
  
    
      
    
  


  


  “There is no hope unmingled with fear, and no fear unmingled with hope.”


  ~Baruch Spinoza


  “Making the decision to have a child is momentous. It is to decide forever to have your heart go walking around outside your body.”


  ~Elizabeth Stone


  


  


  This one is for Rob.


  Thanks for convincing me to write it.


  And also for Jeff.


  I wish I could make it as easy for you as it is for Cole.


  


  


  


  Part One:

  

  Fear


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  SOMEBODY once said, “there is no hope unmingled with fear, and no fear unmingled with hope.” I never realized how true it was until I watched Cole struggle with them both in our quiet Phoenix home, where hope and fear had been neatly encapsulated in the simple form of a bedroom.


  It all began on Thanksgiving, only two short months after I’d made my mad flight across the country to surprise him at his home in the Hamptons. It was our first holiday with the two of us plus my father together as a real family. We celebrated by decorating an enormous Christmas tree in our family room. Cole had already bought too many presents, each perfectly wrapped and ribboned at the store. I hated to think how many more would be under the tree by the time Christmas actually arrived. Cole spent most of the day preparing dinner, and then we sat at his too-big dining room table to eat, and through it all, he was a million miles away, his brain wrapped up in something he wasn’t yet ready to share.


  It wasn’t until that night, when we were alone in bed with the lights turned out, that he took a deep breath and said, “Have you ever thought about becoming a father?”


  The question surprised me so much that I sat straight up in bed and turned to face him, although his expression was hidden in the dark.


  “Have you?” I asked.


  There was a moment of silence, a soft inhale of breath, and when he spoke, his voice was quiet. Almost reverent. “All the time.”


  No, it hadn’t occurred to me, and yet suddenly I had no idea why not. It was so beautifully simple and so right.


  A child.


  Somebody to wake up for in the morning and tuck into bed at night. Somebody to stack presents around the tree for. Somebody to hold and read to and rock to sleep. A child for Cole to dote on, for me to love, for my father to toss in the air and bounce on his knee. A new, bright, wonderful life to tug on my father’s pant leg while looking up at him hopefully, just as I’d done to my father’s father. He’d always had candy in his pockets for me, despite my mother’s admonitions that he’d ruin my dinner. Now, it could be my child, holding a hand out to Grandpa George. It could be Cole scolding them for eating too much sugar and me turning away, laughing, pretending I didn’t see, because I would never stand in the way of my father spoiling his only grandchild. Families should grow, Jon, not shrink, my father had once said to me. He was right, and now I could make it happen.


  I reached across Cole to turn on the bedside lamp, and he seemed to grow smaller in the light. He wanted to hide these things away, but I leaned over him. I forced him to meet my eyes. I saw how afraid he was now that he’d said the words out loud.


  “Is that what you want?”


  He pulled the covers up to his chin, seeming very much like a child himself, wanting to use the blankets as some kind of shield. “More than anything.”


  I laughed, because it was all I could do. I pulled the blankets away from him, taking away his protection, stripping him bare so I could wrap him in my arms. “Only if you marry me first.”


  


  


  IN THE month leading up to the wedding, we talked endlessly of becoming parents. We weighed the pros and cons of adoption versus surrogacy, and by the time we flew off to Paris for a commitment ceremony in front of our friends, we knew what we wanted. We didn’t honeymoon, but came straight back to Phoenix.


  Technically, unmarried same-sex couples couldn’t apply for joint adoption in Arizona, but a single parent could. Married couples were given priority, but we found an attorney named Thomas Goodman who specialized in adoption, and he assured us it wasn’t an impossibility.


  “It’s disheartening, I know, but this isn’t without precedent. I’ve helped other same-sex couples in your exact position. The first thing we do is decide which one of you is technically applying to adopt.”


  “But we have every intention of raising this child together,” Cole said.


  “I know, and as soon as the adoption is final, we can draft documents to close any legal loopholes, making sure you both have parental rights, especially with regard to health-care decisions. We’ll also ensure that in the event of something happening to the adoptive parent, the other of you would receive custody.”


  “But a joint adoption is truly not allowed?”


  “Not in Arizona.”


  “What about foreign adoption?” I asked. “Would that make it easier?”


  Thomas shook his head. “In most cases, you’re going to run into the same biases. One of you would have to apply for the adoption as a single father, and depending on the country we applied in, you’d have to be very careful about what you divulged.”


  “We’d have to lie,” Cole said. “That’s what you’re saying.”


  Thomas made a noncommittal gesture—not quite a shrug, but not denying it either. “An omission of the full truth, at any rate.”


  “No.” Cole was adamant. “Absolutely not.”


  “And you’ve ruled out surrogacy?”


  I glanced over at Cole. This was something we’d discussed in depth. He gave Thomas the same answer he’d given me each time. “I’ve heard too many horror stories. Besides, there are so many unloved babies in the world. It seems selfish to create a new one when we could help somebody else instead.”


  Thomas turned to me for confirmation. “You’re agreed on this?”


  I nodded. I didn’t necessarily understand Cole’s reluctance to pursue surrogacy, but I was willing to respect his decision. “For now at least, we’d like to focus on adoption.”


  “Fair enough. In that case, we have to work with what’s allowed under current Arizona law, whether we think it makes sense or not.”


  “If it has to be one of us,” Cole said, looking down at his lap, “it should be Jonathan.”


  It hurt him to say it, I could tell, and using my actual name was still unusual for him. “Why me?” I asked, although I had a guess.


  “You know why.”


  Because he wasn’t masculine. Because he wasn’t what most people thought of when the term “dad” came to mind. “But you’re the one with the money. Without you, I wouldn’t even have a job.” It still irked me a bit at times, too, but I was getting used to it.


  “Jon’s right,” Thomas said. “Under the current law, your child could only inherit from whichever of you was the adopting parent, at least until a legal will is drawn up stating otherwise. Also, if you get divorced, the other of you wouldn’t even be entitled to custody or visitation rights.”


  “We’re not splitting up,” Cole said.


  “That’s what every couple says.” Thomas leaned forward on his desk to gaze back and forth between us. “Let me put it this way: If you adopted tomorrow and split up the next day, which one of you would be most able to care for the child, both financially and emotionally?”


  There was no question. “Him,” I said. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, I’d have to find work, which would be difficult. I’d have to pay for daycare. He would need neither of those things. “It should be Cole.”


  Cole turned to face me, flipping his hair out of his eyes so he could meet my gaze. “Are you sure, Jonny?”


  “Positive. Like you said, we’re not splitting up. And no matter what, I trust you to do what’s right. So for now, let’s just do what we have to do.”


  Thomas nodded at us and scribbled a note on the paperwork in front of him. “Now, as unpleasant as it is, I have to ask you: is there anything specific you’re looking for in a child? I know you want an infant. Anything beyond that?”


  Cole and I glanced at each other, unsure how to respond. “I don’t understand,” Cole said at last.


  “Some people are very specific. They only want a child with blond hair and blue eyes, or a child who’s of their same ethnicity. Or for some—”


  “No.” Cole’s firm tone spoke volumes. “Nothing could matter less to us than that.”


  Thomas was obviously relieved by the answer. “Good. Then the next step will be a home study where a social worker will come to your home and ask you a billion questions. They’re tedious and sometimes borderline offensive, but they’re absolutely required.”


  “Will it matter that we’re gay?”


  “I can’t guarantee the person doing the review will be open-minded about it, but they can’t deny you based on that alone. A big part of the review will be to assess your home. To see if you’re able to support a child in a healthy environment. Again, this is where it pays to have money. It sounds unfair to say that a rich parent can do more than a poor one, but the fact of the matter is, your child will have a comfortable home regardless of the economy or the job market. You’re not in debt. You’re not living paycheck to paycheck. You can already guarantee this child will have access to the best schools and the best health care in the world. Right or wrong, that’s going to help you.”


  Cole sighed and smiled sideways at me. “Thank goodness we have something in our favor.”


  “You have a lot in your favor, actually. Outside of being a same-sex couple, your only real disadvantage is your lack of family. I understand you have Jon’s dad here in town, but other than that, you have no support structure in place. No uncles or aunts or cousins.”


  “It’s not like we can change that now,” I said.


  Thomas nodded. “Exactly. I’m only trying to be thorough.” He fiddled with a pen on his desk. “In fact, at this point, I feel it’s important to be completely honest about what we’re up against. It’s easy at the beginning for couples to become overly optimistic.” He looked up again to meet our eyes, giving weight to his words. “I’d advise you to not get your hopes up.”


  “You’re saying we don’t really have a chance?”


  “No. That’s not it at all. And I’m not saying this as your lawyer, but as somebody who’s seen how ugly adoption can get. This journey can be full of heartache. It may be months or even years before we find a child. To make matters worse, there are some people out there who will take advantage of your situation. They’ll say whatever you want to hear in order to have their prenatal care paid for, but in the end, they’ll refuse to sign away their parental rights. People that cruel are rare, but they seem to pop up a lot in this business.”


  “Don’t we have some kind of protection against that kind of thing?”


  He shook his head. “None. Arizona law stipulates that a mother can’t authorize an adoption until seventy-two hours after birth. Anything promised before that isn’t valid in court. I’ve seen couples spend every penny they have, even take out second mortgages on their homes so they can give the birth mother what she wants, only to have the rug ripped out from underneath them once the child is born. Given your unique financial situation, you’d be a prime target for anybody who’s only out to get free maternity care.”


  I was still holding Cole’s hand, and I felt the way he began to shake.


  “Now,” Thomas went on, “like I said, those types of people are rare, and I want you to know, I intend to be very careful about any offers I put through to you. Part of my job is to make sure people like that don’t have a chance to use your own emotions against you. But what I want you to bear in mind is this: no matter what, the birth mother has three days to change her mind. Three days. And most of the time, it’s not even a matter of them trying to manipulate you. They may fully intend to give their child up, but once they hold that baby in their arms, they sometimes change their minds. It’s not about them being selfish or trying to take advantage of you. It’s a maternal instinct.”


  “It’s hard to argue with biology,” I said.


  Thomas nodded. “Exactly. And if that happens, we’re right back to square one. There’s not a damn thing in the world we can do about it.” He leaned back in his chair. “Now, with all of that said, you tell me: is this still something you want to pursue?”


  I turned to Cole. He had a death grip on my fingers, but he didn’t waver. He nodded. “Absolutely.”


  Thomas smiled. “Good. Then we’ll get down to business right away.”


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Date: February 10


  To: Jared


  From: Cole


  Sweets, I can’t thank you enough for coming to Paris for the wedding. It meant so much to us both. It was nice to see Matt’s soft side too. I finally understand what you see in him. You’re adorable together, really. I’m happier for you than ever. I’m rather fond of him now, truth be told, even if he is grumpy (but don’t you dare tell him I said so).


  Now, I have news. You asked on top of the Arc de Triomphe why Jon and I were in such a hurry to get married. I suspect you already knew the answer, but given our history together, it’s only fair that I actually say it rather than making you guess. Jon and I hope to adopt a baby. Now that we’ve made the decision, it’s all I can think about. I worry that I’m obsessed with the idea, but I suppose there are worse things. We told George of our plans on Christmas, and he cried and cried.


  Jon is so ploddingly logical about the whole thing. One step at a time, never looking beyond that. He is ever the accountant. Ever the pragmatist. I’m grateful for it though, because on my own, I’d be a nervous wreck. God knows, the last thing I need is to be more unstable than I already am.


  Oh well. You know what they say, sweets. Neurotic is the new black.


  


  


  THE home study was, as Thomas had warned, tedious in the extreme, bordering on offensive, but in the end, it wasn’t a problem. Once we’d been approved, we drafted a letter with Thomas’s help, outlining our desire to become parents, and Thomas began distributing it through whatever channels he had. When that was done, Cole turned his attention to our spare bedroom. He got rid of every bit of furniture and had the carpet cleaned and the walls repainted. Then he quietly shut the door on the room and tried to pretend it didn’t exist. The word “nursery” was never uttered.


  Hope had carried us this far, but suddenly we found ourselves with nothing to do but wait. Hope began to feel like something ominous. For two months, I tried to not see the closed door at the end of our hallway. For two months, neither of us mentioned the way our house had become both too big and too small at the same time. Then one morning, as I left our bedroom, I noticed the footstep pattern. Rosa vacuumed religiously, creating perfectly parallel tracks on the floor, but now someone had traversed the hallway between our room and the closed door, leaving barely perceptible dark splotches where the carpet fibers lay flat instead of upright.


  I crept down the hallway, wondering even as I did it why I felt the need to tiptoe. I cracked the door open and peeked in. It was still the same room—white walls, cream-colored carpet. It still smelled of fresh paint. The room had one window, long and low and bowed outward to form a bench. The blinds were open, and the window seat was bathed in sunlight. Cole wasn’t there. Whatever he’d sought in this room, he’d intentionally done it before I was awake.


  I found him in the kitchen, cooking. I sat at the breakfast bar and asked, “Is everything all right?”


  “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be? I was trying to decide if we wanted mimosas with breakfast, or plain orange juice.”


  “You went in the bedroom.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Should I make bacon?”


  “Do you want to buy a crib?”


  “Whatever for, love? I’ll just heat up some ham instead.”


  His tone was light and cheery as always, yet false, and the fragility of it made me ache for him. He was fighting to maintain a sense of normalcy, and if I pushed against that, he’d become defensive. I weighed my answer as I watched him bustle around the kitchen, taking eggs, milk, and fresh green chilies out of the refrigerator and lining them up neatly on the counter. He kept his body angled away from me, his head down so the fall of his bangs hid his expression. “We could call Thomas and see if he’s heard anything.”


  “Honey, the man knows his job. If there was anything to tell us, we’d have heard from him already.”


  He was right, of course. Still, when I came home from my jog that night, I found him again in the empty room, sitting on the window seat. Behind him, our backyard and pool were lost to the night. Inside the room, the lights felt too stark.


  “Talk to me,” I said.


  “There’s nothing to say.”


  He could never discuss anything important with me unless he could hide, so I reached over and turned off the light, leaving the room in darkness. With no furniture, it was easy for me to cross the room and sit next to him. “Now talk to me.”


  He laughed quietly. “You know me too well.”


  “It goes both ways.”


  “I suppose that’s true.” He stopped and looked down at his hands, clasped between his knees. I waited in silence for him to work his way around to what needed to be said. “Nobody’s ever slept in this room.”


  “Never?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t have any family to visit. The few guests I had… well, they weren’t sleeping in here.”


  I winced at the casual mention of the other lovers who’d been in his home before me, and he reached out to take my hand, as if sensing my thoughts. “There were far fewer of them than you probably think, Jonny. I made it a habit not to invite them to my home.”


  “You invited me.”


  “You were always the exception.”


  I smiled, comforted, as he’d meant for me to be. I continued to hold his hand while I waited for him to go on.


  “They say rooms hold an echo of whatever they’ve seen. I never believed it, but in here, it’s true. I’ve lived in this house for eight years, and this room has seen nothing at all. It’s silent. And empty.”


  “It won’t always be that way.”


  “I want to believe that, but it’s hard.”


  “You need to have hope.”


  His laugh was dry and spoke more of heartache than humor. “I’ve never needed it in the past. I can only think of one other time in my life when I’ve wanted something so desperately and yet had no idea how to get it.”


  “And what happened then?”


  He squeezed my hand. “You pulled your head out of your ass and came after me.”


  I smiled at the memory. “But this is different, isn’t it?”


  “It is, and I hate it. I hate the uncertainty. I wish somebody would just tell me, ‘yes, you’re going to get a child,’ or ‘no, it’s never going to happen.’ Then, either way, I could plan. Even if it meant waiting another year, or three years, or five. At least I’d know. But the uncertainty of forcing myself to hold on to a dream that may never come true is driving me mad.”


  I nodded, wishing more than anything that I had an answer for him. I understood his pain, even if I didn’t feel it as acutely as he did. I put my arms around him, although he was stiff against me. He had to resist, because accepting comfort would be admitting how much pain he was in. “Remember what you did when you were waiting for me to figure things out?”


  “I ran.”


  “Yes.” I rubbed my hand up his back and kissed the side of his head. “Let’s run this time too.”


  He turned to face me. My eyes had finally adjusted to the dimness of the room, and I could just make out his cheekbones and his soft, full lips. “Are you serious?”


  “We never did take a honeymoon.”


  “What if something comes up while we’re gone?”


  “Thomas knows how to reach us. If he calls, we’ll be on the first plane home.” I pulled him toward me again. I kissed his cheek and his jaw until finally, he relaxed and went limp in my arms, melting against my body.


  “Where should we go?”


  “I have never seen your home in Hawaii.”


  “I have a private snorkeling pond.”


  “We can do more than snorkel in it, right?”


  He laughed. “Indeed. I was about to tell you not to bother packing a swimsuit.”


  I thought about being with him in the warm water. About kissing him while we were both salty from the sea. About adding our own heat to the pool. “Let’s leave right now.”


  “I can have us on a plane in less than twelve hours, but first….” He sighed and tilted his head up to me. “Make me think about something else for a while.”


  “How do you feel about neckties?”


  He laughed as his lips found mine. “I’m one hundred percent in favor.”


  


  


  FOR the next eight months, we lived much as he had lived before we’d become a couple, traveling more often than not. We spent time in Hawaii and the Hamptons and took trips to Okinawa and Prague. We dropped in to Colorado three different times to see our friends. We also spent a month touring Italy. We started in Rome. It was my first time there, but Cole hated it for some reason I didn’t quite understand, so we quickly moved on to Florence and Sienna. I fell in love with Tuscany and discovered Cole spoke Italian nearly as well as he spoke French. We rarely mentioned the adoption, although Cole lamented being so often away from my father. He began to talk of giving him a yearly stipend in order to allow him to quit his job. I argued that my father would never accept such a thing. “Besides,” I told Cole, “it’s rude to even offer.”


  “Let me get this straight, sugar. You approved of me offering to pay for Angelo’s college, did you not?”


  “Yes, but that’s different.”


  “How?”


  “Because….” It was, wasn’t it? And yet, I couldn’t think of a reason. It made sense for him to offer to pay for Angelo’s schooling, even if Angelo hadn’t yet accepted the offer. So why shouldn’t he offer to help my father retire in style?


  Despite my feelings on the matter, midway through the year, my father made a liar out of me and happily left his job of twenty-two years. He had a decent chunk of money in his 401(k), but it was Cole’s “travel fund” that really sealed the deal, and soon my father was traveling with us about half the time. He seemed to sense that the adoption was a delicate subject. He never asked about our progress, which was good since we had nothing to report. Anytime we returned to Phoenix, we’d spend a few weeks avoiding the closed door at the end of the hall. At some point, Cole would break down and go inside. He’d spend an afternoon or an evening sitting in the window seat, staring at the empty walls.


  We were always gone again within a week.


  “What will happen if we do get to adopt?” I asked him once, as we waited to board our plane. “We won’t be able to rush off at the drop of a hat.”


  “All the more reason to do it now, then, don’t you think?”


  There was some truth in that, but it wasn’t the real reason he couldn’t bear to stay at home. That room haunted him. It held so much potential, and yet at the moment, it was hauntingly empty.


  We decided to spend Thanksgiving in Hawaii because my father had never been there. Even the smallest turkey was too big for the three of us, so we had fresh seafood instead. We cooked the entire meal on the grill and ate on the balcony overlooking the ocean. It was a day that bordered on ideal, but I knew we were all thinking the same thing: would it be like this forever, the three of us pretending it was all we needed?


  “What’s the plan for Christmas?” my dad asked that night. He was watching football. Cole was curled up in a corner of the couch reading. I was halfway watching the game while working on my laptop.


  “I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” Cole said. “Where would you like to go?”


  My father shrugged. There was something odd about him, though. I had a feeling he wasn’t really concerned about where we spent Christmas. I suspected he had an ulterior motive. “Anywhere is fine.”


  “Germany is fabulous in December.”


  “Really?” I didn’t know much about Germany, but it hadn’t ever hit me as a tourist hot spot.


  Cole smiled at me, doing his best not to laugh at my American ignorance. “Really, love. Their Christmas markets are amazing. We could spend a week in Berlin and then go to Munich in time for Christmas?”


  “Sounds good,” my dad said.


  Cole looked back down at his book, apparently assuming the conversation was over. It wasn’t though. I knew by the expression on my dad’s face that he was about to come to his point.


  “Are you going to invite your mother?”


  Cole didn’t glance up from his book, but he went completely, painfully still. “Why bother? She won’t come.”


  “How do you know if you don’t ask her?”


  “Because she never comes.”


  “Can it hurt to call?”


  “Dad—” I said, but Cole finally met my father’s eyes.


  “She’ll say yes, but then she won’t show up. It’s a waste of time.”


  “So you don’t want to call her?”


  I wondered if he noticed the way Cole flinched at the question. It was subtle, but it was there. “Not particularly, no.”


  My dad bounced the remote on his knee, considering. “Do you mind if I call her?”


  “You’ve never even met her.”


  “I know. And I think it’s time I did.”


  Cole blinked at him as if debating how much to argue. In the end, he closed his book and stood up. He went into the bedroom and came out with a slip of paper. He dropped it unceremoniously in my father’s lap. It might have been the closest thing to anger I’d ever seen him display toward my father. “Whatever you like, honey,” he said, then went back into the bedroom and closed the door.


  I put my laptop aside and leaned forward on the couch to face my father. “Why are you pushing this?”


  He didn’t answer right away. He pursed his lips and turned the remote over and over in his hand as he considered it. “We’re family, Jon. I think it’s time we stopped avoiding her.”


  “We aren’t avoiding her. She’s the one who didn’t come to the wedding. She’s the one who didn’t have time to see him when we were in town for his birthday two years ago. She’s the one—”


  My father held up his hand to stop me. “I know, Jon. The thing is, there are two sides to every story.”


  I stood up from my seat and pointed down the hallway toward Cole. “Are you saying this is his fault?”


  “I’m not saying it’s anyone’s fault. I’m just saying….” He sighed and rubbed his forehead with his fingers. “Sometimes things are harder than they seem.”


  “Nothing about this is complicated. She’s too busy to bother with her own son.”


  “That’s what you assume, but do you know it’s true?”


  “What other explanation is there?”


  “I don’t know, Jon, but I think it’s time we stopped making assumptions.”


  “Cole’s right. It’s a waste of time.”


  “Have you ever wondered what our relationship would be like if your mother hadn’t died?”


  The question brought me up short. “What does Mom have to do with this?”


  “We barely spoke after you came out—”


  “Because you couldn’t handle it!”


  “At first, yes. But that didn’t last long.”


  I fell heavily back onto the couch. “What are you saying, Dad?”


  “I’m saying that I got over you being gay a lot sooner than you probably think. But I didn’t know what to say to you. I didn’t know how to make things right.”


  “You couldn’t just say, ‘I’m sorry’?”


  “Sometimes that’s harder than we like to admit.”


  I looked down at my hands. I’d always known it was my mother’s death that had brought us together, but I’d never considered how different things might have been otherwise. I nodded. “Okay. So what are you going to say to her?”


