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CHAPTER 1 
 
It has been fourteen years since I last saw Ian. So it takes me 

a moment to recognize the slightly graying gentleman waiting 
for me out in the hall as my brother. At first I don't really notice 
him. I take him for another patient, someone new who wants to 
join the therapy group. I continue to shake everyone's hands and 
wish them a nice evening. It isn't until he pulls his hands from 
his pockets to move away from the wall and starts approaching, 
and I take a brief moment to wonder what this potential patient's 
story might be, that I start to realize exactly who is standing 
before me. 

It's a shock, to say the least. 
The last time I saw my brother, I was slamming the door in 

his face. I glance around the wide open halls and the multitude of 
rooms surrounding us. There are plenty of doors here, but 
slamming these won't do me any good. The hospital's clinic isn't 
in my jurisdiction to kick him out of, and watching him just 
standing there with hunched shoulders and an uncertain 
expression has me wondering why the hell he's here. 

"Hi," Ian says. His voice is more raspy than I remember, 
older and more tired. 

I clench my hands and nod my head, acknowledging that I've 
heard him but not trusting myself to speak. 

He opens and closes his mouth several times and then 
swallows. "How are you doing?" he asks. 
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The question is so ordinary compared with the circumstances 
that it feels completely out of place. I don't know how to answer 
it. Does he mean how am I at this moment, this day, this week? 
Does he want to know how I've been doing for the past decade 
and a half? I settle for a grated, "I’m fine." I refrain from asking 
him how he is doing. I tell myself I don't care. 

The two of us are simply standing there. I want to walk away, 
and I don't know why I'm not. Damn it, do something, I tell 
myself.  

"That's good," Ian finally says. 
I can't do this. I won't. Standing here making small talk to a 

brother that I haven't seen in years and pretending that nothing's 
happened between us is ridiculous. I stopped talking to him for a 
reason I remind myself. 

"I have to go," I say. 
I start to walk away, and Ian grabs my arm. I shake myself 

free, while shoving down the sudden urge to raise a fist and 
smash Ian's face into the wall. He must recognize how I'm 
feeling because suddenly he has both hands in the air. "Hey, hey, 
hey," he says. All his heys run quickly together without pause, 
and it occurs to me that my brother is terrified. My anger 
dwindles down to nothing more than a smoldering burn and try 
as I do to re-stoke the flames, I can't. "What do you want?" I find 
myself demanding. 

"To talk," Ian says. His hands are still in the air. "Just to talk." 
"I have nothing to say to you." I start to walk away again. 
"Please, I need your help." 
The word "please" startles me more than anything. I can't 

recall Ian ever requesting anything of me. He demanded, cajoled, 
but "please" might as well have been non-existent vocabulary. 

"With what?" I ask. It must be damned important for him to 
show up here after all this time. 

He opens his mouth to speak and then shakes his head. "Not 
here." 

"Why not here?" 
Ian glances around, and I notice several individuals walking 
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about in the halls. Humans and humaniforms, mingling and 
chatting. 

"The walls have ears," Ian says. 
"I don't have anything to hide," I say, and then realize that 

may be true of me but not necessarily of Ian.  
"Can we… Can we go somewhere more private, maybe?" 
I shake my head. No, absolutely not. 
"Jay." On his lips my name is a plea. 
"I have to get home," I say. I have to get home, and I have to 

forget this day ever happened. 
"I'm sorry," Ian says. 
What? The words cause me to drop my crossed arms and 

stare. 
"Is that what you need to hear? I’m sorry. I'll say it again and 

again, as many times as you need. I'm sorry. Just, please." 
More unfamiliar words from my brother's lips. Who is this 

person? Certainly not the Ian I knew. The "I'm sorry" burrows 
into me. I know it's not real, that it's insincere, but just hearing 
the apology is more than I ever expected from Ian, lie or no. 

"Jay." 
"Do you have a hotel you're staying at?" I find myself asking. 

I don't know if I'm doing the right thing, except Ian said he 
needed my help; and I can't but think how much he must need it 
to come to me like this after all this time and say please and 
sorry. I cross my arms, hating myself for being so weak, but 
unable to change it. 

"Your place," Ian says. 
I hesitate, thinking about my home and my life now; and I'm 

not at all certain I'm ready for Ian to come back into it, much less 
walk through my front door. 

