







“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Do you have a hangover?”


 

“I might still be a little drunk,” Dan said. “But I have to ask you something.”

“Okay,” I said, a bit confused by the drama in his tone.

“If we get married, how will we know that we’re in the relationship because we want to be there?”

“What is this, the riddle of the Sphinx?” I joked. “I thought we already had our requisite thirty talks on this subject.”

“I’m serious,” he said. His tone was accusing. “How will we know that we’re together because we really love each other, and not just because we promised to be?”

“You know what, Dan?” I said, voice rising. “I’m not gonna answer that question. You know why? Because that’s a question about the institution of marriage, not about us getting married! Because that’s a question you ask before you’ve found someone you really love, because when you really love a person, you want to get up in front of God and everybody and say, ‘I’m gonna spend the rest of my life with this person.’ Because you’re dying for everyone in the world to know how much you mean it!”

It’s a lot calmer on the page, believe me.
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An engaged woman is always more agreeable than a disengaged. She is satisfied with herself. Her cares are over.


—Jane Austen, Mansfield Park

 


Ibergekumene tsores iz gut tsu dertseylin. Troubles overcome are good to tell.


—Yiddish Proverb






 

 




 

At first, it’s all congratulations. Congratulations punctuated with an army of exclamation marks, congratulations that sound like “Yippee!!!!” “Yippee!!!!” because you are getting married. You are getting married!

But that’s just the pop of the cork before the champagne spills on the rug.

There was a time when we thought the big questions were “What creative thing can we do with the place cards?” and “Instead of making a toast, should we do a fun performance?,” a time when my biggest fear was turning into Bridezilla.

But that soon changed. Before long, instead of skipping through a field of romantic whimsy, we were tiptoeing through an active mine zone.

Why? Because in order to get married, you must first plan a wedding.







Wedding Timeline:

Six Months or More Ahead



 

• Set budget and establish priorities


• Compile guest list


• Select date and reserve ceremony and reception sites


• Choose a caterer


• Choose and book officiant; discuss service


• Order dress and accessories


• Choose wedding party







One


 

Looking back, I can pinpoint the exact moment when I knew that planning the wedding would be hell. We were in Washington, standing in the foyer of the Kosmos Club and talking to Kimmy, the overly blonde, overly perky events booker whose nude stockings and curled bangs had put me off from the moment she’d stuck out her hand and said, “You must be the Bride!” in a way that you could tell meant she dotted her i’s with little hearts or smiley faces.

But I’m being a little hard on Kimmy. After all, she thought she was asking an innocent question when she said, “Now, how many guests were you thinking of?” How could she have known that Phyllis and I would answer in unison?

“Between one fifty and two hundred,” I said.

“Seventy-five,” said Phyllis.

As Kimmy’s eyes darted back and forth between me and my stepmother, I turned to Dan, my fiancé, whose left eyebrow, a slightly arched “heh?,” told me that he was just as bewildered as I was. (On most people an eyebrow might not exactly express bewilderment, but on Dan, who had been aptly nicknamed Bodhisattva by his college roommates, it did.) My father, Jerry, stood behind Phyllis, who was smiling and nodding her frosted head confidently. I knew that combo. It was vintage Phyllis. It meant, “Something I don’t like has just been said, and if I smile and nod hard enough, I can, by sheer force of will and faux-positive facial muscles, make it go away.” Having just met Phyllis, Kimmy had no way of knowing this, and therefore assumed that the smile and nod meant that the two dramatically different numbers she had been quoted could somehow be reconciled.

“So, about one seventy-five, then?” Kimmy questioned, looking straight at Phyllis and returning her Stepford grin.

“No,” Phyllis replied, the smile never cracking, “just seventy- five. We want to keep it small.”

“We?” I asked, turning to face Phyllis directly as the corners of Kimmy’s mouth tensed.

“Dad and I,” Phyllis answered with a quick double nod and then turned back to beam at Kimmy.

Had she forgotten my father’s cousins, the ones who actually flew in from places like Phoenix and Denver for all of the bar mitzvahs and weddings? I couldn’t recall a family event without my father’s cousin Irwin, a San Diego dermatologist, checking moles in a corner near a buffet table.

“The kids had mentioned wanting to have the ceremony outside,” Phyllis continued. “Is that a possibility?”

“Well—” Kimmy began.

I couldn’t let it slide. “Whether or not we can do it outside, I doubt that keeping this wedding to seventy-five people is a possibility. Dad’s family alone is seventy-five people.” I tried to say this in an even, nonconfrontational tone, not because I wanted to avoid a confrontation, but because of Phyllis’s use of the word “kids.” Phyllis was fond of saying things like, “We don’t consider this a second marriage,” and, “There are no stepchildren in our house, only love.” But any time I wanted or needed something from my father, she cast me in the role of Willful, Spoiled Child. If I expressed emotion, I’d be playing the part.

“We’ll have another, smaller party for the cousins some other time,” Phyllis said. “We’ll discuss it later.” She turned back to Kimmy. “So, outside space?”

“What?” I asked, genuinely baffled, looking directly at my father. “Why would we do that?”

“We have to stick to a budget here, Rachel.” My dad’s face was reddening as he spat out his words in the I’m-breaking-my-usual-silence-to-lay-down-the-law tone that my brother Matthew and I unaffectionately called “Jerry-anal.” “Now, we’ve thought about it, and seventy-five is the right amount of people for our price range.”

“What?” I asked again, and felt Dan’s hand on my shoulder.

“Your wedding was seventy-five people, and that’s just your guests. That doesn’t include any of our friends, not to mention the people that Dan’s parents want to invite—”

“You said they wouldn’t have that many guests.” Finally, Phyllis spoke without nodding.

“Right,” I answered. “I said not that many. I didn’t say none.”

“Well, they can have twenty-five, you can have twenty-five, and we’ll have twenty-five,” Phyllis shot back, as if it were a solution.

Dan let out a little laugh. “Aren’t you forgetting someone?” he asked.

My father looked down at the carpet. Dan and I looked at Phyllis.

