
[image: Safe: A Memoir of Fatherhood, Foster Care, and the Risks We Take for Family, by Mark Daley. “A truly revealing work.” —Hillary Clinton.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Safe: A Memoir of Fatherhood, Foster Care, and the Risks We Take for Family, by Mark Daley. Atria Books. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






For Jason, who brings love, kindness, and great hair to our world.






Prologue [image: ]


I want to write this story like a fairy tale.

I want it to be a love song. Something Taylor Swift would write.

I want to romanticize the plight of a young woman on a bus that smelled like diesel and potato chips, alone and pregnant, a five-month-old baby asleep on her lap.

I want her to be the heroine, riding toward the unknown with all the virtue and strength and resilience we automatically ascribe to mothers, with no thought of the burden.

I want to imagine the husband she left behind, endowing him with the will and power to move heaven and earth to keep his family whole.

I want to write this story so that it’s clear who is the hero and who is the villain. Who deserves to parent and who does not.

But in real life, those things are rarely as clear as in fairy tales.

This is what I know: A pregnant woman with a five-month-old baby got on a Greyhound bus to California with no money, one diaper, no food, and no hope. She felt broken. She didn’t know her family was about to crash into a child welfare system that was just as broken.

And I had no idea her family was on a collision course with mine. Or that life is rarely as simple as a love song.






Chapter 1 [image: ] Protection


No matter how hard we tried, we just couldn’t get pregnant,” I said, winking at Jason, my husband of four months. The six other couples—one also gay, the rest straight—stared blankly at me, trying to determine if I was joking or a complete idiot. I smiled and let out a small laugh to assure them of my humor and that I understood the basics of reproduction. Jason smiled, but didn’t laugh. He’d heard me deliver that joke a few dozen times before and it was apparent by the look on his face that he didn’t believe our first class to become certified foster parents was the best place to recycle it.

“Both of our families have a history of fostering and adoption,” he chimed in. “We just feel like we want to start our family the same way.” Jason delivered our canned response and I nodded in agreement. The truth was a little more complex but there was no reason to spill the tea to a bunch of people we’d just met.

The class was held in the brightly colored conference room of Children’s Bureau, a nonprofit located between Koreatown and downtown Los Angeles that recruits, trains, approves, and supports foster parents. The tables were arranged in a semicircle with each couple occupying their own table; a piece of paper with our names handwritten on the front was folded to stand upright. Sonja, a woman in her twenties with the longest and most intricate eyelashes I’d ever seen, shared that she and her husband had just taken custody of their school-age nephew and were now required to get certified in order to keep him. “My sister was a teenager when she got pregnant,” Sonja said. “She wasn’t ready to be a mom and now she’s dealing with some addiction and mental health issues.” She paused for a second, likely questioning if she’d just overshared. “But she’s starting to do some work and taking her meds, so we are all hopeful.”

As a gay man, I never had to worry about an unplanned pregnancy, morning sickness, or the lifetime of responsibilities that go along with having a child. I could brunch, blissfully unaware of the hours-long dance recital at the theater on the corner, sipping mimosas while parents reapplied sunblock at soccer games in the park. I have never had a pregnancy scare force me to ponder important questions like: Am I ready to be a parent? What does it mean to be one? What makes a good parent or even an acceptable one?

There are only a few roads leading to parenthood for couples like Jason and me: surrogacy, private adoption, or foster to adopt. I don’t recall exactly when we first talked about our options, but I’d always assumed we’d foster-adopt a child at some point. Three of my cousins had come into our family through foster care, and I’d also consulted for a few child welfare nonprofits, which gave me some familiarity with how many children across the country were in need of foster homes. I knew that over four million children come to the attention of child welfare agencies each year on concern of abuse or neglect,1 and that on any given day, roughly 120,000 children are waiting to be adopted.2 In California, one in five children entering foster care were babies under the age of one.3 And that is what we wanted, a baby. We didn’t care about race or gender. Give us a boy or a girl or one whose gender would be determined later in life. None of that mattered. We were in love and we had two big, loud, supportive families and a huge community of friends in our corner.

I’d skipped into the first of four intensive foster parent training sessions like Belle in the opening scene of Beauty and the Beast—one hand clasping my husband’s and the other tightly wrapped around a Starbucks. “Bonjour. Good day.” We were newlyweds, living our fairy tale. And like the heroes at the beginning of every classic quest, we were excited and naive. Our love for one another and desire to grow a family overshadowed the truth of what we’d just signed up to do.

We were less than fifteen minutes into class when Cindy, the social worker with tight, curly hair and glasses who led the training, crushed my “infants-only” stance. “The county allows families to set age ranges like zero to three for the children they are willing to foster, but infants-only isn’t an acceptable range,” she said. That was news to me. We expected a child entering our lives from foster care to carry a history of trauma, but we had hoped to intervene early enough to spare them from any significant harm or abuse. I thought more about Cindy’s words and realized they couldn’t just force us to take in whatever child they want. When they would eventually call and tell us about an available child, we could still say no and wait for them to call back with an infant. But, like a bartender with a heavy pour, Cindy kept serving truth bombs, hell-bent on making sure the entire class understood the realities of fostering.

“There are normal losses almost every one of us experienced growing up, like going to day care or starting school and being forced to be away from our parents for the first time,” Cindy said. “These are relatable, common experiences we call maturational losses. Children in foster care, however, often experience unpredictable, traumatic life events, called situational losses.” She asked us to name examples of situational loss and wrote the list on a whiteboard: divorce, death of a parent or child, sexual abuse, mental illness, job loss, natural disaster, loss of a home, food insecurity, community violence, incarceration, drug addiction and alcoholism, witnessing or experiencing physical or emotional abuse or neglect. She went on to talk about these adverse childhood experiences (or ACEs) and how they can lead to depression and anxiety, and may have long-term effects on our emotional well-being and physical health.4

“By a show of hands, how many of you have experienced one of the losses on this list?” Cindy asked, looking around the room. Most people’s hands shot up. “How many have experienced two? How about three?” By the time she got to five there were no hands in the air.

