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   Quote from Natalia Ginzburg, “Silence,” in The Little Virtues. Translated by Dick Davis. New York: Arcade Publishing, 2015, p. 89.


  
The day before my father died, he asked to see the lions.


  I knew he was dying but assumed he had a few good months, then a few bad ones. All morning he’d spent in the labyrinth of his insurer’s automated customer service system, hurling ever more colorful invective at the computer operator (“Siri’s dimwitted stepsister,” as he’d taken to calling it). A good sign, I figured. It takes a certain vitality to believe you can break the spirit of a belligerently cheerful AI program.


  My father’s illness conveniently camouflaged my period of unemployment, which was drifting toward permanence. Returning home to live with my parents at the age of thirty-four was, to neighbors and relatives too distant to know better, the act of a good son, rather than the natural result of not paying one’s rent for three months.


  I won’t introduce you to my father, not personally, not yet. Chances are you already know him. He has seventeen felony convictions and was supposedly twice nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. He served six years in federal prison, then was personally pardoned by President Obama. He has a bachelor’s degree and six honorary doctorates. Depending on whom you ask, he is a felon, a folk hero, a national disgrace or treasure. Right now, however, he is the cancer patient on the other side of the wall, jiggling a bottle of painkillers and casting aspersions on the automated operator’s ancestors.


   


  A parent’s mortality makes one conscious of wasted time, so excuse me for dispensing with the usual arranging of furniture. Here are the key details: My father is in the living room of our apartment in the Woodley Park neighborhood of Washington, DC. My mother is sorting through medical bills at the kitchen table. I am in my old bedroom. It has been converted to a guest room, and I have been converted to a guest.


  On the bed is a box of junk from my Catholic grammar school, which my mother asked me to sort out.


  I went to public school until second grade when my grandmother visited us for Easter. She was a devout churchgoer and somewhat horrified when I informed her that Good Friday was when we celebrate crucifying the Easter Bunny. A month later I was enrolled in Saint Arnold’s grammar school, adjacent to the church where, that Easter, we observed a rather frosty Sunday service.


  At the mention of DC Catholic boys schools, you perhaps think of those Montgomery County preparatory academies that mass-produce WASPs while remaining Catholic institutions. And, despite their denomination, those institutions present a reasonable argument for the Protestant theology of predestination. Generational wealth so fixes in the firmament the futures of their students that commercial real estate business cards are suitable baby shower gifts. Graduates are foredoomed to a middle age that begins in their early twenties. Later, those same graduates will send their own to their alma maters, thus endowing the next generation with a Pontius Pilate love of law and order, grave concerns about political correctness run amok, and closets of pleated khakis and relaxed-fit polos.


  Though some on its board aspired to the national loathing of those outer Beltway palaces of privilege, Saint Arnie’s was a struggling diocese boys school. Compared with those in Montgomery or Fairfax Counties, where parents shell out mid five-figures to ensure their sons grow up to become insider traders and lauded philanthropists, the tuition at Saint Arnie’s was bargain rate and waived for parishioners under financial stress. There were no lacrosse or football teams. The nearest thing to a playground sandbox was the institutional ashtray outside the school doors.


  All in all, a decent place to get an education. Just consider a few alumni from my year.


  There was Hugo Garcia, known around school as the Auteur after he videotaped himself lighting his farts on fire for an art class project. He lives in Los Angeles and won a prime-time Emmy.


  There was Terry Sullivan. He got in hot water for drawing pentagrams on his forehead, insisting on Judas as his confirmation name, and informing the priest, in the middle of Holy Communion, that he had already promised himself to Beelzebub the Dark Lord. He was an early employee at Twitter.


  Then there was Jimmy Massaro, whom I’d known since kindergarten. Jimmy’s stepfather had served in Vietnam and had brought back, among other sordid souvenirs, undiagnosed psychological issues. A few times a month he’d lock himself in the basement and watch VHS tapes for hours. I remember the light flashing under the basement door while Jimmy and I put our ears to the keyhole, straining to hear what he was watching. Jimmy said his stepfather had a stash of pornography. Mind you, neither of us knew what that was, beyond the fact that Father MacArthur had assured us it was a ticket on the local bus to hell (this Terry Sullivan took as the highest recommendation).


