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      NINETEEN-NINETY-EIGHT was the year I got custody of my niece, my daddy became a U.S. senator, I made it as an author, and I died. That’s probably spoiling the story a bit. I just never liked pulling the rug out from under anybody so I thought you should know this here is the end of my story. It was my last year living in the world, and at thirty years old, I sure didn’t see it coming. Now I promise you’re going to see some twists and turns along the way. I would’ve liked things to have turned out different, but even so, I can say now, I lived an extraordinary life. Why, people still be talking about me, and I’m not even bragging.

      I was living in Thibodaux, Louisiana with my six-year-old son Chase, and my twelve-year-old niece, Dinah. Nineteen-ninety-seven had been what you’d call a transitional year for me. Preston Montclair, the man I thought would be my partner for a lifetime, moved out on his own at the start of that year. My heart was broken, but we said we were always going to be part of each other’s lives. We just couldn’t figure out how to do that as lovers, so we were giving it a try as friends.

      Meanwhile, I had a book going through production at a major publishing house, and an agent and a marketing team pushing me to build my career as a writer. I was working with editors, proofreaders, and my marketing manager, Rafe Mansoor, while writing my next book, traveling to conferences, and taking care of two kids.

      I had some help with the latter. Chase had a live-in nanny named Sophie Loeffler, and she was a pretty young girl from Strasburg, France who took good care of him when I was traveling or needed peace and quiet to write. Preston and I had an informal agreement that he would take Chase and Dinah for weekends once a month, and my daddy was always happy to have his grandson over when he was in town. Daddy’s estate, Whittington Manor, was only forty-five minutes away in Darrow. I called Chase my angel. I could’ve probably left him on his own for days, and he’d have stayed out of trouble. Dinah was a different story.

      My stepsister, Dolly, had her when she was thirteen years old and living in foster care. We’d grown up together in the dirt poor Fanning family till I was fifteen and us four kids got sent off to separate places. My daddy, Gaston Bondurant, stepped in to claim me and told me about my history. Anyway, Dolly was raped by her foster father, and when Dinah came along, he claimed Dolly messed around with a boy. He took Dinah in and sent Dolly to a Christian home for wayward girls. She ran away from that home and got herself involved with prostitution, drugs, and a series of bad news boyfriends.

      I’d tried to help Dolly get her life together and even paid off her evil foster father so I could bring Dinah home to live with her. Dolly had begged me to do it, but she never could stick around to be a mama to her girl. It was really Dolly’s daddy, Gus, and my stepbrother, Duke, who raised Dinah from the age of six to eleven. Then Gus died at the end of 1996, and Duke got a job on an oil rig. Dolly and her boyfriend of the hour cleaned out every valuable from Gus’s house down to the copper pipes, and they disappeared in the night. I moved Dinah in with me, got her enrolled in Chase’s Catholic school, and went to family court to petition for guardianship.

      We didn’t share a drop of blood, but I’d always felt a bond with that girl. I certainly wasn’t about to let Dinah become a ward of the state and live with strangers. I knew about traumatic childhoods and being abandoned by people who were supposed to love you. I saw some of myself in her, and it wasn’t just the broken parts. She had a real good head on her shoulders, and she loved reading and writing. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy, but I swore to myself back then I was going to do right by that girl.

      We went through some tough times when she started living with me. First, she broke just about every rule they had at St. Thomas’ Academy, from showing up late to smoking in the bathroom to cursing out her teachers. Next, we tried the public school in town, but that didn’t work out any better. Dinah nearly got me into a lawsuit when she knocked the front teeth out of another girl’s mouth, and that was just after one week.

      I considered homeschooling her, but that was going to be near impossible. I needed time to write and travel, and once my book came out, I had a long schedule of book signings and media appearances ahead of me. Dinah was a real terror when she was home alone with poor Sophie. She got mouthy and wouldn’t do anything Sophie asked her to do. So, I found a private school called the Waldron Academy that had small classes and could give Dinah extra attention. It was twenty miles away and twice the cost of Chase’s school, but if they could get her on track, it was going to be worth every penny.

