
Chapter One

			Gene

			“Pampa pampa pampa!” Tito Horacio yells incoherently in my ear. He tries to sing—poorly, but God love him, enthusiastically—over the phone. In the background, Kool & The Gang belts out a cacophonous rumble of the cheesy song from the last millennium as people sing along and glasses clink. My uncle’s explosive laughter rolls through the phone, and I hold my BlackBerry away from my ear a few seconds until it dies down. Delightful as it is to hear, I wonder if he’s drunk-dialing from a party.

			“¿Qué está pasando, Tito?” I yell through the phone, hoping he can hear me. Glancing at the digital clock on my computer screen, it’s after midnight in Barcelona and he’s carrying on like a college student during spring break.

			“Gene. You haven’t heard? Parliament passed same-sex marriage this morning.” His voice cracks. “Can you believe it?”

			“Today?” I say. “No way, not today. I knew it was coming, but I had no idea it’d be today.”

			While Tito’s party guests seem to distract him, I open a tab in Safari and type Spain, same-sex marriage in the Google search box. A moment and about a thousand results later, I click on the first link. It’s a New York Times article by Renwick McLean, and right there, the bold headline with an image of the rainbow flag reads, “Spain Legalizes Gay Marriage; Law Is Among the Most Liberal.”

			I flip my desk calendar to today’s date. Thursday, June 30, 2005. Well, damn. Who’da thought Spain would beat the US at legalizing same-sex marriage? Spain—the country of my parents’ birth—a Catholic country, no less.

			But it’s not until I skim through the article that a few words in the second paragraph catch my eye and momentarily stop my heart from beating. “The bill, passed 187 to 147, says couples will have the same rights, including the freedom to marry and to adopt children, regardless of gender.”

			“Can you believe it?” Tito’s voice seems muddled and far away, or it may be that I’m just stunned as my eyes linger on the words and to adopt children. “We can finally get married!” 

			“What are you going to do?” My stomach twists into an excited knot. I’m half expecting the obvious answer that he’s marrying Edu, his partner of more than ten years.

			“Me?” he asks with a short sniffle. “I’m going to wait for the three of you to come to Barcelona, so I can officiate your marriage. That’s what I’m going to do. When are you coming? We should have a double wedding. Edu would love it!” His jubilation is infectious, and I can’t help a smile from creeping on my face as I glance at the photo sitting on my desk of Isa holding baby Susana. If only. I don’t want to trample on his celebratory mood by talking about my problems at home.

			“Es un poco complicado aquí, Tito,” I lie. It’s not complicated at all. The Defense of Marriage Act, enacted in 1996, gives states carte blanche over recognizing same-sex marriages performed in other states, effectively unrecognizing them all at the federal level. And whether it’s only a matter of time until the courts get involved is inconsequential to me. I want to marry Isa. I always have, ever since I was thirteen and saw her across a crowded and stifling school bus. But we live in Florida, and the legislature has banned both same-sex marriages and adoptions by gay people.

			I hang up with Tito and begin daydreaming, of course, because that’s what I do. If Isa and I got married in Spain, I could petition the courts there to legally adopt Susana as her second parent, and we can finally be a family. Legally! Being a Spanish citizen has its privileges: I can sponsor my wife and daughter, so they can become Spanish citizens, too. If we do all that now, by the time it’s legal in the United States, our marriage and my parental rights would be legal everywhere else, including Florida. But how much longer until that happens? It’d be easier if we did it in Spain, now. Then, I wouldn’t constantly feel marginalized when it comes to raising my five-year-old daughter. Big dreams, Gene.

			As I scrub the romantic notion of Isa and I exchanging wedding bands from my mind, I do my best to concentrate on my blueprints. A potential client wants to tear down the house he just bought and build a McMansion on the tiny plot of land, and he wants to see the designs in two weeks. But the newsreels out of Spain are still playing in my head, and I can’t change the channel. Ever since Spain’s parliament took up the gauntlet to legalize same-sex marriage, the thought has been lingering at the back of my mind.

			Because of DOMA and Florida’s laws, it doesn’t matter where in the world we get married. If we live and work in Florida, it’s a no, period. So, you see my dilemma? We’d have to leave the country if we want to get married and live as a legally recognized family. We—as if.

			Peering around my bottom-floor office suite, the sun casts its fading rays through the west-side windows, washing the room in a somnolent yellow tinge. Papá designed and built this building in our backyard when we were kids, and he used the bottom floor as his office, as I’m using it now. It’s an open-concept floor plan that he designed with a kitchenette and bathroom just off the work area. Off to the right of my desk is a conference room table with eight chairs that has been here since this space belonged to him. Wood flooring runs throughout the suite, and the windows are big enough that I can see our backyard, the patio, and all the way to the back of the house. The upstairs is a one-bedroom apartment that we use when my family visits from Spain. When my parents were alive, Papá used the upstairs as a soccer cave. He and my brother, Lui, spent hours watching all things fútbol—that’s soccer in America.

			Mamá liked a quiet house. Apart from being a university Spanish literature professor, she was a published Spanish-language novelist. With no TVs in the house, she concentrated on more than a dozen published works. But that seems like a million years ago. Now, we’ve got a huge TV in the family room that rarely plays anything that doesn’t have a singalong rhyme. My family life then, when I was a kid, and the one I lead now, are miles apart. But I’ve spent some of the best years in this house, both as a kid and as an adult.