  Jimmy found the key to the basement door, and one afternoon we mounted an expedition downstairs. For reasons I cannot recall, Jimmy was wearing a hockey helmet and I was wearing a paper bag on my head. The air was clammy and dusty, and it might have been creepy if not for Jimmy’s play-by-play of his own disbelief (“This is crazy, isn’t it? I mean, I can’t believe we’re actually doing this! Can you? Can you believe it?”). We found a stash of videocassettes in a striped Foot Locker bag. None of the videos had cases, and their titles didn’t seem particularly promising—Platoon, The Deer Hunter, Born on the Fourth of July—but Jimmy assured me this was only because we were kids and didn’t know any better. His eyes widened when he got to Full Metal Jacket. “I bet this is the really kinky stuff.”


  Full Metal Jacket was educational, if not in the manner we had hoped. It ruined G.I. Joes for me. My Cobra Commander and Snake Eyes action figures just sat around struggling with suicidal ideation. I had nightmares for weeks. That year, even the card I made for Mother’s Day was Full Metal Jacket themed: a killing field that used up several red crayons and a banner above that read, “You’re the world’s best mom!” Perhaps its depiction of bodily fluids and wasted youth proffered a more realistic portrayal of motherhood than docile stick figures smiling in flower-strewn gardens. Conflict was in the air at the time—my mother had recently discovered that my father had been self-medicating his gambling problem with adultery. My mother, the most devout Catholic among us, didn’t believe in divorce, which was problematic in that her husband didn’t seem to believe in marriage. I spent a lot of time at Jimmy’s that year while my parents worked through things. We watched the whole Vietnam War canon, twice through.


  “His eyes widened when he got to Full Metal Jacket. ‘I bet this is the really kinky stuff.’”


   


  We went our separate ways for high school and then largely lost touch. However, I’d heard that after unsuccessful attempts at sports agenting and club promoting, he’d taken a job in development at Saint Arnie’s while his CV wandered the wilderness of LinkedIn.


  I’m telling you this because, as I was going through the box of grammar school memorabilia, Jimmy Massaro called.


  “Michael, how are you?” he began. “Right, right. Listen, I’m calling because tomorrow we’re having our annual ethics symposium and . . . You’re not watching CNBC presently, are you? Well, it looks like our keynote speaker has been charged with wire fraud, tax evasion, insider trading . . . yeah, that’s him. Class of ’82. Anyway, I’m sure this is all a big misunderstanding, but in the unlikely event that we have an opening in tomorrow’s program . . . Jesus, look what the feds are carting out of his house now. I’ve always wondered what happened to the Body Worlds bodies once the exhibition comes down. Anyway, I’ve been in touch with the headmaster and the board over the last hour, and purely as a precautionary measure we thought we should . . . You haven’t turned on CNBC yet, have you? No, don’t. They’ve just released his . . . self-portraiture. I wonder what camera he uses. Disturbingly crisp lines. Oh, boy. And with the Body Worlds bodies too. So, I’m going to say we are going to have that opening in the schedule tomorrow, and on behalf of the headmaster and board, I’m thrilled to extend the invitation . . . No, I know your father isn’t interested. Blood from a stone, I’ve tried. We’d like to invite you. Yes, you. To talk about your father. You wrote a book about him, didn’t you?”


  When I got off the phone, I could still hear the buoyant censure of the cable news talking heads buzzing in my ear like a tinnitus with opinions. I returned the phone to my pocket and stared out the window.


  The ethics symposium had started in my final years at Saint Arnie’s in a misbegotten attempt to raise the school to the standards of its Montgomery County competitors. It was less an ethical symposium than an ethical superfund site. Speakers past flit through my imagination like pages in a Men’s Wearhouse catalog: lawyers litigating for the wrong side of history, defense contractors, lobbyists for central Asian autocrats, city council members under investigation for corruption. You might imagine this B-team of Bond villains was invited to reflect upon their moral failures, to contemplate the vanities that had blinded them to the harm they caused. You would be wrong. Saint Arnie’s was simply interested in speakers of a certain stature and couldn’t afford the speaking fees of those uncorrupted by power. For years I wrote this all off as the kind of glaring hypocrisy endemic to church and state, but I suppose it provided an education in the hard-nosed pragmatism of our parents. If you want your children to believe they can change the fallen world, send them to a Quaker school. If you want to change your children to survive the world as it is, Catholicism has you covered.