      That just about brings us to the place where the story starts. January, 4th 1998. Le Moyne Parish Courthouse. It was the final hearing for my petition for permanent custody of Dinah. I’d been looking forward to it but worrying about it at the same time. I dressed up in a suit and made sure Dinah was looking her best in a blouse, sweater, and skirt. Sophie and Chase came along, and Duke, Preston, and Preston’s parents were sitting on the bench behind us. My daddy’s personal lawyer, Lawrence Barbet, had found me the best family attorney in the state, Annette Dougherty. Annette was sitting next to me in her pinstripe power suit and big blond updo. She was a big deal, but she had a quiet, reassuring manner. While I waited for the proceedings, I needed as much reassurance as I could get.

      Getting custody of a child who’s not related to you isn’t easy, regardless of the circumstances and particularly for a gay man. Annette had built the strongest case I could hope for. She’d shown the court how I’d taken care of Dinah financially over the years and given her a place to live all the times Dolly had been absent. She had reports from Child Protective Services documenting Dolly’s abandonment. Both CPS and Dinah’s law guardian were at the courthouse to tell the judge they hadn’t been able to make contact with Dolly, and they supported my petition.

      Meanwhile, we’d had Duke, Preston, and my good friend, Katie, testify that I was a responsible, loving father, and I’d had social workers over at the house a half dozen times for interviews and observations. All that had gotten me was a series of temporary orders of custody, and now, ten months later, a judge had scheduled this final hearing for a permanent order to go through. Dolly’s court-appointed lawyer had told Annette she’d never been able to make contact with Dolly either. As far as any of us knew, Dolly had run off with some man named Bobby and forgotten all about her daughter. Still, if she showed up that morning, that’s all it would take to send the legal process back to square one and possibly send Dinah back to living with her mama.

      The hearing was supposed to start at 9:15 a.m., and a minute shy of that, Judge Walters entered the room. He didn’t look too happy about the vacant seat where Dolly was supposed to be with her legal counsel, but he accepted her lawyer’s request to give her client a little more time. I was on pins and needles, and my heart bled for Dinah. She’d brought along my paperback copy of Watership Down and was paging through it impassively. They say a watched pot never boils, and I can tell you, watching that big clock above the door to the judge’s chambers didn’t make time pass any faster either.

      Finally, at quarter to ten, the judge called the attorneys up. They had a quick conversation, and then the judge announced Dinah was remanded to my custody, and I was recognized as her permanent guardian.

      I drew a lungful of air and stretched my arm around Dinah to give her a squeeze. I thanked Annette and shook hands with Dinah’s law guardian. As soon as I turned to the row behind me, Duke gave me a great big hug, and then I was hugging everyone from Preston to his parents to his brother Earl, who was also Duke’s best friend. I was overwhelmed by all the support.

      The Montclairs had said they were having everyone over for lunch regardless of the outcome, and now it was going to be a celebration. Well, a funny kind of celebration. I kept glancing at Dinah to get a read on her, but she wasn’t letting on much with her blank face and little nods to people who came over to say they were glad she had a permanent home now.

      About fifteen years ago, I’d been in a courthouse in Baton Rouge where a family court judge announced to a nearly empty room that I was going to live with my daddy Gaston Bondurant. So, I knew Dinah had to have some feelings about that day. As much as I hated my stepdaddy, Gus Fanning, at the time, it was like I’d been socked in the gut by him again. He hadn’t tried to fight for me, just like Dolly hadn’t fought for Dinah. At least Dinah was surrounded by people who loved her. Maybe it was different for her. I didn’t know.

      We all caravanned over to the Montclair’s house on St. John’s Island, which was a working-class bayou town where both Preston and I had grown up. As soon as I stepped through the door to their little blue brick ranch with Dinah and Chase, I smelled the food and saw it laid out on tables in the cramped living room. Preston’s mama had made a huge buffet of roast pork, chicken, and red rice with sausage and beans, along with macaroni salad and deviled eggs.