			The more I think of marriage as the traditional next step for couples wanting to enrich their lives and start a family, the more I think of my own precarious situation in Susana’s life, who’s my daughter in name only because we have no biological connection. Love is the only thing binding us.

			In less than a month, Susana will be five years old. She’ll start kindergarten in the fall, but I shuttle her back and forth to a pre-K program now. With a notarized signature, Isa authorized me to drop Susana off and pick her up from that school. Martha, Isa’s mom, has the same privilege, sans the notarized authorization. And since I’m mostly the one who takes her to see her pediatrician, Isa signed consent forms there, too. It’s ridiculous. A puñetero authorization form is needed everywhere I go where Susana is concerned.

			Celebratory music is stuck in my head as I imagine gay and lesbian couples dancing atop tables and singing along to Sister Sledge’s gleeful song about being a family. Oh, how I wish I could celebrate with Tito and Edu, and their eventual nuptials. I’m kind of jealous of them.

			With all the focus on marriage, the end to my workday has arrived. I shut down my AutoCAD, sign out of my company’s network, lock the door to my suite, and walk the twenty paces it takes to get to my house for dinner.

			Marriage, marriage, marriage. The idea slams in my head like a speeding volleyball from one of Isa’s kills. When I slide open the glass door and walk into the kitchen, it’s what I see before me that really sets me off. Isa is bent over the open oven, two juicy chicken breasts (one of them pierced with a thermometer) are laid out in a deep-dish oven pan, sitting on the center rack, and she’s poking at the birds, testing their doneness, I suppose. Meanwhile, Susana sits happily in her booster seat, hands, mouth, and dimpled chin covered in chicken juice, kicking her legs to and fro as she chomps down on a drumstick.

			“Hey, G,” Isa says, peeking up at me, and I’m suddenly pulled out of this Norman Rockwell-ian portrait that’s labeled M A R R I A G E. The only thing Isa is missing is a white apron with a ruffled edge. “I made rice, and the chicken just needs to rest for a couple more minutes. You hungry? I was just about to call you.” The words flitter through my brain as I’m sucked back into her reality. Isa meticulously places the two breasts on a slab of butcher block, kicks the oven door closed, then saunters to the sink to fill the pan with soapy water. Routine. It’s the only thing in our lives that doesn’t change. She lives for it, and I cling to it like a dying Catholic to his rosary because it’s what I have left.

			“Yeah, that sounds great,” I say, but it doesn’t. Nothing sounds better than Tito’s mirthful voice over the phone right now. The excitement and pride in his tone at what they’ve accomplished was palpable, meanwhile I stand in my kitchen, paralyzed. I turn my attention to Susana, who finished her dinner as evidenced by the two stripped drumstick bones left on her plate and juicy residue where Isa spooned sauce over the rice. “Susanita, why don’t you go upstairs and start washing up. I’ll be up to help you in a minute.”

			Without a word, Susana hops off her booster, walks over to me, gives me the greasiest hug, and smudges a kiss on both my cheeks. I wait until she’s safely out of earshot and make a mental note to wipe down the banister, railing, and walls when I go back upstairs.

			“Did you hear that Spain passed same-sex marriage today?” I ask, standing a few feet behind Isa. Even over the scent of baked chicken in the air, I can still smell her scent. The ubiquitous aroma of vanilla bean that, by now, seems to be as much a part of her skin as her own pH.

			“Yes, I got a news alert on my BlackBerry earlier,” she says. Of course she did. Isa turns to face me, leans her backside against the sink, and dries her hands with a kitchen towel. Biting down on her lips, no sign of chin dimples. Her chocolate-brown stare drills into me—waiting. She tucks an errant, dark tress behind her ear. This conversation is an old chestnut. For us, at least. I’d like to be one of those couples who talk about one day getting married if the law allows it. That’s the opposite of us. We planned our studies, our life together, and yes, our daughter. But marriage was always one step too far for Isa. 

			“You know,” I say as I walk over to the sink and wash my hands. “Since I’m a Spanish citizen, we could, for the sake of argument, get married in Jerez, or if that’s too provincial, we can do it in Sevilla.” I pause to wipe the grime off my cheeks with a damp paper towel. “We can live on the vineyard in Jerez with Don Rigoberto while we establish my parental rights over Susana.” I rush my words, so I can get them all out and duck when she hits me back with a sharp, NO. A heated exchange is coming, and sweat bubbles are already dotting the small of my back. What I’m thinking of doing might seem far-fetched to her, but it’s an excellent plan, if only she’d listen. “By the time same-sex marriage is legal in the States, we could either move back here or stay there, in case Florida is the last state in the union to recognize same-sex marriages and adoptions by gay people.” This might be the Sunshine State, but it’s been putting a damper on my life since I was born.

			Isa fixes her eyes on me but remains silent as my hopes seem to evaporate.

			“That sounds like a great plan—your best plan, even.” She pauses. “But if it wouldn’t be legal here, in Florida, where we live and work, why would we get married in Spain in the first place?” she asks, slowly folding her arms over her chest.