"There isn't anywhere else," he says. 
I can always kick him back out if I have to. I take a deep 

breath and nod. 
He smiles. It's painful to see the half-hearted stretch of his 

mouth coupled with the worried wrinkle of his forehead. There's 
so much fear and hope there. 
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I reach into my briefcase and pull out a business card. I 
scribble my address onto the back and shove the card at him. 

Ian clutches the card close. "When should I…?" 
"Come by tonight," I say. I want to get this over with and get 

him out of my life if I can. I'd bring him home now, but the 
thought of spending an hour alone with him in a car while I'm 
still trying to gather my wits about me is more than I can stand.  

Ian smiles at me again, and I realize the wrinkles around his 
eyes resembles the beginnings of crows feet. We've gotten so 
old, and I've missed it. I force myself to turn away and start 
walking. 
 

*** 
 

My wife, Sasha, is waiting for me at the door when I get 
home. 

"Hey, Jay." She dusts the rice flour from her hands and gives 
me a peck on the cheek. "How was your day?" she asks. 

I close my eyes and place my head on her shoulder, burying 
my face against the base of her neck. I feel the warmth of her 
wash over me. I shudder and instinctively her hands wrap around 
my back, and she's suddenly squeezing me tight. She coos softly 
into my ears and runs her fingers through my hair, and for a 
moment nothing else matters but the sweet lullaby of her. 

"That bad, huh?" Her voice is a ghost of a whisper. 
I let out a tiny hysterical laugh and find comfort that for her 

that's all I need to say. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
"Mama?" 
"Shen me?" 
"Will you read me a story?" I asked. I extended out my arms, 

trying not to drop the oversized book of Chinese folktales. 
Mama laid her pen down on the table. Her chair creaked as 

she turned to me and smiled, a simple curve of her lips. "Aren't 
you too old for bedtime stories?" 

"Am I?" I asked, feeling incredibly disappointed. 
"That's what you told me last week," she said. She crossed 

her arms and cocked her head. 
"Oh." I mimicked her body language, thinking about it for a 

moment. "I don't think I'm too old," I said. "Maybe I meant Ian is 
too old." I nodded with sudden confidence. "I'm not too old yet." 
Did this mean Mama would read to me now? I recall tapping a 
stocking-clad foot in impatience. 

"You're not?" Mama asked. 
I nodded my head. 
"That's good." Mama leaned forward and tapped me on the 

nose. "I don't think you are too old either, wo de little er-zi." 
I grinned and threw my arms around Mama's neck. She 

scooped me up into her arms and began walking. I tucked my 
cheek into her shoulder and brushed her long black hair from my 
eyes. The precious book pressed between us occasionally poked 
my ribs as we moved. The smell of her perfume that night was of 
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lotus blossoms and pomegranate fruit. 
"Will you read to me every night?" I asked. 
"For as long as I am allowed," she said. 
Not knowing any better, I was comforted by the words, and 

fairly soon I was tucked away into the folds of my comforter 
with Mama sitting on the edge of my bed, telling me in soft 
soothing tones the tale of Hao Zi, the shepherd, and the 
mischievous ghost. She never did get around to telling me that 
story again. 

The sound of the doorbell ringing reaches my ears, and I 
shove the book and box of memories underneath the bed. I take a 
deep breath before starting my descent down the stairs. Sasha is 
already sitting on the sofa, waiting for me. I can hear Tim and 
April's pounding footsteps and loud laughter in the background. I 
stare at the front door. The bell rings again. I don't know if I can 
do this, invite my brother into my home. Except I already have, 
haven't I? Sasha squeezes my hand. She reaches past me and 
opens the door. 

Ian is standing on the other side. Once again, I'm confronted 
with how old he's become. He's definitely not wizened and 
wrinkled, but he's not the same as I remember him, either. Then 
Ian gives an awkward shrug of his shoulders and a nervous smile 
and it feels like he hasn't aged at all. He's my big brother. 

"Won't you come in?" Sasha asks. 
Ian's nervous smile sweeps from me to her. He steps over the 

threshold and the door closes. He's inside my home now, and it 
feels like the world should have taken some sort of greater 
notices of this huge event in my life. Why isn't the room shaking 
or the wind howling? Instead, Ian simply lifts up a white box 
wrapped in red string that I hadn't even realized he was holding. 

"If I'd known we were going to have company, I would have 
bought more bao for dessert," Ian says. He looks at Sasha. "I'm 
Ian, Jay's brother." 

