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Where are you? Martin’s mother says when he calls. She 
sounds groggy, not her usual self. 

Martin is in Virginia Beach with his dad. Or not quite 
with his dad, who is here to check out—Martin’s dad’s 
words—a certain bass player at one of the bars near the 
boardwalk, while Martin keeps his own counsel in the motel 
room. His own counsel is a new phrase of Martin’s, gleaned 
from one of his TV shows. Martin is eleven. His dad is in 
a band. After a thirteen-hour drive, he and his dad arrived 
straight from Chicago around dinner time and now it is well 
past. Martin is supposed to be in Rehoboth with his dad. 
His dad is supposed to take him for crab cakes and fries and 
hot pie with caramel sauce. He is supposed to buy Martin a 
boogie-board though it’s June and the water will be cold. In 
the morning his dad is supposed to take him the short drive 
from Rehoboth to Gran’s in Perth Amboy. 

In the weeks before his dad picked him up at five a.m. 
this morning, Martin and his mother agreed he would only 
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call in case of emergency. He peers at the low stuccoed ceil-
ing of the motel room and swipes the sweaty hair from his 
eyes. He crinkles the plastic bag lying next to him on the 
mattress cover. The laboring air conditioner barely flutters 
the closed curtain. The window looks out, Martin knows, 
onto the parking lot. The motel is near the highway and not 
within walking distance of the beach. None of this, Martin 
knows, is an emergency. 

Put your father on, Martin’s mother says when he 
doesn’t respond. She sounds more alert now.

Martin pops a hard candy in his mouth. Sour cherry. 
He clicks his teeth against it. Next he will try the banana 
taffy his dad bought at the last service plaza at which they 
stopped. 

Where is your father? Martin’s mother says. Martin? 
I have to go the bathroom, he tells her.
Don’t hang up, she says, enunciating with the cool 

precision she might use with one of her patients. Put your 
phone down on the desk, she says. I’ll be waiting for you.

There ’s no desk, Martin says.
All right, she says evenly. On the nightstand. Is there a 

nightstand? 
Martin, she says in her clear, unflappable voice when he 

returns and picks up again. 
Yo, he grunts.
I’m here, she says after a few seconds.
Here, he thinks, and pictures the old apartment before 

remembering they’ve moved. He brings the taffy close to 
his phone, scrunching it between his ear and shoulder, and 
unwraps the candy so she can hear him do it. He chews loudly. 
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Why don’t you describe the room for me, Martin? she 
says cheerily. 

Not much to describe, he thinks. But he will leave it to 
her to decide what is important and what is not. There ’s two 
beds, he mumbles. 

Good, she says. Thank you. Any sounds?
Martin pulls his ear away from the phone. The mini-

fridge buzzes. A few sad clanks for attention from the AC 
unit. Surf, he tells his mother, struggling to get his tongue 
around the sugary plug in his mouth. Big-ass waves, he lies.

Martin, his mother says, then coughs to cover her stern-
ness at his language. See? she says, in reset mode. Pretty 
neat, huh? Tell me, what color are the walls?

He has no idea—the walls are walls. He wrinkles his 
nose and swallows. The room smells bad, flobby, a made-
up word he’ll tell her if she asks. He fixes on an unevenly 
painted square above the TV, which is not working. There 
are uneven squares everywhere, he realizes, spying another 
above the closet, others in spots near the ceiling. Drab, he 
thinks, the walls are drab, though he knows that is not a color. 

He considers that yellow might please her. He recalls the 
Post-its tabbed on the doorframes and banisters of the new 
townhouse he and his mother relocated to on the South Side 
this past winter, the neighborhood occasioning sneers from his 
aunt and uncle—his mother’s older sister and younger broth-
er, North Siders. His mother’s flags bear handwritten instruc-
tions—NO NOT HERE! and FIX THIS CROOKED!—for 
the workmen who still arrive every week to finish what the 
builder should have completed before Martin and his mother 
took possession, as his mother refers to it. Martin thinks the 
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townhouse will never be fixed. He mostly ignores his moth-
er’s written directives, which are not addressed to him and 
which, in his view, serve as poor replacements for the framed 
prints and family photographs that once hung in the sprawling, 
floor-crooked Rogers Park one-bedroom he and his mother 
shared with Martin’s dad—mementos now stored in the town-
house garage. As such, Martin thinks—liking the sound of 
the phrase, sometimes used by an evil lawyer type on Martin’s 
favorite rerun series—as such the notes are also like the mutter-
ings of the adult world, like the continuing arguments between 
his divorced parents that do not concern Martin. Over his head, 
out of sight. Nothing he can or needs to do about them. His 
mother will deal. As such, the notes make him feel safe.

Martin?
He picks a jawbreaker from the bag and contemplates it. 

Yellow, he tells her.
She gasps happily. Yellow, she says. That’s exactly what 

I was thinking. 

