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MOVING DAY
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Moving in with Michael should have been perfect. It wasn’t supposed to feel like this. Richard stood on the honey-colored oak floor of the upstairs study and inhaled the scent of the Pacific Ocean coming through the dormer window. He whistled to convince himself he was happily preoccupied with unpacking, but the sound grated against his ears.


As he stooped to pick up another box, he saw the corner of the letter poking out, demanding attention. He yanked it out and unfolded it, as if somehow this time it would read differently. Brady’s picture fell out. It was the standard school-picture pose. She smiled in it because she had been told to do so. He searched for himself in her face. Except for the curly hair, she didn’t look like him or what he could remember of Brenda. He touched the picture and leaned closer to the window, but there was no breeze and the sun pressed in on him. Sweat trickled down his back. He closed the window and turned on the AC.


He shelved a box of books on the mahogany bookcases that matched the Civil War–era desk Michael had given him to encourage his writing on the same period. Richard had admired the desk in an antique store but had never mentioned it. Today while Michael was at work, it was delivered. The gesture, so tender, caught him off guard and made him cry. Now he ran his hand over the surface of the desk and then slipped the letter inside a paperback of Lillian Hellman’s Pentimento. He’d never be able to write until he settled things with Brady.


Desperate to stop thinking, Richard decided to go running. Thinking hurt. Trying not to think hurt more. Maybe going for a run would clear his head. Richard selected running clothes that comforted him, his shirt from the Big Sur Marathon that qualified him for the Boston and the lucky hat he earned running it. He placed his crusty Nikes against the wall and began stretching mostly so he could tell himself he had done so. He pressed chest against thigh, but the image of Brady’s face floated up in his mind and a spasm of guilt clenched his stomach. This was the moment to call, and he was letting it pass. But he should call Michael first. He switched legs, clutching his ankle as he pressed forward. He would call Michael, he thought, reaching for the phone. But he called information for Oregon instead, asked for the Nordland’s number. His voice echoed through the empty house. He lowered it as if he were doing something sneaky, wrong, or both. The phone was slippery in his sweaty hand as he listened to it ring, half hoping, half dreading they wouldn’t be home. He stared around the room and then at his feet.


He wanted to hang up. He wouldn’t hang up. He’d put this off long enough, and now, safe and sober in Michael’s house, he was ready. He was going to hang up after the next ring.


“Hello,” a gruff voice answered.


He cleared his throat, “Frank Nordland, please.”


“Speaking.”


“Mr. Nordland, I’m Richard Lawson. I, well, I was married to your daughter.”


“I know who you are, Mr. Lawson.”


He could feel his heart pound. It was like those seconds at the top of the first hill of a rollercoaster before the plunge began. There was no getting off the ride now. He had identified himself.


“I wondered if I could talk to Brady.” His voice sounded mincing. He hated it. His hand shook, and he fumbled with the phone. He pressed it harder against his ear, trying to steady it.


“She isn’t here,” Mr. Nordland said.


“Where is she?”


“In school, like most kids her age.”


Richard cringed. Of course. Real parents knew when school was. He opened his mouth to apologize but Frank didn’t give him the chance.


“Last I heard you were in some rehab in California. You still there?”


“That was a long time ago. I’ve been sober for three years, four months . . . and something,” Richard said.


“You waited three years to call? Why now?”


Richard couldn’t remember why. He just knew he desperately needed to talk to Brady. “I’m sorry I left the way I did. But I want to . . . to make amends. Make it up to her.” Richard’s voice trailed off. He was losing his one chance to do so. He forced himself to continue. “I think it would be good for her to know me too. I’m her father, Frank.”


The silence went on so long that Richard wondered if Frank had hung up.


“You’re not her father. I am,” Frank said.


Richard held the phone away from his face, but he could still hear Frank railing.


“Kathleen and I have raised her and we love her!”


“Exactly,” Richard interrupted. “I want a chance to love her too.”


Frank talked over him. “We know she’s allergic to strawberries and loves peaches. We were the ones the cops called after they pulled her from the wreck. We know she is afraid of the dark, and we know why. We know how to comfort her so she can sleep. You are nothing more than a name on her birth certificate.” Frank stopped.


Richard could hear him breathe.


“I can’t change the past. But I can make the future better,” Richard said.


Frank continued. “It was hard enough losing her mom, but what made it worse was the fact that after the accident her father didn’t even care enough to show up. I know it’s just a call, but it’s going to make her ask where you’ve been. Are you ready to answer that question?”


Richard’s thumb rested on the end-call button, and he leaned against the wall to steady himself. But he made himself answer. “I know I haven’t done anything to make either of you trust me. But I think it would be good for her to know me.” He held the phone with both hands to keep it still. “It wasn’t easy for me to make this call.”


Frank spoke slowly, enunciating every word. “I’ll ask her if she wants to call you, but I won’t force her. Make sure you know what you’re doing is right for her and not just for yourself.”


Richard started to say goodbye, but the dial tone stopped him. He held the phone to his chest.


“I am her father,” Richard said out loud to himself. “It’s just a phone call. I do have a right.” But was he kidding himself? Was that really all he wanted?


He dropped the phone on the entry room sideboard and ran out of the door. He bounded down the red tile steps to the sidewalk. The path to the beach was wide, and people were sparse. They were probably at home starting their cocktail hour. An image of a gin and tonic flashed in his mind. A drink would feel good right now. Fear released adrenalin in his brain, and he sped up.


Around the third or fourth mile, his breathing finally became deep and rhythmic. He didn’t need to be afraid. Michael loved him and wouldn’t mind a phone call with his daughter—not when it meant so much to Richard’s recovery. He would be honest with Michael, and the rest would fall into place. He raised his hands over his head as he leapt up the steps and into the house.


A savory smell of roasting beef drew Richard to the kitchen. “Be not afraid, for I bring you tidings of great joy. For unto us a child is born,” he called out.


“Ritorna Vincitor” resounded as Aida blared from the speakers accompanied by Michael’s singing, loud and off-key. “What? I can’t hear you. The music is too loud,” Michael shouted, turning down the volume.


