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    MIRACLE


    There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.


    Anonymous


    
			


    
			


    


  




  

    Before Forever


    If he hadn’t glanced back, we wouldn’t be a family.


    Monday, August 28, 2000


    7:45pm


    Danny was late.


    He was supposed to leave work early, go to his apartment in Morningside Heights, pick up his accumulated mail, and then come to my place so we could go for dinner.


    My stomach growled. Loud. Angry.


    Danny missed exits and turns all the time. A dyslexic compass, he confused right for left and left for right and could walk a block or two in the wrong direction before snapping to and correcting course. It wouldn’t be surprising if he were walking and whistling television theme songs—another of his unconscious reflexes. For sure a mash-up of his favorites: The Andy Griffith Show, Bewitched, and Dallas. That’s my boyfriend: Opie, Samantha, and JR all rolled into one.


    
			


    7:50pm


    My roommate Joe laughed while watching a videotaped rerun of Strangers With Candy. I could’ve joined him in the living room like I had many times before, but I paced and waited instead. 


    Impatient. 


    The opposite of Danny. He had more patience than anyone I knew. If only I could absorb some of his.


    From my bedroom window, nothing but noise. A bus screeched into the stop below and exhaled a hiss of fumes. The exhaust seeped into the room and up my nose. Taxis honked. A train roared underground, and the floor shook. It did that every other minute.


    With a firehouse a few blocks north, St. Vincent’s hospital a few blocks south, a bus stop below, and a major subway station underground, the cacophony never let up. Even though I had lived on the corner of 7th Avenue and 14th Street for six years, I was still not used to the overstimulation.


    7:55pm


    I wasn’t really worried about him. Danny always showed up. Eventually.


    I often joked that his chronic mental lapses were a result of his Southern upbringing. To that, he’d remind me, “Texas is not the South,” with a pleasant, bless-your-heart tone that implied I was a silly, misinformed Yankee.


    “Well, it is south of here,” I’d say.


    “Funny,” he’d say, “I always seem to get where I need to be.”


    He was right about that. Although he rarely took the most direct route, Danny always managed to arrive at his destination. In fact, for all I knew, he was already there.


    But there wasn’t my apartment.


    Then my phone rang.


    
			


  




  

    Beyond the Turnstile


    I picked up after one ring.


    “I found a baby!” Danny shouted.


    “What?” I asked, thinking I’d misheard.


    “I found a baby!”


    “Where are you?”


    “I called 911, but no one’s coming. I don’t think they believed me, and I used my last quarter to call you. Can you call 911 and—”


    “Wait. What? Where are you?” I asked.


    “15th Street and 8th Avenue.”


    “I’m coming down.”


    I had never heard Danny sound so frantic. By nature, he’s remarkably calm and centered. His pulse, quiet and steady. But that night, I could feel his heart pounding through the phone.


    “Danny found a baby.” I ran into the living room.


    “What?” Joe asked.


    “Danny found a baby. You wanna come?”


    “No,” he said, pointing to the television. “I’m good.”


    
			


    The door slammed behind me. As I sprinted down the stairs and across Fifteenth Street, I felt a force propelling me across traffic, around pedestrians, dogs, and garbage piles.


    I found a baby.


    Danny’s panicked words echoed in my head.


    Then all I heard were my huffs.


    A police car’s lights flashed in the distance outside the A/C/E subway exit. Looking pale, shocked, and confused, Danny stood alone at the top of the steps.


    “Where’s the baby?” I asked, out of breath. Danny answered with a tilt of his head. Just then, the baby, wrapped in a black sweatshirt and cradled in a policeman’s arms, ascended from below.


    A chill pulsed up my spine. The policeman and the bundled baby stopped directly in front of us. I could only see a tiny area of the baby’s head. The flashing hues of red and blue wiped across our faces, disorienting and bending reality. I strained my neck to get a better look. The baby yawned. I wanted to stroke his forehead or caress his plump brown cheeks, an impulse to touch and help soothe this little miracle stretching his jaw in front of us. I resisted the urge.


