

 

Very soon now it’ll be the Age of Games—The Hunger Games, Ender’s Game—all the young-adult apocalypses. “YApocalypse Now,” the father calls the genre, a favorite of his undergrads too. (Not literature, he tells them. Won’t last. Who’s going to want to read it after the actual apocalypse! But, of course, they don’t believe in posterity, even though they are posterity. When they ask him what he writes, he tells them: Pre-apocalyptic fiction.)

In every one of these futures, children are tested, over and over. And in these stories, parents and children die. That’s really why he can’t stand them. He hasn’t been able to read books or watch movies with child-in-peril plots since he became a father. He knows he’d die for his child if it came to that—willingly, eagerly—because how to go on living without your child?

No wonder we’re so protective, he thinks. Our own lives are at stake. It’s our blood in that brimful cup. No, you couldn’t go on without your child.

Unless you have another, in which case you have to.

But the closest he’s come to protecting his child from death was carrying him to the basement during a tornado warning. They built LEGOs together while winds tore overhead and the sky turned jade.

 

The mother’s pet peeve, by contrast, is all those impossibly perfect TV babies. The ones who sleep through fistfights, rough sex, lengthy exposition. The ones who never cry when the bad guys are closing in—Oh please! They’d be so dead in real life!

 

Terrorists, hitmen, zombies. He’d readily die at their hands for his child. And kill for him, too? He thinks so.

For instance, that story, that line—“I’m cunting”—that’s not quite how it happened.

In reality, the father had been asked to pick a favorite word in reply to some writers’ thread. He’d gone for “fountain” because, as he explained, the boy had just pointed out a tree in leaf, said it was “like a fountain.” His first simile!

Someone had tweeted back: Another smug parent. Reminds me of my favorite word—cunt. Some British guy—they use the word more loosely there, often in reference to other men. (An awkward bit of contextualization—what his students call an “info dump,” though they’d probably be relieved to know he didn’t use the word about a woman as in the earlier version.)

“The guy’s calling me a cunt!” he’d raged, to his wife, in front of their child, until she shushed him. He’d taken her advice, not replied, but he’d looked the guy up, tracked him down, found his address, fantasized about what he’d do if he ever went there. He was offended, of course, but also something worse, something primitive. As if it wasn’t just him who’d been insulted, but somehow the boy attacked. Only fantasies, of course—however bloody (“I’ll cunt you, motherfucker!”)—but then it was only a tweet. What might he do in real life?

And this guy only called him a name.

It’s the same rage he felt at the clinic. Or related to it. Brother to it. Sister.

“Everyone’s a critic,” his wife reminded him. “Everyone’s a critic of everything.”

And this is also what the internet is for, he thinks. If online porn universalizes shame, social media universalizes judgment. Both exercises in self-gratification.

(On the other hand, maybe it was being called “smug,” when he feels so abject as a parent, that really set him off.)

 

And then there’s another school shooting. They’re numbingly frequent, but this is the first since the boy started school. And the father feels powerless. What if you can’t die, or kill, to protect your child? What if you’re not that lucky?

The school principal emails tips for how to talk to a child about bad news. They sit the boy down. They’re nervous, but he’s calm. They have lockdown drills at school, he explains patiently, he knows what to do.

They didn’t know about the drills (they don’t read all the principal’s emails). They’re relieved, and appalled. But the boy is calm, matter-of-fact. He is reassuring them. As if it were all perfectly normal, mundane as a fire drill, sensible as looking both ways before you cross or not talking to strangers.

The father is not calm. He rages at the politicians sending their thoughts and prayers. (Here’s a thought: Did your prayers get answered last time?) Rages at the NRA flacks talking about the Constitution (Rights! What about wrongs? Let’s talk about wrongs for once.)

It’s the shamelessness that incenses him.

He fantasizes about protesting a gun store. Standing outside with his own bloody placard showing gunshot fatalities, the number of gun deaths. Shouting “Baby killers” at customers, coming and going. Demanding a waiting period for gun purchases as long as for abortions. Demanding that gun buyers look at photos of gunshot wounds before purchase. Flinging spray patterns of fake blood on the walls of the store.

Enough! his wife tells him. How’re you any better than them with all these bullshit fantasies of killing and dying. For our child! Your job is to live for him. Isn’t that hard enough?

He nods, chagrined. Though secretly he remains certain that in the event of the cabin losing pressure, when oxygen masks drop from a panel above, he’ll secure the boy’s first, before his own.

 

When they were growing up, he and his wife, their parents told them not to waste food. Shamed them.