He wakes cold out of the covers. There is a kerfuffle—his 
mother’s word, he realizes despite his haziness—outside 
the motel-room door. He hears a woman’s voice. A man’s. 
Martin’s dad, Martin realizes after a moment. The woman 
squeaks a few words Martin can’t make out. Bullshit, his dad 
says, laughing. Martin drags his heavy legs under the covers 
and snuggles down. Bullshit. As such, the rest is blank. 

Martin is the boy who eats all the candy and he knows it. He 
is a Lab Rat. This means he is smart, very. He can do what 
he wants, to a degree. On this July evening three weeks after 
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the botched beach trip with his dad, Martin grabs a fistful 
of Gummi bears from the fancy bowl on the granite count-
er in the neighboring unit, everyone cooing at the kitchen 
upgrades although they’re here to attend a townhouse asso-
ciation meeting. Martin’s bravado—another newly acquired 
word—causes the rest of the neighbors to glance meaning-
fully at each other and shake their heads. Martin’s mother 
gives him The Look, reserved for moments like these when 
they are around other people, and which he disregards. 

Moments later he hulks on the end seat of the white sec-
tional in front of the French doors leading to the Juliet bal-
cony—terms bandied by the milling adults—and ignores 
the bullshit. For example, the bullshit that is his mother’s 
hopes that the neighbors whose unit this is will take a shine 
to Martin. They are a childless couple who both wear 
chunky sandals and stiff cargo shorts and pink short-sleeved 
shirts and hold doctorates in neurobiology. Jewish too—
like Martin’s mother’s side, she has lately become fond of 
pointing out. She smiles like she has a secret each time the 
couple acknowledge Martin’s existence, like right now, the 
man stumping toward Martin offering a glass of bullshit tap 
water and a napkin to wipe his sticky mouth, pointing to it 
with the napkin and making a wiping motion. As if Martin 
doesn’t know his mouth is sticky.  

Martin stares straight through the neighbor. The man 
looks confused. Frowning, he places the tumbler on the 
coffee table, on top of the napkin on top of a coaster, and 
retreats to a seat in a folding chair by the glass doors. 

Martin knows a lot. Like all the solutions to the big-snore 
math problems at the Lab School—the school the reason 
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why he and his mother live here, so she won’t have to keep 
driving him every morning from the North Side where they 
used to live and she still works, and reverse drive in the late 
afternoon. Martin also tears through the outcomes to the 
biology and chemistry experiments, way faster than most 
of the kids whose parents are faculty at the university to 
which the Lab School is attached. Parents who, according 
to Martin’s mother—who is not faculty at the universi-
ty—receive a hefty discount on their children’s education, 
unlike his mother. Parents who might win Nobels one day, 
according to their kids. According to Martin’s mother too, 
who plumps with pride when Martin returns home from 
after-school science enrichment and tells her the scuttle-
butt, as she calls the kids’ brags. Just home from work, she 
adjusts the collar on her blouse and straightens from her 
usual exhausted hunch on the display-model couch she 
boasts she smartly bought for a song—a real couch, not 
like the futon-frame job they had in the apartment in which 
Martin had until now grown up. She tilts her chin and smiles 
her knowing smile and draws back her shoulders, display-
ing the remnants of the powerful upper torso of a former 
college 200-yard freestyler champ. 

Swimming was how she met Martin’s dad—Martin 
knows the story, which his mother was once fond of relat-
ing. She ’d finished her laps in the pool at Columbia U. and, 
upon levering out of the water, a tall young man strutting 
the deck caught her eye. Failing to catch his, she re-en-
tered the water and lapped him several times, hoping and 
failing again to impress as he crookedly backstroked and 
unashamedly treaded water. This went on for months, the 
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same time once a week, but never on the same day of the six 
she trained a week. In exasperation one afternoon she full-
on went for it—maneuvered herself from her fast lane into 
his slow, passed and then waited for him at the deep-end 
turn, jammed her leg into his creaky pivot and met his glare 
with a compliment on his stroke. They married a year later. 
Another year and they had Martin. 

Martin knows the rest of the story too, what his mother 
does not relate—his parents divorced after ten years and 
here Martin is now, with his mother in the neighbor’s town-
house. Bullshit bored. 

More people assemble in the living room and Martin 
ignores them too. He concentrates on his modest earache, a 
recurrence of his childhood infections. He wonders if he can 
claim the clicking pressure in his head as a reason for return-
ing to his and his mother’s own unit—but she takes a seat in 
the large easy chair opposite him, her soft stomach mounding 
on her lap, her chin up. She’s wearing her superior smile. 

Martin nudges a dish of cashews on the coffee table 
toward himself while his mother clears her throat and leans 
forward. Her wire-rimmed glasses are smudged. Visible 
below her baggy white shorts, her legs crack with purple 
veins. Her frazzled, grey-streaked mane frays around the 
shoulders of her oversized T-shirt. She clears her throat 
again and everyone continues to ignore her.