  “I’m not sure yet. All I know is that it can’t hurt to try. Maybe she’s a heartless bitch like you imagine. But maybe….” He shrugged and turned back to the football game. “Maybe she’ll surprise us.”


  I was skeptical, but I kept my doubts to myself. Predictably, Cole didn’t want to talk about the possibilities, and I didn’t push him. I wasn’t sure what to expect. Even worse, I wasn’t sure what to hope for. I understood my father’s desire to bring Cole’s mom into the fold, but I worried it would only cause Cole more pain.


  We were still in Hawaii a week later when one morning my dad proudly announced, “Grace says she’ll be here.”


  It was early. I’d managed to climb out of bed and wander into the kitchen in search of coffee, but I wasn’t ready to play games yet. “Who?”


  “Cole’s mother.”


  Cole’s mother. Grace. I hadn’t even known her name. “You talked to her?”


  “No, Jon. I used my crystal ball.”


  I ignored his barb. “What did she say?”


  “I had to talk her into it.”


  “She was too busy?”


  “No, actually. She said she didn’t have any plans, but she didn’t want to intrude.”


  That surprised me. It wasn’t at all what I’d expected to hear. My father, on the other hand, appeared downright smug. I refused to give him a chance to gloat. Instead, I poured a cup of coffee for myself and went to tell Cole the news. I wasn’t sure how he’d take it. He might be relieved, or happy. He might be apprehensive.


  I found him just getting up, but however he felt about my announcement, he wasn’t about to betray his emotions. Not even to me.


  “Good Lord, it doesn’t matter what she told George,” he said as he threw off the covers and pushed himself out of bed. He kept his back to me and crossed the room to pick his watch up off the dresser. He spent a long time fiddling with it in order to avoid facing me. “She won’t actually show up. I don’t know why you even bothered telling me.”


  “Because if I hadn’t, and she did come, you’d have been furious.”


  “Fair enough, love.” He sighed dramatically. “Well, I suppose now I have to pretend to believe her and make something she’ll like for Christmas dinner.”


  “Don’t do anything on her account.”


  “I never do.”


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Date: December 21


  From: Cole


  To: Jared


  Merry Christmas, sweets. How are things in Colorado? I hope it’s white and bright and merry. I hope Santa brings you everything you ask for, and I hope Matt finally lets you put his handcuffs to good use.


  Phew! Give me a minute to think on that mental image a bit more….


  Stimulating, to say the least.


  Now, I suppose it’s my turn. I know I’ve barely written over the last year, but there hasn’t been much to say. We’ve been traveling a lot. We’re in Berlin now, although we leave for Munich tomorrow. My mother is supposed to meet us there. I’m sure she won’t show—she never does—but George swears she’s coming. Honestly, it’s hard for me to care too much. I had one wish for Christmas, and it won’t come true. Jon and I still aren’t fathers. The truth is, I’m terribly, terribly depressed, so much so that I probably shouldn’t even be writing this email. I shouldn’t be sharing my lack of holiday cheer. Jon and I continue to wait for word from Thomas. The longer we wait, the more helpless I feel.


  You told me a few months ago that the last thing you and Matt would ever want is a child. You said dealing with the dog was as much as you could handle. I understand that. I really do. I know the two of you are happy simply to have each other. Your lives are already complete, and I envy you for it. Is it selfish of me to want more? I love Jonathan with all my heart, and I adore George, but I can’t help feeling that there’s something I’m missing. Something profound. I have so much to give, Jared. Not only money or things, but love. I have so much love in my heart, and not enough people to share it with.


  It’s cheesy, I know. Even I roll my eyes a bit when I read back over those words, but it doesn’t change the truth of them.


  A few months ago we were in Lucca, Italy. Have you been? It’s delightful, not crowded like Florence or Venice or Rome. Inside the old city walls, it still feels quaint and charming. Beautiful young people stroll along the streets. The women are all casually exotic. The men wear skinny jeans and shoes without socks and ragged American T-shirts with silk scarves around their necks. Jonathan teased that he’d finally found the one place in the world where everybody dressed like me.


  But I’m rambling.


  The old battlements still surround the city, and on top of them is a lovely path. There are trees and parks and picnic benches and even a cafe or two. It was a bright, warm morning, and Jon had gone out for a jog. I was walking alone on the ramparts when I saw a child. I think she was two or three. She was gathering chestnuts with a man who I assume was her grandfather. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen chestnuts when they fall from the tree, but they’re in a spiky green shell. The man would hit them with his stick to break them open, then he’d point and say, “There it is! Get it, get it!” And she’d run and grab it and drop it into the sack he held, and then she’d yell, “Encore! Encore!” It was so picturesque, like something out of a movie. So perfect, and all I could think was, that should be George. George deserves a grandchild. And yet, I still haven’t succeeded in giving him one.


  I have to change the subject, or I’ll start to cry again.


  I talked to Angelo a few days ago. He rarely calls, but when he does, he always manages to surprise me. He hopes to work with foster kids. Did you know that? Teenagers specifically. Not as a foster parent, but he’s considering joining the Big Brother program as a mentor. I told him it was a wonderful idea. After all, he can relate to those kids in a way most of us can’t. I also convinced him to let me pay for him to go back to school. He doesn’t have lofty goals. He just wants to take a class or two at a time, to expand his horizons a bit. I think it’s commendable, and I’m thrilled to be able to help. He was reluctant to take the money at first. He kept saying it was too expensive. Well, it’s only money, for heaven’s sake. What good is it if I can’t spend it on people? Then he spent an hour fretting about how he’d pay me back, trying to convince me to accept monthly payments. There are no words for how little I care about being repaid. I finally made him a deal. I told him that if I’m ever down to my last hundred dollars, I’ll come to him and he’ll be obligated to give me everything he owns. But I told him that until that happens, we’re even. End of story.


  Oh. And I made him promise to babysit when we come to Coda, just to make him squirm. I swear, I could hear the panic in his voice.


  Of course, that brings me back to the adoption. It’s too depressing to think about.


  Take care, sweets. May your holiday season be better than mine.


  


  


  COLE, my father, and I arrived in Munich on December 22. A flurry of activity ensued. Cole insisted we have a tree, never mind that Christmas was only three days away. We spent hours in the markets. They were amazing, as Cole had promised. He spent the first day searching for gifts and decorations for our tree, but my father and I were more interested in the food. There were toasted candied almonds and gingerbread and stollen and hot mulled wine with brandy that warmed us from the inside out. Halfway through the first day, my fingers were frozen and sticky and my mind comfortably muddled from the alcohol. My father’s cheeks and nose were bright red, and he began to weave a bit as he strolled between the stalls. Cole rolled his eyes indulgently and sent us back to the condo.


  “Besides,” he said, “I can’t buy gifts for you when you’re standing right next to me.”


  “Don’t go too crazy. We still have to get it all home.”


  Grace wasn’t due in until Christmas Eve night. Despite his continued insistence that she wouldn’t show, Cole went out of his way to prepare for her. He spent hours agonizing over her gifts, finally settling on a cashmere shawl and some shockingly expensive jewelry. I’d expected him to be nervous about seeing her, maybe even angry at my father for inviting her, but as I watched him pick out the necklace and bracelet and matching earrings on the evening of the twenty-third, I realized he was cautiously optimistic. He hid it well beneath a layer of disinterest, but it was there nonetheless. It was like waiting for word from Thomas, fear and hope equally weighted against each other, two sides of the same coin. I pictured it being flipped into the air, turning over and over as it traveled up to the peak of its arc, then falling back down. It spun in the void, alternately flashing bright anticipation and a dark warning of disappointment. Which side would land facing up was anybody’s guess.


  Cole waited for a phone call all through the morning of the twenty-fourth. As the seconds turned to minutes and the minutes to hours, his control began to slip. He fidgeted and went about the condo rearranging the Christmas decorations as if they somehow held the key. He checked the clock often. He was like a kid waiting in line to see Santa even though he was terrified of facing him.


  “She should have called to cancel by now,” he told me in a whisper as we cleared the table after dinner. I couldn’t tell which side of the coin was flashing at that moment.


  The ring of my father’s cell phone reached us from the other room. His words were muffled as he answered, but a minute later, he came into the kitchen to make his report. “Her plane has landed. She’s waiting for her luggage. She figures she’ll be here in about forty minutes.”


  “Oh,” Cole said. Nothing more. He sounded small and lost, disarmingly childlike. He began to wring his hands, looking around the room for something to occupy him. He had far too much nervous energy. Either he could give it rein and drive us all crazy, or I could try to distract him. Sex wasn’t going to work, partly because my dad was standing in the room with us, but mostly because it would take far more time than we had to get him to relax enough to enjoy it. Instead, I poured him a glass of wine.


  “Go sit down,” I said. “I’ll take care of the dishes.”


  When I was finished, I found Cole sitting on the couch with an open book in his hand. It didn’t take me long to realize he wasn’t actually reading it. He wasn’t turning pages. He was simply staring at the words. I suspected it was easier than staring at the clock. My dad was flipping through the channels on TV, undoubtedly searching for something in English.


  I sat next to Cole and put my arm around him. I tried to pull him toward me, to urge him to let go and relax against me, but he wasn’t having any of it. He stayed rigid against the arm of the couch, so I settled for rubbing my hand up his back.


  “Do you need anything?”


  “Stop making a fuss, Jonny. I’m fine.”


  An absolute lie, but I wasn’t surprised. I kept rubbing his back until he gave up the pretense of reading. He closed his eyes. His shoulders slumped. Nothing more than that, but it was the closest I’d get to surrender for now.


  “I haven’t seen her in six years,” he said at last.


  It probably felt like an eternity. I kissed his temple. I searched for something to say, but I had no idea what he needed to hear. That it would be fine? Except maybe it wouldn’t be. That I loved him no matter what? He knew that already.


  The doorbell rang. Cole glared at my dad. My dad stared back at him, a silent challenge in his eyes. It annoyed me, so I solved the problem by answering the door myself.


  I’d never seen so much as a picture of Grace. My mental image of her had been of the ultimate stereotypical rich bitch—tall and regal and stunning, platinum blonde hair and eyes that flashed disdain.


  I was wrong on every count.


  She was older than I expected. Cole and I were both closer to forty than thirty, and yet somehow, my mental image of Grace had always been of a woman not quite fifty. I realized with a shock that she was of course closer to my father’s age, probably almost sixty, although she still looked damn good for her age.


  My next surprise was how very much she resembled her son. Or how much he resembled her. They had the same caramel skin, the same cinnamon hair, the same slim build, and most striking of all, the exact same eyes—not only the color, or the shape, but also the same mingled sense of dread and excitement.


  “Hello,” she said. “You must be Jon.”


  She held her hand out to me, and I shook it. She was wearing soft leather gloves that probably did very little to stave off Germany’s frigid temperatures. I eyed the well-tailored coat she wore, and the jewelry that flashed at her ears. Her hair was pulled back into a tight knot, and I could see that her diamond earrings were too large to be tasteful. It was with a sense of vindication that I realized there was one thing I’d been right about—she cared a great deal about her appearance and about the luxuries her son’s money could buy.


  “I am,” I said. “It’s nice to finally meet you.” It was a platitude, and it came out with an edge, a bit too much of an emphasis on the word “finally.” Her smile faltered. I wasn’t sure if I felt guilty or smug.


  I stepped aside to allow her in. Her smile was broad and genuine as she shook my father’s hand, and then she turned to Cole.


  He stood completely still, his expression unreadable. She stared back with the same lack of visible emotion. Six years, and it was immediately clear that neither of them knew how to behave.


  She broke the silence first by stepping toward him, her arms out as if to hug him. “Cole, honey. I’m so happy to see you. It’s been too long.”


  He stopped her short by taking a step backward, away from her intended embrace. He took her hand instead. “Six years. I’m surprised you made it at all.”


  She blinked. I couldn’t tell if she was fighting tears or searching for a barb to throw back at him.


  “Never mind,” he said. He squeezed her hand and stepped forward to kiss her cheek. They were about the same height, albeit only because she was wearing low heels. “I’m sure you’re exhausted from the trip,” he said, letting her go. “You should sit down. George, will you get her bags? Jonny, take her coat. I’ll get you a glass of wine, Mother. I assume you’d prefer white?”


  “Whatever you have open is fine.” She perched on the edge of a chair as if she expected to have to run for the exit at any moment.


  “How was your flight?” my father asked.


  “Fine, thanks.” She smiled nervously at him. Cole had once hinted that she’d had plastic surgery, but her face didn’t have the stretched-plastic appearance of some celebrities. Nor did she have the overly plump lips I’d come to associate with collagen injections. If she’d had work done, it had been done tastefully and in moderation. “Has your stay been nice so far?”


  She asked the question of my father, but he looked pointedly at me. It was like when I was a kid and my Great Uncle Henry had visited and my father had scolded me to be nice and talk to him even though he smelled like mothballs and had underarm hair that was so long it often stuck out of his shirt sleeves. I couldn’t quite manage to smile, but I tried to force my face into a friendly expression. “It’s been good. The markets are wonderful. Have you seen them?”


  She shook her head, but her attention wasn’t on me. Cole had come back in from the kitchen with a glass of wine in his hand, and her eyes immediately locked on him. “No, although I’ve heard about them. Cole and his father came here for Christmas once, didn’t you?”


  He held the wine out to her. Not a glass of the red, which we’d been drinking. He’d opened a bottle of white for her. “We probably did.”


  She took the glass. Her gaze never left his face. “You must have been about twelve.”


  He turned away from her to join me on the couch. “I’m sure I don’t remember.”


  Of course he remembered. How could he not? “Weren’t you with them?” I asked Grace.


  She tilted the wine to her lips, apparently debating her answer as she sipped. When she spoke, it wasn’t to me. She seemed to be addressing the glass in her hand. “I don’t believe I was invited, but Cole talked of nothing else the next time I saw him.”


  “It was nothing,” Cole said. “I barely even remember it.”


  “Of course,” she said.


  They both looked away, up to the corners of the rooms, as if they might find an answer there, or an escape. As if there might be directions as to how they should each behave. The air felt heavy and oppressive—not with anger, as I’d anticipated, but with the grief of unhealed wounds and unspoken apologies. It was painful to watch them. I turned to my father and saw my own bewilderment mirrored back at me.


  “There must be something on TV,” I said. Even if it was in German, at least we’d have something to focus on.


  I was already counting the days until this visit was over.


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  CHRISTMAS morning, I left Cole sleeping in bed and went for a run. There were very few people on the streets so early. The market was empty and silent. The sky was overcast, the air damp and heavy and bitterly cold, making strange, glowing halos around every light. It was like looking at the world through a soft-focus lens. The bare trees seemed ethereal, somehow taunting me with the knowledge that nothing today would be what it should.


  The night before had been mercifully short. Grace had been overtaken by jet lag within the hour and had gone to bed. I’d dutifully followed my father to midnight mass at a local church, even though we couldn’t understand what was being said. By the time we’d come home, Cole had been sound asleep.


  I considered the coming day with trepidation. I wasn’t sure what to expect. I also wasn’t sure how I felt about Grace. She wasn’t the vile bitch I’d envisioned, but she was still the woman who hadn’t managed to attend our wedding or join us for Cole’s birthday, even when we were in the same city.


  By the time I got back to the condo, I was freezing, despite a long and brisk jog. I found Cole emerging from the shower. He smiled wickedly at me and tossed his towel aside.


  “Perfect timing, love.”


  I didn’t even manage to undress all the way. I lifted him onto the bathroom counter, pushed my jogging pants down while he fumbled with the lube, and then his legs were wrapped around my waist, his body tight and warm around my cock. The room was still filled with steam. His skin felt feverishly hot against mine, and the smell of strawberries was everywhere. We made love with the quiet furtiveness of youth, half giggling, half desperate, strangely aware of my father’s and his mother’s presence somewhere in the house. I wondered afterward if it would be the same way when we became parents.


  By the time I emerged from our room, having showered and put on real clothes, everybody else was up and dressed. My father and I were both wearing jeans, but Grace wore a wool pantsuit and had her hair pulled back again into its tight knot. She looked as though she was attending a social event rather than a comfortable holiday with family.


  Cole was planning an enormous meal for midday, so we had only pastries and coffee for breakfast. Grace, my father, and I sat around the kitchen table. Cole was already busy preparing food, although I suspected it had more to do with burning nervous energy than because anything needed to be done.


  “Come sit down with us,” Grace said to him when he started dicing up celery.


  “I’d rather finish this now.”


  She sighed. “I don’t know why you’re going to so much trouble. Certainly you could have had it catered, or paid somebody to do the cooking.”


  There was the slightest hitch to his movements, a half second of hesitation as his knife came down on the cutting board, but he didn’t speak. It was my father who answered Grace.


  “He likes to cook,” he said. It wasn’t a reprimand so much as a fond statement about his son-in-law. “Leave him alone.”


  Grace turned her head quickly away. It was a strange, jerking motion that was somehow familiar. “It just seems like an awful lot of trouble.”


  Eventually we wandered into the living room to open gifts. We took turns, opening them one at a time to make it last as long as we could. I wondered what it would be like in the future. Would we have a child to tear through the presents? Would we have a chance to assemble toys in the night and to stuff stockings? Cole tried hard to be bright and cheery, but I could see how it weighed on him. I saw his smile falter when he thought nobody was looking. Whether my father and Grace knew what was going through his head, I didn’t know, but they seemed to sense that something was wrong. There was an undeniably mournful undertone to the day.


  We were scheduled to be in Munich until the New Year, and apparently Cole hadn’t wanted us to be bored. Most of our presents from him consisted of tickets: a day trip to Salzburg, ski passes for both Alpspitze and Zugspitze, and tickets to a symphony. It had probably cost him a ridiculous amount of money, but I was relieved to find we wouldn’t be spending the entire week sitting in the condo with nothing to say.


  Cole’s mother smiled graciously when she opened her gifts, but I sensed she was disappointed. The things Cole had chosen for her were expensive but subtle, and I suspected they weren’t quite her taste. She’d brought candies for my father, and a pair of leather gloves much like the ones she’d been wearing when she arrived. There was also one large box from her addressed to both Cole and I.


  “I hope you like it,” she said with absolute sincerity. Judging by the glint of hope in her eyes, she’d put a great deal of thought into the gift. I handed it to Cole to open.


  Cole was never one to rip into a present, and this time was no different. He untied the ribbon and laid it aside. He carefully located the pieces of tape and then folded the paper properly out of the way. He took the lid off of the box.


  Then he froze, staring down into it. For the barest of seconds, he forgot to keep his mask in place. I saw what he really felt, and it was nothing but overwhelming sadness.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  He blinked and his moment of transparency was over. He managed to smile at his mother, although his expression was as unreadable as ever. “It’s lovely,” he said. “Thank you.”


  The hope in her eyes turned to disappointment. “You don’t like it?”


  “Don’t be silly, Mother. Of course I do.” He set the box aside and started to stand up. “I need to check on dinner—”


  Whatever it was, it had upset him so much that he was making an excuse to leave the room. I reached over and took his hand before he could bolt. He sat back down but refused to look at either me or his mother. Grace bit her lip and stared down at her lap. My father raised his eyebrows at me, mutely asking the obvious question. I let go of Cole and pulled the box toward me to see what was inside.


  It was full of baby things—a couple of blankets, a stuffed dog, several sleepers, and a pair of booties—all in gender-neutral colors, all undoubtedly of the highest quality. I glanced up at her in surprise. “How did you know?”


  “Your father told me.”


  I turned to my father for confirmation. He shrugged. “I didn’t think it was a secret.”


  No, it wasn’t a secret. Not necessarily. But it was a definite sore spot for Cole. Her intentions had been good, but she’d unknowingly hit him where he was most vulnerable. I reached out to take his hand again, but he pulled away. “It’s fine,” he said, more to me than to her. “Stop acting as if I’m going to fall apart at the drop of a hat. I’m not as fragile as you think.”


  He couldn’t bring himself to lash out at his mother, so he’d snapped at me instead. I accepted it, because anything else would make it harder for him. He stood up and went into the kitchen, leaving the rest of us in awkward silence. I still didn’t necessarily like Grace, but I felt compelled to try to explain. “I’m sorry,” I said to her. “The thing is—”


  “Don’t worry about it.” She began gathering her gifts, packing them together into one box. It gave her an excuse to avoid meeting my eyes. “It’s nothing, really. It was just something I picked up in the airport anyway. It doesn’t matter a bit.”


  I looked at the gifts again. I was no expert on baby items, but I’d been in plenty of airports, and I was pretty sure nothing here had come from one. I glanced up at her again, but she was still doing her best not to make eye contact with either my father or me. She took her small bundle of gifts down the hall to her room.


  “Wow,” my dad said quietly. “That was uncomfortable.”


  “No kidding.” I couldn’t help but feel that the entire mess was his fault. He was the one who’d insisted on inviting her. He was the one who’d divulged our plans to adopt. “Why did you have to tell her?”


  He was unfazed by my anger. “It seemed like the thing to do. I suppose I should have warned her that it was such a touchy subject—”


  “A ‘touchy subject’?” My voice was getting louder, but I couldn’t help it. “Is that how you see it? You think he’s being unreasonable?”


  “Jon.” My father’s voice was steady, his gaze level on mine. “Is picking a fight with me really going to make this situation any better?”


  I sighed in frustration. “No.” Although admitting it only annoyed me more.


  “I didn’t think so.” He pointed toward the kitchen. “I think he needs you right now.”


  “I know.” But I wasn’t ready to deal with it yet. I put my head in my hands and counted to ten. I thought about Cole’s words. I’m not as fragile as you think. No, he wasn’t fragile, but his hold on hope was tenuous at the moment, and I knew how desperately he needed it. And no matter how he tried to pretend he could handle anything on his own, eventually he’d turn to me. Whenever that happened, I had to be ready.


  I took a deep breath, stood up, and headed for the kitchen.


  “Jon?” my dad said when I was halfway across the room.


  “Yeah?”


  “Thanks for the watch.”


  It brought me up short, and I laughed before I could bother to wonder why it was funny. “Merry Christmas, Dad.”


  


  


  COLE already had his emotions under control again by the time I made it into the kitchen. He pretended nothing had happened at all, and I followed his lead. We generally had fun together when he cooked. In theory, I helped him. What I actually did was get in his way a lot, but it amused him to be forced to work around me. It was as if having me there reminded him that he wasn’t alone anymore. It gave him some kind of reassurance that he was needed and appreciated.


  “What’s all the bread for?” I asked when he began to cut a giant loaf of it into cubes. I also noticed he was consulting a cookbook, something I’d rarely seen him do. He seemed to keep most of his recipes in his head.


  “Bread pudding.”


  “Why?”


  “Why not?”


  “You don’t even like bread pudding.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  I could barely keep from laughing. “Oh, let’s see. How about that time in New Orleans? I suggested it and you said, and I quote, ‘Darling, please! Who on Earth would want to eat a lump of soggy bread for dessert? It’s too dreadful to contemplate.’”


  He rolled his eyes, unimpressed by my imitation. “I’m sure you’re mistaken.”