“We haven’t figured out how to handle Joyce yet,” she said. We hadn’t figured out how to handle her either, but as soon as the specter of my mother had been raised, Phyllis’s plastered-on smile had vanished.

“You know, we can hold off on firming up the numbers just now,” Kimmy said, pressing her clipboard to her chest as if to bolster her peppiness. “Why don’t I just show you our party rooms?”

“That would be wonderful,” Phyllis said.

“Right this way,” Kimmy said, her relief palpable.

Dan and I had been skeptical about a Washington wedding all along. All things being equal, we would have definitely had our wedding back in New York. Actually, all things really being equal (or in our fantasy world, whichever), we would have had our wedding at the Central Park Boathouse, site of our engagement dinner, steps away from the Central Park Zoo, site of the proposal itself. Central Park, the place where we walked together on weekends—people-watching, holding hands, shaking our butts to the beat at the skating circle, sharing the air of contented cosmopolitanism with contented cosmopolitans.

I suppose that Dan, who grew up in Main Line Philadelphia, was a guy who’d gone to Columbia for college, and, once he’d had a taste of New York, stayed. I grew up in suburban D.C., went to Barnard, and stayed, so I guess the same could be said about me. But the difference was that New York was the only place I’d ever really considered home. I was a New Yorker held against her will in suburban Washington for the first seventeen years of her life.

My father likes to tell the story of driving down Broadway with me just after I’d moved into my first-year dorm at Barnard in 1989. My father looked out the window and saw garbage, filth, and “questionable characters,” and thought to himself, “Am I leaving my daughter here?” And I turned to him, big smile on my face, and said, “Isn’t New York the greatest?”

A few days later (the second day of classes, to be exact), I met Dan. It was at that “are these people going to be my Big Chill?” phase of college where “You like Elvis Costello? I love Elvis Costello!” was a commonly overheard snippet of dialogue. I was making my way through the crowded John Jay cafeteria with my new friend from Art History, when her friend motioned for us to join him at his table. There were other people with him, but the only one I can remember had messy Jew-fro hair and wore a red-checked flannel shirt over a faded Bob Dylan T-shirt and black glasses, which, while not quite fashionable, were funky by suburban standards. He stood up from the table, flashed the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen, and stuck his hand in my direction and said, “Hi. I’m Dan Gershon.”

From that moment on, I referred to him as “the love of my life Dan Gershon,” as in: “There’s a party Friday night? Will the love of my life Dan Gershon be there?”

Eight years later, armed with a wedding date, we went to Washington to see the Kosmos Club. We’d gotten engaged three months before, and had taken the summer to “just enjoy it.” But now it was fall and we had a wedding to plan. One morning of phone calls in New York had revealed that having a wedding in the city that never sleeps would cost at least twice as much as one in Washington, and there was no way I could justify the extra expense to my father, let alone myself.

It went without saying that a D.C. wedding meant Phyllis, whose life in the seven years since she’d moved from Long Island to first live with, then marry, my father consisted of nearconstant redecoration of their Arlington condominium and a never-ending cycle of buying and returning things to the “fabulous” Pentagon City Nordstrom’s. With the amount of time she had on her hands and the amount of money my father would have to shell out, Dan and I had known way before Kosmos Club D-Day that there was no way Phyllis was going to take a laissezfaire approach to this wedding.

But I had come to D.C. with hope. The mere fact that someone’s your stepmother doesn’t mean she’s a stepmother.

“This is different,” I had told a skeptical Dan on the train ride down. “This is our wedding. Phyllis knows that. And even if she doesn’t, my dad does. He knows it’s our day.”

Of course, in reality, I had my doubts too.

“Anyway,” I’d said, “we’ll be lucky if our biggest problem with this wedding is Phyllis.”

Dan and I wanted a wedding that felt like a cleaned-up version of us, a wedding more about warmth and joy than catered food and centerpieces. We were all about sacrificing formality for the sake of festivity, which is why, as I’d mentioned to Phyllis on the phone, we were hoping to have the wedding outside. I had also mentioned that we had a great potential place—the Audubon Society, better known to us as the site of the Levy-Wu wedding.

The Levy-Wu wedding was the wedding of Debra Levy, daughter of Dan’s parents’ oldest friends (better known as “the Levys”), and Zhang-Yuen Wu, her sweetheart from Brown. Dan and I called it “the Levy-Wu wedding” instead of Debra and Zhang’s wedding, because, since they hyphenated their names, Debra and Zhang were now officially the Levy-Wus—definitely the best hyphenated name in the politically correct practice’s short history. Like their name, the Levy-Wus’ wedding was a sort of ode to multiculturalism. Their huppah was held by attendants—one African-American, one Indian, one Dutch, one Korean—all wearing their native garb; their Reform Jewish ceremony was supplemented with readings from Lao Tze; their hora was danced around red paper lanterns. The event itself, which could have come off somewhere between an intellectual “It’s a Small World” ride and a computer commercial trying to evoke “the future,” was actually the nicest wedding we’d ever been to.

The bridal magazines I had recently acquired emphasized the wedding as a coming-out party where you show the world your tastes as a couple. This seemed dopey until I realized that the sites of weddings Dan and I had attended had indeed said a lot about the couples who held them. There’d been my high school friend Jonathan and his wife, Leora, whose black-tie wedding at the Teaneck Hilton presaged their move from the West Eighties to a four-bedroom colonial in Englewood six months later. Then there was my cousin Lynn and her husband Mark, whose elaborate wedding at the Plaza foreshadowed their every-time-you-see-them recommendations for restaurants on Park Avenue South. And there was my stepbrother Gregory and his partner Thomas’s self-described “wedding of sorts,” poolside at an Art Deco hotel in South Beach, with synchronized swimmer “bridesmaids” walking down the diving board to begin their routine to a song from the Funny Girl soundtrack.

A wedding at the Audubon Society would have said that Dan and I were relaxed enough to brave the elements for an outdoor wedding, and maybe that we supported enriching hobbies like bird-watching in some vague sense, the type who’d have you over for a brunch of bagels and smoked salmon and serve you coffee in public television pledge gift mugs—a pretty accurate picture, actually.