I believe we have a problem on our hands, she says into 
the swirling chat. The problem is the easement. We’re leav-
ing ourselves wide open. 

Martin scores a haul of nuts and sits back. Might as well, 
he thinks.
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The easement? the woman neurobiologist says sharp-
ly, interrupting the various conversations, and her husband 
snorts into his hand then gazes at his woolly toes. 

Martin’s mother squints craftily. I propose, she says, that 
each unit chip in, so we can hire one smart cookie of a law-
yer. And see about jointly buying out the easement rights.

A few outright chortles from those assembled. Martin 
grinds a paste between his molars. Since his parents’ sep-
aration his mother has become an expert in lawyers. She 
frequently speaks of suing people—for example, the town-
house builder—and obtaining multiple legal opinions on 
subjects ranging from her contract at work, which leaves 
her underpaid and unhappy, to her living will, which she 
wants to redo for the third time since she and Martin’s father 
split. Martin thinks if his mother could sue his father over 
Martin’s latest earache she would, if only she could prove 
the infection was caused by his father’s negligence—had he 
or had he not insisted on making Martin shower immedi-
ately following his sole and unwilling dunk in the ocean? 
He had not. But Martin has decided on a personal policy 
of shrugging away any of his mother’s lines of questioning 
concerning his dad. Things seem simpler that way.  

Please, another neighbor groans. A lawyer?  
I know one or two, Martin’s mother says, face lit. But we 

should interview five or six, and make each sign a confiden-
tiality agreement. You never know.

The neighbors seem to avoid each other’s eyes, unsure 
of where to direct their attention. Helpfully, Martin lets his 
lower jaw drop open and his coated tongue protrude. He 
ignores the startled expressions. 
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His mother is looking at him but not with The Look. 
This is one he ’s never before seen. He ignores it too. 

Hours after the townhouse meeting, by the gleam of his 
computer screen, Martin dislodges cracker crumbs from his 
keyboard. He tugs at the scratchy bandages his mother has 
wrapped over his ears and wriggles his pointer finger beneath 
them to poke the wadded cotton balls. He runs another algo-
rithm then closes some of his programs for the night and 
turns off his screen. He stands and for a disorienting second 
the still-unfamiliar carpeting swells and falls. Dizzy, he con-
siders calling for his mother, until his eyesight adjusts and 
he makes out the reassuring hallway light at the bottom of 
his bedroom door. His mother’s clear voice suddenly carries 
from her bedroom. To whom am I speaking? On her phone 
again. The floor settles beneath Martin’s feet and he mounts 
his bed, still a novelty to him. In the apartment he’d slept 
stretched and dreamless on a mattress on the floor of his room 
while his parents crashed together on the futon sofa in the liv-
ing room—life when Martin’s dad was still around, in those 
years when Martin’s mother was finishing med school and 
then hardly sleeping at all through her internships. 

Like the parents of his classmates, Martin’s mother does 
important work too. At the VA on the North Side she medi-
cates criminals, as she refers to her patients. She mostly knows 
them by their social insurance numbers, not their names. 
Some of these people, she confides to Martin, are more crim-
inal than others. Some of her work is Top Secret, for the gov-
ernment, and some of her work means the late-night phone 
conversations. Does Martin understand? she sometimes asks. 
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What Martin understands—aside from Homeland Security 
maybe and maybe global peace—but neglects to let on is 
that she will never win a Nobel, like some of his classmates’ 
parents, as the award would require everyone to know what 
his mother does. As such, Martin can’t brag about her Top 
Secretness. He can only keep it secret too, storing it in his 
chest where he thinks of it swelling his soft stomach and float-
ing his man-boy tits, inner keeps where he hides other secrets 
too, other tales he refuses to tattle, no matter the temptation. 
Like the one about the boogie-board his dad promised and 
then neglected to buy Martin to make up for his missed din-
ner a few weeks back. Or the mere single day at Gran’s—
because his dad just had to book, as he called it—instead of 
the three Martin was supposed to have. And she was upset 
and had words—Gran’s word—with her son—Martin’s 
dad—and as such forgot to make the Oreo cheesecake Martin 
likes so much. And the trip back to Chicago taking three long 
days, Martin’s dad stopping at crappy towns to hear bands 
and leaving Martin alone in the dinky motel rooms. At least 
he’d finally kept himself from calling his mother, watching, 
instead, a lot of bullshit TV. 

His dad. What a fuck. For fuck’s sake.
Martin arches his eyebrows and makes a mock O with 

his lips. He clamps his hand over them. Language, he thinks 
in the voice of his mother. 

