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  MORE PRAISE FOR THREE DADS AND A BABY


  “Ian Jenkins, MD proves it takes a team to build a family in his entertaining new book Three Dads and a Baby.”


  —Jerry Nunn, GoPride.com


  “In the field of memoirs on polyamory, Ian Jenkins’s new book Three Dads and Baby stands out. Not only does it turn the usual gender expectations of hetero and bisexuality by focusing on three gay men raising their child(ren) together, Three Dads and a Baby is packed with research and information that takes this book beyond the personal into a broader application that is useful to a wide range of people in chosen families. . . . This charming book is required reading for laypeople to legal scholars and anyone else who is interested in getting lots of information about expanded families in an entertainingly smart style.”


  —Elisabeth “Eli” Sheff, PhD, CSE, Expert witness, relationship coach, educator & consultant, CEO, Sheff Consulting


  “With wisdom and a wonderful wit, Dr. Ian Jenkins takes us on pioneering cultural journey. What is a Family? If sheer effort is any measure, Three Dads and a Baby, reveals a Herculean tale by three loving partners to conquer every barrier to bring life into the world. It breaks new ground in revealing the supremely normal existence of this throuple and their two beautiful children, Piper and Parker. It is an instruction guide for how to be relentless in the pursuit of of joy and yes—dirty diapers, bottles, and no sleep. This is a great read for anyone needing the inspiration to embrace new life and family.”


  —Elizabeth Birch, American attorney and former corporate executive chair to the board of directors of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force
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  CHAPTER 1


  NEONATE LIFE DESTRUCTION SYNDROME


  We’d heard crazy stories from all sorts of friends and relatives about how a baby would explode our lives. “You think you’re tired at work?” one said. “Wait till baby.” Another told us he couldn’t possibly bother with canvas grocery bags: “It’s just way too much to think about after a baby.” One couple didn’t eat at a restaurant for a full year after their baby was born, despite living fifteen minutes from their parents, who had successfully raised three children to adulthood. We had friends who never flushed a toilet after 8:00 p.m. to avoid waking their kids. But Neonate Life Destruction Syndrome was not going to happen to us.


  Even when she was just six days old, everything had come together. No one was exhausted. We had her routines sorted out; baby was kicking ass and taking milk. She wasn’t quite ready for a STEM career or the United States Senate, but she did seem ready for college (drinking, sleeping all day, partying all night). We’d had twenty visitors. We’d watched two movies at home. And we’d posted all her adventures on social media, from her first moments to napping with our dogs. I’d already gotten a dozen very serious replies to my toileting post: “Any reason I can’t dangle a poopy baby over a bidet? Asking for a friend.” I hadn’t taken leave from my career as a hospital doctor. I’d even polished off several work presentations, hosted a webinar on hospital safety, and chaired two hospital committee meetings.


  So we felt ready to take her out into the world. Why not shopping? We needed both staples and treats, as every healthy family runs on a mixture of organic vegetables and chocolate. In our first humbling parenting experience, we’d lost track of what day it was and arrived at Costco midday on Saturday. But baby slept through it all, snuggled to my partner Jeremy’s chest with a baby-porting gadget called a ring sling. One admiring shopper went out of her way to thank my partner for doing his part. “Used to be the men made the women do all the work. More and more men are contributing. The times sure are a-changing!”


  Jeremy, ever the gracious pastor’s son, smiled and thanked her. After she walked on, he said, “Lady, you don’t know the half of it!” The woman hadn’t realized it, but she’d just met a true modern family. Three fathers had accompanied our bundle of joy to the store that day. Alan and I had been partnered for fourteen years, and Jeremy had joined us five years ago, making us a polyamorous triad, or “throuple.” Our baby’s genetic mom had come with us to the store and smiled watching people try to guess at the relationships that bound the four of us. And earlier that day, we’d fed baby some colostrum from her amazing surrogate, who’d been pumping precious breast milk for us since the birth. She’d done all the hard work for us, and we were having an amazing week precisely because none of us had to go through the trials of childbirth or breastfeeding.


  All told, it took three fathers and two women to make our beloved little one. We know, right there, some people have some strong opinions about our decision to raise children despite knowing nothing else about us. According to the American Library Association’s records of book suppression, the children’s book Heather Has Two Mommies was the ninth most challenged book in the 1990s.1 America has changed a lot since then, but imagine what the reception would be for Heather Has Three Polyamorous Daddies and Two Mommies!


