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    Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, the world offers itself to your imagination, calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—over and over announcing your place in the family of things.

    



    Mary Oliver, “Wild Geese”
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    ONE


    
      Female birds choose their husbends because of how good they look and how nice they sing.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    All lives come down to a series of events. And Thursday night, as Jason and I made out at Circle Lake, I decided that some of the most significant events of my life had been defined by sex.


    (Which was weird, since I was a sixteen-year-old virgin at the time.)


    Event Number One—a comment three years ago in grade-eight science class about the sex habits of Pacific tree frogs—freed me from geekdom and started my rise to popularity.


    Event Number Two—explaining what the sex ed teacher meant by withdrawal—had earned the devotion of the popular Prissy Smart and had cemented my rise. (Her name, by the way, was an unfortunate cosmic joke, since she’s not prissy or smart.)


    Now, lying with Jason at the end of the dock on Circle Lake while our friends partied in the bushes nearby, I had to face facts. This—Event Number Three—just might send my life spiralling back down again.


    “Come on, Cass. We’ve been going out for nine months.” Jason’s hand slid under my top; his tongue marked a hot trail along the curve of my ear to my neck. It was warm for an island night in April, and the soft air cocooned me with the intoxicating scent of water, daffodils and Jason. “Don’t you think it’s time?”


    It was time, all right—time for Jason to ask me to the prom. But he hadn’t. I’d been obsessing about it for weeks. Was it because I was a year younger and he wanted to go with someone from grade twelve? (I would kill him.) Or was it because the prom was still seven weeks away and he thought there was plenty of time (he was male, what could I expect)? Either way, I wasn’t happy. However, I had other things worrying my mind.


    I’d been saying no to Jason’s moves for months. Saying no again could be it. Event Number Three. The Big Breakup. And that was the last thing I wanted.


    “I can’t, Jason,” I said for the millionth time. “Not yet.”


    “Aw, Cass. Come on.” His fingers found my breast. Desire rose, resolve puddled. Virginity was there to lose. I mean, tree frogs mated when they were a year old. Eagles did it at five. Sixteen seemed long enough to wait. Maybe it was time. Maybe. But then he kissed me and I tasted the garlic from the pizza we’d just shared and the dock swayed underneath us and a burst of drunken laughter came from the bushes and I knew I couldn’t do it.


    “Not tonight.”


    “I’m prepared.” His voice rumbled, low and deep. “I brought a whole box of condoms.” Moonlight picked up the pink stain on his cheeks.


    I traced the colour with my fingertip. Mom said I was too young to know my own mind, but I knew my mind a whole lot better than she did. And I knew I loved Jason. It should have been enough, but it wasn’t. “I don’t know. I just…” Lately things had felt different. Call me paranoid, but I worried that Jason was losing interest. I wasn’t about to give up my virginity and then be dumped. A cliché I am not. “Someone might see,” I said. “They’re right over there.”


    “It’s pitch black out here.”


    It wasn’t—not really. Besides, a dozen people had decided to start the weekend early, including Jason’s best friend, Mike. The last thing I wanted was an audience. “There’s a full moon, Jase.”


    He kissed me again. “You worry too much.”


    Not true. I had only one worry: holding on to Jason Perdue, grade twelve hunk, star quarterback on the football team and, incredibly, for the last nine months, my boyfriend. Okay, maybe two worries—holding on to him and my virginity. For some reason, the more Jason wanted it, the more I hated to give it up.


    Let’s face it: condoms aren’t foolproof, and the thought of getting pregnant terrified me. I had Brynna to thank for that. As she’d pointed out, Jason and I would make beautiful babies together. We were both tall, both blond, both blue-eyed.


    But I didn’t want a baby. Not even a beautiful blond one.


    Jason kissed me again. My insides flipped; my brain fogged over. Baby paranoia dissolved. Part of me wanted him so bad, but the other part…well…no. “I don’t want my first time to be out in public,” I finally whispered. “I want it to be special.”


    “Tonight is special. We had the best pizza in town. We went for a walk. We’re together with friends. That’s special.” He dropped his hand but continued to nuzzle my neck. “Or are you thinking champagne-and-chocolates kind of special?”


    At least that. “Yeah.” Why didn’t guys get it? Whoops and hollers ripped through the air, followed by a rumble of laughter. I rolled my eyes. “Somewhere quiet, too. A nice room with a shower, maybe. I’ve heard the first time can be messy.” I giggled self-consciously.


    Jason groaned and pulled back. “You are so not romantic.”


    “And making out on a dock is?” But I grinned, and then he grinned, and I knew we’d be okay. Scrambling to a sitting position, I grabbed my bag from the dock and pulled out the box I’d shoved in a few hours earlier. “Happy anniversary.”


    His eyes clouded. “Ah jeez, Cass.”


    He hadn’t gotten me a thing. “It’s okay. I know buying your car wiped you out. At least you took the night off work so we could celebrate. That’s enough of a gift for me.” It was true. I liked the fact that Jason was one of the few kids at Prestwood High who paid for his own car and his own clothes. It reminded me of what life had been like way back when, before Mom had come into the inheritance and my girlfriend Quinn had turned all weird on me. Plus I admired the fact that Jason never let his lack of money bother him. “Here.” Gently I pushed the gold box at his chest.


    He picked at the plaid ribbon, the matching navy and burgundy bow. Then he pulled the deck player from its box and stared at it like he’d never seen one before. Running his fingers over it, he toyed with the buttons and studied the wires.


    “It’ll fit your dash,” I said. “I measured last week.”


    “You didn’t have to do this.” He wouldn’t look at me, and that made me nervous.


    “I wanted to do this.”


    “I can’t take it, Cass. It’s way too much.”


    Thank God I hadn’t bought him the whole system. Or the Rolex watch. “Too much what?” I demanded. “Too much present? Too much CD? Too much money? Too much what?”


    “Too much…” Jason started to laugh. “You’re too much. Come here.” He folded me inside his long arms and squeezed so hard I thought the tears gathering behind my eyelids would pop out and river down my face. “You didn’t have to get me anything,” he said quietly. “I told you that on our six-month anniversary.”


    I liked buying Jason things. Buying things was something I was good at. Dad said I’d learned to shop in vitro from observing my mother. “You didn’t say anything about nine months.” I blinked furiously to keep the tears at bay.


    “My mother’s going to shit a brick.”


    “I’m not giving it to your mother. I’m giving it to you.” Jason said his mother hated every girlfriend he’d ever had. I believed it. The woman wore a dark cloud for a hat. She was never happy. And she was never happy to see me. I think she resented the fact that I was rich. Or that I had big breasts. Or maybe both.


    “Hey, you two.” It was Prissy; her voice grew closer. “Quit making out and join the rest of us.”


    Jason pulled back, kissed the tip of my nose. “I care about you, Cass. I want to take our relationship one step further.” His gaze slipped to my breasts.


    Now who wasn’t being romantic? Frankly, I expected something a little more than “I care about you.” At the very least, I expected an invite to the prom. I rearranged my top and zipped up my coat. “Yeah, well. I’ll be ready when I’m ready.”


    Jason stared at me this time instead of my body parts. His face was unreadable, blank. Was this it? Event Number Three? The Big Breakup? A slow, sexy smile spread across his face. “I guess I’ll have to find a nice warm room somewhere for our one-year anniversary.”


    Fireworks erupted in my stomach. He saw an “us” future. “Sounds like a plan.” I smiled back. Our anniversary was close to my seventeenth birthday. By then I’d be sure of Jason. I’d be ready.


    The dock shook harder. Jason grabbed the wrapping and the CD player and shoved it into my knapsack. Half a dozen pairs of feet surrounded us as he zipped it shut. “If you won’t come to us, we’ll come to you.” Max Wilde, Prissy’s sometimes boyfriend and Jason’s running partner, threw himself down and popped open a can of beer. Prissy and Yvonne spread out a blanket. Brynna turned on a radio.


    Nervously, I glanced up the hill to the caretaker’s house. Circle Lake was twenty quiet acres of marshy lowlands and rolling hills in the middle of the city. It was a great place to party—as long as the noise didn’t get out of hand.


    And tonight people were being way too noisy.


    I peered down the boardwalk that ran above the ground to the floating dock. Where was the rest of the crowd? It took a minute but then I saw six others trampling through the marsh to get to the dock faster. I jumped up. Screeching birds lifted off with a whoosh, their dark wings flapping like black tissues in the moonlight. “Get out of there,” I yelled. “That’s a nesting area.” I should know—I’d pulled enough weeds during the previous week’s environmental studies class.


    But the bodies kept coming. Shrill sounds of distress came from the displaced birds. “Get out!” I shouted again. There was a collective scramble up the bank to the boardwalk.


    “I thought you were supposed to be getting rid of the geese, not protecting them,” Max said.


    “They’re nuisance birds,” Prissy added.


    “Yeah! Did you know that one goose shits twenty-eight times a day?” someone yelled. Groans of disgust mixed with snorts of laughter.


    “Ducks nest there, too,” I said.


    “You’re such a bird nerd,” Yvonne said sarcastically.


    Yvonne didn’t like me much. She didn’t like anybody much—unless they were male. But she was smart enough to hide her petty insecurities behind nasty jokes and almost-funny criticisms.


    In this case, however, she was right. I loved birds. I mean, what’s not to like? But birds weren’t cool and my friends were, so I’d started calling myself a recovering birdaholic. I was about to crack a joke about my path on the twelve-step program when Jason came to my defence.


    “Piss off, Yvonne. We’re all allowed our one bit of weirdness.” He winked at me.


    The rest of the group rounded the bend and clattered down the dock. The wooden slats swayed and creaked with the movement. I wondered if the old dock was strong enough to hold us all.


    “What’s really weird is that you’re working to clean up the lake and your dad thinks the whole area should be turned into condos.” Yvonne downed some beer.


    It wasn’t weird at all. My dad and I had spent our entire lives on opposite sides of every argument.


    Tom whistled. “She’s her father’s daughter, all right. Not.”


    Everyone laughed. My father was Victoria’s deputy mayor. He thrived on community involvement. The only community involvement I cared about was shopping.


    Someone turned up the radio. Max tossed a beer to Jason. Jason tossed it back. “No thanks.” He reached for his jacket, tugged it on. “Got practice first thing tomorrow morning.”


    Good. That meant we’d be leaving soon. Jason loved to party with his friends, but I didn’t feel like sharing him tonight.