Martin is also not supposed to yank off the bandage 
itching his right ear. He wads the material under his pil-
low anyway and by the dim light inspects the outlines of 
posters on his walls. Electro, Gakutensoku—the pictures of 
vintage robots are among the only decorations from the old 
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apartment his mother has allowed in the new place. Their 
outdated programming and vaguely human likenesses fas-
cinate Martin. They’re the past imagining the future. The 
future ’s past. 

Sometimes Martin’s mother tells him he’s not doing his 
best to cope with their current situation—their referring to 
Martin and his mother and not his father anymore. His father, 
Martin understands, is now fully in the past, the future’s past. 
But his dad is a far less good deal than the robots. 

Martin’s ears hiss and sputter. The sounds remind him of the 
surf on the late afternoon his dad finally shook off his hangover 
and shuttled Martin to the beach. While Martin’s dad strolled 
the boardwalk, Martin kicked at sand flies for twenty-six min-
utes, according to his phone, before his dad showed up coffee 
in hand and ordered Martin—minus the boogie-board he’d 
been holding out for—into the water. For fuck’s sake, Martin’s 
dad grouched, a quick dunk won’t kill you. Neither will taking 
two minutes to get out of that big head of yours. 

Later, while his dad chatted up some girls not much 
older than Martin, he shivered on the boardwalk, damp 
towel around his shoulders like a bedraggled cape, shaggy 
hair uncombed and filthy, he was sure, with microscop-
ic bacteria. When the girls left, his dad insisted on buying 
Martin a fortune printed on a small yellow ticket stub from 
a mechanical fortune-teller embarrassingly named Zoltar, 
a crap automata wearing a turban and silk vest—Martin’s 
school pals Shehan and Jyoti would have flamed it with sar-
casm, not to mention the fortune itself. You will love wise-
ly or not at all. Lucky numbers 17, 201, 6. What bullshit, 
Martin’s dad said, laughing. 
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Martin had refused to even begin rearranging his face into 
a bullshit cute-kid grin. For fuck’s sake, he thought, splashing 
the words around in his big head while his dad bought him a 
dripping soft serve and hustled Martin into the car, no show-
er or change of clothes, or late real breakfast or real lunch. 
His dad then crawled them through rush-hour Virginia, DC, 
Maryland, and sped like a fiend through Delaware, cursing 
the tolls since he had no transponder, and on into New Jersey, 
stopping three times the whole trip to hit the can—as his dad, 
somehow looking at once sunburned-pink and puke-pale—
referred to it. The can. Martin referred to nothing until two 
in the morning when Gran tripped down her driveway lit by 
her buggy landscape lights and nearly crushed him in her 
arms as if he were still a bullshit kid. For fuck’s sake, he told 
her, and the shocked look on her face struck through his chest 
the same way it felt the day his mother announced she and 
Martin’s dad were splitting.

Not that Martin will ever divulge to his mother the extent 
of his father’s lapses. Aside from complicating Martin’s day 
to day with his mom, at some point the deadbeat bullshit 
might prove useful in ways Martin hasn’t yet entertained. 
As such, he is storing the idiocies like important data, some-
thing some superbad AI might one day unleash. As such, 
Martin believes in keeping a lid on tight, as his mother 
sometimes complains of him when he refuses to answer the 
questions she asks. Are you happy? Can you tell me how 
you’re feeling? Describe the room? For fuck’s sake.

Martin lifts his big head—the one his dad thinks he 
should get out of, the one with the lid on tight—and punch-
es his pillow into shape. He will go to MIT when he ’s older 
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where he will construct bots who wreak fuckery. He knows 
from information his mother has scrounged that it’s in the 
bag—the Lab Rats have a high rate of acceptance at MIT, 
at anywhere they want to go. 

Martin locks his hands behind his neck and sighs at the 
ceiling, with its poster of Michael Phelps before he got busted 
and entered rehab and staged a comeback. The poster is an 
oldie but goodie, as Martin’s mother says of it, the swimmer’s 
nearly inhuman wingspan spread wide over blue water. 

Martin blows a wish-kiss Michael Phelps’s superbad-an-
gel way, even though it isn’t necessary. As much as he 
knows anything, Martin knows his future. 

Unless the cancer gets him. 
Because she is smart too, his mother figured out he har-

bors the cancer gene. She likes to tell the story of how, when 
he was a baby, she had him tested not once, not twice, but five 
times. She was that sure. Sure enough the last test revealed his 
pre-diagnosis. This is why for dinner she microwaves organic 
pot-stickers for him and serves him organic apple juice. After 
dinner she microwaves organic popcorn and lets him fill up 
while he watches his shows about evil turds and smart-girl 
secret agents perfect as the AI Martin himself might create 
some day. He bets those bots won’t dream at night either. 

Sometimes Martin’s mother will say, Anything interest-
ing happen last night? She ’s concerned he never remembers 
his dreams—never has, as far as he knows.