Richard exhaled deeply, relaxed from the run and relieved to be able to share news of his phone call. Despite having driven the length of the state three times in the process of selling homes to the upwardly mobile from the overly entitled, Michael was in full cooking mode. He had changed from his Armani suit and tasseled loafers and now wore a flour-sack apron over his UCLA T-shirt and jeans. Enclosing Michael in a huge, musky bear hug, Richard ran his fingers through his naturally curly hair, noting that it had just been cut and now stood in tidy furrows.


“I love you,” Michael said, “but you’re sweaty and you’re getting me sweaty. Please tell me you remember that we’re having Tom and Vince over.”


“Right, Tom and Vince . . .” When had Michael mentioned they were coming over? Richard didn’t have a problem with Tom, Michael’s ex, whose dot-com had survived the shakedown of the ’90s and IPO’d, making him a millionaire overnight. He was a good guy, warm and funny, but Vince, his much-younger boyfriend, had a predatory nature and only Richard seemed to be able to discern it.


“What were you saying when you came in the door?” Michael asked. Testing the sauce, he looked at Richard. “You’re all buzzed up about something.”


Richard crossed his arms and stepped back, bouncing slightly on his toes. “I called Frank today.”


Michael opened the oven and lifted the roasted vegetables, took a deep sniff. He smiled before pivoting and placing them on the dark green granite counter.


“Frank who?”


“Nordland—in Oregon.” Richard said. His breath caught and he dug his fingers into his upper arms.


“Oregon? What? You did what?” Michael stepped back from the counter. Richard shot forward and closed the hot oven, straightening up to catch Michael’s round-eyed stare.


“Shit! What were you thinking?”


“I’m sorry, I felt I had to. And anyway you said you wanted a child.” Richard said, his hands outreached with fingers splayed.


“I do. But now? Jesus, we just moved in together.” Michael punctuated his words with open palms. “And tonight we have guests.” He exhaled and crossed his arms over his chest.


“It’s just a phone call.” Richard touched Michael’s shoulder, but Michael brushed his hand away.


“Just a phone call? It’s so much more than just a phone call.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Go get ready. We’ll discuss this later.”


He raced up the stairs to shower and then paused at the top. What if the grandparents called during dinner tonight? Should he turn off his phone? He looked down at Michael, still busy cooking, and then at the table in the alcove next to the bay window, which would offer a view of the setting sun. The table was decorated with a centerpiece of pink magnolia blossoms in a glittering cut-crystal bowl. Beneath the flowers was the pink batiste tablecloth embossed with Michael’s grandmother’s initials. Matching napkins lay beneath silver cutlery that reflected the candlelight.


Maybe they wouldn’t call tonight.


He emerged from the shower freshly scrubbed and smelling of lavender, lemon, and mint. All of Michael’s soaps came in elaborate bottles with French writing, and Richard was never completely sure if he was putting soap into his hair or washing his body with conditioner. He smelled like Michael now though—which was all that mattered.


The comb moved easily through Richard’s frizzy curls made dark by the shower water. He smiled at himself in the mirror. Sobriety became him. As the sober years progressed, his complexion had gone from red to ashen, and now he was tan. He’d lost weight and then gained a little, and now he was healthy and slim. He pulled on a pair of Lucky Brand jeans, topped by a Ralph Lauren striped shirt, and unbuttoned it lower than usual. He looked at himself critically in the mirror. The outfit was worthy of the impending event, he decided. He descended the stairs and rounded the corner into the kitchen, where Michael was bending to test the pastry. He considered snuggling up behind Michael but drew back at the last minute.


Richard cleared his throat. “How do you like me now, cowboy?”


“You’ll do.” Michael sighed and then smiled. “You look great, as always. Let’s enjoy our evening.”


The doorbell rang and Richard followed Michael to the door. “If I’m really good, can I be dessert’s dessert?”


“Absolutely.” Michael pushed Richard against the wall and gave him a deep kiss and then reached for the door.





FUN WITH TOM AND VINCE
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The door sprung open before Michael’s fingers could make contact with the knob. Tom held out a potted begonia, and Vince handed Richard a bottle of non-alcoholic wine.


“How thoughtful,” Richard said, accepting the bottle and exchanging a look with Michael.


“I’ll take it,” Michael said. And as he did, Richard whispered, “Non-alcoholic wine is for non-alcoholics.”


Michael nodded.


Despite his fifty-seven years, Tom moved with the energy of a twelve-year-old boy. He was slim and naturally tanned, and he bore what seemed to be a permanent smile that caused crinkles to form around his eyes. Richard remembered that Tom once described his hair as black with gray highlights. He wore an unconstructed white silk blazer over a pastel blue oxford cloth shirt. His unbelted slacks matched the jacket. He wore his sleek, brown leather laceups, without socks.


Vince, twenty years younger and a foot taller, jingled his keys as he placed them on the oak sideboard. “I don’t want them to wear a hole in my pants pocket,” he said to Richard, who smiled and gave him fleeting eye contact before he moved to Michael’s side.


“Great to see you, Mickey and Dicky!” Tom said. “I hope you like the wine. You should not have to compromise taste to be alcohol free.”


Michael ushered them into the living room, where he poured the wine for the guests and brought out sparkling water for himself and Richard.


Tom and Vince settled deeply into the chocolate brown leather couch. Richard pushed himself into the wingback Windsor chair as their guests launched into a travelogue about the lavish vacation in Napa from which they’d just returned.


This might have been interesting, but the conversation centered on their pug, who had contracted food poisoning after eating some improperly refrigerated catfish. They had dashed from their hotel room in the foothills to downtown to find a vet in the middle of the night because the poor dear was erupting from both ends and they desperately feared dehydration.


Richard tried to tune them out and savored the aroma of the appetizers Michael was arranging on a silver tray. Tom had produced his iPad, loaded with two thousand pictures from their trip—but all roads led back to the ailing dog.


Richard feigned an intake of breath to show how anxious he was to find out whether the beleaguered pug pulled through at last. This encouraged Tom, who took hold of Richard’s elbow and leaned closer and angled the iPad at him. “Do you want to see?”


Richard drew back, not wanting to see Pugsly lying in a pool of his own vomit. But Tom shifted to another slide show that showed Pugsly in drag, Pugsly dressed as the Easter Bunny, Pugsly as Santa, and Pugsly as a Jack O’ Lantern.”