    “Me too,” Max chuckled, “but you don’t see it slowing me down.”


    “Yeah, well.” Jason stood and lifted my knapsack. “Like I said, we’re all allowed our one bit of weirdness.” Max didn’t take football as seriously as Jason did. He didn’t have to. Jason was at Prestwood High on a private scholarship. His performance was what kept him there. If he continued to perform well, he might get a football scholarship to an American college.


    “Hey, Cass?” Jason pulled my blinking cellphone from its tiny case on the front of my bag. “It looks like you’ve got a message.”


    I flipped it open, pressed the buttons and listened.


    My phone battery was running low; Mom’s message crackled through the receiver. But I heard enough. “I have to go home,” I told Jason as I disconnected. “Something’s happened to Dad.”

    



    By anyone’s standards, our house was boring. A lowslung brick rancher with a circular driveway, it was surrounded by plain old Douglas firs on one side and clumps of dusty ferns and rhododendrons on the other. My mother was too busy to garden. She owned Grace Notes, a highly successful chain of home decorating shops in the Pacific Northwest. And my father’s only interest in plants was writing the cheque for the gardener. Jason pulled halfway into the driveway and parked his beat-up Toyota beside my Cabrio.


    We hurried into the backyard, past the pool that looked like an aquamarine cough drop floating in the darkness, up the cedar-planked deck and around the hot tub to the back door. Tabitha appeared with a loud meow and wound herself around my ankles, leaving a trail of cat hair on my jeans.


    Mom sat at the kitchen table, wearing her brilliant red housecoat, a cup of coffee cradled in her hand. Her long, dark hair, normally pulled into a French twist, fell in a messy tangle to her shoulders. Her lipstick was gone; her mascara was smeared; there was a strange caught-in-the-headlights look in her eye. And instead of greeting me with a bright smile and her usual “Hi, gorgeous,” she said, “Your dad slipped and hit his head. He’s in the hospital.”


    The hospital? For slipping? The remains of dinner littered the counter—scraps of steak, a half-eaten potato, sour cream. My heart broke into a trot. My mother was anal about cleaning up; she wouldn’t sit down for her after-dinner coffee until the dishwasher was loaded. And here she sat in her housecoat.


    “Is he going to be okay?” Jason asked.


    “They’ll run some tests in the morning. He’s…” Her hand swept through the air. “Not well.”


    Not well? My mother turned a hangnail into a case of gangrene. What did “not well” mean?


    “Why don’t you let Jason out, Cassidy, and then hang up your coat.” She gave Jason a weary smile. “Thanks for bringing my baby home.”


    “Hey, no problem.” He and Mom had an easy friendship I couldn’t imagine having with his mother.


    “Your mom looks like shit,” Jason whispered as we said goodnight. “She’s usually so pulled together. I’ve never seen her looking so—I don’t know…so messed.”


    Panic knotted in the pit of my stomach. I attempted a shrug. “It’s probably nothing. You know how she overreacts.”


    We kissed goodnight; I promised Jason I’d call. That was the thing about Mom, I reminded myself as I hung up my coat in the hall closet and walked back into the kitchen. She was a person of extremes. Eying the vivid turquoise walls, the chrome accents and the clay pottery from Santa Fe, I remembered the conversation she’d had with us when she’d wanted to redecorate.


    “This kitchen is crying for a southwest theme,” she’d insisted. “The room was absolutely made for it.”


    “This room was made for beige,” I’d said. “Just like the rest of our boring old house.”


    Mom had actually paled before clutching my arm in horror. “Cassidy, my darling, we are not beige people. And neither is our house.”


    Mom lived in technicolour. Nana used to say it was her Texas upbringing combined with her artistic temperament. I liked to think I was more earthbound, like Dad.


    “So what happened?” I grabbed a glass from the cupboard and poured myself some orange juice.


    “It was just a little fall, Cassidy. Your dad left the phone downstairs and was running to answer it when he slipped and fell. It’s nothing to worry about.” She fiddled with her coffee cup, wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Are you hungry?”


    A little fall? Understatement was not Mom’s forte, either. Plus she was avoiding my question—a sure sign something was really wrong. “No, I’m not hungry. If it’s nothing to worry about, then why are they running tests?”


    “To be on the safe side, I imagine.”


    I sighed. “To be on the safe side of what?”


    “You know what doctors are like. It’s probably a slow night at the hospital.” She giggled faintly.


    “You didn’t answer me.”


    And she still didn’t. Instead, she jumped up, dumped the last of her coffee in the sink and rinsed the cup.


    “What’s going on, Mom?” My heart galloped to triple time. “What’s wrong?”


    Her shoulders slumped. She slid the cup into the dishwasher and collapsed into the chair across from me. “Oh, Dee Dee Bird,” she whispered.


    The old childhood nickname brought an unexpected lump to my throat. I clutched my orange juice and waited for her to explain. When she didn’t, I said, “Dad’s been stumbling around here for weeks. He’s been grumpy and short-tempered. He’s always kind of quiet, but lately he’s almost anti-social. And you guys have been fighting, too. You never, ever fight.”


    I envied the way my parents got along. I argued with them lots. Being sixteen, I figured it was part of my job description. But it sometimes left me feeling like an outsider in my own family. Brynna said it was because I had no brother or a sister to take my side. “What do you mean, Dad’s not well? He slipped. That’s not such a big deal.”


    “The doctor suspects an underlying condition.”


    “Is it his heart?” Dad had had a mild heart attack when I was in grade eight, the year after he’d become a city councillor.


    “It’s not his heart.” Mom’s lower lip trembled; she bit down on it.


    “Cancer?” I whispered, trying hard not to think of Nana in those last few months.


    “Not that either.”


    I was both relieved and exasperated. “What, then?”


    “It’s—” She licked her lips. “They think it’s some kind of neurological disease. It’s affecting his behaviour. There was a reporter nosing around the hospital tonight. Dad had those two car accidents last month; the reporter seems to think he has a drinking problem.”


    “That’s ridiculous.” It was; Dad rarely drank. “The roads were icy. Dad was tired.” At least that’s what he’d said. Maybe he hadn’t been tired at all. “What kind of neurological problem? What’s it called?”


    Mom plucked nervously at the sleeve of her red dressing gown. “Huntington’s chorea.”


    I was so afraid it was going to be one of the biggies like Alzheimer’s or Lou Gehrig’s Disease. I’d never heard of this one before. “How bad is this…this Huntington’s thing?”


    “Chorea,” she corrected absently. “Huntington’s chorea.”


    “How bad is it?”


    She shrugged. “We don’t know for sure, baby. Let’s not speculate. Let’s just wait and see what they find.”


    I didn’t want to wait. This was my father she was talking about. My father. The guy who had the best brain of the three of us—for sure, the calmest and most practical one. “But what does it do? It affects the brain how?”


    “Cassidy, please! I’m too upset to think straight. We don’t even have a diagnosis yet.”


    I didn’t want to upset Mom any more, but I needed to know one thing for sure. “Will it kill him?” I blurted.


    She didn’t answer. Instead she stared at the floor.


    My heart jumped into my throat. This couldn’t be happening. Not to my dependable, throw-himself-at-life dad. My daddy. “Will it?” I whispered again. As desperate as I was for her answer, I was also afraid to hear it.


    “Maybe.” She looked up. The pain I saw in her eyes took my breath away. “But we’re all gonna die of something, baby.”


    Avoidance again. “If he has it, how long…”


    “Does he have?” There was a Texas twang in Mom’s voice as she finished the question for me. A sure sign of stress.


    “Yeah.”


    “If,” she stressed, “If it is Huntington’s, he could live a very long time. Ten, twenty, even twenty-five years.”


    Whoa. I could breathe again. “That’s a relief.” Twenty years was time to find the right doctors, find a cure even. “When can I see him?”


    “He’ll be at the hospital for observation tonight.” Mom stood and wearily combed her fingers through her hair. “He should be home midday tomorrow.”


    “I’ll go see him first thing in the morning.” I rinsed my glass and put it in the dishwasher.


    “You need to go to school,” Mom said. “You missed a week with that cold. You can’t afford to miss any more time. Tomorrow’s Friday. You can spend the whole weekend with Dad. I’ll be with him at the hospital. So will the doctors.”


    Which was precisely the point. My parents subscribed to the mushroom school of parenting—keep the kid in the dark. I wanted to ask the doctors a few questions of my own, like, what is this Huntington’s thing, and does my father have it?


    My mother clearly read my mind. “I’ll ask the right questions, baby. You can count on that.”


    I could count on it, all right. What I couldn’t count on was Mom sharing the answers. But I didn’t argue. It was after eleven—too late to call Jason, but not too late to go online and find out all I could about Huntington’s chorea.

  


  
    TWO


    
      In the wild, birds hide sickness. They do this to trick predators. Predators are those attacking things like wolves, other birds, people even.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    When I typed “Huntington’s chorea” into my computer a few minutes later, I got over forty-four thousand hits.


    I scrolled past chat rooms, e-zines, and the Ecure Me.com sites. I needed a site I could depend on. I can’t help it—I have scientific leanings. They might be hidden behind my Guess jeans and Fleshpot lipstick, but dig deep and they’re there.


    Words jumped out as I scanned: Spastic. Ballistic. Central nervous system. Disabling. Dementia. My stomach flipped. This sounded bad.


    Finally I found the Northwestern University Medical School site. I clicked it open.


    The first page was dry, to the point and laid out in logical order: symptoms, stages, progression, treatment, complications and prognosis. I read quickly through the section marked “symptoms.” Clumsiness. Twitching. Irritability. Accident-prone. Dad was clumsy and irritable, but he didn’t twitch. He did tap his finger a lot though. Did that count?


    There was a bang on my door. I jumped.


    “Cass!” Mom called.


    Fingers shaking, I minimized the screen. The last thing I wanted was to upset her more. “What?” I braced myself in case she walked in.


    But she stayed in the hall. “Make sure you get some sleep. If you don’t take care of yourself, you’ll end up with a cold again and it could turn into bronchitis or pneumonia or mono or God knows what.”


    Now that sounded like my mother. I smiled in spite of myself. “Okay,” I said. Only after a long minute of silence did I maximize the screen.


    My eyes jumped to the list of stages: early, intermediate, advanced. Wanting to get the worst over with, I skipped to the advanced stage. Dementia. Purposeless movements. Rigidity.