"I'm Sasha, Jay's wife," Sasha says. "It's a pleasure to finally 
meet you." 

"Your wife?" Ian's eyes are darting back and forth between us 
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now like a ping-pong ball over a netted table. "Your wife? What? 
I mean, wow. Wow. You're married. I never thought you'd…" 

I wince, remembering the awkward boy I used to be and 
completely understanding why Ian would think I, of all people, 
would never get married. That doesn't mean the half-spoken 
thought hurts any less, though. 

"I'm sorry," Ian says, seeming to realize his faux pas. "I didn't 
mean to sound rude or so surprised. I'm just…" 

"Surprised," Sasha fills in gracefully. 
"Yeah." Ian's voice is quiet this time, and it's like he's been hit 

with the thought of how much time we've lost. "It's wonderful to 
meet you," he says. "Where shall I put these?" 

Sasha takes the box and opens the lid. "Oh, how lovely. Do 
these need to be refrigerated?" 

Ian's smile droops just a little but is quickly back in place. 
"No, you can leave them out for the night. I’m sorry I didn't 
bring more." 

"Nonsense, too many sweets aren't good for me anyhow. I'll 
just slice them up or maybe save them for the kiddies." 

"That sounds like a great plan," Ian says. He's grinning. 
"Wow, you've got kids too." 

He glances at me, and I allow my gaze to skitter past him to 
the windows. 

"Yes," Sasha says. "Two of them. Timothy and April. Tim for 
short." 

"Those are great names. I've got two of my own daughters. 
Jessica and Josephine. Twins actually. Did you name yours after 
anyone?" 

It suddenly occurs to me that Ian and Sasha are babbling, that 
I've left my poor wife in the lurch. Then something Ian says 
clicks; he has two girls. I'm startled by how unexpected that 
news is. After all, unlike Ian, I'd known my brother got married. 
I received an invitation long ago to his wedding, an invitation 
that I'd promptly tossed in the trash. The idea that kids might 
have followed shortly thereafter shouldn't have come as a shock. 
He was never a lonely child like me; a family had always seemed 



~ You Shouldn't Call Me Mommy ~ 
 

 
~ 8 ~ 

a guaranteed part of his future. 
So why didn't he send me invites to their baptismal or their 

baby showers? The thought is a ridiculous one. I wouldn't have 
come, and he must have known that after I skipped out on his 
wedding. Still, it's saddening to find out that he'd given up on me 
this much. It's disturbing to discover how much I care. 

I hear something about sports teams and realize the two are 
still babbling. Time to suck it up Jay, I tell myself. I step 
forward. "So what was it you wanted to talk to me about?" 

Almost immediately, I regret asking the question so bluntly. 
It's like I've flipped a switch and all the sound in the room has 
been placed on mute. Ian shifts from foot to foot, like he expects 
to get kicked out at any minute. I don't even know if I want to 
kick him out yet. 

Sasha purses her lips and places her hand on my arm, a 
warning. "I think that can wait," she states. "I'm inviting you to 
stay for dinner, and you can't say no. I won't allow it." 

I start heading into the kitchen, deciding I'll let my wife have 
her way since I can't seem to make up my own mind anyhow. 
Besides, I can tell exactly where an argument will lead from the 
way Sasha declared that she was inviting him to dinner instead 
of just asking him to stay and giving Ian a chance to object. I can 
also tell that last bit about not allowing it was mostly directed at 
me. 

I get the kids started on clearing off the dining-room table. 
My brother's presence is an instant distraction. They keep 
peeking at him as though they are uncertain if they are supposed 
to look or not. Sasha introduces them one by one to Ian. "It's 
wonderful to meet you," he says very seriously to each and 
shakes their hands. April giggles and smiles. Tim purses his lips 
in an expression redolent of his mother's and nods his head. 
Neither of them say much. 

Ian keeps smiling at them throughout the evening. He pats 
their heads and laughs at little things I too once thought newly 
adorable although I have since grown used to them, like the way 
Timmy wriggles his nose and scratches at it with the handle of 
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his spoon. My brother's soaking up the role of Uncle Ian, 
practically wallowing in it. It occurs to me that he is trying to get 
the most out of this moment because he doesn't expect any other 
like it any time soon. I try not to look at the tableau of my 
brother and my kids too much over the course of dinner because 
every time Ian notices me watching his laughter and smiles falter 
just that tiny bit. 