“This one is my favorites,” Tom said. “It really captures his nobility, don’t you think?” He held out a picture of Pugsly in silhouette, staring off into the distance in continental ennui.


Richard gave the picture a passing glance, realized he was rolling his eyes, and blinked instead.


“He slips him his Viagra.” Vince tilted his head toward Tom.


“He should have some joy in his life,” Tom said. “He’s such a good dog.”


“I told him it doesn’t work that way,” Vince said, leaning away from Tom to whisper to Richard. “It increases the blood flow, not the desire.”


Richard nodded but couldn’t think of anything else to say.


Michael gave him an understanding smile as he set down the tray of savory canapés next to the small stack of delicately flowered Limoges plates.


Richard realized he hadn’t eaten all day and lunged for the food. He put an entire pastry in his mouth. He bit down into the crust of one that was filled with steaming spinach and melted cheese and regretted it. While sucking air all around the morsel, he tried to chew and swallow quickly. He could visualize its progress by following the burn all the way to his stomach. What he could taste of it through the seared flesh on his tongue was wonderful.


As Tom and Vince’s chatter bounced to other travels and the final remodeling of their faux Versailles in Palos Verdes, Richard emptied the tray.


“Looks like we’re done with the first course,” Michael said.


Richard looked down at the now-empty tray and saw Michael’s arching eyebrows reflected in the silver. “Sorry,” he said through a full mouth.


“Let’s move to the table, shall we?”


“Oh, this is splendid,” Tom said, as Michael led the way. “You’re giving us a lovely soiree, like old times.”


Michael smiled and lowered his eyes.


Richard felt a stab of jealousy and raised his gaze to Vince, who leaned toward him, nodding. Richard stood and escaped to the dining room table.


Michael placed both couples on the sides of the table facing one another, rather than seating himself and Richard at the heads of the rectangular table. It was more democratic, he said. Richard would have felt safer at the head of the table. He stared at the flowers as Michael retrieved the salad and began tossing it with balsamic vinegar and olive oil infused with lemongrass and garlic.


Richard always found it hard to make small talk because his mind seemed to have a small army of pop-up ads that shot through his consciousness at random. He really was trying to listen, but there was so much interference that he was afraid his response would be illogical. Now, making it all much worse, he was distracted by the possibility of the Nordlands calling. He could feel the weight of his phone in his pocket. He looked up and found both guests staring at him, waiting for him to answer an unheard question. Oh shit!


“We haven’t really thought about a dog. Have we, Richard?” Michael bustled in from the kitchen giving Richard a knowing smile. He lowered a tray of plates bearing Beef Wellington, asparagus, and parsnips.


“Beef,” Richard smiled into his plate. “I knew I smelled it. Have you had some sort of culinary conversion?”


Michael’s abstinence from alcohol had morphed into control of food. Richard admired Michael’s fierce dedication to a vegan diet but couldn’t quite make the change. Michael’s serving beef for Richard was a true act of love. Richard jumped up and kissed him.


Michael blushed and smiled, clearly pleased that he’d scored a hit with Richard.


“This is a party to welcome you, so I served what you would want.”


“What are you having?” Richard asked.


“The same thing, only with tofu. I don’t see the difference.”


All eyes focused on his plate, which contained identical pastry with gelatinous goo oozing from it.


“No difference at all,” Richard said, picking up his knife and fork.


“Pets are wonderful,” Tom continued, as if there had been no interruption. “They really round you out and make you a family. You should definitely consider a pug. They’re so smart and loyal.”


Richard flicked a look up from his plate and caught Vince staring at him. Vince nodded as though agreeing with Tom. Richard looked back at his plate and cut into the tender meat, such a beautiful red under the pastry. He lifted the forkful to his mouth and savored the mélange of garlic and thyme on the shallots and mushrooms. There was creamy peppercorn sauce on the parsnips, and Richard could hardly wait to get it in his mouth. But since he had been given this wonderful meal, he felt he needed to join the conversation.


“We don’t need rounding out, do we, Michael?” Richard said, swallowing beef and pastry that he’d dipped in the peppercorn sauce. “I have a child—a daughter.” He looked up from his food and added (possibly, he realized, a little too late), “We have a daughter.”


The participants at the table fell mute. Slowly. In unison, it seemed.


“Richard, stop,” Michael said, his eyes wide and jaw set.


Richard felt his face blaze and looked at the floor. “She’s from a previous relationship,” he said, shrugging.


“We somehow assumed that,” Tom said. Vince smirked. The two exchanged glances and barely suppressed smiles. Vince turned his gaze on Michael, eager to see his reaction.


“We’ve never even met her,” Michael said, staring at Richard. “Neither of us.”


Just then Richard’s phone rang. All eyes turned in the direction of the sound.


“I have to get this,” Richard said, pulling his phone out and bolting for the den.


“Let it go to voicemail,” Michael called after him.


Richard slammed the beveled glass doors shut and gasped his greeting. There was silence. He moaned audibly. He’d betrayed his excitement to everyone, and this was probably just some robo-dialing phone bank.


“Hello?” he heard a small voice say just as he went to hit END. “Hello?”


Richard turned away from Michael and their guests and sank into the desk chair.


“Hello,” he answered. “Who is this?”


“This is Brady Lawson.” She had his name. Of course she did. All these years, she’d only existed in his thoughts. But she was real.


“How are you?” he asked.


“I’m fine,” she said. “I thought you were dead.”


“Rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated.”


“What?”


“Never mind, I’m not dead. Why did you think so?”


“I asked about you and why you never called or anything. And Grandpa said you were probably dead. When I never heard from you, I figured that must be true.”


Richard gritted his teeth. “How’s school?”


“Fine.”


“What’s going on in your life?”


“Nothing.”


“Got any hobbies?”


“Not really.”


This was worse than talking to Tom and Vince.


“Got any travel plans for the summer?”


“Nope.”


Richard sighed.


“I’m going with the marching band to Disneyland for spring break, though.”


Richard rested his hand on his chest and felt his heart thump. “I live very close to Disneyland.”