  The keynote speeches seemed cobbled together from the captions of those posters indigenous to the walls of my father’s oncologist: black-bordered majestic landscapes paired with words like perseverance or courage. Apparently, one perseveres through a misuse-of-public-funds scandal by having the courage to plead the Fifth. It was a Catholic grammar school, so there was an emphasis on forgiveness. As in one should be forgiven for allegedly misusing public funds by apologizing without admitting wrongdoing in a carefully worded statement from one’s lawyer and fellow alumni. The speakers were moral Houdinis, contortionists of the conscience. It was both thrilling and disturbing to watch them shimmy from the handcuffs, bask in the applause, and walk into the afternoon as free men and women ready for their two thirty conference call.


  And somehow I had risen to their depths.


   


  “That was Jimmy Massaro on the phone,” I told my father. He was in his wheelchair, listening to The Great Courses. He was a lifelong learner, and he didn’t have much longer to learn. He didn’t discuss his pain, but I’d noticed the amber prescription bottle was rarely out of reach.


  “Jimmy Massaro,” my father said. “Was he the little Satanist?”


  “No, that was Terry Sullivan.”


  “I always liked that Terry,” my father said, perhaps remembering the period when Terry gelled his hair into horns and went to the school nurse demanding an exorcism. “Marched to the beat of his own drum, didn’t he?”


  “Yeah, right into the child psychologist’s office.”


  “Whatever happened to Terry Sullivan?” My mom entered the kitchen with a bag of carrots and celery.


  “Terry runs a start-up,” I said. “Something about optimizing monetization. I don’t know.”


  “You know, he was such a freethinker,” my mother said. “I’m not at all surprised that he’s doing well.”


  “Selling your soul works well at first,” I said.


  “Except in your case, Mr. Memoirist,” my father said, but before my mother could intercede or I could defend myself, he said, “Come on. I want to see the lions.”


   


  My parents lived in walking distance from the National Zoo, and every afternoon my dad asked me to take him there. His visits began after he was released from prison and had long stretches of time to fill, ideally in the company of mammals who didn’t recognize him, although for a spell he struck up something of a friendship with one of the great apes. So far as I could tell, the affinity was based on similar volumes of chest hair and a shared history of confinement. Even after his pardon, he remained most comfortable communicating through a wall of plexiglass. There was a period when he spent a lot of time in the Reptile House, a winter when he was all in on elephants, a spring when he kept company with giraffes. Ever since the diagnosis, he’d been big on the lions.


  On our way there, he produced a large manila envelope addressed to his lawyer. “Pop this in the mailbox, would you?” he asked.


  “Anything important?”


  “Probably not.”


  I wheeled him beneath overhanging boughs of red-and-yellow leaves and into the zoo.


  “You learn anything interesting in The Great Courses?” I asked. Our emotional life was conducted largely through the documents we left for one another: newspaper clippings, dog-eared books, torn-out articles. Our conversations followed similar patterns of recycled factoids.


  “I did,” he said. “There was some satrap under house arrest in ancient Persia. He wants to get in touch with his family to arrange his escape, but any servants in or out of his palace were strip-searched to ensure they weren’t carrying any papyrus or stone tablets or whatever they used back then. So this satrap fella, for all intents and purposes, was cut off from the world. No way to get information out, right? But this satrap, he’s no dummy. He shaves the head of his most trusted servant, tattoos his escape plans on the servant’s scalp, and waits a year or two until the servant’s hair grows out. The servant gets searched by the guards, but they’re none the wiser, and he goes to the satrap’s family; then they shave his head, read the message, and they come rescue the satrap.”


  “Isn’t that unnecessarily elaborate?” I asked. We passed burly bison, wallabies, the Small Mammal House. “I mean, why wouldn’t the satrap have the servant just memorize whatever message he wanted to pass on to his family? He’d save a lot of time.”


