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                       Patrick Vachon, left, and Jason Komar became an instant family

                       in the summer of 2002 when they adopted Parker, middle, and

                       Anton, sitting in Komar's lap. {pic in gcam pics}

Family matters

Same-sex couples seek to set record 'straight' on kids, tax breaks and what makes a house a home

By JEANNIE KEVER

Houston Chronicle

When Patrick Vachon publicly acknowledged his life as a gay man almost 30 years ago, he gave up on a dream. 

There would be no marriage, no kids. 

"I just decided that (having kids) was one of the things I guess I'm not going to have, even though I loved kids," the 47-year-old psychotherapist said. "That was a foreign concept for a gay man in the '70s." 

But Vachon and his partner, Jason Komar, became the adoptive parents of Parker, now 1, and Anton, now 2, in the summer of 2002. Three months ago, the Houston men were among the first same-sex couples to be married in Canada, although their marriage isn't recognized in the United States. 

The idea of gay marriage and families led by same-sex partners gained ground after the U.S. Supreme Court threw out the nation's remaining sodomy laws last summer, ruling in a Houston case that gay and lesbian couples, like their heterosexual neighbors, have a constitutional right to privacy in the bedroom. The rhetoric has spilled from the courts to Congress and the 2004 presidential campaign, but much of America -- child-care centers, medical offices, even

mainstream advertising -- has already acknowledged an expanding definition of family. 

Many same-sex couples and their supporters argue they should be able to take advantage of the legal and emotional benefits of marriage. "It would be nice for us to have the tax breaks, to not have to do all the legal paperwork so I could see Patrick in the hospital if he got sick," Komar said. 

Other couples remain ambivalent about a relationship that has until recently been the exclusive domain of straight couples. 

                        "I believe marriage is an option that should be available," said the       Rev. Dwayne Johnson of Resurrection Metropolitan Community Church in Houston, part of a denomination founded as an outreach to gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender communities. But Johnson said he doesn't know many people interested in marrying; instead, his church's preparation classes for commitment ceremonies, which reinforce emotional ties but aren't legally binding, are overflowing. 

                        "I think they've seen a lot of value in the rituals we've created for ourselves," Johnson said. 

                        Recent rulings expanding gay rights have also energized their opponents. 

                        "Obviously, people have a right to live with whomever they want to live with, but we don't think they have a right to redefine marriage for anyone else," said Louisiana state Rep. Tony Perkins, president of the Family Research Council, a conservative group that opposes same-sex unions.

                       "Common sense says marriage is between one man and one woman." 

As for the argument that marriage would strengthen families headed by lesbians and gay men, Perkins is unmoved. 

"It's very clear children need a mother and a father," he said. "Under same-sex marriage, that won't happen." 

In addition to the landmark U.S. Supreme Court case, which in June overturned sodomy laws in Texas and 12 other states, several recent court cases have fueled the debate: 

· The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court is expected to rule in a case that could make that state the first to legalize same-sex marriage. The Canadian provinces of British Columbia and Ontario legalized same-sex marriage earlier this year. 

· In Florida, a decision is expected soon on an appeal of the nation's most

stringent law banning adoption by gays and lesbians. 

"All people in the United States should be free to have all of the components of

being an adult," said Mitchell Katine, the Houston lawyer who shepherded the

Houston case from a Harris County court-at-law to the U.S. Supreme Court. 

In December, shortly after the Supreme Court announced it would hear the

case, Katine traveled to Latin America to adopt two infants born a few days

apart. (He asked that the country not be named to avoid making adoption there

by gay and lesbian couples more difficult.) 

Back in Texas, Katine and his partner, Walter, who asked that his last name not

be used, legally adopted Sebastian and Sebrina. 

The Supreme Court victory was sweet. So, the 42-year-old Katine has found,

is the first year of fatherhood. 

"For us, if we were not allowed to have children, that would be a very big part of our lives that we were missing," he said. 

No one knows how many gay- or lesbian-headed families there are in the United States. The 2000 Census, the first to collect such information, reported nearly 600,000 same-sex-couple households. Of those, about one-third of female households and one-fifth of male households reported children living in the home. 

                        Two University of Southern California sociologists estimate that between 1 million and 9 million U.S. children younger than 18 live with a lesbian or gay parent. 

                        Research on these families is still scarce. 

                        "It seems to me that what we know about gay families is not a lot," said Barbara Risman, a sociologist at North Carolina State University and co-chairwoman of the Council of Contemporary Families. But small studies suggest that "the children develop in appropriate ways. They grow up healthy and happy," she said. 

                        That's not to say there aren't differences between families with gay parents and those with straight parents. Research shows that children with gay parents may have more liberal social attitudes and are more willing to consider alternative sexual partners, Risman said. 

                        In the most comprehensive review of studies, USC sociologists Judith Stacey and Timothy J. Biblarz found "no strong evidence of a negative effect," Biblarz said. 

                        While some gay and lesbian couples bring children to the partnership from previous relationships, others build families through adoption, surrogate parenthood, artificial insemination or other high-tech means. 

                        "It takes a lot of effort as a gay man or a lesbian woman to have a child," Biblarz said. "Most of the kids are really wanted kids." 

                        Consider Joy Cohen Blake. 