They talked about their favorite rides, which forced Richard to reach way back to his childhood. “I remember one ride on a snowy mountain,” Richard said.


“The Matterhorn!” Brady said. “That’s a good one. But it’s not the scariest anymore. There’s Space Mountain.”


Richard wasn’t listening to the words as much as delighting in the soft and gentle rise and fall of Brady’s ten-year-old voice. When she laughed, he felt tears rise and ached for all the laughs he had missed. At one point Richard heard conversation in the background. “Is that your grandparents I hear?” he asked.


“No, it’s the TV. They’re watching Jeopardy. They like to see how much money they’d win if they were on the show.”


“I would love to get to know you. Do you have an email address?” Richard asked.


“Yeah.”


Richard’s breathing became shallow as he wrote it down. With email he would be able to talk to Brady without the grandparents knowing.


“This’ll be fun,” she said. “I’ve always thought about meeting you. Do you have other kids? A wife?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Just didn’t work out,” Richard said.


“Grandma says it’s time to hang up now. It’s a school night.”


Richard wasn’t ready to let go of her. He stood, pressing the phone harder into his ear. “I live very near Disneyland. Maybe I could meet you there?”


“I can ask my Grandma.”


Richard tried to stop her, but he could hear Brady’s breathing change as she moved. He blew air noisily through his lips as he listened to the phone being passed to another hand.


“Hello.”


Richard straightened in the chair as he recognized Frank’s voice.


“Hello, sir.” Richard heard his voice squeak, and then there was silence. “Brady mentioned she’s going to Disneyland, which is very close to where I live. I was wondering if I could meet her there.” He paused, but there was still silence. “I’ve never seen her, and you’re so far away, and it just seems like this would be a good, easy way for us to get together.


“No.”


Had he imagined that? Frank’s voice was so quiet. “Excuse me, did you say some—”


“No, you may not visit her at Disneyland.”


“I am her father,” Richard forced himself to say, “and—”


“Good evening, Richard.”


Richard kept the phone pressed to his ear even after he heard the beep signaling the call had been ended. He stared through the French doors at the trio of men silhouetted in the candlelight. Michael laughed at something Tom said. He wished the guests were gone. He needed Michael.


Richard pushed open the French doors and padded across the Turkish rug, clearing his throat. Michael turned to Richard and his smile was replaced by a look of irritation, making Richard want to retreat to the den.


“So, everything okay?” Tom asked.


“Work?” Vince asked.


“Something like that, yeah.” Richard sat down at the table and stole a glance at Michael, who gave him cold, passing eye contact. Tom touched Vince’s arm and nodded. They stood, thanked Michael, looked sympathetically at Richard, and escaped through the door.





GLASNOST
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As the door closed, Richard stared at the floor and wrapped his arms around his chest, each hand holding tight at the elbows. “Was I gone long?”


Michael snorted. “Do you want any dessert? We ate it while you were on the phone.” Without waiting for an answer, he scooped up a heaping portion of the chocolate soufflé and sloshed it onto Richard’s plate. The puffy dessert was withered like old skin, and the creamy inside had melted and was seeping out. The mess slid across the small dessert plate, barely stopping at the edge.


“I’m sorry,” Richard said.


“So am I.” Michael began stacking dessert plates haphazardly onto his forearm, and Richard followed him.


“Let me clean up. I want to help,” Richard said.


“Your help isn’t helpful.”


Richard winced as Michael pushed the dishes into the soapy water, drenching his shirt and clattering plates against one another. Michael wouldn’t put hand-painted Limoges in the dishwasher, but with the way he was slamming them together, Richard thought they might be safer in the machine.


“I had to take that call,” Richard said.


“No you didn’t, Richard,” Michael said, turning and staring at Richard.


Richard’s shoulders caved slightly and he felt his face soften. “Still,” he said, “Mickey and Dickey! Come on, Michael, what do you see in those guys?”


“What do you object to, Richard?”


“They’re so . . . I don’t know.” Richard paused.


“Faggy? Or does ‘queer’ feel better in your mouth? They are openly gay and proud of it. Isn’t that what we all want? What you want?”


“No, it’s what you want me to want. I don’t know what I want. It cannot be healthy to carry around a picture of a pug pumpkin in your wallet and to dote on it as though it were a child. If I had to sit through one more puppy story, I was going to be the one vomiting.”


“Maybe you’re jealous of what they have. Maybe we should consider getting a dog.” Michael had turned back to the dishes, and his face reddened with his vigorous scrubbing of the soufflé pan.


“We don’t need a dog to substitute for a child. We do have a daughter. That was her during dinner. That’s the call I took.” Richard held his breath and looked at Michael. “I know, I know.” Richard held his hands palms open in front of him. “I should have talked to you first. I’m sorry. It just seemed right, you know. She’s going to be at Disneyland in two weeks.” He paused and shrugged, adding, “I can’t see her though. Frank, the grandfather, said I can’t visit her there.” Richard opened his palms. “I don’t think he can do that. I may be the world’s shittiest father, but I am her father. Do you think he can tell me I can’t spend a day with her at Disneyland?”


Michael dried his hands on the dishtowel and walked past Richard into the living room, bumping his shoulder as he stepped around him, and dropped into a Windsor chair.


Richard stopped and looked at Michael, as if willing him to speak. His palms hung open at his side in a silent appeal for Michael’s support. He couldn’t give up and so he continued. “I am sorry. I should have talked to you before I called.”


“You sure as shit should have told me. Jesus, Richard, you’ve just moved in here. I can’t deal with this right now.” Michael sat with his shoulders caved and his hands limp on his thighs.


Outside the timer turned on the sprinklers and the porch light. The men remained silent in the dimly lit room. Around the corner, the candlelight barely lit the remaining silver pieces.


“I’m sorry. I felt that if I didn’t do it now, I’d never do it.” Richard said.


Michael shifted in the chair and gestured toward the kitchen. “I need to go to bed. We’ll clean up in the morning.” He stood and began to climb the stairs but stopped in the middle to look down at Richard, who stood in the living room staring at the rug.


“Richard?” Michael said.


“Yes?” Richard looked up and noted Michael’s drawn face and set mouth.


