not-butch (they try to be strict about that one, but I mean, come on …) too-clothed, or monogamous is to carry the whiff of something foreign or “exotic.” This is not the only truth, of course, but true it is, and it made me wince at first taste. The contradictions of the Pines bring to mind Italy’s historic “gay” island of San Domino. In the late 1930s, Mussolini used it to internally exile homosexuals, though ironically many of the men found the island to be a paradise on which they could freely play, have sex, and love—it was simultaneously a paradise and a prison.

I couldn’t understand why these men were dislodging the prison bars of normal only to replace them with more bars—albeit in rainbow colors. Isn’t that like establishing a club on the island, calling it Stonewall, and then arresting couples who dance with only each other all night? Now, surely they felt victimized by Justin and me in return, as we were contaminating their hard-earned fresh air with oppressive heteronormative toxins—e.g., ideas of monogamous romance and love.


Such are the conundrums of kinship and kindredship, however, and wherever we find it.

How do we avoid a them versus us scenario? How do we stay connected to our communities as we seek our own lives? How to stay true to lives that are livable without disavowing our strongest allies, influences, and supports?



If I was frustrated with Dan and company it’s not because I was right and he was wrong. It was that I wanted him to recognize my heart and mind. Being with Justin, committed to Justin, was my nude beach, my naked hot tub, and my queer. We had both found our own different paths to self-fulfillment and self-realization.

(You should know that Dan’s brother, my uncle Phil, is a gay football-fanatic, Florida Republican! And is also quite lovable. So you see, we all view our tribes, and find comfort there, in our own individualized way.)

Living in the Spaces

Throughout the years, Justin and I have come to truly value the Pines, and Dan. His house is the family home I’ve known the longest at this point in my life (see “Irony” in chapter 1). We’ve developed a deep appreciation for this avuncular connection, even if we sometimes don’t feel seen within it. The island can be our own unique paradise and, at the same time, a place that belongs to various other folks from whom we’ve let ourselves learn and be changed. And when the fit just isn’t good, we have our senses of irony and humor to help us survive. Psychoanalyst Philip Bromberg might say we’ve learned to live “between the spaces” of communal expectations and individual dreams.

The in-between space we occupy on the island recalls The Little Mermaid, caught between worlds. Though she was given a “happy,” normative ending by Disney—as if marrying her into a legged, land-bound life completely resolved her identity crisis—Hans Christian Andersen’s original character is fated to an ever-after as sea foam, to live in a melancholic space between identities of land and sea. She’s not easily seen, heard, or understood, but has the freedom to exist in all of her truth. Similarly, the island is a place we can be monogamous, not unlike my parents, and revel like my uncle at the same time. A place where by day I can share an exuberant, erotic, social space with other men—a freedom I lacked as a boy—and by night take introspective walks to the beach, during which I continue to feel close to my father, listening to the silence of sea foam.
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