      Dinah ran off with some of Preston’s nieces and nephews, and Preston took Chase to a back room to play with the younger kids. With all of Preston’s aunts and uncles and cousins wanting to say congratulations and ask how I was doing, I barely got beyond the first few feet of the living room. Preston’s family had known me since we’d been in sixth grade, but they hadn’t always been so friendly. They were Cajun, and I’d grown up with the Irish Fannings. They’d come around real quick when they found out my daddy was the CEO of B&B Sugar, but that’s not to say, they weren’t good people. I didn’t like their evangelical beliefs and politics, but I had to admit, when it came down to it, they had nothing but love for the people they cared about, no matter who they were. Preston’s Uncle Willy even told me he’d voted for my daddy in the senate election. Now, none of them besides his aunt Eugenia and his brother Earl would’ve said out loud that Preston and I had been boyfriends and lived together for six years, but I’d come around to seeing people can be real complicated. The Montclairs would fight to the death for anyone they considered family, and that included me, Chase, and Dinah.

      Earl and Duke pulled me away, telling me that we could drink and smoke in the screen porch in the back of the house. I followed them, and Earl got me a can of Budweiser from a cooler. They lit up Salems and offered me one, but I politely declined. I’d been doing well kicking the habit for about a month.

      Duke bumped his shoulder against mine in a brotherly way. “Gus be proud of you. You givin’ Dinah a good home.”

      I rubbed his back. I was proud of him. Working on an oil rig wasn’t easy. He was offshore forty-four weeks of the year, though it was the kind of work that allowed him to save money for his future. I’d helped him get a little rental apartment in Houma, which was closer to Port Fourchon where he shipped out.

      “I gotta go back to work on Thursday,” he said. “But I back for two weeks in Feb’uary if you need help wit’ Dinah.”

      Duke always meant well, though he couldn’t give much help. Dinah was going to school almost an hour and a half away from where he lived. He was only one year younger than me, but he hadn’t had the advantages I’d had. I was glad he’d gotten on his two feet after Gus died.

      “I ain’t surprised,” Earl said. “A Bondurant always gonna win in court. You got a hand that turn everything to gold.”

      Earl could get a little confrontational, but I don’t think that was his intention. Gaston Bondurant was like royalty in John’s Island. B&B Sugar employed a good third of the residents, and now he was their representative in Congress.

      “I’m sure the name helped,” I told Earl. “But I’m just looking out for Dinah’s future.”

      He took a big draw on his cigarette and let out a long exhale. “Preston been lookin’ out for her future too. You think ‘bout that?”

      Well, he was getting confrontational after all. Earl was a proud heterosexual, but he’d also been the front cheerleader for Preston and my relationship. The last time I’d seen him, a good ten months ago, he cursed me out for breaking up with his brother, though he didn’t know the full story.

      “Preston is always going to be a part of Dinah’s life,” I told him.

      “Arizona gonna do right by Dinah,” Duke broke in. “That what he say, and we gotta respect it.”

      Earl stared me down, and I held my own, trying to be compassionate at the same time. Since Preston and I split, I’d stopped going to Montclair family affairs, and I figured Earl had feelings about that. I wanted and needed Preston to have a relationship with the kids, but we both needed to move on with our lives. I was about to say something about that, but then Preston strolled out to the porch.

      “This where they drinkin’ beers?” he said.

      “It where the good folk drinkin’ beers,” Earl said. “Padoo folk gotta drink outside.”

      Preston play-lunged for his brother. We all had a chuckle. Earl scrounged out a beer from the cooler and handed it to Preston. After a short silence, he turned to Duke.

      “I ain’t shown you that new rifle scope my père got me for Christmas. C’mon. It over in the garage.”

      Duke looked at me. “Arizona might wanna see it too.”

      Earl squinted at him. “He ain’t wanna see it. What you think? Arizona Bondurant took up huntin’ in his spare time? He don’t wanna ruin his manicure.”

      “You all go on ahead,” I said.