I looked around the room, at the other families. The couple next to us, who had jokingly told the class they were done having babies and wanted to foster and possibly adopt a teenager, was no longer smiling. They were inspired to foster when they learned that teens account for less than 10 percent of all adoptions.5 They had two adult children. “What’s one more?” the husband had joked. But in that moment, their good intentions were blindsided by the realities of childhood trauma.

Everyone was silent, imagining the horrors our future foster children might have endured and the resulting behavioral issues that might emerge. Cindy had deflated our cheerful optimism with the sharp edge of truth. I looked around the room and tried to guess who might not be back the following week—who was up for the challenge and who was not.

The couple who wanted a teen looked especially grim.

Next, Cindy the Dream-Slayer asked us to track how many situational losses had been experienced by a seven-year-old boy in a video she screened from a warbly VHS cassette. When the video was over, I had to count again, sure I’d made a mistake. I hadn’t miscounted. In just seven years, he’d endured thirteen of these losses, a number Cindy told us was not unusual for a child in foster care. She’d seen five-year-olds who’d entered care with scars from cigarette burns, had cases with kids as young as two who’d been molested. I could feel my stomach turning. Cindy had just said our baby could be a victim of sexual abuse. Where would I begin to help that child? What would they need? The questions in my mind raced as fast as the adrenaline in my veins. Will the baby act out? What sort of behavioral issues might they have? What if my little girl is afraid of men? She’s going to have two dads. I feared what I didn’t know—the past of a child, a victim, who was about to enter my life, to become my world, and I was completely unprepared. I wanted to watch them shine, but first I’d have to help them heal.

I looked back at the list on the board and thought about my mom. She was the same age as the boy in the video when she lost her own mother to a hemorrhage caused by an ectopic pregnancy. In a sense, she lost her father that night too. His battle with grief was roiled by alcoholism. Mom was bounced from one living situation to another. A series of people incapable of caring for her and her younger siblings.

I estimated she had experienced at least seven situational losses before the age of ten. It was hard to know for sure. She was always careful when she talked about her childhood, never wanting us to be encumbered by the pain of her past. But over the years I had collected the slivers she let slip and assembled them, along with the fragments I gathered from my aunts and uncles, in meticulous fashion, like piecing together the shards of a broken lamp.

Despite, or maybe as a result of, her childhood, Mom loved and watched over her three children with the ferocity of someone who understands just how delicate life is, how one tragedy can upend everything in a matter of seconds. She mastered the balance of protecting her children, while teaching us to survive. She gave us experiences she had only dreamt about. But most importantly, she provided the one thing I needed above all else: a safe space. Whether we were alone talking in the kitchen or belting along to Rod Stewart in her Monte Carlo, the pressure I felt around others to be someone else was never there. It always felt like she saw me, the real me. And she loved me just the same.



The biggest trauma of my childhood was coming to grips with being gay. My parents had never physically hurt or abandoned me. I never worried about my safety the way Mom had or the way my future child may have. How would we build trust with a child who’d endured so many losses? We wouldn’t just be first-time foster parents—we would be first-time parents, period. My baby fever had suddenly been interrupted by the heavy recognition of all the hurt our future child might have experienced, and of all I didn’t know about nurturing any young person, much less one who’d faced trauma.

“What is the most common reason a child enters foster care?” the woman at the table next to ours asked.

“That’s a great question,” Cindy replied with a smile, “and it’s also a very difficult one to answer.” She took a deep breath, removed her glasses with one hand, and rubbed her eyes with the other. “Neglect is the box that gets checked most frequently by investigators, but neglect can mean different things to different people. If there’s an allegation of abuse, a judge may want evidence and an investigator can’t always prove how a bruise ended up somewhere. Neglect, however, can be subjective, relying on the opinions of investigators or the agency’s definition of neglect. Sometimes neglect gets selected simply because it’s easier than proving abuse.”

Cindy’s answer was yet another curveball to my foster-adopt strategy. I’d done a lot of homework before arriving in class. I knew there were factors that increased the likelihood of a child not returning to their birth parents. When a parent has already lost a child to the system or has a history of drug use or mental health issues, the odds are not in their favor for reunification. When the call would come, and Jason and I would be presented with the facts of the case, we planned to ask a series of questions to screen out the children with the highest likelihood of reunification. We wanted to adopt a child in need and I wasn’t sure I was emotionally prepared for reunification. I thought, by doing my homework, I could increase my chances of winning the jackpot, the perfect baby ready to be adopted. But what Cindy had just said meant that the data used to inform my research might have been a bit murky. I was beginning to believe it was all muddy, a swamp.

Cindy returned the conversation to trauma and how foster parents can best support children who’ve been traumatized. She must have mistaken my wandering thoughts for an expression of boredom because she called on me for her next question.

“Mark, what are you going to do if you have a Black daughter?” she asked. “How are you going to help her maintain a connection to her culture of origin? How are you going to learn to do her hair?”

“I’m a gay man in Hollywood,” I joked, trying to deflect the question and hide my growing insecurities. “Do you really think I don’t know a hairdresser?”

Everyone laughed. But her point wasn’t lost on me. We were navigating challenging terrain, and understanding how to care for and style a child’s natural hair was just the tip of the iceberg. As foster parents, it would become our responsibility to instill a child with a sense of pride and cultural context. There was also the legacy of social injustice. Poverty, mass incarceration, and other social endemics adversely impacting communities of color have led to a population of Black and Indigenous youth in foster care that is far greater than their portion of the general population.6 It was unlikely, given the demographics of Los Angeles County, that the child we’d receive would look anything like us.

A few months into our marriage, and we were about to open our hearts and our home to someone with a host of needs and experiences we couldn’t predict—or in some cases, even fathom. I had no idea exactly what kind of parents we would be, but I did know we had both the time and love to share.