  We’re not an ordinary family. But do we have crazy lives, wild parties, unstable relationships, lots of drama, and concerned families? No, not even remotely. We work, we clean the house, we ask each other what we should have for dinner, we pay taxes, we Netflix. Nothing to see here.


  But was becoming poly parents an adventure?


  Oh yes.


  CHAPTER 2


  THE OFFER


  Twenty-seven months earlier ...


  I downed a carefully selected appetizer with my two boyfriends at a Memorial Day party. I had to save calories for the cake Jeremy had assembled out of red, white, and blue layers so the slices looked like American flags. He’d wandered away for a margarita refill, and when he returned, he leaned in and whispered, “Hey . . . do we want to have kids?”


  His friends Stephanie and Julie had offered him embryos to adopt. They’d done two cycles of IVF with a sperm donor, and now they had three beautiful kids—plus two frozen embryos left over. They didn’t have room for any more children in their family, but they didn’t want to discard the embryos. Would we be interested?


  We would. We needed to think long and hard about it, but we were intrigued. We agreed to drink more margaritas and discuss it at home.


  In our eight pre-Jeremy years, Alan brought up having kids a dozen times. Once he said he’d be a great father, and I could be, too, with supervision. We knew he was right, but we never took the first step. Then Jeremy entered the picture: a zookeeper and nurturer by trade. With a third voice at the table, our conversations about parenting began to change. It says quite a lot about my second partner that Julie picked him to raise two of her children.


  But Julie wasn’t the first to tell us we should have kids. For years, our good friend Neha had been nudging us toward parenthood. We’d known her and her husband, Fred, since we moved to San Diego. Alan and Neha had worked together as psychiatrists on a children’s unit, and Fred had rotated through the hospital medicine unit where I worked. Neha had impeccable taste and a knack for telling us that we’d disappointed her in way that felt like a compliment because she knew we were capable of much more. Our two biggest crimes: (1) hosting parties inside rather than using our deck with views of sparkly San Diego and Tijuana, and (2) “failing to get on the baby train.”


  “I’m worried,” she once said over hors d’oeuvres at her place, “that you’re going to put it off until it’s too late. Which would be a most regrettable error.”


  Then we talked about the barriers. It may sound odd, but in our day-to-day lives, being in a gay throuple felt entirely normal. We lived in California. All of our friends and coworkers embraced us, so we didn’t think of it as a barrier. Our problem was biological: none of us had a uterus. When Neha would ask why we hadn’t had kids, I’d joke that we’d been trying desperately but seemed to be infertile.


  We’d heard mixed things about adoption, the obvious solution, from our next-door neighbors. They’d had home interviews to get listed as adoptive parents. To make their home kid safe, they’d installed a retractable, heavy-duty pool cover, one an adult could walk across. They were lovely people, but they still got turned down. What would happen when our interviewer saw our uncovered death trap of a pool—co-owned by three unmarried gay guys? We didn’t think we had a snowball’s chance in hell of being accepted and didn’t like the idea of some agency coming to our house to pass judgment on our fitness as parents in the first place.


  At this point, Fred and Neha’s two youngest kids burst out of their room in tears accusing each other of stealing toys and other crimes that seem unforgivable to children and meaningless to adults.


  “Hush! Stop this nonsense and apologize to each other. Now shoo!” said Neha. “Don’t make any decisions on the basis of our children’s current behavior,” she added after they’d exchanged insincere apologies. “I’m told this disgraceful behavior will eventually come to an end.”


  “When they’re twenty?” Fred asked.


  “Do not frighten them,” she replied, as if we couldn’t hear. “This is a delicate situation.” Fred laughed and asked about IVF.


  Alan said it sounded terrible. He’d heard figures of $8,000 each for the egg donor and agency, plus legal fees, test costs, and other hassles,2 and the huge whopper—surrogacy. According to our Google searches, surrogacy costs were preposterous. One site said that fees ran from $90,000 to $130,000 or more in high-demand states like California.3 Other sites said to expect between $165,000 and $240,000. That’s right—a quarter of a million dollars to make a baby. Then you have to raise it. I assume that any quarter-million-dollar baby would expect to go to a private school and receive one-on-one coaching in equestrian sports. The kind where you wear a velvet helmet and ride your own horse.