                        Janet Cohen, 46, and Melody Blake, 57, have been together for 20 years; for the past four, they've also been Mommy and Mama, respectively. 

                        "There was always going to be a child in the picture," said Cohen, who works in public relations. "It was a question of when." 

                        And how. 

                        The women tried to conceive a child through artificial insemination, with Cohen as the birth mother. 

                        After a number of failed attempts, they took a break. Then, still sure that they wanted a child, they turned to adoption. 

Adoption can be arduous even for affluent straight couples, a maze of forms and regulations, home studies and endless scrutiny. Cohen and Blake, who sells real estate, worried that their ages, as well as their sexual orientation, would complicate the process. 

But in 1999, they brought 2-day-old Joy home to Galveston. 

Their families welcomed Joy, but the women's mothers also worried. "I told her, `Somewhere down the road, you may face problems,' " said Cohen's mother, Gloria Cohen, who recently visited from Florida. "Children are very cruel to each other." 

The women know their daughter may face teasing, because of their relationship and because Joy is black while they are white. "We'll deal with it," said Blake. 

Joy's preschool classmates already have asked why she has two mothers. Families are all different, the women say: Some have a mother and father, while others have just a mom, or just a dad. Some have two moms, and some have two dads. 

Preschoolers accept direct explanations. Adults sometimes don't. 

When Katine and his partner take Sebastian and Sebrina to a restaurant, they're often asked where the children's mothers are. 

"We say, `We're the two fathers,' " Katine said. "They think we're joking." 

The children turned 1 in August, and the men hope the proximity in age will serve their children well as they grow older. 

"We know their lives are going to be special," Katine said. "They play together now, but as they get older, we hope they will support each other. 

"We're exposing them to the world and our friends and our families. But our society is very geared to one mother and one father, from commercials to movies and television." 

Society is changing, however. 

From the summer's cable TV hit Queer Eye for the Straight Guy to NBC's Will and Grace, gay characters increasingly pop up in people's living rooms. At least 5,800 companies offer benefits to employees' same-sex partners, according to Kim Mills, education director at the Human Rights Campaign, a gay rights advocacy group. 

Even advertising has begun to target gay families, including a print campaign for Volvo's new sport utility vehicle. 

In a changing society, Vachon and Komar decided parenthood was an option after all. 

"The challenge was, `There is a way. Let's figure it out,' " said Komar, 34, who works in marketing. 

They began trying to adopt a baby in Russia in June 2001. Seven months later, discouraged by their lack of progress, they started to pursue a U.S. adoption as well, working through a private adoption agency in both cases. 

Within weeks, a woman who was pregnant with her fourth child selected them to raise the baby. 

The next month, they learned that a Russian baby was available. 

Parker Komar Vachon was born in June 2002, with both adoptive fathers in the delivery room; five weeks later, Vachon traveled to Russia to bring home Anton Komar Vachon, then 13 months old. 

Komar and Vachon celebrated a commitment ceremony at their church in April, on their fifth anniversary as a couple, and they married in Windsor, Ontario, in July, while visiting Vachon's family across the border in Detroit. Should they break up, one would have to live in Canada for at least a year before they could divorce in that country. 

"We did it a little bit different," Vachon said. "We had kids, then we did the commitment ceremony, then we got married." 

Vachon is optimistic that Canada's proximity -- the only other countries allowing same-sex marriage are Belgium and the Netherlands -- will pressure the United States to change its laws. But the ultimate resolution is likely to come through the

courts. 

Barbara J. Cox, a professor at California Western School of Law in San Diego, predicts at least five years of litigation as people who marry elsewhere try to claim the benefits of marriage -- coverage under a partner's health insurance policy, for example -- in their home states. 

Marriage carries both tangible and ephemeral benefits, said Cox, who married her longtime partner, Peg Habetler, in Canada in late July. 

It is particularly significant for parents, Cox said, because it can clarify issues of child custody and visitation if a couple were to break up, especially if both partners haven't legally adopted the child. Some states prohibit adoption by two people of the same gender; Texas doesn't, but Houston family lawyer Connie Moore said most of her clients in same-sex adoptions go to other

cities, including San Antonio, rather than risk drawing a conservative Harris County judge who might interpret the law differently. 

Not all gay couples want to marry, though many say they should have the choice. 

"In our hearts, we have something better than marriage," Cohen said. "I think couples like us deserve the right to choose. But as far as whether it's right for us, I don't know." 

Many couples see marriage as giving legal and emotional validity to their relationships. There's another side, too. 

Katine represents a number of gay and lesbian couples who have split up, a process that, paradoxically, could be made easier by marriage. "It's such a messy thing to do, because we just don't have the tools that married people do" for breaking up and dividing property, he said. 

Emotional and pragmatic reasons aside, Katine said he is unsure whether he and Walter would marry, given the opportunity. 

"I think we're happy the way we are now," he said. "What's important is that we have the opportunity. One thing that we would take into consideration is, would it have an impact on the children? If it made a difference in their lives, we might.” 
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Melody Blake, left, and Janet Cohen play at a Galveston park with their daughter, Joy.
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Mitchell Katine, right, and his partner, Walter, became parents in December when theyadopted Sebrina, left, and Sebastian.