I figured that was as good a place as any to begin figuring it out.






Chapter 2 [image: ] Husband and Husband


Four months earlier, I stood in front of the big leaning mirror in our guest bedroom, my mom and best girlfriends crowded around me in a panic like a scene out of Father of the Bride. Jason had gone ahead to the venue to greet guests and play host, and I was trapped with confounding flaps of silk around my neck, watching the eighth pointless YouTube video, listening to a smugly dapper man chastise, “Every man should be able to tie his own bow tie.”

“I got this,” Trisha said. “I totally got this.” She pursed her lips and squinted her green eyes in determination.

My mom, sitting on the bed beside me, squeezed my hand. She claimed to have flown out from Boston almost a week early to help with the last-minute wedding prep, but I knew the real reason she’d come to LA days before my father arrived: she was here to keep an eye on my anxiety. Jason was the even keel in our relationship. I was the hot mess.

Shrieks shot upstairs from the front entryway. In a flash of long limbs and blond hair my friend Buffy raced down the hall, stopping at the guest room door to blow me a kiss, her face flushed.

“How is it this hot in October?” she groaned.

She was training for an Ironman, but Jason and I had joked that her true athletic feat would be traveling from another wedding in Copenhagen to LA on a red-eye via London, fighting traffic to our house, and getting dressed and done up in time for pictures before the ceremony.

“You’ve got twenty minutes,” Trisha warned, lifting and resetting my collar to take another go at the tie. In the precise clockwork of wedding planning, we’d figured out how to get Buffy here from a different continent in time to shower, steam her dress, and do her hair and makeup. Our calculation hadn’t taken into consideration the possibility that I’d be the one who was unprepared.

My stomach lurched with nerves. And there was something else—the feeling of wanting something so much that the strength of desire made me afraid it was out of reach.



Jason and I had met the traditional way.

On Tinder.

I’d had a pair of meaningful relationships, each lasting three years, and opened my heart and bed to an embarrassing number of others. I’d been ghosted, breadcrumbed, and borderline stalked. But at thirty-six years old I had finally confronted the monster of internalized shame that spawned from a childhood in the closet. Straight people typically figure out who they are while coming of age and hopefully begin to love and respect themselves around the same time. Gays of my generation—we tended to lag behind.

I remember hating myself after my first few hookups. I was terrified of someone finding out. My future would be ruined. I was a sinner, a deviant, a fag, or whatever other names the Westboro Baptist Church lobbed at boys like me. Night after night, I sobbed myself to sleep, wishing I was anyone other than who I was. Shame squeezing every ounce of self-love out of my soul. I allowed shame to win for way too long.

But I was in a different place in my life when I met Jason.

Tinder had just been released, but I didn’t know about it until I met my girlfriends for our regular Sunday night dinner. When I arrived at the restaurant, they were all on their phones, swiping left and right with the excitement of children on Christmas morning.

“It’s this new dating app,” one friend said, barely prying her eyes away from the screen to update me on the new and highly efficient way to cruise. “If you and the person you’re into both swipe right, you’re able to message one another. It really cuts through the noise,” she said.

“Are the gays on it?” I asked, intrigued.

She shrugged and kept swiping.

In the early days of Tinder, they sent you male and female candidates indiscriminately, regardless of your orientation. My first day on the app I hilariously matched with Trisha and two other girlfriends, and I was so busy taking screenshots of the bogus matches that it took a minute to register a real one: Jason, whom I could swear I’d seen before, maybe at the gym or one of the parties in the Hills that every gay in LA attended—the Super Bowl (what we called the Beyoncé Concert in the Middle of a Football Game), or one of the legendary Cupid’s Stupid Valentine’s Day parties. Jason suggested Eveleigh on Sunset for drinks at 7:00 p.m. Did seven o’clock mean dinner, or just drinks? Was I supposed to eat first? I polled the girls and we agreed I’d better eat before I got there—they’d all seen what being “hangry” does to me.

When I arrived, Jason was sitting at a small bar on the French-cottage-inspired covered back patio. I slid onto the stool next to him and ordered a glass of red. He stuck with sparkling water, asked the bartender to bring us olives, and told me he’d been sober for fifteen years.

Great. I’d already flubbed the date. “Does it bother you if I drink?”

“No,” he reassured me. “I used to be a bartender.”

When he ordered a charcuterie plate that I was too full to help him finish, I asked if he’d eaten dinner.

“No, have you?”

“So, by ‘drinks at seven’ you actually meant ‘dinner and no drinks at seven,’ ” I joked.

He wasn’t from LA either—he’d grown up in Pittsburgh—and soon we were talking about our favorite things to do in our chosen city.

“I like to ride the trains,” he said. “When people visit me, I always take them downtown on the subway.”

“LA has trains?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

“We should go do it. Right now.”

“But I live in LA because I don’t want to live in New York,” I said. I told him I always took visitors to the beach.

“Then let’s go to the beach,” he said.

We dropped his car off at his house by the Grove, an LA shopping landmark, which meant we had to go by Doughboys for cupcakes. We ordered a giant red velvet cupcake to share and then drove to Malibu. It was pitch-black on the beach. Jason walked ahead of me, holding the box with the cupcake, and I was right on his tail. Just as my eyes were starting to adjust to the dark, my foot landed in a hole in the sand, and I pitched forward. He stopped short, turning toward me, and suddenly I was Kate Hudson in an early 2000s rom-com. I fell into him, and we kissed for the first time by accident. It was a fantastic kiss. Surprising. Electric. New. Had this been an actual rom-com, fireworks would have spontaneously lit up the Pacific sky. We would have held still, clasping hands, watching the explosions dance overhead. And as the night air filled with the crescendo of our film’s score, we’d embrace once more as the camera panned down to the sandy cupcake at our bare feet. But this was no movie. We kissed in the dark to the sound of crashing waves. His arm around my back and the other, thankfully, still clutching the cupcake.