      The two went out the back door with their beers and cigs. I was pretty sure Earl was being cute and wanting to give Preston and me some privacy to get reacquainted. Hope sprang eternal with that boy.

      “How you doin’?” Preston asked.

      “I’m doing good. Thank you, Press. For coming to court this morning. Taking the day off from your shop. You rounded up your entire family to be there for Dinah.”

      Preston ran a gas station and automotive repair shop in town. It was his pride and joy, and he rarely took off on a weekday.

      “Us Montclairs travel as a herd.” He sipped his beer and scowled. “I ain’t have to ask nobody to be there for Dinah. She family. Everybody have the day marked off on their calendar for weeks.”

      “I’m just saying, I appreciate it is all.”

      Preston nodded. I could read that boy like a book. He was irritable, and I didn’t take it personally. It had to have been an emotional day for him as well.

      “How you doing?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if I should say.” His gaze shifted here and there.

      “Press, I’ll tell you something. For all the lawyers and social workers I had to deal with this past year, there was a part of me still hoping Dolly would show up today. I can give Dinah a stable home, and be a good uncle to her. That’s a piece of cake. But helping her come to terms with her mama…it’s going to be hard. So, it would be okay if you felt the same way too.”

      “Dolly ain’t even sent a letter to Dinah?”

      I looked off to the side and shook my head.

      “I don’t understand it. How can somebody just give up her own child?”

      I didn’t know what to say. Preston knew Dolly’s history. He’d been there for a lot of it. Still, I think he’d been even more hopeful than me that Dolly would come around to wanting to be part of Dinah’s life.

      “I guess there ain’t no point in staying mad ‘bout it,” he said. “Dinah got a good home with you. You know I’ll help out where I can.” He took a draw on his beer. “I hear Dinah say she like her new school.”

      “It’s only been a month, and that includes a week off for Christmas. She just hasn’t figured out how to tunnel out of the building yet.”

      Preston grinned. I still got warm inside when I made him smile.

      “She a perfect angel when she stay with me.”

      “Now what am I supposed to say to that? I’m the one who has to get after her about her schoolwork and chores. You get to take her go-kart racing and let her stay up all night watching movies on the weekends.”

      “It ain’t all fun and games. I make sure she do all her homeworks and tuck her bed in the morning. You just need to bone up on your parenting skills.”

      I smirked at the wise guy. “Well at least I’m doing well with Chase. He’s my little angel. I don’t know what I’d do if both of them were hellraisers.”

      Preston tossed back another slug and was quiet for a while. I don’t know what I’d said to get him thinking, but something was brewing in his head.

      “Chase ain’t no angel all the time. He got some airs ’bout him. He say he only eat his eggs and toast the way Sophie make ’em, and he won’t go on sleepovers wit’ his little cousins. He say he can’t sleep in a sleeping bag on the floor.”

      I smiled at first. Chase had inherited his granddaddy’s taste for the finer things in life. He was top of his class and real mature for his age, so I didn’t see the harm in it. But I picked up that Preston felt differently. “I’ll talk to him about his manners.”

      Preston looked quietly amused. “It the manners that are the problem. He actin’ like a miniature Gaston Bondurant. He even try to sass me last weekend when I say he gotta get his clothes in the hamper.”

      Now Press had never been a fan of my daddy, and he had his reasons. I was shocked, though. “I never saw that side of Chase. But I’ll sort him out.”

      “How often you seen any side of him lately?”

      I glanced at Preston twice.

      “I jus’ sayin’, the way he talk, he spend all his time with Sophie.” He cut me off before I could defend myself. “I know you busy and have every right to hire help. It jus’, well, Dinah ain’t the only one who have a lot of adjusting to do this year. Used to be Chase jump right into playing with his cousins, and today, he got my mama to set him up in her room to watch TV by himself. He don’t seem to want none of my attention, so I thinkin’ he lookin’ for yours.”

      “Press, I’m doing my best juggling both kids. You know that Waldron School is all the way in Vacherie, and they don’t have buses. I’ve gotta leave out no later than seven fifteen every morning to get Dinah to school and turn around and head back by quarter to two to pick her up.”

