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overture










Los Angeles, California
 February 8, 2008




I face myself in the full-length mirror, stability in one hand, sex in the other.




The white Armani gown is the dress every little girl dreams of. A lot of big girls, too. A line of blushing attendants, all picture-pretty, clutch their bouquets of roses and baby’s breath, each on the arm of a dashing, tuxedoed counterpart. My best always-a-bridesmaid buddy Denny Downs is looking at me with wide, moist eyes, telling me how perfect it all is…but suddenly I’m not sure.




A moment ago, I was ready to commit myself to the faithful friend who’s supported and stood by me all these years. Then Jimmy showed up, and everything became a question. Now, here I am at the eleventh hour, wondering what might happen, who will I be, if I allow my passion to be swayed by this dangerous bad boy. Crystallized moments like this one arise in every woman’s life. Moments of truth in which she makes the choices that guide her destiny. Moments that ultimately write the story of her.




Sugar or spice? I agonize. Naughty or nice?




Sensible angels whisper in my ear, but the runaway bride in me is getting restless. I am a type A “leap and a net will appear” risk-taker, and if I trust that God made me this way for a reason, then I have to believe that the risk will be worth it in the long run. Experience has taught me that we all stumble and fall; faith assures me that He’ll be there to catch me when I do. My heart speaks, and I listen.




I chose Jimmy.




Jimmy Choo, that is. A fabulous pair of four-inch platform sling-backs. Setting aside the safe-and-sane character shoes I was planning to wear onstage tonight, I cast my lot with the bad boy. Oh, I know what you’re thinking, and, yeah, it’s not exactly Sophie’s Choice. But this is Oscar night. I’m about to step out onstage in front of thousands of people—friends, colleagues, peers, people I hope and dream of working with—plus my parents and everyone else watching the live broadcast on television.




People keep reminding me that billions—with a b as in bombastic and boy howdy!—yes, billions of people all over the world will be tuned in. Even in the coziest venues, performers can and do get hurt onstage all the time. There’s a broken toe for every light on Broadway. But I’m not as concerned for myself as I am for the burgeoning cast of backup dancers. This is a huge shot of résumé adrenaline for most of these kids; I don’t want it to turn into some tragicomic YouTube video labeled “Cheno Falls on Ass.” On the other hand, when you’re four feet eleven inches you get pretty comfortable in heels.




“A nice pair of Jimmy Choos never hurt anyone,” I tell my friend Denny, but I take the precaution of having the soles rubbered for slip-resistance. (Faith is fine, but the Lord helps those who help themselves, right?)




I’ll be performing “That’s How You Know,” one of three Oscarnominated songs written by Alan Menken and Stephen Schwartz for Disney’s frothy fairy tale Enchanted. As Tilda Swinton collects the Best Supporting Actress Oscar for Michael Clayton, the backstage cavern turns into an anthill of scurrying crew members preparing for my number, which is being staged in full-on Broadway showstopper style. Joining me on the sweeping two-story set is a village-size cast including half a dozen dancing brides niftily accessorized with dancing grooms, quick-stepping waiters, acrobatically inclined construction workers, happy townies, multiculti mariachis, and (putting us indisputably over the top) a marching band. Against a miniature backdrop of Manhattan, a battalion of gorgeous guys will form sort of a hunk-powered elevator and pass me bodily off an ornate, ten-foot-tall bridge.




A great song. A magical night. Gown by Armani and travel by hunk-o-vator. I am in grave danger of thinking it doesn’t get any better than this when someone tells me, “George Clooney is on the front row.” I don’t ask who else is on the front row. Is there anyone else?




George Clooney needs to know that he and I are perfect for each other. We would be instantly matched on eHarmony.com. I can already see us in that ad campaign, oozing adorable, giddily telling the story of our first kiss. Happily ever after, cue Chaka Khan, roll credits. He is my Mr. Right. The problem is, I’m still in love with Mr. Writer, a man who is more likely to show up in a “Falls on Ass” video than an “Everlasting Love” commercial. Truth be told, eHarmony would not encourage me to share so much as a cab uptown with this guy. But of course this is precisely what makes him irresistible.




Never for a moment did I even fantasize that Aaron Sorkin was Mr. Right. From the day we met, he was Mr. Sets My Brain on Fire, then he evolved for a long, lovely spell into Mr. Makes Me Sing REO Speedwagon in the Shower, but there was always an undercurrent of Mr. You Are Seriously Pushing Your Luck Here, and I eventually found myself doing the ol’ step-ball-change with Mr. Why Am I Banging My Head Against This Wall? Instead of coming up with a cutesy Hollywood powercouple name for us—“Sorkoweth” or “Chenorkin”—the tabloids wearily call us “on again/off again,” which means we periodically put each other through a wrenching spate of separation, but I keep reinstating him as Mr. Might Actually Be Worth the Trouble. We are now “off again,” and it’s painful to not share this amazing moment with him. I love the man, and whatever happens or doesn’t happen between us in the long run, I always will.