Jason took the games out of dating. He called when he said he was going to call. He texted to check in. He made plans. Other guys had traded me in for a go-go boy or an after-hours party. Jason made himself available and that made me feel wanted.

A few months after our first date, I watched him wind up and pitch a Wiffle ball to his friend’s six-year-old, and I knew. I snapped a picture of him, baseball cap on backward, the sun bringing out the gold in his ginger beard, and texted it to the girls. FYI, I wrote, I’m going to marry this man.

And I was right.

But first this stupid bow tie.

In an hour and a half, we’d get married in front of three hundred guests, a celebration of commitment and vision and partnership. Also a celebration of the fact that we could get married. When I came out in my twenties, gay marriage wasn’t legal. I didn’t grow up seeing gay couples grocery shopping or picking their kids up from school. In fairness, I was raised in Brockton, Massachusetts, a working-class city south of Boston, and didn’t see a lot of straight husbands or dads pushing grocery carts or running car pool either. I’d come of age in a culture with a narrow vision of what it meant to be a couple or a family. The roles were defined. There’s a husband and a wife, no exceptions. It didn’t matter that Patrick Swayze in a tank top made you feel things you’d never felt before; there were norms. Norms that left kids like me feeling isolated, lonely, and depressed.

While my parents had never uttered an unkind word about gay people, we were a blue-collar Irish Catholic family during the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. I didn’t know anyone who was gay. The only time I had heard the word used was as a punch line. I didn’t realize it at the time, but each crack, each cruel joke, added a new pound of shame to my young, weary shoulders.

Sometimes I felt disappointed—no, angry—that I, and everyone in my generation, were given such limited models of who we were and who we might become. Sometimes I just felt grateful for the cultural shifts and change-makers who paved the way, who’d made it possible for Jason and me to become husbands and, we hoped, dads.



We piled into separate Ubers and rode a mile down the street to the Ebell of Los Angeles, one of a number of women’s clubs that had been built along the California coast in the late 1800s to give women more access to the arts and cultural events. I’d like to believe we’d chosen this place for its history, but the elegant chandeliers, sweeping staircases, and ornate, gilded plaster ceilings hadn’t hurt my vision of a fairy-tale wedding.

“Someone’s getting married,” the Uber driver sang, pulling up to the curb.

My mouth felt like it was full of sand, dry and scratchy with nerves. Inside, caterers bustled around in aprons, setting up tables and stainless-steel serving trays. Our videographer ran up with his camera, filming my arrival. The knot in my stomach tightened. For a closet introvert, there’s no worse hell than hosting in public.

I stood still and let Trisha fix my collar, my eyes roaming around the room. My mom in her taupe dress stitched with pearls, her hair in a loose chignon, joined a clutch of aunts and cousins, and with a lump in my throat I thought of the two most important people who weren’t with us today. My cousin Jaime and my aunt Cheryl. Jaime was three days younger than me and my closest friend. She passed away suddenly when we were twenty-three. She should have been riding over in the Uber with me and her sister Keli today. I looked up at the ornate ceiling in hopes gravity would pull back the tears forming in my eyes.

Auntie Cheryl was Mom’s sister and Jaime’s mother. She had died of cancer a few years earlier. For fourteen months she’d fought for her life, and every single day of her illness, her husband of thirty-plus years brought fresh blueberries into the house, convinced the antioxidants would keep her alive. As she lay dying in the home they built, he stood, knelt, and slept beside her, his devotion my personal image of love in action. Before Jason, I’d just kept breaking my own heart. Jason had opened it. How, I wondered, would our love be called to action?

That’s when I noticed the tablecloths. They were laid two to a table, one lighter and one darker green. I knew marketing, policy, and strategy, but Jason knew event planning, and he knew tablecloths and centerpieces and what looked right. He’d been very particular about the look he wanted for the tables—but the cloths were on backward. The lighter green was supposed to go on the top, the darker on the bottom. There were at least thirty-five tables—there was no time to fix them. I looked down at Trisha in a panic.

Just then she stepped away from me, hands overhead, raising the roof. “Check you out!” she said, distracting me from the tablecloths. “The perfect bow tie.”

She was right. She’d nailed it. I kissed her cheek and took the stairs two at a time to find Jason. I was finally ready.

“You prepare, you do your best, and there are things you can’t control,” Jason had said that morning in bed when I checked the weather report for the fiftieth time and confirmed that we’d be marrying in unseasonable triple-digit heat. “You decide whether it gets to ruin your day.” Sometimes it was a real pain in the ass to live with a wellness coach who taught workshops like Meditation for Assholes… and People Who Don’t Want to Act Like One. A little part of me wanted to see him undone by the tablecloths, not because I wanted him to be upset, but because I wanted him to be like me, someone who could become a basket case over a small thing.

Jason stood with a group of groomsmen, everyone else sipping champagne in T-shirts, waiting till the last possible minute to put on wedding clothes. Jason looked completely relaxed and at ease in his black tux. My chest bounced with nervous energy. Jason lazily turned his gaze my way and smiled, his blue eyes washing me in sudden calm.

“Hey, babe,” he said and moved across the room toward me. He kissed me on the lips, and I knew I wouldn’t say anything about the tablecloths.



Just before four thirty, when the ceremony was scheduled to begin, the string quartet started playing arrangements of Tupac songs and guests began filling the seats.

“Welcome, everyone,” our dear friend Peggy, the officiant, began. “On behalf of Jason, Mark, and their families, I thank you for stepping out of your busy lives and into their love story on this beautiful, brisk day.”

Jason stood across from me on the landing at the top of the stairs. Together we watched our giant wedding party—our siblings, cousins, closest friends—process up the aisle, followed by our dads, each escorting two nieces, our ring bearers. He winked at me.

“Here we go,” he said.

In minutes our mothers would walk us down the stairs and up the aisle and he would become my husband. I’d been to so many weddings, celebrated couples I cherished, but this was Jason and my day, the celebration of a love I never thought I’d find.