“Where are we going with this?” Michael asked. “I mean, it was just a phone call, but that phone call became a visit in Disneyland. What is it that you are trying to do?”


Richard shrugged. “I don’t know. I know I need her, and I think she needs me. Calling her was the next right thing.” Richard looked up at Michael, his eyes pleading. “Or it seemed right at the time.” He put his hands in his pockets and stared at the rug.


Michael cleared his throat before he spoke, causing Richard to brace. “Is that why you moved in here? So you could get your daughter?”


“No, no, it’s not like that,” Richard said, and he realized that was exactly what it looked like. But it couldn’t be true. He had loved Michael since they met in the overly air-conditioned room in the basement of the treatment center that smelled of burned coffee and stale doughnuts. Their fingers had touched as Michael passed a clipboard with a sign-in sheet to him, and Richard had felt such a surge of electricity he was surprised he hadn’t seen a spark. Since that moment his sole goal had been to be closer to Michael, and that meant moving in with him to share his life.


Michael’s voice rose. “You didn’t think you’d look as good or as secure in that apartment in Culver City, so you moved into my house?”


“We said we would contact her when we were ready,” Richard said. “You said you wanted a family but it wasn’t in the cards for you. You said we’d reconnect with her. You were happy to be able to have a family.” Richard held out his hands with each phrase, beseeching.


Michael had turned around fully on the stairs but made no move to come down. “I said we’d connect with her when the time was right. Now isn’t good.”


“Then when, Michael? When is right in your mind? Five, ten years from now? She’s ten. She’ll be a teenager soon—all emotionally closed off and shut down. I’m sorry, I wish I had called you first, but I felt myself losing courage.”


“You felt yourself losing courage so you called the grandfather? After all, it is my house you’re moving your kid into.” Michael jabbed his chest with his finger.


“You said you wouldn’t say that,” Richard said. “You said it would be our house. Not just yours. I knew this would happen and that’s why I wanted to buy the other house. So it really would be our house, but the neighborhood wasn’t good enough for you.”


“It was unsafe, Richard—there was gang graffiti. Is getting caught in a drive-by an experience you need to have? Not to mention that it would be stupid to give up what I have here to move away to a worse place.”


“Listen to yourself, ‘what I have here.’ Like I’m what—a renter? I knew this would happen. We haven’t even been here a whole day. And you’re saying—these are my rooms so you can’t have your kid visit.” Richard threw his hands up in disgust and then clenched his arms around his chest.


“Stop it, Richard. It’s not fair. Bringing a kid in here, however briefly, is different from making sure you feel at home,” Michael stated, leaning toward Richard before turning away and heading up the stairs. “I’m going to bed. Michael called over his shoulder, “We’ll talk in the morning,”


Richard watched as Michael disappeared from where he sat at the base of the stairs. The light went out in the bedroom, leaving him alone in the dark. Was a phone call with Brady enough, or was it custody he had always wanted? Was he using Michael? Was he sabotaging himself? The thoughts chased one another and he could not shut them off.


Richard was rubbing his temples when he felt Michael’s hand on his shoulder. He covered Michael’s hand with both of his own and waited.


“I can’t sleep without you,” Michael said. “Come to bed.”


Richard stood. Still holding Michael’s hand, he followed him up the stairs.





NOW WHAT?


[image: images]


Although Richard and Michael hadn’t done much more than drop from exhaustion last night, Richard felt buoyed by hope simply because Michael knew he wanted to contact Brady. Honesty cleanses wounds, and hope heals them. He hurried downstairs, finished cleaning up, and made coffee. He carried the Los Angeles Times under one arm and a white ceramic mug of black coffee in each hand.


“Smells good,” Michael said, and then he added, “Can he do that?”


Despite the lack of context, Richard knew exactly what Michael was asking. Could Frank stop Richard from visiting Brady on the school trip to Disneyland? Richard knew he needed a lawyer to find out. He didn’t have the money for that—but Michael did.


“I don’t know what to do,” Richard said.


“Okay, before that, let’s work out what it is you—we—want,” Michael said. Richard felt light with euphoria and squeezed his coffee mug.


“I do want to get to know your child and have her in my life,” Michael said. Richard could feel Michael watching him as he spoke.


“I am certain that she is very special,” he paused, “and very, very lovable. But let’s please go slowly. Understand?”


“Okay,” Richard’s mouth was a straight line and he nodded slowly.


“Tighten your seatbelts. We’re in for a bumpy ride,” Michael said, reaching for a pencil and yellow legal pad.





OREGON
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Ever since the phone call from her father, Brady’s grandparents had looked at her like she was dying. She really wanted them to stop. She wasn’t going anywhere. She would see her father, and then life would go on the way it always had.


So when she heard Grandpa Frank yell up the stairs this morning that she’d better hurry or she’d be late for school, she was actually happy. Finally, he wasn’t tiptoeing around her. Finally, he was acting normal again. She lugged the huge cage that housed her class’s two hamsters, Bear and Whacko, and started down the stairs.


Wobbling under the weight of the cage, she tried not to scrape the walls, but in the process she knocked a bunch of books off the bookcases built into the stairwell. Finally she handed it off to Grandpa Frank at the base of the stairs.


“You be careful, now!” Grandma shook her finger at Grandpa.


Grandpa had had a heart attack earlier in the year, but he continued working at the ranch. Sometimes Brady worried that he did it to pay for her private school, but she also knew he hated being lazy and never went on a vacation, so what else was he going to do anyway? Grandma talked a lot about healthy eating, and for her that meant switching to decaffeinated coffee and from butter to margarine. Brady heard Grandpa say to Grandma that making these changes made him want to die before God called him, which he was pretty sure was a sin. Brady could tell this made Grandma mad and she never mentioned food again. It seemed to Brady that Grandpa wanted to die working. Brady could tell this scared Grandma, so Brady felt guilty when Grandpa lugged the heavy cage past her fuming grandmother.


Brady watched Grandpa move his arthritic knees stiffly and brace his jaws to keep the pain from showing on his face. She followed him out and shoved her backpack onto the floor in front of her seat as Grandpa lowered the cage into the bed of the weathered white truck. She peaked through the bars of the cage.