			“Um…No. I meant that we would live in Spain. Um…If we get married there, the law will protect us. We’d have all the rights afforded to all other married couples in Spain, including adoption. And I would be somebody in your life and in our daughter’s life over there. I’d be her recognized parent if something were to happen to you. And if something happens to me, you’d both inherit my stake in the vineyard.”

			My maternal grandfather, Don Rigoberto, is the last living owner of the vineyard, Villa Guadalcacín, and Lui and I will inherit fifty percent of it when he dies. Abuela Alba died shortly after my parents were killed in a car accident. The tragedy of losing her only daughter was too much for her weak heart to bear. Although I’m sure he’ll live many more years, Don Rigoberto is a strong man, always has been, but he’s in his eighties and suffers from vertigo.

			He has a vast spread of land in Jerez, a city in the Andalusian region of Spain. There, he grows Palomino Fino and muscat grapes and sells his crop to area bodegas. They make the region’s famed brandy, manzanilla, and sherry wines. His finca is only an hour’s drive from the capital city, Seville. It’s also where Lui and I have our residential address in Spain, giving us the right to vote there.

			“G, my work is here. You know I’m in the middle of important research at the hospital, growing human tissue to replace mechanical heart valves. We’re building real heart valves with human tissue…in a lab! It takes time.” She folds up the towel and places it on the counter, seemingly putting an end to my daydreaming. “I won’t leave my research now. Besides I can’t. I still have another two years to fulfill my obligation. Remember, they paid my student debt. And anyway, you’re a successful architect. Your career is booming. Why would we move from here?” she asks, dramatically raising her hands in the air as she turns in a circle. “And, if something does happen to me here, I signed palimony papers making you Susana’s guardian, or have you forgotten? So, for all practical purposes, you’ll be her parent.”

			I hang my head, inching toward the edge. If I fall off, would I survive the drop? I push forward, albeit with some trepidation.

			“Yes but ‘for all practical purposes’ isn’t enough for me anymore. You’re forgetting that a judge for Children and Family Services has to rule in my favor for me to be her guardian. And that’s if something happens to you, but what about now? I want it to be known that I’m her mother, too.” My voice cracks. I clasp my hands together behind my back to hide their trembling.

			“And,” I say calmer, centered. “If something does happen to you and I wanted to adopt her, I would have to lie about my sexual orientation.”

			“Well, what’s wrong with that?” she asks. “Wouldn’t you do that for your daughter’s sake?”

			“Isa,” I reply, tamping down the sudden tension headache. The pressure between my eyebrows is digging into my brain. My hands aloft, I grasp my index finger. “First of all, it’s illegal to lie on official documents, and you’d better believe that officials for the state of Florida will investigate, but regardless, I don’t think I should have to lie to adopt the daughter I helped bring into this world. That’s if something happens to you.”

			I grasp my middle finger. “Second, you are required to be present to give consent for medical care. Remember what happened the first time we rushed Susana to the emergency room?”

			I take a breath, trying to wipe the memory away and grasp my ring finger. “Third, I can’t sign any kind of legal document for her because I’m not her legal parent.”

			Pulling at my pinky, sending pins and needles up my arm, I continue, “And fourth, I pay a tax on the benefit I receive from the firm to have both of you on my health insurance. You know, it’s a real shame my company is more liberal than this country.”

			With my chest heaving, head throbbing, and stomach spinning, I give her my final point. “Isa, marriage is about more than just the bond between you and me. There are laws in place that protect the family unit. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”

			“Gene, we can’t move to another country to get married,” she says with cutting finality.

			“Isa, we’ve been together for fifteen years! Living together since college, officially, like most straight married couples. We’ve created a family. You won’t move to Spain so that I may feel secure in my role as one of Susana’s mothers?” I keep my voice low, so Susana doesn’t hear us argue. A bit clearer than a whisper, but my throat might as well be bleeding from forcing my words through my esophagus without involving any vocal cords.

			“We had the opportunity to move anywhere, but you wanted to move back here. And now, because of that, I’ve already established my research in Miami and must see it through,” she says, tapping her index finger on the countertop of the kitchen peninsula, her words biting.

			“That’s not fair,” I say, astonished that she’d even bring it up. “I had no choice. I wouldn’t sell this house. This is my house.” I pound my chest with my fist. “I lived here with my family. I grew up here, I couldn’t let anyone else have this house.”

			I’ve got to somehow summon every bit of courage to get through this. But just as boiling water starts to evaporate, so too are my hopes of ever marrying Isa and adopting Susana.

			“Gene, we’ve been living together for the last ten years. Where is the urgency? Why can’t you wait until Florida follows suit and legalizes adoptions for gays and lesbians?” she asks.

			“Because I know what it’s like to lose both my parents and to be unprepared to live without them!” I bellow with a sob. This time, a little louder than before, and the words seem to gush out of me just as the tears sting at my eyes. “But the difference is the state knew who both my parents were. If I die right now, there’s no record of whom I loved or by whom I’m survived. Don’t you see? I have a birth certificate that says who my parents were. It doesn’t say ‘unknown’ under the word father.”