We knew the Audubon Society fit our bill, but we weren’t set on it. Which is why we’d agreed to look at other places.

In the wedding of our fantasies, we could see ourselves and our family and friends milling about a nice but not stuffily manicured lawn, drinking champagne as the sounds of the jazz quartet playing and the birds chirping filled the June afternoon air. In the words of Martha Stewart, we were after “relaxed elegance.”

Those were not the words that sprang to mind when Kimmy unlocked the French double doors that led into the Kosmos Club ballroom. The words that sprang to Kimmy’s mind, or at least to her mouth, were “Louis the Fourteenth.” The words that sprang to mine were “no way, Jose.”

This wasn’t smoked salmon and PBS mugs; it was cucumber sandwiches and Wedgwood.

“Most of our brides make their entrance through those doors,” Kimmy motioned to the back of the room toward one of the many sets of gold-paned windows, “and proceed down the length of the room and then up the stairs and onto the stage.”

The stage.

“Of course, we have a lovely red velvet carpet that we lay out for the aisle, and we set up chairs like these,” Kimmy pointed to a white-cushioned, gold-backed chair that sat forlornly in a corner, “on either side of the aisle for the audience.”

The audience.

“Just try and visualize it,” Kimmy said. “The audience—” her hand swept along in front of her for effect. “The flowers—we usually set up two large displays on either side of the staircase. The music—the accompanists usually sit right there, to the left of the staircase. Just take it in and get a picture in your head. Close your eyes if you want to.”

“You know,” I said, “I can really picture it. What about you, Dan?”

“Mmmm-hmmm,” he said, nodding. I had to bite my lip to suppress a laugh.

Kimmy turned away and I cast a glance toward Dan, whose pained look back told me that he was every bit as uninterested in getting married in this room as I was. Phyllis and Kimmy chatted as they made their way down the hall to the room where the reception would theoretically take place. My father hung back with us.

“Pretty nice place, huh?” he asked, looking up at the chandelier.

“Sure,” said Dan the diplomat. This was the general tone of all of their conversations—my dad asking a banal but leading question, Dan being politely agreeable. “Pretty good movie, huh?” “Not bad.”

“So you think you might want to do it here?” my father continued, his eyebrows raised in hopeful expectation.

“Maybe,” Dan said, though it sounded more like two separate words: may—be.

“I think it’s pretty nice.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It is.”

My father really could have been thinking, not just hoping, that Dan and I would want to have our wedding in the stuffy opulence of the Kosmos Club ballroom. As an electrical engineer and designer of communication satellites, it wasn’t so much that my father was out of touch with our taste, it was more that he was just out of touch. It never surprised me to hear his closest friends, the friends he’d grown up with in Scranton, Pennsylvania (“a great place to be from,” elbow to the ribs, yuk-yuk-yuk), one of whom was Henry Kissinger’s doctor, another of whom was a Connecticut State Supreme Court judge, say, “Jerry Silverstein is the smartest guy I know.” My dad sat around all day thinking thoughts and solving equations that 99 percent of the world couldn’t even fathom existed.

Communication satellites my father could master, but human communication was another thing entirely. When I was a child and he and my mother were still married, he would come home from work, head to the family room, turn on MacNeil Lehrer, sit cross-legged on the seventies shag rug, and start dealing out his solitaire hand. And there he would sit, all night, flipping the cards and thinking. I’d sit down right in front of him, cross-legged, watching. By the time I was four, I was going to the closet and getting my own deck of free airline cards so we could play side by side. Every so often, my father would glance over his shoulder at my hand and offer strategic advice. As those glances yielded fewer and fewer pointers, he taught me to play speed solitaire and I’d sit facing him again, going head-to-head. We soon moved on to gin.

“We’d really like to do the wedding here,” my dad went on as Kimmy and his wife walked down the hall ahead of us and out of earshot.

“Well, we’ll have to see about it,” I replied in a slow tone that I hoped conveyed a sense of letting down easily.

My father pursed his lips and let out a short breath. “We’d like for the two of you to have something that you want,” he began in fully Jerry-anal mode, “but it’s very important that this wedding stay within our budget. The Kosmos Club is very reasonable for members. The fee for the room rental is very low, and they only charge you what you’d pay in the restaurant for dinner, which is a lot less than a caterer.”

I’d seen Father of the Bride—both the original and the remake. The father of the bride freaks out about money. I could handle that.

“You know, Dad,” I said, our pace now slowing to nearmolasses, “even if we don’t have it here, we don’t want some over-the-top wedding. I’m sure we can find a place we like and keep the costs down, too.”

“You know, one of the main reasons we joined here is that it’s a very reasonable place to hold a wedding.” The Jerry-anal face was its telltale red.

No wonder Phyllis had been vague about the other places we’d be touring; there wouldn’t be any.

“Well, you should have taken us on the tour then, Dad,” I said. “We would have told you that if you were joining this place to have our wedding in it, you might as well have canceled your application.”

“Rachel,” my father’s tone was stern, “the Kosmos Club is a very good deal. The amount they charge for the food is very reasonable.”

There is only so much Jerry-anal I can take, and I had reached my limit. “First of all, Dad, I am twenty-six years old, so stop speaking to me as if I were twelve. Second, we did not like that room and we do not want to get married there. Besides, that room was huge and you only want there to be seventy-five people in ‘the audience.’”

“If you have the wedding someplace less expensive, like this, we may be able to have more people.”

I rolled my eyes. “Do you seriously expect to have a wedding and not invite the cousins?”

“I expect to have a wedding that I can afford.”

“And you’re willing to blow off your family?”

“If need be.”

I could imagine him dragging his feet, Jerry-anally sticking to whatever budget he had pulled out from who knows where, until my aunt Natalie, his sister, called him up and told him in no uncertain terms that there was no way that he could hold a wedding for his only daughter and not invite the cousins. And I knew that at that moment, it would be back to the drawing board.

“Why don’t you just save us all a lot of trouble and admit that this wedding is going to be one hundred and fifty people, and let us work from there,” I said.