“It’s in God’s hands,” I tell my father whenever he shakes his head about it.




The only thing I can say with utter certainty is that come what may, my feelings for George Clooney will remain unsullied. Whatever curtains rise and fall, the “Kristlooney” dream lives on.




Hosting the Oscars tonight is Jon Stewart, who’s been onstage riffing about the bitter writers’ strike that was recently resolved. His wry, wisenheimer humor is good medicine for our cruel but tenderhearted community.




“Welcome to the makeup sex,” he said at the start of the show, and I felt a twinge of knowing exactly what he was talking about.




Aside from my periodic reunions with Mr. If Loving You Is Wrong, I Don’t Wanna Be Right, I’ve been holding my breath through the strike, terrified for the fate of Pushing Daisies, this beautiful baby bird of a TV show I’ve been doing. With the strike ended, we are all breathing again and anxious to get back to work this summer. Before I resume shooting the show, I’ll spend the spring in New York, shoot a movie in Minneapolis, squeeze in some family time with my far-flung loved ones in Texas, Denver, and Oklahoma, do a concert with the Chicago Symphony, and give a special benefit performance for a friend in Manhattan—all of which keeps me pleasantly occupied and comfortably distanced from L.A. with all its potential complications and painful reminders.




I make my way backstage in my Jimmy Choos. I’m getting nervous. This doesn’t happen to me much anymore. Like everyone around me, I’m a seasoned pro. Stage fright is a thing of the past. But tonight, as I prepare to step onstage, a hollow, little ice cube of doubt forms in the pit of my touchy stomach. I close my eyes. Heavenly Father…




I don’t have to say anything else. He knows.




Adding one last dash of adorable to the Enchanted number is Vanessa Williams’s little daughter Sasha, so Vanessa is here, helping her get ready. She gives me a good-luck scrunch and tells me, “Sasha’s going to be right there when you look at her.”




It’s good to have another Broadway girl backstage. There’s no unnerving a woman who’s conquered the pageant circuit and delivered eight shows a week. She’s a glam-cat paragon of strength and calm. Sasha’s learning early what it took me years to understand.




Crew hands hustle out the set pieces. The hunks and I brace ourselves for places.




Deep breath.




Jon Stewart catches my eye.




“You’re going to knock it out of the park,” he assures me.




“I feel like I could pee my pants.”




Jon smiles at me without a trace of wisenheimer. “Just get out there and do what you do.”






























chapter one




LITTLE JAZZ BABY, THAT’S ME










Spread your legs,” the beautiful girl says softly, and I do.




She waves the metal-detection baton between my knees and up and down over my torso while another TSA agent rifles through my bag.




Am I the only one who feels vaguely invaded every time this happens? My heart sinks when I hear that call for “female assist.” It seems to happen every time I fly, and I fly a lot. I don’t feel that I’m entitled to special treatment, but is there really some valid concern that Broadway performers are plotting to take over the world? People, we don’t get up that early. I promise. You have nothing to fear from us aside from the occasional eruption of “He’s Just My Bill” while we stand in line at Starbucks.




“I can’t believe how tiny you are in person,” the TSA agent exclaims. “I mean, you’re like small.”




“Yup. I’ve heard that.” I raise my arms to crucifixion posture.




“You don’t look that little on TV. I saw you on the Oscars last month.” She smiles, and I smile back at her. “That must be so awesome. The red carpet and all those movie stars and the parties—oh, my gosh. You were at a party with George Clooney, weren’t you? I bet you went to like a million parties and like partied with movie stars until dawn.”




In truth, I went straight home because I was in the middle of shooting a movie, Four Christmases, and I had to be on the set at five forty-five the next morning looking like someone who sleeps occasionally. But partying till dawn with a million movie stars—it sounds so lovely, I don’t want to ruin it for her.




“Wouldn’t be Oscar night without the parties,” I say gamely.




“I like you on Pushing Daisies,” gains the young man going through my underwear. “And I saw you in that, um…that magazine. You know.”




“Yes.” I can tell by the color in his cheeks that he’s talking about my itsy-bitsy bikini layout in an issue of FHM that is probably still tucked between the mattress and box spring of many a corn-fed all-American boy.




“I got the calendar. It’s awesome,” he says earnestly.




“Well, thank you so much. You’re so sweet.” I shine him a Miss February smile because I see him eyeing my fancy-schmancy hair gel. “That’s as close as I could get to travel size. It’s only half an ounce over. Do you suppose…just this once…”




He takes my hair gel, which cost $28, which is worth it if you have flea-fine hair like mine. He takes my tweezers, and I need my tweezers. Why, why, why do they always commandeer my dang tweezers?