  I wasn’t though, and we both knew it. There was a reason he hadn’t wanted bread pudding back then, just as there was a reason he was choosing to make it now. It undoubtedly involved Grace, but he didn’t want to talk about it, and pushing him would get me nowhere. Besides, for the moment he was smiling and happy, and I had no desire to change that.


  I kissed the side of his head. “You’re impossible.”


  “I know, but you find it endearing, so it all works out perfectly, doesn’t it?”


  “I suppose it does.”


  Eventually my father and Grace joined us. They sat at the kitchen table, and we drank wine and talked about the trips Cole had planned for us. We were back on safe ground again, even if it did feel a bit tense. It wasn’t until hours later that things began to disintegrate again. We were just finishing dinner, and Cole was giving Grace a rundown of all the places we’d been through the course of the year.


  “Why so many?” she asked.


  “Why not?”


  She laughed. “You can’t hold still, can you? You’re just like your father.”


  It wasn’t an accusation. Her tone was light and conversational, but the light seemed to go out of Cole’s eyes. His smile turned wooden. “I don’t think I’m anything like Father.”


  “Honey, if that’s true, then what are we doing here? Why else would we have to fly halfway around the world to spend Christmas together?”


  “Most people like to travel.”


  “I suppose. Then again, most people don’t have your money, do they? It cost an arm and a leg to get here.”


  Cole slowly set his fork down as if he was afraid to keep it in his hand. He didn’t glance up again, but kept his eyes on his utensils when he answered. “I suppose I should have offered to pay your airfare.”


  “Well, it was awfully short notice. If I’d had more time to plan—”


  “Bullshit!” I said. I knew exactly how much money she received from him each month. I also knew how quickly she burned through it. It wasn’t as if she was draining him dry, but her cavalier attitude pissed me off. “He gives you plenty of money. It’s not his fault you can’t manage to hang on to any of it from one month to the next.”


  She blinked at me, surprised at my sudden attack. “I’ve never asked for a penny more. Not once.”


  “You’ve never asked for a penny less either, have you?”


  “Jon,” Cole said quietly, but I didn’t turn to him. I continued to glare at her across the table, waiting for an answer.


  She touched the diamond necklace she wore—not the one Cole had given her, I noticed—and closed her eyes as if contemplating her next move. When she opened them again, she looked at Cole. “It’s true that all this time, I’ve continued to think of it as your father’s money rather than yours. If you need to give me less—”


  “No,” Cole said to her. “It’s fine.” He glanced at me sideways rather than turn to face me. “Jon, stop. Please.”


  I slumped in defeat. I wanted to defend him, but in doing so, I was making things harder for him. I held up my hands in surrender, but I didn’t apologize to her. I wouldn’t go that far.


  Cole sat up straight to face Grace and let his hair fall away from his face. “Next year, we’ll stay in the States if you like.”


  She was still watching me, probably waiting for another argument. It was my father who spoke. “We might want to stay in Phoenix by that time anyway. After all, you might be parents by then. Trust me, traveling with a child isn’t as easy as you might think.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Grace said, picking up her wine glass. “That’s what nannies are for!”


  “There won’t be any nannies,” Cole said, his tone sharp enough to draw blood. “I’m not going through the heartache of adopting a child just so somebody else can raise him.”


  “I see.” She set the glass back down. She put her fingers on the base and swirled it in small circles. She kept her eyes on the tiny whirlwind of wine rather than face him. “I suppose only inadequate parents resort to such things.”


  Cole continued to watch her, a silent challenge in his eyes. “You said it. Not me.”


  She released her glass and let the wine settle again. “I see.” She dabbed at her lips with her napkin and began to stand. “If that’s how you feel—”


  “Sit down!” my father said. It brought Grace up short. He glared at her until she obeyed, then turned to address Cole. “Isn’t it time for dessert?”


  Cole nodded stiffly. He pushed his chair back and stood up slowly, as if it pained him. He was stalling, although I wasn’t sure why.


  “I’ll help you,” I said. Together we gathered the dishes and took them into the kitchen. The room smelled like fresh brewed coffee. The bread pudding waited on the countertop. He already had bowls out. A pan of warm whiskey sauce sat on the stove. Cole stood in front of it, staring at it as if it had betrayed him. He made no move to dish it up.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “It’s ruined.”


  I glanced down at the pan. “It looks perfect to me.”


  He shook his head. “You don’t understand.”


  That was true. I had no idea what was going on in his head. “I’ll get this. Why don’t you get the coffee?”


  He nodded and went to do it, but it was like he was sleepwalking. His mind was on something else entirely. We were only in the kitchen for a minute or two, and when we came back out, his mother’s expression was still angry.


  “Bread pudding?” my father asked. “That’s a change.”


  “I think he made it for Grace.”


  Cole froze, and I knew I’d made a mistake by saying it out loud. Grace stared down at the dish in front of her. She contemplated it silently for a long moment. Then, she pushed it aside. She looked directly at Cole and said, “I have no idea why. I’ve never cared for it, myself.”


  She probably didn’t notice that he winced, because he covered it by flipping his hair out of the way. He sat down and picked up his spoon, although he made no move to eat.


  My father either didn’t notice or didn’t want to acknowledge the strange battle going on in front of us. He reached over and took Grace’s dessert. “Suit yourself. More for me.”


  The bread pudding was good, the best I’d ever had, but I could barely eat. I tried to watch Cole without being too obvious. He didn’t eat a single bite. My dad made up for us all by enthusiastically wolfing down both his own and Grace’s, and then getting himself a third helping.


  The rest of the afternoon was unbelievably awkward. Cole and Grace didn’t speak at all, avoiding not only each other, but my father and I as well. My dad overcompensated by babbling nonstop about the German programs on TV. It wasn’t until the end of the day, as I was throwing away a lone curl of ribbon I’d found on my dad’s chair, that I saw the bread pudding. The pan of leftovers was in the garbage can, glass dish and all.


  I fished it out. The dessert itself was ruined, but I cleaned the dish and put it safely away in the cupboard. I found Cole in our room, getting ready for bed.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “I’m fine. Are you excited about going to Salzburg tomorrow? It’s a lovely place.”


  “What’s the deal with the bread pudding?”


  “It’s where they filmed parts of The Sound of Music, you know, although I don’t think the Austrians particularly like being reminded of it.”


  “Stop avoiding the subject and talk to me.”


  “I have no idea what you mean.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  His shoulders fell and he sat down heavily on the bed. I’d never seen him so lost or so defeated. “I can’t, Jonny. If I try to talk about it, I’ll start blubbering, and neither of us wants that.”


  “I’d prefer you crying to shutting me out.”


  He looked down at his hands. He took a deep, quavering breath. “It was foolish of me, wasn’t it?” he whispered.


  “The bread pudding?”


  “No. Well, yes. That too. But that’s not what I meant.”


  “Then what?”


  “Thinking I’d ever get to be a father.”


  The change of topic threw me. It took me a second to redirect my thinking. “It’s not foolish. Thomas told us it might take a while.”


  “He did, but somehow, I didn’t believe him. I thought for sure somebody would choose us.”


  “We knew a gay couple wouldn’t get top priority.”


  “But we have everything else going for us.”


  Yes, we had a life most people would envy, but this was one case where money couldn’t get him what he wanted. Not by itself, at any rate. I sat next to him on the bed and pulled him into my arms. He came reluctantly, but at least he didn’t pull away. “Maybe we’ve limited ourselves too much.” At the time we’d made the decision, it had made sense to me, but I wasn’t sure it did anymore. “There are babies all over the world who need parents. Maybe it’s time to consider other options.”


  “You mean something overseas?”


  “Maybe. Or we could reconsider surrogacy.”


  “I don’t know what to do anymore. I wish somebody would just give me the answer.”


  I kissed the top of his head. “We’ll be home again in eight days. As soon as we’re over the jet lag, we’ll call Thomas. We’ll tell him we’re ready to discuss other options.”


  His head moved on my chest as he nodded. “Okay.”


  I wished there was something I could do to make him feel better. A way to lighten the burden he felt. But the truth was, we weren’t suffering in the same way. He wanted nothing more than to be a father, and although I’d come to share his desire, it was different for me. I didn’t long for a child so much as I wanted to make our family complete. To see my father with a grandchild and to see Cole happy. At that moment, it felt as if it would never happen.


  But the next morning, everything changed.


  


  


  


  Part Two:

  

  Interlude in Munich


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  I DREAMT of Christmases past, and of Carol. I was lounging in my rickety old recliner, and Carol was on the floor in front of me, trying to put together a bicycle. It was Jon’s present from Santa. I knew it was a dream, not just because Carol was in it, but because we weren’t in our Phoenix home. We were in the condo in Munich, with the winter festival bright and loud outside the window. Our Christmas tree was at least ten feet tall, and it listed dangerously to the side, twisted and curved like something out of that Dr. Seuss cartoon Jon loved so much. Carol was in front of it, and I worried it would fall on her, but I was afraid that if I said anything, if I tried to warn her, she’d disappear again. She’d slip through the void to the other side where I couldn’t reach her.


  I desperately wanted her to stay, so even though I knew it was a dream, or maybe because I knew it was a dream, I sat very still. I concentrated on dwelling there with her as she bent over the instructions for the bicycle.


  “Dad! Dad, wake up!”


  For half a second, I waited for my young son to clamber over me into bed. I waited for him to curl up next to me in his dinosaur-print footy pajamas. It’s not quite morning yet, son, I wanted to say. Go back to sleep. Santa may not have come yet.


  “Dad!”


  He’d always been persistent. My eyes opened seemingly without my consent, and for a moment, I wondered who the man standing over me was. Certainly not my son—the one for whom Carol was quietly assembling a two-wheeled bicycle with a Spiderman banana seat.


  “What time is it?” I asked. It was still dark in the room, and he was mostly in shadow.


  “It’s five o’clock. Listen, we got a message from Thomas—”


  “At five in the morning?”


  “Well, he left it last night, Arizona time, so it came in around 1:00 a.m. our time.”


  I was still groggy, still trying to hang on to that surreal Christmas where my wife had been alive and my son thirty years younger. “And you had to wake me up before dawn to tell me about it?”


  “Dad, there might be a baby.”


  A baby. It wasn’t until that moment that the name Thomas fell into place in my mind. Jon and Cole avoided the subject so carefully, dancing silently around the quiet elephant in the room, that I’d nearly forgotten who Thomas even was. I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes, trying to be here, now, where my very grown-up son needed me. “Okay. What’s going on?”


  “Cole and I are going back. Our flight leaves in a few hours—”


  “I’ll get dressed—”


  “No, Dad. Stay, okay? It’s only an interview with a mom, and….”


  “And Cole’s trying not to get his hopes up.”


  “Something like that, yeah.”


  “What about Grace?”


  “Can you tell her?”


  “Don’t you think Cole should do that?”


  He sighed and rubbed his hand over his forehead. He was so tense. He’d been that way for years, but it had lessened as he’d fallen in love with Cole. It had nearly disappeared when he’d finally given up his old job and embraced the life they could have together. But now it was back, and it wasn’t about meeting this mom. It was about Cole. Between the adoption and Grace, Cole was more flustered than I’d ever seen him, and Jon was trying desperately to keep him from flying apart at the seams. “I’ll take care of it,” I said.


  He slumped in relief. “Thanks, Dad. The condo’s already paid up through the first of the year anyway, so the two of you may as well enjoy it, if you can.”


  “We’ll be fine.”


  He nodded. He turned to go, but stopped halfway and stood there, looking uncertain, and suddenly the dream was back and real. He may have outgrown the banana-seat bike long ago, but he was still my son. “You’ll get through this, Jon.”


  He nodded, but I saw the way he stood a bit taller. It was what he needed to hear. “I know.”


  “You’ll let me know as soon as there’s news?”


  “Of course.”


  “Have a safe trip.”


  “Thanks, Dad.” He made it all the way to the doorway this time, but stopped there, silhouetted against the dim light of the hallway. He put his hand on the doorframe and turned back to face me. “Dad?”


  “Yeah?”


  He took a breath, but no words came out. The moment stretched out as he tried to say the words. Sometimes it amused me to watch him squirm a bit, but not now. I knew what he wanted to say. I knew what he needed me to say back. “I love you, son. And the fruitcake too.”


  


  


  I WENT back to sleep, hoping to return to that unreal Christmas with the tilting tree, but it wasn’t to be. I woke again at six thirty to the smell of coffee. I put on a robe and slippers and made sure what was left of my hair wasn’t standing straight on end before leaving my room. The Christmas tree stood in the corner, normal height, not listing at all, taunting me with its absolute reality.


  Christmas was over, in more ways than one. Jon had learned to ride that damn banana-seat bike, but he’d begged for a BMX dirt bike because that was what all the other boys in the neighborhood had. Banana seats, he’d told me with the quiet solemnity of a six-year-old, were for girls.


  I found Grace sitting at the kitchen table. Like me, she wore a robe and slippers. She was bent over a newspaper. Her shoulder-length hair wasn’t pulled back as it had been every other time I’d seen her. Instead, it hung down, hiding her face. The kitchen was warm and rich with the smell of coffee, and the heartbreaking nostalgia of my lost dream came back to me. How many mornings had I spent like this with Carol? After Jon had left for college, we’d fallen into the habit of sitting in the kitchen on weekend mornings, drinking our coffee and passing the crossword puzzle back and forth between us. Neither of us could figure out a New York Times crossword alone, but together, we could usually finish all but the Sunday puzzle.


  “Good morning,” I said.


  She glanced up, and the spell was broken. It wasn’t my Carol sitting there. It was a woman I barely knew.


  She blushed and reached up to touch her hair—not a gesture of vanity, but one that betrayed how self-conscious she was. “Oh, my goodness. I didn’t expect anybody else to be up so early.” She pulled the collar of her robe closed, even though she’d been completely covered to begin with, and began to stand. “I should get dressed—”


  “Don’t be silly. Sit.”


  She settled nervously back into her seat. I crossed the small kitchen and watched her out of the corner of my eye as I took a mug out of the cabinet and poured steaming coffee into it. She was trying to smooth her hair down.


  “I must look a mess,” she said when I turned to face her.


  “You don’t.” In truth, I thought she was beautiful. Far more so than when she had her hair done and her makeup on, but then again, maybe it was only my loneliness that made me think so. Maybe it was nothing more than wanting to reclaim those mornings with my wife, contentedly passing the paper and an erasable pen across the table.


  “Are the boys still sleeping?”


  “They’re on their way back home, actually. They left early this morning.”


  Her expression of dismay was genuine, not feigned. “Oh no! Because of yesterday?”


  “No. Not that.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell her the truth of their return trip though. Not yet. I sat down across from her. “Do you have the crossword?”


  She picked up the paper and handed it across to me. It was in French. “I can’t read a word of it. We’re in Germany, and he has a French paper delivered. It’s just like him.”


  “I think he worries his French will get rusty.”


  “As if it could. He’s been speaking it since he was old enough to talk. I think English came second, to tell you the truth. He and his father would have whole conversations in front of me. It never seemed to occur to them that I couldn’t understand.”


  “When was this? How old was he?”


  “He was only a boy.” She turned away from me to stare out the window, flipping her hair with practiced ease out of her face. It was a gesture I’d noticed her make the day before, but with her hair back in its tight twist, I hadn’t recognized it for what it was. I found myself smiling because it was a gesture I’d become intimately familiar with. It was exactly what Cole did whenever he got his hackles on end.


  “You’re a lot alike, you know.”


  When she met my gaze, it was with her head back, cocked challengingly to one side. It was another of Cole’s gestures, the one Jon said was Cole’s way of looking down his nose at people, even if they were taller than him. “Who?”


  “You and Cole.”


  Her bravado failed and her eyes turned sad. She dropped her gaze to the empty coffee cup in front of her. “I feel like we couldn’t be more different.”


  “He’s your son.”


  She shook her head. “No. Not for a long time. He was his father’s son.”


  “Is that why you’re afraid of him?”


  She clenched her hands around the mug and glanced up at me. I wasn’t sure if she was angry or ashamed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  I wondered for a moment if she was lying, but then I thought back over what I’d seen, the way they pushed back and forth, both of them begging for approval and then lashing out when they didn’t get it. The way they both pretended the things that hurt them most didn’t matter at all. Cole used his flamboyance to keep her at bay. She used her pretentious nonchalance to do the same to him. And yet neither of them seemed to realize how much they both wanted the same thing. Jon certainly couldn’t see it. He’d never been all that perceptive when it came to other people, and he was far too close to Cole to see the situation clearly. He’d never given Grace a chance. He’d hated her before he ever met her, and now, he was seated squarely in Cole’s corner, ready to defend his lover—no, his husband—against any onslaught. I couldn’t blame him for it, but I had sympathy for Grace too. She and Cole were too much alike, both of them stubborn and proud to a fault, both of them struggling to reconcile their own hurt feelings with their desperate need to love and to be loved. They were two sides of the same coin, and it was never more obvious than at that moment, when she’d thrown Cole’s affectation at me.


  No. That wasn’t right. Undoubtedly it had been her affectation first, and her son had adopted it without ever realizing.


  It was so karmically, cosmically tragic.


  I sat for a minute, debating the possibilities. Here I was, stuck in a foreign country with a woman I knew almost nothing of. A woman I’d never planned to like, and yet now, I could feel nothing but pity for her. She was a stranger, and yet in a way, I had more in common with her than with anybody else on the planet. We shared a family—my son, and hers. And maybe soon, a grandchild.


  I could walk away now. I could let this play out the way Cole and Jon and even Grace expected, all of us returning to our lives, or I could try to make things right.


  “That day tour to Salzburg leaves in less than two hours. Just because they’re gone doesn’t mean we can’t go.”


  “I suppose that’s true.” She was still unsure, but she smiled. “I don’t know anything about Salzburg.”


  “It’s where chopped steak comes from. The kind with the horrible brown gravy.”


  She stared at me for a second, confused, considering my words. “You’re teasing.” But the words were almost a question.


  “I am. I think Salisbury is actually in England.”


  “So what’s Salzburg known for?”


  “Mozart, I think. Anyway, that’s why you go on a guided tour. They tell you why you’re supposed to care.”


  She smiled. She was obviously relieved, although I wasn’t completely sure why. “Okay. How long do I have to get ready?”


  “All you need to do is throw on some jeans. And long underwear if you have them. Although not necessarily in that order.”


  She frowned and touched her hair, and I knew she was thinking about putting herself all back together—hair pulled back, makeup on, designer clothes. I didn’t want that. Whether I was being a horny old fool or whether there was something more, I couldn’t have said, but I suddenly felt brave.


  “Leave it down,” I said.


  A slow blush began to spread up her skin. I was a bit embarrassed to admit I noticed it first on the skin that peeked between the folds of her robe’s neckline. It moved up her neck in inelegant splotches, then covered her cheeks.


  It was absurd. I was sixty-three years old. She wasn’t much younger. And yet here I was, making clumsy attempts to flatter her.


  It worked, though. She smiled at me, and I suspected she was thinking the same things. We’re too old for this.


  But what she actually said was, “I will.”


  


  


  THE tour began with a train ride from Munich to Salzburg. There were a dozen other people in our tour group, and although Grace smiled as we introduced ourselves, I could see the cold nonchalance coming back. It was a self-defense mechanism more than anything. We chatted idly with the other Americans in the group. They assumed we were married, and neither of us corrected them. It seemed easier than explaining that we were little more than strangers.


  Two hours later, we arrived in Salzburg, Austria, a tiny town turned tourist trap nestled on the northern boundary of the Alps. It was beautiful. Majestic mountains rose to the south. To the north, rolling plains, covered in snow. Baroque towers and ornate churches filled the older part of town. It felt quaint and ancient, yet charming.


  The first part of the tour was an hour-long orientation to the sites, and then we were cut loose for three hours on our own. It was briskly cold, and although Grace had done better than I expected, she’d obviously packed more for style than for warmth. Our first stop was to buy her a thicker sweater, a hat, and some mittens. Now that it was only the two of us, she was bright and cheery. She exclaimed over the buildings and things in shop windows with childlike wonder, but she never talked of anything personal. Toward the end of our allotted time, we stopped for hot chocolate at a small café.


  “This is nice,” she said. “I had no idea it would be so lovely.”


  “Me neither.”


  “I’ve never done a tour like this.”


  “Really? I was under the impression that Cole’s family traveled a lot?”


  She pursed her lips and flipped her hair to turn away from me. “That was different.”


  “How so?”


  She furrowed her brow and rubbed the tip of her finger over her lips. “Because it’s okay for me to admit that I’d never even heard of Salzburg until Cole gave us the tickets.”


  “And you couldn’t before?”


  “Not with Cole’s father, no.” She waved her hand toward the window, indicating Salzburg and our presence in it. “He would never have stooped to anything so pedestrian as a day tour. He’d find it insulting. Instead, he’d take me places and be annoyed because I didn’t know anything about them.”


  “That doesn’t sound like much fun.”


  She smiled and waved her hand at me, dismissing the past. “It wasn’t. This is better.”


  That made me feel good, so I let the matter drop. We took the train back to Munich and found a place to have dinner. We drank too much wine. We talked about nothing at all and laughed too much, and by the time we made it back to the condo, I felt like I was living somebody else’s life. She opened another bottle of wine and handed me a glass. She sat next to me on the couch.


  Too close.


  “Are we doing what I think we’re doing?” I asked.


  She smiled. “When the kids are away….”


  I laughed. It came out way too loud. She put her hand on my leg and leaned close. She really was beautiful. Neither of us was young or perfect. She had little wrinkles around her eyes and bits of gray in her hair, but right then, I thought she was gorgeous.


  “I haven’t done this in several years,” she confessed.


  “It’s been longer than that for me.”


  “Since your wife?”


  I swallowed hard. Nodded. Ten years since her death, and nobody but her for forty years prior to that. I’d looked at those fifty-plus online dating sites a dozen times, but I’d never had the nerve to follow through, not because of Carol—she wouldn’t have begrudged me a bit of company after all this time—but because I was a coward.


  Because I felt too old for romance.


  Grace stood up. She held her hand down to me and pulled me off the couch, then led me down the hall to her bedroom. She turned to face me. “Can we leave the lights off?”


  I wanted to see her, but then I thought of my own aging physique. “Of course.”


  “Good.”


  She put her arms around my neck and stepped a bit closer. All of those Viagra commercials on TV were suddenly far less funny. “I hope everything still works,” I said.


  She laughed, sounding as nervous as me. “We’ll make do.”


  I may have been old, but it turned out I wasn’t too old. I was also relieved to find that memories of Carol didn’t intrude. Grace didn’t feel like Carol or taste like her. They were distinctly separate, which made it easier. Afterward, she lay next to me in the dark, her head barely brushing my shoulder. She didn’t seem inclined to cuddle.


  “Are they happy together?” she asked.


  “Who?”


  “Our sons.”


  The question surprised me. “Completely. Couldn’t you tell?”


  She shook her head. “No. Not really.”