    Pictures of Dad flashed through my mind. Dad quitting smoking after his last heart attack. Losing that last twenty pounds. Dad skiing. Laughing.


    This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening.


    I skipped over treatment and complications and went right to prognosis.


    My blood froze.


    Huntington’s had no cure. It was a death sentence.


    It was also genetic.


    That couldn’t be right. I read the section again.


    It was so right and so genetic that Huntington’s rarely skipped a generation. Genetic.


    My stomach did a nauseous little somersault. The day was going to shit faster than geese could. “If Dad has it,” I whispered into the silence, “then I could have it too.”


    I guess I turned off the computer at some point, or maybe I didn’t. I don’t know. All I remember is lying on my bed watching the numbers on my clock tick over and over. Two a.m. Three a.m. Four a.m. As the numbers added up to morning, I added up my blessings.


    And there were lots of them. Because I was under no illusions. I had lived a ridiculously, unbelievably, almost perfect life.


    I was one of the lucky ones. Sure, part of it was because Mom had inherited that Texas oil money when Nana died—I had a car, money to spend whenever I wanted it, trips to Aspen at Christmas, France every second summer. But there was more to my perfect life than money, and I knew that too. I had two parents who loved me. I had Jason. I had friends like Prissy and Brynna.


    I mean, there was nothing bad to say.


    All I could do was pray there’d be nothing bad to say tomorrow. That Dad would be okay. And that I would be, too.

    



    I had to check in at school the next morning before I went to the hospital. Mom was right—I’d missed so much time I was behind in a couple of classes, including environmental studies, which I had first block.


    Prestwood High had an agreement with the powers that be at Circle Lake. We held our environmental studies class there, and the naturalists taught us about stewardship. In exchange we helped them with projects around the lake. It was an easy class—people rarely failed—and there was usually a spectacular year-end trip. This year, organizers were talking about visiting a sister nature sanctuary in Costa Rica. That’s how Dad had convinced me to enrol. He said it would be a good opportunity to get involved in the community, and to explore my love of birds, but he also mentioned the trip about fifty times. I did too when I convinced Prissy to take the class with me.


    The parking lot was almost full. I pulled my Cabrio in beside a navy blue Smart car and hurried down the path to the nature house.


    We met in the library. Luckily, attendance hadn’t been taken yet. Mr. Edwards was at the front of the room, deep in conversation with one of the naturalists. Scowling, I slid into a chair. I hoped they wrapped it up fast—I wanted to get excused and go to the hospital.


    “What’s wrong, Cass?” James demanded. “Your dog die or something?”


    “She doesn’t have a dog, moron.”


    The words came from Quinn. How would she know? We hadn’t been close since grade eight. I could be on my second set of puppies by now.


    I stared out the window, across the lake. Last night’s clear sky was obliterated by clouds, and a cold front had moved in. Wind rippled across the water, creating a froth of whitecaps on top of grey sludge.


    The whole depressing picture suited my mood perfectly. I must have lost track of time, because before I knew it, Mr. Edwards—Eddie to most of us—started attendance. Then he said, “Okay, people, listen up. There was a party on the dock last night. There’s garbage to dispose of.” Prissy gave me a tiny half-smile. I dropped my eyes. I wasn’t thrilled that the marsh had been trampled, and I was less thrilled at the idea of cleaning up smelly beer cans. “Team A can start with that.”


    Team A was us: Quinn, Prissy and I. My worst nightmare come true. Quinn hated Prissy and her crowd. At first, when the Harpers had sent Quinn to the same private high school as me, I’d been thrilled. I figured I’d make new friends but hold on to my oldest and best friend from elementary school. Unfortunately, Quinn had resented Prissy and her crowd from the start. She hated their values. She said they wouldn’t have given me the time of day if Mom hadn’t inherited that money. That hurt. So did her comment that I was as superficial as they were. But then Quinn crossed a line and did something to try and destroy my new friendships. Instead she’d destroyed ours.


    Now we had to work together for three months. Oh, joy.


    Eddie outlined the day’s work for the rest of the teams. Then he said, “Next week we start egg addling.”


    People broke into their groups. I stood. Eddie’s cellphone rang. He turned his back to the class, covered his free ear, walked to the corner. Sighing, I sat back down.


    Quinn wandered over just as Prissy asked, “What’s addling?”


    “Goosicide.” Quinn launched into a disgusting explanation of how viable eggs were rendered useless. Clearly she hated the idea. Me too. I hadn’t joined this class to kill birds.


    “But that’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” Prissy retorted. “You heard Mr. Edwards. The goose population is way too high. They’re nuisance birds. They’re loud and they’re ugly. They have to be controlled.” Her eyes lingered distastefully on Quinn.


    Quinn apparently still thought worrying about clothes was a waste of time. Today she wore a pair of pathetic beige sweats, a purple sweater and yellow gum boots, and she’d fastened her hair with a striped scrunchie.


    “You’re right—some of the loud, ugly things in life do have to be controlled.” Quinn stared pointedly at the Louis Vuitton bag flung over Prissy’s shoulder. “But geese aren’t one of them. They should be able to nest if they want to. Did you know that geese mate for life?”


    “Trust you to care,” Prissy said. I smothered a giggle. Quinn was a cause queen, always standing up for the underdog. Anger flared in her dark eyes, but before she could respond, Prissy added, “Environmental studies is all about the balance between man and nature.” She was quoting Eddie’s course write-up.


    Quinn glowered. “Nature can balance itself.”


    Of course Quinn would think that. She was the poster child for all natural, all the time. She didn’t eat meat, she didn’t wear leather—or at least she never used to—and her favourite saying used to be “Man should tread lightly upon the earth.” Treading lightly I could live with, but all natural? No way. In my opinion, life without mascara wasn’t worth living. I tuned out their bickering and stared at Eddie’s back, willing him to hang up. Seconds later, he did. “You guys are on your own.” I stood up. “I’ve got to go.”


    Even though I was an assignment behind, Mr. Edwards was more than reasonable when he heard that Dad was in the hospital. He not only excused me, but promised to let my other teachers know I was away on a family emergency.


    Hurrying out the door, I headed down the barkchip path to the parking lot.


    “Cass!”


    I recognized Quinn’s voice without turning around. “I’m in a hurry,” I yelled over my shoulder.


    But she caught up before I reached my car. “What’s wrong?” There was a quizzical look in her brown eyes. “I can tell it’s something serious.”


    “Nothing.” I zigzagged around a branch on the path and dug in my pocket for my keys.


    “Don’t bullshit me. What is it?”


    The parking lot was just up ahead. “My dad’s sick.” I knew Quinn wouldn’t let me drive away until I told her. “Mom thinks it’s some kind of neurological thing. They’re running tests.” My fingers fastened on my keys.


    “What kind of neurological thing?”


    I didn’t want to confide in her. I just wanted to get to the hospital. “Huntington’s something or other.” Gravel crunched underfoot as I hurried across the lot to my Cabrio.


    She smothered a gasp. “Huntington’s chorea?”


    Quinn’s mother was a lab technician, and her father was an anaesthesiologist. Medicine was in her blood. Of course she would know. “Yeah.” I turned to face her.


    Her eyes were full of sympathy. “That sucks.”


    I didn’t want her compassion—not after what she’d done. Dropping my gaze, I swivelled back to the car and stabbed at the lock with my key. “Yeah, well, they’re just running tests. It’s probably not that.”


    “Sure.” But Quinn didn’t sound sure at all. She hesitated, then touched my arm. “Call me, okay? Let me know how it goes?”


    “Yeah, whatever.” I got in the car and slammed the door. There was no damn way I would call but I didn’t look at her as I pulled away.

    



    Located at the north end of town, Victoria General is surrounded by a ring of trees and open fields. Originally it had been out in the boonies, but with urban sprawl, houses had sprouted around it, leaving only a small bit of wilderness.


    Enough wilderness for the bunnies.


    Years ago, people used to dump unwanted bunnies in the surrounding fields after Easter. Bunnies being bunnies, they reproduced faster than McDonald’s produced fries. And people being people, they fed the cute bunnies scraps of sandwiches and apple cores. Every year or so, there were complaints of overpopulation, demands for mass slaughter. A rallying cry went out and people picketed and wrote letters to the newspaper.


    Or rescued bunnies, as Quinn had persuaded me to do in grade six. We’d ridden out on our bikes, grabbed one black bunny and one white one, and taken them home in ice cream buckets hung over our handlebars. I smiled, remembering how we’d had to poke holes in the bucket lids and squash the poor animals down to prevent them from jumping out on the ride home. Our parents weren’t thrilled. Nevertheless, Quinn’s dad built a couple of shelters for our backyards. It was all good until the bunnies turned out to be pregnant and we had to find homes for mothers and babies.


    Quinn’s concern for bunnies and all living things had turned to fanaticism by grade eight, which was something I didn’t want to think about now. Weaving through the maze of blue-gowned sick people smoking outside the hospital entrance, I forced thoughts of her aside.


    The front desk wasn’t busy. I got Dad’s room number and hurried up to the sixth floor. When I got off the elevator, two nurses in pastel-coloured uniforms stared curiously at me before resuming their whispered conversation. Were they talking about Dad? I was being irrational, but I figured I was entitled.


    The hallway was deserted; my footsteps echoed off the pale green walls. As I got closer, I heard the rumble of wheels, a clink of dishes. Turning the corner, I practically ran into a towering lunch trolley. It wasn’t even eleven o’clock yet and already they were serving lunch?


    The smell of soup combined with that sick hospital odour choked the back of my throat. How could anybody eat in a place that smelled this bad? Two doors from Dad’s room, I slowed down. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.


    I heard a man’s voice, deep and steady. I edged close to the doorway.


    “There’s still one more test to come in, but the odds are not favourable,” the man said.


    Not favourable. Doctor-speak for bad. My breath caught in my throat.


    “Particularly given the results we already have from the tests your GP ordered last month,” the doctor added.


    Last month? Had my parents known about this for an entire month and not said anything?


    I heard the deep rumble of my father’s response, but I couldn’t make out the words. I slid closer to the door.


    “Certainly by three o’clock this afternoon, we should have the final lab report back, and one way or another, you can go home after that,” the doctor promised.


    One way or another.


    My mother spoke then, her voice too high and too fast. “There must be other options? Other tests?”