      “Sophie could take her sometimes, couldn’t she?”

      I snorted. “She could. If I wanted to start World War Three. You know how Dinah cops an attitude with her. Believe me, it works out better this way. And Chase, he’s getting plenty of attention. Why, I’m taking him up to Washington, DC this Thursday to see his granddaddy get sworn in. He tell you about that?”

      “Sophie coming along?”

      I was getting a little heated. “Yes, she’s coming along. She’s never been to DC. Barely has a chance to get out of the house.”

      “You a softie is what you are. I s’pose Dinah gets to see the Capitol, too.”

      “Preston Montclair, you picked a hell of time to tease me about my parenting. If teasing is what you’re doing.”

      He held up his hand. “I back off. But it wouldn’t be a problem for Dinah to stay with me. When you gonna be away? Thursday through Monday?”

      I glanced at him crookedly. “You’re gonna get her back and forth to school from Franklin?”

      “You was planning for her to do the commute from Washington?”

      “No, smartass. I’m pointing out you’d have to take three days off from work.”

      He gave a little shrug. “Nothing saying I can’t take her to work wit’ me. When her cousins get out of school, she can go to Francine’s. Dinah like spending time with them.”

      “I don’t know when you got so laissez-faire about your job, but this is all decided. Dinah’s looking forward to the trip. I talked to her teachers. They’re considering it an educational experience. She just has to write a report to read in class when she gets back.”

      “Hm. Sound like the two of you will be spending a lot of time on that report.”

      I glared at him. I did help Dinah with her homework, but it’s not like there wasn’t a reason for it. With everything going on, she’d been struggling to stay motivated in school. I didn’t want her to feel worse by getting bad grades.

      “Press, when’re you going to find yourself a boyfriend so you can pick on him instead of picking on me?”

      He smiled in satisfaction. “You got a long time to wait on that. After you, I think a boyfriend is the last thing I need.” He must’ve noticed me looking moody.  “Arizona, I ain’t saying you ain’t a real good father. You is. Way you stepped in wit’ Dinah, she lucky to have you. I jus’ needed to say what I gotta say since, y’know, they still like my own, Chase and Dinah.”

      Our eyes met. You could say there were some feelings expressed on both sides in that moment. I didn’t know what to do about it. I’d spent a whole year trying to get over us splitting up.

      “Press, if I give Dinah extra attention, it’s only because she needs it,” I said. “I’ve been in her position, and I can talk to her about things from the heart.” Preston didn’t say anything so I went on. “Right now, I’ve got the time, but that’s going to change real soon. Starting at the end of the month, I’m going to be traveling to promote my book. To tell the truth, I’m worried about how I’m going to keep up with everything.”

      Preston looked up at me. “You always got my support.”

      I wanted to give him a hug, but we didn’t do that anymore. It wouldn’t have felt right anyway since I’d been trying to move on specifically with my marketing manager Rafe Mansoor. I’ll get to that in a minute. Preston and I just tossed back our beers in silence for a while, and then his cousins René and Beau came out to the porch to smoke and drink. We made some small talk and joked around and passed a good time that afternoon.
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      I GOT HOME with the kids around seven that night. Dinah had been in a good mood driving home. She got along real well with Preston’s nephew, Louie, and his nieces, Gracie and Stella, and they’d been playing games in the basement all day long. She told me she wanted to get Pokémon trading cards, which was something her cousins were into. Remembering my talk with Preston, I tried bringing Chase into the conversation, but he was preoccupied with his Gameboy in the back seat.

      Sophie was ready to take the kids off my hands. They’d had plenty to eat, but it was a school night. Chase had a couple of pages to do in his math workbook. Dinah had a chapter to read in her textbook for her science class. Sophie got them set up at the dining table, and she told me Rafe had called a couple of times on the house phone.

      I went up to my bedroom to get out of my suit and call him on his mobile. I had a mobile too, and I explained to him I’d turned it off at the courthouse and forgotten to turn it back on. Truth be told, I wasn’t crazy about that mobile phone. Half the time, the sound went in and out, so I only used it for emergencies.