Two nights, Martin hears his mother say now from her 
bedroom—as if he can’t hear. Ten mil Zyprexa. Restraints.

Martin adjusts his bedcovers. Now his ears squeak 
and rustle and he feels a phantom motion, the in-and-out 
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tugging of waves—nausea from the antibiotics his mother 
has him on. He considers phoning her to say, I’m here, even 
though she is just down the hall. He imagines her questions, 
so he gives up on the idea of calling. He tries to remember 
his old room but his mind thickens. He removes the ban-
dage from his other ear and presses the fabric to his nose. 
The wad smells metallic, comforting. He hears his mother 
open her bedroom door and the hallway light switches off 
and then she closes her door again. 

His thoughts lift when he thinks of tomorrow. He will 
run the simultaneous localization and mapping robotic pro-
grams he downloaded tonight—SLAM, data in, reaction 
out. Such programs can create maps using scanning lasers 
and then, interfacing with a bot, use the maps to navigate 
in real time with other path-planning and obstacle-avoid-
ance algorithms. It’s the stuff of driverless cars, robot vac-
uum cleaners, maybe excellent biological adventures in the 
future, like nanobots in the bloodstream—like the minia-
turized submarine and crew from the golden-oldie Fantastic 
Voyage Martin and his mother streamed ages ago one Friday 
night in the old apartment while they waited for his dad to 
come home from a show at a bar and he never did. Probably 
such programs have military applications too, like bomb 
defusers and who knows. SLAM, problem solved. 

Now Martin imagines his mother in bed, falling asleep 
with her smudged glasses on. He tucks his head under the 
covers. Describe the room, he orders himself in a corny 
robot voice. Martin recalls his posters in immaculate detail. 
Problem solved, he reports. Then he laughs inside, not want-
ing his mother to hear, a mock-fiendish crescendo that echoes 
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in imagined 3D over stormy seas and interplanetary space 
travel stations—like something in a movie he might watch 
if he could convince his mother to take him to see it. He can 
almost get a load of the poster for it as he drifts toward sleep.

Shit, he thinks. He shakes himself alert enough to reach 
into his nightstand desk drawer. He tapes new bandages 
over his ears so his mother won’t be upset when she checks 
on him in the morning before she leaves for work, when he 
is still asleep, dreamless as machines. 

Martin’s ears feel better in the morning but his head hurts. 
He’s hot but the AC is turned low to save money. He tip-
sies down the stairs to the second floor before the workmen 
arrive. They never speak to him, barely nod his direction. 
This suits Martin fine. He drinks a glass of organic choco-
late milk standing over the sink. His mother has already left. 

Martin has his own work to do. He wobbles past his moth-
er’s latest Post-its to the first floor and cracks open the first-
floor bathroom door. Dank air drifts out and the two cats leap 
from the tub to greet him. They are large, beautiful, golden 
with black spots. Bengals. A birthday present just before sum-
mer break from Martin’s mother, with the understanding, as 
she referred to it, that they stay in the bathroom and Martin 
tend to them. This past winter, right before Martin and his 
mother moved, he’d seen an article on the breed in a mag-
azine while waiting to see the dentist. The creatures made 
him think of Cheetah the military bot. Martin campaigned 
hard and accepted his mother’s terms. As such, he now fulfills 
his part of the bargain every day, nudging the vanity under 
the sink open and scooping cat food while the animals purr 
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and rub against his bare legs. He refills their water dish and 
replaces it in the tub. With a plastic shovel he digs through the 
litter in a plastic box on the floor next to the toilet and bags the 
waste for the trash. From a hook on the back of the door he 
takes the toy, a long stick with a feathered mass on one end, 
and dangles it while the cats jump and pounce.   

August arrives. Martin’s ear infection clears and his mother 
drives him each morning to science camp in Evanston where 
he applies his mad skills. Evenings, he quality times it with 
his shows and sometimes fails to get out of accompanying 
his mother to more association meetings. At least the adult 
talk eddies undemandingly around him while he basks in the 
potent AC and perfects his scowl between mouthfuls of snack 
foods. He is here, he understands, to keep his mother company 
among the hitched—as if he and his mother also form a couple, 
a childless one like the Jewish neurobiologists, to somewhat 
balance out the two South Korean pathogen-research couples 
who each have a daughter much younger than Martin and both 
of whom are also Lab Rats. There is also a white not-Jewish 
couple, internists both, with a large doughy baby. 

Martin does find himself warming to the idea of the Jewish 
couple. Oddballs, his mother has recently taken to calling them, 
to account for their increasing stand-offishness. But of interest to 
Martin is the large, loud black dog they have recently acquired, 
an excitable pedigreed beast—a near-child only better, by 
Martin’s count, that the man and woman parade to the nearby 
park. Martin would love to play fetch with the animal—by his 
count his own pets don’t rate as full playmates or as kids, since 
by his mother’s decree the animals exist only in the first-floor 
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bathroom—but the couple haven’t offered and Martin’s moth-
er can’t get behind the idea, as she puts it. Too unpleasant that 
a child should need to beg, she says. I’m not begging, Martin 
keeps insisting to her steely smile. And I’m not a child.

