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The Found Child




    


    John and Ray found the baby on a Sunday morning, a few hours before their flight back to New York. They had been on a long weekend in Wyoming, of all places. Ray wanted nature. John said fine, if the package included good food. A couple of their more westerly-inclined friends suggested the dude ranch, and it had been fun, even restorative. They’d liked the elderly couple who ran the ranch, the horseback riding was novel, and the scenery stunning. John read an entire book, and Ray walked for hours through the tall grasses. They made love twice, which they didn’t really do all that much anymore.


    In their minds, the lovemaking somehow got tangled up with finding the baby. Of course, they knew they hadn’t made the baby. And neither man was particularly sentimental, so it’s not like they coddled the notion by purposely placing the lovemaking side by side with the baby-finding. But they did feel close. Their intimacy had created a field of hope.Ray was 43 and John had turned 40 earlier that year. They’d been together for 11 years and had talked about having children for most of that time. Their best lesbian couple friends wanted to bear the child, and it would have been perfect because they were also an interracial couple. But while the women liked the idea of an agreement that included lots of fatherly involvement, they didn’t want to share legal custody. The friendship actually ended over that disagreement. Ray thought adoption was a good idea, particularly since biracial babies were easier to come by. But every time they started down the adoption path, they ran into smothering worries about DNA and inherited problems. Then, too, it was the eighties, and so many of their friends had died. How could anyone think of ushering a child into this cruel world? Yet they also thought that maybe a child was exactly what they needed to help them believe once again in life.


    Their friends held the opinion, after a few years of this waffling, that the couple didn’t really want children, they only wanted to talk about them. This wasn’t true. They did want children. Desperately. Which added to the feeling, which developed into a belief, that a found baby belonged to them.


    They were driving back to the Cheyenne airport in their rental car and stopped in Rawlins to look for a good bakery and some coffee. Rawlins is a scruffy, angry little town with nothing in it but dead storefronts and, on the outskirts, a couple of big box stores. Dry snarls of tumbleweed rolled down the main drag,. There was no nice bakery, no decent-looking restaurant, pretty much no cup of coffee either of them would consider drinking. They went into a diner and got to-go cups of tea, despite a stale smell and the waitress’s mean squint. As they walked back to the car, John snarkily commented that everyone they’d encountered in Rawlins appeared to have fetal alcohol syndrome. Who wouldn’t drink to excess, he carried on, if forced to live in a town like that?


    And there, on a bus bench, was the baby.


    The strangest part, at the very first, was how well cared for he looked. He was strapped tightly into a car seat. His head was covered with a blue knit cap, his body trundled up in a matching blue blanket. He was quiet, his eyes open, and he stared unblinkingly up at the two men. Later, John would tell anyone who would listen that the first time he met eyes with his son, he saw a great degree of intelligence and a clear determination. Both men felt the baby drink in their kindness, felt him fix his infant spirit onto their warm, responsible, adult bodies. He did seem to welcome John and Ray, unconditionally, into his life.


    The men looked all around, but they saw no one who could have deposited the baby on the bench. Ray went back inside the diner to make inquiries. John stayed outside and stared at the little apparition. He eased off its cap and discovered, as he expected from the coffee ice cream tone of the baby’s skin, a head of black fuzz, already curling into perfect loops. Ray returned and said no one knew anything about the infant. There were no cars driving down the main drag, no pedestrians lingering on street corners. Only the waitress saw the two men take the baby.


    As he grew into a little boy, the fathers tried to imagine his story. They’d start down different narrative paths and get stopped by heartbreak or confusion. One way or another, they always concluded that some white girl got herself knocked up by some black dude, and she abandoned her baby. John consistently ended these conversations with a sentence his disbelief wouldn’t let him finish. “Anyone who…” he’d say, shaking his head, feeling his heart squeeze tight. His outrage fueled his love for Akasha and never left him. Sometimes Ray patted his partner’s hand or knee and cautioned against such anger. Akasha was safe now. He was loved. He was thriving.


    Meanwhile, they told all their friends and acquaintances that they had adopted Akasha through regular channels, that they’d been quiet about it because they hadn’t wanted to get anyone’s hopes up, least of all theirs. With a couple of their nosier friends, the lie became a bit more elaborate, but in the end no one had reason to question their story. Still, there were times, usually in the middle of the night, when Ray worried. What if a mistake had been made? What if there was some reasonable explanation for why the baby had been left, maybe temporarily, on the bus bench? These paths of thought led Ray to moments of actual horror: What had they done?


    “It’s possible,” he’d say quietly to John, “that someone is heartbroken.” John would chuff, roll over. “Anyone who...” And Ray knew he was right. There could be no good excuse, not a single one, for abandoning a baby. “A bus stop,” John would add. “In Rawlins, Wyoming. Eight o’clock on a Sunday morning. No ‘mistake’ is that cruel.”


    John was an attorney in Manhattan with Weinraub, Smythe, and Kingsley. He came from Richmond, Virginia, where his father had worked his entire life in a cigarette factory. John believed deeply in the American Dream, that his successes were earned and therefore due him. Ray, too, had worked very hard for his cello seat with the string quartet, but he thought he was more lucky than deserving. Ray believed in chance and knew that beauty could be shattered at any moment.


    The logistics of raising a child worked particularly well for the couple, especially since they could afford help. Ray traveled a lot with the quartet, but when he was in town, he always picked up Akasha from school. John made time, as many nights as possible, to do homework with his son, insisting on the boy achieving at least as much as he had, preferably more. Akasha started piano lessons at the age of four and pleased them enormously with his aptitude.
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