  How could anybody not see their affection for each other? Cole and Jon still grinned at each other like schoolboys more often than not. Then again, things had been tense, and of course Cole had been depressed. He’d tried to hide it, but it was there, and Jon was more aware of it than anybody. “They’re good together, but this adoption thing is hard on them. On Cole especially.”


  “Why does he want a child so badly?”


  I shrugged, thinking about it. “He’s a nurturer. He takes care of everybody he knows, as much as they let him. I think he’ll be a wonderful parent.”


  “Unlike me. He was right, you know. I don’t know the first thing about raising a child. I never did.”


  “None of us do, until it’s too late.”


  She sighed. “Can I be honest with you?”


  “You’re asking that now, while we’re naked? After what we just did? I hope this isn’t about my performance.”


  She laughed, as I’d hoped she would. “No. I mean, about Nicky.”


  “Who?”


  “Cole’s father.”


  “Oh.” It surprised me that she’d want to discuss him. “I didn’t know that was his name.”


  She laughed. “Well, it isn’t. Not really. He was Cole Nicholas Fenton Davenport the Second, you know, but he went by Nicholas. He hated being called Nick.”


  “But Nicky was okay?”


  “No. He hated that even more.”


  And so of course she had chosen to use that name for him. I wondered if he’d grown used to it, the way Jon had learned to accept being called Jonny, or if he’d resented her for it. “Cole doesn’t talk about him much.”


  “Really? I’m surprised.”


  “Why?”


  She shrugged and turned to face me in the dark. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “I feel like I shouldn’t have mentioned him. It feels odd to talk about him right now.”


  “Grace, we’re not kids. We both know what this is, right? We were both married—”


  “Yes, but you had a real marriage. You loved your wife, right?”


  “I still do.”


  “I never had that with Nicky.”


  “Never?”


  She shook her head. She was lying next to me in the dark, so I couldn’t see it, but I heard the rustle of her hair on the pillow. I felt the movement against my shoulder. “He was more than thirty years older than me. I was only twenty-two. My parents had died the year before in a car accident. I had no money. I was working as a waitress. It wasn’t like we loved each other. It was an arrangement.”


  I’d certainly never met Nicholas, but the idea of a thirty-year age difference disturbed me. As did the word “arrangement.” “But he married you, right?”


  “He wanted a son. That was his primary concern. And I said I could give him one.”


  “And in return?”


  “He promised I’d be taken care of for the rest of my life.”


  “Financially, you mean?”


  “Yes. It sounds horrible, I know. But I had no money, and he was kind. He never mistreated me. He could have picked up a wife anywhere, but he picked me. I don’t know why, but he did.”


  “So you had a baby?”


  “Yes. I counted myself lucky that I gave him a son right away. That was what he wanted. And he pampered me and brought me gifts and gave me shopping money. He hired nannies to take care of the baby. I thought I was lucky. It didn’t really occur to me that I should do more, you know? Cole was being taken care of. That seemed like enough.”


  “But?”


  “But I was miserable. I thought once we were married, I’d fit in with him and his friends. I think he assumed the same thing, but it never happened. I was a joke. The young, stupid, trophy bride. I could barely open my mouth without embarrassing him.”


  “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”


  “It was. Trust me. I had barely graduated from high school, and there I was, suddenly in this world of people who not only went to college, but who had traveled all over the world. Who had seen these things I’d barely managed to read about. People who were actually cultured.”


  “Why did he marry you if you were so different?”


  “I think at first he found my ignorance endearing. He would sort of pat me on the head and say, ‘Silly Grace’. But over time, the cuteness wore off, and ‘endearing’ became ‘embarrassing’. One night, we were at this party—some kind of charity dinner, I don’t know—and I was trying to mingle with the wives, even though they were all older than me. I wanted him to be proud of me. And one of them said….” She stopped and took a deep breath. “You have to promise not to laugh.”


  “That’s what she said?”


  She elbowed me. “No! I mean, you have to promise not to laugh when I tell you.”


  “I promise.”


  She sighed, obviously not convinced. “Well, she said how the Pantheon was nothing like she expected. That it was so much smaller. And I said, ‘I’m so jealous. I’ve always wanted to go to Greece.’”


  “Ah,” I said. “You were thinking of the Parthenon.”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s an honest mistake.”


  She laughed. “No, it’s not. Not to people like them, at any rate. It was stupid.”


  “So, what happened?”


  “She laughed at me. She said, ‘Honey, you’ll never be one of us. Why don’t you go hang out in the kitchen, with the mistresses?’”


  I could see why she would have developed her air of haughty nonchalance as a shield against their derision. “The mistresses probably would have been more fun.”


  “Probably.”


  “Were there any good times?”


  “A few. In Vail, especially. We’d go skiing. Back when my Cole was little, not even ten yet. Nicholas would ski on his own, and even though Cole could already ski better than I could, he’d stay with me. We’d go down the green slopes together. That’s one of my only memories of feeling like I was a real mother.”


  “He still has that condo.”


  “Does he? I’m surprised.”


  “I’m not.”


  She shifted, looking away from me to stare at the motionless ceiling fan over the bed. “He came to live with me for a bit, right after his father died.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “It was only a few months.”


  “What happened?”


  “He turned sixteen and bought himself a car. I hardly saw him after that. He didn’t want to have anything to do with me.”


  “Sounds like a normal sixteen-year-old to me.”


  “Maybe. I don’t know. He was so angry. His father was dead, and I think he was trying to sort out his sexuality. I’d try to talk to him, and he’d just walk away.”


  “So you quit trying?”


  “I think that’s what he wanted.”


  I thought she was wrong. No child wants his mother to give up on him.


  We lay for a while in silence, suddenly awkward. The bed we were sharing suddenly felt cold.


  I was torn. On one hand, I felt sorry for her. She’d been young and without any kind of support. Certainly Cole’s father hadn’t helped matters any. Jon had always assumed that Grace avoided Cole because she was busy being a social butterfly. I didn’t think that was true. I sensed she was terribly lonely and had avoided her son simply because she didn’t know how to make things right. Still, I couldn’t understand how little effort she’d made. “You should have come to the wedding.”


  “I know.”


  “Why didn’t you?”


  “I was afraid.”


  “Of what?”


  “Of embarrassing myself.”


  Anger flared in my chest. “He’s your son. It was an important day for him. For both of them! And all you could think about was yourself?”


  “I don’t expect you to understand.”


  That was good, because I didn’t.


  


  


  JON called early the next morning to let me know they were home but hadn’t met with Thomas yet. I hung up and lay in bed for a moment, thinking about the night before. I was nervous about facing Grace, not because of the sex, but because we’d gone to sleep with things tense between us. I couldn’t comprehend some of the things she’d done—telling Cole she’d meet him for Christmas but never showing up, not calling on his birthday, not coming to the wedding—and yet, I didn’t think she was a bad person. Not really. I thought she might be even more damaged than her son.


  I found her in the kitchen getting ready to make breakfast. “There’s coffee,” she said, pointing to the pot.


  “Thanks.”


  I poured a cup and sat at the table, watching her lay bacon in a frying pan and crack eggs into a bowl. “Are you the one who taught Cole to love cooking?”


  She shook her head. “I could never cook like that.”


  “I didn’t ask if you taught him how to cook. I asked if you’re the one who taught him to love it?”


  She bit her lip. “I guess I’d like to think so.” She put her head down so that her hair fell between us. I almost laughed at how similar it was to something her son would do. “I’m glad you talked me into coming.”


  “I’m glad too.”


  She turned the bacon, continuing to avoid my eyes. “You were right last night, you know. I’ve been a terrible mother.” That wasn’t exactly what I’d said, but I didn’t argue. I didn’t think she wanted me to. “I can still remember the day I lost him.” She took the bacon out of the pan, laid it in even rows on paper towels. “He was twelve. I’d quit traveling with them by then.”


  “Why?”


  She put new slices of raw bacon into the skillet. “I hated coming to Europe. I always ended up feeling stupid. New York was the only place where Nicholas had friends—well, business acquaintances, really—who were as crude as I was, so when he offered to let me leave, I moved there. But whenever the two of them came back from Europe, they’d stop in for a few days, and we’d pretend to be a family.”


  Cole still stopped in New York on his way home from Europe, more often than not, although he rarely stayed in the city. “I see.”


  “I’d been out partying the night before. I’m not proud of that, but it’s what I did back then. A lot. They’d just come home from Rome, and Cole was absolutely ecstatic about it. He couldn’t stop talking about the Coliseum and the Forum. He had this book with overlays that showed how it was back then compared to now, and he was trying to show it to me. But I was fighting with Nicky. You know how you do that, when they’re little? You’re fighting right over their heads, but you’re trying not to let them know?”


  “Yes, I know.”


  “Well, Cole kept trying to get my attention, saying, ‘Mom, look at this,’ and then….” She shook her head. “I don’t remember exactly how it came about, because I was so focused on his father. But suddenly Cole said, ‘Mom, you don’t understand.’ And I turned to him, and I said, ‘Darling, it’s not that I don’t understand. It’s that I just don’t care.’” She shook her head and reached up to wipe her eyes. I hadn’t realized she was crying. There had been nothing in her voice to give it away. “And I’ll never forget the expression on his face. It was like I’d slapped him. He just crumpled. He didn’t cry—I’m sure he thought he was too old for that—but he ran off. And still, I thought, he’ll get over it. But they left again that night, and later, I found that book buried in the trash. He’d ripped the pages out of it, and all I could think of was him being so hurt.”


  “Why didn’t you call him? Why didn’t you tell him you were sorry?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I told myself he was only being a kid, that he’d get over it.”


  “But he didn’t.”


  “I didn’t see him again for almost eight months, and by then, he could barely look at me. He refused to hug me. He—” This time her voice did break. She covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders shook.


  I stayed where I was, watching her, imagining the man I knew as the boy he’d once been. A boy whose excitement had been crushed, who had secretly slipped his treasure into the garbage can because it had become a symbol of his inadequacy. “The bacon’s burning.”


  She shoved the skillet off of the burner and turned the knob to the off position. I didn’t feel like eating. I suspected she didn’t either.


  The thing was, I understood how it could have happened. I could remember times I’d snapped at Jon when he was small. Times I’d asked him to please, for the love of God, just stop talking for five minutes straight. I’d once told him that I’d rather listen to yowling cats than hear him sing. I hadn’t meant it. Like so many parents, I’d only wanted a moment of silence, but I realized six weeks later that he’d quit singing altogether. The difference was, I’d been there to realize my mistake, even if it took longer than it should have. I was able to apologize and make things right. Did that make me a better parent? Or just a luckier one?


  But even that wasn’t the worst of my sins.


  “When Jon was nearly two years old, he went through this stage where he refused to stay in his crib. He was big enough to climb out, and he’d come to our room and get in bed with us. He’d toss and turn and kick me in the back. I was having a tough time at my job in those days, and I complained to Carol about having to get up and go to work each morning when I couldn’t sleep at night. So one week, Carol decided to teach Jon to stay in his room. For three nights, she sat in the rocking chair in his bedroom, trying to keep him in his crib, but rubbing his back to keep him from crying so he wouldn’t wake up the rest of us. She barely slept. And at some point that same week, our air conditioner quit working, even though I’d paid to have it fixed the month before.” Now it was my turn to look away from her. I concentrated instead on my hands, clenched in my lap. “It was Saturday, and Carol was exhausted. She put Jon down for his nap, and I told her to go nap too. That I’d watch our six-year-old, Elizabeth. But I had to call the AC company too, and they were telling me how it was a busy time for them—lots of air conditioners go out in Phoenix in August—and how they couldn’t come for several days. And I was so mad, you know? It felt so justified at the time, and I yelled at them and demanded that they come out sooner.”


  “And did they?”


  “I don’t even remember.” She didn’t answer, maybe sensing how dark my mood had become. “It wasn’t until I hung up the phone that I realized Elizabeth wasn’t in the living room where I’d left her. And I couldn’t hear her.” There were tears running down my cheeks, and I slowly wiped them away. “I can still remember that horrible terror.” I reached up to touch my chest. “Right here. I could feel it. I knew something was wrong, even though I tried to tell myself she was fine.”


  “Was she?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.


  I shook my head. “No. I found her floating in the pool.”


  “Oh, George!”


  “She was facedown, and she wasn’t moving.” I choked and wiped futilely at my eyes again. I finally looked up to find her watching me, her eyes, exactly like Cole’s, so wide with horror and sympathy. Her slender fingers, also like his, touching her lips. “She was my baby. I mean, Jon was younger, and you have to understand, I loved them both. But Elizabeth? She was….” My voice trailed away as I tried to put it into words.


  “Your daughter,” she said quietly.


  “Yes.”


  “George—”


  She was going to say what people always said, that it wasn’t my fault, but I didn’t want to hear it. Just like she didn’t need me to lie about her having been a good mother, I didn’t need her to lie about who had allowed Elizabeth to drown. “The thing is, two days later, I was holding Jon. He was sound asleep. I don’t know where Carol was. And I said to him, ‘If only you had stayed in your bed, your sister would be alive.’” I had to stare down at my lap again. I quit trying to dry my eyes. “I was the one who insisted that Carol keep him in his bed. If I’d only let him sleep with us. If I’d waited until later to call the AC company. If I’d only locked the gate on the pool. But instead, I blamed him.” She waited silently for me to take a tissue from the box on the table and blow my nose. “He wasn’t even two yet, and he was asleep, so he couldn’t have heard me—”


  “Of course not.”


  “But sometimes, I’ve wondered. Especially later, when he was so determined to prove himself—working sixty-hour weeks, killing himself at a job he didn’t even like—I had to wonder if he didn’t hear me, somewhere in his mind. If he didn’t know that for that one day at least, I blamed him.”


  She crossed the room to sit in the kitchen chair next to me. She scooted it closer and reached out to take my hand. “He couldn’t possibly know.”


  “Probably not. But that’s not even the worst thing I did to him. It may be the worst thing I’ve ever done as a father, letting my daughter drown, but for Jon, the worst damage came later, when he told me he was gay.” I shook my head. “I didn’t take it well.”


  “You seem to have accepted it now.”


  “Have you?”


  She blinked at me. “I don’t understand.”


  “Is that why you’ve abandoned Cole? Because he’s gay?”


  She shook her head. “No. I never meant to abandon him at all. It felt more like he was taken from me, and I guess…. I don’t know how to go back. I don’t know how to make it up to him. Not after so many years of failing.”


  “He’s your son. He needs you.”


  “I told you. He’s his father’s son.”


  “Not really. Not in the way you mean. He could care less about the type of society his father lived in.” She sounded skeptical, and I sighed, frustrated that she couldn’t see it. “Think about it, Grace. He could have gone to any school in the world, and yet he went to a state university. In Colorado no less. His best friend in the world teaches high school math. And he married an accountant. He sold his house in Orange County years ago, and he prefers Phoenix to the Hamptons. He’s more yours than you know. You’re worried about impressing him? He doesn’t need to be impressed. He just needs you to be present and accounted for.”


  “He’ll never forgive me. I don’t even blame him for it, to be honest.”


  “He will, if you give him a reason.”


  She took a deep, shaky breath. “I don’t know if I can.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you’re right. I’m afraid of him.”


  “Well, he’s afraid of you, so you should get along just fine.”


  


  


  THE rest of the holiday was pleasant. We used the symphony tickets Cole had given us, although we snuck out during intermission, vowing we’d never tell either of our sons that we found it mind-numbingly boring. We went skiing. Best of all, I found a book of crosswords at a newsstand, and we spent the mornings at the table, working one or two puzzles over coffee. It was my favorite part of the day. We only had sex one other time, but she slept in my bed each night.


  She talked about Cole a lot, especially as she grew more comfortable with me, but I was surprised at her tone. It was as if she really had lost her son. As if she was talking about some other boy, long since vanished, only a memory, now grown hazy with time. As if she didn’t realize the man she’d seen on Christmas was her own flesh and blood. There were times I wanted to shake her. I wanted to yell at her, “Your son’s not dead! Stop talking about him like he is.”


  Yet I never did.


  The truth was, I was happy in a way I hadn’t been for a long time. It wasn’t love. Love felt like a fairy tale I’d long outgrown, but there was something comforting about having a warm body in the bed with me when I fell asleep and hearing her breathing next to me when I woke.


  At the end of the week, she helped me pack all the gifts and ornaments into boxes to ship back to Phoenix. Jon and Cole had gone home in such a hurry, they’d left half of their stuff behind. I found the box of baby items Grace had given them sitting next to the couch.


  “Leave it,” she said. “Maybe the cleaning staff will take it.”


  “Cole will want it,” I assured her. “Eventually.”


  She reached up to touch the back of her head, frowning. She’d continued to wear her hair down, but it was as if now she was searching for the tight knot it normally lived in. She seemed confused not to find it there.


  “Grace?”


  She sighed and sat down in the same chair she’d sat in on Christmas day. She hid her face from me by staring at her lap.


  “I screwed up, George.”


  “We all screw up—”


  “No, I mean this week. He made an effort, and I threw it back in his face.”


  I thought over the couple of days we’d had together before the boys had flown home. It hadn’t gone as smoothly as I had hoped, but I still wasn’t sure what exactly she was referring to. “When?”


  “The bread pudding.”


  “Because you don’t like it?”


  “There’s more to it than that.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. Once again, I hadn’t realized she was crying. She was good at hiding it. “Remember I told you about skiing in Vail?”


  “Yes.”


  “There was a lodge on the mountain, and we’d go there to warm up in the middle of the day when we started to get tired. And we’d always have bread pudding and hot chocolate.”


  “So he made it to remind you of the good times?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you pushed it away.”


  “Yes.”


  “Wow.”


  “I told you I screwed up.”


  “You’re not kidding.”


  “I was so angry about the nanny thing, and so hurt, and I saw a chance to hurt him back, and I took it.” She looked up at me. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Why did I do that?”


  “Probably for the same reason he made the nanny comment. The two of you work in cycles, hurting each other and then blaming each other. The only way it stops is for one of you to do the right thing.”


  “I wanted to, but there was the present. He didn’t like it—”


  “He was caught off guard.”


  “And the thing about inadequate parents—”


  “He was right, you know. You said it. Not him.”


  “He didn’t deny it.”


  I sighed in frustration. “You didn’t get the validation you needed, so you decided not to give him any either?”


  She shrugged in defeat. “I guess so.”


  “Well, that’s ridiculous. It’s selfish and childish and just plain stupid.” She blinked at me, stunned at my bluntness. I knew it hurt. She’d wanted sympathy, but I was done with that. Sympathy was for people who had lost their children through no fault of their own. She and I had no claim to it. “Nobody ever said being a parent was easy, and if they did, they obviously didn’t have children. He hurt your feelings. So what? Get over it. That’s part of raising a child. That’s part of being a parent.”


  “We’ve already established that I was never a very good mother.”


  “Then stop repeating your behavior and be one now. The two of you can go round and round forever trying to decide who’s to blame, or you—you, Grace, and you alone—can be the adult. You can be the one to say, ‘Enough’.”


  She swallowed hard. “What about him? What’s going to stop him from repeating the cycle?”


  “Cole’s a good man. Eccentric and fruity, but good. It’ll take a bit of time, but if you give him the benefit of the doubt and make an honest effort to fix things, he’ll eventually give it back.”


  “Do you really think so?”


  “I do.”


  She thought about it for a bit. I thought that was a good sign. It would have been easy to say the words, to pronounce that this was the day everything would change. But to follow through? That would require effort and more than a little patience. I admired her for taking the situation as seriously as she did, and for thinking about what her commitment would really mean.


  Finally, she looked up at me. She wasn’t crying anymore, but she was obviously scared to death. “I don’t want my son to hate me, George. Tell me what I need to do.”


  I reached out and took her hand. “We’ll make it work.”


  One down.


  One to go.


  


  


  


  Part Three:

  

  Hope


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  THE trip home was a blur. Cole had been in such a hurry to get us on a flight that he hadn’t stopped to think about layovers and connections, which meant it took us even longer than usual. He checked his watch constantly, and by the time we landed in Phoenix, he was crankier than he’d been in ages. He was worried the delay would cost us our first shot at adoption, so I did my best not to take him seriously. After sleeping only a few short hours in our own bed, we were up again and out the door. I was still reeling from jet lag when I took my seat across from Thomas in his downtown office.


  “When do we meet her?” Cole asked.


  Thomas held up his hands, patting the air. “Slow down,” he said. “I know this has been a long time coming, but give me a minute to tell you what’s come up.”


  After waiting so long, it annoyed Cole to delay even one more second, but he took it well. He nodded stiffly and tucked his hands under his thighs as if to anchor himself to his seat.


  “The woman you’ll be meeting is named Taylor Lewis. It’s funny, really. No matter how long I work in this business, it never ceases to amaze me how things always come back to word of mouth. I believe you know a woman named Julia Dawson?”


  “Yes,” I said in surprise. “She was my neighbor.”


  Thomas nodded. “Taylor apparently works for Julia’s husband’s sister. Do you know her?”


  “No.”


  “Well, she knows about you, and she must have had good things to say, because Taylor contacted me.” He pulled a file folder toward him and opened it. “The first thing I want to tell you about Taylor is that she’s currently employed and has full benefits.”


  Cole and I looked at each other, and I could tell he was as confused as I was. “So?” I asked.


  “You may remember me telling you how your money could attract a certain type of person. The truth is, I’ve had two other women ask to meet you before now, but I didn’t call you on any of them because they both sent up red flags.”


  Cole sat quickly forward in his seat, and I reached out to put my hand on his shoulder to keep him from flying across the desk. “Are you telling me we could have had a baby by now?”


  “As I said, they both raised red flags.”


  “But you could have been wrong!”


  Thomas shook his head. “I wasn’t. Neither one of those mothers ended up releasing their child to the adoptive parent.” Cole slumped in his seat. “But,” Thomas went on, “I think Taylor’s different. She already has medical coverage, so she’s not just hoping to have her bills paid. She’s twenty-two years old. She’s young, and she’s found herself in a bad spot, but she’s not stupid. Before contacting me, she’d already talked to several adoption agencies and half a dozen potential couples and turned them all down. She’s determined to do this right.”


  “So there’s a good chance she’ll turn us down too?” Cole asked.


  Thomas tipped his head in acquiescence. “That’s a possibility, yes. But she really likes the two of you on paper. She’s excited to meet you.”


  “How far along is she?” I asked. The earlier it was in her pregnancy, the more time she had to change her mind.


  “She’s at thirty-five weeks.”


  “Almost at term already!”


  “Yes. She wasn’t sure at first if she was keeping the baby or not, but three months ago, she decided it would be in the child’s best interest to give her up.”


  “What about the father?”


  “The father is significantly older than her and is already married to a woman who wouldn’t be pleased with his indiscretion. I’m not at liberty to divulge his identity, but believe me, it wouldn’t be in his best interest to claim the baby. He wants nothing more than to pretend this entire incident never happened.”


  “But he could still contest the adoption down the road, right?”


  Thomas shook his head. “No. As per Arizona law, he was served with a notice of Taylor’s intent to relinquish the baby. He had thirty days to file a paternity action.”