There is another member of the townhouse group, who 
Martin sometimes forgets exists. The man never attends 
the meetings and has refused to join the association period, 
so Martin’s mother dislikes him. He’s a divorced financial 
guy, middle-aged like Martin’s mother and also white. His 
young, pretty Japanese ex and their daughter sometimes 
lives with him in his lot-and-a-half western end unit. So he 
counts as half of a couple with half a kid.

Martin’s mother also dislikes the man for the money he 
has spent hiring an interior designer for his unit. She dislikes 
him for the expensive—and she means ex-pen-sive—land-
scaping featuring costly mature trees and heirloom perenni-
als he has put in his yard. The man is likely on the spectrum, 
Martin’s mother declares at the association meetings. You 
bet he ’s all about fee simple, Martin’s mother likes to say in 
her precise, clipped voice to the other townhouse owners. 

The man’s teenage daughter, pretty and older than 
Martin—Mallory or Ashley or Allie—does not attend the 
Lab School. Pretty and too dumb, Martin decides, when she 
and her glossy friends ignore him one sweltering evening as 
he strolls past her dad’s shady trees and shrubs, attracted by 
the girls’ silvery laughter, their smiles flashing like minnows 
through the twilit-green leaves. 

Martin’s dad calls one night in the middle of August. They 
haven’t spoken since the beach trip, the longest they’ve gone 
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without contact. Martin is online and too busy to answer. 
His dad leaves a message—Hiya kiddo!—sounding drunk 
and also, for once, like he ’s trying too hard. Martin mouths, 
Kiddo yourself, you fuck! when he finishes listening. He 
laughs his villainous laugh. He determines he is too busy to 
ever return his father’s call. 

Another night, after organic pot-stickers and carrot 
sticks with honey mustard dip on the TV-dinner tray tables 
in front of the couch, his mother folds her arms over her 
chest and asks if Martin would like a dog. Summer shadows 
wash outside the open French doors. Soon it will be dark 
and Martin’s mother will close the doors and shut the cur-
tains. The room will shrink. Martin, his mother says again, 
eyes narrowed behind her glasses. I asked you a question. 

Martin thinks. Zipping around the park with his own 
dog barking and nipping at his heels—until the obedi-
ence training, which Martin is sure his mom would insist 
on. Running into the neighbors at the park with their dog 
and chatting about doggie daycare, which Martin’s mother 
would likely be into big as well. Chatting about prey drive, 
about the opioid-fueled significance of human-canine eye 
contact—which Martin has just learned about in school—
and the best organic dog treats, as people settle in for the 
association meetings. Martin thinks hard. He thinks a dog 
would make he and his mother into even more of a couple, 
with she would rule.

The thought makes him feel larger and then smaller too—
as if his thumbs are enormous and his toes miniscule, his big 
head too huge for him to heft to the very park where he’d 
need to walk the dog. To beyond the park and far, far away. 
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Martin? his mother prompts.
Suck that, he says, staring at his show, though a side-

long glance tells him his mother is smiling now—as if he 
has cleverly provided the correct answer, the one she has in 
her endless wisdom known all along. 

She gets up and returns with large helpings of Caribbean 
coconut gelato. He places his bowl on his thighs and his skin 
shrivels. 

Martin, she says, and pops her spoon in her mouth—
and spends a long time getting that ice cream down. I’m 
glad you’re happy, Martin, she says when she is done. Her 
eyes behind her glasses are fog and steel. Her smile says she 
knows, she knows, has always known. 

Knows what? A jagged impatience rips Martin’s chest. 
His hands seem like a monsters’ cupping the sides of his 
bowl. He thinks that tomorrow morning, when he stands 
next to the height measurement taped beside his bedroom 
door, he will discover he has cleared five-ten, a spurt of 
twelve inches, at least. Could be—when she ’s not hunched 
over like she ’s bearing the weight of the world, his mother 
is tall and broad shouldered and his dad is too. Once upon a 
time Martin’s parents could have passed for twins, Martin is 
sure, when his mother was more lean from not working so 
hard and being unable to work out. A time when his mother 
and dumb father saw eye to eye, sort of, when his moth-
er would shut her books and rub Martin’s dad’s shoulders, 
sore from playing a gig half the night long while she stud-
ied, and she ’d cook him pancakes and feed Martin some too. 
A time which Martin only dimly remembers. 

Martin’s mother is now frowning at him. 
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Martin thinks harder than he ever has as he continues to 
stare at his mother’s soft, shapeless face. If she thinks she 
knows he is happy, then what has she ever really known? 