Let me just say right now and for the record that I, Kristi Dawn Chenoweth, do solemnly swear that I will never hack through a Kevlar door and stab a pilot in the neck with my tweezers. I will never seek, nor have I ever sought, to overthrow the government of the United States of America by force of tweezer. Anyone who knew me back in the eighties can tell you, I am far more dangerous without my tweezers. Jimmy Kimmel once whipped out a photo of me from my pageant days, and I thought those eyebrows were going to leap right off the matte finish like a couple of centipedes. I had a whole lotta Brooke Shields going on, except Brooke somehow manages to carry it off, all of which is to say I need my dang tweezers.




“Miss Chenoweth, could I please get a picture with you?” asks the female assist sister. “My little girls listen to the Wicked sound track like ten times a day. They’ll go crazy when they hear I actually got to wand down Glinda the Good Witch.” She laughs. I laugh. We all laugh. Wand? Witch? Get it? I glance nervously at my watch.




“It’ll only take a second, I swear,” she swears. She whips out her cell phone and shows me photos. They are adorable. Two little peanut-butter-and-jelly princesses.




“Sure. No problem.”




I pose with her, and it only takes a second. And a few seconds more to pose with the young man who loves me on Pushing Daisies, and a few more for the passengers behind me in line, who aren’t exactly sure who I am but assume, because the other security people are now asking for my autograph, that I’m famous.




“Y’all are so sweet,” I keep saying. “I really need to get to my gate, though.”




“Ma’am, you have to be at the gate thirty minutes early for first class,” the gate agent tells me when I get there. “We gave your seat away.”




“But…but it was paid for. My father checked me in online. And I was here but—”




“There should be a seat in coach.” She studies her computer monitor with a look of deep disapproval. “Just get on and take whatever seat is available.”




“Oh…okay.” I weigh the time constraint against the possibility that arguing will get me anywhere. Heavy sigh. “Then you’ll refund the difference for the first-class seat?”




“There’s no refund,” she says curtly. “It’s up to you to get here on time.”




She shoots a no-nonsense glance toward the Jetway, and I dutifully drag my bag on board, passing through the first-class cabin with my eyes forward. It crosses my mind briefly that I could pipe up and ask the dapper businessmen which of them is sitting in the seat I paid for, but I don’t want to come off all Don’t you know who I think I am? so I go to a seat facing the wall just on the other side of the magic curtain.




“You need to take your seat, miss,” says the frazzled flight attendant.




“Could you help me with this bag, please?” I indicate the overhead storage miles above my head.




“There’s no room in the overheads. You should have been here earlier.”




“Yes, we’ve established that. I made a mistake. I apologize. But if you could—”




“If that doesn’t fit under the seat, it’ll have to be checked.”




“No. Really. I can’t check it. There’s medication in it, and somehow my checked bags never end up landing the same place I do.”




“Well, here’s a tip. Don’t put medication in your checked bags.”




“I didn’t.”




“You’ll have to check it.”




“I’m not checking it.”




“There’s no room.”




“I’ll find room.”




Her lips go thin as a snapping turtle’s. My grip tightens on the handle of my Louis Vuitton trolley bag. We stand there giving each other the bitch-eye.




“Ms. Noodle?” A voice from the seat behind me blossoms like a tiny crocus and rises to a shriek. The little girl is spazzing with joy, refusing to be hushed by her embarrassed mother. “Ms. Noodle! Ms. Noodle! From ‘Elmo’!”




“Hey there, cutie.” I smile at her without giving up one degree of grip on my bag.




“I’m sorry to bother you,” says the mom. “Are you the Sesame Street girl?”




The flight attendant looks at me suspiciously, wondering if I’m someone, and quickly letting me know I’m not. “Miss. Please check the bag and take your seat.”




“Ms. Noodle! Ms. Noodle!”




“Could she maybe get your autograph?” asks the mom. “When you get settled?”




“Miss? You need. To take. Your seat. Please.”




“Ms. Chenoweth?” There’s a hand on my elbow. The flight attendant from first class has joined the fray. “I’ll find room for your bag up front.”




I nod. At least Louis will travel in style. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”




“Sorry for the inconvenience,” she says kindly.




Turtle Lips turns on her heel and stalks down the aisle. My bag disappears into the Emerald City up front. Making Miss Noodle faces for the little girl behind me, I sign my name in a Hello Kitty notebook, then sink into my seat, swallowing tears that burn uncomfortably close to the surface. It’s no one’s fault. The TSA agents, the gate dominatrix, the frazzled flight attendant—they’re undoubtedly nice people who would have been gentler had they known I was traveling to a funeral. A death in the family. That’s one of those conversational trump cards that makes everyone around the table lower their eyes, but I’m not one to play those cards. Not how I was raised.