    But I wondered if Danny had touched him. And then more questions flooded my mind. Where exactly did he find him? On the platform? In a trash can? How did he find him? But with my heart in my throat, the words didn’t come. Danny reached out and took my hand in his. Our fingers meshed and tangled as one.


    More cops and a slew of detectives in tweed jackets seemed to materialize out of thin air, arriving from all directions. The scene looked like just another Law & Order shoot that regularly took place in our neighborhood.


    “Stay put,” a detective told Danny. We waited and stared at the baby. The authorities scoured the area for evidence. Unimpressed by the commotion around him, the baby yawned again—without a peep.


    
			


    A million thoughts raced through my head. Who could leave a baby like this? And why? None of it seemed real. Not Danny, not the policeman, not even the baby.


    Garbled static from police radios broke in and out. The staccato snapped me back to reality. Where was the ambulance? St. Vincent’s was just a few blocks away. The baby could have been brought there and back on foot several times by now. What was taking so long?


    A passerby stopped next to us and asked, “What happened?”


    “Somebody left a baby,” I replied.


    “Oh my god,” she said. “How could someone do something like this?” She glanced at the baby. “Look how adorable.”


    “He found the baby,” I said, pointing to Danny.


    “You found him?”


    “Yes,” Danny said.


    “If I were you, I would have taken him home with me,” she said with a loopy chuckle. “You saved a life. You’re a hero.” She patted Danny’s arm, took one final look at the baby, then muttered “God bless” before walking away.


    Another police car pulled up. “We’ll transport to St. Vincent’s ourselves,” a nearby officer said into his radio.


    “Roger that,” a voice on the other end pierced the static. The officer with the baby got in the car and closed the door. And just like that, the baby, who had been within arm’s reach a second earlier, was gone.


    “You know you’re going to be connected to that kid for the rest of your life, don’t you?” I whispered as we watched the car drive away.


    “How?” Danny asked.


    “I don’t know. Maybe not tomorrow or next year, but in the future. When he learns about this night and how he was saved, he’ll want to meet the person who found him.”


    
			


    We stood close, still holding hands, as two officers cordoned off the subway exit with yellow tape that warned “POLICE LINE. DO NOT CROSS.” Garbage bins for Doherty’s, a greasy spoon diner on the corner, reeked of decaying food. We leaned against the brick wall, trying to stay out of the way of both the detectives and the smell.


    “Don’t go anywhere,” an officer reminded Danny.


    For the next hour, several detectives and police officers questioned Danny.  They were terse and remarkably indifferent, given the circumstances. Individually, in pairs, and at random intervals, they asked Danny the same questions. Each time, he calmly recounted how he found the baby. Some interviewers took notes, while others just listened attentively to his answers. Since I stood nearby, one of the officers asked who I was and why I was there. I gestured to Danny and explained that we were boyfriends and he had called me for help. The officer asked where I lived. I answered, and he nodded slowly before turning away.


    “Don’t look now,” I said, “but there’s a news van to your left.” Danny looked to the right. “Your other left.”


    A reporter from WPIX-TV and one from the New York Daily News clamored for an interview. Danny agreed to speak with them. The Daily News reporter went first. I stood as close as possible to listen in. As the interviews unfolded, a clearer picture developed:


    • He saw a doll under a blanket.


    • The legs moved.


    • His heart stopped. (Danny’s, not the baby’s.)


    • He called 911, then me.


    • The baby was docile.


    The TV news reporter stood by for his turn. Once again, Danny repeated the story for the fifth or sixth time. That interview finished a few minutes before 10 pm.


    
			


    My stomach growled, and I suddenly realized that Danny, still in shock, needed to eat.


    The WPIX reporter stepped in front of the camera, reviewed his notes, and prepared for a live lead to the 10 o’clock news. We were going to miss it. From the same pay phone Danny had used earlier, I called Joe to ask him to record the 10 o’clock news on Channel 11.


    The temperature, unseasonably cool and breezy for August, ruled out a sidewalk café. Instead, Danny and I walked a block to Maryann’s, a Mexican restaurant, and promptly ordered margaritas. The place would’ve been bustling earlier in the night, but at 10 pm on a late summer Monday, it was quiet and empty, except for the staff and a few others finishing their meals.