			“So, you want your name on Susana’s birth certificate under the word father?” she asks, brows furrowed. “I don’t understand how that’s going to change anything.”

			“Because you have no idea what it means to have a child you love, who loves you just as hard, and have zero legal connection to her. You gave birth to Susana, that is undeniable. Your name is on her birth certificate. Mother: Isabel Susana Acosta,” I say, making gestures in the air as if Isa’s name and title were top billing on a theater marquee.

			“I can’t do this anymore,” I hear myself say, the words leaving my mouth in slow motion and in a deep wistful tone. I drop my arms to my sides and lower my gaze to my Reeboks. The back of my neck is stiff as tears swell in my eyes. “I’ve given this everything I have, and if you can’t at least understand where I’m coming from, then you and I have no business being together at all. I gotta go.” I turn and walk out through the kitchen archway, shoulders slouched, feeling as though I’m Yeats’s falconer, lost in “The Second Coming” because things are really falling apart. My stomach lurches, and all I want to do is get out of this house before my own center cannot hold anymore.

			“Wait, what?” She rounds the peninsula and steps right behind me. She puts her hand on my shoulder, and I turn to face her, shrugging it off in the process. “You’re leaving? Leaving us?”

			“No, Isa.” I point a trembling finger at her. My voice is quivering. “I’m leaving you.” Never in a million years did I think I would ever utter those words to Isa. “I will still be in Susana’s life, provide for her, and co-parent her with you, the way it states in our palimony papers. I just…I can’t live here with you anymore.” Shaking my head, I turn back around and make my way to the stairs. Isa calls out to me.

			“Gene!”

			I turn to face her.

			“Be reasonable,” she says. Stomach acid churns, melting my insides. “You won’t stay here with me if I don’t move to another country where we can get married?”

			I shove my fists in the pockets of my Bermuda shorts. My head thrashing as if I’ve just come back from a Mötley Crüe concert. This isn’t an impossible task. My own parents moved to the States when the future of their family became untenable in Franco’s fascist Spain in 1969. Both sets of Isa’s grandparents did the same when they fled Castro’s communist Cuba in the early sixties. “Isa,” I say to her, after a few deep breaths. “We both knew this day was coming, let’s be honest with ourselves. I’ve loved you since I was thirteen years old, but while you’ve been playing make-believe, I’ve been building a family, a home, and a life with you.” I pound my chest again, and it’s as if my heart has stopped beating. “We’ve been lovers from the get-go, sharing a house, the chores, the expenses, and a bed. For all practical purposes, as you say, you’re my wife.”

			“But, G, we’ve been best friends,” she insists, and she’s being serious, which is what’s most astonishing.

			“¿Qué?” As my blood blisters, my eyes strain under the sudden pressure, I’m befuddled by her words. “No. Don’t you dare say that!” Spittle springs off my bottom lip. “Don’t you dare call me your best friend. We are a couple! Best friends don’t plan the life we’ve planned for fifteen years, they don’t sleep together, and they certainly don’t have children together. Friends don’t miss each other so much they practically starve themselves, waiting to be reunited with the other in college! You and I have never been friends, and because you only think of me as such reassures me that I am nothing to you.” I stop to give my rapid pulse a chance to ease.

			“I wanted more from this relationship,” I continue. “From the life we diligently pieced together. The life you planned for us doesn’t fit me anymore! But you still don’t realize that aside from all the papers we signed, Susana is legally only your daughter. Do you get that? I can write it a hundred times in the air, and it’ll still be air and not a legal document.” I stop speaking abruptly, turn, and climb the stairs. I need to leave for my own sanity and figure out how I’m going to adopt my daughter.

			“Wait. Fuck, Gene, you know I would never take her away from you, if that’s what you’re worried about!” She’s right behind me.

			I wait until we’re inside our bedroom to turn around. “Really? You won’t even marry me; how can I expect you to think of me as her other parent?” As I blurt out those last words, I know I’ve gone too far and immediately regret them. But I carry on because an apology won’t help matters. “Is it really because you don’t want to move to Spain that you won’t marry me, or is it because I’m a woman?”

			“I don’t see you like that,” she says. “You’re just Gene to me.”

			“Well,” I say. “Gene has a pair of tits and a vagina.” I grab my breasts and then cup my crotch.

			“Gene!” Isa says in a hard whisper. “Don’t say that.”

			“Don’t you get it? Susana came out of your body, she shares your DNA. She looks exactly like you.” I point out our door toward her bedroom. “I need it to say somewhere that she’s my daughter, too.” My volume has increased to a raspy whisper, and I mentally throw up my hands as I capitulate.

			I turn and walk away, quietly making my way across the hall, leaving Isa to wonder what just happened. Drying my tears on the hem of my shirt, I knock on Susana’s bathroom door and walk in to help her wash up.

			 

			 

			“Te quiero, Bebé, you know that right?” I hold her pajama top as she pops her head through the collar and then juts her arms through the sleeves. I lead her to her bed, kiss her forehead, and tuck her in.

			“Mami is coming in a minute, cariño,” I say with barely an inch of voice as I pull the blanket over her. “I love you very much,” I repeat. “See you in the morning.”

			“Te quiero, Mamá.”