  “You’re right,” my father said, after mulling it over. “Real birdbrain, this satrap.”


  I rubbed my dad’s liver-spotted scalp. “If only you’d been listening to The Great Courses back then. You might have saved yourself jail time.”


  “But I had beautiful hair, didn’t I?”


  “You did, Dad. It was gorgeous.”


  He leaned back in the wheelchair. I cupped his head like an overserved soup bowl I was afraid of spilling. He closed his eyes. “I’m tired. I’m really tired, Michael.”


  “I know, Dad. We’re nearly there.”


  I leaned in and kissed his scalp, right where he would have tattooed his escape plans. My dad often had escape on his mind when we visited the zoo. He liked assessing the weaknesses of each enclosure and speculating on how he’d get out if he were an orangutan, alligator, or antelope. Usually it involved mauling the zookeeper. He was a big proponent of this idea. He considered himself something of an expert on jailbreaks. Of course, I’ve pointed out that he hadn’t escaped prison—he’d received a presidential pardon. To that, he’d just smile and say, “John Dillinger couldn’t have done it better.”


  When we arrived at the big-cat enclosure, he didn’t offer the lions any getaway ideas. Instead, he looked at the three of them lazing in the autumn grass and said, “You know, I’d like to climb down into that enclosure, just like Daniel.”


  “The saint?”


  “What’d they teach you in that school? Daniel was a prophet. In fact, he was working in ancient Babylon and Persia. I wonder if he ever ran into the fella with escape plans tattooed on his head.”


  “I always thought he was a saint.”


  My dad shook his head. “Daniel was a prophet, and good for him. Better to be a prophet than a saint.”


  “How come?”


  “They had much better deaths, the prophets. You never hear of a saint dying peacefully in his sleep, do you? The saints were always getting themselves fed to the lions. But the lions must not have had a taste for prophets. They didn’t touch Daniel. They knew he was one of them. I bet Daniel died nice and quiet on a beach somewhere.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re no prophet, so let’s stay on this side of the fence.”


  “My dad often had escape on his mind when we visited the zoo.”


   


  A woman about my age wheeled a stroller beside us. I rolled my father’s wheelchair over to make room, and the woman nodded at me as if to acknowledge that we were both in the bipedal period of life. Her daughter’s eyes widened as one of the lions yawned.


  “You know why he has that big mane?” my father asked the child. I was, it seemed, the exception to the rule that my dad was good with kids.


  “Because it’s getting cold, and he needs his scarf.”


  “Very good. Now, let’s see if the old boy will roar.”


  “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” the woman asked my father. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion, as if he were responsible for her unreliable memory.


  That somewhere was any newspaper or cable news channel in autumn 2003. You would probably recognize him, too, even now, without that beautiful head of hair. My father, an unimpressive civil servant working in the NSA’s records department, was responsible for the most consequential leak of classified documents since Daniel Ellsberg released the Pentagon Papers. One Tuesday in September 2003, he left the NSA with a disk containing several thousand documents that detailed the warrantless surveillance of US citizens. For several weeks, he kept the disk in his glove box. One day he left work after lunch and went to Saint Arnie’s church. His plea deal required he only admit his guilt, not justify or explain it, and what thoughts ran through his mind, what angels his demons wrestled with during the three hours he spent alone in the church, no one knows. The what, where, when, and how have been thoroughly documented in every imaginable medium, and yet the why remains a secret known to my father alone, and perhaps not even to him.


  After he left the church, he picked me up from school. He made a phone call to a national security reporter at the Washington Post, and we stopped outside their offices on the way home. He wanted me to see this. He wanted me as his witness.


  Natalia Ginzburg once wrote that “silence must be numbered among the strangest and gravest vices of our time.” I’d like to believe that my father acted out of some deep sense of virtue, but as I’ve said, his vices ran deeper than his virtues. I doubt he was motivated by a political agenda. He was nonpartisan in his loathing of politicians. Maybe he was genuinely moved by a notion of integrity he’d never before demonstrated. I’d like to believe he did it to see a little pride in my eyes when I looked at him, to show me a touch of the saint in his sinner’s bones. But this is my own vanity speaking. I don’t know why he did what he did. That’s what I told the FBI: the truth.