    Danny and I sat in silence for a few minutes, unable to articulate what had just happened. When we finally spoke, all that came out was, “Wow.” But mostly, we sat in stunned disbelief until our drinks arrived.


    “You know,” Danny broke the silence, then sipped his drink, “I had just missed getting on a train at 110th Street. If I made that train…” He trailed off, momentarily lost in thought. “Wow, a few seconds earlier and…”


    I wanted him to finish his thought. No. I wanted him to start from the beginning. But Danny, no longer fueled by adrenaline, seemed shaken. Tears welled up in his eyes—a rare display of emotion that surprised me.


    “Are you okay?” I asked.


    “How can someone just leave a newborn baby like that? An infant.”


    “I know.” I reached out and held his hand. “I still don’t know all the details, exactly how you found him.”


    Danny shot me a curious look as if I had been with him the entire time, and then he began to fill in the gaps.


    “I was exiting the station, and as I pushed through the turnstile, I noticed something on the ground to my left, behind the bars in the corner. It looked like the legs of a doll sticking out of a black hoodie. I wondered why someone would leave a doll there. It looked so life-like. I kept going, and about halfway up the stairs, I glanced back. And that’s when the legs moved. My heart pounded. I jumped back down. When I got close, I realized it wasn’t a doll but a real baby. My mind started racing. This can’t be real. Is this a setup for some hidden camera show? I thought, ‘Am I being watched? Is this a test?’ All those thoughts happened in a nanosecond. I wasn’t going to take a chance it was a joke. I needed to get help. But I couldn’t get back into the station. I was on the outside of an exit-only. I banged on the bars and called out to get someone’s attention. People just kept on walking past me. I yelled for them to alert the token booth worker. No one stopped. One woman came closer but didn’t speak English and couldn’t understand what I was saying—even after I pointed to the baby and begged her to get help. I probably looked like a crazy person. I didn’t know what to do. I mean, I didn’t want to pick the baby up because… what if he was injured and I caused more harm? Also, I figured the authorities would treat the area as a crime scene, and I didn’t want to disturb any evidence. But I needed help. So I raced up the steps to the pay phone on the corner to call 911. After I told them my location, I went back to wait with the baby. I stroked his head and said, ‘It’ll be okay,’ but he started to whimper and cry, so I stopped. I loosened the sweatshirt around his… Part of the umbilical cord was still attached. Covered in petroleum jelly.”


    
			


    Danny’s face glazed over. Overwhelmed, he disappeared into his thoughts for a moment.


    “I’m sure it was only a few minutes, but it seemed it was taking too long for help to arrive. I thought maybe the 911 operator didn’t believe me. So I called you. I figured you could flag down a cop on the street while I stayed with the baby. Luckily, I had another quarter on me. But the police had arrived right after we hung up.”


    
			


    “Maybe this is the universe telling us we should get cell phones.” I tried to lighten the mood.


    “Don’t think it works like that,” he smiled for the first time that night.


    “Yeah, we don’t need them.” I nodded and smiled back.


    The drinks and food took the edge off. We decompressed and even joked about how incredible it was that typically unobservant Danny was the one person out of eight million people in New York City to discover an abandoned baby. And with tequila in our system, the whole night started to take on the aura of a tall tale, like a fisherman bragging about the catch that got away.


    But except for a stroke of coincidence, timing, and awareness, Danny somehow noticed a “doll” in a black hoodie tucked away in a dark, secluded corner of a subway station. This sight, so out of the ordinary, captured his attention just long enough to give him a moment’s pause. That fateful glance back was nothing short of a miracle.


    On our walk home, we passed by the subway station. Other than a pulled patch of police tape snagged on a bolt, it appeared as if nothing had happened. We stopped at the top of the steps and peered down. There was no need for words. The shocking truth hit us with a sobering force: a newborn baby had been abandoned here.


    “What if his legs didn’t move and I kept going?” Danny asked. “Then what?” His voice, soft and solemn, cracked. “What if nobody else saw him?”


    I had no answer to offer. We said little else for the rest of the walk home.