Martin, she says. Why are you looking at me like that?

Science camp ends. School will start soon and Martin cannot 
fucking wait, sorry-not-sorry. He runs algorithms, watches 
his shows, visits his cats. Despite his mother’s mushroom-
ing Post-its—NO! INCORRECT! HERE CROOKED 
FIX!—fewer workmen arrive each day and some days no 
one shows. Martin evilly considers writing his own notes 
and sticking them everywhere, a single repeating phrase 
he imagines used by people working black rotary phones 
in vintage movies. TO WHOM DO YOU WISH TO 
SPEAK? It’s similar to what his mother says on her phone 
at night in her bedroom, in secret still keeping the world 
safe—or so she claims, it occurs to Martin. TO WHOM 
AM I SPEAKING? He decides against it—these days his 
mother is crabby with him for not emptying the dishwasher 
or picking up his used towels. She makes him microwave his 
own food. She microwaves her own and takes it upstairs and 
shuts her door behind her. 

School begins at last and Martin feels killer happy. Until one 
night during the third week of September his mother mutes 
the TV in the middle of Martin’s show. She would like 
to take him for a ten-day excursion to the Bahamas, over 
Thanksgiving. He’ll need to miss some classes. 

Martin’s favorite criminal jumps up and down and 
appears to spout zingers that come-up everyone, and which 
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Martin is now missing. He stares and stares at the screen. 
What’s his pal saying? 

Martin, his mother says. I am speaking to you. Please 
respond. 

Searching for correct response. Unable to locate correct 
response. Okay, Martin says. Ha ha.

It’s when I can get time off, Martin, his mother says 
in that crisp, keeping-it-together voice of hers, the one 
she used to unleash on the dad-o. And better believe that 
right now I can get one smart package deal, she continues. 
Doesn’t that sound like a good idea? Like a whole lot of 
fun? Martin?

Sounds fucking bat-shit, Martin says calmly, gaze still 
averted. 

She presses unmute on the remote and they watch the 
rest of the show in silence. The show ends and Martin 
scratches his knee and his mother clicks off the TV and 
sits tight as Martin’s lid, the one he keeps tight on his big 
fucking head. And then somehow the remote is in his hand, 
his giant hand. As if it’s no longer attached to his still-puny 
kid’s arm, his hand jerks and the remote crashes into his TV 
tray. Batteries explode out, bouncing and rolling. His glass 
of lemonade tips over.

Martin’s mother flinches, her smile soured. I’m worried 
about you, Martin, she says quietly. 

Martin feels his face flush. He is fucking eleven. What 
does she want from him? Yeah, he says uncertainly, voice 
cracking. Well, I’m worried about you.

Her face convulses. Yeah? she says, twisting the word to 
an ugly sneer. You mean yes? she says. As in, yes you know 
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I’m worried? And why would you worry about me? You 
think you know a lot, don’t you? 

The living room seems vast, bottomless. Martin’s feet 
seem to swim and swell before his eyes. He has the odd, 
panicked thought he should try to catch them before they 
get away. Yeah, he says again, louder this time. And you 
don’t? Think you know everything? 

She stops speaking to him for a few days and then it is most-
ly business as usual. How was school? Will that be Wasabi 
Warrior or Sweet-Ginger Soy? She preps his pot-stickers 
and they eat by the TV again. By late October she com-
plains to Martin that the financial dude neighbor has turned 
the other townhouse owners against her. They barely say 
hello. They’ve stopped responding to her calls for associ-
ation meetings. They excluded her—and Martin too, if he 
can believe that, imagine doing that to a kid, she says, shak-
ing her head—from their First Festive Fall Potluck. There 
goes her plan to have everyone chip in and jointly buy the 
easement rights to the shared guest parking lot at the end 
of their townhouse row—the lot adjacent Martin’s and his 
mother’s eastern end-of-group, and the rights to which are 
held by the offices for a childhood disability services orga-
nization that sit behind the townhouses. Martin’s mother 
has taken to grooming through the lot after she gets home 
from work and before dinner for stray pieces of trash left, 
she claims, by the employees, garbage she captures in large 
freezer bags and labels by date as evidence. In case, she says. 

Mid-November she pressures Martin to make his bed in 
the mornings. One morning, she threatens to withhold his 
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allowance for the rest of the month when he hits his head on his 
bed frame and swears. Which, he protests, would not have hap-
pened had she not forced him to make his stupid—her word—
bed. I’m sorry my bed is so stupid, he finishes the argument by 
yelling lamely, and swats a stray tear from his cheek—a tear for 
which he swears to loathe her forever and a day. 

