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Swimming Underwater with John

By Allison S.

age: 17

Virginia

Beach houses always have massive windows that make clear how intricate the sky can be, not on days when all the clouds have dissipated, but on days when there are so many scaly clouds that the sky looks sort of like it’s covered with big fleshy mushrooms. On other days the sky is flat and sifting in grays; the colors mesh so fantastically slowly, like gases on the Earth when it was new and yawning back and forth. On those days the sky looks like a primordial soup from which a wriggling prokaryote could come and move pathologically across huge stretches of sky.

Right now, my little brother John is floating around in the pool (of the beach house we rent every summer and sometimes at Christmas), with his t-shirt pulled up over his head so that his face is completely covered and he is shaped like a little mountain. The water is too blue to be alive with the swimming protists and sinewy plants; there are no water-walking bugs. All there is is the weird acrylic shine of a halo sun on the chlorine-ridden water, and John. I guess he’s half-asleep, with his mouth just barely touching the surface of the water, with his eyes closed but his senses alive and extending like tendrils through the pool.

John likes to be in the water, because when the water covers all of you, it fills you in like gelatin. Makes the pressurized ends of your fingers pulse with tight, round ends. Makes your heartbeat throb just more subtly, like the percussion breath of an undulating sun through the air. During the summer, when my brother “goes to sleep” in the swimming pool, with his black t-shirt pulled up and covering his head, I can imagine the sounds reaching his ears — when he moves, the water makes little phosphorescent noises. 

I have been watching John from a big beach house window; I can see him like I’m looking through a compound microscope. “Mom, do you want me to go outside and get John soon? He was floating around in the pool.” I see John pull his face free from his stretching wet t-shirt and he seats himself on a poolside chair, resting his head back. And he sleeps, sometimes speaks.

I don’t know when I first understood that my brother John was not like me or my sister. We were almost always downstairs, tinkering with some implausible project. We began writing scripts for musical extravaganzas and then moved on to making miniature amusement parks out of straws, strings, and small cars. We put on a poetry reading with our dolls. “Ozymandias,” “The Charge of the Light Brigade.” The big words were a rich something on our tongues. We knew how to take those words into our spongy brains like through osmosis. But then those words just as easily seeped out — pedantic leakage, happens to people who know but don’t understand. John had a few simple words.

My little brother wasn’t in the basement with us. He was sitting on the carpet upstairs, looking sweet and odd and dependent upon videos for fantasy and entertainment. Mom often asked us to do things with John. When I was little, I was very shy around him and didn’t understand what games he enjoyed. Normally, I sat with him, both of us almost swallowed up in a big, enveloping couch cushion, and we read short books – the sorts of books about farm animals mainly, or about Muppets. I feel stupid now, because Mom has told me that I didn’t know my little brother was autistic until at least three years after he was diagnosed. “We didn’t want to make you have to worry about it. You were just a little kid.”

For a very long time, John was “Baby John” and he remained a babbling baby much longer than was normal – I didn’t notice that. My Mom has mentioned a few instances in which John said something so clearly that he sounded just like a normal little boy. “Come on it’s time to go…” was I think one of these things — maybe John’s brain cells were interlocking perfectly for that moment. Moments like those did not make my parents believe that John’s autism would all of a sudden disappear — once it’s there it is absolutely indelible, although in some cases the child improves dramatically.

John was surrounded by a small army of therapists — Applied Behavior Analysis Therapists, Sensory Integration Therapists, Occupational Therapists, Speech Therapists, Auditory Therapists, Behavioral Therapists. They lost the battle for early intervention success with John.

In old photographs, John has a cherubic face with a screaming and laughing smile on it most of the time. He is round but lithe in his baggy blue clothes, and his fingers are spread out, lots of times grabbing for something in front of him. The cameraperson, the all-of-a-sudden light.