    Joe was still up when we arrived. He leapt off the futon and hugged Danny. “Oh my god,” he said, “I can’t believe it.” Joe pointed at the television to a cued-up and paused still frame of Danny, his mouth agape, suspended in mid-sentence. “You look great on the news,” Joe added. He rewound the tape. “But you have to see it from the beginning. Breaking news, the lead story.”


    
			


    We watched the report multiple times. Since Joe had already seen it, he kept one eye on the TV and the other on Danny, relishing his reactions.


    Naturally, Joe had questions. Heck, I still had some. And Danny, who was fading, answered as many as he could. The three of us speculated on who and why someone would abandon a baby there, in one of the gayest neighborhoods in the city, if not the world.


    All talked out, we called it a night around 1 am, and Danny and I made our way to the bedroom. Our clothes and the evening melted to the floor. We crawled under the covers and curled up. Danny was fast asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.


    But my mind refused to turn off, consumed by thoughts of tragic worst-case scenarios. I imagined what might have transpired if Danny had been on time. What if he had been one step quicker and caught the earlier train? What if he hadn’t found the baby? How would our night have unfolded if he hadn’t glanced back? Like nothing had happened: We meet for dinner. We make small talk about our days, return home, brush our teeth, climb into bed, switch on the local news, and see a story about an abandoned baby, possibly dead, at a nearby subway station. We shake our heads, comment about how sad it is, and ask ourselves, “What’s wrong with this world?” Then we turn out the lights and fall asleep. Both of us. Easily.


    But Danny was late. He glanced back. He saw the tiny legs poking out. And he didn’t walk by. The baby was alive. The baby was breathing. Danny didn’t uncover a tragedy. He uncovered a miracle. And though we were unaware at the time, he had forever altered the path of our lives.


    
			


    


  




  

    A Modest Hero


    Around 6 am the next morning, the phone rang. Thinking it had to be important, I answered, groggy and slightly hungover. On the other end was the guy temporarily subletting Danny’s apartment, and he wasn’t pleased. I handed the phone to Danny. He listened and then apologized several times before hanging up.


    “What was that about?” I asked.


    “He said my phone rang nonstop all night, and he couldn’t figure out how to silence it, so he pulled the line out of the wall. When he plugged the cord back in this morning, the phone rang again a second later. He wanted me to know about all the calls.”


    “Why didn’t you tell him what happened last night?”


    “I’m hardly awake. I didn’t want to get into it.”


    Danny sat up in bed and called to retrieve his messages. One side of his face displayed a crisscrossed pattern, branded from a motionless night sleeping on my creased T-shirt sleeve. I turned on the halogen lamp and adjusted the dimmer to low. My left shoulder was chafed with clustered prick marks from Danny’s coarse stubble. Some mornings it looked like I had slept on a bed of nails. I wiggled my jaw and massaged my shoulder.


    
			


    Danny listened to over a dozen messages. All the local television news stations wanted in-person, on-camera interviews with the hero who saved the baby. One by one, he listened and announced the network. “That was CBS.” I held out a pad and a pen, but he waved me off. “NBC… ABC… Fox… New York One… Univision.” Some reporters and producers left multiple messages. Danny said he’d listen to them at work and return the calls from there.


    That morning, like every other, Joe woke up before us. He usually left for work before 8 am. Danny and I started work at 10  am. We rarely saw Joe in the morning, and given that we had one bathroom the size of a broom closet, that was a good thing. But Joe had left and come back. A copy of the Daily News sat on the dining table, opened to the headline, “Straphanger Saves Infant: New Yorkers to the Rescue.” Accompanying the article was a large, stunning photo of Danny gesturing down the subway steps. He looked like a bold, life-saving superhero. A fantasy figure. And as a social worker, it wasn’t too far from the truth. In much more subtle ways, he helped save lives every day.


    Danny subleased his apartment and “moved in” with Joe and me so all three of us could save money. Rent split three ways was better than two. The three of us got along great. We often ate dinner, watched movies, played games, or had friends over to do all of the above. Sure, it was a tight squeeze in a 400-square-foot converted one-bedroom, but we rarely got on each other’s nerves because we enjoyed each other’s company. We respected each other’s privacy as much as we could. Of course, with only a partition separating Joe from the rest of the living room, his privacy was compromised more than ours. We could at least close our bedroom door.