My BlackBerry vibrates in my pocket. A message from Aaron. He’s being very sweet. Shortly after the Oscars, he e-mailed me a whole lot of words, and I ended up going to Mexico with him. Cabo is a place we go to find each other. Long story short, Chenorkin is on again.




“That needs to be off,” Turtle Lips snaps on her way past.




“Tell me about it.”




I power down the BlackBerry and close my eyes. I hate flying. My travel karma sucks. Even when everyone is nice—and people usually are—my flights get mysteriously delayed, my bags inexplicably turn up in Toledo instead of Toronto, my heel breaks as I dash down the concourse. It’s always something, and I’m only half joking when I say this might be genetic.




I don’t know much about my biological mother. Only that she was twenty-one when I was born, a flight attendant who got pregnant by a pilot who had a wife and children. That’s the story anyway, and while I’m a curious person by nature, I feel a surprising lack of curiosity about whether it’s true.




My real mom is Junie Smith Chenoweth. Her name is a bright wink to her birthday, the first of June, and she is the best mom in the world. (I’m sorry if you were under the mistaken impression that your mom is the best mom in the world or that there might be moms in Portugal or Wisconsin who come close. That’s not the case.) My mom is this wonderful dichotomy: her breezy, athletic style blends a jeans-and-sneakers spirit with skirt-and-pumps grace. She’s one of six tall sisters, each of whom is uniquely fabulous. When I was little, Mom’s dark, curly hair was sassed up with Frost & Tip and pulled back sometimes in a casually twisted headscarf like Jackie O. She has gorgeous blue eyes and bone structure that works beautifully with her well-chosen glasses. Not everyone’s face works with glasses. Mom pulls it off.




Best of all, there’s not a hint of stage mama about her. She knew nothing about showbiz and cared even less. The home she made for us was all about happiness, the value of a hearty breakfast, the importance of doing what’s right. Instead of pushing me to perform, she taught me to pray, and that made her the perfect mother for me.




Dad also wears glasses. (Come to think of it, I’m the only one in the family who doesn’t.) His thick brown hair has gently grayed over the years, but when I look at his face now, I see the same quiet strength I saw when I when I was barely big enough to climb up into his lap. I’ve always seen him as the gatekeeper. One of those Rock of Gibraltar men who stands on faith and lives by principle. He’s balanced and calm, a suit man until about five minutes after he gets home from work; then it’s Bermuda shorts and shirts, which Mom has to help him match because he’s color-blind. My earliest memories are of my father chasing me around the coffee table, teasing, “I’m gonna get you! I’m gonna get you!” but always letting me get away so I could feel like I won. (In many ways, we’re still playing that game.) We don’t always agree, but he’s the first one I turn to for advice about business and life.




Some people say we pick our parents, but God had to play some jazz to get me to the family where I was supposed to be. If I ever need evidence of the Lord’s hand on me, proof of His plan for my little strand in His tightly woven tapestry, all I have to do is look across the dining room table at Junie and Jerry Chenoweth.




 




No one ever made a secret of the fact that I was a bonus baby who drifted quite miraculously into the family when I was five days old. Mom was only twenty-four and facing a heartbreaking hysterectomy three years after the birth of my brother, Mark. She and Dad desperately wanted another child. They were prepared to wade through the paperwork and spend years on the adoption waiting lists, but they didn’t have to.




Mom confided in the ob-gyn who was going to do her surgery that more than anything, she wanted a little girl. That’s understandable, right? Join the national average, balance out the Christmas card, tea for two and two for tea, and all that. But I think it was more than this for Mom. She and I have always had a unique connection, and I wonder if, somehow, some part of her spirit knew that I was out there, that I belonged to her, and she needed to find me.




Cue the Mile High Club.




When my flight-attendant birth mama turned up pregnant by a married man, her wealthy family shipped her off to Oklahoma (or so I’m told), and arrangements were made for the expected baby to be placed with a nice Catholic family who were next in line on the long list. But just before I was born, the adopting mother-to-be turned up pregnant herself and offered to allow another family to have this baby girl. She told the ob-gyn, and he immediately thought of my mother. It bugs me when people assume that this woman passed me along because she figured having her own baby was better. I’m certain that this was not only an incredibly selfless thing to do, but also a huge act of faith; a lot can happen in the course of a pregnancy, especially for a woman who’s struggled through years of infertility. Perhaps some part of her spirit knew that I didn’t belong to her. It also bugs me when I hear about “Angelina’s adopted son” or “Rosie’s adopted children”—as if that word will always separate them instead of binding them together. Angelina’s son and Rosie’s kids and I should get a regular apostrophe-plus-s like everybody else. I’m “Junie’s girl,” plain and simple, whatever serendipity and string-pulling went into the magic bubble ride that took me from forbidden love to the Chenoweth home in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma.




“I felt like I had you,” my mom always told me. “I had the surgery, and we came home from the hospital together. It felt just like that newborn recovery period when I had Mark.”