In my favorite picture of John though, he looks like he’s grasped something that satisfies him, and he is content with this palpable complacence in his hands. He’s sitting chubbily at an outside eatery at the beach, fingering a huge lumpy chocolate chip cookie, diameter 12 inches. What is there inside that picture frame that is special? It is a picture of the most joyful John. I would love to pull him from there, grab one of his fingers, wrench him from the sticky photograph. But the picture frame is black and chapped — the frame for a television set. I hate television sets. There is no way of escape from the bleak yawn of the T.V. square. I will never know how to free him from that thing that surrounds him now.

My little brother is not five anymore, but almost 13. He sits in what is called the Family Room but what should instead be named the John Room, surrounded by black towers of videotapes. John ignores how slippery the videos are, how dangerous it is to stack them so high. They are like precarious Disney towers, cock-sided and forming castles. On the television, frenzied animations entrance him. John has giant yellow bouncy ball that he sits on, rocking back and forth in front of the television like a happy Buddha on the Sun, filled with all the knowledge of the Earth — the Disney version.

“Okay Johnny, just a second. I’ll get you butter in a second.” I am probably doing homework at the kitchen table when he asks me. John is hungry after a school day and impatient for his butter, so he asks again, and when I don’t move he will repeat what I have just said to him…is it out of frustration? Curiosity? He wants to learn how to say it, too? This is John’s compulsive behavior, which every autistic child has in some form. Perhaps in an odd attempt to communicate with us, John has compiled a string of unrelated words and phrases he seems to never tire of making us repeat.

“Snappy…” from making sure his underpants are pulled up tight. “Cut finger…” from when he hurt himself. “Don’t bite…” sometimes he chews on his wrists when he is very frustrated. “NO kicking…” don’t kick things just because you’re angry, John. “Fish, wawa, ring, finger, Mom, John Shea, careful, mm, hee, broken, people, doesn’t work…” The full chain of words is very long. They are words derived from instances of being little, being in trouble, taking trips, riding in cars. This is the scrapbook, compiled by John, that resides permanently in our heads. It is our good morning, good afternoon John, and goodnight. My dad and I often joke about this weird montage of unrelated stuff.

“Maybe somebody thinks we’re terrorists and it’s like…our secret code for communication.”

I think about this. “Could be, Dad.”

“A family of five was seen in a restaurant chanting strange, unintelligible words and banging their hands on the table. An obese young man was identified as heading the strange proceedings.” He says this in the urgent, low voice of a news anchor, but it is punctuated by laughter.

John is severely autistic and when he goes to school the teachers who deal with him are sometimes overwhelmed. If knowledge were a stone thrown on the water and the concentric circles were growing facts, ideas, and connections the mind makes, John’s circles would be few and close together. Teachers try, John tries, but the knowledge doesn’t grow much. I often wonder how his mind works.

Do the things in his mind make mooing sounds and go A, B, C, or do they fall and ripple and tear-up and form mosaics of intricate plasmas…golgi bodies, dreams with little flagella that can move so far?

When John comes home from school we open his notebook and often find there is nothing written inside of it. Or else this: “John had a pretty good day today. We worked on adding money and sight words.” We cannot ask him, “How was your day, John?” We can ask him this, but the answer is invariably, “Gooda.” John has learned to say this in response to that question. What if John’s day is so not good that it would pain you to know? Does he feel like he is at the park, in a small rowboat all by himself — he just doesn’t know where everyone else has gone? I hope he knows we’re right here. We don’t know if it is the best thing to know John’s limit — he may have stopped learning at the age of seven, eight, or eleven. Or maybe there’s an eroding, particle-by-particle, of this disorder, and in the far-far future autism will vanish and John will be sitting with us, shining, laughing, talking and asking us questions. Telling us that his day was maybe not too bad, better than yesterday.

And at the end of the not-too-bad-day, I can brush his hair off his forehead and kiss him there and say “Goodnight.”

“Goodnighta,” comes the reply from the depths of the blue comforter.

Go as fast as you want into the best sleep yet and don’t come up until you’ve filled yourself with beautiful sensory things, and maybe somehow in the morning you’ll know how to talk to me. What I want to know most of all is what John is dreaming of now, but he cannot open his head to me. His head is the treasure trove of the pillows. Underneath in his downy pool, he says “Goodnighta” with the sound of underwater ripples.