    As a bonus, Danny and I could walk to our jobs together. He worked as a clinical caseworker and a volunteer support group facilitator at Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), while I worked part-time as a word processor and presentation designer for a medical advertising agency. Our route took us past a food cart, where we often stopped for a muffin and coffee. However, I called in sick the day after Danny found the baby. After what had happened, my job seemed even more soulless than usual. Unlike me, Danny defined “sick day” strictly as being too physically ill to work.


    
			


    Before leaving, Danny searched for his keys. He often misplaced them, and there was always an air of suspense about where they might be. He yanked yesterday’s pants from the hamper and checked the pockets.


    “Found ‘em,” he said, then headed for the door.


    I straightened his collar, placed both hands on his shoulders, and reminded him to keep breathing. “Let me know how the calls go,” I said, giving him a quick peck goodbye.


    When Danny got outside, he started walking north towards work but stopped. He turned around and looked down the block at St. Vincent’s Hospital. Going there hadn’t been his plan, but the baby was on his mind, and he wanted to know how the baby was doing. So he decided to head to St. Vincent’s.


    At the information desk, he asked to see the abandoned baby brought in the night before.


    “Are you family?” the woman at the desk asked officiously.


    “No. I’m the person who found him,” he said.


    “I’m sorry, only family,” she said politely but curtly, ending the conversation.


    “But he has no family.”


    She shook her head, and Danny was unable to see the baby.


    At work, Danny found it impossible to concentrate. Not only was his mind preoccupied, but his coworkers, excited from seeing him on the news and in the paper, kept stopping by his cubicle to hear his firsthand account. A few even joked, “Why didn’t you just take him home?”


    
			


    Danny glanced at the list of unanswered telephone messages. Feeling overwhelmed with the idea of giving interviews, he sought advice from GMHC’s media director on handling the requests. He decided only to do interviews that felt right and could accommodate his work schedule. Then, one by one, he began returning the calls.


    He scheduled some interviews during his lunch break and the rest for after work. Off camera, one reporter asked how he remained so calm. Danny explained that his experience and training in dealing with crisis situations must have somehow prepared him. Little did the reporter know that Danny hadn’t yet processed his emotions. Making sense of it all would come later.


    For the rest of the day, Danny had difficulty focusing on anything other than the baby. A coworker suggested calling the hospital’s pediatric social worker to learn more, so Danny called the hospital between the interviews.


    After several unsuccessful attempts, someone finally answered the call. Danny introduced himself and inquired about the baby’s well-being.


    “How did you get this number?” the woman on the other end asked.


    “I’m the person who found the baby,” he replied.


    She paused momentarily, then calmly explained that privacy laws prevented her from sharing information. He had figured as much—and understood. His job required strict adherence to confidentiality protocols.


    “Is the baby okay?” he asked, hoping she would ease his mind. Besides, he couldn’t see how revealing the baby’s condition would violate confidentiality laws.


    “He’s healthy and in excellent condition,” she said. “But I can’t tell you much more than that.”


    Danny made a final plea to see the baby, but the social worker remained unwavering. The conversation left him with mixed emotions—relief and disappointment. He called me to share his thwarted visit and unfruitful conversation.


    
			


    “I’ll see if Nick knows anything,” I said. Nick, our friend and a doctor associated with St. Vincent’s, was the only person we could think of who might have access to more information. I left him a detailed message. Nick called back a few hours later. He had asked around and learned that a biological relative, the baby’s grandmother, had come forward to claim the child.


    When I relayed the news to Danny, he seemed relieved. He envisioned a doting grandmother who would raise the boy with love. I was less optimistic. In my opinion, a woman who raised a daughter to abandon her baby hadn’t done a good enough job the first time. Danny’s faith in humanity far surpasses my own.


    Throughout the day and evening, I anxiously awaited news reports, switching between stations to avoid missing any. I loaded blank videocassettes into our VCR and Joe’s to record every one of Danny’s appearances.