  Alan is many things, but perhaps first and foremost, he is an excellent internet shopper, and he had already done his research on bargain surrogacy. You could get a surrogate for far less in Africa, Asia, or India, he explained, but not without other hassles. In the famous case of “Baby Gammy,” an Australian couple had a child by a Thai surrogate. The kid had Down syndrome—and the parents returned home without her. The media made it sound like the couple had dumped an abnormal baby on an impoverished surrogate. But a court later found that contrary to the scandalous headlines, they hadn’t abandoned baby Gammy—civil unrest had forced them to flee Thailand while Gammy was too sick to travel. Plus, the surrogate had wanted to keep their baby.4


  “I need another drink just hearing about that,” said Neha, waving an empty glass in Fred’s direction. He refilled it. Fred makes killer cocktails. That night we were having French 75s—gin, lemon juice, simple syrup, champagne. If Fred and Neha invite you to dinner, you should go.


  Alan wasn’t done with his stories about foreign surrogacy. Another Thai surrogate had refused to relinquish a baby she bore for a gay couple, saying she disagreed with their sexual orientation.5 With multiple messy surrogacy cases making headlines, Thailand banned international surrogacy, creating legal nightmares for couples who already had pregnant surrogates. Several other Asian countries, some of which had previously lacked any surrogacy regulations at all, also imposed new laws. Many couples turned to Cambodian surrogates, only to find themselves in limbo when the country jailed an Australian nurse who ran a surrogacy clinic, stopped issuing visas to surrogate-born babies, and froze payments to surrogates. About fifty babies got stuck in Cambodia.6, 7 Mexico made more sense for us—we can see Tijuana from our house. But gay couples had ended up with their babies stuck there, too, when Mexico followed the Asian nations and also clamped down on surrogacy businesses.8


  Surrogacy in the United States isn’t simple, either, due to a complex patchwork of state regulations.9 Louisiana punishes anyone entering into a paid surrogacy contract with civil and criminal penalties. At the time, New York and Michigan considered all surrogacy contracts void and compensated surrogacy agreements criminal (New York legalized surrogacy in 2020). In Arizona and Indiana, contracts are considered unenforceable, but some courts will grant prebirth parentage orders to intended parents. Seven states create significant legal hurdles for intended parents, and many others require additional steps (like amendments to birth certificates). Only ten states and the District of Columbia make it easy, reliably issuing prebirth orders to name both parents on the child’s birth certificate.


  Being gay adds even more challenges. In Louisiana, assisted reproduction is permitted, but only for heterosexual married couples. In Idaho and Tennessee, a gay couple would have to take their child to another state, obtain a second-parent adoption for the nongenetic parent, then return to their home state and seek recognition of the adoption, just to be named legal parents. As of late 2019, it was unclear if Mississippi would recognize an out-of-state second-parent adoption. And Nebraska simply won’t. If you’re the nongenetic parent to a child born by surrogacy in Nebraska, even if you’re married to your same-sex partner, you remain a legal nobody. You get to worry about the consequences if your partner dies, or you get divorced, or even if you just want to take your child on a trip without the legal parent.


  Consider one example of the extra challenges facing same-sex parents: a couple in Utah, known only as Jon and Noel to protect their privacy, were blocked from parenting by surrogacy because they’re gay. Utah state law required a married couple to submit evidence that an intended “mother” is medically unfit to carry a child before surrogacy can proceed.10 This intrusive law at least provided a path to parenting for straight couples and lesbians, but it completely shut out gay men. What was the idea behind this law? I imagined that Utah lawmakers thought long and hard about the number of penises found in various relationships, and then (I’m just guessing here) decided that zero penises = acceptable, one penis = optimal, and two penises = ick! Then, motivated by either malice or willful indifference, they wrote a law to keep gays from parenting.


  Utah is a conservative state, and conservatives resent state intrusion into private affairs. Therefore, Utah legislators had no choice but to climb into bed with Jon and Noel and count their penises and weigh in on their fitness to have children. This wasn’t 1950. Jon and Noel’s case went to state Supreme Court in 2017, and the Court decided in their favor in 2019.11 When I write that out, it sounds insane. At least the three of us had the good fortune specifically decided to live in California. Surrogacy might be impossible for a throuple, but better California than Utah or Louisiana, right?