“Because I’m not sure this wedding is going to be one hundred and fifty people. What I am sure of is that this wedding is going to be in line with the budget.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” Dan said, turning the heated tone a notch down. “But can I ask what the budget is based on?”

“It’s based on what Phyllis and I have decided we can spend,” Jerry-anal, Jerry-anal, Jerry-anal.

“And how much is that?” Dan asked.

“Ten thousand dollars,” my father replied firmly.

“Ten thousand dollars?” I repeated in astonishment.

I know that ten thousand dollars is a lot of money. But ten thousand dollars was about what Phyllis had spent on the customized wall unit in their den. Ten thousand dollars was one-eighth what my father had spent on the new Lexus we’d driven to the Kosmos Club. Ten thousand dollars was probably the flower budget at most of the weddings that my father had been to in the past few years, weddings thrown by his Scranton friends and business associates. In the world of weddings, ten thousand dollars does not go very far, even for the kind of low-key event that Dan and I were hoping to have.

Which is what I was about to say, when Kimmy and Phyllis returned with their ever-present smiles.

“We wondered what was keeping you slowpokes,” Kimmy said. “Come and take a look at the reception room.”

“The Kosmos Club does all of the catering, right?” I asked. When Kimmy nodded yes, I continued, “So, is there any way to have a kosher reception?”

The confusion registered on Kimmy’s face. “I don’t see how,” she said. “We don’t allow any outside caterers.”

I turned to my father, knowing he could tell, even before I put the card facedown, that I had gin. Grandpa Sol, my mother’s father, was seriously Orthodox, which meant that in addition to putting on t’fillin and davening every morning, he only ate kosher food. How could his granddaughter’s wedding not be kosher?

“That rules it out,” I said, shrugging my shoulders and putting an end to whatever speck of a Kimmy-friendly façade I had left.

“We can’t be bound to your grandfather, Rachel,” Phyllis said.

“Excuse me?” I felt Dan’s hand on my back.

“We can’t be held hostage by one person’s beliefs,” Phyllis reiterated.

Kosmos Club aside, this was not a negotiable point. “It’s not a matter of holding you hostage, it’s a matter of showing my one living grandparent respect. I know he’s not related to you, but you can’t just ignore Grandpa Sol. Not at my wedding.”

“We’ll talk about this later,” Phyllis said, returning again to Kimmy. “Now tell me, what about outside space?”

“Well, we don’t really do affairs outside here,” Kimmy explained, as if this were the stickiest point we’d touched on. “If you’d like, we could see about using the parking lot, but I think that may be a little awkward.”

“That’s okay,” I told her. “I think we’ve seen enough.”






Two


 

Back in New York Monday morning, I was still tense. I got up early and went for a prework swim at the West Side Y. That morning, two of my favorite regulars were in the sauna, sitting and shvitzing in their trademark foil suits.

“Look who’s here!” Esther, pure Grand Concourse, beamed as I opened the door.

“Rachel, mammilah,” said Frieda, Eastern Europe. “Vhat a sur-price! This isn’t your normal time.”

“Hi, guys,” I said. “I figured I’d get in a few prework laps, start the week off with a clear head.”

Frieda nodded. “Ve have the vater air-o-biks at eleven.”

Esther shrugged. “You get here early, you don’t have to rush.”

“True,” I said, seating myself on the top bench. “So how are you?”

“ Vonderful, vonderful, dah-link,” said Frieda, a West Side Zsa Zsa Gabor.

This was one of my favorite New York things: the people-in-your-neighborhood moment.

I had been a Sesame Street fanatic, famously interrupting a meeting at the Pentagon to inform my father that a show had been sponsored by the letter R (for Rachel!) and the number three (my age at the time!). “Who Are the People in Your Neighborhood” was my favorite song. Fifteen years later, walking down Broadway, it dawned on me: This was what I’d been singing about—literally! Without anyone telling me how, I had managed to get to Sesame Street!

“How’s that fiancé of yours?” asked Esther. They’d met Dan many times in the lobby.

“He’s good,” I smiled, the mention of Dan adding to the warm “I Heart NY” wave that rose in my belly.

“Such a nice boy,” said Frieda. Every few times she saw him, Frieda would ask Dan if he’d seen her letter from Steven Spielberg, “tanking me, can you imagine?” then reach for her purse to show him the dog-eared note yet again.

I smiled wider and, relaxing my head against the wall, dropped my towel.

“You see, Frieda.” I jolted a bit as Esther motioned toward me. “This is what I’m telling you. Exactly my point.”

I wondered what exactly my naked body was proof of.

“Rachel, mammilah,” Frieda explained, “we were just talking about you the other day.”

“Oh?”

“All dese younk gurlce,” she said, “running around with the fake breasts.”

“Mmmm,” I nodded, relaxing again. “It’s a little weird, isn’t it?”

“It’s disgusting,” Esther said. “God gave you what you got for a purpose. Opening yourself up, having a surgery—you do that out of emergency, not for the sake of sheer vanity. Young girls with tits made of plastic. What are they doing to themselves?”

“Zey think it vill help them find a man,” Frieda said, looking at me and nodding.

I shrugged.

“What kind of man finds that attractive?” Esther railed. “I’ll tell you what kind: a woman-hater, that’s who. He wants plastic, I say, let him buy a blow-up doll. That’s attractive? They should go across the park to the Met, take a look around, and learn a thing or two. There’s your beauty, in all shapes and sizes. No plastic necessary.”

I nodded.

“Except for that Picasso,” she added. “He was a whoremaster. I have no use for him.”

I nodded again, already imagining myself repeating this gem.

“When it was just the movie stars, it was one thing,” Esther continued. “Fine, I said, let them make a living. Then it was the trophy wives. Fine, I said. Let them be, they’re on the East Side with Donald Trump. But now it’s right here,” her ire was raised, “at the Y!”

“Really?” I said. This was not that kind of gym. “I would think at Reebok, or Equinox—”

“Well, sure—”

“Or maybe even New York Sports. But the Y?”