  “But he didn’t?”


  “Correct.”


  “And so he can’t come back and claim the baby later?”


  “No. Under Arizona law, he has now waived any paternal rights to his daughter, which means you’re dealing solely with Taylor now.”


  Cole reached over and took my hand. His grip was unusually tight. “Daughter? The baby’s a girl?”


  Thomas smiled at him. “Yes.”


  Cole turned to look at me, and the excitement in his eyes nearly broke my heart. “We could have a daughter!”


  I put my other hand on top of his and stroked his fingers. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”


  Cole ignored me and turned back to Thomas. “What happens now?”


  “We set up a time for her to meet you both and see your home.”


  “And after that?”


  Thomas smiled, the calming smile of a man used to dealing with impatient people. “One step at a time.”


  


  


  AFTER a bit of discussion and a couple of phone calls, it was decided that Thomas would bring Taylor to our house for dinner. The day we were to meet her, Cole sent me off to the store for a dozen different last-minute items, including one of every kind of juice or soda they had, since he couldn’t serve her wine. He was more nervous than I’d ever seen him, but it wasn’t until I returned home that I realized how bad things were going to be.


  “Cole?” I called when I didn’t find him in the kitchen. I wondered briefly at the unattended pans on the stove and the food strewn across the countertops. “Cole?” I left the bags of groceries on the counter and went in search of him. I finally found him in our bedroom, standing in front of the closet, swaying in the breeze. “What are you doing?”


  He turned to stare at me with wide, scared eyes. “I have no idea what to wear.”


  I laughed, although it died in my throat when I saw the hurt expression on his face. “What do you mean? What’s wrong with what you have on?”


  He looked down at himself. He was dressed as he often was—slim-fitting pants and a silk V-neck sweater in pale green. He’d been wearing a scarf around his neck earlier, but it was nowhere in sight. And I was surprised when I glanced down at his feet. He was wearing both socks and shoes.


  “I think what you’re wearing is fine.”


  “Don’t you think I should find something more”—he waved his hand in circles—“appropriate?” He turned to face our closet again. “I wish I had a real suit.”


  I flashed back nearly three years to the night we’d gone to the theater. I’d expected him to wear a suit, and he’d said, “not even if this was my own funeral.” And yet now here he was, suddenly wanting one. His unease was contagious. A dark sense of foreboding began to bloom in my chest. “You don’t need a suit.”


  He turned to face me again. He reached up to touch the hair that fell across his eyes. “This too. I think I should have had it cut.”


  “No.”


  “But Jonny—” He flipped his bangs out of his face, and what I’d thought was only a shadow on his right temple revealed itself as a small bruise.


  “What happened to your eye?”


  He put his fingers on it. “I ran into the pantry door.”


  “You what?” It was so unlike him to do anything clumsy. It was proof of how flustered he was. “How did that happen?”


  “I was cooking dinner and—Oh my God!” He put a hand to his cheek. His expression of dismay was so comically dramatic, I might have laughed if I hadn’t known how serious he was. “Good Lord, I forgot all about dinner! I hope it’s not ruined!”


  Five minutes later, I knew without asking that dinner was a mess. The stovetop was spattered with sauce, the air tinged with smoke. Cole’s normally unflappable demeanor was in shambles by the time the doorbell rang. “I can’t meet her like this!”


  “It’s too late to change anything now.”


  “We could reschedule!”


  “Are you serious?”


  No, he wasn’t serious, but he was panicking, something I hadn’t actually thought Cole was capable of. I wished like hell my father was around. I was sure he would have been able to defuse the situation.


  I let Taylor and Thomas in while Cole stood wringing his hands behind me.


  Taylor Lewis appeared older than her twenty-two years. Then again, it might have been the enormous belly and waddling walk that threw me off. She had long hair that was too dark to be called blonde but too light to be called brown. She was average height and had probably been average in weight as well, but now her stomach stuck out ahead of her in a way that had to be horrendously uncomfortable. It made my back ache just looking at her.


  “Have a seat,” I said. Our living room wasn’t very homey, but given her condition, it seemed rude to make her walk all the way through the house to the family room at the back. She sank into one of the chairs, although she didn’t look much more comfortable sitting than she had standing. “I’m Jonathan.”


  She shook the hand I held out to her. “Taylor,” she said. “But you know that.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  I let go of her hand and stood there for a second, feeling awkward. What was I supposed to say now? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so uncomfortable. In social situations, Cole was usually ahead of me, talking a mile a minute and charming people before I had a chance to speak, which begged the question, where was he now?


  I turned to find him still frozen in the middle of the room, staring at Taylor. “Cole?”


  He jumped into motion as if I’d slapped him and came forward with his hand out. “I’m Cole. Welcome to our home. Can I get you something to drink?” But even as he shook her hand, I sensed there was something wrong. He was too stiff, and the cadence of his voice was all wrong. “I have Sprite, or ginger ale, or apple juice.” He turned to me. “What else?”


  “Or there’s San Pellegrino or some sparkling cider.”


  “Sprite would be great.”


  Cole went to get it, not bustling and fussing like he normally would have, but slowly, his paces deliberate. Taylor, Thomas, and I sat there in silence. I glanced around our spartan living room. Like nearly everything else in the house, the furniture had been chosen by Cole long before we met, but it hadn’t been chosen for comfort. Despite being expensive, it was barren, the cushions thin, the lines of the room sleek and unforgiving. I wished I’d invited them into the family room, but I hated to ask them to move again now that Taylor was sitting.


  Cole emerged from the kitchen. I watched him cross the room again, holding the glass in his hand. It was strange to see him wearing shoes in the house. Maybe that was why he was walking differently. “Thomas,” he said as he handed the drink to Taylor, “I didn’t even think to ask what you wanted. I’m so sorry, swee—” He stopped short on the word “sweetie,” pulling himself up straight as if he’d been slapped. “Can I get you anything?”


  And in that moment, I realized what was wrong—he wasn’t acting like himself. He wasn’t swaying, or swishing, or using pet names. He wasn’t gesturing or flipping his hair. He was speaking slowly, the upbeat cadence of his speech restrained, and he was holding his hands still at his side. He was, in a word, trying to act straight for the first time since I’d met him. Quite possibly for the first time in his life.


  I knew instinctively nothing good could come of it, but now that I’d put my finger on the problem, it seemed I had no power to stop the train from wrecking.


  “Nothing for me,” Thomas answered. He gestured toward Cole’s face. “What happened?”


  Blushing, Cole put his fingers on the faint bruise. “I was moving too fast in the kitchen and ran into the pantry door, if you can believe that. I’d hoped it wasn’t noticeable.”


  Thomas frowned at him, then over at me. There was something disconcerting in his gaze, and I found myself shifting uncomfortably in my chair.


  “Is it time to eat?” I asked Cole.


  “Yes, but….” He wrung his hands some more. “It’s a mess, Jonny. I’m so sorry. The sauce is scorched, and the pasta is far past al dente. Practically mush. I don’t know what I was thinking.” He stopped short and shook his head. He touched his slender fingers to his lips. “What should we do?”


  “We could go out?”


  He nodded. “Okay. Yes. We could, couldn’t we?”


  But that was wrong too. He wasn’t a fan of restaurants to begin with. He thought they were loud and impersonal. He always preferred to stay home, especially for any kind of important occasion. There was nothing he hated more than trying to have a private conversation in the middle of noise and chaos.


  I turned to Taylor. “How about if I have something delivered? Pizza or Thai?”


  Taylor shook her head. “Thai doesn’t like me much these days, but pizza’s fine.”


  “What do you like on it?”


  “Pineapple, artichoke hearts, and roasted garlic.” She blushed a bit and shrugged. “I never believed in those crazy cravings you hear about, but I swear, I can’t seem to get enough pineapple. I ate a whole one for lunch the other day!”


  Normally something like that would have sent Cole on a crusade. He would have been on the phone not only ordering pizza, but making sure it had more pineapple on it than any crust could hold. He would have been sending me out the door and down the street to the grocery store to get a fresh pineapple to add to the fruit salad for dessert. Then again, the Cole I was used to wouldn’t be standing halfway between us and the kitchen, looking lost.


  “I’ll order it,” I said.


  “No!” Cole said, and I froze, halfway out of my seat. “I’m sorry, Jonny. You stay sitting. I’ll take care of it.” He practically ran from the room.


  The pizza came. We sat at the table and washed it down with cans of soda, but nobody ever managed to relax. The tension was paralyzing. I wished over and over again for my father’s comforting presence. Cole rarely apologized for anything, but that night he said the words “I’m sorry” more than anything else. Other than that, he hardly seemed to speak. Every time he did, he glanced at me afterward as if seeking my approval. Thomas tried to steer us through small talk, but it all came out stilted and tense. And through it all, I could feel Taylor watching us. I could see her becoming more and more uncomfortable.


  Nobody ever brought up the adoption or the baby. It was ridiculous. It was the reason we were all sitting together, and yet the subject felt off-limits. After dinner, I kept telling myself. After dinner, we’ll sit in the family room, and Cole will get ahold of himself, and we’ll sort this all out.


  But it wasn’t to be. No sooner had she finished eating than Taylor stood and said quietly to Thomas, “I’m ready to go.”


  After nearly two hours of horrible awkwardness, those four words broke through whatever trance Cole had been in.


  “Honey, no. Please don’t leave yet. Maybe I can whip up some dessert and—”


  “Thank you,” she said. “But please don’t bother. I have to work early, and it’s best if I get home.”


  He nodded, such a tiny gesture, but I could sense the weight of his grief. I showed them to the door. I closed it behind them. I rested my forehead against it and tried to prepare myself. I counted to ten, and I turned to reach for him.


  “Stop!” he said, holding his hand up to ward me off.


  It was a moment out of our past, a flashback to the days when he’d pushed me away more often than not. It hurt me more than I could say. “Cole—”


  “No.” His voice broke and he took a step backward. He touched his fingertips to his lips, but not before I saw the way his chin quivered. “Not yet, Jonny. Please.”


  “Tell me what you need.”


  “I need to be alone.”


  I didn’t think that was what he needed at all. What he needed was to let me hold him. To give voice to his grief, to come apart in my arms, to cry and yell until he was exhausted from it all, but he’d never allow himself such a thing. Even now. Even after everything we’d been through, he couldn’t let me see him that way. It broke my heart, but pushing him would get me nowhere. It would only make him angry. He’d throw his hair out of his face and say something hurtful just to drive me away.


  So I let him go.


  I stood in our living room and watched the man I loved go down the hall to our bedroom. I watched him shut the door behind him.


  And I was left to grieve in solitude.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Date: December 30


  From: Cole


  To: Jared


  It’s too terrible to talk about. All I can say is, I’ve never hated myself more than I do right now.


  


  


  I POURED myself a drink and tackled the mess left over from the ruined dinner. It was still my habit to do the dishes after Cole cooked, but rarely had I done them with such a heavy heart. I cleaned in silence, wiping up splatters of sauce we’d never eaten and dumping soggy pasta down the disposal. I didn’t know how long he needed, but eventually, the kitchen was clean, and my drink was gone.


  He was in bed with the lights turned off and his back toward me. He wasn’t sleeping though. He was too still and too stiff. I undressed and climbed into bed. I watched his back for a moment, waiting for some kind of sign. When none came, I moved closer to him.


  “No,” he said.


  I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him tight against me. “Yes.” I kissed the butterfly on the back of his neck. I slid my hand down his stomach to cup his groin.


  “I can’t possibly have sex. Not after what happened.”


  “But this is when you need it the most.”


  “Is that what you think?”


  I kissed his neck again as I caressed him. “It’s what I know. Your mind’s running in circles right now, thinking over and over about what went wrong.”


  “Of course it is.”


  “It’s time to make it stop.”


  He sighed in frustration, but part of his annoyance was because it was already working. He’d wanted to lie there and chastise himself all night, but already his body was responding to my touch, his cock growing thick and stiff in my hand. Already his breathing was changing, his voice growing thick with desire, although he was still tense against me.


  “I’m a terrible person,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “For being so easily distracted.”


  I chuckled against his neck. “I’m pretty sure that just makes you male.”


  “I don’t know if I can, Jonny.”


  I didn’t argue with him. Not with words, at any rate. But I kept my hands moving. Not quite stroking. Something lighter. Urging. Caressing, until he was fully erect and moaning breathlessly. I fingered his nipples and petted his stomach. I let my fingers play over every inch of his hairless groin until he finally began to relax.


  I nudged him onto his stomach and lay on top of him. I kissed him—the back of his neck and his shoulder blades. I massaged the tight muscles of his shoulders and lower back as I made my way down, kissing each knob of his spine, lingering at the gentle curve at the small of his back. I circled his hips, whispering quiet, loving words against his skin.


  Slowly, I began to feel him let go.


  I turned him over, and this time I worked my way up. I kissed the smooth, shaven skin of his groin. I nuzzled the silky warmth of his stomach and kneaded his hips. I devoured his neck, skirted his jaw, dropped kisses on his cheeks until he put his arms around my neck. “Jonathan,” he whispered and pulled me down into a kiss.


  Even now, this often felt like our most intimate act. Even when my fingers or my cock were buried in his body, it was being allowed to tease my tongue over his beautiful, full lips that made me quake with desire. It was feeling those lips part beneath mine, knowing he was inviting me in, even if only for the smallest of tastes, that made me ache.


  I kissed him gently. I could still sense his shame and his grief. His anger at himself and at his helplessness. It was less profound now, yet still there, just below the surface. I didn’t want to soothe it. I wanted to rouse it. I wanted to coax it out of him, like poison from a wound, to give him a way to vent it, held here safe in my arms.


  “I love you so much, Jon.”


  “I love you, too.”


  He was close now—not necessarily to his climax, but to that place where he’d finally allow himself to let go and truly enjoy what we were doing. Not simply going through the motions, but actually needing the deliverance I was offering. I began moving back down. Kissing him, pushing and pressing against his barriers until I was at his groin, smelling the sweet, erotic musk of his sex. I slid my hands underneath him to grip his cheeks. I put my lips against his frenulum, feeling moisture, breathing salt. I stayed there, nipping and teasing. I waited until he was moving with me, moaning softly. Until he threaded his slender fingers into my hair and pushed.


  And finally, I allowed him in. I let him thrust deep into my throat.


  His restraint was gone. His cry of pleasure was throaty and gratifying. I pushed my own erection against the silk sheets, longing for the first time for regular old cotton. For something that would grant me some real friction. He held my head and thrust into my mouth again and again, his cries growing louder, his movements faster and more urgent. This was what I’d wanted—this sudden liberation of all the energy he’d stored up—and I began to slide my right hand down the bed, underneath myself, to grant myself the same kind of release.


  He suddenly stopped thrusting. He didn’t exactly let go of me, but he grasped at me, pulling at my arms and the bed. It was as if he was trying to climb me, but from the bottom. “Turn around!” he breathed impatiently.


  It wasn’t something we did often, but I readily obeyed, rotating to present my groin to him as I swallowed his length again. His fingers dug into the backs of my thighs. It was all I could do not to thrust too fast and too hard into his mouth when I felt the warmth of his lips on my aching cock. After that, I was lost in the taste and the smell of him. The softness of his skin. The low cadence of his moans. The feeling of his slim body in my arms. The way he moved against my lips, and against my tongue. The salty tang of his pre-cum in the back of my throat. And through it all, the almost overwhelming pleasure of him sucking me as if it were the only thing in the world he wanted to do. I wanted to draw the rage and the helplessness from him, and he was just as anxious to replace it with whatever he could draw from me—strength, or patience. Love, or comfort. Maybe something else entirely. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I’d broken through his walls and been allowed in. We were one again, sharing every breath. Every sigh. Every moan.


  “See?” I said when it was over. “Don’t you feel better?”


  He moved to put his head on my shoulder. He lay heavy and limp on top of me, his tension gone. His sated body felt lithe and supple and warm. “I hate it when you’re right.”


  I laughed. “I know. And you’re welcome.”


  He sighed in quiet contentment as I wrapped him in my arms. I ducked my head and breathed in the subtle scent of strawberries. I held him while he drifted peacefully off to sleep.


  Whatever had gone wrong today, I was determined to fix it.


  


  


  I CALLED Thomas the next day. I wasn’t surprised at the wariness in his voice when he greeted me.


  “She has to give us another chance.”


  “I’m working on that, Jon, but I can’t make any promises.”


  “You said she liked us on paper!”


  “Well, yes….”


  “But not in person.”


  It was more a statement than a question, and Thomas sighed. “You weren’t what she expected.”


  “We weren’t what I expected either. Please.”


  “I’m doing my best, Jon.”


  “Can I call her?”


  “Absolutely not. That’s out of the question.”


  “Okay. That’s fair. But would she be willing to call me?”


  “I’ll ask her.”


  “Was it dinner? Was it not having my dad there? What?”


  He sighed again. “Her exact words were, ‘Cole seems like he’s afraid of Jon.’”


  I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “You have to be kidding.”


  “I’m not. She suspected that you bully him.”


  “I wasn’t bullying him, was I?”


  “He kept apologizing, and he was deferring to you on everything. I realize I don’t know the two of you that well, but I’ve never seen him act like that.”


  “That makes two of us!”


  “And of course, there was the bruise.”


  “But that was an accident!”


  “That’s what every battered spouse says.”


  “But—What? No! Thomas, you can’t seriously think—”


  “What I think isn’t nearly as important as what Taylor thinks. And what she saw was a smaller, more feminine man—no offense—”


  “None taken.”


  “—who had a bruise on his eye and who couldn’t stop apologizing to his taller, more masculine partner.”


  “Oh my God!” I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or cry. Spousal abuse was no joke, but her assessment of our relationship was miles from the truth. “She couldn’t be more wrong.”


  “I’ll let her know that you’d like another chance. And I’ll give her your number. That’s all I can do.”


  


  


  FOR two days, I didn’t hear anything from Thomas, and for two days, Cole bustled about our house as if nothing had happened, brandishing false cheer like some kind of shield. My father returned from Europe. I waited until Cole was in the kitchen to whisper Taylor’s assessment of our relationship to him. He nearly choked on his wine.


  “You would never raise a hand to him!”


  “And if I did, you can bet he wouldn’t hang around waiting for it to happen a second time.”


  “Maybe I can talk to her. Maybe—”


  “No. I don’t think that’s an option. Either Thomas will convince her, or he won’t.”


  By the third day, I figured it was over. I was about to call Thomas to confirm that she’d refused to meet with us a second time when my phone rang.


  “Hello?”


  “Jonathan? This is Taylor. Thomas told me you wanted to talk to me.”


  “Yes!” I was in my office in what would have been the third bedroom of our house. I got up and glanced out the door, trying to determine where Cole was. Not within sight, and hopefully that meant not within earshot either. “Thank you so much for calling!”


  “You can thank your friend Julia. She’s the one who talked me into it.”


  I made a mental note to kiss my former neighbor the next time I saw her. “Cole’s so upset about what happened the other night—”


  “It wasn’t his fault!”


  I smiled at the way she jumped to his defense until I remembered her assessment of me as a bully. “I know that. I’m not saying it’s his fault. It’s not anybody’s fault. It’s just….” I floundered. I’d had this conversation in my head a hundred times. How could I not know what to say? “How many meetings have you had with potential parents before us?”


  She hesitated, although maybe it was only so she could count them. “Nine.”


  “Well, you were our first.” I stopped to let that sink in. “We were nervous. Cole was so worried about not messing things up—we both were—and in the end, we overcompensated.”


  She was silent for a moment, but then she said, “I can understand that. What concerns me is that he seemed to be afraid of you.”


  “Not of me,” I said. “Of you. He wants this so much, and he was worried that you wouldn’t like him. But what you saw the other night? That wasn’t us. I know they say you never get a second chance to make a first impression, but please. I’m begging you. Give us a second chance. Let us show you what we’re really like.”


  She sighed, but somehow, I was pretty sure she was smiling too. “All right. Between you and Julia, I think I’m convinced. When would you like to meet?”


  I had her. All I needed now was a plan.


  


  


  THOMAS’S schedule turned out to be more difficult than before, but Taylor agreed to meet with us without him present. The hard part was that she didn’t have a car. It took a couple of calls back and forth between her and my dad, but I finally had it arranged.


  I found Cole in the empty bedroom at the end of the hall, sitting in the window seat, staring blankly out the window. He didn’t turn to face me.


  “Do we have anything planned for tomorrow night?” I asked.


  “Do we ever?”


  “I invited my father over for dinner.”


  “That’s fine.”


  “He’s bringing a date.”


  He whipped his head around to face me, his eyes wide. “Really?”


  No, not really. At least, not the way he probably assumed. I felt a little bad about lying to him, but I was also sure it was the right thing to do. He wouldn’t have time to worry about how to act. “That’s what he said.”


  “I’m so happy he’s dating again!”


  “I figured you would be. He said to make something good. I think he wants to impress her.”


  He smiled at me, possibly the first genuine smile I’d seen on his face in days. “You can count on me.”


  Of course, I already knew that.


  


  


  THE next day was one of the best we’d had in ages. Cole was all smiles. He bustled around the house and ordered me to the store twice. He talked nonstop about dinner and about what kind of woman my dad might have met.


  “You really don’t know where he met her?”


  “He didn’t tell me anything,” I said for the third time, trying not to feel guilty for deceiving him. “You know how he is.”


  “I suppose, but—”


  “We’ll find out soon enough.” I wrapped my arms around him from behind. I breathed in the smell of strawberries and kissed the butterfly mark on the back of his neck. “We still have a couple of hours before they get here.”


  “Yes.”


  I moved one hand down his stomach to caress his groin. “Plenty of time still for you to cook dinner, right?”


  He laughed and relaxed against me. He put his head back on my shoulder. “Right.”


  “So it’s okay if I distract you for a bit?”


  “Advisable, even.”


  I undid his pants and slid my hand inside. “All our time together, and I don’t think we’ve ever made love in this kitchen.”


  He laughed breathlessly. “A terrible oversight, love. We should do something about it right away.”


  “I couldn’t agree more.”


  We took our time, but it ended up wild, both of us breathless, driving forward with an urgency we’d been lacking for months. It wasn’t that our sex had become routine, but since the summer before, there’d been a mournful edge to it. It had felt as if we were making love for comfort more than anything. But for today at least, the grief was gone. There was only the joy of loving each other, and the sheer pleasure of fucking like there was no tomorrow.


  “We should do that more often.” He sighed when it was over.


  “I’d like that.” But in order for that to happen, we had to settle the adoption issue, one way or the other. Between the hope and the fear, his passion for all things was being strangled.


  He looked up at me as if reading my thoughts. His lips were swollen and red from the attention I’d given them. “I don’t know how you put up with me. I’ve been so out of sorts.”


  “Hush. This year has been hard, but I don’t mind.”


  “What if it never gets better?”


  I pulled him close and kissed his forehead. “It will.”


  And if Taylor was willing, it would be resolved sooner rather than later. I crossed my fingers and hoped like crazy the dinner went well. It wasn’t until the doorbell rang that I began to worry I’d made a bad decision.