    That evening, Danny, Joe, and I watched all the recorded footage. We had a media darling and superstar in our midst. Joe and I couldn’t help teasing Danny for giving almost identical answers in each interview. Regardless of the interviewer or network, some variation of “he was docile” or “the baby was docile” made it into every report. Depending on the station, either “Good Samaritan,” “Hero,” or “Found Baby” appeared beneath Danny’s name.


    “Why do they have to put ‘hero’ under my name?” he asked.


    “Because you are,” Joe said.


    “Anyone passing by would have done the same thing.”


    “But they didn’t. You did. So shut up about it. You’re a hero.” Joe cut right to the heart of the matter, leaving no room for argument.


    After the day’s media frenzy, we thought Danny’s fifteen minutes of fame had ended. However, a local CBS reporter requested a follow-up interview the following day. Danny scheduled it for after work. For fun, Joe and I showed up and played extras in the background on the sidewalk. No matter what we did, we couldn’t upstage the superhero.


    
			


    The follow-up interview led off the local CBS news at 11 pm the next night, and it tugged at our emotions. Rather than simply recapping the events, the reporter focused on the emotional aspect of the story, particularly Danny’s serendipitous glance back at the baby at the exact moment his legs wiggled.


    “This is the story of Daniel Stewart, listening to that little voice inside all of us,” the reporter said. “A good detective listens to theirs. And sometimes acting on that little voice takes a little nudging.”


    A nanosecond of stillness, Danny goes on his way without a second thought. We watched the report again and again, feeling chills each time. When it ended, I hit rewind. We listened to the tape whir, watched Danny’s face distort in reverse, and played it again from the beginning.


    However, Danny’s media appearances were not finished. There were a few more to fulfill in the coming days.


    A producer from Montel contacted him. They were planning a show about abandoned babies and safe haven laws, which New York had recently implemented. The producer informed Danny that Montel Williams had seen the news and wanted him as a guest on the show. Danny felt hesitant. Some talk shows thrived on controversy, and he had no desire to exploit the situation or get caught up in any drama solely for the sake of ratings. The producer assured him that would not happen. Montel simply wished for him to share his story.


    Danny agreed, and a day or two later, he found himself in the studio for the taping. The producer briefed him on the schedule and prepared him for what to expect. Soon, he was escorted onto the set, and before he knew it, Montel introduced him to the audience as the man who had found a baby on the subway. “We have that man here with us today,” he said, “Please welcome Danny Stewart.”


    
			


    And then, in what Danny described as a whirlwind blur, he recounted the story for the umpteenth time.


    Afterward, Montel addressed the audience, saying, “This man is a hero.”


    Danny smiled but felt a slight cringe from this label.


    But Montel wasn’t finished with the praise.


    “You saved a life,” he said. “You’re a very rare person. A lot of people probably saw that little bundle lying there the other night and they walked by, and they kept walking because they didn’t want to get involved. They didn’t want to be the person that had to make a decision about what to do with that baby. I thank you. I know you’d probably do that for somebody else that was hurting. That’s the kind of person you are.”


    The hero label had stuck.


    Danny would simply have to grin and accept it.


    
			


    


  




  

    Testimony


    After his appearance on Montel, the curtain finally fell on Danny’s fifteen minutes of fame. We resumed our ordinary, everyday lives, although they were anything but ordinary or routine in the autumn of 2000. Rehearsals for my play, Yesterday’s News, began right after Labor Day. As the producer and director, I was consumed with the show. Danny helped with production tasks as much as he could. When the show opened in October, Danny and Joe ran the box office. This coincided with the final push for my sister Linda’s campaign for the U.S. House of Representatives in the Fifth Congressional District of New Jersey.


    Earlier that year, Linda had asked me to be her full-time Campaign Manager, but I declined. My focus was on building Other Side Productions, the nonprofit theater company I had recently founded. She begged, and I eventually agreed to be her Senior Advisor and Primary Confidant. This role soon expanded to Chief Strategist, Volunteer Coordinator, Graphic Designer, and Web Master.