Don’t you know there are starving children in India/Africa/ China? As if cleaning your plate would help them.

Now, they teach the boy to recycle, to compost, not to waste paper, not to waste water. Or there won’t be enough when you’re older. As if the end of the world were his fault, when what they mean is that they won’t be there to save him from it. Another shame, generational this time.

All those kids’ books about dinosaurs, it comes to him now, are past-apocalyptic fiction. All those plastic raptors, all those plush tyrannosaurs. Barney! C’mon, kids, let’s go see fossils in the museum! On the way, we can burn some in the car! Stu-pendous!

“We used to want things to be better for our kids,” his wife whispers. “Now we raise them on mass extinction.”





 

His own father, the boy’s grandfather, begins to fail. His memory is going and then his body, as if he’s forgotten his body, how to make it work. He clutches seatbacks for balance, shudders tables and shelves. On family visits the father watches the grandmother bend down and tap each of the grandfather’s feet one after another to remind him which one to move when he walks. He sees the grandfather freeze in perplexity before his armchair, unsure of how to turn, arrange his limbs, lower himself into it.

There are tests (the grandmother resists them). There are exercises (the grandfather forgets to do them). There is equipment (canes and walkers, white plastic grab-handles for the bathroom). There are doctors and nurses and physical therapists and helpers (to cherish and complain about). There are hospitals and facilities and homes (to tour and put their names down for).

“Second childhood,” the grandmother calls it. She hasn’t slept through the night in a year.

Sometimes he takes the boy on these visits. Later he doesn’t. He promises the grandmother he’ll bring her grandson again when the grandfather is in a home. He uses this as leverage.

The grandfather is no good with babies, never once held the boy as a baby. It made the father think about their relationship, when he was a boy and the grandfather was a new father. But the grandfather is better with toddlers—playful, teasing. Got your nose! On a visit before his body begins to betray him, he cuts a small, neat hole in the lawn with a trowel for the boy to golf. He rummages in the attic for bald tennis balls, fraying shuttlecocks, deflated soccer balls. Treasures to the boy, relics of his own childhood to the father. In the evenings the grandfather gets impatient, snappish, but afternoons in the garden, the two fathers watch the boy together.

“You have kids?” the grandfather asks once, companionably. By now the father has learned not to contradict him when he’s confused. He plays the part as required—old army buddy, office mate, school chum—mostly by nodding and listening and prompting.

“No,” he says now. “Would you recommend it?”

“Oh, yes! Life’s empty without them. My advice, find a nice girl, start a family before you get too long in the tooth.”

Later, in the home, the grandfather will look at the boy and call him by the father’s name, ask him if he’s been good, share candy with him. But the grandfather will only look at the father, his own son, and frown. As if he doesn’t know him or, worse, as if he knows he’s the one who put him here. For the father, watching grandson and grandfather together is like looking at an old family photo. He can see the love, but he can’t quite feel it.

At least the boy enjoys visiting Grandpa. The caregivers dote on him. He begs for rides on Grandpa’s lap in his wheelchair. Afterward, the pair of them sit happily together watching the fish in the aquarium, gliding back and forth, back and forth, while the father talks to the nurses.

 

The boy is fearless. Snakes and spiders at the zoo fascinate him. Jellyfish on the beach. He runs to see the Madagascar hissing cockroach as if it were an old friend. At the Sears Tower he bounces and sprawls on the glass floor of the viewing platform, the city yawning beneath him.

The boy is terrified. Of bees, of shots, of curly slides (he split his lip on one once). The threats he knows, can imagine. Of death he has no sense. The father wonders when that will come, what it’ll mean. Lost toys, broken toys, floating goldfish—these are the tiny harbingers.

And then the hamster dies. “She was old and in pain,” the father explains. “The vet put her down.” Down where? “Put her to sleep, I mean.” When will she wake up? “They’re euphemisms,” the father explains. White lies? “Kind lies.” The boy nods.

The real lie, the bit he leaves out, is that he had a choice. The vet put her down, true, but first she asked him what he wanted to do. A formality. The animal was in pain, on its side, legs turning stiffly, no hope and nothing to do. But still, “I have to ask.” He had paused, frozen really, and the vet frowned in her white coat, explained it all again as if to an idiot. No hope. Painless. Quick. A mercy. And still he’d been unable to say. She told him she’d give them a moment alone. Them—him and the hamster. Though he suspected it was only an excuse for her to step away before she lost her patience. He felt like a fool. He feared telling the child. He thought about lying. He thought about asking for a second opinion. He thought about calling his wife. Instead, he thanked the hamster, “for being a good pet.” Oh, he felt like a fool. Apologized to the hamster, anyway. Stroked its shivering side. Told it, “Goodbye, girl.” Jesus! He was sweating, shaking when the vet came back, but he managed to nod, to stay for the end.