When dessert arrives, all seems to go quiet again. Ian starts to 
pick at his portion of the bao he bought over. I watch as his 
stainless steel fork scrapes back and forth, back and forth, over 
the same little corner of custard and crust and cream. The kids 
are starting to fidget as they wait politely for their newfound 
uncle to finish up so they can go out and play. Sasha is quiet too, 
but she keeps giving me significant glances over her cup of hot 
cocoa. Ian doesn't seem to pay them any mind. 

I know what he's doing, what we've both been doing all 
evening. We've been delaying the inevitable. Him because he 
doesn't want his time with me to end, I'm guessing; and me 
because, I frown, neither do I. 

"Timmy, April. Do you mind leaving me alone with your 
uncle to talk?" I ask. 

The kids are obvious in their relief as they dart away from the 
table. Timmy doesn't even bother to correct me and insist I call 
him Tim, like he has normally been doing of late. I feel a twinge 
of guilt. I’m wondering if my discomfort has been that apparent 
to them. 

Sasha stands. "If neither of you mind, I think I'll follow them 
and make sure they don't get into any trouble." She squeezes my 
shoulder on her way out. 

It's just me and my brother now. I keep my eyes riveted to the 
point right above his shoulder. I receive a wonderfully detailed 
view of my black and white kitchen counter, the silver sink with 
its shiny black faucet, and a pile of white disposable dishes. 

"You haven't said a word all evening," Ian says. "Well, except 
to ask me what I wanted." 

"Which you still haven't told me," I say. 
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Ian nods, but otherwise remains silent. 
I lean back against my chair until the wood bites into my 

back and force myself to focus on my brother, the way his 
shoulders slouch and the way he continues to play with his fork 
or fiddle with his napkin. 

"I need you to come to court," Ian says. "I need you to testify 
on my behalf." 

I frown. "Testify regarding what?" I ask, trying to tamp down 
on my urge to jump to conclusions. The only person who knows 
what my brother has done is me. I can't imagine him telling 
anyone else, unless he's talking about something else. Some new 
wrong he has committed? 

"I'm getting a divorce," Ian states. He swallows before 
releasing a sigh. "I'm getting a divorce, and it gets very 
complicated." 

Okay, serious; but not as serious as I was thinking. My mind 
drifts back to the fact that Ian has two children of his own. "I'm 
sorry," I say and genuinely mean it. "But, what does that have to 
do with me?" 

"Babs and I are actually parting on good terms. We've even 
agreed to joint custody, but…" 

"But?" 
"The guardians have certain stipulations they want me to 

agree to before they'll allow joint custody. They want me to 
agree to use a nanny – a humaniform." Ian looks up from his 
plate to look me directly in the eyes. "And I told them absolutely 
not." The words are a challenge. 

My brother is expecting me to start a fight with him, to argue 
with him and tell him to get out of my face because we both 
know where this talk of humaniforms and nannies all leads back 
to. It's not like I'm not tempted to do just that. I am, very much 
so, but I'm not eighteen anymore. All that teenage angst and 
anger I used to bottle up has been mixed with maturity. I'm not 
actually going to give him a fistful in my own house with my 
two kids upstairs. "I can't do what I think you're asking me to 
do," I say. I try to keep my voice to something below a slow boil. 
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"You haven't even heard me out yet," Ian says. 
"You basically want me to go to court and testify on your 

behalf that a humaniform is unfit to raise a child." 
"Yes." 
"No." 
"All right," Ian concedes. "Maybe a nanny-bot isn't 

entirely…" 
"Humaniform," I snap. My correction of his use of language 

isn't as vicious as it once would have been, but I'm still insistent 
that he not use that other term. 

Ian takes a deep breath. "Okay, humaniform. Maybe 
humaniforms aren't unfit to be parental figures, but they should 
only be used as last resorts. That situation doesn't apply to me 
and Babs. Unlike you and me, my kids still have two living 
parents. We didn't have anyone else." 

I had you, I think. You were eighteen. You should have been 
my parent, but you chose to abandon me; and then you took 
away the only parent I did have. "I can't do what you're asking of 
me," I say. "I would be lying." 

"So lie," Ian says. 
I see the flash of anger on my brother's face. It's so familiar. 