“You know, I didn’t find a single snail on Nana’s lettuce this morning.” Grandpa swept his eyes off the rearview mirror and down to Brady. “There were so many yesterday,” he continued.


“I collected the snails,” Brady said. “I didn’t think you’d care, and I wanted them to live because everyone, even snails, is part of God’s plan and if they’re killed, they can’t do what God wants.” Brady studied Grandpa from the side.


He stared at her sidelong. “How many snails did you get out of the garden?”


“As many as I could find. I don’t know—thirty-seven or something.” Brady shrugged. “Are you mad?”


“Why would I be mad? If you’re willing to cart them out of the garden, I don’t care what you do with them. What in the world are you doing with them?”


“I put them behind the school, where they can eat the garbage that the cafeteria ladies throw out. I think this may be God’s plan. Nana’s lettuce and basil are safe, and so are the snails, who are eating the garbage.” Brady waited for Grandpa to say something.


Grandfather laughed and touched the tip of her nose gently.


“You have created the Underground Railroad for snails. You are the Joan of Arc for escargot. The Mollusk Resistance Movement. The Invertebrate Liberation Front. And without doubt the kindest, sweetest soul I know.”


“How come you don’t want my dad to go to Disneyland with me?” She held her breath.


Grandpa shook his head. “There are things you don’t know, Brady.”


“Like what?”


Brady so hated the silence that followed. “I know he was drunk a lot,” she said quickly. “And I know he was in the hospital for it. But he just wants to see me.” She stole a glance at her grandfather. She knew very little about her mother and father because she sensed that the memories were painful for her Grandma and Grandpa. She had stopped praying for her father to come back, but she had never stopped hoping. She wasn’t unhappy with her grandparents. But she did want to be like everyone else and have a dad to make a card for on Father’s Day or coach her in soccer. She even felt a pang when a kid said to her, “My Dad grounded me for not turning in my work.”


We’ll see,” Grandpa said, and he stared through the bug-spattered windshield. Brady knew better than to push it. This wasn’t asking for ice cream after school or having a friend over. There was something big about this that scared them.





GRACE
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Frank drove the rest of the thirty-minute trip in brooding silence. His stomach clenched, and he muttered under his breath as though Richard were there to hear.


Thirty minutes later, they pulled up in front of Valley Christian School. Brady climbed out and pulled her backpack on. “I’ll carry the cage in, Grandpa.”


“Not with that on your back, you won’t, Frank said, and hauled the cage out of the truck and started up the cement stairs to the school. With the cage in his hands, he could not use the rail, so he leaned against it with his hip to balance himself. Cars pulled up to the curb behind him, depositing laughing kids who jostled him as they streamed by. His knees hurt with each step and sweat began to roll into his eyes. He was relieved to see the principal Edmund Hammond and headed for him. Without the rail to steady him, Frank staggered.


Mr. Hammond closed the gap between them, his hands reaching ahead to take the cage.


Frank breathed deeply and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat off his brow.


“Are you okay, Mr. Nordland?” Mr. Hammond asked. “My office is just inside. Go in and have a seat and take a rest. I’ll take this to Brady’s classroom.”


Frank forced himself to say, “I’ll be okay. I just need a minute.”


“Thanks, Grandpa.” Brady looked up at him, and seeing his ashen face, said, “You okay?”


“I’m fine,” Frank said, touched by her concern. In that minute she looked so much like her mother, Brenda. Brady was what Brenda could have been without drugs—sweet and loving. Frank breathed deeply and smoothed Brady’s hair. He brushed her forehead with a kiss before she joined the throngs of other kids and pounded up the stairs.


The last time he saw Brenda alive, she was visibly pregnant and newly married to a silent young man who stood behind her with his hands in his pockets, Richard Lawson. Frank pictured Brenda as she had looked that night with pink hair and pierced lips. She had shivered in an unseasonable midriff top that did not meet her cotton peasant skirt. Her belly poked out over the skirt with a tawdry little earring in its navel. He remembered wondering what kind of life would be nurtured in such an unseemly pleasure dome. But now he knew—Brady.


The school front fell peacefully silent. A breeze blew over his glistening face as he savored the fragrant April air. Whistling as he returned to the truck, Frank mapped out the day ahead. As he doubled back to the ranch, unwanted memories of Brenda’s death played through his mind: being awakened by the police knocking at four in the morning, his long, cold walk to the door, and the certainty that this was going to be the news he had dreaded for most of Brenda’s life. He was not surprised to hear that Brenda had died, but he did feel he had failed her. He and Kathleen had spent large portions of their retirement on rehab, counseling, and hospitals, but more than that they had invested hope. This program or that hospital would be different, they told themselves. This one will save her life. All hope died with that knock on the door.


He remembered how Brady looked when he and Kathleen met her. She was seated on a gurney in the hospital after the accident. Although malnourished and dirty, her eyes were bright, and she looked at them as though they were just the people she had been hoping for her whole life. In the five years that had followed, they had done everything in their power to live up to that hope. Raising Brady gave their lives purpose and atonement for all that had gone wrong with Brenda; but more than that, she was just fun to be around. It made him sick to realize that Richard Lawson, the silent boy who got Brenda pregnant, then married and abandoned her, was back to wreck all of that.





GOING FOR HELP
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Michael went after selecting a lawyer with singleness of purpose.


He logged criteria onto a spreadsheet that included experience, cost, and proximity as well as questions that revealed openness to gay men becoming parents. The spreadsheet allowed him to rank every family law attorney within fifty miles of their home.


Michael was jarred from his reverie when Richard snapped his fingers in the air and said, “I like this guy, and he’s even close. We just hop on the I-10 and off again.”


“I don’t know,” Michael said, “he’s only got four years of experience, and we agreed that we wanted someone with six to ten.” Michael was determined to keep control of the lawyer selection.


Richard interrupted, “Yeah, but he can practice law in both California and Oregon; that’s not been easy to find. Plus, what he lacks in experience he makes up for in enthusiasm. When I first phoned him, he and his brother—they’re partners in the business—were expecting a call from a friend and answered the phone, ‘The best and the brightest attorneys in America.’ When they heard my voice, they were so embarrassed; they couldn’t do enough for me. I love that.” Richard laughed before he added, “And he’s cheaper.”


