A Very Long Engagement
breathe for the first time. But, since my ex has legal rights to
her and will not leave the state, I am here to stay.”

T. Charles Erickson (muska, olafsdottir)

Family Matters

Cari Searcy and Kimberly McKeand met in college at Stephen
F. Austin State University, in Nacogdoches, Texas. They have
been together for 11 years and have an adorable 4-year-old son
named Khaya, who McKeand carried. Both women are from
the South, so they decided to settle in Mobile, Ala. after graduation. They say they thought about Atlanta and Chicago, “but
we had family in Mobile, why move to a big city?” The political
disposition of the city did not dissuade Searcy and McKeand
from moving to Mobile because the individuals who made up
their community were so supportive.
Although making the decision to settle was easy, the two
admit that being a lesbian couple with a child has not been
seamless. Conceiving was easy for McKeand, but Khaya was
born with a dysfunctional heart and had to have surgery within
months. The open-heart procedure left Khaya with a tough
recovery, requiring a feeding tube and intensive home care.
“I had never missed a doctor’s appointment,” Searcy recalls.
“I was the other parent, so I asked the nurses to teach me how
to change his feeding tube and take care of him. They asked
me if I had the papers to prove it. Then one of the nurses
started walking over to the phone and said something about
calling a social worker. Kim and I realized that we needed to
be prepared the next time this happened.”
Searcy filed for second-parent adoption, which the judge
rejected because Alabama does not recognize same-sex
marriage. Just as it was in Lucy’s case, the decision was up to
a single judge. The couple was not seeking recognition of their
commitment. Searcy simply wanted the right to be a parent
to her child, but the court denied her legal petition to adopt
Khaya. “I have no rights,” she states with indignation.
Their lawyer advised Searcy and McKeand to get married
in another state, so that the Alabama judge could not deny
them again without making the case a federal issue. If Alabama
refused to recognize a marriage from another state, the couple
could take the issue to a federal court. Searcy and McKeand
were married in California in 2008, but then Prop. 8 passed
in California, overturning the legal right to marry and putting
their case on hold, at least temporarily.
The two say they live without hiding their relationship
because Mobile is their home and they have a supportive network of gay and straight friends. They even explained their relationship to Khaya’s Baptist preschool before he enrolled. The
school was very welcoming during the two years he attended.
Although traditional, Khaya’s grandparents became increasingly comfortable “after they saw us interacting as a family unit,”
Searcy says. “For the first time, my mom wasn’t thinking
about my sex life. We were just a family.”
Although prejudice in the south makes family life more
complicated, these women are forging a future for the next
generation of married-with-children lesbians. In Lucy’s
words, “I wouldn’t change a thing for the chance to have the
love of our baby.” n

Award-winning film A Very Long
Engagement is a documentary that
follows a lesbian couple on their
mission to marry legally when one
is given a year to live. East Coast
filmmakers and life partners Susan
Muska and Gréta Olafsdóttir, producers/
directors of The Brandon Teena Story,
document the couples’ 44-year love
story that spans a crucial period in
LGBT history in their visually stunning
and bittersweet must-see film.
How did you find out about Edie
and Thea?
Muska: They had contacted our friend
about helping them go up to Toronto to
get married, because Thea had been
given approximately a year to live by
her doctors. To get married was their
most urgent need, want and desire.
When you began shooting in 2007,
did you know how well timed your
film would be?
Muska: We’re really happy about
that…. Prop. 8 and what happened
in California…emphasized that there
was an urgency to get the story out…
there was already an urgency [for
us] because of Thea’s health. It was
important to spread the word of what
equal marriage rights are and who it
affects. How can you say those people
don’t deserve equal rights?
Thea’s condition didn’t seem to
change their relationship.
Olafsdóttir: That’s one of the
amazing things about them. The first
sign of MS was at about age 42, but
they didn’t know what it was.
Muska: It wasn’t diagnosed until
she was 45.They both maintained
an equality in their relationship.
They strove to maintain that, and it’s
probably what kept the spark of their
relationship going.
It’s interesting how uninhibited
they are, even talking about sex.
Muska: I think that says something
about Edie and Thea. They were very
frank and spoke very
honestly and talked
about things
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that probably everyone would be a
lot better off if they were more open
about.
The slides of them in the ’60s and
’70s are mesmerizing.
Olafsdóttir: They’re unbelievable
dressers.
Muska: And attractive.
Olafsdóttir: Oh my gosh, yeah.
Totally sexy and beautiful.
How is Edie doing?
Muska: She’s come with us to a lot
of festivals. She came to Frameline,
the film’s debut, and also her 80th
birthday.
Olafsdóttir: People were coming up
to her on the street, [and asking] “Can
I give you a hug?” It was amazing.
She’s also a great spokesperson, so
the plan is, she will go as much as
possible with us. We hope this is a
new chapter.
What’s next for Bless Bless
Productions?
Olafsdóttir: We have a big project
[in the works], but really
we want to support this
film and contribute to
the dialogue. I don’t
know how long America
is going to be back in
the Middle Ages when it
comes to gay marriage.
[Laurie K. Schenden]
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