I can’t imagine what my father was going through in the meantime. Sorting through logistics and legalities. Waiting on pins and needles. Mom says they could hardly breathe during the one-year waiting period in which the biological mother could have changed her mind. But the moment of truth came and went, and I was their baby. Signed, sealed, and delivered. Not necessarily in that order.




I am deeply grateful to the three women who brought me into my world: one loving enough to reach out for me, two loving enough to let me go. However, since the question always gets asked, no, I have no interest in contacting or being contacted by my biological mother. I’ve never felt the slightest frisson of something missing in my life, and the whole medical-records thing doesn’t concern me much. I’m vigilant about my health. (In my profession, you’re either vigilant about your health or you’re Janis Joplin.) I do vaguely wonder if my biological mother suffers from Ménière’s disease like I do.




If you’re unfamiliar with the joy of Ménière’s (and I hope you are), imagine a floor-warping, ceiling-spinning, brain-churning, think-you’re-gonna-die-and-afraid-you-might-not hangover and multiply that times the aftermath of a power outage at the all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet. That’s Ménière’s. Saying it’s “an inner ear disturbance that causes vertigo” sounds so Bless my petticoats, Miss Petunia is having a spell. This is more than that. This SOB is seriously debilitating at times. So I sleep on an incline (even though hotel housekeeping people look at me as if I were requesting handcuffs and a swing above the bed), I limit sodium and several other factors that bring on episodes, and I take my don’t-fall-over-and-throw-up drugs when I fly or experience a climate change. And I pray. A lot. I’ve tried everything short of the handcuffs and swing in an effort to control it. Bottom line: Ménière’s disease sucks a big fat corncob. Knowing if some biological family member also has it wouldn’t really make a difference. I mean, what are we supposed to say to each other about it?




“Howdy, stranger. Throw up much?”




“Yup. Tough to be us sometimes, huh?”




“Yup. Have a nice day.”




“You, too. Try not to fall over.”




The light haze of curiosity isn’t enough for me to risk disrupting my life or the life of the woman who gave me up for adoption. She made a difficult choice, and I have profound respect for that. In 1968, abortion was still illegal in the United States, but she apparently had the money (and the flight bennies) to go wherever she needed to go to get it done. She chose to have me instead, and thank you does not begin to cover how I feel. But that’s all I’ve ever really wanted to say to her.




There was one strange little incident back in my pageant days. While I was the reigning Miss Oklahoma City University, I was invited to sing at an event honoring then vice president Dan Quayle, who was visiting Tulsa. At this sort of event, I was always accompanied by my handler, Kathleen McCracken, the pageant Rambo who steered me to wherever I was supposed to go and made sure I looked like a beauty queen when I got there. You get to be like sisters with your pageant handler (which makes me an aunt to her daughter, who’s now a Broadway babe). Who else can you trust to let you know if your roots are showing or there’s a scrap of toilet tissue trailing from the hem of your gown?




A huge crowd had turned out to greet the vice president. After I sang, speeches were made, I sang again, and then I was wrangled off to a table to sign autographs. A strange assortment of folks show up to get Miss OCU’s autograph: lots of little girls and I don’t know whom else. Some people in Oklahoma don’t get out much, I guess. I don’t allow myself to wonder if there’s an autographed eight-by-ten glossy of me attached to the head of an inflatable doll in some guy’s basement up in Okfuskee County. I prefer to think we were all caught up in the festive occasion, and people wanted something to remember it by. It’s not like I was famous; the whole autograph thing was probably more thrilling for me than it was for them.




“I’ve been watching your career.”




The voice was choked with emotion. I glanced up to find a small blond woman with luminous green eyes.




“I just wanted to say…I’m so proud of you.”




“Well, thank you so much,” I said with my pageant-perfected smile. “That’s so sweet.”




Oklahomans are proud of their own, but she seemed particularly overwhelmed. Her eyes welled. She bit her lip and thrust a wrinkled program forward, unable to say anything more. I didn’t find this terribly odd; I’d sung “God Bless the USA,” and a lot of people get choked up about that song. It’s not unusual for one song or another to strike a deeply personal chord, and I’m grateful when people let me know that they were moved. It’s a privilege. I signed her program and thanked her again. As she retreated into the crowd, Kathleen gripped my arm.




“What…”




“Kristi, that woman—she looked exactly like you.”




“What…”




“I think that might have been—I mean—do you think she’s—”




I bolted from behind the table, not to stop the woman, only to catch another glimpse of her, to see if the resemblance was as striking as Kathleen thought. I craned and gandered after her, but like me, she stood head and shoulders shorter than most of the people in the crowd. It was like trying to spot a daffodil in a cornfield. Only a few seconds had passed, but she was already lost in the throng.