  Even putting aside legal concerns, if we were going to try surrogacy, we wanted to work with friends. Someone we could trust to eat right, go to appointments, take vitamins, not drink, and abstain from skydiving and heroin while pregnant. Someone who’d care about our babies, maybe remain in their lives as an aunt figure—but not try to snatch the kid. Alan had an Ethiopian friend from medical school who’d half joked about having his kids and worried about her eggs “getting old and dusty.” Single, childless, and nearly forty, she knew it was soon or never. We liked the idea of beautiful, intelligent, mixed-race babies. “A little melanin is not a bad thing when you’re growing up in San Diego!” Alan said. But these discussions never went beyond the “our kids would be so cool!” stage.


  “Forgive me,” Neha said, “but you’re getting old and dusty, too! Like I said, putting this off would be a most regrettable error.”


  “What if they don’t want to?” asked Fred. “Parenting was complicated for us. For them, it’s crazy!”


  But that was then, back in an era of pure hypotheticals. Things felt a lot different after margaritas, American flag cake, and an offer of two frozen embryos. Parenthood suddenly became much more plausible.


  CHAPTER 3


  SIXTEEN, BEER, PICKUP TRUCK


  A block from our house, a dark curve in the road gives parked cars a measure of privacy and a lovely view of the San Diego skyline. Teens park there. In the afternoon they smoke weed. In the evening, judging by the litter they leave behind, they eat fast food and have sex. “That’s disgusting,” Alan would say when we walked our dogs past the evidence, and Jeremy would reply, “Well, at least they’re using protection!” Our neighbors, the rejected adoptive parents, drive an enormous monster truck, and when they come across occupied cars at night, they pull up nose to nose, flick on their brights, and blind the teenagers until the kids lose their nerve and drive off.


  Some teens had parked there in a pickup truck that Memorial Day. We really don’t care about loitering or fornicating, but we hate littering. So, inspired by our neighbors, Jeremy drove by them slowly and used his cell phone to snap a picture of their license plate, which scared them away.


  “It pisses me off,” said Alan, “that we’d have to go through an expensive, crazy process to reproduce while some sixteen-year-olds are drinking beer and making oops babies in pickup trucks.”


  Back home we talked about all the hurdles we’d face if we adopted embryos. First, which two of us would get to be parents? Being in a throuple meant we had three salaries to defray costs, but someone would have to volunteer to be left off the birth certificate—without the rights of a legal parent. Second, would an in-vitro fertilization (IVF) clinic work with us? Hospitals are legally required to treat every patient that comes in the door, but IVF is an elective procedure. Could a clinic decide we were one parent too many? Third, how would we handle the poly thing with the kid? This last one seemed the easiest. I just didn’t believe that kids who grew up with a loving, respectful, honest parental relationship would have a problem with it. Our kids would just be lucky to have an extra parent. Alan worried about all sorts of problems that could arise, like how a kid would fill out financial aid forms with three parents. We all worried about them getting teased, suffering over a choice we’d made. But there wasn’t anything we could do about society, besides live in a tolerant community, which we already did.


  Gay couples don’t stumble into parenthood by accident. It’s always a deliberate act, and a complicated one. Expectations differ for us, too. I’ve had friends with cystic fibrosis who knew they’d never be able to father children, but most straight couples expect they’ll be able to have kids. And their parents often ask, “When are you giving us a grandchild?” But parents of gay kids say something else. We often hear it when we come out. Even supportive parents may tell us, “I love you the same, but I really wanted grandchildren.” After she had some time to acclimate, that’s what my mother said. And growing up, I’d learned the same lesson she had: gays can’t have children.


  In our pre-Jeremy years, Alan and I had talked about kids on numerous occasions. The same concerns kept coming up. Besides not having a uterus and related hassles, our concerns were the Earth, and happiness.


  As for the Earth, the news about our precious blue planet gets more and more terrifying every year. In late 2017, fifteen thousand scientists from 184 countries warned that we faced calamity if we didn’t change our ways.12 Since 1970, the human population has grown by about four billion,13 while 60 percent of the wild animals and 83 percent of the mammals vanished. Bird populations from Europe to Antarctica have declined 50 to 88 percent. Ninety-seven percent fewer bluefin tuna and 99 percent fewer blue whales in the oceans. Up to sixty times fewer insects in Puerto Rico. Twenty-five times as much biomass tied up in humans and livestock as in wild animals today.14 Carbon emissions surged in 2018, accelerating global warming.15


  What are we doing about it? We have the science. Thirteen federal agencies concluded that humans are definitely causing global warming.16 And President Trump, who has said that the concept of global warming was created by the Chinese and has called it a “very expensive hoax,”17 appointed Scott Pruitt to run the Environmental Protection Agency, which he’d previously sought to eliminate. Pruitt hollowed it out from the inside, slashing regulations, deriding climate science, and welcoming coal lobbyists to advise him. Over seven hundred employees left the EPA in the months following his appointment.18 When ethics scandals finally pushed Pruitt out, a coal lobbyist replaced him.


