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If anyone is living the American Dream, it's Lori and Gwen Stokes. 

They work hard -- Lori as a foster care worker for the Family Independence Agency and Gwen as a housekeeper at Clinton Memorial Hospital in St. Johns. In the three years they've been domestic partners, they've built a warm, comfortable household together. They're exactly the kind of folks you'd want as your next-door neighbors. 

But now, a part of their future hangs by a thread. What's going on? 

It all started last year with some good news when Lori, along with thousands of other state employees in UAW Local 6000 and four other unions, won a fine contract with decent wages and benefits, including health insurance for employees' domestic partners. 

When Lori told Gwen, they quickly realized that Gwen would finally have access to the same high-quality health care coverage that other union families in their community already have and every family deserves. 

But then, the right-wing extremists struck. After Michigan voters passed Proposal 2 last November, which limits marriage to heterosexual couples, the ultraconservatives demanded that the domestic partner benefits negotiated by the unions be scrapped. 

Suddenly, the contract provision that had been carefully negotiated by the union and management was swept under the rug. It was scheduled to be ratified by the Civil Service Commission on Dec. 16 -- but it was withheld until the issue was clarified in the courts. And on March 16, state Attorney General Mike Cox took up the extremist agenda and issued an opinion that domestic partners such as Gwen should not be eligible for benefits. 

Is this what Michigan voters expected when they supported Proposal 2? Clearly not. They never intended to unleash a torrent of discrimination against couples like Lori and Gwen. 

In fact, during the campaign, the so-called Citizens for Protection of Marriage solemnly promised voters that Proposal 2 "is not about rights or benefits or how people choose to live their lives." 

But after it passed, the right wing is playing a crafty bait-and-switch game. They are stretching Proposal 2 far beyond anything mainstream Michiganders ever imagined. 

Fortunately, Lori, Gwen and others like them are taking a stand for what they know is right. 

Jay Kaplan, a civil rights lawyer with the American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan, is leading a team of attorneys -- most of them volunteers -- who have filed a lawsuit to clarify what is obvious, which is that the Proposal 2 amendment doesn't prohibit domestic partner benefits for state employees. 

Is much money at stake here? Probably not. 

In other states and cities, only a handful of employees usually signs up for domestic partner benefits. But sometimes you fight for what is right even when the material stakes are small. One of Lori and Gwen's heroes, Rosa Parks, refused to move to the back of the bus a half-century ago and helped spark the modern civil rights movement -- and the only money at stake was a bus fare. 

This battle, like every other civil rights battle, has its own honor roll of heroes. It includes Lori, Gwen, the other coplaintiffs and, of course, the ACLU lawyers who are pitching in. But the biggest heroes are the members of UAW Local 6000 and the other unions who had the courage to win the domestic partner health benefits in the first place. 

It's just what Walter Reuther would do if he were alive today. His UAW embraced Italians and Irish and Slovaks, African Americans and Latinos and Asian Americans. Over the years, it has also embraced workers from every kind of family -- not just traditional nuclear families like Reuther's own, but also families headed by single parents, couples without children, single people and same-sex couples. 

Thirty-five years after he died in a plane crash, Reuther's ideals are guiding Lori, Gwen and their union sisters and brothers. 

Is there anything you can do to help them? Sure. 

Contact Gov. Jennifer Granholm and your state legislators. Ask them to support the lawsuit to restore the domestic partner health coverage. Tell the attorney general that he's way off base. 

If you're friends with Lori and Gwen or any of the other union families who are taking a stand, congratulate them. No one will name a bridge or skyscraper in their honor. They don't expect it. But they're again proving one of the most beautiful facts in American history: When you're looking for justice, decency and equality, look for the union label. 
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