I’ll never know for sure, but if that really was the landed flight attendant, that young girl from old money who made the choice to bring me into the world and cared enough for me to give me a good home, I love her all the more for walking away. Perhaps she has a happy family of her own now. (Please, God, let her have a happy family of her own now.) And perhaps she’s chosen not to tell them about her difficult past. I wouldn’t dream of intruding on this woman’s privacy, and naturally I’m uncomfortable with the idea of strangers intruding on mine, but it makes me happy to think that she knows about the blessings that have rained down on this life she knitted. If she was aware of the Miss OCU pageant, she must know about Wicked, Candide, and Pushing Daisies. She must have watched me collect a Tony and sing at the Oscars. She’s reading this book right now. It’s the loveliest thing she could have said: I’ve been watching your career. There’s no bragging rights attached to that statement, no attempt to reestablish a territory. There’s only gladness in the most unselfish package possible.




Remember the Bible story about wise King Solomon? Two women came to him with one baby, each claiming to be the infant’s mother.




“Bring me a sword,” he said. “Cut the child in two, and give each woman half.”




The first woman instantly cried, “No! Please! Give the baby to my sister.”




Meanwhile, the other chick shrugged. “Go ahead. Neither of us will have him.”




How brilliant was that? The ultimate test of a mother’s love. King Solomon immediately knew that the first woman was the baby’s mother because love is not about doggedly clinging to what belongs to you; it’s about finding it in yourself to let go, even when letting go breaks your heart.




 




I remember Judy Garland singing “Over the Rainbow,” the smell of the mosquito-spray trucks that slowly rolled down our street at night, dozing against my mother’s shoulder in church on Sunday morning, playing with my brother, Mark, on this huge grassy mound (at least it seemed huge as we scrambled up and over it) in the yard outside our pleasant ranch-style house in Broken Arrow, a little town just outside Tulsa. I don’t remember this happening, but Mom says she came out one day and found me posing on that mound with a stick in my mouth. Several feet away, Mark had positioned himself with this bullwhip that Dad had made when he was a teenager. In one of those classic “Someone could put an eye out!” shenanigans, Mark was winding up to whip that stick out of my mouth like a lion tamer, and I was standing there with all the faith in the world that he could do it.




That’s how it was, is, and ever shall be with me and my big brother. I’d follow him to the ends of the earth, and though that isn’t a great example of it, he was always my champion and protector. One summer, we went on a family road trip that sort of Chevy Chased out of control. At one point, poor Dad was struggling to jack up the car to change a flat when a semi roared by and the car came down with a kafwumph. Dad started cussing a blue streak—the first time I’d ever heard any such language—and I must have gotten wide-eyed because Mark scootched over and slid his arm around me, telling me it was okay. A while later, we felt the car bouncing up and down and peeked over the seat back to see Dad hurling himself on the trunk, trying to get it closed. Then we just busted out in giggle fits.




When I was in sixth grade, Mark met Betsye. Blond, adorable, and such a terrifically good young woman. Anything she did, I wanted to do—cheerleading, summer camp, you name it. We were girlie girls together. If I got clothes for Christmas or my birthday, I laid them all out on my bed and made her come and look through them the second she walked through the door. She made Mark happy and never treated me like the annoying little sis. She became my sister, plain and simple. (For me, family has never been restricted by genetics or paperwork.) When Betsye was in ninth grade and Mark in tenth, he broke up with her briefly, and I was devastated.




“Mark!” I sobbed. “How can you do this to me? You have to get back together.”




In a week or two, she was part of the family again and hasn’t missed a beat since.




I thought Mark was the smartest kid around. He even looked smart with his smart-kid glasses, which didn’t diminish the Greg Brady brand of cool he achieved with his sharp blue eyes, longish hair, and groovy stovepipe cords. In many ways, Mark was a chip off the ol’ block, very much like my dad (who achieved his own brand of cool with one of those Magnum, P.I. mustaches), and Dad, in turn, was an apple who didn’t fall far from the tree. His own father had the same quiet strength. My grandfather Roy Chenoweth was a gatekeeper, too, a salt-of-the-earth Christian and devoted family man, married to his beloved Mildred Alice for seventy years.




Grandpa was humble and hardworking, easygoing as an Oklahoma evening. Grandma, on the other hand, ran a pretty tight ship. She was a Southern Baptist who played canasta with the Methodists and dominoes with the Church of Christers, which kinda says it all. She believed by the Book, but embraced socially liberal ideals.




“I’ll always be a Democrat,” she told me when I was old enough to know what that meant but still young enough to think it made a difference. “Jesus cared for the poor. He was for the people, and I gotta stick with him.”