For Thanksgiving, instead of a Bahamian cruise Martin and 
his mother join her North Sider sister and brother and their 
families at the brother’s Irving Park house, as they have for 
the past few years. Martin sits crammed in at a far end of the 
table from his mother and picks at his turkey. His cousins, 
seated next to Martin, are too young for anything but terri-
ble fart jokes. His mother, at the opposite end of the table, 
listens expressionlessly while her brother, who is an archi-
tect, ridicules the layout of Martin and his mother’s town-
house, criticizes the construction materials and finishings he 
saw on his only visit, hating to make the trip to the South 
Side. Martin’s aunts and other uncle attend to their inno-
cent, stupid brats and it occurs to Martin that once again 
he and his mother are a childless couple set apart from the 
crowd. 

When dessert finally comes Martin devours several slic-
es of the pumpkin and apple pies his mother bought at the 
organic supermarket. His blood uncle cracks a few unkind 
jokes in Martin’s direction about growing men, at which his 
mother chins up and stares above her brother’s head. She 
looks like she has smelled a terrible fart, not just heard some 
bad jokes about them, and is taking the high road, as she 
often counsels Martin to do. 
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For the first time, Martin feels badly for her. Despite the 
grudges he holds over her recent general moodiness toward 
him, he suddenly longs to throw his arms around her as he 
used to when he was much smaller, when she was studying 
through dinner, through weekends, through his dad’s fre-
quent absences, and she ’d momentarily close her books and 
laptop and offer her bracing smile.

Martin pushes his empty plate away and knocks back 
his glass of milk. He calls out the length of the table, past 
the unkind adults and dopey kids, to his mother. Mom, he 
says. Mom? 

She pushes her own plate away, leaving her pie half 
eaten. She coughs loudly and raps the table with her knuck-
les. The aunts and uncles and cousins go quiet. Martin 
quickly feels ashamed of having felt badly on her behalf, as 
if this might weaken her. 

Martin? she says. I believe Martin would like to say 
something.

The aunts and uncles and cousins all turn to look at 
Martin. He clutches his stomach with both arms and rocks 
forward. Mom, he groans, facing into the white tablecloth. 
Mom, I have a stomach ache.

His blood-uncle grunts and shakes his fat head. The aunts 
try to hide their smiles. Martin’s cousins gum their pie inno-
cently in his direction, whipped cream streaking their noses. 

Martin’s mother dabs her mouth with her napkin and 
drapes it on the table. She regards everyone solemnly, as 
if making a crucial determination. Then her gaze falls on 
Martin and she smiles as if she has found the very thing that 
will set everything straight. Let’s get you home, she says, 
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eyebrows arched knowingly as she over-carefully articu-
lates each word. 

Martin’s mother drives slowly through his uncle ’s near-
ly traffic-less neighborhood. She misses all the lights. It’s 
snowing and Martin has his window buzzed down a few inch-
es. Frigid air and the occasional flake wash in. Eventually, 
the impressive buildings of Lakeshore Drive swim coolly, 
serenely into view. Some of the high-rise apartments are 
lit like aquariums and Martin thinks of the people in those 
rooms, paddling around in lives they maybe can’t leave. 
Some units are dark as if the people in them have drowned 
or not yet paddled forth from their mother’s insides. 

Martin? his mother says after several minutes of cruising 
among the few vehicles out at this time. I asked you to do 
something. The window, please. Up.

He ignores her. He can barely remember the old apart-
ment in which he was a baby and then a little kid and then 
an older one. The chipped-enamel stove, stained bathroom 
sink, the sound of his dad’s razor tapping against the por-
celain when he rinsed it of stubble—these memories and 
more ripple and evaporate. Martin thinks his way toward 
the townhouse, mapped with his mother’s Post-its toward 
some future perfection only she can see. He can only see 
parts of his own future, like shooting as tall as his parents. 
Like leaving the townhouse, the city, off to college. 

Then what. 
Martin, his mother says. Do as I tell you.
Or what. He slumps further in the passenger seat. The 

future, he thinks glumly, is as far away as the past.
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And then it is not—Martin’s mother lifts her hands from 
the wheel and jerks her head toward him. Listen to me, she 
snaps, and the car strays into the left lane. 

Mom, he cries. 
She rights the car and stares straight ahead. What’s 

going on? she asks after a moment, voice again practiced 
and smooth.

Something thin and sharp rises within him. Buzz it up 
yourself, he tells her, voice as calm and precise as hers. You 
have the controls on your side, he tells her.

That’s not the point, Martin, she says after another 
pause. Work with me on this.

Sorry-not-sorry, he says in his new voice. You can do 
and say whatever you want. Just leave me out of it. 

At home Martin continues to feed the cats. He cleans their 
litter. He plays with them in the first-floor bathroom after 
school and on weekends. Hello kitties, he says. He tells 
them his best fart jokes. Each time he leaves, he closes the 
door carefully so the cats won’t escape. Bye for now, kid-
dos, he says. 
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