Family Dinners
By Lucy H.

age: 17

Kentucky

For the first eight or ten years of my life, dinner began the same way. My mom would tell my brother and me to bow our heads, and together my family would recite the dinner prayer. “God is great, God is good, let us thank Him for our food. Amen.” I do not remember being taught this prayer, but I do remember not knowing the right words. For a long time, I thought the dinner prayer was said in a foreign language. Nightly, I would bow my head and recite with confidence, “Goddace grace, Goddace goo, lettuce thanken forrar foon. Amen.”

We ate dinner in a kitchen with blue and white linoleum floors. My dad picked out this pattern when my parents first bought our house. He liked it for the UK colors. Our table was an eight-sided phenomenon that was attached to the wall on two sides and supported by a single pole in the center. Each person had an assigned seat. My father sat next to the wall on which the telephone hung. If it rang during dinner, he answered with a resounding “Hesters’,”—never a hello—and asked whoever was on the other line to please call back later, because we were eating. I sat next to him and next to me sat my brother. My mother’s seat, by the other wall, was considered to be the worst because from it there was no clear view of the fourteen-inch television that sat on our table.

My family has always eaten dinner with the television on. On the nights when my father was home and the whole family was eating together, we watched the news. We always turned to NBC and watched Tom Brokaw, because my dad liked him better than Dan Rather. I understood little about politics or world events, and I asked too many questions, but during the commercials my dad explained anything I was curious about. From him, I learned how the stock market works and the difference between Republicans and Democrats. I asked many of the same questions repeatedly, but no matter how many times he had already told me what the Dow Jones was, my dad was never at a loss for words.

Many nights, my father did not make it home for dinner. The phone would ring at around six o’clock and my mom would set down the knife she was using to slice apples, or the can-opener she was using to open a can of Chef Boyardee cheese ravioli, and she would answer the phone with a rehearsed “Hello, this is the H. residence.” A thirty-second conversation would ensue, and then my mom would take the glass plate cover out of its cabinet, put it over a food-laden plate and push it to one side. On these nights, she let my brother and me watch whatever we wanted. Often, we watched Wishbone or Bill Nye the Science Guy. If it was later in the evening, we watched Wheel of Fortune or Jeopardy. Sometimes we would keep score as we played along. Naturally, though, we never lost points for the questions we got wrong. 

Gradually, dinner came to incorporate responsibility. It was my job to pour the milk, because I was taller and stronger than my brother was, and more able to handle a full gallon of skim milk. It was his assigned duty to set the table, but I could not stand that he always did it wrong, so I would follow along behind him and put the silverware in the right places and fold the napkins. At some point, we learned how to run the dishwasher and wash dishes by hand and on nights when my father was feeling particularly parental, he would tell my brother and me that we “got” to clean the kitchen, like it was a big treat.

At some point, my family outgrew the “God is great” prayer and we moved on to our own, improvised devotions. My greatest dinnertime fear (aside from the presence of squash casserole on my plate) became my mother’s occasional request that I bless the meal. I would breathe deeply and quickly utter something that sounded appropriate. Once finished, I sighed in relief at the knowledge that my prayer duty was fulfilled for at least a couple of weeks. 

After my dad moved out, dinner became strange. We ate a lot of Papa John’s pizza and Chinese food. During this period, my brother ate at a neighbor’s house nearly every night, and my mom wore sunglasses at the table. I pretended not to notice. We did not talk, because the only things to talk about were things that could not really be said. I baked a lot that year.

My dad moved back in and dinner became lively and home-cooked again, though pleasant conversation was forced. We did not watch television during the meal anymore, because we needed to “focus on each other.” My father moved out again. He moved in again later, then still later, out. He came and went and moved and stayed, and sometimes he ate with us and sometimes, he did not. I began ignoring all of his attempts at conversation. Wheel of Fortune became all consuming. 