			While I do my best to quell them when I hug Susana good night, I can’t stop my hot tears from escaping as soon as I close her bedroom door. Isa is waiting just outside her door. Ignoring her, I cross the second-floor foyer back to our bedroom, Isa’s footfalls behind me. Ambling into the dressing room, I grab my suitcase from my side of the closet and open it over the ottoman that sits in the center of the room. I can’t stay here one more minute.

			“You’re leaving now?” Isa asks, closing the door gently behind her.

			“I can’t stay here with you.” Drying my face with my hands, I continue, “I don’t want you to worry about anything. I’m temporarily moving into the first-floor apartment down the street and then see what I do for the long term. You and Susana stay here, this is her home.” I renovated the vacant apartment in the building I inherited from my parents when the tenants left last year. After the renovations, I’d intended to find another renter, but I guess it’ll be me.

			“What about the family?” she asks, her eyes two wide brown disks. I stop packing for a second and glare at her.

			“We will always be a family, Isa,” I assure her.

			“I mean, what will you tell the family?” she asks, and it’s clear to me she meant the Spanish family. My cousin, Flor, and her mother, Tita Carmen—her confidants. She watches as I continue gathering my stuff from the closet to my suitcase and back again. Of course. Keeping up appearances is all she cares about, even to my family.

			“Tell them the truth.” I shrug. “I’ll be back tomorrow to pick Susana up for school. I don’t want to change her routine. I’ll take the rest of my stuff while you’re at work. On Saturday we can hash out a permanent plan. We’ll keep the shared calendar on our BlackBerrys for Susana’s events. We’ll figure it out.”

			As I process her comment about the family, it dawns on me that she will always be preoccupied with what others think. Isa worries that if knowledge of our relationship goes public, funding for her research will dry up—she isn’t out at work. I know I’m doing the right thing.

			Isa stops me on my way back to get more clothes from the closet, puts her hands on my forearms, and pins her eyes to mine. Her fingers on my skin burn as her dark broody eyes press into me. I can’t hold her stare for long, but I wait to hear what she has to say.

			“Are you sure about this?” she asks, sliding her hands up my arms. I shudder, and her eyes gleam from the natural light in the room.

			“No,” I say, my own tears deserting me. “But I need to find my own way now.” Gazing at her, it’s as if no time has passed since I first saw her on the school bus in junior high. Tall but doesn’t tower over me anymore; wavy hair the color of molasses with a pair of rich, chocolate eyes to match; her sharp chin with two defined dimples on either side. She’s as beautiful today as she was all those years ago. Her grip on me stings. I stare down at her hands, and it’s as though she realizes she’s lost. Mouth agog, she lets go. I turn around and continue packing.

			




Chapter Ten

			Isa

			“Enrique, this is excellent work,” I say. “You’ve made subtle improvements to this procedure, but improvements nonetheless.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Acosta. I appreciate you saying so,” he replies, cheeks rosy.

			“Make sure you make a note of the changes you’ve made for your peer review.” As I turn away from Enrique, the shriek of my first name being called out in the lab rouses my attention.

			“Am I catching you at a bad moment?” the shrieker asks, as if he gives a fuck.

			“No, Dr. Peterson, I was just heading back to my office. What can I do for you?” I really should try calling him Tucker to see how he likes it.

			“Funding,” he says. I raise an eyebrow and wait for further explanation. “Patrons of Mercy has committed to donating eleven million dollars to fund stem cell research.”

			“What?” I ask. “That’s an unprecedented amount of money, especially from a religious organization.”

			“It turns out the group is led by a wealthy conservative whose mother is living with Alzheimer’s disease, or dementia, or something like that. She wants the bulk of the funds directed to Alzheimer’s research, however she’s willing to fund the entire program.” His delighted visage seems unnatural.

			“May I ask how much of that will fund my team’s research?” It suddenly dawns on me that this might have a negative impact on my team if the Alzheimer’s research group gets most of that award.

			“The department will get a detailed report of all that. But for now, Isabel, a win for Alzheimer’s is also a win for the whole department. So, put a smile on that beautiful face,” he says, tamping down the ten wisps of hair flittering over his scalp. He pats my shoulder and walks away. Gross. Putting the thought that I should take my lab coat to the cleaners on the back burner, I’ll have to look for better ways to fund my research. Especially now that Dr. Peterson has made it his mission to circumvent my request for more resources.

			With a sigh, I check my vibrating BlackBerry for an incoming text.

			Roberto: Can you meet up for coffee in five minutes?

			Isa: How about ten?

			Roberto: OK.

			Roberto: Can I order for you.

			Isa: No thanks, I can order for myself.

			Roberto and I are busy professionals. He more than I, of course. Since our dinner a few weeks ago, we haven’t seen each other outside the hospital. He gets away from his wing in the hospital to come see me in pathology, but there hasn’t been a consistent time block upon which we’ve been able to agree. Either he’s in surgery or I’m running to pick up Susana, which, if I were being honest, is fine with me.

			He lives twenty miles away from me and commutes to the hospital on the Brightline. But there’s a lot to like about him. He’s handsome with his thick, dirty-blond curls and wide grin. I’m not used to his dry sense of humor yet, but he’s mature. He’s divorced but, oddly, has no children. Didn’t he want children when he was younger? I haven’t told him about Gene. If this gets serious, I’ll have to tell him about our arrangement at some point.