    
			


    Throughout the fall, Danny and I spent every waking second at our day jobs, the theater, or in New Jersey’s Fifth Congressional district canvassing and promoting Linda’s campaign. We knocked on doors, handed out brochures, and hung posters on roadside telephone poles, mainly at night.


    Back in the city, we scoured the sidewalks for discarded televisions. In line with the play’s theme of a ubiquitous news media’s corruption of innocence, I had envisioned television sets covering the entire stage, serving as tables, chairs, and other set pieces. In less than a week, Danny had gone from a hero rescuing an abandoned baby to a stagehand salvaging abandoned televisions. We brought the TVs back to our apartment and stacked them from floor to ceiling in our bedroom and part of the living room until we could load them into the theatre.


    With both the campaign and production consuming our energy, along with the excitement of the once-in-a-lifetime Mets-Yankees Subway Series, Danny and I rarely discussed the baby. Occasionally, Danny shared the story of how he found the baby with someone new, but for the most part, we were too preoccupied to think much about the baby’s current situation. However, one day in mid-October, two months after Danny found the baby, Karen Navarro, an attorney from the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), called him unexpectedly.


    “The police report only had your name and no other contact information,” Karen explained. “So I started calling every Daniel Stewart in the white pages until I found you.”


    As the prosecuting attorney for ACS, part of Karen’s job was to prove the baby’s abandonment in order to terminate the biological parent’s rights and consequently free the baby for adoption. Although she could have relied solely on the police report and corroborating evidence, she wanted to strengthen her case with Danny’s eyewitness testimony. Since he was the only eyewitness, his testimony would help move the process forward.


    
			


    Danny didn’t fully understand all the legalities and why Karen needed him to testify. After all, hadn’t a grandmother come forward? But he didn’t ask her about that. If his testimony could help the baby in any way, he would do whatever Karen asked. In the end, it wasn’t his choice to make anyway. Karen issued a formal subpoena commanding him to appear on October 23rd.


    During their conversation, Danny inquired about the baby.


    “He’s doing fine,” Karen said. “Did you know he has your name?”


    “My name?” Danny said, confused.


    “Yes,” she said, “His name is Daniel Ace Doe.”


    Taken aback, Danny couldn’t speak.


    “Nurses at the hospital chose Daniel after you,” Karen continued, “and the police chose Ace after the subway line where you found him.”


    The fact that people he didn’t know and had never met named the baby after him caught Danny by surprise. Emotions rarely got the best of him, but twice now, circumstances involving this baby, Daniel Ace, had stirred an ache in his soul.


    “What an honor,” he said.


    In the two weeks preceding Danny’s court appearance, we never discussed the trial, his testimony, or the baby. We were swamped with work and barely got our clothes off at the end of the day before crashing on the bed.


    On the morning of the 23rd, Danny was eager, a little nervous, but mostly excited about going to family court.


    “I wonder if my namesake will be there,” he said before leaving.


    Karen met him in the courtroom waiting area. She introduced herself and then told him about a last-minute change of plans. All the necessary paperwork wasn’t in order, and the trial had to be postponed.


    A week later, Danny received another subpoena commanding him to appear on December 4th. By then, with my show closed and Linda’s campaign over, our lives would be less hectic..
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    Danny’s subpoena

    


    Danny and I spent Thanksgiving apart that year. He flew to Texas to be with his family while I drove across the Hudson to be with mine.


    Our families, although different in many ways, shared certain similarities. My parents, born seven months apart in 1940, met while attending City College of New York. They were the first in their families to earn a college degree. After graduation, they married and had my brother Joe 9 months later. Linda arrived eighteen months after that. Between Linda and me, they had another baby who unfortunately didn’t survive childbirth. I came along smack-dab in the middle of 1968, which some historians consider one of the worst years in modern American history. All five of us lived in a small one-bedroom apartment in Greenpoint until my younger brother Matthew was born a year later. Then we moved to a small three-bedroom house on a quarter acre in Westwood, New Jersey.


    
			


    Danny’s parents were born two years apart—his dad in 1935 and his mom in 1937. They met at a football game between their high schools, on a blind date arranged by a friend. They married at a young age (18 and 20 years old) and had Danny’s sister within a year and his brother three years later. Then it took another six years for Danny to come into the picture. He was the youngest child for eighteen years, but when Danny went off to college, his parents adopted three more children, all siblings, from foster care.