    Blood rushed through my head. I pulled away from the door, steadied myself against the wall, tried to make sense of it all. Dad had it. He really had Huntington’s. There was no cure; he was going to turn into a vegetable. Minutes ticked by as I tried to comprehend the incomprehensible.


    “Can I help you find someone?”


    Pulling my attention back, I stared at the doctor in front of me. It was him. I recognized his voice. He had shaggy brown hair and high cheekbones. He was young—too young to be handing out death sentences.


    “I…um…I’m looking for my dad. Frank MacLaughlin.”


    “I’m sorry.” Smiling, he extended his hand. “You must be Cassidy. I’m Doctor Braithwaite.”


    Reluctantly, I shook it. Because I was so blond, strangers rarely made the connection between my parents and me. And Dr. Braithwaite’s surprise was obvious, which was disturbing. I figured the doctor should recognize me by the look of sheer terror on my face. I felt it—frozen in place like a scary Halloween mask.


    “You can go in,” he said. “It won’t be long now. A few hours and your father will be discharged.”


    Moving from my hiding place, I gazed into the room. There was one bed, and it was empty. Instead, my parents sat in two chairs by its foot. They leaned into each other, their heads curving together like two halves of one heart.


    I felt like an intruder.


    I must have made a noise, or maybe they just sensed me, because they looked up simultaneously. Mom shot out of her chair. “Cassidy, darling, what are you doing out of school?” She hurried over, gave me a hug. I smelled the familiar scent of her Joy perfume, felt the scratch of her earring across my cheek. Last night’s messiness was gone; she was pulled together this morning in a long black skirt and a peacock blue shawl blouse. She eased me forward. I perched on the edge of the bed and stared at Dad.


    His red hair looked like a blast of mini fireworks against the pale hospital wall. A gash below his eye slid down his cheek and rearranged his freckles. He gave me his usual lopsided grin. “Hey, babe, how’s it going?”


    Like nothing was wrong. Typical Dad. I pointed to the wound. “It must have been quite a fall if you needed stitches.” There had to be more than a dozen there.


    “It’s no big deal. I’m fine.” His finger did its usual tap, tap, tap against his thigh.


    Yeah, right. “I heard what the doctor said. That the odds are not favourable.”


    His eyes clouded but his smile stayed firmly in place. “Like I told your mother, there’s no point getting worked up. There’s still another test to come in.” “And mistakes are made all the time,” Mom added. “Look how often you read about doctors amputating the wrong limb or even operating on the wrong person. If they can do that, they can mess up test results too.”


    I stared from one to the other. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier? You could have told me when your doctor ordered tests last month!”


    They exchanged uneasy glances. “It was nothing for you to worry about,” Dad said.


    “That’s right,” Mom agreed. “You had that math test to write and that ridiculously horrible cold to fight off. We didn’t want to add to your stress.”


    I was about to argue, but a skinny orderly who looked like he could use a good meal himself delivered a brown tray crowded with a bunch of plastic-covered domes. “Let’s see what we have here.” Mom removed the tray tops.


    She and Dad peered down, exclaiming over Scotch broth, tuna fish on brown, tapioca pudding. “At least they didn’t give me the low-fat lunch,” Dad joked.


    He wanted me to laugh. I couldn’t. “How many tests have come back positive for Huntington’s?”


    Another shared glance. “That doesn’t matter,” Dad said.


    Mom grabbed his hand, linked her fingers through his. “Like your dad said, we can’t be sure of anything yet.”


    “Tell me how many!”


    Dad’s Adam’s apple moved up and down a few times. “Two so far.” He dropped Mom’s hand and pushed his tray away.


    “But three times lucky!” Mom held up crossed fingers. Her smile was forced.


    Two tests already showed Huntington’s. Instinctively I knew what the third test would show. I’d bet money my parents did, too. They didn’t want to admit it, that’s all. “It’s genetic,” I said softly. “I have a 50–50 chance of getting it.”


    Dad opened his mouth. “I—” He stopped, gazed at Mom. Wordlessly, she looked back. Something passed between them. It didn’t surprise me. They did their silent-communication thing all the time. It drove me nuts.


    “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Mom told me.


    “Well, then, I’ll wait here until we get that third test back,” I said.


    “No.” My parents spoke in unison.


    I crossed my arms. “I want to talk to the doctor.”


    “You need to go back to school,” Mom insisted.


    “Don’t shut me out!”


    “Calm down, Cassidy.” Dad glanced at the door. “Lower your voice.”


    “I deserve to know what’s going on!”


    A weighty silence hung between us. “Of course you do.” Dad picked up the tuna sandwich, stared at it, put it back down again. “I’ll tell you what, Cass. You go back to school, get through the day, and tonight we’ll tell you everything we know. How’s that?”


    I looked at Mom. “You guys promise?”


    “We promise,” they said.


    That was the thing about my parents, I thought as I said goodbye and made my way to the elevator. They could shut me out with a single glance, but they always kept their promises.

  


  
    THREE


    
      Ostriches are the only birds that stick their heads in the sand. They are not trying to hide from stuff. They are looking for water.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    There was a bad accident on the highway going back to town; traffic was snarled. I pulled into the school lot as the lunch bell rang. Not bad timing, I reflected as I went inside. School finished at two o’clock on Friday, and Jason had a spare after lunch; I planned to grab him and leave. At my locker, I talked briefly with Jasmine, who detailed the homework assignment for English and gave me a few helpful tips on where I could find the information I needed to complete it. Jason appeared as we finished up.


    “Can I buy you lunch?” I asked.


    He gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “Nice offer, but Mike’s got a chemistry exam at one and he’s stuck on something. I promised I’d help him.” Leaning against my locker, he asked, “How’s your dad?”


    Not trusting myself to speak, I simply shook my head. One careful look at my face and Jason said, “I’ll tell Mike he’s on his own.”


    We left my car at school and took Jason’s instead. After grabbing fast food at the local drive-through, we headed up Mount Tolmie, where we sat on a bench overlooking the city. The wind had picked up; the forecaster was predicting a storm. I zipped up my jacket and watched Jason rummage through the bag of food.


    He pressed a burger into my hand.


    “Eat,” he said.


    “I can’t eat at a time like this.” I’d managed to disclose a few details of what Dad faced while we waited in line for our food, but whenever I went into specifics, I got overwhelmed.


    “You have to,” said Jason the practical. “Grease coats the brain cells. Makes it easier to think.”


    This is why I’d fallen for Jason. Because even though he was bossy-stubborn and a party animal, he was one of the few truly decent guys left on the planet. Plus he was a year older, and way more mature than guys my own age.


    He bit into his burger. When I made no move to unwrap mine, he jiggled my wrist. “Eat,” he ordered again.


    At least if I ate, I wouldn’t have to talk. Operating on autopilot, I managed to choke down half the burger. When I offered the rest to Jason, he polished it off before attacking his french fries.


    I sat and watched the bushtits swoop and dive on the wind. The sight took me back to my trip to Mexico with Grandpa Hunt. I’d been ten. We’d seen the unusual black-eared bushtit there. Grandpa had indulged me something ridiculous when he was alive. Called me his precious jewel. Taken me on so many bird-watching trips that I could now boast a list of 642 different species viewed. A lot of them I couldn’t even remember anymore.


    “I think this is the quietest you’ve been in nine months,” Jason teased. He handed me a cup of coffee.


    Normally I’d be all over a comment like that. Instead I took the warm cup, cradled it between my palms and stared out over the cityscape. He was right. I didn’t do quiet—not willingly. This afternoon, however, it appeared quiet was doing me.


    I was not, in more ways than one, the easiest girl Jason had ever dated. Aside from the fact that I was a year younger, I was blunt and opinionated. I wasn’t big on his party scene, and he wasn’t big on the fact that I hoarded my virginity like a prize.


    Now I had to tell him I was a walking time bomb on two legs.


    “You need to wait for that last test, Cass.” He stuffed the wrappers back in the bag. “There’s always a chance the other two were wrong.”


    I didn’t respond.


    “Doctors make mistakes.”


    I was still quiet.


    “It’s true,” he insisted. “They get lots of false positives. Mom told me once.”


    How would his mother know? She cut hair for a living.


    “Your dad’s healthy. I’d bet money on it.”


    I turned to face him. Our knees touched. It was such a normal, comforting thing, touch. “It’s genetic,” I managed to whisper. “If Dad has it, there’s a 50–50 chance I have it too.”


    He whistled. “Holy shit.” He set my coffee aside and pulled me close. I inhaled the clean, citrus scent of him and fought back tears.


    “There’s a blood test I can take.” My words were muffled by the folds of his coat. “I read about it online last night.”


    “When will you know about the third test?”


    “Tonight.” I pulled away and retrieved my coffee. “Can we get together later, after your shift at Finnelli’s?”


    “Max is having a party. I was hoping you’d come.”


    Great. “I’m not exactly in a party mood.” Parties were loud and smoky, and I always ended up with a headache the next day, whether I drank or not.


    “You need the distraction,” Jason said. “Some good music, some positive energy.”


    A new life. “We could go somewhere and talk,” I suggested tentatively. “Just the two of us.” I sounded like a whiny, pathetic baby, but I couldn’t help it. I needed to make sense of things.


    “We can talk at the party. Cass, look, it’s just—” Jason flicked his hair off his face. “You don’t know anything for sure yet. And even if your dad has it, you probably don’t. Sitting at home worrying is useless.”


    He was right about that.


    “Meet me in the parking lot at Finnelli’s about 9:15? Please?”


    It wouldn’t kill me to go to Max’s. And Jason was right—it would be a distraction. “Okay.” I squeezed his arm. “Thanks for ditching Mike and having lunch with me.”


    He kissed my forehead. “I care about you, Cass. I’m here for you.”


    I studied his face over the rim of my coffee cup. What if I had Huntington’s? I wondered. Would Jason be there for me then?

    



    It was after three by the time Jason dropped me at my car and I headed home. Rain splattered the windshield as I pulled in beside Mom’s Lexus. Dashing inside, I caught sight of Dad through the study window. He was on the phone, and laughing. That was a good sign.


    When I headed into the kitchen, the smell of garlic and spices hit my nose. Spaghetti sauce. My favourite. There was something on top of the microwave, too. I dropped my knapsack, tossed my coat down and went to check. Warm butter tart squares. Another good sign. Mom baked only when there was something to celebrate.