“What does it matter?” said Esther. “It’s everywhere you look already!”

“But not you,” said Frieda, brightening. “Not our Rachilah.”

“That’s right,” said Esther. “We said, ‘Hers are real, and they are beautiful.’” She stamped her hand on the bench beside her. “Look at them,” she motioned, palm outstretched. “Real. And beautiful.”

“Vondervul,” said Frieda, shaking her head back and forth.

“Like a ripe fruit,” said Esther, squeezing imaginary somethings in each hand.

“Those,” Frieda said, “are breasts.”

The Kosmos Club seemed far, far away.

 

I returned home to find the phone ringing. Dan had left for class. I picked up the cordless, fairly certain who was on the other end.

“Good morning, Charlie,” I said.

“Good morning, Charlie,” Laura replied.

Laura was my work friend. I wrote Young Adult novels—Turnerville High School novels, to be exact—and she was my editor. We both worked at home. In the two years I’d been writing these books, we’d met in person only once. But our morning phone call had evolved into a daily ritual, one that made the homeplace seem more work-like. In homage to the greatest unseen coworker of all time, we called each other “Charlie.” (All right, so he was technically a boss and not a coworker—we still found it amusing.)

“How was your scouting mission?” Laura asked.

“You don’t want to know,” I grumbled, hanging my coat on the Mission-style rack Dan and I had inherited from Thomas and Gregory.

“Let me guess,” she said. “Your mother found out that you were down there with your father and stepmother and threw a fit.”

In the time-honored tradition of work friends, we knew more about the day-to-day details of each other’s lives than our real friends did.

“Actually, no,” I said, sitting down at my desk and starting up my computer. I ran a hand through my still-a-bit-damp hair. “But thanks for reminding me that I have that to look forward to.”

“That and writing yet another ‘will-they-or-won’t-they’ Jake and Chloe sex scene,” she said, referring to Turnerville’s virginity-encumbered hero and heroine, who, sixty-seven books into the series, still had yet to make it past second base.

Job-related gallows humor: another work friend staple. Laura and I were roughly the same age, made roughly the same amount of money, and spent an ever-increasing amount of time wondering the exact same thing—namely, is this it?

The Turnerville job was comfortable enough—the money wasn’t a lot, but it was decent, and, as Dan liked to point out, I could legitimately say I was a writer. But I couldn’t help but feel I wanted to do more with myself than this.

Maybe I was dissatisfied because, like a precocious child star of an eighties sitcom, I’d achieved too much too early and easily.

My last two years at Barnard, I wrote a column on Beverly Hills 90210 for the Columbia Daily Spectator. The column analyzed each week’s episode and put it into social, cultural, political, and—of course—literary perspective. By college standards, it was a huge success. I took one week off and there were letters of protest to the editor. I was a big fish in the little pool that spanned 114th Street to 119th Street, from Morningside Drive west to Riverside, and constituted my entire world.

By senior year, word of 90210 UnZIPped had spread so far through the grapevine that eight other colleges were running it in their newspapers. Unlike everyone else around me (aside from Dan, now my boyfriend—who’d decided that, despite an undergraduate tenure with no science classes whatsoever, he wanted to be a doctor), I didn’t dread the Big “what-are-you-doing-after-graduation” Question. I was going to be a writer, and I was sure that the real world would be ready to greet me with wide-open arms.

Ha.

I spent the first year out of college seasick on uncharted waters, living in the spare bedroom of Gregory and Thomas’s Lincoln Terrace co-op and hostessing at a restaurant downtown. Most people from school stayed in Manhattan, our college town, and they were shopping for new work wardrobes and upgrading their Filofaxes from rubber to leather. I wore overalls most of the time. My father began speaking to me in perma-Jerry-anal. Phyllis began giving her version of advice: “You just need to find an organization, assess its needs, and be the one to fill them!” Gregory began scolding me (and Thomas) for getting “too involved” with Melrose Place. The world around me was saying, “You can’t just write. You need to get a job, in an office, on a track. That’s what grown-ups do.”

And I started listening. Instead of writing pieces and trying to get them published, I was set on finding myself a job. A job that would lead to writing, sure, but a job.

Ha again.

The packets (charming but not-too-familiar cover letters, résumé writing clips) I had so painstakingly prepared (white linen seemed so boring, ecru too formal, a dilemma until I found a stationery store on Eighty-fourth and Amsterdam that had the perfect subtle eggshell shade) were either ignored or rejected with to-the-point letters (“Dear Ms. Silverstein, While your writing shows promise, we have no entry-level positions at this time”) by the mass of editors to whom I’d sent them.

“Maybe I need to switch my focus,” I said to Dan. On that day’s trip to the mailbox, I’d found myself in the role of “her” in “Let Her Down Easy” yet again.

“Switch it how?” he asked between bites of eggplant in garlic sauce. We were eating leftovers and sitting on his unfolded futon, one of four pieces of furniture (flea market coffee table, Ikea chair, and fiberboard “entertainment center” being the others) that fit in his studio apartment. Even though I was “living with Gregory and Thomas,” I spent almost every night at Dan’s. But we “weren’t ready to live together.” Dan liked the idea of having his own place (though he far from minded me being there most of the time—picking up after him and clearing out his drawers to make room for my stuff), and I didn’t want to share an apartment with him until I could split the rent.

“Well, I’ve been focusing on magazines and newspapers, but people our age don’t even write for them.”

“So where do people our age write?” Dan had been through enough of these “Aha! I know where I went wrong!” conversations to know that the best way to respond was with a leading question.

“TV!”

“TV.”

“Right!” I said. “It’s so obvious. I love TV. My whole column was about TV. Why write about it when I could just write it? I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of this before.”