      “Well? How did it go with your niece?”

      I gave him the highlights. Rafe and I had been seeing each other long distance for over a year, but we never talked too deep about Dinah and Chase. He met them once, just briefly, when he came down to NOLA for New Year’s Eve. I’d gotten us a hotel room for the night because I wasn’t ready for the kids to see him sleeping over. He wanted to see my house, so we drove over New Year’s Day and spent an hour or two with everybody before I had to give him a lift back to the airport.

      “I’m glad you’re finally done with the court drama,” he said. “And I’ve got some more good news.” He paused dramatically. “The review came out in Booklist. It’s starred and full of praise.”

      I hadn’t thought about my book all day, but I switched into author mode in a hurry. “Starred? For real?” Only a handful of fiction titles got starred reviews from Booklist each month.

      “Yes, for real. I’ll read it to you.” He cleared his throat. “‘Bondurant’s raw, honest storytelling is to be enjoyed, though perhaps it’s not his greatest triumph. What he has accomplished so well is a tale that is at once tragic and life-affirming.’”

      A grin spread over my face, and I covered it with my hand. “Well…damn.”

      “This is only the beginning. The review from Kirkus comes out next week, and next month, we’ve got The New York Times, The San Francisco Chronicle, and the Boston Globe.”

      “A starred review from Booklist.”

      “I’ll fax it to you. Or better yet, I’ll bring it to you. I can come down this weekend.”

      I wiped the dampness from my brow. “Not this weekend. I’m bringing the kids up to DC for my daddy’s swearing in.”

      “Of course.” He hesitated. “I could pop down with the review on Saturday or Sunday. It’s a quick flight from New York. I wouldn’t even have to stay over.”

      He sounded so excited about the idea, I felt terrible having to let him down. “I’m sorry, Rafe, but it’s going to be a jam-packed weekend. My daddy’s got breakfast, lunch, and dinner planned all four days and somehow we’re fitting in the Smithsonian, the Lincoln Memorial, and the National Zoo.”

      “I see. It was only a suggestion.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it. I’m coming up to you at the end of the month for the conference.” He’d booked me for the annual Literary Writers Conference in New York.

      “I can’t wait. We’ll finally have time to ourselves.” He chuckled lightly. “Well, I admit, I have some ideas for introducing you to some media people in the evening, but we’ll definitely have time for a romantic dinner or two. You have to tell me what you’re in the mood for. Aquagrille? Le Bernardin? We can always order in to my apartment if you prefer.”

      My stomach sank again. I hadn’t told him I’d booked a suite at the Peninsula Hotel for me, Dinah, Chase and Sophie. I wanted to introduce the kids to New York since I was thinking of moving up there as a long-term plan. I managed to break the news to Rafe, though I left out I was also going to be catching up with my best friend Jonathan while I was in town.

      “I guess I’ll have to settle for a coffee break in between the conference sessions,” he said.

      “It’s not like that–”

      “It’s fine. You can do these things when it comes to our personal relationship, but as your marketing manager, you’re going to need to follow my lead. I’m getting interest from TV and magazines with a national reach. If you want your book to go somewhere, you can’t pass up those opportunities.”

      That hit me the wrong way at first. Of course, I wanted my book to go somewhere. I wanted it flying off bookstore shelves and climbing the bestseller lists, and I knew my publishing contract obligated me to media appearances. Beyond that, I felt bad about letting him down twice in one phone call. We’d never “defined” our relationship as he liked to say, but we screwed every time we saw each other, took a trip to Greece together last summer, and I’d slept over at his place a half dozen times in the past year. I’d been thinking that made us boyfriends by most accounts.

      “Rafe, I want to see you. It’s just a busy month.” I snuck my hand inside my unbelted trousers. “I’m missing you real bad. Just hearing your voice has got me feeling things, if you know what I mean.”

      “I can grab a flight to New Orleans and be there by midnight.”