    “Damned contact lenses,” Mom said, walking into the kitchen. “I swear I’m allergic to them.” She rubbed her eyes, hurried to the fridge, bent down to remove lettuce and radishes. “How was your afternoon, baby?”


    Mom couldn’t fool me. She’d been crying. And that was a rare thing. Mom was tough. We sometimes joked that she should have gone into politics, not Dad.


    “I…” My saliva had dried up, it took forever to form words. “I saw Dad laughing as I came in the door. I figured it was good news.”


    She unfolded herself from the floor, shut the fridge and turned. My heart practically stopped at the look of grief on her face.


    “The test came back positive, didn’t it?”


    Her eyes brimmed with tears. She nodded.


    “How bad?”


    She flapped her hand in front of her face and shook her head. “Not now,” she whispered, her chin wobbling with emotion. “Give me a little time here, okay?”


    “Sure.” My own tears floated just below the surface. Another minute with Mom and they’d gush all over the place. I grabbed my knapsack and bolted for my room.


    Tabitha had taken her usual spot in the middle of my bed’s pillow pile. I shoved her aside and flopped onto my back. Seconds later she pounced onto my belly, stretched into a white Sphinx-like position and began her throaty purr. I ran my hand through her thick, white fur, played absently with the collar around her neck and cried.


    Dad, the calm centre, the rock of our family, had Huntington’s chorea. He was going to die, and we would be lost, lost, lost without him. This was bad on a scale I couldn’t begin to understand.


    A gust of wind rattled my bedroom window; boughs of the Douglas fir scraped the glass. Tabitha turned her head toward the sound but didn’t seem overly concerned. She continued to purr. Her tiny body vibrated with the movement; she was warm and comforting against my stomach.


    If Dad had it, I could have it too.


    My eyes fell on the photo on my nightstand. Prissy, Yvonne, Jasmine and I falling all over each other and being silly at Witty’s Lagoon last summer. Brynna had taken the shot. We’d had so much fun that day. We had fun every day. We shopped, we tanned, we ate out. We shopped some more.


    How would they react to my news?


    I studied their faces, looking for a clue. Nothing. Even though we’d been friends for over three years, they really didn’t know my parents.


    Not the way Quinn did.


    Quinn wanted me to call her. I could. She’d be sympathetic—I knew that. But Quinn had crossed a line with me. She’d never apologized or taken responsibility for her actions, and if I opened the door to our friendship, she’d think everything was back to normal.


    It wasn’t.


    Nothing would ever be normal again.


    I heard voices coming from the kitchen. Dad’s deep bass, followed by Mom’s laugh. Plucking Tabitha off my stomach, I put her back in the position of honour among my pillows. She gave me a malevolent stare. “Keep the bed warm,” I told her.


    “You’re just in time to set the table,” Mom said when I appeared in the doorway. I was relieved to see her mixing rigatoni and meat sauce in the large green pasta bowl, to see Dad cutting garlic bread at the counter. Everything looked so normal that for a minute I pretended it was. But then Dad carried the bread to the table and I saw his hand shake and everything piled in on me again.


    He had Huntingon’s chorea. He really had it.


    We sat down and dished out food. Salad, pasta, bread. Rain beat against the patio doors. Mom made a comment about the storm. Dad answered her.


    Finally I couldn’t stand it anymore. I said, “Mom told me about the test.”


    Dad’s fork stopped halfway to his lips. “I’m lucky. The doctor says I’m only in the early to intermediate stage.” He shoved his pasta into his mouth.


    Early to intermediate. I tried to remember what I’d read, but all I could think of was that Huntington’s was going to kill him. And it might kill me, too. Listlessly I pushed a noodle around my plate.


    “I have some incapacity, but I’m still fully functional,” he added.


    For now, I thought bleakly. But how long till he couldn’t work…till dementia…till hospitalization…till he was gone?


    “And the fact that it’s come on later than normal may be a good sign too,” he added.


    A good sign. Fully functional. This was Dad the politician spinning the news. It’s genetic. Put a good spin on that.


    “We’re going to fight this, Cassidy.” Mom’s eyes blazed; she waved her fork in the air. “We’ll consult with specialists. Apparently there’s an institute in California doing amazing work. And scientists in New Zealand are pursuing neural stem cell research that looks positive, too.”


    “That’s right.” Dad began quoting statistics like he was giving a speech down at city hall.


    All I could think about was that this was the guy who had taught me to tie my shoes, who had broken the rules and let me stay up late any time there was a bird show on TV. The guy who got out in the community and did so many good things. He didn’t deserve this!


    But neither did I.


    “It’s genetic,” I interrupted. And then I felt guilty. I was years away from a possible death sentence, when Dad was staring his in the eye. Still I couldn’t hold back. “There’s a 50–50 chance I could have it. I want to be tested.”


    “Cass, I…” But Mom wasn’t looking at me. Instead she gazed at Dad; he looked back. They were lost in that special place they shared. The rest of the world could have been wallpaper.


    “We talked to the doctor about that,” Dad said. “The doctor recommends you wait until you’re nineteen.” I’d read about that online, too. Even if I tested positive, the disease could lie dormant for up to twenty years. The experts all agreed it wasn’t fair to test children, the theory being that if the test came out positive, they’d spend the next twenty years worrying instead of living. But twenty years from now, I’d be thirty-six. I thought of Jason. I could have three kids by then. I could pass it on without knowing!


    “You can give your permission for me to be tested earlier,” I said. “Then I’ll know one way or another if I carry the gene. I can make plans.”


    Plans like Preparing to Die.


    Mom’s face tightened. She chewed her garlic bread and stared out the window.


    Dad cleared his throat. “The thing is, Cassidy, we need to get some information on my biological father. You know that Little Mac rarely talks about him. I assume that’s where the Huntington’s link is.” He stared down at his plate and absently rearranged his food before looking up again. “When she hears what’s going on, she’ll probably come up from Montana right away. For that matter, Big Mac might come with her. We need to take some time, that’s all.”


    Little Mac and Big Mac were Grandma and Grandpa MacLaughlin. I’d given them the nicknames in preschool when they’d come for a visit and taken me to the Golden Arches for lunch three days in a row. Big Mac wasn’t Dad’s real father. He’d married my grandmother, adopted my dad and given him the MacLaughlin name when Dad had been just two years old.


    “So what does that have to do with me getting genetically tested?”


    Mom and Dad exchanged another one of those looks. Dad’s hand trembled as he picked up a large forkful of salad and put it into his mouth. “There’s a lot to take care of in the short term. We have to check into my treatment options. Decide whether to make an announcement in the press about my condition. Whether I’ll remain on council. Stay on as deputy mayor. What to do with the stores. How it will—”


    Now he was doing the avoidance thing. “Quit being a politician and answer me!” I interrupted.


    “Don’t be rude, young lady,” Mom snapped.


    “Then tell me what you’ve got against genetic testing.”


    “Nothing,” Dad said.


    “We just…We think it’s better to wait until we get your dad sorted out,” Mom said weakly.


    “No!” I pushed my barely eaten dinner away. “I have every right to be tested. I need to know. And I don’t want to wait until I’m nineteen, either.” Mom and Dad were silent.


    “Big Mac and Little Mac will back me up. They’ll understand. So will Aunt Colleen and Uncle Geoff.”


    Dad paled. “This has nothing to do with them, Cassidy. It’s a private matter.”


    “Are you telling me I can’t talk to them about something that affects my life?”


    “I’d prefer it if you didn’t.”


    “Well, I’d prefer it if you’d sign for genetic testing, so I guess that makes us even.” I picked up my plate and stood.


    “Sit down, Cass,” Mom said. “We’re not finished.”


    “I am,” I muttered. I carried my plate to the trash can and scraped it clean. “I’m going out with Jason.” I opened the dishwasher and stashed my plate, the cutlery.


    When they didn’t answer, I turned around, half expecting them to ask me when I’d be home.


    Dad took a breath, looked me in the eye and said, “You don’t need to be tested, Cassidy, because we don’t share the same genes. You’re my daughter and I’m your father. But biologically, we aren’t related.”

  


  
    FOUR


    
      All birds lay eggs. They can’t give birth any other way. They never have live babies.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    What?” The kitchen light flickered; the storm was picking up. I was momentarily disoriented. “I don’t get it.”


    “Sit down,” Mom said softly.


    My legs shook. Blood pounded behind my eyes. I felt like I had a case of instant flu. I sat. “What are you talking about?”


    Dad pinched the bridge of his nose and dropped his gaze. “It’s complicated.”


    “Am I adopted?”


    “You’re not adopted.” Mom grabbed the butter tart squares from the top of the microwave and sat back down again. “You’ve seen the pictures of me pregnant. How I looked right after delivery.” Her voice sounded strangled, like she had a chunk of rigatoni caught in the back of her throat.


    “What, then?” I stared from Mom to Dad. “What is it?”


    “It’s…” Dad hesitated. “It’s…complicated,” he repeated weakly.


    Complicated. Now that explained a lot. Mom, a.k.a. Queen of Avoidance, busied herself cutting the butter tarts into perfect two-inch squares.


    “Do you plan to tell me this year?” I snapped. “Or do I have to guess?”


    Dad tapped his fingers nervously against the table. “Grace,” he murmured, “help me out here.”


    When Mom dropped the knife, it clattered against the glass baking pan. We all jumped. She leaned back in her chair and gave me a wan smile. “Cassidy, we love you more than life itself. You know that, right?”


    I nodded.


    “And you know we would never do anything to deliberately hurt you?” she added.


    Rain blasted against the kitchen window. I shivered. “Right.” This was like a bad movie. I expected sappy music to start building any second.


    “The fact is, Cassidy, you were a very special baby. I mean, you still are special, but as a baby you were our little miracle.” Mom picked up a square, looked at it and put it back down again. “The thing is, you were a wanted baby. A chosen baby. A baby we yearned for. One we tried very, very hard to conceive. And we did try hard. Believe me, we did, but it’s just that—”


    Dad interrupted her rambling. “You were conceived under exceptional circumstances,” he told me.


    Exceptional. At least he was past complicated. “In vitro fertilization, you mean?”


    “Not in vitro,” Mom said. “Donor implant.”


    “Donor implant?” The lights flickered again. “What the hell is that?”


    Dad frowned. “Watch the language, Cassidy.”


    “Well, what is it?”