  “I don’t know why your dad still rings the bell,” Cole said as he went to answer it.


  “Because he’s afraid of walking in at an inopportune moment and getting an eyeful of something he’d never be able to forget.”


  He laughed. “I suppose that’s reason enough.”


  I’d been up front with both my father and Taylor about my plan to surprise Cole. Still, I’d hoped to beat him to the door, but of course he was anxious to meet my dad’s “date,” so I ended up behind him. He swung the door open, already talking. “George! I’m so glad you’re here. I—”


  And then he froze, staring at Taylor.


  “Dinner smells wonderful,” my dad said, stepping inside as if nothing unusual were going on. “Is it lobster bisque?”


  Cole didn’t stay stunned for long. He jerked quickly into motion as his cheeks flushed red. “It is. Good guess.”


  “My favorite.” And then, almost as an afterthought, Dad said, “You know Taylor.”


  “Of course!” Cole took her hand and led her inside. “I’m so glad to see you, honey. Come on in! Here, let me take your jacket. Jon!” He turned and shoved Taylor’s coat roughly into my hands, glaring at me as he did. “Take that!” he said, his voice low enough that they probably couldn’t hear him. “I think you know where you can stick it.” Of course, he had a perfect smile on his face again by the time he turned back to her. “Come in. Sit down! I just have to go in the kitchen for one teensy little minute to turn down the burner. I don’t want to burn things up like last time.”


  If looks could kill, I would have been one very crispy critter. I held a finger up to my father and Taylor, indicating I’d be right back, and followed Cole into the kitchen to receive my punishment.


  The minute I walked through the door, a flying potholder smacked me square in the face. “How could you?” he asked as he threw another one at me. “How could you do this to me?” Another potholder, and then a dishtowel. “I hate you right now, and I’ll never forgive you, either.” He threw a wet sponge at me, but I managed to dodge that one. He began searching for something else to use as ammunition, and I crossed the room before he could pick up anything hard. I took his arm and turned him toward me.


  “I’m sorry, but this was the best way.”


  “What? To humiliate me in front of her? Again?” He struggled against my grip, but not much. It was more a gesture of defiance than an actual desire to escape. “As if I didn’t do it well enough on my own last time?”


  I tried to pull him close, to wrap my arms around him, but he wouldn’t let me. I was reminded again of the early days of our relationship, when he’d insisted on pushing me away. I settled for keeping my hand on his arm. “Cole, listen to me. Do you know why she didn’t like us?”


  “It wasn’t ‘us’ she didn’t like. It was me! Probably because I’m not all butch and macho, right? Because I’m a fruitcake! Isn’t that what your father says?”


  I winced, scolding myself for thinking that Cole could ever have not known about my father’s little joke. And yet my father adored him. He had to know that too. “Stop being a drama queen and listen to me.”


  He froze, and his nostrils flared. “I can’t believe you just said that to me!”


  “Do you want to know the real reason she turned us down or not?” He didn’t answer, but he was listening. “She thought you were afraid of me.”


  In the blink of an eye, his anger was gone, replaced by surprise. “Are you kidding?”


  “I’m completely serious. She thought I was a bully, and even wondered if I might be abusive.”


  “Why in the world would she think that?”


  “Because of the bruise on your eye. And because you seemed to defer to me on everything.”


  “Ha!” His laughter was loud and sudden, but just as quickly, he clamped his hand over his mouth. Still, I could see the amusement in his eyes. “I shouldn’t laugh, but really….”


  “Exactly.”


  “Do I defer to you?”


  “Not nearly often enough. It makes me want to sit her down and tell her who the real bully is in this relationship.”


  He rolled his eyes at me, but he was smiling nonetheless. He flipped his hair back out of his eyes so he could look at me directly. More importantly, he finally let me put my arms around his waist and pull him close. “Still, Jonny. I behaved so horribly—”


  “The only thing you did wrong last time was you tried to be somebody you’re not.”


  “I wanted her to like us.”


  “I know, and it’s perfectly understandable, but it’s not you. You’ve never given a damn what people think, because you’ve never had anything to lose. And more often than not, it works for you. You manage to win people over, and the ones you don’t, you happily tell to fuck off and that’s the end of it.”


  “I can’t do that with her, though.”


  “You can, Cole. That’s what I’m trying to say.” He was still doubtful, but he was considering my words, so I kept talking. “This isn’t about what we want from her. This is about what she wants from us. We have a great home, and a great family, and a great life. That’s a given. All that’s left is for you to do what you do best.”


  “And what’s that, love?”


  “Charm her.”


  He smiled. “You’re getting so good at this flattery thing, you know.”


  “I’m serious. You managed to win me over, and my dad. Hell, you even managed to charm Matt.”


  He smiled and tilted his head cockily at me. “I did, didn’t I?”


  “Yes.” I cupped his cheeks in my hands and kissed the side of his mouth. I let my lips play over his. “All you have to do is go out there and be yourself, and chances are, she’ll fall in love with you, just like everybody else.”


  “And if she doesn’t?”


  I kissed him again, keeping my touch soft, teasing my tongue along his bottom lip. “Then to hell with her.”


  He smiled. “I’m still mad at you.”


  “I know. And I don’t blame you. I’m sorry I lied, but it seemed like the best way.”


  “I suppose.”


  “So I’m forgiven?”


  He laughed. “Not even close, love. You’ll be making this one up to me for quite a while.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  


  


  AFTER that, the whirlwind that called itself Cole Nicholas Fenton Davenport the Third took over our home, in a way that only he could.


  “Darling, I’m sorry to leave you waiting. I was caught a bit off guard, although I suppose that pineapple Jonny bought should have tipped me off. I’m thrilled to have you here, though. I really am. Let’s not sit in here. It’s the worst room in the house. They call it a living room, but nobody lives here at all. Why don’t you keep me company while I cook? The kitchen really is the heart of our home, after all.”


  He took her hand and led her into the kitchen. My father and I trailed behind. The room was clean, yet cluttered. It felt genuine and lived in. A newspaper and some mail littered the table. The air was warm and moist with steam, thick with the scent of lemon and lobster. Unlike the living room, the kitchen had personal touches to balance out the sleek utility of the room. Dishtowels Cole had bought in Burano and potholders my father had given him for his birthday. We had photos on the fridge from our various trips, and my mother’s recipe box sat on the counter. It was a bit more stained and worn than when I’d given it to him, and I thought often of how happy that would have made my mother.


  “Jonny, that stool is too hard for Taylor to get in and out of, especially with all that extra cargo she’s carrying. Go get her a better chair. No, not that one! Get the one from the den, and bring her a pillow to put behind her back. And bring that other chair over so she can put her feet up. Now listen, sweetie, I’m so sorry about last time. I wasn’t myself, but I promise I’ll make it up to you. No burned dinner tonight. Now, what can I find for you to drink? Wine’s out, obviously. I know! I have this juice. It’s a bit too thick on its own, but I found out if we add Sprite, it gets a bit frothy, just like that punch with sherbet in it. I used to love that as a child. Do you know the kind I mean? They always served it at weddings, and I thought it was the height of indulgence, really, like a fruity root beer float, although in hindsight, I might have loved it just because it was bubbly and pink. It was scrumptious though. Nobody even needed to spike it. My goodness, I can taste it now. George, check the freezer and see if we have sherbet. We should have done that at our wedding. To think I was ordering wine. No sherbet? Oh well, the juice will do. Now, tell me how you came to live in Arizona.”


  She was stunned into wide-eyed silence at first, but it wasn’t long before he had her talking as if they’d known each other forever. She told us about growing up in Tucson and moving to Phoenix in order to go to ASU. She lived in an apartment a few blocks from the college, but three weeks earlier somebody had crashed into her car in the middle of the night. “It was totaled, and I can’t afford to buy a new one. Not right now. It’s okay though, because I can take the bus.”


  “My goodness!” Cole exclaimed. He used public transportation all the time in Europe and New York, but never in Arizona. “Is the bus even safe?”


  She laughed. “Sure. It just takes a bit longer.” She talked about her job at the coffee shop, and if she should eat sushi since the verdict seemed to be out on whether or not it was allowed during pregnancy. She talked a bit about her prenatal care too. “The doctors say everything is progressing perfectly, but I can’t believe I have four more weeks. Look at me! I’m as big as a house!”


  “Honey, you’re beautiful!”


  “I don’t feel beautiful. I feel like a whale, and my back has never hurt so much in my life.”


  Of course by the end of dinner, Cole had sent me on an online search for a used car—and we only settled on “used” after arguing about it for several minutes—and he’d arranged for his massage therapist to see Taylor twice a week, in her own home. Each time I tried to dissuade him, he dismissed my misgivings with a wave of his hand.


  “Jonny worries that you’ll think I’m trying to bribe you, but honey, I swear, it’s not just you. I bribe everybody. You can ask George if you don’t believe me.”


  I was more worried that she’d manage to get a house and a monthly stipend out of him, too, although the truth was, she never asked for anything, and she only agreed to accept the car after a great deal of persuasion. As was always the case with Cole, he only did things if they were his idea.


  “Leave him alone,” my dad whispered to me when we had a minute alone. “He’s doing exactly what you told him to do—being himself.”


  It was hard to argue with that.


  After dinner, we moved to the family room. Unlike the living room, the furniture here was built for comfort. Everything was overstuffed, from the chairs to the bookcases.


  “Are you warm enough?” Cole asked, holding up a silk throw. “I have blankets, or I can start a fire.” He laughed at his own words. “That’s funny, isn’t it? Can you even imagine me stacking wood and rubbing sticks together like some kind of boy scout? It’s a gas fireplace actually, but it’s quite cozy. Shall I turn it on?”


  “No, thank you,” she said, settling her bulk into a chair next to my father. “I can’t even remember what it’s like to be cold. Sometimes I feel like I’m carrying a space heater in here instead of a baby.”


  “Oh, I never thought of that. Jonny, go turn the air conditioner down a bit.”


  “No, don’t do that. It’s fine!”


  It would be far easier to adjust the thermostat than to try to change Cole’s mind. When I came back, they were all sitting. Cole had brought everybody drinks. I took my spot next to him on the couch. He was sitting forward on the edge of the cushion, all of his attention focused on Taylor. He had apparently decided it was time to get to the business at hand. “Honey, I don’t want to embarrass you, but we’d like to know how all this came about.”


  She wasn’t surprised at the question. She’d already interviewed nine couples ahead of us, so it probably wasn’t the first time she’d told the story.


  “I told you about the coffee shop I work at? That’s where I met Craig. He works at a law office down the block. He’s older than me, but he was so nice, always asking how I was and how school was going. And then he asked me out. It’s funny, you know, because I even remember telling my friend Larissa, ‘He’s too good to be true!’” She laughed without much humor. “I had no idea how right I was.”


  “You didn’t know he was married?”


  “Not until after I told him I was pregnant.”


  “What happened then?”


  “He freaked out. He offered to pay for an abortion, but it was pretty clear at that point that he didn’t give a damn about me. I was convenient. And stupid.”


  “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” my father said. He’d barely spoken all night, and Taylor turned to him in surprise. He leaned forward to pat her knee reassuringly. “Believing in something good doesn’t make you stupid. It may feel that way after the fact, but that doesn’t make it true.”


  She smiled at him with obvious gratitude. “I just feel like such a fool.”


  “Nobody here is judging you,” my father assured her. “We’ve all made decisions in our lives that seemed right at the time but came back to bite us in the ass.”


  She laughed. “That makes me feel better.”


  “You obviously turned down the offer of an abortion?”


  She nodded. “I kept debating it, honestly, but I couldn’t make up my mind, and then it was too late. I think at first I believed he’d change his mind, but he didn’t. All he cared about was that I not tell his wife.”


  “And did you?” I asked.


  “No. I thought about it a hundred times, but I realized it wouldn’t accomplish anything. I’d still be single and pregnant and working at a coffee shop, and in the meantime, I’d have hurt some woman I’ve never even met.” She shrugged and rubbed her hand thoughtfully over her swollen belly. “It’s not her fault. None of this is her fault, so why punish her?”


  “That was noble of you, honey,” Cole said. “I’m not sure I could have been so gracious.”


  She smiled uncomfortably, but didn’t look up. “It’s not like I’m opposed to being a mom, but the timing is so bad. I have one year left of undergraduate school, and after that, I want to get my MBA. But I don’t see how I can do that while raising a baby. I barely get by as it is, and if I have to add daycare on top of that….”


  “What about your family?”


  “My parents don’t know. I haven’t told them. They’d try to help, but my dad has lung cancer. He’s in the middle of treatment, and my mom’s wearing herself out taking care of him. If anything, I should be helping them right now, not the other way around. The last thing they need is another burden.” She shook her head emphatically. “No. If I decided to keep the baby, I’d have to do it alone, and all I can think of is, what kind of life can I give her on minimum wage? Without the degree, I can’t make more money, but with a baby, I’ll never be able to get the degree. It feels selfish to say that school is more important—”


  “That’s not selfish,” Cole said. “Recognizing that you can’t give her the life you want her to have isn’t selfish at all.”


  “Well, I’ll keep telling myself that. Maybe someday I’ll believe it.”


  She wasn’t meeting his eyes, and Cole glanced over at me, obviously hoping I could help. “We’ve put you on the spot enough,” I said. “Now it’s our turn. Is there anything you want to ask us?”


  Her cheeks began to turn red, but she looked directly at Cole. “Thomas says you have a lot of money.”


  The question made me nervous, as did most discussions of his money, but Cole answered matter-of-factly, “I do.”


  “He says you have homes all over the world.”


  “I have houses all over the world, but my home is here.”


  “Does that mean you’d raise her here?”


  Cole hesitated, as if he felt he were walking into a trap. She must have sensed his unease, because she said, “It’s not my intention to insert myself into her life. I’m just trying to get an idea of what her life would be like.”


  “Well, sweetie,” Cole said, “the truth is, I’m not sure we’ve thought that far ahead. I feel like that’s a terrible answer, but it’s the truth.”


  “Can I ask where your other houses are?”


  “Of course. I have one in Hawaii, one in the Hamptons, a condo in Vail, one in Paris, and….” He glanced sideways at me. “I just bought a small villa in the Tuscan valley.”


  “You what?” I asked, sitting forward. “When did you do that?”


  He smiled at me. “I know how much you loved it there. It was supposed to be an anniversary present.” He turned to Taylor. “And sugar, it’s not easy buying something like that without your accountant knowing about it, believe me!”


  “So,” Taylor said, “the truth is, you could end up living in any of those places?”


  Cole turned serious again, and I resigned myself to waiting until later to find out about the villa. “Honey, that’s a fair question, but I’m not sure how to answer.” He stopped for a minute, apparently lost in thought, and she waited. “I spent my school years bouncing all over the world, from California to New York to Paris and back, following my father wherever he went in between, sometimes switching schools three times a year. I’d no sooner get settled than we’d be off again to the next place.”


  I reached out to take his hand. Nearly three years together, and yet I still knew so little about his life. “Did you go to public schools?”


  “In California, yes. But private schools everywhere else.”


  “That sounds awful,” Taylor said.


  Cole sat up straight, squaring his shoulders and flipping his hair out of his face. He hated to have people feel sorry for him. “It wasn’t all bad. I got to see more of the world than most people see in their entire lifetime. I grew up speaking multiple languages. I learned a lot. At this point in my life, I wouldn’t change any of it.”


  “But at the time?” I asked.


  He sighed as if it pained him to do so. “At the time, yes, I hated it. When I was fourteen, I would have given anything to live like a regular American kid.”


  He still hadn’t fully answered Taylor’s question, but it was my father who prodded him. “So what would that mean for your child?”


  “I guess we’d try to find a balance. I’d want her to see the world, but at the same time, I would never do to her what my parents did to me. I expect we’d travel some while she was small, but stay put more often once she started school, and as she gets older, we’d see what she wanted to do.” He looked over at me and smiled. “Although I just said all of that without even once asking Jonny his opinion.”


  I shook my head at him, but I couldn’t help smiling at the same time. “The story of my life.” I wouldn’t have argued with him anyway. We’d be making our way in the dark, like most first-time parents, trying to do what was best for her.


  We fell into an awkward silence. Once again, it was my dad who moved things forward. “I’m getting tired,” he said, “and if I don’t miss my guess, Taylor’s exhausted too.”


  She smiled at him. “I opened the shop at 5:00 a.m. this morning. It’s been a long day.”


  “How about if I take you home? And on the way, you can ask me anything you’re afraid to ask them to their faces.”


  She was struggling to get the weight of her stomach forward enough to stand, so I took her elbow and helped her up, and then we showed them to the door. She stopped in the doorway and turned to smile at us. “We’ll talk again, okay?”


  Cole immediately had a card out of his pocket—one like he’d given me on our first date, with only his name and a number. “You call me anytime, honey. I mean it. If there’s anything you need at all, you let me know.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’m serious. If you have a midnight craving for sushi and pineapple, you call me, and I’ll have it delivered to your door within the hour.”


  “Stop,” I said to him, but he ignored me, and she smiled at us again before following my father down the drive.


  Cole closed the door behind them and turned to face me with huge, hopeful eyes.


  “That went well,” I said.


  “Oh, Jonathan.” And the very next moment, he was in my arms, standing on his toes to put his arms around my neck, his lips soft and warm against my ear. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”


  I smiled into his hair, breathing in the wonderfully familiar smell of strawberries. Sometimes it amazed me that I could love him as much as I did. Then again, how could I not? “Does this mean I’m forgiven?”


  “A hundred times over.”


  He was happy again. That was good enough for me.


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  EVEN tempered by caution, hope is a powerful thing. The next morning, Cole was nearly giddy, although he was trying to keep himself in check. He smiled and flirted with me and laughed at everything. I felt as if fate had finally given me back the man I’d married. Now, the flip side of the coin belonged to me. What would happen if we didn’t hear from Taylor? I feared the disappointment would crush him.


  As it turned out, I had no need to worry. Taylor called that very afternoon. I listened intently to Cole’s half of the conversation, wishing we had a landline so I could pick up the other handset and join in. Instead, I was left to piece it all together.


  “You’re welcome, honey. I’m glad it’s working out. Don’t be silly, there’s no reason to trade it for an older model. Tomorrow? Of course! We’ll be here. I’ll make chicken parmesan, how does that sound? See you then!”


  He hung up the phone and turned to face me, his eyes wide.


  Hope and fear.


  “She says she’d like to see us tomorrow.”


  “So I gathered.”


  “It seems like good news.”


  “It does, but don’t—”


  “Get my hopes up. I know.”


  “And don’t buy her any more cars.”


  We had dinner with her the next three nights, once with my father, twice just Cole and I, and each time, Cole’s hope grew, and so did my fear. I did my best to keep my pessimism to myself. Cole didn’t need it. He was in his element now, cooking for her, taking care of her, chatting nonstop and putting her at ease. He asked about her pregnancy and her well-being, but he never brought up the adoption. He was tactful and proper, in a way only he could be. He even showed her the empty room at the end of the hallway, although it felt like baring part of his soul.


  “It won’t be empty like this,” he said softly.


  She smiled at him. “I know.”


  I was pretty sure he’d won her over, but it wasn’t until the third evening that Taylor finally got down to business.


  “I feel like I should tell you how I’d like things to go, just to make sure there aren’t any misunderstandings.”


  We were seated in our family room. Cole’s casual attitude fell away instantly, and he sat up to give her his full attention. He was beyond nervous—terrified, even—and so excited he could hardly sit still, and yet none of it showed. It was clear to me, only because I knew him so well, but the face he presented to Taylor was perfectly composed. “Of course.”


  “Thomas says you’re amenable to an open adoption.”


  “Is that what you’d like?”


  “Maybe eventually, but not right away.”


  I wasn’t sure what she meant by that. I glanced at Cole to see if he understood, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was focused solely on Taylor. “I’m afraid you’ll have to elaborate a bit, sweetie.”


  She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I know it will sound awful—”


  “I doubt that. You can be honest with us. As you said, it’s important that there are no misunderstandings later.”


  She nodded. Her cheeks were red, and she still seemed unsure of herself, but she took a deep breath and said, “I don’t want to breastfeed her. I’ll pump milk for a little while at least, but I think it will be too hard for me to hold her like that. And I don’t want to see pictures of her or hear how she’s doing. Not in those first few days, at any rate. I know that sounds horrible, but I’m afraid I’ll be too emotional after the delivery.”


  Yes, that was the risk. Whether she chose us or some other family, there was the chance that in those first seventy-two hours, she’d change her mind. I was impressed that she’d thought things through so thoroughly. Not wanting to feed the baby seemed like it would work in our favor, but I also thought I’d be a jerk to say so. Cole must have been as dumbfounded as I was, because he didn’t answer either. She sat watching us, waiting for a response, obviously feeling very exposed, so I said, “That’s certainly your call.”


  She nodded, probably relieved that nobody was going to tell her it was the wrong decision. “Everything I’ve read talks about how powerful those first moments are. I’ve tried to be very logical about this decision, and I don’t want to let my emotions get the best of me. And so, I think the best thing is if you hold her first. I mean, not just first, but only you.”


  If you hold her first.


  That one sentence made my heart pound. It made me both thrilled and afraid. She was no longer speaking in generalities. These were specifics, and they were specifics involving us. I glanced over at Cole. I could tell he hadn’t missed the significance of her words. He sat forward, literally on the edge of his seat. His face betrayed nothing, but I noticed how his hands were clenched together in his lap so as not to betray him by shaking. “Are you sure?”


  She nodded. “I am. I’ve thought about it a lot. It’s not only for me. It’ll be better for her, too, don’t you think? Won’t it be better if the first face she sees is the one she’ll see for the rest of her life?”


  Cole sat motionless. It was as if he was afraid of scaring her away or shattering the moment, yet there was something fragile and frightening about his stillness. Something that betrayed the turmoil he was feeling inside.


  Hope and fear.


  I couldn’t stay still any longer. I reached out and took his hand. He didn’t answer Taylor’s question directly. Instead, he asked, “And what about after that?”


  “I don’t know, to be honest. In the event there’s some medical reason you need me, then of course I’m available, but assuming everything’s normal, I’d rather not hear from you.”


  Cole nodded. “All right.”


  “I think it will be best if I don’t have any contact with you until the three of you are settled, and then it will be more about me seeing that I made the right decision. Obviously I wouldn’t be able to get her back, but I don’t even think I’ll want to at that point, because I’ll be back to my life too. But I can imagine that at some point, I may want to know how she’s doing. So, I’d like to know that if and when I am ready, I’m allowed to call, and maybe even see her.”


  Cole nodded and gripped my hand tighter. “Anything,” he said.


  I suspected even Taylor could hear the strain in his voice now. She glanced at me.


  I nodded in agreement. “I don’t think we’d have any reason to argue with those terms.”


  “My friend Larissa is my birthing coach, so I don’t need help in the delivery room, but I’ll call you when I’m in labor so you can be there when she’s born.”