      I sighed. I had to get Dinah to school in the morning. It just wasn’t a good time, but our reception was working well, so I tried smoothing things over differently. I eased back on my bed, pulled down my pants and briefs, and told him I needed his help.
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      THAT THURSDAY, I flew up to DC with Sophie and the kids. My daddy had bought himself a massive brownstone in the heart of tree-lined Georgetown, and he’d insisted on putting us all up there. That nineteenth century three-storey house was pretty damn impressive. I think Daddy said Tip O’Neill used to own it, but I wasn’t always listening when he dropped names. It was ivy-covered, whitewashed brick on the outside, and inside were gorgeous hardwood floors and tall, paneled walls. It had five bedrooms, so there was plenty of room, and he had a live-in housekeeper and a part-time cook. We only had to bring in our luggage, and the four of us were well taken care of.

      Dinah got a little moody, making a big deal over her room on the third floor. It was cold and creepy, she said. The house was furnished in an old fashioned, colonial style, which I guess wasn’t her cup of tea, but she had a nice big bed and a view of the gardens in the back. I showed her how to adjust her radiator to warm it up and reminded her it was just for a few nights. I’d suggested that Sophie take the other bedroom on that floor so the two of them could share a bathroom. That could’ve been why Dinah had a bug stuck up her you know what. She was always resisting any attempt to have a relationship with Sophie, no matter how nicely Sophie treated her.

      Our visit was scheduled almost to the hour, so it was hectic. No sooner had we gotten settled in than Daddy called me on my mobile and said to bring everyone over to the Willard International Hotel. There was some kind of gala dinner going on for the Democratic delegation, and he said our names would be on the guest list.

      That was a swanky affair, but the main event that weekend was the Senate swearing in ceremony on Friday. I coordinated things with Sophie to get the kids dressed up proper. Chase was no problem. He looked like a little gentleman in his houndstooth suit and his blond hair parted and set in place. Dinah, naturally, was a lot more work. She waited until that morning to announce she hated every dress she’d brought, and she didn’t like any of the alternative outfits Sophie suggested. She finally agreed to wear a blouse and sweater and denim jeans. That was underdressed for the event, but we were running late so I let it go. She was giving me gray hairs at twenty-nine years old.

      That morning, we passed through the security line at the Capitol, and we were packed into the Senate chambers with hundreds of guests, politicians, staffers, and reporters. I nearly couldn’t believe my eyes being up close to so many people I’d seen on TV or read about in the newspapers. The ceremony was aired live by CSPAN, and I was really proud of my daddy when he was called up to the dais and sworn in by Vice President Al Gore. Gaston Bondurant and I had our differences over the years, but I had to admit, he was one hell of a go-getter. He ran a Fortune 500 company, and at forty-eight years old, he’d decided to go into politics against the tide of so-called Christian conservatives sweeping the South. Nine years later, he was a US senator. That man never slowed down.

      After the ceremony, they had a long itinerary of photography for the newly elected senators and their families. It was a lot of standing around for the kids while we waited our turn to get in front of the photographers with Daddy in the well of the chamber with its starred carpet and towering red drapes. The big shot was making his rounds chatting with his colleagues. He looked like he’d belonged in Congress for years with his American flag pin on his suit lapel and his easy manner. Finally, someone announced his name over the microphone, and I headed to the spot with Chase and Dinah.

      When Daddy came along, he stooped down to Chase and lifted him into a big hug. He waved me over, and I stepped toward him a little tentatively. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was, and I was kind of starstruck seeing Al Gore standing there for our photo.

      Daddy patted my back and pulled me closer while Chase stood in front of him. He turned to the vice president and told him, “This here is three generations of Bondurants. My son’s a graduate of Columbia University. He has his first novel coming out from Random House in March. And you’re going to see big things from my grandson here.”

      I shook the vice president’s hand and introduced myself. Then I glanced at Dinah who was standing off, not knowing what to do, and I whispèred in Daddy’s ear, “Dinah’s here too.”