The sight of his contorted expression feels more real to me than 
anything else I've seen or felt tonight. I brace myself for the old 
onslaught. Then Ian holds up his hands in abrupt surrender or 
apology, leaving me waiting and diminished. "Okay, you can't 
lie in court," he says. "But, I need this. My lawyer says I don't 
have a case without some kind of testimony and just mine won't 
do. As family, you have more weight." 

"Your wife's testimony won't do? I thought you were 
divorcing on good terms," I say.  

Ian's jaw forms into a grimace. "My wife doesn't want to be a 
part of this particular fight, at least not legally." There is a bite to 
his words. "She convinced me that it would be better to pursue 
this alone rather than risk having the guardians retaliate against 
both of us. This way our daughters have at least one human 
parent hanging around. Besides, my lawyer says they'll insist 
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she's biased." 
"But I'm not? Why?" Because I was raised by a humaniform? 

Because we haven't spoken in fourteen years?" Because I think I 
might hate you? Would it surprise you to know I actually care 
about you too, you asshole? Or is that what you're banking on? 

Ian flinches. "Because it makes no sense for her to testify on 
my behalf when she has given no legal objections to 
humaniforms," he says. 

"I'm a therapist," I point out, "specializing in treating 
childhood trauma in adults. I deal with patients raised by 
humaniforms all the time. I've never seen any indication that a 
humaniform contributed to a mental health problem. They have 
been, if anything, helpful. They kept these people from 
becoming worse." 

"You would see it that way, wouldn't you?" Ian says. 
"You're right," I say. "That's exactly how I see it." 
"Then I'm going to lose my kids." 
I deflate. I don't want Ian to lose his kids, but I can't do what 

he's asking either. We're going around in circles. We always did 
this when I was growing up. Some things change and some don't. 

I stand up and head over to the refrigerator. I'm wondering if 
Sasha has bought any more caffeine shots. I'm trying to buy 
myself some time, find a way to come up with an answer Ian and 
I can both accept. I find a jar of chocolate and caramel flavored 
shots and pick out a glass from the dish rack. 

"What's the worst that could happen?" I ask. "Your wife gets 
custody. You two are friendly. She gives you all the visitation 
rights you want." 

"A nanny-bot would still be helping to raise them." 
"Humaniform. And, Sasha and I use one as a baby-sitter all 

the time," I say. 
"Good for you, not so good for me." 
Great, we're back to square one. This isn't getting me 

anywhere. "I'm sorry," I say. "I’m not seeing the harm." 
Ian's hands clench into fists. "How's this? What happens if 

Babs has sole custody, and God forbid, something happened and 
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she died?" 
Then the government would get custody. The government 

would get custody, and his kids would have a humaniform as a 
full-time parent because Ian was previously judged unfit. The 
government gets custody, and it's exactly like what happened 
when our parents died and I got a humaniform mom. A mom that 
was the best thing that ever happened to me. 

"I failed you," Ian says quietly. "I know that. I can't fail 
them." 

I close my eyes and throw back the caffeine shot. The sweet 
bitter taste travels along my tongue and down my throat, and I 
quickly feel a buzz of energy trickling up my spine. That buzz 
doesn't touch the fog around my brain though. Damn Ian for 
doing this. Damn him for coming back, and damn him for 
messing up my life all over again. 

"Jay," Ian whispers. "They're my kids. What would you do if 
they were your kids?" 

I'd give, I think. I'd give in, and I wouldn't be so biased 
against humaniforms and so stupid. I open my eyes and see Ian 
sitting, hands clasped before him atop my dining table as though 
he is in prayer. His face is agony. Nothing's going to change his 
mind. We could argue all night, and that fact will remain the 
same. He's already lost his wife. He'll lose his kids. He'll lose 
everything. I know what it's like to lose everything. 

"I'll think about it," I say, but a large part of me already 
knows the real answer is no. So the next question becomes, what 
am I going to do instead? 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
Today is date night. The kids are at home with the babysitter, 

Anne. Sasha and I are walking hand in hand, strolling through 
the park while the sun is shining down on us through the open 
spaces between leaves and branches. It's not actually night, but 
the name date night stuck a long time ago, when the kids were 
far younger and we were far busier, and an hour at night once in 
a long while was all we could afford. I don't even know what 
Sasha and I are doing here. Looking at pretty flowers and trees 
isn't normally our typical kind of date. It's just it was my turn to 
pick something, and I've been so distracted that I completely 
forgot. The park was convenient, and doesn't that make me feel a 
million kinds of guilty. 