  For five weeks, reporters camped outside our apartment building. I couldn’t go to school and did my classwork from home. Moral heroism in America usually has the longevity of celebrity marriage, yet my father’s caught fire and kept burning, in no small part because he refused to speak of it at all, declining every opportunity to explain himself. In that silence he became an easy metaphor for treason or triumph, for whatever you wanted to believe about honor or idealism or perfidy or tragedy. And that silence ended not with his words but with mine.


   


  The next morning, Jimmy Massaro met me in the parking garage of Saint Arnie’s. Whatever image you have of an assistant development director at a third-tier Catholic grammar school, I assure you, Jimmy isn’t it. His Bluetooth is so firmly rooted in his ear that he may, technically, qualify as a cyborg. His hair is too short to require any of the product it swims in. He wears cologne with chloroforming potency; talking to Jimmy Massaro is like being maced by a Parisian policeman.


  He opened his arms as he approached, exposing a three-piece sharkskin suit tailored for the physique he aspires toward rather than the one he has. The fit was somewhere between “snug” and “scuba formalwear.” Taken as a whole, he was streamlined for speeds he will never attain, in the manner of an art deco divan or a child’s race-car bed.


  “There he is—the famous memoirist! Look at you! You look . . .” His eyes searched me for a compliment. “Awake! Thank you, again, for pinch-hitting for us. That news yesterday really caught us off guard. After the fiasco with the vegetable garden . . . What, I didn’t tell you about that? We built a greenhouse to encourage the students to grow their own vegetables and eat heathy, but all they did was grow drugs. Cannabis and hallucinogenic mushrooms, and on consecrated ground. Me? I think it shows entrepreneurial spirit. We could do with a bit more of that around here. I think that if the students donated some of their profits to the capital campaign, we’d be wise to encourage their initiative. But who cares what I think, right? I’m only the assistant director of development, only the person keeping the repossessors from selling Father MacArthur’s cassock to the Museum of Old Smelly Things. Anyway, thank you, again, truly. I sent an email to the school letting everyone know that, to the best of our knowledge, you are not a known tax-evading necrophile, though after yesterday’s snafu I had to include some asterisks and fine print, but judging from the state of our capital campaign, no one reads my emails anyway. And no, there is no speaking fee. We already paid the previous speaker, and it looks like the feds have seized it as part of the forfeiture. However, the teachers all chipped in, and we’re able to offer you fifty dollars in fives and ones and prepaid parking. Or you could donate the honorarium to the capital campaign and take the deduction. I really need to get my numbers up this quarter.”


  I’d forgotten that conversations with Jimmy Massaro are spectator sports. He has an uncanny ability to speak to himself even while looking you in the eye.


  “Did I tell you we’re getting an honor code? Yeah, we were sued last year after expelling a student for breaking into Father MacArthur’s office, stealing a test, getting drunk on sacramental wine, upchucking in the baptismal fount, taking an ax to the altar crucifix, building a fire in the nave, roasting marshmallows over the flames of the burning Christ, and this was just the prelude to his rampage. The parents claim that they entrusted us with the boy’s moral character, and thus we are at fault. We settled out of court, but in the future, an honor code will provide a veneer of institutional indemnification. It’s the Catholic school equivalent of the sign in the fast-food restaurant that says Employees must wash their hands before returning to work. It fosters the idea of clean hands, even when the soap dispenser is empty, the mirror is busted, and someone has scrawled in shit on the wall I dunked my nuts in your McFlurry. We’ll implement it next year. Make the boys sign it on their homework and such. And sure, it sounds like an empty gesture, but empty gestures don’t eat into our endowment, which is presently so sparse I can hear the nickels and pennies jingling every time I visit the bank. Besides, parents love empty gestures. It’s about feeling that your children are decent, honest, and virtuous, rather than doing the work to make it true. You know those elliptical machines in hotel gyms that tell you you’ve burned about five thousand calories after ten minutes of sweatless exercise? Saint Arnie’s is that for the soul. Ah, here we are. Father Carlson’s sixth grade English.”


  Already, I regretted my decision to return.