      He said nothing. Then, in an instant, an aide came over to get the four of us positioned. Cameras clicked and flashed, and Daddy shook Al Gore’s hand and ushered us along. I was speechless.

      Sophie must have seen the situation. She had made her way to Dinah’s side with a sympathetic hand on her back. When we joined them, Daddy put on his charms thanking Sophie for coming. I don’t think he looked at Dinah once while he was fussing with his grandson and telling Sophie about the French architect who had designed the Capitol. Then he told us he had other things he had to move onto.

      “I’ve got what they call an orientation session this afternoon, so I’ll have to meet you all for dinner.” He fixed on me. “You’ve got the address? You just call yourself a town car. The reservation’s at eight.”

      I’d written down the address for the restaurant. I knew it was a busy weekend for him. Still, I wasn’t happy about him leaving Dinah out of the photo. He knew I’d been awarded custody of her just recently. He hadn’t even made the time to come to the court hearing.

      I chose not to say anything. It wasn’t the right time to have that conversation. I glanced at Dinah while Daddy gave Chase a hug goodbye. The poor girl looked like she wanted to disappear.
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        * * *

      

      THAT WEEKEND, WE attended a congressional breakfast, took a tour of the Capitol and the monuments around the Washington Mall, and went to a fancy ball where I shook hands with President Bill Clinton himself. It was surreal. Otherwise I might have given the president my opinion about him signing the Defense of Marriage Act, which prohibited same-sex couples from getting married.

      As it was, I’d been trying to take everything in that weekend while giving Dinah my attention so she didn’t feel left out. I kept reminding her to take photos with the top-of-the-line Nikon camera I’d bought for her school project, and I pointed out things she could write about. We got in some good pictures around the mall while Sophie and Chase walked ahead, and we talked about how she could organize her report with respect to the Capitol’s history. Funny, we’d flown up to DC to see my daddy, but I’d barely talked to him with all his running around.

      Then Sunday afternoon, he surprised us by showing up while we were visiting the National Zoo. He’d left out early that day for a pre-congressional session at the Capitol, and I thought he said that was going to keep him busy through dinner. Lo and behold, he tracked us down at the panda exhibit, and of course, the first thing he did was lift up Chase and spin him around. Then he set Chase down, gave me a look, and said Chase should go on with Sophie and Dinah to take in the exhibits, and we’d all meet up later at the gift shop by the main gates.

      Daddy linked our arms and led me off the main way to a quiet trail through the wooded grounds. We passed a couple pushing a stroller, but nobody else was on that side route. It was a chilly day with dark clouds threatening rain, which must’ve kept the crowds away.

      “Don’t tell me you’re being derelict in your constitutional duty already,” I teased him.

      “No such thing. We’re in a recess till three.”

      I glanced at my watch. It was two forty-five.

      He gave me a playful yank. “I always have time for my Number One. Leave the clock-watching to me.”

      I hadn’t been his “Number One” since Chase was born six years ago. I figured he’d popped over because he couldn’t resist buying out the gift shop for his grandson, but I was glad we finally had some time to catch up.

      “If I could get you to spend a week or two instead of a couple of days, it wouldn’t have to be so rushed.” He stepped over to a recess off the trail and lit up a Camel. I understood then why he’d taken me aside. He needed an accomplice to his bad habit. Well, I couldn’t resist myself when he offered me one.

      “It’s the middle of January. The kids have school,” I reminded him.

      “I’m talking about you. Sophie can look after Chase for a few weeks, can’t she?” He fixed on me chummily. “I think you’d really love this town once you spent some time here. You’ve got museums, theater, great restaurants. A whole neighborhood for fellows like you over in Dupont Circle. You could get yourself a beautiful house for the price of a one-bedroom apartment in New York. And they’ve got great schools for Chase. I’ll have one of my aides send you some information.”

      I had no interest in moving to DC, but I didn’t want to argue on his big weekend. With my daddy, you just had to ride things out sometimes.

      “I think it would be perfect for you and Chase,” he went on. “You’ve got a great quality of life up here and all kinds of cultures and communities
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