During one of my father’s stays within my home, my parents decided to put an addition onto the back of our house. The construction, however, did not begin until after my father had left, finally for good. The addition included a new kitchen. The old octagonal table was ripped from the wall, the blue and white checkered linoleum floor was peeled away, and the wall where the telephone had hung was demolished. The new kitchen has wooden floors and marble countertops and yellow-painted walls, and lots of windows. We eat at a table that stands on four legs and wears a tablecloth. My mom does not wear sunglasses indoors anymore.

I wish I could say that at dinnertime, we bask in the warm yellow glow of community and thrive on the hum of harmony. I wish I could say that we excitedly and intellectually discuss world issues and our own lives. I wish I could say that we linger at the table, enjoying each other’s company long after our meals are gone and dessert has become an aftertaste on our tongues, but I cannot. That would be the most acceptable picture to paint, but what actually happens is this: we eat together often. Not every night, but most. I pour the milk—still skim—and set the table for three, while my mom finishes putting together the meal. Usually, she cooks. She makes salad, or breakfast, or soup. We take our seats, which are always the same. Mine is considered to be the worst at the table, because it is the chair that does not face the television. When she remembers, my mother says a prayer before we eat. I generally do not attach myself to her prayers anymore, but I still always close my eyes and fold my hands, out of habit and the long held belief that I have held since I was young, that although her eyes are closed as she prays, my mother will know if I don’t bow my head. She will know, and God’s disappointment will befall me.

After “amen,” we eat. Sometimes we will talk to each other, but usually we turn on the TV—we have a big-screen one now. We laugh together at re-runs of Will & Grace or Seinfeld, or play along with Jeopardy, or watch the news. We watched Tom Brokaw until he retired this year. Now we watch his replacement, Brian Williams. I ask questions during the commercials, but my mother has never been good at explaining anything. I ask more out of a need to clarify my confusions to myself than with hopes of obtaining information. When the meal is gone or we are too full to eat more, my mom pulls a deck of cards out from a kitchen drawer. She spreads them out on the table—which is covered by a black and white checkered tablecloth she made last year—and amidst the groans of my brother and me, we each draw one. Highest card does the dishes.

Every month or so, I meet my dad at a restaurant so we can eat together. He orders salads and talks about politics. I order fish sandwiches and conveniently forget to mention that I am a Democrat. I usually come home afterwards to find my mom dozing on the couch, in front of the television. She wakes up when I come in, and sleepily asks, “How’s Dad?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I respond, “the same, I guess.” Then I put my leftovers in the refrigerator.

The American Dream

by Lauren Stokes

age: 19
Our costumed interpreter is in the middle of a story about the scrap metal drive she and her World War Two children held just last week when, abruptly, and in a manner entirely unbefitting a war widow of the 1940s, her mouth falls open and she fixes her eyes on my waist. “Why, I’ve never seen one of those before.”

Having no idea what she is talking about but wanting to get the tour back on track as quickly as possible, and of course very conscious that somebody is staring at my waist, I shift uncomfortably and squeak, “Maybe because they didn’t have it in 1944?”

She cranes her neck to keep up with my shifting. “No, no, that pin! The safety pins…and the Canadian flag…however did you think of that?”

I look down past my waist to the Canadian flag made of beaded safety pins that had seemed commonplace five minutes ago but was now apparently so disturbingly clever as to unsettle a war widow. “Oh. Well. You know what they say about us Canadians.”

“And what might that be?”

I make an attempt to smile an enigmatic smile even as I know that the final result will only be tearful. “That every American dreams of being one.”

* * *

It is the first day of seventh grade at the American School of The Hague and our history teacher shows us pictures of her twin sister digging ditches in Rwanda. Ms. Waverly used to live in Rwanda too, and she shows us pictures of the school she built and the well she dug and the children she taught to read. She is Canadian, she says, and so she has a sense of civic duty.

Ms. Waverly asks us to take out our pens and write on an index card our name, our age, our nationality, what we want to be when we grow up, and our personal role model. I write that I might be an American but I still want to go to Rwanda and help the starving children just like my role model, Ms. Waverly, because she is only twenty-five but she has already done so much.