She thought Jimmy Carter was the greatest man who ever lived, which made my conservative Republican father groan and invoke the name of his patron saint, Ronald Reagan. Needless to say, this made things interesting when everybody got to talking late in the evening, and I learned two things from all that lawn-chair filibustering:




1. It is possible to discuss differences of opinion in a friendly, respectful way.




2. There are good people of every political stripe, all with good reasons for believing the way they do.




I’m a swinger when it comes to voting. Not even interested in a monogamous relationship with one party or another. Following Grandma Chenoweth’s example, I subject everything to the Jesus smell test. He was an issues guy who staunchly refused to dish out or swallow spoon-fed answers. He told people to search the Scriptures and think for themselves, so that’s what I try to do. But following Grandpa Chenoweth’s example, I mostly keep my politics to myself. A good barber must also be a master of diplomacy. Being right was never as important to him as being kind.




Conversation in Grandpa’s shop revolved around the weather, family gatherings, local harvests, high school football scores. (Southern towns are all about the Friday-night lights.) There was the usual busybody stuff, but no malicious gossip. All the local curmudgeons gathered for morning coffee and a shave. If it was too hot for coffee, they went to the old Coke machine in the back, where you could plug in your money and pull out a bottle of 7UP, Dr Pepper, Orange Crush, Strawberry Crush, or my personal favorite, Grape Crush. Sometimes, Grandpa would let my cousin Kimbo and me sweep the floor in exchange for whatever pocket change he had on him so we could walk up the street and buy candy from Red Bud Grocery or Hobbs Drug, with its genuine heart-shaped soda fountain right out of the 1930s.




I always saved up my allowance to buy my mom and dad a present every summer. Grandma worked up the street in a ladies’ shop, so finding a knickknack or a charm bracelet or tennis-racquet brooch for Mom was always easy, but I never knew what to get for Dad, so Grandpa always fixed me up with a bottle of this particular green hair gel, which he assured me Dad couldn’t do without. Dad was always delighted and thanked me profusely when he opened it, but just before I left for college, I was looking for something in the dark reaches of my parents’ bathroom closet and came upon a dozen bottles of that green hair gel. He’d never used a single squirt. Maybe that was Grandpa’s silent revenge for the Reagan administration, I don’t know, but I love that simply because it was a gift from me, Dad couldn’t bring himself to throw it away.




In a funny way, that green hair gel tells you everything there is to know about how my parents raised me. The choices I’ve made haven’t necessarily been what they hoped for. Sensible? Not always. Utilitarian? Not hardly. But they were delighted with just about anything I presented to them. Ballerina? Give it a whirl. Songbird? Lovely. They saw value in each endeavor, purely because it came from me. Looking back, I’m sure at times they weren’t quite sure what to do with me. My physical appearance and realm of interests were noticeably different from those of everyone else in my family, but I always felt that I fit in because they have always loved me exactly as I am. They never expected or even asked me to be anything else. That’s the kind of family we are.




It hit Grandpa hard when Grandma died. I was in the middle of shooting a Christmas movie called Deck the Halls, and it took some scrambling, but the director, John Whitesell, was kind enough to shuffle the schedule for me to fly down just in time for the funeral. Mark and I stayed with Grandpa afterward, and late that night I found Grandpa standing in Grandma’s closet, drifting his hands over her empty dresses and coats.




“Grandpa? Are you okay?”




He looked at me, his face full of loss. “What am I supposed to do now?”




“You keep on keepin’ on,” I said. Because that’s what Grandma always said.




He told me I should take anything of hers that I wanted, but I wasn’t ready to do that. Long after he left, I sat looking through her things. Her Bible was in a quilted cover with handles, and every margin of every page was written completely full of notes, prayers, and questions. You can tell a lot about a person from the way she interacts with her Bible. Grandma’s Bible was a living thing, a running dialogue between her and God. She knew her Scripture up, down, and sideways, well enough to be comfortable with both her faith and her doubts. When I first started feeling uncertain about some of the teachings I was raised on, I went straight to her.




“Grandma, do you think maybe they’re wrong about—I mean—in my heart, I just don’t think being gay is a sin.”




“I don’t know,” she said. “But Jesus told us to love everybody without judging, so I try to do that.”




I never really knew how many friends she had until her funeral. Lots of ladies from lots of faiths, each bearing a gift of lemon bars, shoofly pie, or Tater Tots hotdish because Jesus told us to feed each other, too. (The one delicacy not available on the Upper West Side: church-lady cuisine.)




Over the next year or so, I tried to pay extra attention to Grandpa, tried to call more often and visit whenever I could. Mark and I chipped in with our cousins Kim and Karla and hooked him up with a new plasma TV so he could watch As the World Turns, Red Skelton reruns, golf, and me on Pushing Daisies. When I called him, he was marvel-struck about it.




“I can’t believe there’s a flat TV now,” he said. But over the next several weeks, each time I spoke to him, there seemed to be a little less wind in his sails. Not long ago, he told me, “My bags are packed, Kristi. I miss my girl.”