			Gene, with her crestfallen face, stares blankly at me in my memory. Disbelieving, bewildered. It broke my heart to watch her stifle her tears as I told her about Roberto. That’s why I asked Mami to check on her.

			This wasn’t what I wanted. Not at all. I was happy with our simple, little family. But she wants to live in a world that I can’t inhabit. Lately all she talks about is gay rights and volunteering and making a difference. She wants to fight a fight I don’t see us winning. It’s too hard. And there are too many people against LGBTQ rights.

			At work alone, I’d lose my funding if they knew that I’m unmarried and that my daughter has two mothers. That’s too much for the politicos in charge of signing the checks to understand. It’s too much for anybody to understand same-sex couples, much less same-sex couples with children. I wish we lived in a world where no one cared what you did in private. But they do, they all do, and it affects everything from politics to the workplace. It sucks, but this is the world in which we live.

			I’ll admit that I was naïve to the state laws against gays and lesbians adopting. Well, laws against gays and lesbians in general. That was the furthest thing from my mind when I was researching ways to get pregnant. I desperately wanted to be a mother; I always had. And I wanted Gene to share that experience with me. It never dawned on me that she would have no parental rights, or that she would feel alienated because of it. Parental rights were the last thing I thought about when I was giving birth. No one said anything to me. Not my fertility specialist, not my gynecologist, no one. In fact, Gene accompanied me everywhere I went throughout my pregnancy. All my doctors, nurses, and medical personnel, everyone received Gene with open arms it seemed, until Susana was born. That’s when the problems began.

			 

			 

			Susana wouldn’t stop crying. She was only six months old, so it wasn’t as though she could tell me what was wrong. It had been that high-pitched wailing that you hear sometimes when you’re at a restaurant, the grocery store, or worse, on a plane—where the mother (it’s always the poor mother) moves heaven and earth to quiet the baby down. Susana would inhale for five seconds, then exert her best, most agonizing howl. The neighbors down the street must have heard it, I was sure.

			I’d done everything I knew to do—troubleshooting, as Gene called it. Her blaring was unbearable, and the last thing I did was sit with her to see if my presence would calm her. It did not.

			Gene had told me she’d be in meetings all day, so I didn’t want to bother her, but I was going to go mad if Susana didn’t stop screaming. With no idea what time it was, I propped the glider Mami gave us against the crib so Susana could clench her little fist around my thumb. It didn’t quiet her down, but clutching my finger let her know I was there, feeling her anguish. I guess it’s called bonding. Only a Big Gulp full of wine would’ve made me feel better.

			“What’s happening?” Gene yelled over Susana’s enraged outcry. I hadn’t even heard her come in or run up the stairs.

			“She won’t stop CRY-ING!” I whimpered, breaking the word in two for emphasis. I was at the end of my rope.

			Susana had been fussy for the last few nights. Rocking her in the glider helped some but nothing I had done for her worked that day. Gene walked up to her crib to find her a crimson-faced mess. She checked her diaper, but it was fresh—I’d changed her twenty-two minutes ago. She put her finger in her mouth to see if she was hungry and nothing—did that twenty-four minutes ago. Susana seemed to immediately reject anything we put in her mouth, including her pacifier. Gene put her hand on her forehead, no apparent fever—no shit, I did that eighteen minutes ago. Picking her up made things worse, and Gene was dumbstruck. She turned her face to me.

			“I’ve done all that, smartass.” I stared up at her, my ears already used to the inharmonious sound. “I also tried to soothe her in the glider to no avail. So, I gave up and put her back in the crib. I thought I’d just stay here and wait it out with her.”

			“Why didn’t you call me earlier?” Gene asked.

			“Because you told me you’d be in meetings all day.” I raised my voice a few decibels to be heard over Susana’s pitch. I wiped away the sweat on my forehead. “Besides, I’m pretty sure she has colic, and there’s nothing to be done for that.

			“Pero, Isa, the firm gave us two new BlackBerrys,” she said, walking over to the little red phone on the table next to the glider. She held it up. “For to text,” she said and put it back down. “I’ll always answer later if I’m busy, but at least I’ll know something’s wrong.”

			“I just couldn’t concentrate anymore over her racket,” I replied.

			“Okay.” Gene relented, her hand massaging the back of my neck. Her cold fingertips were heaven. “We should take her to the hospital in case it’s something more serious than colic.”

			“Fine,” I said as I rose to my feet. “Let me get into something more decent.” Tugging at the collar of my old Cornell T-shirt riddled with baby vomit stains, I got up and left Gene in the nursery.

			In the time I got changed, Gene had packed up Susana’s baby bag and put her in her car seat, all tight and secure, as if she’d used duct tape. I opened the passenger door of our SUV and settled into the seat with a heavy sigh. Trapped in a tiny space with a screaming baby was the highlight.

			It was the longest five-minute drive to Coral Gables Medical Center of my life as my daughter got increasingly shrill. Gene backed into a corner space, and just before she put the car in park, I was on the pavement. Dazed and just short of a migraine, I waited in front of the SUV for Gene to finish scooping Susana out of her car seat.