I took a deep cleansing breath and Jason gave my hand a quick little squeeze. My brother had joked that Jason was “just what every middle-aged, fat guy longed for—another younger and more handsome brother.” Jason wasn’t perfect. I hated the way he insisted on putting almond milk in my coffee, or teased me for being a typical youngest sibling, something only an oldest sibling like him would scoff at. But we had fun in all parts of our life together, even in traffic—which made Los Angeles paradise. I respected Jason’s steadfast commitment to his sobriety, admired how even after fifteen years sober, he continued to honor that commitment with humanity and humility by sponsoring others in recovery. Most of all, I loved his kindness and attentiveness, the way when we had a misunderstanding, he always reached to fill the crack in our relationship with love.

I squeezed his hand back.



“Mark and Jason want to start a new tradition right now that is based on one of our most sacred rituals during this season,” Peggy continued from below us. “The ceremonial coin toss to see who will take the field first.”

My friend Kim came forward, a referee jersey pulled over the top of her dress.

“Forgive me,” she said. “This is my first time refereeing a wedding.” She tossed the coin, and I held my breath. I didn’t care who walked down the aisle first. But it was my habit to stop breathing when the odds were wide open, the outcomes unknown. Jason’s proxy called heads and won the toss, and suddenly the string quartet was playing Jason’s processional music, “Falling Slowly,” the Glen Hansard song from the musical Once, which we’d seen together in London the year before. He glanced at me and started down the stairs, arm in arm with his mom.

My mom grabbed my hand like she had a million times before. Walking me into kindergarten on the first day, and the second day, and the last day. I was not a very brave child. She gave me strength and eased my fear with her soft voice and unwavering love. Now, with her stance tall, shoulders back, smile bright with joy, she was ready to escort her baby down the aisle.

My song was playing, “Halo,” by Beyoncé. Mom and I started down the stairs, three hundred faces lifting toward us. I was smiling and crying at the same time.

“Mom,” I said as we reached the aisle, love on all sides of us, Jason beaming at me, “thank you for making all my dreams come true.”

Then I was standing with Jason, my hands in his hands.

“Lovely men,” Peggy said. “The moment has arrived.”



Now I know that at 5:10 that October afternoon, as I vowed, “I promise to be honest, kind, patient, and forgiving—and sometimes admit I’m wrong,” and Jason said, “I promise to let you love me like you love me, even when there are times when I don’t feel like I can let you love me like you do,” a bus pulled into the Greyhound station three miles away and a pregnant woman with a baby in a soaked diaper stepped into the hot evening sun.

As I said, “I promise to be your partner in life’s adventures—and to always make sure we have protein bars so no one gets hangry,” and Jason said, “I promise to continue to sign up for the many incredible adventures we bring to each other’s lives, whether that be a journey across the world or bringing home a dog from a charity auction, and I promise to be there alongside you, cleaning up after any of the things left behind from the many adventures we have,” the woman in the bus station waited for her mother-in-law, who was supposed to pick her up.

As I said, “I promise to support your ambitions and aspirations because your gifts make our world so much better,” and Jason vowed, “I promise to hold your heart in my hands, and never squeeze it too tight, and never hold it too loosely, but to let it grow, beat, breathe, all the while knowing it always has my protection and care,” the woman was alone.

At the Ebell, the string quartet launched into “Crazy in Love” and Jason and I practically levitated up the aisle; husband and husband, cheered on by the joy and affection of our dearest family and friends. It was the fairy-tale moment we had imagined and planned for. But we’d forgotten how grim and terrifying fairy tales can be. How their protective alchemy works through caution and warning.

As Jason and I bathed in the warmth of our community’s love, a young woman got into the car of the only person she had to call, the mother of the man she was escaping.

We didn’t know how complicated a happily ever after could be.






Chapter 3 [image: ] Baby Fever


A couple of months after saying “I do,” Jason and I sat side by side on a couch in the San Fernando Valley, in a house converted to an office, with the mauve-and-white minimalism of a Botox clinic. It smelled faintly of cats. The owner, a willowy platinum blonde with a Zen smile, introduced us to her employee, a former surrogate mother.

“I had two kids of my own,” the surrogate mom said. “I just really wanted to help another couple experience the same happiness of being parents.”

“There are other families ahead of you in line,” the owner said, “but we have at least two surrogates who I’m sure would be excited to meet you. We can get you started on the matching process as soon as you’re ready.”

I smiled and nodded, but it blew my mind to think there were people who were willing to do this. It wasn’t like donating blood. It wasn’t even like donating a kidney. I was sitting in a room with someone who was willing to put her whole body, her life, on the line so that people like Jason and me, who couldn’t have biological kids on our own, could be parents. It didn’t seem possible. And it didn’t seem exactly fair. I wasn’t like a lot of my friends who always imagined they’d be parents or Jaime, who had dreamed of becoming a mom ever since we were little kids.

Thinking of Jaime made my breath hitch and my smile falter. Every milestone in my life was marked by her absence. Even visiting this office, contemplating such a monumental and happy decision, made my heart ache because she wasn’t here to share it with me.

A few weeks after we turned twenty-three, Jaime’s intoxicated boyfriend drove their car into a tree, and she died. I thought a lot, too much maybe, about all the important experiences she’d never have, including the one that mattered to her the most: having a child. She would never get to build a life and a home, to protect and care for another soul, to love and be loved. I didn’t grow up with the same desire. Jaime’s childhood dream of marriage and parenting was unattainable for a boy like me.

I didn’t dream of someday getting to be a father. I was too busy dreaming of someday getting to be me.

The few times I had thought about having a biological child I wondered if I could handle parenting a kid like me, one who constantly lived in fear of having his secret discovered; one who believed he only had permission to be himself at home, that his personal safety stopped at his front door. Or one who had to step into costume and assume a role every time he left the house. The idea of watching a child live out my insecurities was excruciating. It wasn’t until I had finally shoveled aside the mound of shame and self-loathing I had been living under that I began seeing myself and parenting differently. Beneath that pile of negativity was a strength, an ability to empathize and relate to a child struggling for acceptance.