    His parents live in a rural community on the outskirts of a small town south of Dallas. Their fifty-acre property is mainly used as a grazing pasture for a horse, a donkey, and about a dozen cattle. Although littered with cow patty land mines, their property transforms into a beautiful sea of bluebonnets in the spring. At night, the howling of coyotes pierces the peaceful star-filled sky. Inside the house is a different kind of howling: Christian evangelists preaching the Bible through all the intercom speakers. Danny’s mom, a devout Southern Baptist and fundamentalist, filled her home with the good word.


    On the other hand, my devout Roman Catholic mom filled her home with a different kind of gospel: the scents of sauces and confections. A house without food, especially one that didn’t smell like garlic or cake, wasn’t a home. And she would recite the contents of the refrigerator as soon as you walked in. Are you hungry? We’ve got plenty to eat. There’s eggplant parm. I made escarole soup. You want soup? My dad would always chime in with a testimonial: The soup is delicious. I had it earlier over some noodles. Before you knew it, all the plastic containers and foil-wrapped leftovers would be lined up on the counter, waiting for you to “make a plate,” even if you weren’t hungry.


    
			


    As for our fathers, in contrast to my dad’s gregarious style, Danny’s dad is a reserved man of few words. When he does speak, it’s with a thick, mumbled drawl that begs for subtitles, although I remember this one time he spoke as clearly as day.


    Danny and I were having dinner with his folks at a barbecue joint in Texas. While chewing on beef brisket, his dad referred to one of his cattle, a calf, by saying, “That one there will make good hamburger.” No subtitles were necessary.


    In contrast, dead air makes my dad uncomfortable. If he’s not talking, he’s not breathing. So he fills silence with hot air, mostly his own.


    Both of our parents started their lives with very little. But they worked hard, saved, and carved out a middle-class existence for themselves and their children. Our dads woke up early and worked long days. Our moms did the same, both inside and outside the home. They loved their families and sacrificed so their kids would have better lives. While our respective family upbringings were culturally and stylistically different, they were also alike in one significant way: both Texans and New Yorkers think they are the center of the universe.


    When Danny returned from his Texan Thanksgiving in 2000, another big meal awaited him. My mom had prepared a second Thanksgiving dinner—not leftovers—just for him (and us, too). She felt bad Danny hadn’t been with us, but in reality, she was looking for any excuse to cook, eat, and bring the family together.


    
			


    The conversation around the Thanksgiving II table included Danny’s trip, the baby, a postmortem for Linda’s campaign loss, my show’s closure, and the unresolved presidential election. While we inhaled the feast, now complemented by Sunday macaronis and gravy, we exhaled sighs of relief that the nonstop whirlwind of that autumn was finally over.


    But the breather would be short-lived.


    December 4, 2000


    Danny left the apartment early to get to the courthouse by 9:30 am. He hoped it wouldn’t be another false alarm. He needed the trial to start on time. After six years at GMHC, he was leaving for a new job, and his exit interview was scheduled for later that morning. When he saw Karen in the waiting area, he told her about his time constraints. She assured him the trial would take less than ten to fifteen minutes.


    Two other women—Terri, the baby’s attorney from the Legal Aid Society, and Gail, a supervisor from Talbot Perkins Children’s Services, the foster care agency of record—met them in the waiting area. Looking around, Danny noticed many unhappy faces—mothers, fathers, and children in domestic disputes or those caught up in the system.


    Karen, Terri, and Gail briefed Danny about how the trial would proceed and what he could expect. They warned him about the judge. Each feared the judge’s quick temper, especially when things weren’t done to her satisfaction.


    According to them, Judge Cooper demanded and expected efficiency, thoroughness, and competence, and if she didn’t get it, watch out. Danny wondered what kind of wolf he was being fed to.


    A clerk shouted the case number, and the women gathered their belongings to escort Danny into the courtroom. The judge watched their entrance as Gail motioned for Danny to sit behind a table directly across from the bench.
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