Richard held the phone in his hand, sounding threatening. “Okay, this is it, I’m making the appointment. Can I, please?”


Michael waved his hands over the now-marked-up spreadsheet as though making an incantation. He did not want to make a mistake. “Okay, go ahead,” he said, watching Richard squint at the phone numbers.


“Your glasses are on your head.” Michael said.


Richard lowered them to his eyes and punched in the numbers. After a minute, Richard covered the receiver and whispered to Michael, “He answers his own phone. Is that good or bad? I don’t see it on the sheet.”


Michael snorted and rolled his eyes.


Turning back to the phone, Richard greeted Ryan and asked for an appointment.


Michael hissed in the background, “Don’t tell him he has the job yet. We’re not ready.”


Richard waved him away, pressing his finger in his open ear. “Today? You’re available today?” He looked at Michael and raised his eyebrows, mouthing, too easy?


Michael had to think but shrugged his shoulders.


Richard hung up.


Michael stared at him before asking, “Now what?”


“Now we go,” Richard said.


The trip to the lawyer’s office was so brief that Michael pointed out that the same song that was playing on the radio when they left was still playing when they arrived. After parking, they were a little confused as to how to get into the building and wound up clamoring over some hedges.


“Aha, outside steps,” Richard pointed out, adding, “he mentioned these, and the office is at the top.” He led the way up the steps to a yellow-and-white painted door with glass paneling on the top half.


Michael looked at the door critically. “Odd choice for a law office.”


“I think it was a hair salon in a previous life,” Richard answered, grimacing as he stepped inside. Just at that moment a boyish man in a rumpled shirt and slacks with his tie hanging over one shoulder rounded the corner into the reception area. He was weighed down by a box of files, which he half lowered, half dropped on what appeared to be a cherry dining room table. He came toward them with his hand extended, introducing himself and taking their hands in turn. He vigorously squeezed and shook each one.


Five foot ten and blond, Ryan Stephens had the bulky muscular build of an aging high school football player whose current profession precluded regular workouts.


As Ryan turned from Michael to Richard, Michael made a show of shaking out his fingers and smiled at Richard.


“Come on back,” Ryan said as he wove a path between the banker’s boxes. Michael watched Richard’s eyes settle on the young man’s butt and then exchanged a look of appreciation with Richard. This might not be all bad. Ryan had made the cut using criteria not on the spreadsheet.


“Are you moving in or out?” Michael asked.


“In. Our last place was a storefront in a scary neighborhood. The door was shot through last month.”


Michael raised his eyebrows and noticed that Ryan hurried to explain, “It wasn’t intended for us, you understand. It was just random gunfire. We were down there to provide affordable legal help for people who otherwise wouldn’t have had any, but I guess stray bullets showed us the line we weren’t willing to cross.”


“Indeed,” Michael said and nodded.


Ryan opened the door to his office and gestured at the chairs. Michael marveled at the décor—or lack of it, since not one chair matched another. The room was filled with furniture that seemed like it had been left behind instead of chosen. It was, however, brightly lit overhead and dominated by a large open window. On either side of the window stood two metal file cabinets, one with a gaping top drawer blocked from closing by a fistful of files.


“Did you bring the birth certificate?” Ryan asked.


Richard handed him the file.


Ryan leafed through the file, extracted the birth certificate, and read it closely. “So you want a visit with your daughter?” Ryan asked, sinking into a scarred oak chair that swayed under his weight.


“I do,” Richard said.


“How come just a visit?” Ryan asked.


Michael felt his stomach tighten. He expected the lawyer to slow things down and bring reason into this emotional transaction.


Richard looked up at Ryan.


“You are the biological father, and the only surviving parent,” Ryan said, holding up the birth certificate and pointing to Richard’s name. “That gives you the right to drive to school and pick her up.” He sat back, making the chair creak. The sound grated on Michael’s nerves.


“It’s that easy?” Richard asked.


“No,” Ryan said, shaking his head. “Not by a long shot. The grandparents can raise a ruckus, and that will make it hard, but you have the right. If they had adopted her, and I can’t figure out why they didn’t,” Ryan stared at the birth certificate and scratched his head, “it would be over for you. Since they didn’t, you have every right to parent her.”


Michael uncrossed his legs, sat straight up, and leaned toward the lawyer. “We just want a visit. We have never seen this child. Richard left before she was born.”


“Why now? Brady’s ten. You’ve known how to find her for three years. What’s making you look her up now?” Ryan asked Richard.


Here we go. Michael looked over at Richard.


Richard lowered his head and pressed his hands into his thighs. “I’m ready now. I wasn’t before. I was a hopeless drunk, and I had no business having a kid.” He looked up at Ryan and shrugged. “But I did. Have a kid. I just wasn’t a father. But I’m ready now. I want her to know that she has a father. That she’s not an orphan.” He shrugged again.


“What makes you think you won’t be irresponsible now?” Ryan’s eyes never wavered from Richard’s. They were selling the lawyer on the feasibility of the case, Michael realized. He felt the cold metal of the folding chair seep through his shirt.


Richard said, “I’ve been clean and sober for three years—we both are. We met in recovery. We’re committed to each other. It’s different—I’m different inside and out.” Richard tapped his chest and gave Michael a long look, begging for reassurance.


Michael felt himself sliding away from his own sensibilities and into Richard’s vision of an instant family. Having this child in their house so soon seemed wrong for them. But pleasing Richard was Michael’s first priority, and the look on Richard’s face made him ache. Michael couldn’t protect Richard from what might happen in the future.


“We just want a visit,” Michael said to Richard, cuing his next line.


Richard turned to Ryan. “I do—I just want a visit with her, Ryan, and the grandfather won’t let me.”


“They’re afraid you’re going to take her, Mr. Lawson. They’re defending their family. Why should they let you into her life? It seems like they have been raising her just fine without you. I’m looking at the notes, and she’s in private school. Christian.”


Oh, perfect. This is getting worse. Michael watched Ryan look up from his notes and stare at Richard, who held his gaze for a full beat before he spoke.


“I’m her biological father. Her real father. Her grandparents have taken care of her, but they aren’t her parents. I could love her and let her know she has a real family with me. There’s a difference.” Richard paused. “I think.”