It wasn’t just me who changed. As I got older and braver, the whole world changed. The early 2000s, when I came out, saw a rapid upswing in gay rights. We went from closets and clubs to boardrooms and stages, from “don’t ask, don’t tell” to “here and queer,” and from shame to pride. I found and freed myself in time to love and be loved. But Jaime would never get to know who I became or that I’d get to live out her dream.

On the ride to Malibu, on our very first date, Jason asked if I’d ever thought about parenting. “Yeah, but not until recently,” I said, honestly. “Marriage and kids; it’s all new to us.” He nodded slowly in agreement.

“What about you?” I asked.

“I want to have kids,” he responded without hesitation. “My sister had a baby, a girl, last year and she’s changed the way I see everything.” Smiling, he added, “I can’t get back to Pittsburgh often enough to see her.”

The more time we spent together I could see what an amazing father Jason would become. We visited his family and I watched how effortlessly he engaged with his nieces and coddled his newborn nephew. He was a natural. Perhaps having a brother who was fifteen years younger had given him a leg up. His prowess gave me confidence, knowing I would be tag-teaming parenthood with an all-star. And having a baby quickly became a question of how, not when.

We wanted two or three kids and ruled out private adoption from the start. We had friends who had waited years to be selected by birth parents, and we were impatient. I wanted a timeline, something that felt like we were working toward the end goal. Jason also loved the idea of foster-adopting, but we wanted to see if and where surrogacy would fit into our plan. We knew surrogacy would take time. We’d have to find a surrogate and select an egg donor long before we would even start the nine months of gestation.

Before the wedding, surrogacy was our “someday, maybe, who knows” option, but now, suddenly, I felt different. To be married. To be married to a man. To be married to a man I loved who was obviously born to be a father, and with whom I could have biological kids. It was more than the twenty-five-year-old me who had confessed to his parents he was gay could have ever dreamed possible.

When I made that call thirteen years earlier, I was so terrified it took two vodka tonics and an hourlong pep talk from Buffy to work up the courage to dial my parents’ number. I had moved to Des Moines, Iowa, six months earlier to work on a coordinated campaign for the state’s incumbent Democratic senator and governor—and I’d met someone. I had been skating along the edges of my sexuality, never allowing things to progress far or long enough for a relationship to form. But this time was different.

I was already crying when my mother picked up the phone, and when I heard her voice the floodgates opened. I tried to speak, but I could barely catch my breath between sobs. “Mark? What’s wrong? What happened?” her pitch rising with alarm as I struggled to get the ragged sounds coming out of my mouth to resemble words.

Finally, I sputtered, “I’m gay.”

Her response was immediate, unequivocal: “Nothing you could ever say or do could change the way I feel about you. Nothing.” I sat still, quietly replaying her words in my head.

She exhaled. Relieved, she added, “Oh honey, I thought you were going to tell me you were hurt or had been in an accident and hurt someone else.”

I asked her to tell Dad. I wasn’t ready to say it again. She agreed and said she’d call me back.

I closed my flip phone and sat in the dark, trying to process the irrevocable shift I’d just made to my world. Coming out to my parents was also coming out to myself, which made it all real. Now that I had said the words aloud, there was no going back. This was one of life’s nonrefundable, no-money-back declarations. It meant I was accepting gay as a part of my identity. A brand I would wear for life.

Waiting for Mom to call back, I stared out the window and watched the snow falling under the soft glow of the streetlights outside. I had heard stories of people whose families stopped speaking to them after they came out, but I had no reason to expect or even fear the worst from my parents. I knew there were no disclaimers to their love. I felt lighter, like the Buick I’d been carrying on my back had finally been lifted. I wasn’t sure if this lightness would last, but I wanted it to. The snow continued to fall, dusting the hoods of the cars parked below. The moon glowed in the distance, just as it had the night before and the night before that. I leaned closer to the window, my breath fogging the glass. I may have shifted my world, but as far as I could tell, nothing else was changed.

My phone rang. Only a few minutes had passed. Mom handed the phone to Dad and he opened with a joke. In tense or uncomfortable situations, he becomes Jerry Seinfeld—either a gift or a curse, depending on the moment. I don’t remember exactly what he said, because all I heard was “I love you.”

Coming out was the scariest thing I had ever done for myself, and I wanted to share the peace I had found. By 2004, Lambda Legal had filed a lawsuit in Iowa that would eventually lead to the 2009 court ruling making Iowa the third state to recognize same-sex marriage. I wanted to be a part of the fight and so I founded One Iowa, a grassroots organization working to increase public support for marriage equality. I didn’t know it then, but this was the first step in my journey to this moment, sitting next to my husband on a couch flecked with cat dander, about to make our first major parenting decision. I wasn’t sure whether it was allergies making my eyes water, or my overwhelming emotions.

There was something else too. Something my neighbor Joe had reminded me of a few days earlier when we were bringing our trash barrels in from the curb. He mentioned how much he and his wife had enjoyed our wedding. “We were late getting into the room for the ceremony,” he said. “We sat in the back, and I was thinking, if this were twenty years ago, how many of these men would be sick or dying?” Joe bought his house the year I was born. A professor and musician, he’d loved and lost more friends to AIDS than I would ever know.



Sitting in this office, I wanted to be a father more than at any point in my life. I wanted to see the reflection of myself, the strengths and the flaws, and be there to comfort my child if they inherited my fears. It was also a way of honoring the men who’d wanted the opportunities Jason and I had, but who’d been born at the wrong time, or whose lives had been cut short. I saw our choice to marry and parent as a way to celebrate our place in a generation that was changing the landscape. The Leave It to Beaver hetero gender roles that had dogged our culture for decades wouldn’t even remotely apply to our family. And if surrogacy could help Jason and me have biological children, maybe Jaime’s dream would live on through our family too.