Kyle reads what I have written and shakes his head. “She may have saved those kids in Rwanda by digging wells for them,” he says, pushing his glasses up his nose, “but if she thinks she can save us by telling us about it, she’s wrong.”

By the middle of the school year Ms. Waverly is no longer anyone’s role model. She sits on her swivel chair holding her globe and turning from side to side so that she can scrutinize fifteen bodies each shrinking as far away from the front of the classroom as it can manage. “Can anyone tell me who the Americans are bombing today?”

Nobody can. “They’re bombing Kosovo. Can anyone tell me where Kosovo is? Chris? Why don’t you show me where you think it is?” Chris is the class clown. He saunters to the front of the room, spins the globe, sticks out his finger, and closes his eyes.

“You’re not going to be able to find it with your eyes closed, Chris.”

“And I couldn’t find it very well with my eyes open either.” The braver students manage a laugh or two because this is Chris and Chris is smart and Chris is confident and Chris is funny but then in a moment Ms. Waverly is spitting acid and even Chris isn’t smiling anymore.

“Excuse me, Chris, but I don’t think you ought to be treating your ignorance as a joke. It’s really a pity that you don’t care to rise above the stupidity of your countrymen. It’s typical of Americans to ruin other people’s lives without even knowing about it. That’s not funny. It’s pathetic. People are dying, and it’s your fault. Anyone who thinks otherwise has clearly been brainwashed by the American media conglomerates.” She stops herself, smiles, and proceeds to turn the entire diatribe into a joke. “And so that’s why I’m proud to be a Canadian.” At this point we are expected to laugh, and we do, Melissa chewing on her pen and Kyle fiddling with his glasses and Chris biting his lip and all of us wondering at what point Ms. Waverly had been replaced by her evil twin.

* * *

It’s not that Ms. Waverly’s class was the first time I had ever come in contact with guilt. I was raised on guilt. I learned that if I didn’t eat my peas then African children would starve and that if I wasted paper then Brazilian children would lose their homes in the trees and that if I didn’t turn the lights off a child in China wouldn’t have enough electricity.

I was responsible for everything. If the child in China died because there wasn’t enough electricity to keep her dialysis machine running, I was responsible. I could have stopped my habits of waste and extravagance and general Ugly-Americanism and spared some money to buy electricity for China, but had I? No. So whose fault was it? Mine. An exercise in exaggerated self-importance? Perhaps. But it was also a conviction that I could not get rid of.

Ms. Waverly’s class was the first time that I realized that I could absolve myself of that guilt. Absolution, it turns out, was as easy as becoming Canadian. Canadians were just as consumed by consumption as Americans. Canadians don’t eat their peas and they waste paper and they leave the lights on all night long but nothing is their fault because they are Canadian. They are quiet and unassuming and they keep to themselves, so who would ever think of blaming them?

* * *

On the one-year anniversary of Columbine the principal announces that we are going to start bomb drills that afternoon. These are terrorism drills, not school-shooter drills, but still the timing seems inappropriate. Ms. Waverly cancels class so that we can talk about our feelings. We sprawl across the blue cushions at the back of the room and repeat empty platitudes about Columbine and fear and lessons learned until she becomes exasperated.

“But how would you feel if I told you that your school was the most likely to be bombed by terrorists in all of Europe?” We fall silent, each struggling to formulate a coherent statement about something so close to our own lives. We do not doubt her for a moment; we have an uneasy feeling that it must be true because we are decadent Americans and if anyone deserves to be bombed it is us and why would she lie about something like that anyway?

“Well, I’ll tell you how I feel about it. I certainly wasn’t shocked when I heard about it. It made sense. We are, after all, the American School of The Hague. We’re a very high-profile school. Hundreds of Americans send their children here, Americans working for oil companies and technology companies and consulates and ambassadors. The ambassadors are especially important. Both the Israeli and the American ambassadors have their children here.

“It’s never smart to flaunt being an American, you know. You’ll notice the school doesn’t fly an American flag. I actually always try to wear a Canadian flag in public. Without it, the unobservant might think that I look like an American and I talk like an American and so I must be an American. But with the Canadian flag, they’ll know that I’m Canadian. And nobody would ever hurt a Canadian.” There is some mumbling in the cushions, perhaps about Robbie, our resident Canadian and general nuisance. Kyle whispers to me that he’d gladly hurt Ms. Waverly.