At home they find a small box, dig a small hole, have a small funeral. “We put her down in the ground,” the boy tells his mother with solemn precision. Their son believes in Santa, the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, the Force, and now heaven. But that night he asks shyly, “Can we get a cat now?” And the father—stricken with grief, stricken with embarrassment at his own grief—promises, chokingly, “Sure!”

When the boy was a baby, they took turns to put him down, to put him to sleep.

“Thanks for taking care of that,” the mother says that night, and he shrugs. Taking care, he thinks. Is that what it was? What he says is: “No need for us both to be there.”

Some parents have funerals for their aborted fetuses, he has heard. Their genetic counselor had suggested a similar ceremony of remembrance. It eases some people. We have a quiet place if you’d like to use it. But they shook their heads. How do you mourn something you killed?

Now there’s talk of some states mandating such funerals.

If only a mercy killing included some mercy for the killers.

 

He suddenly remembers friends, a couple, years ago who when they knew they were having a baby got rid of their cat. They’d heard that cats can smother infants, attracted by the smell of milk on their breath. An urban legend—he checks—a superstition dating back to the sixteen and seventeenth centuries, likely influenced by the idea of cats as witches’ familiars. What he can’t recall is how the couple got rid of the cat. Whether they killed it or gave it away or abandoned it. Whether the cat was alive or dead. Will a vet even put a healthy cat to sleep? he wonders. The answer, yes; the term of art, “convenience euthanasia.”

He finds that shocking for a split second.

 

In any event, it turns out they can’t get a cat now. Turns out the boy is allergic; he comes home from a friend’s house with itchy eyes. Allergic and inconsolable. For days, he mourns the cat he never had.

The father is secretly relieved. An older colleague told him once cats were baby substitutes. “They weigh the same, they sleep on you, they roll around on their backs kicking their legs in the air. They mewl.” “What about dogs?” he asked the same animal lover. “Kids! ’Tweens and teens, tearing around in circles in the park, chasing each other, rolling in the mud, yapping.”

And smaller creatures? he doesn’t ask. Mice, gerbils, hamsters? Fish?

At the zoo, the father recalls, everyone’s favorites are the monkeys, the meerkats, the lemurs. The animals that play. The rest—listless or neurotic—are inmates, lifers, imprisoned and institutionalized. Adults, in other words. A tiger rips at a cardboard box, the kind refrigerators come in, shredding it with long, lazy twists of his huge head. Doing the recycling, the father thinks with a nod of recognition to the big cat.

 

The boy settles for Snoopy. Peanuts is his new favorite. They hear him chuckling manically from under the covers after lights-out. He’s taken to exclaiming Good grief! at every opportunity.

Clean your plate. Good grief!

Tidy your room. Good grief!

What do you say? Good grief!

 

But why, the father wonders, did Schrödinger pick a cat? It’s a thought experiment—he could have put anything in the box. A mouse, a rat, a rabbit—those traditional experimental subjects. Why not a dog or a monkey or an elephant, for that matter (it’s a thought experiment—no apparatus to build, the box could be as big as a house)? Did Schrödinger have a cat? Have something against cats? The father imagines a mouse in a box—wouldn’t it make noise, rustle around? You’d know it’s status without looking. But a cat, a cat could just sleep in there. (And in fact, more recent versions of the thought experiment imagine not poison, but knockout gas in the box, so that the cat might be either awake or asleep. But really, how sentimental are we that we need to imagine a humane thought experiment? We can imagine a quantum paradox, but not the death of a cat.)

Schrödinger is said to have owned a cat called Milton. Or Toby. To-by or not To-by, as the joke goes. Its existence is likely apocryphal.

It is known he had a dog. And an aunt who owned six cats, whose “yowling” (the cats’ not the aunt’s) he disapproved.

He disapproved of his own cat, too, of course, called his famous paradox a “ridiculous case,” intended it as a critique of quantum theory, its “blurred model” of reality. “There is a difference between a shaky or out-of-focus photograph and a snapshot of clouds and fog banks.” Or, as Einstein wrote in agreement: “One cannot get around the assumption of reality—if only one is honest.” Both of them loath to believe that atomic randomness could give rise to real-world uncertainty.

If only, the father thinks.





 

Winters they go to the botanical gardens to bask in the hothouse fug; to the park with the good sledding hill; to the mall to see Santa in his fat suit; to the local petting farm to see Jesus in his manger, live goats and sheep and chickens and cows grazing among the plaster figures.

