METROPOLITAN

By Kelley Altizer

West  Virginia Fiction Competition 2018 1st Place Winner

Selected by Karen Spears Zacharias

My dad will not stop calling it “metropolitan” ice cream. 


“Neapolitan, Dad. Neapolitan.”


“That’s what I said.” 


“That is not what you said.” 


“Then that’s probably not what it’s really called.”


I’m viewing a snapshot of my childhood in this exchange, and I feel an anger that’s disproportionate to an argument over what ice cream is or isn’t called. I want to be right. I want him to say that I’m right. 


I’m off the couch and into the kitchen. 


“Sure, grab the container,” he hollers from his Lazy-Boy. “It’ll tell you.”


I open the freezer, intent on grabbing the tub of ice cream, taking it directly to that chair and sitting it in his lap and making him read it. He still knows how to read – reads everyday, sometimes a book a day. Sometimes less if the day isn’t good. 


The freezer is open. Every container is I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter. 


“Dad, why is everything in your freezer an old butter container?”


“Ice cream’s on the left if you want some.” 


“That’s not what I asked. Why is everything a butter container?”


“The ice cream tub was way too big and took up too much space so I put it in Tupperware.” 


I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter is not Tupperware. I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter is not Tupperware. 

*


I’m fishing with my dad. Arthritis is a distant impossibility and my father is as quick with his pole as ever, though the day only gets us a round of blue gill. The West Virginia sun shoots through openings in the green blanket canopy above us in little individual rays, and when the wind picks up, the lights twinkle in a magical way I’ve never seen anywhere else. Despite the fact that I’m an adult and several years out of college, the words I want to say feel too large as they work their way up my throat and get stuck somewhere just behind my teeth. It’s been a good day, and I don’t want to ruin it. 


In some ways, I’m being utterly unfair, assuming that telling him I’m gay will provoke a bad reaction, one that would forever alter my relationship with my father. I’ve never heard him talk about homosexuals, not in a good way and not in a bad way. Like a heavy rain that’s headed too far north to have anything to do with you, so why would you even bother checking the weather. 


I want to tell him about Julian, who reminds me so much of my father sometimes it startles me. His transparencies, his willingness to do anything or be anything for the people he loves. 


Dad wipes a bead of sweat from the back of his neck with an old handkerchief he still keeps in his pocket. “Son, you ready to call it a day?”


We call it a day. 

*


My parents’ old house is cradled inside the overbearing bosom of four separate hills, all converging into one tiny valley, accessible only by a single road sliced into the mountainside. It’s hell in the winter. 


The day my dad and I fight over ice cream is also the day I go for a drive and head back to that house. My mother was Dad’s sole caretaker, so when she died a few years earlier, we moved him out of the house and into a retirement home a few miles away. I have always offered – and sometimes begged – for him to come live with us in Austin, but there has always been a reason for him to say no.


“Too flat.”


“Too south.”

“Too far.” 


“Too hot.”  


I pull up to the now half-empty house, a void into which we tossed the extra furniture that wouldn’t fit in his new apartment at the retirement community. I take a minute to chastise myself for calling this place a void, though in ways that’s how I’ve come to see it.  


Every time I’m here, I find a piece of me that I’ve forgotten to take back with me and I replace it with another.


I think how when I ask him now, he doesn’t always know that’s where I live anymore. 

*


I’ve just told my parents about my job offer in Texas, about this website design opportunity and how random yet perfect it is, how Julian and I have decided to move there and accept the position. I grin when they both lament at only losing Julian – they tell us pretty often they’ve preferred him to me since we moved in together. 


“Happy for you, honey,” my mother says as she grabs empty plates from the dining room table and walks them back to the kitchen. 


“You know, Dad, I get that it’s – Austin’s a lot farther away –“


Dad snorts at me. “I’d wager that Austin has a lot more than just our three stoplights, doesn’t it?” 


“Yeah,” I chuckle. 


He downs his coffee, a move he makes when he’s weighing his words or just wants to watch me fidget. “Your whole life, you’ve been bigger than a place with only three stoplights. It’s been years since you lived here, a few extra hours in a plane instead of a car won’t make much difference to us.” He sniffs. “You’ll have to learn to drive though.”


“I know how to drive, Dad.”


“Not well, you don’t. And not with a bunch of traffic –“


“Don’t even say it, Dad.”


“You remember when you rear-ended Skip Sowards—“


“In Charleston. Yes, I remember, Dad, you’ve never let me forget it. Please, let’s not pick apart my driving record today.”


Dad shrugs and I distinctly hear him wheeze out “Skip Sowards” when he sighs. I roll my eyes and then look up to see that he’s going between watching me and staring at the empty bottom of his cup.

“When you look back, son…look back for the right reasons.” 


I say nothing, and we both wish there was more coffee to drink. 

*


I’m 19 and home for winter break from school. Everyday I am told that I shouldn’t be holed up in my room on my laptop, but outside in the snow. Don’t I know some of my friends from high school who still live here would love to see me? Don’t I know I can take the truck over to Blair and go sledding or something to get out of the house at least once on my trip? 