“Would you like us to add you to the list of families looking for a surrogate?” the woman asked.

Jason squeezed my hand, and I squeezed back.

“Let’s do it. Let’s get on the list,” I said.

A few weeks later, Jason and I were in North Carolina for a New Year’s Eve wedding. We had breakfast with my friend Mariah, whom I’d met a few years earlier through my work with Youth Villages LifeSet, a program that provides support to some of the roughly twenty thousand young adults who age out of the foster care system each year.1 Mariah was twenty and a freshman in college when her group of LifeSet youth scholars was brought to Los Angeles on an enrichment trip. My assignment was to help match each young person with a mini internship that supported their dreams and ambitions, not simply those in areas they were familiar with.



When I first met Mariah, she’d been friendly but guarded. Over time I’d earned her trust. Now she was a senior in college and as we ate our omelets and avocado toast in a strip mall diner, her warmth and liveliness bubbled over.

“How long till you two are toting around a car seat and a pack ’n’ play?” she asked.

Jason smiled and gave me a happy wink. “We’re hoping soon,” he said.

As we continued to laugh and chat, Mariah confided that someday she wanted to write a book about her experience growing up in foster care. I was struck by her resilience and grit in the face of so much adversity; hers was the kind of success story every social worker hopes for in the children they serve.

“I grew up without my biological mom,” she said. “I had foster moms. Lots of good maternal figures. But they all had kids of their own before they met me, and I never quite felt like I came first.”

It was the first time she had spoken so openly about her past. Her words, between bites of eggs, revealed the pain of a little girl missing her mother. As she recalled the discomfort of school projects—the family tree assignment or the papier-mâché Mother’s Day flowers—I saw that hidden behind her infectious smile was the broken heart of a child. All these harmless school activities were reminders that she was different. That belonging, for her, was always just out of reach.

It occurred to me, maybe for the first time, that any child raised by two dads would also grow up without a mom. How would we explain this to a child? For a child adopted through foster care, it seemed obvious. They’d come into our lives with a history and the truth of their journey could be spoon-fed in age-appropriate portions over time. They would, most likely, have a mom. She just wouldn’t be raising them. But, for a child born through surrogacy, how would we help them make sense of a process I barely understood? I thought of how a friend’s daughter who was born through surrogacy describes her surrogate as “some nice lady in Palm Springs.”

We wouldn’t be the first men to raise children without a mom, but the gravity of what that might mean for a child had never crossed my mind. We didn’t have a robust generation of same-sex parents ahead of us we could learn from and look to for guidance. The gay men I knew raising kids had all been married to women prior to coming out. They all shared custody of their children with highly engaged mothers.

But, more than any of that, I now couldn’t help but wonder, if Jason and I had a biological child first, would a foster child inevitably share Mariah’s feeling of always coming second?

After breakfast we climbed into our rental car—a cheesy black Mustang convertible, somehow the only option available when we’d arrived—and Jason spoke the words we were both thinking: “What if we waited on surrogacy and fostered first?”

As we drove to the airport my mind buzzed with the question. I’d gotten swept up in the possibility of bringing home a tiny infant, a little person who would carry Jason’s genes or mine, whom we’d think about through the months of gestation, wondering whether our baby would have dirty-blond hair like me or be a ginger like Jason. I’d caught baby fever and somehow compartmentalized what I knew through my work in child advocacy: that more than 400,000 American children are in foster care on any given day,2 roughly the same population as the number of residents of Miami, Florida. That each year in the US alone, more than 1,700 children are killed for reasons connected to abuse and neglect.3 That too often, the cycle of abuse continues: parents who abuse their children are more likely to have experienced abuse in their own childhoods.4

I thought about Mariah’s words, as if she were warning us about the unintentional harm we could cause for another child. About how our good intentions could leave one of our own children feeling like they never truly belong. Belonging to my family was my safety net, my foundation, my shield. I wanted more than anything to ensure all our future children knew they belonged.

By the time we were checking in for our flight, we had a new game plan. We would foster-adopt one of the more than 100,000 children already born who needed loving, capable parents and a permanent home.



We wasted no time. Two weeks later we had an informational meeting at our home with Cathy Allan, the program coordinator for Children’s Bureau, one of a few dozen nonprofit foster family agencies contracted to support Los Angeles County’s Department of Children and Family Services. I could hear Jason upstairs talking when I opened the kitchen door. Then I heard a woman’s voice with that loud, grating, painfully familiar accent say, “That’s wicked awesome.”

What was going on? Was one of my aunts in town? That was Boston. That piercing shrill of an accent I’d beaten out of my system was a symphony of nostalgia. I raced to the hallway to see Jason and a woman I’d never met, but already felt a connection to, walking down the stairs.

As we made our way to the living room Cathy said she’d been in Los Angeles for twenty years, but her accent hadn’t faded a bit. If she traded in her pantsuit for a Patriots hoodie and a Dunkin’ Donuts iced coffee she could easily pass as a member of my family. There was no need to meet with other agencies. My mind was made up.

“Mahk, how are you from Brockton? You don’t even have an accent,” she said.

I smiled. The way she butchered my name reminded me of home. “One of my first jobs out of college was as a press secretary for a congressman from the panhandle, back when Florida elected Democrats,” I explained. “Reporters would call all the time and ask to speak with ‘Mack’ or ‘Max.’ That’s when I knew I had to do something about it.”

We sat down in the living room and Jason left to bring coffee and tea in from the kitchen. Cathy turned to me. “You’ve got plenty of room, how do you feel about siblings?”

“Great,” I said. It didn’t take much thought—it was certainly in our plan to reconnect with the surrogacy agency within the next few years so the siblings could grow up together.

Jason ran back into the room, a dish towel over his shoulder. “What did you just say?”

“That we’re good with siblings,” I said.