So, freshly-written Seinfeld spec script in hand, I went on one demoralizing quasi-writing, quasi-TV interview after the next. The worst one was for a job as the assistant to the head of infomercials at a big ad agency. Infomercials were on TV, somebody had to write them, and hey, I could write ones that were like sitcoms, and then I could parlay that into writing actual sitcoms or… something—you get my drift. Besides, it was infomercials—at the very least campy and fun. But my would-be boss nixed that angle. The guy had visible nosehairs and the worst comb-over I’d ever seen. His big selling point: “Sometimes you have to be real creative. Like on the Bare Lady shoot. We’d hired a Puerto Rican girl for the before and gave her three weeks to grow out her leg hair. Three weeks, I thought, that’s hairy. She was Puerto Rican, so I figured she’d be real nice and dark. And she was. Just not on camera! So everyone’s running around the set, ‘What can we do? What can we do?’ And then it came to me.” He actually snapped when he said this. “Mascara!”

Finally, I got a job as the assistant to the head of development at The Comedy Network. At first, it seemed ideal. I would be working with Mandy—“ With , not for ,” as she told me in the interview. “I hire assistants who are smart, whose contributions I value, and who I promote inside of a year.” Mandy was responsible for creating new shows, and under her I’d be meeting writers and producers, learning the ropes, even pitching my own show ideas. It had been a year and a half since graduation—a year and a half of living with my stepbrother (in spirit if not in practice) while everyone around me found their place in adult life, a year and a half of telling my father that it took time to break into creative professions, a year and a half of hearing my stepmother spout bizarre motivational-speaker truisms. At The Comedy Network, I finally had my shot.

For a few months, everything was great. With my newfound steady income, I finally moved out of Gregory and Thomas’s apartment and into a decent one-bedroom with Dan. (When he looked at me and said, “Are we sure we’re ready to take this step?” I said, “Give me a break.”) Mandy included me in meetings, asked for my opinions, let me take cabs on her expense account. “You’ll be running things while I’m gone,” she’d say, rubbing her pregnant belly. “I knew I picked the right assistant.”

And, best of all, she loved my show ideas.

“I love this one!” Mandy would exclaim. “One of these days, I’m going to be working for you!”

When she passed my treatment for a show called Charmed Life (about the spoiled daughters of a famous film director coping with their ennui) on to Sheila, her boss, I was sure I was on my way. Then my would-be mentor had her baby.

During her maternity leave, Mandy would call from home and say that Sheila was insisting that she go to some meeting or other—“You know how pissed she is about the baby”—and could I please, please, please just watch little Max for the day? Lines were being crossed here, and I knew it. But these were favors for Mandy, the person doing so many more important favors for me. Sure, I’d say, again and again.

Not that I had much to do at the office. With Mandy gone, it started to dawn on me that none of the shows on her development slate were anywhere near production, and that Mandy’s job was in fact a delicate shell game consisting of having meetings, going to lunch, telling me what a promising future I had, and— most important—kissing up to Sheila.

When Mandy returned to work, I’d try to follow up on Charmed Life , or suggest myself as a writer for the shows we were staffing. Mandy would say something encouraging enough to keep me agreeing to her childcare-related requests, which now included sending her freshly pumped breast milk by messenger from the office to her nanny at home. (“Fresher has to be healthier. I just want the best for little Max.”)

Desperate, I wrote up another sitcom idea and gave it to Mandy. It was for Downtown Cinema , a Cheers -esque show about a group of misfits—lovable ones, of course—who work at an art house. After a week of “I want to talk to you about your show,” Mandy sat me down in her office to give me her feedback.

“I really loved the part about the father being a director,” she said, in her best I’m-so-glad-I-hired-you voice. “And about the boyfriend who’s like Keanu Reeves.”

She was talking about Charmed Life, the show I’d written up six months before, the show she’d been so crazy about she’d passed it on to Sheila, the show whose status she had been updating me on—in her own vague way—every other week for the past few months! I scanned my mind for some way to make it possible that Mandy had ever been telling me the truth as she went on and on about Peyton and Annabelle, the “brilliant” characters she’d “loved” months ago.

“I love this idea!” Mandy said. “I think you’re really on to something this time. One of these days, I’m going to be working for you!”

“No, Mandy,” I corrected. “With, not for .”

From then on, my self-assigned main duty was to watch every minute of the O. J. Simpson trial so that anyone who worked at The Comedy Network could at any time stop by my desk or phone me for an update. A month before the verdict came in, a friend from my college newspaper days told me that the publisher she worked for was desperately looking for a ghostwriter for the Turnerville High books. I sent my clips, and was hired that week. Feeling I had conquered the world, I quit my job at The Comedy Network—which really meant that instead of watching the trial at work, I watched it at home, and people from work just called me for updates there.

Offices, I decided, were not for me. In that way, the Turnerville gig was great. As I was fond of saying, I had work but not a job . There were, however, two glaring negatives. Number one: no health insurance. But this would be remedied once Dan and I got married; he was now in his second year of med school at Columbia, and as a spouse, I’d be covered on his student health plan. Number two was not so easy. I had been writing teen novels under Janet Pierce’s name for just over two years now. I could continue writing them indefinitely—which would, in some ways, be fine. But it would mean Rachel Silverstein’s name would continue to signify next to nothing. And, much as I enjoyed the continuing soap opera antics of the Turnerville gang (and I did, truly—perhaps sadly—enjoy them), I lived with a near-constant gnawing feeling that I should at least try to do something beyond this.

But who had the time? Since the engagement, any free time I had was spent poring over Martha Stewart Weddings with the trained, patient eye of a Talmudic scholar.

“So if your mom wasn’t the problem this weekend, what was?” Laura wanted to know.

I told her about the Kosmos Club, the gilded room, Kimmy, my father’s declaration that they’d joined only for the purpose of throwing my wedding there. She listened patiently, clucking her tongue and saying “no way” appropriately. Then I told her about the ten thousand dollars.

“Ten thousand dollars!” Laura’s voice registered the shock. Her sister had gotten married back in St. Louis the year before, so she could instantly grasp the ramifications. “But that can’t include your dress, can it?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, remembering that Laura’s sister had worn a Vera Wang. “We didn’t get that specific.”

“It can’t mean your dress,” Laura said.

“At this point, very little would surprise me.”