But I want nothing of it. The past few months I’ve struggled and I’ve hated myself for being more different than I ought to be. I am already made fun of in class for being from West Virginia – “Hey are your parents cousins?” and “I wonder how many teeth his dad has.” I feel a protective rage when they’re like that. At one point I even respond and I feel flecks of spit come out of my mouth when I yell in the student center at one fuck that my father is an engineer, a genius, and he has more class in his calloused left thumb than that prick will ever achieve in his entire life. The guy calls me a faggot.


I never return to class. 

So when I am home on winter break and 19, I have to admit to my parents that I will be on a mandatory academic suspension for one semester due to poor grades. My father bets that I haven’t been going to class when I should. 


He is right.  


He tells me that he’s ashamed of me for the first time, and we don’t speak for a week. 

*


Now that my mother is gone, my dad’s health and Alzheimer’s are bad enough that he isn’t allowed his own apartment anymore at the retirement home, and they decide to move him into a care unit, where he will be allowed one room that doesn’t lock, for his safety. When they call us to come up and visit, they impress upon me that it may be the final trip. 


Our 5-year-old daughter is excited to go on her first plane ride. 


I can tell Julian is shaken when we sit down with Dad, as he rubs my arm reassuringly, but the sentiment fades before it reaches his worried eyes. Our daughter Maggie doesn’t hesitate before climbing up onto the bed with him and he gives her a wide smile. She pulls her favorite toy, a Princess Leia, out of her bag and begins to wave it in his face to show it to him. 


“Be gentle now, Maggie,” says Julian.


The toy used to be mine growing up, part of a Star Wars collection I had taken with me everywhere. Maggie has now adopted Princess Leia as her own and tends to watch the movies on a weekly basis. 


“Ooh,” croons Dad, and his shaky, knobby hands enclose hers and they look at the toy together. “What a pretty dolly for a pretty little lady, huh?” 


“That’s right, Dad, remember you got that for me?” I say. The nurses said I should be prepared for confusion, and to be careful. “When I was Maggie’s age, you got that for me out of a catalogue, remember?” 


Dad doesn’t respond – he’s too enchanted by the little girl in his lap, and I think about how I don’t want to tear up. 


“What’s your name, honey?” Dad asks. 


“My name’s Maggie, short for Margaret,” she says. 


“Ooh, that’s a pretty name. My wife’s name is Maggie, short for Margaret,” Dad replies, brushing her hair back from her eyes. 


Later, I have to ask Julian to take Maggie out of the room when I remind my father that Mom already passed. 

*


Dad’s breathing is a little labored, and sometimes it distresses him for me to call him “Dad” so I’m trying not to. It’s like trying to forget how to ride a bike or how to sing a hymn you’ve been around since birth, or removing a part of yourself that feels the most natural. It’s like forgetting to breathe. 


He tells me softly that I remind him of someone, he’s sure of it. “I can’t place my finger on it,” he sighs. “You do, though.” 


I reach over and take his hand in mine, and I shudder at how weak it feels. My breath hitches in my chest remembering the only other time I’ve held hands with my father, how sturdy these fingers had been, though that day it had been he who took my hand as I struggled to get the words out at the kitchen table. “Gay.” 


He squeezed my fingers gently and we stayed that way for a long time. 


The kitchen table and that fear seem a universe away now. I let myself weep for the withered hand in my grasp and thankfully my father doesn’t notice as he drifts off to sleep. 

*


I’ve asked that we drive back to Austin in a rental instead of flying. Julian being Julian, he immediately and enthusiastically agrees, tells Maggie what a fun trip it will be. He tells her how we will stay in Memphis for a night, and visit Sun Records. He makes a list with her while we pack, and I put our black suits back into their bags. 


After a while in the car, he asks what we’ll do with the house now. I don’t think to respond as we cross over to Kentucky in Williamson. I look back at the sign welcoming those headed north into Wild and Wonderful West Virginia. 


I swam in your lakes, fished your creeks, skinned my knee on every rock, carved my initials into your bark and wasn’t around to see them fade.


Maggie squirms in her seat and squeals when her ice cream drips onto her bare knee. Earlier this week she plucked honeysuckle, splashed in creeks, and cackled when we took her out in dad’s old canoe, slowly and steadily breathing life back into me with every smile.

*


Before we get out of town to begin the long drive back to Austin, I stop at a corner market and gas station. The bell slings from a door handle, signaling that someone has arrived and the smell inside has a way of transporting me back in time, much like everything else this week. Up at the counter are selections of candy, chips, beef jerky, and then in a glass cooler, an assortment of ice cream. 


“Well hello there, Liam,” comes a voice seated just below the top of the counter. The voice belongs to Art Hickory, who has owned this store for more than 30 years. He looks at me sympathetically. “What can I do ya for, son?”


“Hey, Mr. Hickory.” I may as well be 14 years old again, covered in creek water and trail dirt. “I think some ice cream before we head out should do the trick.” 


After setting my three orders on the top of the counter, Art ambles back to the freezer for a new tub of vanilla which I help him carry back up to the front. “Too old for this,” he mutters. 


I brush the ice that’s caked on its lid with my thumb, but stop when I notice its name. 

METROPOLITAN ICE CREAM


“Some lady from Mingo – lives in Columbus now – she makes the best ice cream. Been ordering only from her for a while,” says Art. 

I try to pay him for the three cups in my hands, but he waves me off and sends me on my way. 

*


We keep the house.