I couldn’t tell by the look on his face or the tone of his voice if he was shocked or faking it to amuse Cathy. He and I had discussed having more than one. She had asked me a hypothetical question, and I couldn’t see us turning away a second child down the road.

I’d watched my sister and brother and cousins become parents. I’d seen my friends have children. I wondered if the next baby I held would be my own.
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By the end of foster parent training, I was no less passionate about the path we had chosen, but I did feel overwhelmed by the huge list of unknowns, including the most foundational reality of fostering: that you don’t know how long the child will be in your life. The whole point of fostering is to care for kids when their biological parents or other family members are unable to do so. It’s not meant to be a permanent arrangement. Ideally, the biological parent takes an anger management class or enters recovery or finds a home or comes out of prison, and the child reunifies with the parents. But reality and the ideal don’t always align. We were told that 55 percent of kids in foster care in California reunify with their birth parents.1 The others either move on to adoption by an extended family member or foster parent, or they age out of the system.

We had signed up to foster-adopt with the belief that it was a surefire way to start our family. I had this rosy vision of celebrating our adoption ceremony in a courtroom filled with all our friends and family and a judge smiling brightly, holding up a signed certificate. We would all marvel at how the universe had conspired to bring Jason and me and this perfect baby together for a joy-filled life. I had yet to confront the obvious reality that for us to foster and eventually adopt a child meant that other parents would have to lose their children. And a child, no matter how hard we tried, would have an indelible bond to parents who were unable or deemed incapable of properly caring for them.

During our home inspection and disclosure meeting, the last stage of our certification, a social worker walked through our house with a ten-page checklist:


	Walls and ceilings are clean and in good repair.

	Doors are in good condition and operate properly.

	Room temperature is a minimum of 68 degrees and a maximum of 85 degrees.

	Knives, scissors, razors, and other sharp objects are inaccessible to children.

	There is a working phone on premises.

	Home is free of flies and other insects and woodpile has been re-stacked and checked for spiders in the last six months.

	Building and grounds are free from hazards and rubbish.

	Powdered milk is not used as a beverage.



When she placed a thermometer under the kitchen faucet to inspect that the water temperature did not exceed 120 degrees, I thought, I really hope it doesn’t because I don’t know how in hell to turn that down. Then came the disclosure questions. The social worker interviewed us separately about our relationship history, our sex lives, past drug use, and our family backgrounds.

“Has anyone close to you died?” she asked. “Has anyone been a victim of abuse? Has there been a murder?”

I talked about my aunt Cheryl’s death to cancer, about the car accident that took Jaime.

“Anything else?” she prodded.

I shook my head.

“Are you absolutely sure?”

Then I realized what she meant—that Jason must have told her about my cousin’s daughter Joanna, whom I’d only met once or twice. About an incident so horrific it was both impossible to forget and impossible to think about.

It happened in early August 2007, when I was living in Iowa, working for Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign. On a campaign, every day is Monday. I spent my weeks traveling the state in a motorcade, four or five large events a day, eating at Maid Rites and Dairy Queens, any topic that didn’t pertain to precinct captains or ethanol policy a blur. Though she found out early Sunday morning, my mom knew I’d be working through the weekend and waited until later that night to call. Her voice was thin and shaky.

“Honey, it’s bad news. It’s really bad.”

She told me to pull up the Boston Globe headlines, and there was my cousin Heather, standing outside of her home weeping, flanked by her husband and other family members and friends.

On Saturday night, Heather had brought her six-year-old daughter, Joanna, to a sleepover at the safest place in the world—Heather’s mom’s house in Weymouth, Massachusetts. Joanna bounced in through the door of her grandmother’s house, carrying her Disney princess sleeping bag and chattering about movies and pancakes. Early Sunday morning, she was found wrapped in a comforter in the back seat of a stolen car, her body naked, badly bruised, and showing signs of sexual assault. There was blood in her mouth; her legs were gray and discolored. She’d been abducted from the room where she was sleeping, her assailant climbing on top of a car to cut the window screen. Her grandmother didn’t even know Joanna was missing until police arrived in the morning to report that she’d been found dead. If my aunt had woken up, she may have been killed too.

And the police told her it wasn’t a stranger who’d raped and abducted Joanna.

It was Joanna’s twenty-year-old cousin and former foster brother, Ryan.



Now, almost nine years later, preparing to become a parent myself, the pain and grief of Joanna’s murder struck me anew. I remembered hugging Heather at the wake, how she called out “Mah-key” when she saw me, how she couldn’t believe I’d flown all that way. “We’re family,” I’d told her. “That’s what family does.”

But that was the irony. Joanna’s death made it plain that being family doesn’t guarantee love or safety. Love is inherently risky. In love there are no contracts, no assurances. Extending your heart to someone, a partner, a friend, a child, is the ultimate act of vulnerability. The universe makes no promises. Yet, to fully love, you must accept the risk and proceed anyway.

I’ve often thought of Heather and her husband, Jerry, in the same light as parents of school shooting victims. They were all trying their best to love and protect their children. They did everything in their power to do right by their kids. But unlike a parent’s love, which can have no limits, their ability to keep a child safe is bound. You can’t plan for the unimaginable.

“Heather didn’t do anything wrong,” I told the social worker. “She’s a great mother, who protected her babies with the vigilance of the Secret Service.” I found myself tensing up, the pain of nine years earlier resurfacing. “Ryan was an addict. He broke into his grandmother’s house probably to steal some cash. When he found Joanna lying there…” I stopped to catch my breath and realign my words with my thoughts. “What he did is incomprehensible.”

Jason and I were ready to love and risk our hearts for a child. We wanted a baby, one who hadn’t experienced whatever pain or trauma Ryan had endured before he was sent to live at a facility for teens with behavioral issues. We would build a safe home and environment for our baby to grow up, free from abuse and neglect. We’d teach them to be aware in public, like my mom had taught me. We’d do our best to mitigate danger, and if we were lucky, we would be spared the horrific fate Heather and Jerry had endured.
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