   


  What a mess you are at eleven: pimpled, sweaty, peach fuzzed, pulled in so many different directions it’s amazing you can walk straight. Father Carlson’s students have that Frankenstein look of being assembled from different limbs that don’t quite fit or work together. The good news is that adolescence is a disorder whose physical effects are invariably treated by time. Emotionally and psychologically, it is, for some, incurable.


  I scanned the class roster: Jackson, Cleveland, Quincy. The students appeared named after middling presidents, in the manner of Banana Republic chino styles and highway rest stops.


  It was clear that no one had read my body of work, if two hundred out-of-print pages of anemic prose were vital enough to constitute an entire body; it was more likely a gallbladder or appendix, a bilious organ known only for its expendability.


  “Who are you?” one boy asked.


  This felt far too existential a question to begin with. “I’m the ethics symposium speaker.”


  “So, how much money do you make?” another boy asked.


  I tried to put it in terms he wouldn’t understand. “Well, the thing is, you can’t put a price on cultural capital.”


  “What’s cultural capital?”


  It’s speaking to a roomful of hormonally addled morons for fifty dollars and prepaid parking. Upon hearing the word capital, Jimmy launched into another pitch for his capital campaign.


  “What advice do you have for kids who are tempted to go into the arts?” asked a boy in back.


  Finally! A kindred spirit! I spoke of the love of reading I discovered in Father Carlson’s classroom. I told them about the dark period in my adolescence, when we received daily death threats and my mother started drinking too much and a good book was an escape hatch I could flee through. I poured my heart out. If I could reach just this one kid, if I could make even the smallest difference in his life—


  “Sorry, that’s not what I meant,” the boy said.


  Jimmy stepped in. “I think Brian is asking for advice on how to avoid the temptation of the arts. Advice on how these boys can steer themselves toward more”—of the available euphemisms—financially stable, socially relevant, gainfully employable—Jimmy chose—“well-laundered occupations.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  The boys nodded as if to say Yes, you are.


  “There aren’t many jobs in the humanities, are there?” Jimmy said. “Certainly not many jobs that would allow the alumni of Saint Arnie’s the economic freedom to give generously to their alma mater’s capital campaign. And I’m not saying this as assistant director of development but as a concerned citizen. Look at the state of the world: the refugee crisis, the decline of democracy, someone said all the bees are dying. Are the ceramicists bringing peace to the Middle East? Can you really bring peace in a pot? What’s an ice sculptor earning in the age of global warming? Remember, boys, you want to be on the right side of rising income inequality. And who’s saving the bees?”


  Only now did it dawn on me that I was brought here not as a role model but as a cautionary tale. I was no different from the professional drug addicts the administration would bring in to scare us straight edge.


  “So, how much money do you make?” the boy in back asked again.


  Unbelievable. I tried a different tack: “Behind every great fortune is a great crime. You know who said that?”


  “Yogi Berra?” someone said.


  “Actually, it was—”


  “One of the great scholar-athletes, Yogi Berra,” Jimmy interrupted. “I picked up a book of his quotations in the remaindered bin. He was right there alongside books by the Dalai Lama and Confusion.”


  “Confucius,” I corrected.


  Jimmy ignored me. “You’ll never guess who else I found in the remaindered bin alongside the Dalai Lama and Confus—”


  “Confucius,” I repeated.


  “This guy right here,” Jimmy says, clapping me on the back. “That’s the caliber of speakers we bring to Saint Arnie’s ethics symposium. People shelved alongside some of the great philosophers in human history. Remember to tell your parents that and remind them to give generously in their year-end charitable contributions.” With that, Jimmy pumped his fist and spun out the door.


  “Only now did it dawn on me that I was brought here not as a role model but as a cautionary tale.”


   


  Father Carlson blinked a few times and rubbed his temples. “Forget everything that man has told you,” he said. “Now, returning to what you were saying. Behind every great fortune is a great crime. Am I correct in recalling that Balzac wrote those words?”


  “Did you say Balzac?” asked a blond-haired boy in the first row. I can’t remember his name. To be safe, let’s assume it’s Jonathan. Mispronouncing French words is one’s birthright as an American, yet from his barely repressed smirk, I’m pretty sure this “Jonathan” intentionally pronounced it ball sack.