“Grandpa…” I hated hearing him talk like that, so I said the worst possible thing in response: “Don’t say that.”




“I love you, Kristi.”




“I love you, too, Grandpa. And I’ll be down next month to visit, okay?”




“If I don’t see you, you know I love you.”




A few days later, as Aaron and I sat stranded on a plane on the tarmac in Mexico—our flight delayed, luggage lost, ticket bollixed, and him finally convinced that I really and truly am cursed with terrible travel karma—I coaxed a last glimmer of life from my BlackBerry and saw that Mark had tried several times to call me.




“Oh, no…”




I looked up at Aaron, trying to hold on to the feeling of the sun on my skin, the much needed rest and quiet conversation, laughing, being lovers. That little oasis of days with him had been so sweet, lifted out of our day-to-day hassles like a perfect star lifted from an expanse of rolled-out cookie dough.




“I have to call,” I said, and Aaron nodded.




He squeezed my hand while Mark gave me the news. I clicked off the phone and tried to breathe, but there was no air in this empty closet of loss. Aaron pulled me into his arms as best he could with the whole armrest/drink-tray operation between us, and I wept ungracefully, bunching a wad of his shirt in my fist, trying hard to keep quiet, not because I cared what anyone thought but because fresh grief is so intensely private. He brushed his mouth across my temple, holding me without hushing or shushing or offering platitudes.




Aaron gives good comfort. He’s that sort. Leaning into his body, I experienced pure, oxygenated gratitude. Oh, what a gift to have someone hold you so dearly in a moment when you so dearly need to be held. But somehow the blessing of his being there made his coming absence cut all the deeper. I thought about Mark, voice husky, eyes red-rimmed at Grandma’s funeral. He wasn’t crying for himself or even for her; he was looking at Grandpa, wondering how a man goes on without his mate, his wife, the love of his life. If Mark didn’t love his own wife with such depth, perhaps he could have looked away.




That’s just not the way we do things here in the Devil Wears Prada generation. It’s a relationship stink bomb for a woman to admit that she wants to be married; it sounds old-fashioned at best and at worst, desperate. (Frankly, it would help matters if they’d allow gay marriage because anything gays do is automatically chic.) I don’t make judgments about what’s right or wrong for other people, but for me, the idea of living together without being married feels very leave the gun, take the cannoli. I don’t care if it sounds old-fashioned. Or desperate. Or desperately old-fashioned. I’m saying right now and for the record, I believe in marriage as a social institution, a business deal, and a holy sacrament. I’m not jaded about it because long before I witnessed the bitchy divorces of Beverly Hills, I watched the long, rich marriages of my parents, my grandparents, and Mark and Betsye, still high school sweethearts after all these years.




When I felt the nearness of this man I love, his strong hand on my back, his warm breath on my wet face, I wanted my husband to be holding me, and the thought of that never happening was far more heartbreaking than the thought of my grandfather fixing to spend eternity in the arms of the wife who loved him. I didn’t want to suffocate or scare Mr. Writer, but I was suddenly certain I could no longer settle for—




“Peanuts?”




The turtle-lipped flight attendant stands over me. Mexico was yesterday. Now I’m on this airplane. In this time zone. Alone and on my way to Grandpa’s funeral and getting glared at by this broad who hates me because she hates short people or hates TV people or whatever it is up her butt. She proffers a sad little foil pouch.




“No, thanks,” I tell her quietly.




She walks away, and I retreat into my headphones until we land. Everyone is instantly on their feet, jostling and jockeying for position in the aisle, dragging elephants, anvils, and grand pianos down over my head. Craning to see through the forest of shoulders and elbows, I wave my hand to catch the attention of my missionary from first class, but she’s busy with whoever sat in my seat. I’m forced to enlist the help of vitriol-shaped-like-a-flight-attendant.




“Excuse me? Could you please help me locate my bag?”




“No,” she says flatly.




“If you could just tell me where—”




“It’s not my problem,” she snaps.




“Really? I mean…because…really?” I am genuinely baffled. Why would she choose this? Purely from the standpoint of character study, I wonder, how does a bouncing baby girl grow up so pissed off at the world? “You must be very unhappy in your job.”




“Well, that’s none of your business.”




I quietly ask her for her name.




“That’s none of your business either.”




She looks down on me from an upright and locked position. I can tell by the way she taps her foot that she knows all about me. How I cut her off on the freeway in my kazillion-dollar car and light gold-leafed cigars with the tattered dreams of my upstairs maid. I’m acutely aware of the little girl behind me and how it would feel to her if she saw Miss Noodle go off all cranky pants on some flight attendant. But even Miss Noodle has her limits.




“Your name. Please.”




“Why?”




“I’d like to pray for you.”




“I don’t need your prayers.”




“Oh, honey,” I tell her truthfully, “we all need prayers. And I’m fixin’ to talk to God about you specifically.”
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