Ryan, who had been taking notes, stopped, looked at Richard, and asked, “So life would be realer for her if she knew you because of your DNA? You think her grandparents don’t love her? They’ve been with her every day for the last five of her ten years. What’s love to a child if not being taken care of? What makes you think you can do a better job of loving her? Especially since you’re only asking for a visit?”


Richard shook his head. “I’m not saying they don’t love her.” He jutted his chin forward and continued, “Brenda knew her own birth had been unplanned. How could she know that unless her parents had told her? She thought she was worthless because of that. These same people are raising my kid. I’m grateful to them, but my daughter needs to know me too. You said that I am her only living, biological parent, and I am now ready to parent. I believe she needs me in the same way I need her.”


Ryan sat back in his chair and took his two hands and shaped them in a rectangle around the image of Richard’s face, saying, “I wish I had a video tape of what you just said. That is what a judge needs to hear. You need to avoid attacking the grandparents and focus instead on what you can offer that they cannot. You are her one and only father, and you are ready to be in her life. California and Oregon like parents to parent.”


Michael shifted in his seat and looked at Ryan.


“Even if it’s only for a visit,” Ryan said to Michael.


Ryan read from the file and said, “And then there is that one other problem to which I alluded. The grandparents have been paying $15,000-plus for tuition at a private Christian school, and they attend a Baptist church with her. I’m wondering what brand of Christian they are—the ‘love others as you would love God’ Christians, or the ‘Christians of a vengeful God,’ who are going to have serious problems letting their recently sober gay son-in-law have anything to do with their granddaughter?” Ryan paused then asked, “Do they even know you’re gay?” He spoke with the speed of bullets from a gun.


Richard looked at Michael with squinted eyes and clenched brows.


“We don’t understand the question,” Michael said.


“Sorry, I’ll slow down.” Ryan smiled, blushing. “What brand of Christians are your in-laws, loving and inclusive or vengeful and exclusive?”


Richard grimaced. “This is mostly based on what Brenda said. I only met them once. They said grace at dinner and prayed at night. They went to church every Sunday. And when Brenda refused to do any of it, they told her she’d go to hell.”


“That sounds vengeful to me,” Ryan said.


Richard looked up as though he had just remembered something. “But it’s weird, because they wanted Brenda to get an abortion. That doesn’t make them sound like true members of the religious Right. They didn’t think she could raise the kid, and they didn’t trust me.”


Ryan made a note and looked at Richard with one eye closed in concentration. “You actually heard them tell Brenda to get an abortion?”


Richard paused and then said, “What did I actually hear? Her dad said she’d be a terrible mother. He said it would be better if the baby were never born—and he gave her money. What conclusion would you reach?”


Ryan tilted his head and pursed his lips. “Did you hear the word abortion?”


“No.”


“He could just have been giving up—‘You’ll be lousy parents but here’s some money. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’” Ryan said.


Michael watched Richard closely. Don’t make shit up.


Richard shrugged. “Maybe.”


“It’s your perception that the Nordlands were giving Brenda money to get an abortion because she would be a lousy mother. They just weren’t saying it out loud because that would be against their beliefs,” Ryan said, tilting his head and looking off in the distance.


Richard nodded.


“Do they know that you are gay?” Ryan asked, and he continued to write without breaking eye contact with Richard.


“I don’t see how they could. Brenda didn’t even know,” Richard said.


“How did you happen to have sex with Brenda?”


Michael looked at Richard, who spoke with his eyes closed. “We were both really drunk and then she added meth, which made me—I don’t know—push the limits, sexually.”


Michael turned and stared out of the window at the birds on a phone line, counting them.


Richard squeezed the seat of the chair. “It wasn’t good, but apparently it was enough, or we wouldn’t be here.” He snorted. “I thought I could make the marriage work. Brenda loved me. She made me want to try. I wanted to love her back. I just couldn’t. She just wanted so much—too much for me. So I left. I felt like shit—still do.” Richard paused as if to summon strength, “And if I give up trying to be in Brady’s life, I will still be that irresponsible sack of shit I was when I abandoned them.”


Michael stared at the birds on the wire. Had Richard given as much thought to his relationship with Michael as he had to this daughter he had never seen?


“Okay, your rights as I see them,” Ryan said. “Since your name is on the birth certificate”—he brandished the document like a prize—“you have what we call ‘parental presumption,’ or the belief that you are acting in the best interests of your child. Because your in-laws never adopted her, they don’t have that presumption, so their job is to show a preponderance of evidence to rebut or overthrow that assumption. We’ll talk more about that later.


“Now there are five factors that they have to prove in order to overthrow that presumption and deny you even a visit.” He held up his thumb. “The legal parent, that’s you”—he pointed to Richard—“is unwilling or unable to care adequately for the child. But you are willing to care for Brady, if only for a visit, right?”


“Absolutely.” Richard raised his right hand as though he were being inducted into the Army. Ryan smiled.


Michael shifted in his seat as his stomach clenched. Earlier he was frustrated with Ryan for not holding Richard back, but now he felt jealousy creeping in.


“Two.” Ryan held up his index finger. “The petitioners, that are the grandparents, recently have been the child’s primary caregivers. And they have, so that one goes to the grandparents. Three, circumstances detrimental to the child exist if relief is denied.”


Michael saw Richard’s furrowed brow.


Ryan sped up. “Brady is going suffer psychological or emotional harm because she is deprived of knowing you.” He paused, met Michael’s gaze, and added, “and Michael. That one is in your favor.


“Four, the legal parent, you, has fostered, encouraged, or consented to the relationship between the child and the grandparents. This one affects you, but we can say you didn’t consent to it as much as it simply happened while you were out of town, sort of.” Ryan grimaced slightly and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll punch it up. They didn’t try hard enough to find you, so you couldn’t have consented to anything.


“And five, the legal parent”—he pointed at Richard—“has unreasonably denied or limited contact between the child and the petitioner or intervener. That’s the grandparents. This is not an issue in your case because you have never had custody.” Ryan paused and mimed being exhausted before continuing. “Now, what do we do with all of this?”


“We just want a visit,” Michael interrupted, giving Richard a warning look.
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