"You're awfully quiet," Sasha says. 
"Hmmm," I say, unsure if I'm agreeing or not. 
Sasha strokes my arm. "I like the park," she says. "It's so 

peaceful this time of day." 
I glance at her with something akin to skepticism. This is a 

crappy date, and my wife is just trying to make me feel better. 
"I mean it," Sasha says. "It reminds me of dating when I was 

younger. You know, when you're like sixteen and have no 
money and all you can do is go to the park and grab chicken on a 
stick or Spanish ice." 

"I'm glad I stumbled onto something you could enjoy," I say. 
I smile playfully, trying to feel her out. "That is, if you're being 
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honest." 
"I am." 
We continue walking for a while. I think about what my wife 

has just pointed out, that there is a nostalgia factor to this date. I 
think about what my dating life was like at sixteen; it was fairly 
non-existent and primarily consisted of me mooning over girls I 
couldn't have: Laura, Katey, Darla, and others whose names I 
can no longer recall. None of them gave me a first glance; and I 
often felt stupid giving them a second. I knew girls knew better 
than to date me. I'm certain their parents had warned them to stay 
away from the boy with the robo-mommy, and what high-school 
girl trying to win a popularity contest would dare the stigma? I 
didn't start dating until college, and all those experiences until 
Sasha ended poorly. I doubt very much our romantic histories 
could compare. I lift my head up to gaze at the trees, trying to let 
the overwhelming array of green above me form a barrier against 
any more unpleasant thoughts. 

"Have you decided on what you're going to do?" Sasha asks. 
"About what?" I say, hopeful she will drop the topic and 

playing for time in case she doesn't. 
"About your brother's request." 
I sigh and run my fingers through my hair. The wind chooses 

that moment to pick up and ruin my efforts. A more than familiar 
and less than welcome reaction by nature to my attempts at 
managing even the tiniest aspects of my life. I shake my head, 
trying to dispel the miserable funk I seem to be in lately. My life 
for the last several years has been pretty good. I shouldn't let Ian 
or my own morose past ruin that for me. 

"I'm not going to lie to a judge," I say. 
There is a minute pause. "Ian could lose his kids." 
"I know." 
We walk in silence. 
Sasha's next words come out in a rush. "Tim and April are 

priorities one. You are priority two. I am three, and anyone else 
is way down low on the totem pole. No matter what. You know 
that, right?"  
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I grin. "Is that a fact?" 
Sasha's nod is firm. 
I place a hand on my wife's waist. "And if I were to tell you I 

thought you were priority two?" 
"That's as it should be," she says. 
I smile, glad that we are not too married and too old to flirt 

and that the conversation has moved onto lighter things. 
"How is your mother doing?" I ask. Then I curse myself for 

ruining the mood. 
Sasha looks off into the distance and shrugs. "She's okay. 

Same old. Same old." 
My wife sounds so down that I have to ask, "Was today a 

good day at least?" I wait for the expected negative reply. 
"She says it was." 
"That's good," I say. "That's real good." I wait for some cue 

as to whether or not I should change the topic. 
"Mom got mad when I said I had to leave." Sasha shrugs. "I 

think she wanted me to spend the whole day with her. She went 
on and on about how I can see you any day of the week, and how 
I chose a man over her. Never mind that the man is my husband 
and that I have two kids waiting at home." Sasha bites her lower 
lip. I give her hand a tiny squeeze. She looks up to smile at me, 
half-heartedly. "I think she wants to be priority one," Sasha says. 

"We could move date night to another day, or we could bring 
the whole family next time. She seems to enjoy herself when 
Timmy, I mean Tim, and April show up." I don't particularly 
want to see my mother-in-law. Even in her better days, Old 
Aggie was never one to treat me with much fondness. I'll do it if 
Sasha needs me to, though. It's not like I can completely avoid 
the mother of my wife. 

"No." Sasha puts her head on my shoulder as we pause 
beneath cherry blossoms. "I love Mom, but I don't want to spend 
any more time with her than I have to." 

"Thank God she has a humaniform to take care of her then 
instead of you," I say. 

Sasha flinches, and I wonder if I've said the wrong thing 
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again. But then, "Yes," she says. "Thank God." 
 