    Two balls of colour flushed his cheeks. “My sperm count was too low to conceive a child.” He cleared his throat. “We used another man’s sperm.”


    It took a minute, but when the truth dawned I stared in horrified fascination at my mother. “You mean you slept with another man to get pregnant?”


    “Oh, no. No!” Mom practically giggled. “No, of course not. It was all done in a laboratory. His sperm was…you know…inserted inside…when I was fertile.” She waved her hands in the air to cover her discomfort. “It was all very clean and scientific. Business-like. There was nothing nasty about it.”


    Clean and scientific. Business-like.


    The bones of most birds are hollow and filled with air. And that’s how I felt. Hollow. As though if somebody said anything else to shock me, my air-filled, insubstantial bones might be crushed under their words.


    A voice that sounded like mine said, “So I’m not related to you?”


    Dad shook his head. “Biologically, no. That’s why you don’t need to be tested. You don’t have my genes. But I’m still your father, Cass. That doesn’t change.”


    The clock above the table ticked; the refrigerator whirred. I stared at the man I thought of as “Dad.” I mean, I really looked. He had red hair and freckles; I was blond. He was stocky; I was tall. He was a steak lover; I preferred pasta. He was understated and quiet. I wasn’t. The unconnected bits of my life had always been there, only now they clicked, puzzle-like, into perfect place.


    “I’m not going to get Huntington’s?”


    “You are not going to get Huntington’s. We don’t share the same genes,” he repeated.


    I vaguely remembered an article in People magazine a few years before about donor implant. Some girl found her long-lost father. I’d been too busy looking at the clothes and reading about Renée Zellweger to pay much attention.


    Now I struggled to digest the news.


    But you know how it is—some things become part of you right away, and some things stay weird for a long time. Like when Nana died. I must have picked up the phone to call her every day for a month. Her death just wasn’t real.


    This couldn’t be real, either.


    “Are you sure?” There was a little-girl quiver in my voice, but I so wanted this not to be real that I forced myself to talk over it. “You aren’t just saying this so I won’t get tested?” The threat of Huntington’s seemed almost bearable compared to this…this strange black hole of not having Dad be my dad.


    “Cassidy, we wouldn’t do that to you,” Mom said. “We wouldn’t lie about this.”


    I believed her—for about three seconds. Then I realized they’d been lying to me for years. My parents, the honest ones. My parents, who had stressed the importance of telling the truth. Even when I’d taken Melissa Munz’s pencil crayons and thrown them in the toilet back in grade three, I hadn’t gotten into trouble, because I’d been honest enough to tell them.


    “So who is he?” I asked. “My father?”


    Mom and Dad exchanged glances. The silence between them grew, filling the room like a presence. “What?” I joked nervously, wondering if I was ready for the rest of it. If my air-filled bones could take more news. “Is he in jail or something?”


    Mom swallowed nervously. “Cass, don’t.”


    But I was on a roll. “Or is it Mel Gibson? When I pulled my hair back the other day, Prissy said I looked like one of his daughters. Come on, you can tell me.” Life had become so unreal I figured anything was possible. Father diagnosed with fatal illness. Daughter finds out father not hers. Real father a movie star. This whole day had more twists than a movie of the week. Only this wasn’t a piece of trash I could switch off after a couple of hours. This was my life.


    “We never met him,” Dad said.


    “Huh?”


    “Frank.” Mom frowned at him before turning to me with her fake I-know-there’s-a-problem-but-we-can-fix-it smile. “We have some papers in the safety deposit box at the bank. We’ll bring them home tomorrow and let you have a look. There were some details there.”


    “How many details?”


    “I don’t remember.”


    I knew she was lying. “How can you not remember? This man is part of me. Or I’m a part of him.” Or we were a part of each other. Or…or something. How was I supposed to articulate this weirdness?


    Dad shook his head. “No, Cassidy, you’re part of us. Part of this family. You’re our daughter—my daughter.”


    “But I don’t have your genes floating through me. I have his. How many details did they tell you? How much do you know?”


    Mom offered me a butter tart square. Resisting the urge to slap it out of her hand, I managed a stiff shake of the head. Mom put it back down. Then she said, “Enough. You can see the papers tomorrow.”


    “Why didn’t you meet him?” I demanded hotly.


    “It wasn’t allowed,” Mom said.


    “I would have met him,” I said. “I would have demanded to.”


    Dad smiled slightly. “Of course you would have. Your outspokenness is one of the things we love most about you.”


    “Well, at least now we know where that trait comes from. Oh, wait a minute.” I slapped my palm over my mouth in mock surprise. “No, we don’t. How silly of me.”


    Ignoring my sarcasm, Mom reached for my hand and squeezed. “Cass, listen. The goal was having you. Getting pregnant and having our baby. Someone was kind enough to help us with that. That’s just how it was done in those days.”


    “How it was done?” I yanked my hand away. “You let some strange guy’s sperm in your body to make a baby and you didn’t meet him because that’s how it was done? That’s gross is what that is.”


    “We didn’t question it,” Dad mumbled. The tips of his ears were red. He repeated Mom’s earlier words. “The details were a business arrangement.”


    A business arrangement. I started life because of a business arrangement. Right then, my bones felt so hollow I half expected to float up from the table and fly away without even trying.


    “It was something your father and I probably wouldn’t have thought of if it wasn’t for Nana and Granddad,” Mom added.


    Nana and Granddad Hunt. Mom’s parents. I stared at her. “Nana and Granddad knew?”


    “It was your grandfather’s idea,” Dad said.


    Was that bitterness in Dad’s voice? He and Granddad had never gotten along. I pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged my trembling legs. “His idea?” I repeated weakly.


    There was a power surge then—a large hum followed by silence, as lights, appliances, everything, shut down. Seconds later, another power surge brought the lights back. The microwave, refrigerator and oven beeped happily as their power source was restored. Dad retrieved matches and a fat yellow candle from the cupboard. It took him three tries to light it, his hands were shaking so much.


    “Grandad knew the trouble we were having,” Mom explained. “He knew how desperate we were to conceive our own child. Back then, we never could have afforded all the procedures without your grandfather’s support.”


    “How many procedures were there?” I asked thickly. “How much did they cost?”


    Mom appeared flustered. “I don’t know, I don’t remember, we never—”


    “There were four, Grace, remember?” Dad reminded Mom softly. The candlelight made his freckles look blotchy against his skin. “And not procedures. Visits. Four visits to the clinic. And don’t ask me what they cost. The bills went to your grandfather.”


    Jewel. Precious. My grandfather’s nicknames for me suddenly took on new meaning. No wonder he’d indulged me so. I was his own little investment. Dad, who came from a long line of frugal dairy farmers, hadn’t been comfortable with any of it. Even after Mom had come into the inheritance, Dad had been uneasy moving from our modest three-bedroom home to the luxury of the Uplands. Too pretentious, he’d said.


    My mind spun as I tried to digest old memories and new information. “Where’s the clinic?”


    “Vancouver,” Mom said. “West Vancouver to be precise.”


    A ferry ride away. “Is it still there?”


    “I don’t know.” Mom looked uncomfortable. “Cassidy, listen. Let’s concentrate on the now. On the future. We love you. We never wanted you to find out like this.”


    “When did you want me to find out? Were you ever going to tell me?”


    Their silence was their answer.


    Tears burned the back of my throat. “Why not?” I demanded.


    “We didn’t think the how of your conception was important. You were important.” Mom’s voice trembled. Her eyes brimmed. The shock of seeing those tears paled in comparison to the shock of her words. “It was just a…a thing we did…a visit to a clinic…a laboratory procedure that lasted less than an hour…and then we were pregnant. That was all that mattered. You are all that mattered. That was true then, and it’s true now.” Her voice cracked.


    “Your mother and I love you, Cassidy. You’re our daughter. My daughter.” Dad’s voice trembled. “That hasn’t changed.”


    “Everything’s changed! You lied to me. All these years. Every single day of my life. You lied. How can I believe anything you say to me now?”


    Dad paled. Mom was openly crying, but I didn’t care. I had my own tears, only I would fight mine. There was no way I’d give them the satisfaction of seeing them.


    “You didn’t have to tell me,” I said angrily. “You could have let me get tested for Huntington’s. It would have been negative. I’d never have known the difference.”


    Mom wiped her eyes. “Would you have wanted that?”


    What I wanted was my life back. Yesterday’s life back.


    “The secret was getting too big,” Dad finally admitted. “All these years of living like this, I—” He stopped. Then he said, “When you were four years old, you asked me if you were adopted. Do you remember?”


    I’d thought that more than once over the years.


    “We were looking at a picture of us on holiday and you said we looked like ice cream cones,” Dad continued. “You said Mom was chocolate, I was strawberry and you were vanilla. I almost told you then.” His lower lip trembled slightly. “But I didn’t.”


    Why, why, why? I wanted to scream the words until my voice gave out. But he looked so miserable and I remembered the Huntington’s and I just couldn’t.


    I turned accusing eyes to Mom. “Was this your idea?” I wanted someone to blame, someone to hurt. “Was it you who wanted the picture-perfect family, just like you always want the picture-perfect house and picture-perfect clothes? Was that it? Was it you who decided to order up the picture-perfect child, too?”


    “Cassidy, please—”


    But I wouldn’t let her speak. “Did they let you go through a catalogue? Did you see a picture of him? Pick out the perfect nose? Decide I would be tall? Blond?”


    Weeping, Mom jumped up from the table and fled the room. Dad just looked at me; his face was carefully composed now. And that really set me off. How dare he be composed at a time like this?


    “What’s wrong, Frank?” I demanded rudely. He flinched at my use of his first name. “Was I a little too frank for you? Well, frankly, Frank, you could have been a little more frank about the details of my conception, and frankly, that pisses me off.”


    I was out the kitchen door before he spoke. “Give yourself time to calm down, Cassidy.” His words followed me down the hall. “We’ve had enough shit to deal with in the last twenty-four hours. We don’t need a car accident on top of it.”


    It wasn’t until I was in my bedroom sobbing into my pillow that I realized my father—the father who prided himself on never resorting to bad language in my presence—had used the word “shit.” Only he wasn’t my father anymore. He was Frank. And Frank, apparently, had no problem with shit in all its forms.
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      Great Blue Herons are mostly solatary creatures, but they can be really social, especilly when they want to find a mate.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    I cried for me, I cried for Dad. I cried because I was angry, afraid and confused.