  I heard Cole’s indrawn breath. I could feel his tension. I could almost taste his apprehension and his overwhelming need to have her say the words at last. She’d spelled it out—we’d be there when the baby was born; we’d hold the baby first—and yet, it still didn’t seem final. It still felt as if we’d stumbled into some kind of twisted dress rehearsal that could end at any moment and we’d be back at square one. I said a quick, silent prayer that it wouldn’t happen. I was sure it would kill him to have it torn away from him now.


  Cole let go of me and put his palms together as if he was praying too. He touched his lips with his fingertips. “Taylor?” he said, almost a whisper.


  “I’ll call Thomas first thing in the morning and tell him so he can have the paperwork ready.”


  Cole’s breath hitched in his throat. He closed his eyes. He was hanging onto his self-control with every ounce of his strength. If we were alone, he would have been in my arms. He would most likely have been in tears, shaking and crying with the relief of pent-up fear and hope and helplessness, but with Taylor in the room, he was determined to keep himself together. He was struggling, though. His hands trembled. His breathing was shallow and shaky. He opened his eyes again and looked at me. “Jonny?” he whispered. He was asking me for help. He needed a minute alone—like the time my father had hugged him over stroganoff and Cole had run to the kitchen for butter we didn’t actually need. Just like he’d hidden from his mother at Christmas, and from me a hundred times over in the course of our relationship. He needed space and privacy to let the heat of his emotions boil over and simmer down.


  “Maybe Taylor’s thirsty?” I suggested quietly.


  His eyes started to fill with tears, and he nodded. “You’re right. I’m so silly—”


  “Do you want me to come?”


  “No. Stay. I’ll get her a bottle of mineral water—”


  He was already up and out of the room. Taylor watched him go, then turned to me in surprise. “Is something wrong?”


  “No. Absolutely nothing. He needs a minute, that’s all.” I wanted to go to him, but it made more sense for me to stay with Taylor. Besides, Cole and I would have plenty of time together later. “Thank you,” I said to Taylor. “You have no idea how happy you’ve made him. We’ll give her a wonderful life. I promise.”


  “I believe you will.” She rubbed the side of her stomach and smiled at me. “I feel silly about the first time we met. I can’t believe how wrong I was about you.”


  I laughed. “I’m glad you gave us a second chance.”


  “Me too.” She continued to rub her belly, digging the heel of her hand into her side and pushing as if to urge the baby into a new position.


  “Is it uncomfortable?”


  “Not always, but sometimes she settles in the worst spots.”


  We sat in silence for a moment. I wasn’t sure what else to say. It was just beginning to feel awkward when Cole came back. His few minutes in the kitchen had done wonders. His cheeks were red, but his eyes were clear and dry, and he had his Perfect Host mask back in place. He brushed his hand over my hair as he went past, thanking me silently for giving him an out. He’d even remembered the mineral water.


  “Here you go, sweetie.” He handed it to her, but instead of coming back to the couch, he sat down on the footstool in front of her. “If there’s anything you need, ever, you let me know. Anything at all.”


  “Cole,” I said quietly.


  He held his hand up in my direction. “I know, Jonny.” Then, to Taylor he said, “He’s worried I’ll buy you a yacht or something.” He smiled. “Would you like a yacht?”


  She laughed. “I wouldn’t have much use for one in Phoenix.”


  Cole flipped his hair out of his eyes and threw a disarming smile my way. “See, lovie? You have nothing to worry about.”


  “Silly me.”


  Still, I was concerned, not about what he might buy her, but about how much it would break his heart if the whole thing fell through. I believed that Taylor had every intent of letting us adopt her daughter, but nothing was certain until the paperwork was signed.


  Cole must have seen my worry in my eyes because he said, suddenly serious, “I know, Jonny.” He turned back to her. “I mean it, honey. Is there anything at all you need?”


  “Not like you mean, but I would like to spend a bit more time with you both before the delivery, if that’s okay. It would be good for her to hear your voices, unless—”


  “Of course! We’re always here. I cook dinner every night.”


  “I don’t want to intrude—”


  “Don’t be silly. You’re welcome any time.”


  She still had her hand on her side. Her smile turned shy. “She’s kicking. Do you want to feel it?” She didn’t wait for an answer. She took his hand and placed it on her belly. “Here. Give her a second.”


  It took longer than a second, but even from across the room, I knew when the baby moved. Cole jumped, and in the very next moment, he laughed with delight. It was the happiest, most genuine sound I’d heard in ages. “Oh my goodness, that’s amazing. Jonny, come here.”


  I wasn’t sure she wanted my hand on her stomach too, but I went to sit on the floor next to him. I put my hand next to his, and we all sat there, waiting for the baby to move again. I felt ridiculous until it happened. The baby moved. Taylor’s flesh seemed to roll under my palm. It startled me so much that I jerked my hand away. My heart skipped a beat. I laughed, exactly as Cole had done, and put it back again immediately, waiting for the next kick. It wasn’t as if I’d been oblivious of the child growing in her womb, but there was something so pure and so magical about feeling her move. Knowing she was in there, safe and warm, pushing back against the walls that held her, feeling our touch as we felt hers. She moved again, and I looked at Cole. He was watching me, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him so full of hope. His eyes were brimming with tears, but this time, he didn’t try to hide them.


  I put my free arm around him and pulled him close. I kissed the side of his head.


  “Jon,” he whispered. “We’re going to have a daughter.”


  


  


  HAVING Taylor at our house in the evenings became the norm. It wasn’t uncommon for me to find her and Cole seated in that same spot, Taylor in the easy chair and Cole on the ottoman with his hands on her belly, talking to her stomach. Half the time he was speaking French, but not always. “And when you’re sixteen,” I heard him say one day, “I’ll buy you a Corvette.”


  “Oh, good Lord!” I said. “Absolutely not.”


  He laughed and continued to talk to Taylor’s belly. “Daddy’s right. That wouldn’t be safe at all, would it?”


  Daddy. The word brought me up short. Was that going to be me?


  I still worried that he’d get his hopes up only to have them shattered, but his happiness was contagious. I loved seeing him bright and smiling again. The best part of all was the way the door to the empty room at the end of the hallway was suddenly open. The room still held every bit of his hope, but for now, the fear was on a back burner. He spent hours agonizing over which crib and dresser and changing table to buy. Then he began to decorate. First, he did the whole room in red and navy blue, because he’d read somewhere that babies learned to focus on primary colors first. No sooner was it done than he was dismantling it again.


  “It was like a political race gone wrong,” he said. “I have no idea what I was thinking.”


  Next, he did the entire nursery in light pink. Pink ruffles and pink ribbons and pink blankets. I thought it was cute, but he still wasn’t satisfied. “It’s rather constrictive, isn’t it? I mean, what if she wants to be a tomboy?”


  “I don’t think having a pink room before she’s even old enough to crawl will hurt anything.”


  He shook his head, unconvinced. “No. It feels wrong, Jonny. I won’t be the one who tells her baseball’s out and dolls are in.” The next day, all the pink went back to the store, and he began again. I stayed out of his way unless directed otherwise.


  I came in from a run one evening to find Taylor in the living room. Both Cole and my father were bent over her, feeling her belly. If it had been me, I would have told them to keep their hands to themselves, but Taylor didn’t seem to mind. The three of them were all smiles.


  “Come feel this, Jon,” my dad said. “This kiddo’s kicking up a storm.”


  “I don’t want to crowd Taylor.”


  “Are you kidding?” she laughed. “Look at me! I’m big as a house. There’s room for several more.”


  As silly as I felt, it was a wonderful moment, sitting there with my father and the man I loved, contemplating the life that squirmed and rolled in Taylor’s womb.


  It wasn’t until later that evening, after Taylor was gone, that my father asked, “What are you going to name her?”


  It was something Cole and I had discussed. We’d been waiting for an opportunity to discuss names with my father.


  “We haven’t decided for sure,” Cole said, “but I’d like to name her Carol. Or Elizabeth. Or both.”


  My father frowned a bit. I’d expected him to be happy, but he shook his head. “I don’t know, boys. Maybe you could name her after your mother.”


  “Certainly not,” Cole scoffed. “We could name her after Taylor.”


  “Carol Elizabeth Taylor?” I asked. “I don’t think so.”


  “Taylor’s middle name is Nicole,” my dad said.


  Cole and I both turned to him in surprise. “How do you know that?”


  He shrugged. “She told me, that night I took her home.”


  “Nicole,” I said, trying the name on my tongue. “It’s like Cole and Nicholas both. That way, she could be named after Cole and Taylor. Carol Elizabeth Nicole Fenton Davenport?”


  “Good Lord, she’ll have more names than I do. Absolutely not.”


  “So which ones do we get rid of?”


  “George,” Cole said, “would you rather us keep Carol or Elizabeth?”


  “Neither,” my dad said, suddenly serious. “I appreciate the thought, but I don’t think either is a good idea. I’m pleased that you’d want to honor them that way, but it feels like an awful lot of sad history to thrust onto a newborn baby.”


  I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I could see his point. My sister Elizabeth had died under my father’s watch, as had my mother. There was nothing he could have done about my mother’s cancer, but that didn’t make it any easier on him. It did feel like providing rather large shoes for a tiny baby to fill.


  “I’ll buy one of those baby name books,” Cole said, waving his hand dismissively in my direction. He turned to my father. “I finished the nursery today—”


  “Again,” I added.


  He rolled his eyes at me and finished as if I hadn’t interrupted. “Would you like to see it, George?”


  My father and I followed him down the hall. I’d seen it already, but I was curious what my father would say.


  There was still pink, although of a brighter shade than before, and it had become secondary. The dominant color was a soft green—Paris green, he’d told me that morning, although it looked like mint to me. There was a mobile over the crib, and a rocking chair by the window. He’d had me put shelves up on the wall opposite the crib, and they were packed edge to edge with stuffed animals. A hundred eyes watched us as my father surveyed the room.


  “Wow,” he said, gazing around them all. “Where’s the baby going to go?”


  “Is it too much?” Cole asked.


  “Don’t answer that,” I warned my dad. “He’s had this room redone three times already.”


  Cole put his hand on his hip and flipped his hair back so he could stare down at me, even though I was taller than him. It was a talent I’d come to envy. “I want it to be right.”


  “Did you get one of those electric wipe-warmers?” my dad asked.


  Cole’s confidence disappeared in the blink of an eye. “Do you think I should have?”


  “I was teasing.”


  “Well, I’m not. Do you think we need one?”


  I was about ready to tell him no, but my father laughed. Not a sound of mockery, but one of loving amusement. He stepped closer to Cole and faced him with a quiet earnestness I had rarely seen. “It’s not about what you can buy, Cole.”


  “But if I can give her everything, then why shouldn’t I?”


  “There’s no reason you shouldn’t. I’m just saying, this”—he gestured around the room—“isn’t what’s going to matter in the end. What’s going to matter is that you both love her. That you put her first, no matter what. You already adore her, and that’s more than a lot of kids get at all.”


  Cole bit his lip, as if debating how much to divulge. Finally, he said, “I’m terrified, George.”


  “Of what?”


  “What if I make a mistake?”


  “Oh, no ifs about it. You will.”


  “Dad!”


  “It’s the truth, Jon. He’ll make mistakes, and so will you. Every parent does, without fail.”


  I sighed in frustration. “That’s not exactly encouraging.”


  “It’s not meant to be, but it’s the truth. The trick is to learn as you go. And to minimize the damage.” He smiled at Cole. “If the worst thing you ever do to her is use a cold cloth to wipe her bottom, you can chalk it up as a win.”


  Cole wasn’t reassured. “I want to get this right.”


  My dad smiled. He put his hand on Cole’s shoulder. “Listen to me, son.” That word, in and of itself, spoke volumes. I wondered if I’d ever heard him address Cole as “son.” He leaned close to look into Cole’s eyes, to emphasize how serious he was. “You’re going to be a wonderful father. And I’m not saying that to make you feel better. I mean it.”


  Cole smiled at him hesitantly. “Even though I’m a fruitcake?”


  My dad laughed. “Are you kidding? Because you’re a fruitcake. She’s going to be loved and cared for and doted on. She’s going to have fun. She’s going to grow up with an open mind and a billion possibilities ahead of her. She’ll be strong and smart and unafraid. She’s going to know she has two fathers and a grandfather who will do anything for her. Do you have any idea how amazing that is?”


  Cole ducked his head and put his hand over his eyes. I suspected he wanted to hide, but there was no place to go. I started to go to him, but it was my dad who pulled him into a reassuring hug. “You’ll be fine, son. Don’t you worry. You don’t need to redo the nursery. You don’t need another goddamn toy. And you don’t need the wipe-warmer. You have everything you need right here.”


  I swallowed against a lump in my throat. I could have kissed my dad at that moment, but I didn’t want to interrupt. I didn’t want to take his attention away from Cole, because Cole needed it more. Still, as I watched them, I found myself debating the goofiness of a group hug.


  “Listen, Cole,” my father said, without letting go. “I’m glad this came up.”


  “What?” Cole asked. He pulled away enough to meet my father’s eyes, wiping his cheeks as he did. “The fact that I’ll screw up?”


  “No,” my dad said. “The fact that all parents screw up. Not just yours.”


  Cole went very still, his fingers frozen on his damp cheeks. My dad went on, unaffected. “Your mother has asked if you’ll allow her to come when the baby’s born.”


  Cole took a step backward, away from my father. He flipped his hair back, off of his face. “She’s asked who?”


  “She’s asked me to discuss it with you.”


  “And you’re telling me I should?”


  “No, but I’m asking you to consider it.”


  It surprised me that the request would come through my father. Why hadn’t she called Cole herself? “What, are you her advocate now? She won you over?”


  He barely glanced at me. He was focused on Cole. “This isn’t a contest, Jon. I had a lot of time to get to know her in Munich after you left and—”


  Cole backed up so fast that he ran into the dresser behind him, knocking a green-and-pink lamp with a hand-painted lampshade to the floor. The lightbulb shattered. He didn’t seem to notice. “Oh dear God, I can’t believe this is happening. I know I suggested it when we first met, but you had to know I was joking. I never thought it would actually happen! George, how could you?”


  I’d been surprised by my father’s sudden uptake of Grace’s cause, but Cole’s outburst surprised me more. “What?” I asked.


  Cole turned to me. “Isn’t it obvious?”


  “Cole,” my father said, interrupting before Cole could answer. His cheeks had turned bright red. “Don’t change the subject. This is about you and Grace.”


  I saw several emotions flash across Cole’s features. Anger first, and resentment, then doubt, and finally, wary curiosity. But last came hope, and with it, fear. Always, the two together.


  “I’ll think about it,” he said. “That’s the best I can do.”


  My father nodded. “It’s good enough.”


  


  


  “I HAVE no idea what came over my father,” I said to Cole that night as we got ready for bed.


  He was already undressed, and he laughed and sat down on the bed to look at me. “Isn’t it obvious, Jon? It’s the same thing that’s been ‘coming over’ men since the dawn of time.” He threw himself backward on the bed and sighed. “Straight men, at any rate.”


  I stopped with my shirt halfway off, considering his words. It actually took me a moment to piece it together. “Are you saying—”


  “We left them in that condo, like some kind of sweet German love shack in the middle of the cold Munich winter. I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised.”


  The idea of my father having sex was bad enough. The fact that it was with Grace? “Oh my God. Let’s not talk about it anymore. It’s too horrific to consider.”


  “If it were anybody but my mother, I’d be happy for him. I wonder who made the first move?”


  “I don’t know, and I don’t care. Let’s never speak of this abomination again.”


  “It’s funny when you think about it.”


  “‘Funny’ isn’t the word I’d use. More like, nauseating.”


  “Jonny, don’t be cruel. Are you telling me we’ll be done having sex in another twenty years?”


  “I hope not.”


  “Exactly.” He grinned at me. “Just think how horrified our daughter will be.”


  It was easier to laugh about it when he put it that way. Still, my father and Grace? The thought made me shudder.


  I finished undressing and lay down on the bed next to him. He moved over to rest his head on my shoulder. “What are you going to do?” I asked.


  “About us having sex?”


  “No, smartass. About your mother?”


  “I don’t know. What do you think I should do?”


  “I don’t know either.” I felt lost. I wanted to help him, but I had no idea what to suggest. I couldn’t imagine how it must feel to have to weigh one’s need for a mother against the ability to forgive them, or to balance being alone against being right.


  But I knew somebody who did.


  “Maybe you should call Angelo.”


  Cole pondered it for a moment. “He probably can sympathize more than most.”


  “Zach told me in Paris that Angelo’s mom had gotten back in touch with him.”


  Cole nodded. “You’re right. He avoids the subject, but….”


  “But I’m sure if you asked, he’d answer. Especially for you. Especially if he knows why you’re bringing it up.”


  “His situation is different—”


  “I know. And he probably doesn’t have the answer either, but it might be nice to talk to somebody who knows how this feels.”


  “You’re right.”


  “Wow,” I laughed. “Really? That doesn’t happen very often, does it?”


  “Just often enough, and far more often than I like to admit.”


  “So you’ll call him?”


  “Tomorrow.” He turned to kiss me. “But for now?”


  “Yes?”


  He slid his hand down my stomach to caress my groin. “Let’s do things that would horrify our parents.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  Date: January 28


  From: Cole


  To: Jared


  The baby is due in one week. I’m so nervous and excited, I can barely sit still for more than a minute at a time. Of course Thomas and Jonathan keep warning me not to get my hopes up. After all, Taylor has three days after the birth to change her mind. She’s a lovely girl, and I know she’s sincere about this adoption, but everything could change when she sees her daughter. I know Jonathan worries about that possibility constantly. He’s cautiously optimistic. Me, on the other hand? I can barely keep my feet on the ground. It’s good he’s here to keep me grounded.


  I told you about George’s request that I try once again to reconcile with my mother. He swears that she’s sincere in her desire to mend our relationship. I was hesitant at first, but then I talked to Angelo. That conversation changed everything.


  For Angelo’s part, he pointed out to me that agreeing to spend time with her doesn’t mean the past is magically forgiven. It just means I’m willing to consider the future. But what really changed my mind was simply listening to what he’s been through. I’ve often felt my mother abandoned me, but hearing his story, I realized I’ve been kidding myself for years. Real abandonment is something far more painful. It’s true my mother has never been perfect, but as George pointed out to me, no parent is. As difficult as things have been between my mother and me, at least I always knew where she was. I was fifteen when my father died—not quite an adult, but not so far off either—and I already knew more of the world than most people learn in a lifetime. I had a house (several, in fact), and the means to care for myself, and most importantly, I still had adults around who watched over me. I scoffed at it for years. After all, they were only housekeepers and accountants and nannies. They were being paid to care. And sure, my mother took me in after he died, but I was angry and childishly determined to be misunderstood. Meanwhile, Angelo was being shipped from one foster home to another with nobody to watch after him at all. I wish I could go back in time and slap myself for being so self-centered. I suddenly feel the need to contact every nanny I ever had and thank them.


  Maybe someday I will.


  As for my mother?


  Well, sweets, that brings me back to Angelo again. He’s been reading a lot, and he mentioned this quote by Mark Twain:


  Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do.


  Those words made me consider the future. I imagined what it would be like to be eighty or ninety years old (still more than twenty years away, thank goodness). Grace and George will both be gone. When I look back on my life, am I likely to say, “Boy, I sure regret trying to get to know my mother after my daughter was born”? Probably not. But, “I wish I’d made peace with my mother when I had the chance”?


  That’s something I don’t want to take to my grave.


  


  


  IN EARLY February, Cole and I celebrated our one-year anniversary. Grace was due in the next day. We of course no longer had a spare bedroom, so I assumed she was staying in a hotel. It was with no small amount of derision that I learned she was staying with my father.


  “Jesus, Dad! You barely know her!” I snapped.


  “I know her well enough.”


  “What, after one week of screwing like kids in Munich?”


  “It wasn’t like that.” He winced. “Not completely.”


  “Do you love her?”


  “Not the way I loved your mother, if that’s what you want to know.”


  “So, what? It’s just sex?” Funny to be having this conversation. I remembered clearly having him ask the same questions about Cole.


  My father sighed in exasperation and rubbed his forehead. “Not that it’s any of your business, Jon, but I like to have help with the crosswords, okay?”


  I decided to drop the subject. I couldn’t help wondering if the crossword thing was some kind of euphemism, but I decided I’d rather not know the details. Besides, it was probably much as mine and Cole’s relationship had been when the conversation had been reversed. Not love. Not merely sex. Something in between.


  It usually is, my father had said at the time, and he was right.


  Grace’s flight didn’t get in until 7:00 p.m., which made the day feel longer than ever. I was impressed at how calm Cole was about the whole thing. Partly, his conversation with Angelo had helped him reframe his expectations of his mother, but what really helped was simply hope. Hope for the future. Hope of being a father. Hope encapsulated in the bright, sunny room at the end of the hallway. The door was open. We were ready for a new life to begin.


  It gave him all the strength he needed.


  My first thought when I saw Grace again was how different she looked. She’d traded her upscale pantsuits for jeans. Her sweater was undoubtedly still expensive and a bit overstated, but it was casual. She also had her hair down. Her resemblance to Cole was unnerving.


  Cole dodged her hug much as he’d done in Munich and kissed her cheek instead. “Come in,” he said. “Sit down. I’ve opened some wine. Are you hungry? You must be after that flight. They never feed you anymore if it’s not an international flight, and I’m sure those pretzels didn’t do you any good. I have some olives and cheese, or if you’re really hungry, I could make you a sandwich—”


  “Cole,” my father said, sounding both amused and exasperated. “For heaven sake, son, sit down. The first thing we’re going to do is have a little talk.”


  “But it will only take me a minute.”


  He disappeared into the kitchen, and my father sighed and sank into a chair. Grace smiled at him shakily. “Wine might help, actually.”


  Cole came back out with the glasses in one hand and an open bottle in the other. I noticed that he took as long as he possibly could to hand them out and fill them up. Then, despite my father’s protests, he went back for the cheese and olives. I suspected even Grace could tell that he was stalling on whatever “little talk” my father had planned. But finally, he had no more excuses. The food sat on the coffee table between us, although nobody moved to touch it. Cole sat down and laced his fingers together around his knee, watching them expectantly.


  My father looked at Grace. They’d obviously planned this out, and the next line in the script was hers, but she was hesitant to actually say it. She fidgeted with the ring on her finger until my father stuck his foot out and nudged her ankle.


  She sighed and met Cole’s eyes. She took a deep breath, as if preparing for a dive, and said, “I remember the bread pudding.”


  Cole blinked at her, although his face was otherwise unreadable. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Grace hung her head. It was my father who spoke. “Yes, you do.”


  Cole turned to him in surprise. “Excuse me?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Dad—”


  “Shut up, Jon.” He kept his eyes on Cole. “Stop lying, son, and stop pretending. I know you’re doing it to protect yourself, but the time for that is past. We’re trying to make some progress here, and we start by being honest.”


  Now it was Cole’s turn to hang his head. My father turned to Grace.


  “Start again.”


  She took a deep breath. She wiped her eyes and looked up at Cole. Her chin quivered, but she pushed forward. “It was the midmountain lodge in Vail. We’d tell your father we’d skied the whole day, but really, we’d sit in the lodge and drink hot chocolate and have the bread pudding until we were practically sick to our stomachs. He was always starving after a day on the slopes, and he couldn’t ever figure out why we weren’t hungry.”