			The medical center was a small community hospital, where the reception desk was merely two paces from the entrance. The glee I felt when we walked in to see no one in the waiting area was akin to getting my first car as a gift for my sixteenth birthday. As the exhaustion was oozing out of my pores, my vocal cords seemed to quit working. Gene took the lead and stepped up to the desk with Susana still red-faced, mouth agape, and reeling from her horrible pain, clutching onto Gene’s shoulder with a viselike grip.

			“Our daughter hasn’t stopped crying all day, we don’t know what’s wrong with her,” Gene said, unusually terse. She must have been at her wit’s end, too, and she’d only been experiencing it for a half hour at most. The receptionist stopped what she was doing on her computer and glanced up at us, puzzled.

			“Name,” she said curtly.

			“She’s Susana Pérez-Acosta,” Gene started to say, before the receptionist cut her off.

			“Which one of you is the birth mother?” The lady glared at both of us with disgust.

			“What difference does that make?” I said, hands gripping the rounded edge of the Formica countertop she hid behind. I eyed the stapler next to her mouse and considered throwing it at her face.

			“Only the birth mother can make medical decisions for the infant,” she clarified robotically. I dropped my forehead in my hand with my elbow propped on countertop.

			“Isabel Susana Acosta, I’m her birth mother. She was born here.” I carefully enunciated each word methodically, as if it was the only way the receptionist would understand me. Gene remained silent.

			“Thank you,” she replied. “Do you have an insurance card for her?”

			One-handed, Gene removed her wallet from her back pocket and swiftly slid the card out with her thumb. The lady grimaced at the card and snatched up the phone.

			“I’ll have to verify her coverage, Ms.…” She elongated the title while she read Gene’s full name. “Eugenia Maria López-Pérez.” Oh boy, and the lady pronounced it in English, with the hard G instead of the Spanish H-sounding one. Gene’s face was a scarlet sheen of composure, which was admirable. I’d have yelled out the proper pronunciation of my name if she’d butchered it the way she had Gene’s. She hated her given name and went by Gene when I met her. I’d told her a thousand times to legally change it already.

			But Gene ignored the gaffe as she rocked our daughter in her arms, walking around the sparse waiting room trying to comfort her. I waited for the receptionist at the counter.

			“The doctor will take you now,” she said, and I gestured to Gene to come back to reception so we could go inside.

			“You can’t go in there with them.” The woman barely stood up to give us a scowled warning. Had she been a dog, she would have snarled at us, canines out ready to devour us.

			“Only the biological mother can accompany her child to see the pediatrician on call.” I’d had about enough and turned to Gene, eyes rolling, as I grabbed Susana from her clutches.

			“Don’t worry, it’ll be okay,” I whispered in Gene’s ear, trying to soothe the hurt at least a little.

			“I’ll be right here, in case you need something…uh, from the bag,” Gene said as I slid through the closing automatic door.

			“The pediatrician said she has colic,” I told Gene later. It had taken more than an hour to tell me what I already knew.

			“The doctor also assured me that the colic will eventually go away, we must be patient, loving, and caring. Can you believe that bullshit?” I was a belligerent bitch to him, but Gene didn’t need that information.

			“What about the crying?” Gene asked. There was an inkling of hope in her eyes that maybe the doctor had prescribed Susana some baby version of NyQuil. No fucking luck.

			“Didn’t you hear me?” I was close to tearing her a new one at this point. “There’s nothing to do. No hay nada que hacer!” I repeated it in Spanish to be sure she got it.

			“I’ll start the first shift,” Gene said to me after putting Susana, who had continued her crying throughout the fiasco and showed no signs of stopping, back in her crib. “I’ll look in on her every hour.”

			“Okay,” was the only thing I could say. And I added a shrug for good measure. “I’ll get one of her bottles. Maybe that will pacify her.” Just as I was headed down the stairs, Gene stopped me.

			“Let me do that,” she said. “You go get some rest in the back building. Don’t worry. I’ve got this. I’ll come get you in the morning.”

			My heart sank. Gene had been treated as though she were a nobody, but she brushed it aside and showed me more humanity than I’d shown her during the whole ordeal. I felt horrible. But I got a few restful hours. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			Gene

			“Thank you all for coming to our semiannual gold-and platinum-level donor’s brunch and silent auction,” Jay Bato, the Executive Director of Equality Miami, says into the microphone. Jay is the kind of lesbian who wears spiffy bow ties, seems to have them in all sorts of colors and patterns for all occasions you can imagine. Once, when I volunteered at the EM headquarters, she started her day in a brilliant purple, blue, green, yellow, orange, red gradient bow tie, and by the time she left the building, she had changed into a dramatic cyan one festooned with yellow polka dots. Her short, dark hair is shaved closely to her scalp at the back and sides and styled at the top like a glistening Toblerone chocolate prism.

			As she explains the rules of the silent auction, I take a moment to sweep the room. Eight- and ten-top tables packed with mostly male couples and only a sparce scattering of women. Unfortunately, that seems to happen in these organizations: men are the dominant driving force. I guess when lesbians couple up, they nest and forget all about the world outside.

			Jay returns the mic to the singer and walks off the stage to linger around the silent auction table I organized. The auction will help us through to the next quarter, where we will need more than half a million dollars.