Does it start here, the father thinks, or at the art museum, another winter destination, with all those Madonna-and-childs lining the walls as if the Renaissance were one big Mommy and Me class. Is this where the deification of babies begins?

“Not forgetting the impossible standard set by Mary,” his wife points out. “Mother and virgin. No competing with that.” She stands before a beatific painting of the holy family. “Talk about smug parents.” The father nods. He’s lousy at DIY, stumped by IKEA instructions, can’t even live up to Joseph. “And to think,” the wife whispers, moving on, “underage girl, pregnant by someone other than her husband, she’d be a prime candidate . . .”

 

The boy comes home from school with colds; he comes home with coughs. He gives them to his parents, face flushed and shining, as if presenting a painting he’s actually proud of. But how not to kiss a sick child, how not to hug him, as if love will cure him. When in fact he cures himself, invariably within twenty-four to forty-eight hours, while his parents catch cold for a week, marveling at his immune system—envious and reassured.

Only when he comes home with lice does his mother scream, “Stay away from me!”

He comes home with valentines and black eyes. He comes home with homework and paperwork. The only thing he doesn’t come home with are both gloves.

They enroll him in soccer. He loves watching it on TV, and the view is even better from the field as he stands and watches the other kids run around him.

 

They enroll him in ballet. It’s good for balance and coordination, but at the recital he freezes, until coaxed off the stage into the father’s arms. The boy sits on his lap for the rest of the show, the pair of them performing their love.

Swim club, flag football, street hockey, basketball come and go with the seasons. Then it’s soccer again. And the boy scores a goal! And the father thinks his heart will burst.

 

At college all his students are writing coming-of-age stories. It’s the Age of Coming of Age.

When he first started teaching, he worried he was too young, only a few years ahead of many of them. He used to dress up—dress to profess, his wife called it—in jacket and tie. It took him a while to figure out that teaching, simply standing up in front of a board, adds ten years.

Back then being in loco parentis felt like a fraud; now the students look like children. He used to hope they’d keep him young; now they make him feel mortal.

They keep on coming of age, he groans, class after class, year after year. It’s exhausting.

You’d be out of work otherwise, his wife points out.

It’s true. His livelihood depends on procreation. There are students not yet conceived that he’ll teach before he retires.

And you need the job, she reminds him, nodding at the boy, to pay for his college.

 

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“A soccer player,” the boy says. His backup plan is astronaut.

The father wanted to be a crossing guard at that age. “Lollipop Ladies,” he called them, for the stop signs they carried.

“Why?”

He can’t remember. Maybe to look after people.

And then he wanted to be a writer.

“And now you are one!”

The father isn’t sure this is a good lesson. You can be anything you want to be, except the boy isn’t going to be a professional soccer player. Yet secretly he thinks this is the great achievement of his life, the source of his happiness, that he grew up to be what he’d always wanted to be. Almost always wanted.

A crossing guard! But somehow escorting kids across a busy street, staring down the traffic with nothing but a sign (a cross between a lance and a shield), was the closest thing to heroism in his young life. He still feels a righteous rage when cars roll through the intersection in front of their house.

Of course, he’s also grown up to be a man who aborts babies, puts his own father in a home.

His mother asked him once—no, she didn’t ask, didn’t dare, instead she told him—how hard that must have been for him, and he nodded heavily. But it wasn’t. Not really. Not compared. It wasn’t a choice; it was an eventuality. Besides it’s not like he was killing his father. Something else—time, age, Alzheimer’s—will take care of that, only infinitely more slowly. And who is that a mercy for?

His father had told him once, years earlier, half in jest, half in earnest, if he ever got like that—they were talking about his grandmother, far gone by then—just do me in, knock me on the head. But the day hasn’t yet come when old people are put to sleep like animals.

Yet.

He wonders what his own son will do when he grows up. What he is teaching him.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  A Lie Someone Told You About Yourself



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Peter Ho Davies



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Epigraphs



			Contents



			I Chance



			II Tails

	

				The baby ...



				Benchmarks, percentiles ...



				They watch ...



				First smile, first laugh ...



				Every few weeks ...



				He’s been thinking ...



	



	



			III Heads, Twice

	

				Second grade ...



				The time comes ...



				Very soon now ...



				His own father ...



				Winters they go ...



				It is the Age ...



				They had to explain ...



	



	



			Acknowledgements



			Endmatter page 1











  



OPF/cover.jpg
Lie ‘ Told
ou About Yourself