  Cole kept his gaze on his lap. “It was a long time ago.” His voice was almost a whisper.


  She nodded. “I know. But it was a happy time. Remember how it would be so warm inside, and we’d be so cold, and at first it felt like our cheeks were being sunburned?”


  He nodded stiffly. “I remember.”


  “And sometimes they’d have it without raisins, but if they didn’t, you’d pick out every single one and leave them on the plate.”


  He made a soft sound—something that might have been a hiccup, but it might have been a laugh. “I don’t know why anybody puts raisins in pastries. It’s completely dreadful.”


  Now it was Grace’s turn to laugh. “I couldn’t agree more.”


  “They don’t serve bread pudding there anymore. They haven’t for years. Everything they serve now is premade. Nothing from scratch. Even the hot chocolate is instant.” Cole finally met her gaze. “Jon was right. I made it for you. I thought you would be pleased.”


  She nodded and her eyes filled with tears again. “I know. I should have been. I’d give anything to be able to go back and live that moment again.”


  “It doesn’t matter. It was only soggy bread.”


  She laughed, then put her fingers over her lips as if she hadn’t meant for it to happen. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m sorry I didn’t say that when you served it to me.”


  “Give him the other thing,” my father said quietly.


  She glanced over at him, and I had a feeling she wished he hadn’t said anything. “He’ll think it’s silly.”


  “I doubt that.”


  She didn’t seem to share his confidence, but she pulled her bag onto her knees and began to dig through it. It was bigger than a purse. It had probably been her carry-on. “They still make these,” she said as she searched. “This is a newer edition, but the cover‘s the same.” She pulled a small red book from the bag and held it out to Cole.


  In my years with Cole, I’d seen him hurt and surprised and vulnerable and even, on rare occasions, speechless. But I’d never seen him all four at once, the way he was as he stared at that book. He didn’t move to take it from her.


  I tried to see what was so remarkable about it. It wasn’t a large book, maybe five inches by seven, with a red cover. I could see just enough of the spine to make out the word “Rome.”


  “Is everything okay?” I asked him.


  He didn’t move except to swallow hard, as if it pained him. “I have to go,” he said. “Jonny, maybe I’ll go open some more wine or something—”


  He started to stand, but my father said, “Sit down.” It wasn’t a request. It was a command. It annoyed me that he’d be so rude to my husband, but Cole only sank wordlessly back into his seat.


  The entire thing was making me crazy. I had no idea what was going on, but this certainly wasn’t the time to ask for explanations.


  Slowly, Cole reached out. He took the book from her hand.


  He stared down at it for the longest time, shrinking in on himself as he did. He didn’t open it, but he held it as if it were some kind of talisman, clutched in both hands. “I had no idea….” But his voice failed, and he stopped to put his hand over his eyes. I moved closer. I put my hand on his back. He took a deep breath, as if drawing strength from my touch. He finally looked up at her. There were tears on his cheeks to match the ones on hers.


  “You had no idea of what?” she asked.


  “That you’d even noticed.”


  Her chin trembled again. She put her fingertips over her lips and closed her eyes. Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks, but she didn’t seem able to speak. She nodded.


  “We were supposed to be in Rome for three more days, and I begged him to leave early.”


  “I know.”


  “So we could see you.”


  “I know.”


  “And you….” His voice failed again, but it didn’t matter. Whatever he was trying to say, Grace didn’t need to hear the words.


  She nodded. “I know, honey. And I’m sorry. There are a lot of things I could apologize for over the years, but that’s the one I regret the most. I thought you should know, if nothing else, that I realize how much I hurt you that day. And I’m so, so sorry.”


  He put his hand over his eyes again. I wanted to pull him into my arms, but I wasn’t the one he needed. Grace came out of her seat and across the room. She got down on her knees.


  This time, Cole didn’t duck away from her hug. He didn’t return it, but he let her put her arms around him. They sat there together, rocking a bit, their shoulders shaking, both of them completely silent as they cried.


  I looked over at my dad, wishing somebody would tell me what the hell was happening. My dad smiled at me, not smug, but relieved. He held up his wine glass. “I don’t know about you, but I sure could use something stronger than this.”


  I laughed, and so did Cole. He disentangled himself from his mom’s arms, not pushing her away, but smiling as he wiped his cheeks. “I have a bottle of scotch that cost more than some cars.”


  “That’ll do.”


  Cole set the book aside and went into the kitchen, but he was back seconds later, and without any scotch. Instead, he had his phone in his hand, and his face was bright with excitement.


  “Taylor’s in labor!”


  


  


  COLE and I scrambled to get out the door. To my surprise, Grace and my father didn’t come with us. “Call me when things get serious,” my dad said to me.


  “She’s at the hospital now. Isn’t that serious enough?”


  My dad smiled indulgently and patted me on the shoulder. “You’re in for a long night, son.”


  He was right, as he so often was. I couldn’t even manage to be annoyed about it anymore.


  When we arrived at the hospital, Taylor’s contractions were still about seven minutes apart. We sat in the waiting room for a while, asking the nurse for updates every time we saw her. Finally, she smiled at us with the same quiet amusement my father had shown. “Why don’t you go in and see her for yourself. She said to tell you it’s fine.”


  “But she’s in labor!” I blurted out.


  The nurse laughed. “It’s not like the movies.”


  Sure enough, we found Taylor lying in bed watching TV between contractions. She was wearing a hospital gown, and the blankets covered all the necessary parts. She was hooked up to an array of monitors.


  “How are you doing?” Cole asked her immediately. “Do you need anything?”


  “Besides to get this show on the road?” She laughed. “No. But Larissa came straight from work, and she could use some dinner.” That explained why the young woman had a nametag pinned to her shirt and a red apron around her hips.


  “I’ll get it right now,” Cole said to her. “Just tell me what you want. A sandwich? A hamburger? I can go down the street for sushi, if you want.”


  Larissa glanced at Taylor as if to say, you weren’t kidding about this guy. What she actually said was, “If you can stay with her for a bit, I’ll run down to the cafeteria.”


  “But won’t she need you?”


  Taylor took Cole’s hand. “The doctors say it’ll be another couple of hours, at least.”


  Another contraction hit as Larissa left the room, and we waited for it to pass. “They’re not too bad yet,” Taylor said when it was over, “but I’m beginning to think this natural labor thing isn’t for me. An epidural suddenly seems like the greatest thing ever invented.”


  “Honey, you do what you need to do. I’d be screaming for drugs by now, I guarantee it.”


  “Can you hand me the remote?”


  “Of course, sweetie. What else do you need? They have ice chips, Lord knows why. I’ve never really understood what good they do. Maybe some Jell-O?”


  “I’m fine. Really.”


  Not like Cole would listen. He fussed over her for the next twenty minutes, until Larissa returned. I figured we’d leave then, but Taylor didn’t let go of Cole’s hand. “You may as well stay,” she said. “The nurses know this baby is yours, not mine. I’ve talked to them, and they know what to do.”


  He smiled and squeezed her hand. “I appreciate that, but it doesn’t mean you want us here for….” He gestured toward the swell of her stomach, underneath the blankets.


  Taylor laughed. “Any sense of modesty I ever had has long since disappeared.”


  “All right, honey, but if you want us gone at any point, you say the word. You won’t hurt anybody’s feelings.”


  We settled in, Cole and Larissa on opposite sides of the bed, me on the bench on the side of the room. Taylor was watching Halloween. I thought it was an odd choice for a delivery in February, but it was her party. I doubted she was seeing much of it anyway. It mostly seemed to be a way to distract her from her contractions. The doctor only appeared occasionally, and for a minute or two at a time, which infuriated Cole.


  “Where does she think she’s going?” he asked, the third time it happened. “You should be her primary concern!”


  “There are four other women in labor right now.”


  “And you’re sharing one doctor? Oh honey, I wish I’d known!” He turned to me. “How much would it cost to have another doctor come in?”


  “How would I know? Is that even allowed?”


  “We’ll find out.”


  Taylor reached out to grab his hand before he could leave the room. “Please don’t! I’d be so embarrassed!”


  “But Taylor—”


  “It’s fine. The nurses know what they’re doing, and they’re taking good care of me.”


  Cole wasn’t convinced, but he agreed to let her do things her way. For once, I agreed with Cole. I thought the doctor should pay more attention, but as I watched, I realized Taylor was right. The nurses were on top of it. They knew exactly what was going on.


  For myself, I was surprised at how slowly things were progressing. There was no sense of alarm or urgency. Just Taylor, watching bad slasher horror as her contractions grew marginally more frequent and more painful. She became more agitated, and even I could see that the pains were becoming intense. The rest periods in between seemed to help her less and less. Two hours after our arrival, she was exhausted.


  “How long does this usually take?” I asked one of the nurses when the opportunity arose. We were on the side of the room, out of the earshot of Taylor and Cole.


  “For a first birth? There’s no telling. It could be hours.”


  “When should I call my dad?”


  “When she starts to push.”


  “When will that be?”


  “When she’s fully dilated.”


  “But—” I suddenly felt ridiculous. I was a grown man. How could I know so little about something as common as childbirth?


  The nurse gave me that same smile—amused and indulgent. She patted my arm. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be just fine.”


  I sat back down and resigned myself to being ignorant.


  It was a long night. Halloween ended, and some poorly made sequel began. Taylor’s contractions grew stronger and closer together. The nurses came in frequently to check her dilation.


  “Well,” one of them finally said, around one in the morning, “you’re finally at ten! It’s about time, girl!”


  Ten was apparently the magic number. The activity in the birthing room grew more animated. Not frantic, though. They’d done this too many times to be concerned. They dismantled the foot portion of Taylor’s bed and got her set up the way I’d expected her to be all along, with her legs in stirrups. I stayed off to the side, closer to her head than her elevated feet. I was anxious and extremely aware of her nudity and her vulnerability.


  I was also doing my best to stay the hell out of the way.


  The doctor came in without ceremony. She perched on a stool between Taylor’s legs.


  “Okay, Taylor. This is where the real work begins. Are you ready?”


  In truth, Taylor looked like she was near tears. “No,” she whimpered.


  The doctor smiled as if she’d heard her wrong. She patted her knee. “Good. Next contraction, I want you to bear down and push as hard as you can, just like you practiced in childbirth class.”


  Oh shit! This was what I’d been waiting for—the pushing. I fumbled for my phone, positive that I’d waited too long and my dad was going to miss it.


  “Hello?” His voice was heavy and thick with sleep. I’d obviously woken him. Not surprising given the time.


  “She’s pushing. I think it will be soon?”


  “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


  I hung up the phone. Taylor had just finished her first push.


  No baby.


  I sighed. I would have felt like an ass if I’d missed the birth because I was on the phone.


  A minute later, she was pushing again. I waited, literally holding my breath while she strained to deliver the child.


  No baby.


  Okay, I thought. Everybody’s calm. Nobody seems to be panicking. I kept my mouth shut and waited for the next contraction. Taylor pushed again. And then again. And then again.


  Still, no baby.


  I began to worry. In the movies, it generally only took three or four pushes, right? Something had to be wrong. Maybe the doctor was only playing it cool for Taylor’s sake.


  More pushing. My anxiety at expecting the baby to appear any moment began to be replaced by sympathy for Taylor. The reality of childbirth was far longer and far more exhausting than it appeared on TV. She was sweating, her normally neat hair damp and frizzy. Her lips were dry and bloodless, her eyes bloodshot. “I can’t,” she panted between contractions. “I can’t.”


  The doctor and the nurses weren’t fazed by it one bit. They kept smiling and patting her hands and her knees. “You can. Not much longer now.”


  Not much longer now.


  They said that over and over again. Not much longer now. As the pushing went on and the minutes ticked by, I began to realize the words meant something different to them than they did to us. What they really meant was, “You’ve got a long way to go, but we don’t want to discourage you.”


  A nurse informed me that my father had arrived, and I followed her into the hallway to see him. I hugged him hard, suddenly feeling like a kid. I’d never been so glad to see him in my life. I wished I had a way to borrow his strength. Grace stood a bit to the side, looking scared but hopeful.


  “This has to be the longest night I’ve ever lived through,” I said to my dad, still holding him tight.


  “It feels like an eternity right now, but it’ll be over before you know it.”


  “I wish mom was here so I could tell her how sorry I am for putting her through this.”


  He laughed. “You were worth it, son. And she will be too.”


  The door behind me opened, and a nurse said, “Dad! You better get in here!”


  It took me a second to realize she was talking to me.


  Back inside the birthing room, it was immediately apparent something had changed. Before, the nurses had been quietly encouraging and consistently gentle. Now, they seemed more excited. Not anxious or worried. More like cheerleaders turned up to eleven.


  “This is it,” one of them said. “You’re almost there!”


  “You’ve been saying that for an hour now!” Taylor cried.


  The nurse laughed. “I know, sweetie, but this time I mean it. One or two more pushes is all that’s left. I promise.”


  The nurse who’d called me into the room grabbed my arm. “Come up here, Dad. You need to be ready.”


  “I’m not the father,” I said stupidly.


  “You’re the one cutting the cord, right? Here. Hold her leg. Right there. Just like that.”


  It was all too soon and too fast. I had a view of Taylor I’d never expected to see, and I hoped to never see again. On her other side, Cole was holding her hand, but his eyes were on me.


  “See that?” the doctor asked, pointing to a circle of hairy, pink flesh in the midst of a whole fucking lot of hairy, pink flesh. “That’s the top of the baby’s head.”


  I hadn’t wanted to see poor Taylor with her legs spread so wide, but suddenly the view went from obscene to magical. “Oh my God,” I breathed, overwhelmed. “Taylor, the baby really is right there. We can see her.”


  Cole squeezed her hand. “You can do it.”


  She started to tense, and I knew another contraction was coming.


  “Make it count, girl!” the nurse said.


  Taylor screamed. Larissa pushed her forward through the contraction, helping her bear down. “That’s it, that’s it, that’s it!” the doctor cried. “Push push push push push!”


  And suddenly, the baby’s head came free. Her face was red and contorted into a grimace that would have been comical at any other time.


  “Oh my goodness!” Cole said, peeking around Taylor’s knee to look at the baby. “She looks mad, doesn’t she?”


  “Stop!” the doctor cried, with only the head out. “Stop right there honey. Take a break. We need to get her airway clear before she takes her first breath.” The nurses suctioned the baby’s nose and throat with practiced efficiency. “We’re all set now, Taylor. Next contraction, she’ll be free. Are you ready?”


  “She’s ready,” Cole and Larissa said together.


  “Push!” the doctor said again. Taylor bore down, too tired now to scream, and in the next instant, the baby was free, pink and wet in the doctor’s hands. Her first cry was a pathetic, angry warble, but it quickly grew to a shriek. The nurses wrapped her in a blanket, and one reached up to put the baby on Taylor’s stomach. She realized her error partway there. She shifted direction and handed the baby to Cole. The baby was halfway wrapped in a blanket but still slimy and covered with stuff I didn’t even want to try to identify. My first thought was you’re going to get your shirt dirty! but Cole obviously could not have cared less.


  The way he gazed at her took my breath away.


  The doctor shoved a strange bent pair of scissors into my hand and directed me toward the cord. I tried to follow through, but I was shaking so hard, I couldn’t squeeze them shut. I had to use both hands. After that, Cole and I were gently pushed out the door and into another room.


  “We’ll go someplace else to weigh her and check her Apgars,” the nurse told us. “Normally we do it right there in the room with mom, but adoptions are always special cases.”


  The other nurse smiled as she took the baby from Cole and began to unwrap her again. “You can bring Grandma and Grandpa in now. And you might want to take some pictures.”


  Those sounded like good ideas, yet I couldn’t do anything but watch as they weighed her and checked her over and cleaned her off. She was pink and wrinkled, with a cap of dark hair on her head. She screamed and the nurses cooed and laughed.


  “All ten fingers, all ten toes, and a good set of lungs too. Just the way we like them.”


  They bundled her into a blanket and handed her back to Cole. He immediately began unwrapping her again, until one of her hands popped out, an angry little fist waving in the air. He held it in his hand, as if inspecting the tiny nailbeds. “Look how long her fingers are,” he said to nobody in particular.


  I’d never seen him happier. I’d never seen him so perfectly at ease and at peace, as if his entire life had been nothing but a precursor to this moment. As if every thing he’d ever said or done had been leading him here. This baby was suddenly his everything.


  And my everything too.


  My knees gave out, and I fell heavily into the chair behind me. For months now, I’d concentrated only on getting us to this point, on supporting Cole and trying to keep him sane through it all. I’d thought only vaguely of what it meant to be a parent. Yes, we’d feed her and keep her warm and comfortable and safe.


  Safe?


  The absurdity of it nearly made me laugh out loud. I stared at her, screaming and flailing in Cole’s arms. He beamed at her, bouncing a bit on his toes, making soft cooing sounds to her. She was tiny and completely helpless. How could we possibly keep her safe?


  Blind terror made my head spin and my chest tight.


  No. Not tight.


  Empty.


  It was as if somebody had reached into my body and scooped out my heart, and now it lay in Cole’s arms in the form of a very loud, very red-faced baby. I thought of taking her home, and I began to panic. Nothing had prepared me for this. Nothing had prepared me for how impossible it was to take something so fragile and innocent into my care. The entire world seemed like a threat. Every piece of hard candy, every electrical outlet, every drapery cord. Every car and bookcase and swimming pool.


  And that was only the beginning.


  Later she’d have to go to school. To learn to ride a bike. To learn how cruel other kids could be. She’d get hurt, and Cole and I would feel it just as keenly as she. Every scraped knee, every broken bone, every broken heart, we’d be there, suffering with her, wishing we could protect her, but knowing we couldn’t. How did any parent survive?


  There was no going back, either. There was no way to reclaim my heart. No way to take it and make it as small and unknowing as it had been before. No way to put it securely back in my chest.


  Her cries died down, and Cole looked over at me.


  “Do you want to hold her now?”


  I couldn’t answer. I needed to hold her. I knew that. But that implied a level of commitment I wasn’t ready for yet. That would be the final step toward losing my heart and myself forever.


  My dad appeared out of nowhere and put his hand on my shoulder. He smiled at me, his eyes warm and a bit amused, but sympathetic as well.


  “Scary, isn’t it?” he asked.


  I could only laugh at the inadequacy of the word. “Scary? More like terrifying.” Even that word wasn’t strong enough. Cole was still smiling at her. She held one of his fingers in her tiny fist. I turned to my dad again. “Does this panic ever go away?”


  He shook his head. “Never. Not even now, Jon. It’s still there.” He pointed at the gray hairs on his head. “Where do you think these came from?”


  “I’m serious, Dad.”


  “So am I.” He patted my shoulder. “All I can say is, you get used to it.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me from my seat. “Come on, son. It’s time for you to hold your daughter.”


  My daughter.


  If Cole shared any of my anxiety, it didn’t show. He looked at peace as he laid her in my arms. She was asleep now, her tiny mouth making little sucking movements. She sighed, and some of the terror fell away. I began to smile.


  “She’s perfect,” I said, and I was surprised to find I was crying.


  “She is,” Cole agreed. He kissed her forehead.


  “She still needs a name,” my dad said.


  “Well,” Cole said, glancing from my father to me and back. “I guess we’ve ruled out Carol? And Elizabeth? How about—”


  But I didn’t even have to think about it. I knew her name. It had been there all along, simultaneously simple and profound, guiding us to this place. “Hope,” I said. “Her name is Hope.”


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  MANY times in the preceding months, I’d wondered how it would feel to stand outside the nursery window and see our child on the other side. I was surprised to learn that the idea of lining babies up on little carts on the other side of the glass was a thing of the past.


  “Normally the baby would stay with the mother,” the nurse told us, “but Taylor didn’t want that, so we’ve made other arrangements.”


  We were given a room on the maternity ward, just as if we’d delivered the baby ourselves. We were encouraged to hold her as much as possible—not that any of us needed much persuading on that count.


  Thirty-six hours later Taylor and Hope were released from the hospital. Technically, Hope had to be discharged into her mother’s care, but there was no law that said Taylor couldn’t give the baby directly to a babysitter, which was exactly what she did. It was unusual, certainly, and it felt a bit like stealing cookies from the jar when no one was looking, but Taylor didn’t hesitate to hand our baby over. And so Hope Nicole Fenton came home earlier than we expected.


  Cole was quietly, blissfully happy. He spent hours holding her and rocking her and taking a ridiculous number of pictures. Thomas warned us not to take anything for granted. After all, Taylor had another thirty-six hours to change her mind, but his well-intentioned warnings proved unnecessary. Exactly seventy-three hours after her birth, Taylor made it official.


  We were parents.


  There is no hope unmingled with fear, and no fear unmingled with hope. The words are as true now as they were then, but my father was right about this, as he is about so many things.


  You get used to it.


  


  


  Date: February 14


  From: Cole


  To: Jared


  Happy Valentine’s Day, sweets. I hope you and that big adorably grumpy cop have something sexy planned.


  Everything here is going well. Hope is perfect and beautiful, and I’m certainly the proudest father in the world, although Jon’s giving me a run for my money. I know I’ve been bombarding you with pictures, and I apologize, but what do you expect? You are, after all, her godfather. Of course I’m not Catholic, so I have no idea what that means, but it’s a title you should wear with pride. I’m not getting much sleep, but I don’t mind. Not yet, at any rate. Hope seems to sleep all day and be awake all night. I suppose at some point I’ll begin to feel exasperated as all parents do, but for now, I can only be thankful.


  My mother is still staying with George, and I can’t help but wonder if it will become permanent. She adores Hope as much as the rest of us. I think she’ll be a far better grandmother than she was a mother. I’d like to say something snide about that, but the truth is, I’m glad to have our family grow a bit. From three to five in the span of a year.


  It feels good.


  As for she and I, our relationship is improving. We still have our bad moments, and I suspect we always will, but we’ve had some really good moments too. We’re learning to think before we speak. Seems silly that it took us this long to figure that out, but I suppose that’s life.


  Speaking of mothers, we heard from Taylor the other day too. It was sooner than we expected, but she’s doing well. She’s happy. She says she knows she made the right decision. I was glad to hear it.


  Hope will be awake soon, so I don’t have much time. The truth is, there’s not much to say. I could go on and on about how beautiful and amazing my daughter is, but I’m sure I’d bore you to tears. I want you to know though, sweets, you’re always on my mind. I miss you terribly. Something about Hope and this whole mess with my mother makes me realize that I need to be honest about these things. It’s silly to not tell somebody when you love them, and so I’m telling you now: You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, Jared. I love you to pieces, honey, and I always will.


  All right, I’ll stop now. I can feel you squirming from here.


  We’ll be up there in the spring to introduce you to your godchild and to make Angelo good on his babysitting promise. In the meantime, give him and Zach my love, and call Matt “buttercup” for me, just once.


  Baby’s crying. Gotta run.


  See you in May.


  Love,


  Cole
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