*** 
 

When Sasha and I finally arrive home I spend a good deal of 
my time staring at my children. I know this because they keep 
asking me what I want and why I keep looking at them funny. I 
brush their questions aside and tell them, "It's because you are 
funny little people," because the truth is I don't know why and 
that's not an answer they will understand or even accept. Then 
again I could be completely misjudging them. Timmy and April's 
childhoods are so different from mine that I find it difficult 
sometimes to figure out what they should or shouldn't be doing 
at their age. I have read many books on the topic of raising 
children as part of my profession; and yet, I worry that they will 
be lonely or angry or upset or isolated, all the things Ian used to 
worry about for me. The dilemma is they aren't any of these 
things and sometimes I find it hard to adjust my thinking around 
that. I think about my career and who I am. I am a therapist, and 
I find myself surrounded by troubled children big and small. Is it 
any wonder I don't know what to make of two happy and healthy 
ones? 

The world outside grows darker, and Sasha starts to usher the 
kids to bed. I start to help before realizing she and I never 
checked the messages after we came back home. There is one 
from Ian. His image gives me a nervous wave. "Hi Jay, I haven't 
heard back from you in a while. Would you mind just giving me 
a call and letting me know you haven't changed your mind or 
something?" Changed my mind? I didn't exactly make up my 
mind enough to change it. There is a slight beep, and then the 
image of Ian disappears from my living-room. Based on prior 
history I find it difficult to believe he would leave only one 
message. I examine the log more closely and sure enough I can 
tell that he's actually tried calling several times, although this is 
the only actual message. My brother, I realize, is showing an 
amazing amount of restraint. I shove down the guilt I feel for not 
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calling him back right away but resolve to call him first thing in 
the morning. 

The sound of a throat clearing reaches me. 
I pull the ear buds from my ear and turn off the answering 

machine. 
Sasha is standing at the foot of the stairs, arms crossed and 

one shoulder leaning against the wall. "Daddy needs to go kiss 
the kids goodnight before the children and Mommy get pissy at 
him." 

"I'll be up in a second," I say. I find myself still fiddling with 
the ear buds, thinking about what Ian wants and what I will say 
when I speak with him. How much more pushy can I expect him 
to get? How will I deal with it? Maybe, he just wants to chat. 
Use this opportunity to catch up. Not that his belated attempts at 
brotherly affection are any less cringe worthy. I mean, is it even 
possible for us to just make conversation anymore? 

"Don't make me put you in the corner," Sasha's voice holds 
amusement and a warning. I imagine the warning tone is meant 
to serve as a reminder. It is one thing for me to not be at my best 
during date night, but there are no excuses when it comes to our 
children. 

Before I can offer up a response Sasha's skirt disappears up 
the stairs and around the corner in a swirl of blue and purple. I 
climb the stairs, following after her.  

April gives me a warm hug when I arrive and sloppily kisses 
my ear by accident. I kiss her hair and pat the head of her doll 
before pulling the blanket up to her chin. I make certain to leave 
the door slightly ajar so a little light spills in from the hall the 
way she likes. Timmy on the other hand, is pretending to be 
sound asleep when I stop in. I can tell because he is laying on his 
back and the blankets aren't covering his ears. He's had this habit 
of wanting to keep his ears covered when he sleeps ever since a 
neighborhood kid told him that ants like the inside of ears 
because they like to eat earwax. Timmy has also recently taken 
to the idea that he is too old to be tucked into bed despite still 
wanting to be tucked in. By the same logic, he has concluded 
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that if we think he is asleep then all his protestations are 
somehow invalid. When I kiss Timmy goodnight, he 
immediately snorts and pretends to roll over to pull the blanket 
over his head. 

I look at my son, lying in the darkness as he tries to be older 
and wiser than his years warrant. I ponder my daughter sleeping 
in the next room who is still young enough to openly crave her 
parents' affections. 

I close my eyes and see myself at the age of eleven. I am 
sitting with my holographic friends inside my old imagination 
room. We are playing Choices. I roll the dice and get a three. My 
tiny pewter soldier has to decide whether to go with the White 
King or the Red. The choice disturbs me without my truly 
realizing. I find myself lost in deep thought for longer than the 
game should allow. The fake people around don't mind though 
and talk amongst themselves. I hear the babbling of water, and 
there is a band playing loudly in the corner of my forest. Several 
children run around squealing in delight over a game of tag. The 
world is loud and noisy and I am distracted enough that anything 
beyond the imagination room is drowned out, anything real or 
anything that matters. I am isolated, and I am alone, and I am far 
too young and innocent to realize this or care. 

 