“That’s why I like to say that the American Dream is to be Canadian.”

“She’s wrong,” hisses Kyle, “the American Dream is to Lose Weight.” I laugh a little too loudly. Ms. Waverly’s eyes dart over to the laughter, to our corner where our heads are still bent conspiratorially. “Would you like to share your little joke with the rest of the class, Kyle?”

I look up and I gulp and I shake my head and I try to say no but I know that he has to share. “I said that the American Dream was to Lose Weight.” There is snickering in the corner. Kyle is a pudgy kid, and Chris is probably making some sort of crack about it. I think that I should stand up for Kyle because I’m the one who got him into the whole mess but there is no standing up to Ms. Waverly.

“Oh? That’s funny, Kyle, because I’d say that they’re one and the same.” She laughs as if she has said something funny. But the classroom is silent. Kyle is red and flustered and my eyes are screwed shut so that I can pretend it didn’t happen and even Chris chokes on his laughter thinking that the woman has finally crossed the line.

We practice our terrorism drills for the rest of the afternoon.

* * *

I moved back to America in eighth grade. After eight years of being resented because I was an American, of being blamed and hated and pointed at on the streets, I was back in the one land where being an American is admired.

My Dream was to Be Canadian, but I quickly found out that Chris had been right — the American Dream was to Lose Weight. I knew that my guilt was meaningful, that my guilt came from pain, that it came from oppression, that it came from the tragedy of the human condition. Why couldn’t the Americans — my Americans — see that their guilt was not half so noble, not half so important, not half so difficult as mine? If you want to lose weight in America, you go on a diet. But if you want to be Canadian, you hide your Canadian flag in a dark closet and you sit and you cry and you don’t tell anyone about it because you will only be scoffed at and called a traitor and told that it’s people like you who are ruining the country.

I looked for alternate routes to absolution. I prayed every night to a God who I wasn’t sure that I even believed in. I washed cars for charity and I tried to imagine myself washing the children I had murdered. I read in one of my father’s scholarly journals that Rousseau invented liberal guilt and I spent the next six weeks immersed in The Social Contract, thinking that if I could only understand how it was created I could also understand how to destroy it.

Slowly, surely, in a process that is inevitable when you live in America, my guilt began to lose its edge. Instead of being disgusted by the supermarket’s excesses, I began to consume and even relish them. Instead of trying to hide my American citizenship at any cost, I learned to sing (and sign, in a last-ditch attempt at political correctness) “God Bless the USA.” Instead of passing sleepless nights worrying about the children in Brazil, I spent sleepless nights worrying about myself.

* * *

My Girl Scout troop goes traveling with a troop of Canadian Girl Guides. I talk with the Canadians and I laugh at their anti-American jokes and I wear one of their flags and I sing along with them to their song “The War of 1812”.

So if you come to Washington

Its buildings clean and nice

Bring a pack of matches

And we’ll burn the White House twice!
My friends ask me what the hell I think I’m doing. “Stop it. Stop talking to them and stop laughing with them and more than anything stop singing those horrible songs! You’re an American, you don’t need to suck up to them.”

I want to tell them that I am not sucking up. I want to tell them that I dream of being Canadian because to be Canadian is better than being American, that it is America without America’s baggage, that it is to be rich without the resentment, to be gleeful without the guilt, that it is to have your cake and eat it too and that because of this perhaps it is not so far off the American Dream after all.

I do not say any of this. I smile, I shrug, I finger my beaded Canadian flag and I sigh knowing that it is the closest I will ever be to Canadian.

About Lauren Stokes: When I moved back to the United States in eighth grade, my conflicting emotions about my American identity grew even stronger and more persistent than they had been abroad. I wrote this piece in my junior year for an assignment in English class; it is a result (but not the culmination!) of much wrestling with the idea of what it means to be an American, both at home and abroad.