  I’m doing my part. Our xeriscaped yard only receives water from our rooftop collection system. I shower about ten minutes a week (if I stink, no one’s told me yet). We have two electric vehicles, which we charge with our rooftop solar. But we know the greatest single thing any individual person can do for the planet is this: reduce your baby emissions. I cannot hope to offset the vast environmental impact of kids, grandkids, etc., with short showers.


  As for the impact of kids on happiness, Alan and I had discussed it a bunch of times. Child rearing comes with a lot of stress.19 A survey from Child magazine found babies slashed the amount of time spent with friends by about two-thirds.20 Adults without kids are healthier, have more rewarding social lives, enjoy more recreational activities, suffer less stress, and are 75 percent more likely to report a full night of sleep, according to a poll of more than a million adults cataloged by polling platform CivicScience.21 A review of studies on child rearing and marital satisfaction, published in 2003, found that parents had significantly lower satisfaction than nonparents.22 Mothers of infants were a third less likely to report high satisfaction, and the more kids a couple had, the worse the effect. The effects were worse in recent years and for wealthier parents—people more accustomed to childless freedom, perhaps. People like us.


  Despite this, parents are a third more likely to report feeling very happy. John Dick, writing at qz.com, wondered if that’s because hardships might drive being childless, or maybe parents just say they’re happy because they’re supposed to. Or perhaps joy “doesn’t just have to come from extrinsic things and fabulous social lives—it can come from the adventure of raising a family, from teaching and nurturing others, from sacrifice, and from unconditional love.”23


  Perhaps. The research on parenting and happiness is mixed, and much of it measures happiness on a single dimension, as if exhaustion and fulfillment exist on some kind of continuum. What if parents find themselves more happy, and more unhappy, at the same time?24 Parenthood affects parents in different ways, some of which are personal and some of which can be predicted. We knew, for example, we could expect huge IVF costs. Other likely risks included strained partner relationships and exhaustion. As a colleague put it, “It’s definitely worth it. But I never yelled at my husband before we had kids. And the sleep deprivation is dog shit.”


  Had Alan and I just been saying these things because the barriers to having kids seemed too high to bother scaling? Maybe. Regardless, welcoming Jeremy into our home changed things. He’s a joyful person, and a nurturer. And once there were three of us, we had a special advantage for dealing with stress and exhaustion. However bad it got, two parents could always escape to a date night (or to sleep) while the third handled baby care. We had a built-in nanny. We just didn’t have ovaries.


  For an hour after we got home that Memorial Day, we talked about our relationship, values, and resources. I’ve since learned the simplest reason to have kids, which I’ll share later, but at the time none of us really understood it. So we talked about our goals. We wanted our kids to enjoy rich educations and experience other cultures. We wanted them to understand just how lucky they would be compared to most people in the world today and throughout history. We would teach them empathy, by involving them in generous acts and asking them to consider others’ perspectives. We would compliment our children for being compassionate and considerate, not for being beautiful or handsome. We would praise hard work, not intelligence. We wouldn’t hit them.


  If we had girls, we wanted them to know about female leaders, scientists, and artists, and feel free to be whomever they wanted. If we had boys, we wanted them to grow up without toxic masculinity, that American version of machismo that keeps boys and men from expressing tenderness or vulnerability. Just the idea that being nurturing is considered a feminine trait instead of a desirable trait is a tragic state of affairs. We wanted our children to know that they and everyone else had an inviolate right to bodily integrity and that intimacy was something you gave, never something you took.


  By then, we decided we’d make a throuple of good dads. But we had to know one thing for sure: that we were ready to put a child’s needs ahead of our own. That’s a start every child deserves. So we decided not to decide. Having children was too big a decision to make in an evening. We needed to sleep on it. Before we could sleep on it, we had to walk our goldendoodles. For those of you unlucky enough not to have met a goldendoodle, they’re half golden retriever and half poodle, and they’re sweet, intelligent, adorable, and playful. And they don’t shed. If you don’t have a child by poly triad, consider getting a doodle.