			The entertainer, a bossa nova singer, has remade Chris de Burgh’s “Lady in Red” into a silky, throaty, and syrupy-sounding rendition. Her deep, melancholic tones are mellifluous, sounding like what diving into a vat brimming with thick Valor chocolate might feel all over your skin. The singer seems to be boring her gaze into the attractive blonde sitting, seemingly by herself, with an older couple. But as my ears twitch to the sultry stimulation, I think about Isa, my own lady who favors red anything. Except she’s someone else’s now. A pang of agony scratches at my heart, thinking of her and What’s-his-name. I wonder how that’s going.

			A lesbian executive chef owns the ornate Asian and Cuban fusion restaurant in which we’re hosting the brunch. I guess holding it at her swanky restaurant was Amada Lanza’s contribution to this upper-crust doner event, but I can’t be sure, since I wasn’t involved in that part.

			Meeting new people petrifies me, and since I’ve never actually been to one of these brunches before, I’m hesitant to network with strangers. But I chose to join this LGBTQ organization because they’re working to expand on our fledgling gay rights. Just a few years ago, the Supreme Court struck down sodomy laws. And I’m here to join the fray to fight for my parental rights. I should make the best of it. Maybe…find the courage to talk to that lady in red before the end of the brunch.

			Sitting at the bar, sipping on what’s left of my Bellini, gazing romantically at the crowd, I spot Jay walking toward me. The board president introduced us a couple of months ago at a phone bank fundraiser at headquarters. Cold-calling for donations is probably the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I volunteer because I need to help. That’s what I do on the lonely nights when Susana is with Isa. Honestly, I do whatever they ask of me, whatever it takes.

			“Jeannie?” Jay calls out to me from a few feet away. She thrusts her right hand at me to shake.

			“Gene,” I correct, hoping to hide the tension in my shoulders. I take her hand after glaring at her with a fake-ish smirk.

			“Oh, sorry,” she says with a glint of embarrassment. “I wanted to thank you again for joining the organization. I know phone banking isn’t the best job, but we need more volunteers right now. Aside from consistent cashflow, of course.”

			“Of course.” I smirk. “How have you been?”

			“It’s been busy, to say the least.” As she shoves a hand in the pocket of her slim-fitting jeans, I take the pause to assess her. She’s sort of petite; I’m easily three or four inches taller. And I’m in Oxfords, which are flatter than the clunky wingtip brogues she’s sporting. Dressed in a crisp lilac shirt, purple paisley fifties-style smoking jacket, and matching paisley bow tie, she’s putting my own outfit of skinny pants, T-shirt, and blazer to shame. I wasn’t sure what to wear to this brunch, and I’m not ashamed to say I plucked this outfit right off the J.Crew website.

			“We’re working with three couples petitioning the state to let them adopt their foster kids.”

			“Oh, yeah?” My ears suddenly perk up.

			Fearing that the anti-LGBTQ rhetoric coming from the current president’s administration will inspire more discriminatory legislation, I all but gave up hope on the possibility of legally adopting Susana in Florida, especially. We haven’t had a Democratic legislative body or governor since I graduated high school. And even then, they were part of the Old South Democratic base and switched parties during the great migration of Democrats to the Republican Party in the nineties.

			Before moving out of the house, I had been secretly contributing to Equality Miami for some time because I’d read about their partnership with the ACLU on several LGBTQ-rights issues. They get things done and pay the legal fees for people who can’t afford them. So, after Isa’s strategically placed bombshell last month, I decided to get off my ass and do something to change my parental predicament.

			“Yes, that’s why we’re tapping into top-tier donors so much lately,” she says with a perfectly toothed, guilty grimace. As Equality Miami has done quite a bit of tapping into my finances, I smile but say nothing. “Thanks, by the way.” She lifts her Champagne flute in salute.

			“I don’t mind,” I say with a chuckle. “This issue hits home for me, too.”

			“Really?” She gestures at my Bellini flute. “Can I refill that for you?” I glance at the drop of Bellini left, then at Jay.

			“I’d better not,” I say and push my flute toward the inside of the bar, for the bartender to collect.

			“Oh, come on,” she says. “Live a little.” She grabs the bartender’s attention and orders two Bellini cocktails. “So, what’s your story?”

			“It’s simple,” I say, looking right in her hypnotic copper eyes. “For all practical purposes, I’m a recently divorced, nonbiological mother who wants parental rights to the child she helped create.”

			“Well,” Jay says, taking the fresh Bellini flute the bartender serves. We clink glasses. “Here’s to expanding LGBTQIA+ rights everywhere.” I’m toasting to the possibility that Florida will recognize me as Susana’s second parent one day.

			Jay takes a sip, smiles at the Bellini flute, and says, “Mmm…damn that’s good. Gay adoptions, that’s right up our alley. And your ex? Is she against you adopting your kid? Are you sharing custody?”

			“We share custody,” I say after a delectable sip of my own. “Isa, my ex, has been great throughout our separation and co-parenting. I’m sure she’d support me adopting Susana. In the end, it’d be more convenient if we could both make important decisions on Susana’s behalf.”

			“You know.” Jay gazes at
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