    I might have cried for hours, except Tabitha positioned herself at my bedroom door and meowed for freedom (she, apparently, didn’t care that my world had just exploded). Getting up to let her out, I caught my reflection in the vanity mirror.


    It pulled me in like gravity.


    I sank onto my stool and stared. A stranger stared back. Blond hair, blue eyes, nose a little too big. It was me, all right.


    Whoever that was.


    I studied my hands, with the weird knobby knuckles no one else had. The long, thin fingers that Grandma Mac said were the sign of a born pianist.


    Grandma Mac! Oh God, that means—I lifted my head. My mirror image quietly mouthed the words out loud. “It means she’s not your grandmother.”


    My whole history was based on a lie. My dad’s—I mean, Frank’s—family wasn’t mine. Aunt Colleen. My cousins Peter and Jenna. I wasn’t related to any of them.


    Did they know? My mind sought memories, bits of conversation. Grandma had always said I was a generational throwback, with my blond hair and tall build. Grandpa Mac talked about recessive genes. They couldn’t know. Or maybe they knew and they’d lied to me too?


    What was worse?


    I grabbed the photo albums from my top shelf. The first few were filled with pictures of me as a baby and a young child. Pictures of me with Mom and Dad. I mean Frank. I looked for a clue. Was that guilt in Mom’s eyes as she bathed me? Why was Dad—Frank—not smiling as I took my first step? Was he disappointed that I wasn’t really his?


    A gust of wind rammed my window; the lights briefly dimmed. I was used to power outages. We got them a lot at this time of year. Besides, what was temporary darkness when my parents had kept me in permanent darkness for years?


    I looked at the pictures of me with Nana and Granddad Hunt. Was that love in Granddad’s eyes, I wondered as I studied the pictures of my third birthday party? Or pride of ownership?


    My hair was so blond back then it was almost white. As a young kid, I’d yearned to have dark hair like Mom. When I was twelve, I saved up my allowance and bought a box of hair dye. L’Oréal’s sable brown. I still remember the colour. I didn’t ask; I just dyed it one night when they were out. I remember being so surprised when they came home and hardly reacted. But it didn’t make one bit of difference. I still felt like an outsider at times.


    Because I was one. I understood that now.


    By the time I reached the fourth album, red-hot rage filled me. I grabbed a pair of scissors from my desk and methodically pruned myself out of every single picture in album four. That was the year of the Caribbean cruise. The year of my school trip to Whistler. Frank had chaperoned, and there were lots of pictures of us together.


    When I saw the one of us goofing around on the slopes, I burst into tears again.


    We’d been so happy that day. He’d taught me how to do hop turns; he’d bought everybody pizza for lunch. He’d been the coolest dad on the trip. And now he was gonna die.


    I wiped my tears. Except he wasn’t my dad.


    I kept cutting. I lined my single self along the vanity, across the desk, on the nightstand. For a few seconds, I felt better. I had freed myself from the lie in album four. Only fifteen more albums to go.


    But the smiling images silently mocked me. Frank has Huntington’s. You don’t know who you are.


    Desperate to turn off my mental dialogue, I turned on the television. I clicked through forty-plus channels. I watched polar bears climb ice floes in the Arctic, Rachel tell Ross off, and Donald fire a skinny businesswoman from Arkansas.


    But when Emeril grabbed the turkey baster, I thought of all the jokes about sperm and turkey basters and I had to turn the TV off.


    I stared around my room. My own eyes stared back. Wherever I turned, there I was. All alone. Cassidy the Separate.


    I snatched up the images and put them on my nightstand. It was like playing with the paper dolls Grandma Mac used to make me. She’s not really your grandma. Never mind! I pulled the pictures of Jason close and surrounded my single self with him until I wasn’t alone anymore.


    Until I belonged.


    Until I remembered who I was.


    I was Jason’s girlfriend. That hadn’t changed. That couldn’t change. The only thing that stopped me from being all his was that I hadn’t slept with him. So tonight I would. Sleeping with him would make me forget about Frank’s illness; it would make me forget I was some half-orphan-type person. It would give me a place to belong.


    It was such a good decision, I’m surprised it took me so long to make it.


    Anticipating it made me jittery and nervous and hot and cold at the same time. It also gave me a purpose. Because if I was going to have sex with Jason, I needed new underwear. And for that I needed to go shopping.


    Which was a perfect mind-numbing way to kill a few hours until Jason got off work at nine.


    Unfortunately, any escape from the house meant I had to go down the hall past the living room. Past Frank—Formerly Known as Dad—and Grace the Snake, both of whom would insist on knowing my plans.


    I marched down the hall and stopped in the doorway. I had the lie ready, but a question popped out instead. “Who knows?” It was surreal, having words pop out of my mouth that I didn’t expect.


    Two heads slowly turned, in perfect synchronicity, toward me. “About the insemination?” Dad asked.


    I nodded.


    “Just us,” Mom said. “Other than Nana and Grandad, of course. And they’re both—” The word “dead” hung in the air. “Gone,” she finished.


    I glanced from one to the other, looking for signs that this too was a lie. Dad was pale; Mom’s face was puffy. Otherwise, they looked like they’d always looked. As if that meant much. “Huh.” It was all I trusted myself to say.


    “It’s true, Cass. And no one needs to know, either,” Dad added. “It’s no one’s business but ours.”


    “What about the Huntington’s? People will assume that I’m at risk.”


    Mom and Dad exchanged glances. “We’ll figure something out,” Mom said.


    Another lie? Did I know these people? I shrugged, pretending indifference. “Whatever. I’m meeting Prissy. She’s invited me to stay overnight. We’re going shopping first.” I’d regained control of my mouth; the lie tripped out easily.


    “I thought you were going out with Jason,” Mom said.


    “Change of plans.”


    Mom studied me for what felt like forever. I forced myself to gaze unblinking into her red-rimmed eyes. Could she read my mind? “Why not sleep here tonight?” she finally asked.


    Because I’m going to lose my virginity and I don’t want to be rushed. “I don’t want to sleep at home tonight.” Understatement of the century.


    “Are Prissy’s parents working?” Dad asked.


    Prissy’s parents owned a whale-watching company. Their season was generally in high gear by now. “Not tonight.” They wouldn’t be on the water in this storm, but still I added, “I checked.” What was another lie on top of the others?


    “I wish you’d stay and talk.” Mom’s lower lip quivered. “I don’t like you going out like this.”


    I widened my eyes, feigned ignorance. “Like what?”


    “Upset.”


    “Who’s upset? I’m going to spend money. That always makes me happy.”


    Mom sighed. “You’re not fooling me, Cassidy.”


    My heart leapfrogged. Did she suspect? Or was she slipping into her usual overprotective mode?


    “I want you in your own bed tonight. Be home by midnight.” She shut her eyes and leaned back in her chair.


    “Mom!”


    “Grace, cut the kid some slack. It’s been a rough day for all of us. If she wants to stay at Prissy’s tonight, let her.”


    Mom’s eyes opened to thin slits. “I don’t agree. But if you want to overrule me, go ahead.” She shut her eyes again.


    Dad gave me a half-smile and tugged nervously at the collar of his shirt. “You, uh, going anywhere else after the mall?” He looked uncomfortable playing Mom’s role as inquisitor.


    Wordlessly, I shook my head.


    “Just to Prissy’s?”


    I nodded.


    “I don’t have a problem with that.” His eyes—those familiar eyes that I’d looked into and trusted for my entire life—now reflected trust right back at me. “Just phone us when you get there and you’re in for the night, okay?”


    Guilt balled in the pit of my stomach. Dad’s belief in me was absolute. How could I lie to him, especially now, when he was so sick? Because he’d been lying to me forever. “Sure.” I swung my backpack over my shoulder and turned away.


    “Don’t forget,” Mom muttered.


    “Right,” I muttered back.

    



    The mall lot was practically deserted. I dashed through the rain, past Starbucks and Toys “R” Us, only to feel that familiar lurch of disappointment when I stepped inside and was greeted by so many common, second-rate stores.


    Shopping was clearly better under optimal conditions. Like those in Seattle or Palm Springs. But tonight I’d have to make do.


    Dad has Huntington’s. He’s going to die.


    He’s not my dad. I don’t know who I am.


    I’d hoped the mall would distract me from the mess in my head, but it took a while before I could concentrate. Thoughts of Jason saved me. You are Jason’s girlfriend. Slow down. Hold that thought. Start shopping.


    In a couple of hours, I spent…Well, let’s just say I spent a lot. (Or rather, Frank did. He pays my bills.)


    I mean, let’s be honest. If a girl’s going to lose her virginity, she has to look and feel her best.


    Did I feel guilty?


    Not one bit.


    The way I saw it, my parents didn’t give a shit about my feelings. They were self-involved pricks. How could they not have told me the truth about my conception? About my real father? How could they have lied to me all these years?


    So no, I didn’t feel guilty. The trouble was, I didn’t feel a whole lot better either.


    The rain had eased to a lazy drizzle by the time I finished my mall therapy. I threw my purchases into the trunk and started my engine seconds before my cellphone rang.


    It was Jason.


    “A carton of rotten cantaloupe split open on me,” he said. “I’m covered in orange stink. I have to go home and change.”


    “I’ll meet you at your place.” I flicked on my wipers and turned the heat up to high.


    “Don’t bother,” he said. “I’ll see you at Max’s.”


    I didn’t want to go to Max’s. I had something else in mind. “But Jase—” I hesitated. How to tell him?


    “I gotta go. You know what Finnelli’s like about phone calls.” And he hung up.

    



    Max lived on oceanfront property just off Radcliffe Lane. Technically, it was the perfect party house. It was huge, it had a wraparound verandah, and his parents were often away. The downside was that the lane was narrow and always crowded with cars; I had to park a block away.


    The wind off the ocean was fierce. Within seconds, it had whipped my hair into a frenzied mass of frozen ribbons. But even with the storm, the deep base of Max’s stereo carried on the air like a discordant note. By the time I reached the top of his driveway, hip hop practically drowned out the howl of the wind.


    My footsteps slowed as I walked up the neat, boxwood-lined path to his front door. A subtle yellow glow shone through the windows, outlining the shapes of everybody milling around inside.


    I didn’t want to go in. I wasn’t a party queen at the best of times, but now, after this latest bit of news, I just wanted to be alone with Jason.


    What piece of information should I give him first?