  We took the doodles on a looping walk through our neighborhood. Even then, the discussion didn’t stop. We wanted our children to play an instrument. We wanted them to speak a second language, probably Spanish. On our walk we realized we’d been saying “our children” the whole evening. We had decided. We would adopt those embryos and raise them in a loving home.


  I felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation. We were all on the same page about the rewards of parenting. We would teach our children our values, share their joys and adventures, thrill at their achievements. I didn’t like the alternative—work, fill a house with stuff, die alone in a nursing home—but I never would have pushed the family toward parenthood myself. Alan and I had been together eight years before Jeremy, and we never seriously pursued having kids. As a throuple, we talked about children more, but again, we never took any concrete steps. Had that been for a good reason? What if this went wrong? Honestly, I’d never really liked babies. Kids, I could get behind, but what if I really didn’t love the baby? What if we had a problem child? Parenthood could suck up all my free time for decades. I might have to put my hobbies on hold until I turned sixty.


  Nearly home, we passed the curve in the road where the teens hung out. They’d been eating food from In-N-Out—a local burger joint. I picked up their trash while my partners wrangled the doodles.


  “No condoms tonight,” said Jeremy.


  “Sixteen, beer, pickup truck,” said Alan.


  CHAPTER 4


  THE OVEN


  Before we could raise adopted embryos, of course, we needed a mom. We racked our brains for possible surrogates and even reconsidered using an agency, but in the end, Alan found us our surrogate by bringing up our search with a friend from Boston who’d recently moved near to us. He was having lunch with Delilah—the mom who told us that parental sleep deprivation was “dog shit”—and told her about our two leads.


  One was a coworker of Jeremy’s, who liked being pregnant and said she was open to the idea. The other was Jeremy’s sister-in-law. That felt . . . a little too close. She was pretty religious, which we thought might be a factor if we came up against fetal abnormalities and the possibility of abortion. But more than that, it just felt weird to get Jeremy’s sister-in-law pregnant with our child.


  “I would totally do that for you!” Delilah said. “I really think we should help people if they want to become parents.”


  Alan hadn’t been fishing for an offer and hadn’t been expecting one. “Oh wow,” he just said, too surprised to discuss it in much detail, “that would be a huge gift!” They talked briefly about how big a commitment a surrogacy would be, finished lunch, and went back to seeing patients. He let the idea settle for a week, then emailed her to confirm she was serious.


  She was. She just wanted to talk to her husband, Richard, about it. He soon agreed, and she fell more and more in love with the idea. She had only one condition—she only wanted to do single-embryo implantations. Nearly forty, she didn’t want to take chances. We didn’t want her to take chances, either. We scheduled a brunch to discuss it further.


  Brunch is a big deal. Back when politicians used to openly attack gay people, accusing us of pushing our dangerous “gay agenda,” a friend joked, “I’ll tell you the gay agenda: cute shoes, nice vacations, brunch.” He called going to brunch “gay church.” So we were going to have a religious experience with Delilah and Richard—at least, as close as we got to religious experience.


  Delilah and Richard are wonderful, open people, and we jumped into the whole pregnancy thing as soon as the waiter brought our mimosas.


  “You really don’t mind being pregnant?” Jeremy asked, removing a ten-inch spear of rosemary from his waffle stack.


  “No! It sounds crazy, but I’m an easy pregnant. I mean, there’s all these inconveniences. Motion puts a baby to sleep, so they wake up when you go to bed, and they can kick you all night. But it’s so worth it!” Delilah turned out to be some sort of miraculous, earth-mother love goddess. “You’re good people. Being parents will make you even better people. Your life and hers will be full of love, and that’s just something the world needs more of, so this is just a gift I want to give you.”


  There’s all sorts of stuff that intended parents and surrogates could disagree on. But with Delilah, we found ourselves on exactly the same wavelength. She never smoked; she ate lots of vegetables. She wouldn’t drink an ounce, except “sometimes late in pregnancy, you both need a small glass of wine.” We worried that a surrogate might get attached to the baby. No problem there. “And remember, I’ve got kids of my own,” she said. “If we do this, there has to be no chance whatsoever that we end up with the baby.”


  Richard nodded furiously. “We’ve got three boys. Love them. No more.”