“It can’t mean your dress,” Laura repeated, as if to shoo the thought from my mind. But, rather than dislodging, the thought had now wedged itself into a permanent spot in my mind. I needed a second opinion.

“I’m asking Thomas,” I said. “I’ll call you right back.” Laura said okay, and I hung up with her and dialed the SoHo fabric store where Thomas worked. He often weighed in on the thorny matters Laura and I tackled.

“Tennison Fabrics,” Thomas chirped, in full-out perky fabric butler mode.

“Do you think the ten thousand includes my dress?”

“Hmmmmm…” Thomas had heard what went down at the Kosmos Club approximately five minutes after Dan and I got home. He sighed. “Honey, I wish I could say no, but…”

The only thing worse than having Phyllis for a stepmother was having her for a mother-in-law. The two-bedroom Lincoln Terrace co-op where Thomas and Gregory lived was actually Phyllis’s (inherited from her mother—hence the no-man’s-land location) and, with me out of the spare room, she and my father would stay there when they came into town. No matter how clean the apartment was (and this was the apartment of two gay men, one of whom was Phyllis’s son), there would always be something not up to her standards, something she’d declare “impossible” and set about righting. One time, it was Thomas’s closet. He came home from work to find a third of his clothes in a bag for Goodwill and, head exploding, rushed out of the building and down to the pay phone to call me and announce that “closets are important! I lived in one for twenty-nine years! The Energizer Bunny has crossed the line!” Phyllis-commiseration was a mainstay of our friendship, much to Gregory’s irritation.

When Thomas and Gregory got married, they made a point of doing it without the aid of Phyllis and Jerry. They told Phyllis and Jerry they were paying for the wedding themselves, so they could “maintain creative control.” Meanwhile, the entire affair was financed “through a grant from the Alice and Clyde Hanson Foundation,” aka Thomas’s parents.

“I didn’t think it would include the dress,” I groaned. “Don’t think about it and get yourself all stressed out,” he said, repeating his advice from before. “It’s all gonna work out. The important thing is that you’re marrying Dan.”

“I know, I know, I know.”

“I’m with a client.” Thomas sold high-end British fabrics. Customers were clients. “I gotta go.”

“Okay.”

“Hi to Miss Laura.”

I hung up and called her back.

“Thomas says hi,” I said when she answered. “He doesn’t know about the dress either.”

“It can’t mean your dress,” Laura said again.

I shook my head back and forth, trying to shake the thought loose. Then I asked Laura, “How was your weekend?” I asked. “Did you have the dream?”

Lately, Laura had been having a recurring David Letterman nightmare. In it, Dave would be playing one of those games with help from the studio audience. Dave would approach the first contestant and, in typical fashion, ask, “What is it that you do?” The person would be a doctor or a lawyer. Dave would say, “Well, that’s impressive.” He’d move on to the next contestant (as Laura told it, no game was actually ever played), again asking about the person’s job. The person would be a schoolteacher, or an outreach coordinator at Planned Parenthood. Dave would say, “Well, that’s certainly a noble profession.” Then he’d move on to the next contestant: Laura herself.

“What’s your name?” Dave would ask her.

“Laura,” she said.

“Well, Laura,” Dave would continue, “what do you do?”

“I edit Turnerville High books.”

“ Turnerville High books?” Dave would say. “ Turnerville High books?” Then he’d start laughing. As the audience began laughing along, Laura would wake up.

Being the butt of a Letterman joke was apparently the worst thing that could happen to a person who grew up in the Midwest with ironic sensibilities.

“Thankfully, no dream,” she said.

“Good,” I said, though I knew we both had reason to be haunted.






Three


 

Friday afternoon, as I put the finishing touches on the “Jake and Chloe stay at second base” scene, Phyllis called.

“Dynamite news,” she said. “The new member of the condo board is a fabulous caterer. One of the best in Washington!”

“Oh,” I said, not getting it. For Anita, the condo board was an obsession ranking right up there with Nordstrom’s.

“Her name is Deena. She does affairs at the Audubon Society all the time. So I put down the deposit and booked it for your date.”

Come again? “What about the Kosmos Club?”

“It’s too stuffy for June. Besides,” she said in secret-spy mode, “this could be a big thing .”

I assumed that meant a discount of some sort, but when I tried to pin my stepmother down on specifics she said, “Let me finesse it a little. I gotta run. Hugs to Dan.” And Hurricane Phyllis blew out as quickly as she’d blown in.

When Dan came home, I briefed him immediately.

“They’ve done a complete 180,” I said. “I’m totally confused. I have whiplash.”

He said, “Who cares? The important thing is: We’re having the wedding at the Audubon Society.”

“That’s true,” I said, only now appreciating the clear sky. “We are. Yay.”

“So,” he said, continuing the now-bright mood. “Look what I got.” He unzipped his backpack and produced two thick paperback books. Squinting, I made out the titles: Lonely Planet India and Southeast Asia on a Shoestring. “For the honeymoon,” he explained.

I took the India book in my hand. It was heavy. “Do I have to read the whole thing?”

He shrugged. “Not if you don’t want to.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. I don’t mind planning the trip.”

“Good,” I said, surprised by my own relief.

“You just have to trust me to do it.”

“Why wouldn’t I trust you?”

“Okay. But no second-guessing.”

“Fine,” I said, baffled, as I unloaded the book on him. “No second-guessing.”

He returned the tome to his bag.

“So,” Dan began with forced casualness, “how do you feel about going out to dinner? Will called before…”

“I’m tired.”

“Ray-chul.”

“What?”

“Come on.”

“Easy for you to say. When you’re tired you just fall asleep.” This was true, be it at a party, in a movie, or during a game of charades, Tired Dan plus Comfortable Chair always equaled Sleep, especially when beer was added as a variable. Anyone who knew Dan had seen this in effect; most people considered it a Zen master–like gift.

“Ray-chul,” he said again.

“What?” I said. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Don’t be a grouch,” he said.

“I’m not a grouch. I’m tired.”

I was tired. But, as Dan knew, my wanting to blow off dinner that night had little to do with end-of-the-week lethargy. It had to do with our engagement.