  “Honoré de Balzac,” Father Carlson said, eyes sparkling. The priest was still sustained by the slow-burning cheer that had seen him through forty-plus years of student indifference. “One of the giants of nineteenth-century French literature. Are you familiar with him?”


  “Only with my edition, Father Carlson,” so-called Jonathan said. “In fact, the other day I was at Martin’s house, and his mother asked to see my Balzac.”


  In the second row, a bespectacled boy kicked the back of “Jonathan’s” chair.


  “Why, Martin! You didn’t tell me your mother enjoyed French literature!” Father Carlson said with delighted obliviousness. I must say, I was heartened to see that after all these years, Father Carlson still hadn’t lost his unmerited faith in the better angels of his pupils. The rest of the class simmered in anticipation as “Jonathan” continued.


  “Oh, Martin’s mom loves all the nineteenth-century classics. She’s a voracious reader. She likes to begin with Balzac and then she moves on to . . . who wrote Great Expectations?”


  The bell rang, sparing us all.


  “Wonderful students, aren’t they?” Father Carlson said, returning homework as the students funneled out the door. “Their passion is simply contagious.”


  Martin took his time sleeving his notebook in his backpack, giving his tormentors time to disperse. Through the open door, you could already hear the story expand in the insta-legend of hallway banter that, in sixth grade, feels as large as the world itself. I felt compelled to say something to Martin.


  “Hey, I was picked on too,” I said. “But it gets better. I mean, now look at me.”


  Despair welled in his eyes.


   


  After visiting several other classes, I went to the auditorium to give my talk. The headmaster still had the introduction that had been written for the speaker I was replacing. He introduced me by the wrong name and told the assembled students that I had revolutionized high-frequency trading. Jimmy ran up to the podium and whispered into his ear. The headmaster nodded as if this was all part of the program.


  “Literature. History. Ethics. Virtue,” the headmaster said, and then looked around, perhaps hoping the rest of his introduction would spontaneously fill in from these four corners. “Who here has read a book for pleasure in the last month? Anyone? I’ve been reading a biography on Joseph Stalin. Now, he understood the transformative power of literature. That’s why he had all the good writers shot or thrown in the gulag. But those writers had something important to say. Can you imagine believing in something enough to risk your life and liberty to say it? Then again, Stalin shot loads of people, didn’t he? Maybe those writers were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Could’ve been ditchdiggers for all the good it did them.” The headmaster sensed he was beginning to confuse himself. “So without further ado, please welcome”—he looked to see if I was wearing a name tag—“someone with something important to say.”


  As I walked to the podium, I could see the faces of schoolboys underlit by smartphone screens. Honesty comes in an infinite variety, none crueler than a teenager’s tedium. Across the auditorium you could hear sighs of discomfort and monotony, as if the audience had started springing leaks. My own phone buzzed in my pocket. As I looked at my insubstantial sheaf of empty bromides, I realized that I would have done just fine under Stalin.


   


  I was angry when I’d written the memoir. My father’s legal bills had burned through my parents’ modest savings. My mother quit her job at the DC Public Library after wing nuts and conspiracy theorists began showing up. The hate mail we received went into gruesome detail about precisely how its anonymous senders would kill us. I was seventeen years old and received letters addressed to me personally with bullets inside. At the time it felt that my father had imported into our home the very violence the warrantless surveillance program had supposedly been instituted to prevent. I didn’t go to college, not for years, because I couldn’t leave the apartment without debilitating panic attacks.


  Then the unexpected happened. Public opinion of the Bush administration shifted, and with it, my father’s reputation was rehabilitated. The selfsame media personalities who had accused him of treason soon hailed him as a patriotic Cassandra, a national hero. From jail my father refused to sell his life rights to Oliver Stone, or even grant one of the interviews that documentarians and newsmagazine producers were willing to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars for. “I will not profit from this,” he told me. We were trying so hard to help him, and he refused to help us at all. So when an unscrupulous former tabloid publisher and star of the reactionary right offered me an advance large enough to mitigate my mother’s enormous financial burdens? And when he demanded a character assassination, a brutal tell-all to take down this hero of the anti-Bush movement? To reveal his most intimate infidelities and failures as a father and husband? To make him a villain once more? I am not proud of betraying my father, but I will tell you this: he is extolled for his self-sacrifice. But he didn’t sacrifice himself alone. We were there too.