  That wasn’t all. “If we come across some terrible fetal abnormality,” said Delilah, “everything’s up to you. Terminate, carry to term, it’s your baby. We’re fine with it. We get it.” The good news continued. “I think it’s great that we’re friends. But not best friends, you know?” We did. Delilah lived a half hour away, and we didn’t see her too often. We were friends, but not everyday friends, where things would feel awkward. Delilah wanted her kids to know our baby, and to stay in baby’s life, but not too close—like an aunt, not a parent. That’s what we wanted, too; we didn’t want to tell our children that they’d been born to a stranger. We wanted to tell them that their daddies loved them, and so did their moms. We really couldn’t believe our luck.


  Sitting next to Richard, I felt like I had to whisper an important question. “You don’t mind we’re going to . . . you know, occupy your wife for a while?”


  “Not at all,” he said. “She’s happy pregnant. It’s great.”


  Not only did we and Delilah make a lovely match, she spoke directly and honestly. Money came up, but never awkwardly. “I really want to do this,” she said, “but the whole thing about compensation feels gross. I don’t think I could do it for money. But it’s not an entirely comfortable process. There are risks. It also seems weird for it to be nothing.” Delilah had already checked with her health insurance and uncovered a wrinkle. The surrogacy policy required forfeiture of half of any payments, to recoup health-care costs. But prenatal care for an altruistic surrogate, one who’d donated space in her oven, was free.


  “Delilah,” said Jeremy, “we’d have to give you something. We couldn’t accept such a huge gift.”


  “That’s right,” said Alan. “If you insisted on an altruistic surrogacy, we would be so moved we’d have to contribute something . . . I don’t know . . . how about to your favorite charities?”


  Brilliant. Alan’s such a fixer. We clinked out another round of mimosa toasts and grinned and laughed. We loved Delilah and Richard. We had some hurdles—she needed a surrogacy contract and approval from her ob-gyn—but we’d found our oven. And we’d also incurred our first surrogacy cost: recruitment brunch. So far this was the cheapest surrogacy in history!


  “They’re so cool!” Jeremy said as we left. “We love them, right?”


  We sure did. We’d just begun, but we were already humbled by the generosity of our embryo donors and surrogacy volunteer. We thanked our lucky stars and whispered a little atheist prayer that our luck would hold out.
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  CHAPTER 5


  WHY THREE


  Maybe I should back up and explain why I ended up in a throuple to begin with. People live poly lives for all sorts of reasons, but mine are simple: I don’t get jealous, and any relationship I had was fated to be nontraditional. As a kid, I learned that same-sex desire was wrong and shameful long before I experienced it. Gay marriage didn’t exist (gay couples didn’t seem to, either). I didn’t want a solitary life, or a sham heterosexual marriage, or a life in hiding, so I had to publicly shun sexual conventions. I picked a lifetime of nontraditional relationships before I picked a college. From one boyfriend to two, it’s just a question of human nature.


  Many people believe humans are naturally monogamous and naturally heterosexual. But monogamy is not “natural.” Consider The Myth of Monogamy: Fidelity and Infidelity in Animals and People by David Barash and Judith Lipton. Most of their book outlines the evidence that nonmonogamy is the rule for both sexes of most species, even the ones we think of as monogamous, even humans. But they let culture neuter their conclusion. The rest of their book argues that we can overcome our inclinations and live monogamously anyway.25


  In an interview, Lipton even compared our nonmonogamous tendencies to our taste for unhealthy food.26 Obey the urge to cheat v. suppress your natural desires—little attention is given to the third option, polyamory. “The evidence is also overwhelming that many people are capable not only of ‘making love to’ but also of loving more than one person at the same time,” the authors write. “But we are socially prohibited from doing either.”27 Maybe that should change. Maybe we should stop living in cages of our own making and instead permit ourselves to love more than one person and build overlapping relationships.


  According to a commonly repeated statistic, half of American marriages end in divorce. The truth isn’t that bad, but it’s not great. Depending on how you measure it, and whether you include separation as well as divorce, the true marriage disruption rate is probably about 40 to 45 percent. The rate is falling, but that’s partly because fewer people are getting married in the first place.28, 29 The first time’s definitely the charm: “60 to 67 percent of second marriages fail, and 70 to 73 percent of third marriages end on the rocks.”30,i Are we supposed to take that “till death do us part” stuff seriously at a third wedding? Heck, my biological parents divorced each other twice, and each has divorced or separated from someone else, too. And that’s just the marriages that end. Americans are getting married later and later, and having more relationships before they get married. Are those relationships failures? I thought so, until an extraordinary gentleman convinced me otherwise.