When you are first engaged, everyone wants to hear “the story,” and you oblige with a neatly scripted anecdote containing the where, when, and how the groom-to-be popped the question. No matter what happened, everyone sticks to roughly the same formula:

The guy is the all-planning, all-doing master of ceremonies. He goes out and plunks down a huge amount of cash on a ring that, if we’re being strict here, he has no idea whether his intended will actually like. He sets the scene. He gets down on bended knee. He pops the question.

Then it’s the bride’s turn. She reacts with joy. She puts her hands on her cheeks like the Home Alone kid. To the question she says, “Yes!” To the ring she says, “It’s beautiful!” She may even cry.

In our culture, this is supposed to be romantic. But when you think about what the engagement stories we tell say about relationships, you start to wonder why we hold so stubbornly to the form.

Forget the active/passive roles for a second (and the way the woman seems thrilled just to have been asked, never mind who did the asking)—let’s think about the surprise. It’s tempting to think that life could flow that seamlessly, that when two people come together they don’t need words to know the time is right. But come on. Shouldn’t people deciding to spend the rest of their lives together be close enough to suspect the direction in which things are heading? Shouldn’t they have at least talked about the idea beforehand?

I’d worry about the marriage where the official story was actually the whole truth.

Dan and I had an engagement story, which I sort-of mentioned a while back. Dan told me he’d made reservations for a “nice” dinner, but wanted to go for a walk in the park before we went. We went to the zoo and watched the monkeys pick bugs off each other and Dan said, “You’re the only monkey I want to pick bugs off of.” And then he asked and I said yes, and we went to a dinner at the Boathouse, complete with special flowers—Gerber daisies, my favorite—on the prearranged table and a postdessert gondola ride.

That’s the story, and it’s true, but it’s not what really happened.

What really happened began about a year before. Dan and I were having our usual diner brunch and I said, “I think five years is long enough to know whether or not you want to be with someone forever, don’t you?”

We’d been together four. I’d just quit my Comedy Network job and Dan had just completed two years of postbac science courses and was applying to med schools. It was a time of talks— what kind of doctor did Dan want to be? Did writing Turnerville High make me a real writer? A time of dilemmas—should we get a really nice desk chair for the computer or upgrade to a real couch? A time of plans—let’s go on a really big trip one summer while Dan’s in school! It was a time when it was clear that we were two separate people walking down the same little back road together—a time when, it seemed to me, we should either just admit it or stop walking now while we could still see our way back to the highway. With every one of those joint decisions, we had already begun paving our little back road, so it seemed stupid to persist in pretending it was still just gravel.

“What are you saying?” Dan asked. He was a fan of the Socratic debate, and his side of discussions was, more often than not, in question form.

“I’m saying that I think there comes a time when you’ve been together long enough to know if this is it.”

“What do you mean ‘it’?”

His deliberate density was starting to get annoying. “What I mean is that by the time we’ve been together five years I think we should either get engaged or break up.”

“Well,” Dan said, “five years just seems arbitrary. Why not six years?”

“Because five isn’t arbitrary at all,” I told him. “When we’re together for five years, we’ll both be twenty-six.”

“Which seems on the young side to get engaged.”

“Agreed—but only objectively. If I were saying, ‘I need to be engaged by the time I’m twenty-six,’ that would be extreme.”

“But that’s effectively what you’re saying.”

“No it isn’t. I don’t need to be engaged by any specific age. But I’d never get engaged to anyone without having been with them for at least three years and I don’t want to be a middle-aged bride in a suit. So if we’re not getting married, I’d better get a move on.”

Of course I didn’t mean that. I mean, being a middle-aged bride in a suit is not dire—it’s just a bit unfortunate, like a man with womanly legs.

And that’s not the reason the explanation was a crock, as you no doubt already know. This was the love of my life Dan Gershon! I had no interest in finding someone else! But it’s human nature to take a sure thing for granted, and when you’ve gone around for years calling someone “the love of your life,” you need to be vigilant against becoming a sure thing.

“So you’re saying that if we’re not engaged in a year you’re breaking up with me,” Dan said.

“Basically.”

“So you’re giving me an ultimatum.”

“You don’t have to make it sound so negative,” I said, picking at my poached eggs. I thought of that “I’m called a feminist whenever I express opinions that differentiate me from a doormat” line, and tried to remember who said it.

“But that’s what it is,” Dan reasoned.

“Only if you look at it that way. What I’m saying is that after five years it’s time to shit or get off the pot. Time for me to shit or get off the pot.”

Dan got really quiet, so I said, “Oh come on, you have a whole year!” and we finished our eggs and went to the movies.

For the next six months, we discussed the subject of engagement in dribs and drabs. One time, Dan said, “You know, I’m not thinking of what you said as an ultimatum anymore. It’s just the practical way for a woman to be,” so I knew he’d discussed the issue with his parents. Finally, we had a breakthrough conversation. Dan explained that, for him, getting engaged was like going to med school. With both decisions he was saying, “This is what my life is going to be”—ending the uncertainty on one hand, but with the vague regret of “cutting something off” on the other. Not cutting off something sexual per se—“I’ve been in a monogamous relationship for almost five years and it’s never been an issue, so I can’t see that bothering me significantly in the future”—but cutting off other directions his life could take. I said that I’d never felt that way. I just thought, “I can do everything I want, I’ll just be doing it with Dan, which would make it all the better.” Then Dan nodded, said I had a point, and, after a minute added, “Well, I guess we should plan a kick-ass trip before I start rotations.”

So why weren’t we just engaged then? We weren’t waiting until he bought a ring, because I’d already told Dan I didn’t want one. I wasn’t a big jewelry person, and diamond solitaires looked like big pacifiers to me. And to force Dan, who was already ratcheting up tens of thousands of dollars in med school debt, to plunk down a huge sum for a rock seemed not just unnecessary, but also a little sadistic. Besides, once we were married, I wanted us both to have the same rings on our fingers. And with the money we were saving, we could make our honeymoon that much more decadent. We weren’t engaged, we were waiting for an engagement story.
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