  The memoir was released just after my father received a full presidential pardon. The backlash was brief but intense. The New York Times op-ed accusing me of patricide was one of the more generous reviews. The only person, it seemed, who wasn’t offended by the book was its subject. I remember my father coming into the kitchen after a particularly bruising morning of press. He looked at me like my soul had been Windexed, like he could see straight through. “My boy,” he said, bringing me into his arms, as if only then, after I had betrayed him and with what felt like the scorn of the whole world upon me, he recognized himself in me. “There you are,” he said. “There you are.”


   


  My phone was still buzzing midspeech. I surreptitiously reached for it. In addition to the four missed calls, there were three text messages from my mom:


  pick up.


  where are you?


  we’re in the ambulance. your dad took all his painkillers.


  As I ran from the auditorium, I heard the sound of lackluster applause.


  My hands shook as I started the car. The garage gate was down. I’d forgotten the prepaid permit on the podium. The parking cost fifty dollars. I waited while the attendant counted the fives and ones.


  As I sped to the hospital, my mind filled with everything that wasn’t said. There was, of course, the lacuna in the historical record: he never spoke or wrote of his actions and thus is memorialized only in the vengeful pages of a tawdry tell-all written by a traumatized twenty-two-year-old. But I wasn’t concerned with that, not as I turned down Mass Ave. Between us the most obvious, most mundane truths had become family secrets: that I lived in his shadow and would spend my whole life running without reaching daylight, that I couldn’t have despised with such dedication someone whom I did not also love. I wanted to tell him that I hadn’t meant what I’d written about him, or that I had meant it at the time but no longer did, or that I still meant it, and even so, within the heartbreak and anger, I looked at him in awe.


  I arrived at the hospital three minutes late.


   


  There was no letter, no explanation. Just the empty prescription bottle on the table beside his wheelchair.


  “You know, he’d never leave a note before he went out,” my mom said when we got home. “It drove me crazy. I mean, how much effort is it, really, to write a one-sentence note saying where you’re going and when you’ll be back?” After hours in tears, we spent three perfect minutes laughing.


   


  The next day my father’s phone rang twice. The first time was someone from his health insurance company returning his calls. I asked if I could put him on hold. The second call was from my father’s lawyer.


  “Michael?” she said. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you.”


  My phone was off, and we had unplugged the landline once the reporters started calling. News of my father’s death was reported above the fold in that morning’s Post. I assumed the lawyer was calling with her condolences, but she said, “This morning I received an envelope in the mail from your father. Did he mention this to you?”


  I vaguely recalled dropping some legal papers in the mailbox for him.


  “These aren’t legal papers. It’s a diary kept while he was in prison. Several hundred pages.”


  For a moment I couldn’t speak. “What are you going to do with it?”


  “What are you going to do with it?” she said. “It’s yours. His attached letter says as much.”


  I couldn’t imagine what he’d written, nor could I imagine why he would leave it to me to break his silence. “Do I have to take it?”


  With considerable affection, she suggested I grow the fuck up. I told her I’d be at her office shortly.


  First, I needed air. I pulled a baseball cap over my face, pushed my dad’s wheelchair out the door, and left the apartment. Fifteen minutes later, I was at the zoo. I wheeled the chair to the lion enclosure, parked it, and walked away.


  In an hour or two, someone would remove the wheelchair to the lost and found, but for the brightest part of the afternoon, every visitor who passed the empty chair would stop and glance about, wondering where its occupant had gone. Finding an empty wheelchair in front of a lion enclosure is like finding a pair of shoes at the ocean’s edge. You might look to your left and your right, but in your heart you know the only way their owner went was in. Day-trip tourists, lunch-break power walkers, schoolchildren with activity sheets and oversize backpacks would all linger by the wheelchair and peer into the enclosure, not to see the lions but to search for the person who had stood up to walk among them. Perhaps even the lions would notice the empty wheelchair and recall the small mammal who had sat there every day, imagining how he would break free, if he were one of them.
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