  Eighteen years old, in my first week of college, I met Bernard Mayes, a delightful dean of communications who immediately pretended to hit on me. “You’re a pretty one,” he joked, caressing my hand. It would have seemed questionable had he not been pushing seventy and wielding a charming British accent. We saw each other regularly at activist events and became friends. Bernard had survived the bombing of London, served as an Episcopalian priest, cofounded National Public Radio, and pioneered suicide prevention hotlines. He never condescended to the youthful students he met, who had much less interesting stories to share. I’ll never forget what he said about marriage as he recalled the end of his decades-long relationship with his treasured partner. Imagine an elderly, dignified professor in a conservative tweed suit, tears in his eyes, and that Monty Python accent.


  “Most relationships end, but that does not mean that they failed. They do not fail if they brought us joy, or taught us things, or shepherded us through difficult times. They only fail if we wrong each other.” I’d spent several years with my first boyfriend at the time, and I’d told Bernard that I thought we’d be together our whole lives. That may have been on Bernard’s mind when he added, “We’re told we are meant to be married forever, but nothing is forever. We should stay together as long as we can be good to each other.” Relationships end, just as lives end. They can still be cherished and celebrated.


  At the same time I was getting to know Bernard, I ran into Margaret Mead’s writings in anthropology classes. Mead advised women to marry three times: once for passion, once for a coparent to their children, and once for companionship.31 This makes perfect sense to me. Americans can expect to live almost eighty years, and we’re very different people at different stages of our lives. So are our spouses. Marriage is no longer a business arrangement. We marry for love and companionship. Most of us expect to have a number of relationships over our lives—an average of eleven, according to a 2012 study, and it would surely be more if we weren’t constrained by social and religious rules.32 The line from that fact to polyamory is one simple, heretical question: Why give up everything wonderful about one relationship to experience the joys of another?


  Relatively few of us have embraced polyamory, but it’s probably more than you’d guess: a 2016 study found that 22 percent of single Americans had tried “consensual nonmonogamy,” or CNM, at some point—more men than women, and more LGB people than heterosexuals.33 Another estimate, from independent academic Kelly Cookson, is that 9.8 million Americans have some kind of CNM agreement with their partner.34 In contrast to consensual nonmonogamy, many people have extra partners in a damaging and dishonest way: by cheating. How many? Cheaters lie, so it’s hard to know. One study found that almost six times as many women admitted an affair on a computer survey than during a face-to-face interview.35 People surely still lie on surveys, but the available data is still illuminating.


  ▶ The 1981 National Survey of Women found that 10 percent had a secondary sexual partner. The rate was lowest for married women (4 percent) and highest for cohabiting women (20 percent).36


  ▶ According to a 1999 survey, most college students engage in “extra-dyadic” experiences (cheating) despite social pressure to be monogamous.37


  ▶ About 12 percent of married men and 7 percent of married women say they have sex outside their marriage each year. Lifetime rates of infidelity increased through the early 2000s, for both men and women, and for younger and older age groups.38


  ▶ In a 2015 study, about one in four people admitted to cheating on their current “monogamous” partner. Those in “monogamous” relationships had the same risk of sexually transmitted infection as those in open relationships.39


  ▶ A 2016 sample of 655 students found that over a third had cheated in their current “monogamous” relationship.40


  ▶ Seventy-eight percent of men interviewed by sociologist Eric Anderson for a 2012 book admitted to affairs despite wanting to remain faithful.41 After reviewing studies on infidelity, and accounting for varying results (25 to 72 percent of men in recent research), he wrote in the Washington Post42 that “cheating is as common as fidelity.”ii


  But people who answer sex surveys are probably not representative of the general population. Can we trust these numbers? “There are probably more scientifically worthless ‘facts’ on extramarital relations than on any other facet of human behavior,” says Tom Smith, of the National Opinion Research Center, whose well-respected work estimates that only about 15 to 18 percent of married people have had affairs.43 But whatever the rate, a lot of people risk the end of a marriage, public shame, losing child custody, etc., to have another partner. And whatever the rate, it’s beside the point. What really matters is how many partnered people want another partner.
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