    Frank…you know, the guy I used to call Dad? Well, he isn’t. I was conceived in a lab. Purely business, you understand.


    Or maybe I should try a more positive approach. I don’t have Huntington’s. I’ll never have Huntington’s. I’m not related to my father.


    Maybe I should just save the personal stuff and hit him where all guys like it—between the legs.


    Hi, how was work? I’ve changed my mind. Let’s get a really expensive room somewhere and have sex.


    Suddenly the music stopped. There was a hoot of laughter and the music—top forty this time—started up again.


    No, this party was not the place for me. Deciding to wait for Jason at the end of the lane, I turned to go. I hadn’t taken four steps when the front door flew open and half a dozen guys spilled onto the verandah.


    “Hey, Ms. MacLaughlin!” Max’s loud voice was thick and boozy. “The party’s the other way.”


    I turned and waved, prepared to offer an excuse, but then Prissy and Yvonne appeared in the doorway.


    “Cass!” Yvonne dashed down the steps and grabbed my arm. “Prissy brought Jell-O shooters. Tangerine.” Her words were slurred and her eyes were overly bright, but her grip was surprisingly strong. “If you don’t like them, we’ll mix up something else.” She tugged at me. “Hurry, it’s freezing outside.”


    I had no strength to argue. I let her lead me up the stairs, through the sweet-smelling haze of pot and cigar smoke into the boom, boom, boom of the crowded house. People yelled and waved. Waving back, I wove past the huge palm that graced the two-storey foyer, through the mess of bodies dancing in the living room, toward the kitchen.


    It was a state-of-the-art room with two black refrigerators, several ovens and a large granite island that happened to be littered with cartons of cider and bottles of rye and vodka. The smell of cheese, tomato sauce and booze wafted through the air.


    “You know that last party? When you wouldn’t drink the tequila? I promised I’d make these, remember?” Prissy held up a square blue plate loaded with jiggly bits of orange Jell-O. They were shaped like shot glasses. “Just like Mom used to make.” She giggled. “Only better.”


    “I don’t know.” My stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten much dinner. “What’s in the oven?” I loosened my jacket.


    “Barbecued chicken pizza. Two huge ones. We just put them in.” Yvonne popped one of the Jell-O shooters into her mouth. “You should try these. They’re soooo good.”


    “No shit,” Prissy bragged. “It’s because I’m an awesome cook.”


    “Yeah, loser.” Yvonne rolled her eyes. “Jell-O’s so hard to make.”


    But Prissy just laughed again. “Come on, Cass. Try one. You won’t even taste the booze.”


    My decision to avoid booze at parties had a lot to do with Dad. He didn’t know much about his biological father, but he did know he was a drunk. Apparently that’s why Grandma Mac had left him. Except Frank wasn’t my real father. Which meant I didn’t have a drunk for a biological grandfather. Tossing my jacket over a nearby chair, I stuffed a whole Jell-O shooter into my mouth. Sweet, tart, orange. “Yum.” My stomach responded with a happy growl. They tasted like marmalade made into Jell-O. I eyed the plate hungrily. “Are you sure there’s booze in those?”


    The two girls dissolved into a fit of laughter. “Oh, yeah, there’s booze.”


    I grabbed a second one. Suddenly I was starving. “How long till the pizza’s ready?”


    “Twenty minutes or so.” Yvonne picked up an empty shot glass, poured a measure of vodka and downed it. “You should try this vodka too. It’s, like, amazing.”


    A guy wearing a red bandana and smoking a cigarette pushed open the kitchen door. Music bounced off the walls. “We’re doing a line upstairs.” He rocked from one foot to the other. “Wanna come?” When the three of us shook our heads, he grabbed a bottle of rye and left.


    Jason should be here by now. It was almost ten.


    “Have another one.” Prissy held up the plate.


    I hesitated. I hadn’t brought anything to the party, and the unspoken rule was to bring your own booze.


    “Come on!”


    “I don’t want to be a pig.”


    “Are you kidding?” Yvonne threw open the refrigerator door. “Look.” There were plates and plates of Jell-O shooters. “We still have lime, blueberry and melon to go.”


    There had to be four dozen Jell-O shooters in there. I grinned. “Lime’s my favourite in the whole world.”


    Lime was good, but I decided that melon was better. “It’s hot in here.” I undid another button on my shirt. “Let’s open the door.” I tripped backward and caught my hip on the side of the island. “Ooops.” Giggling, I propped open the door. “Yep, that’s Jell-O like Mom used to make, all right.” I reached for a blueberry shooter. “Gotta be a good girl and eat my dessert.” I stuffed it into my mouth.


    The timer on one oven dinged, followed moments later by the second. “Pizza!”


    I flung open the top oven door and was about to grab the pan when Prissy screeched, “No, silly. You need a mitt.” She handed me one.


    As I pulled out pizza number two, the music stopped. Yvonne yelled “food” at the top of her lungs. I knew this scene. Within seconds the locusts would descend.


    “Hurry!” I told Prissy. “Grab a piece. Grab two pieces!” I clutched a slice of pizza in each hand and began stuffing my face. I was right. In less than a minute, the kitchen was so full of people you could hardly turn around. Normally this kind of thing drove me outside for some quiet, but now I liked it. Someone turned the music back on, people laughed and yelled, my stomach filled with Jell-O and pizza and I floated. I felt happier than I’d felt all day.


    “Here you are!” A familiar arm grabbed me from behind.


    “Jase!” I swung around and planted a cheesy, open-mouthed kiss on his cold lips. Jason. My guy. My other half. No longer was I Cassidy the Separate. I was whole again.


    “Whoa.” He grinned. “Nice greeting.”


    “Nice you!” I reached out, touched his damp hair. “You had a shower.” Tell him. You have to tell him.


    “Had to.” He looked embarrassed. “Damned cantaloupe had soaked right through my pants.”


    I slid close, whispered in his ear. “Good thing you showered, ‘cause I’ve got plans for later.” Later, after we did it, that’s when I’d tell him about Frank.


    Jason just laughed. He had a half case of beer in one hand and a paper bag in another. “What have you been drinking?”


    “Just Jell-O and pizza. Thass’ all.”


    “Prissy’s Jell-O shooters.” He nodded knowingly. “I brought you some coconut rum in case you decide to have a drink later.”


    “Never mind later, I want one now!” Pushing my way to the counter, I grabbed a glass. By the time I got back, Jason had the bottle open and Brynna was there with another bottle of vodka.


    Yvonne was right. The vodka was amazing. Especially with the coconut rum.


    When Jason asked about Dad, I told him about the third test. I think. By then we were in the living room dancing. The crowd of people and the noise…the smoke…Dad’s Huntington’s diagnosis…none of it bothered me. I was having too much fun to care.


    Prissy danced nearby with Max. “Hey!” she yelled. “Did you hear the news?”


    Prissy was gossip central. “What?” I yelled back. The room was tilting; I was tilting. Tilt and whirl. Whirl and tilt. Wheeeee.


    “Rowan’s dad lost his car dealership. They’ve filed for bankruptcy.” Rowan was a wide receiver on the football team. His parents owned the Mercedes Benz dealership on Douglas.


    Someone whistled. Another person groaned.


    “I wondered why he wasn’t here tonight,” Jason said.


    “I guess it’s the day for news.” I clapped my hands over my head in time to the music. “My daddy’s dying. Only he’s not my real daddy at all ‘cause I’m a sperm child.” The last two words slid out all sloppy and crushed together. I laughed and repeated myself. “Sperm child, just dancing to the music.”


    Somebody whooped. “Are you serious?”


    Feet stomped the floor. “Eww, no shit?”


    In the distance, a bell rang. “What’s he dying from?”


    The questions swirled around me. I didn’t answer. “I am sperm chiiiiiiilllllld,” I sang, swaying with the melody. “Sperm chiiiiiiilllllld, dancing to the music.”


    “Come on,” Jason grabbed my wrist and tugged me toward the kitchen. “The cops are here.”


    The music came to a screeching halt; bodies scattered. We ran for the double doors of the sunroom. Even though the walls were moving like walls aren’t supposed to, I must have grabbed my purse and jacket, because they were in my hands when I got outside.


    Jason pulled me toward the beach. “The cops are all over the front yard. We’ll have to walk this way.”


    The cold air and biting wind sobered me up fast. Stomach churning, I stumbled after Jason. I was dizzy, nauseous. I’d had way too much to drink. Too many Jell-O shooters. All that rum and vodka. And pizza.


    But that was only part of it.


    I’d outed myself in public. I’d told everybody the truth about my conception, when I didn’t even know the whole truth myself.


    Oh God, oh God. I gagged, knelt down by a weathered log and threw up. Twice.


    Jason rubbed my back. “You okay?”


    My legs and arms shook, my teeth chattered. I pulled my jacket around my shoulders. “Just great,” I mumbled. Even my voice sounded weird.


    He handed me his beer. “Rinse your mouth out,” he said. “It’ll help.”


    It did. So did the stick of gum I found in the bottom of my purse. We walked a few hundred feet and then sat on a log. In the distance, car engines started, people yelled. The police were shutting down the party.


    “I shouldn’t drive like this.” I felt sober enough, but I wasn’t stupid. I’d drunk more tonight, in one form or another, than I ever had before.


    “Me either.” Jason pulled me close. “We’ll walk to my place. I’ll call you a cab from there.”


    I didn’t remind him that I had a cellphone and could call one myself. I didn’t want a cab. I wanted a hotel room, white bathrobes, hearts and flowers, Jason. But I felt dirty and embarrassed, because of my revelation, and because I’d just thrown up. “Sure.” I kicked at the sand. I was determined to sleep with him; I just needed a few minutes to compose myself…to figure out how to tell him.


    “Is it true?” he asked softly.


    Uneasily, I glanced at his face. I was worried that I’d see disgust there, but he just looked curious. “Yeah. Donor insemination.” I had to work hard not to slur the words together. “Strange sperm meets warm body.”


    “So you don’t have to worry about Huntington’s?”


    “Right.”


    “Why’d they hide it from you?”


    I shivered. “Who knows.”


    His whistle was low and deep. “Parents are weird.”


    “Amen to that.” I wiggled out from under his arm and stood. “Come on, let’s go.”

  


  
    SIX


    
      Most birds are away smarter than you would think. Parrots, for enstance. They are smart like children. But not the Hawaian goose. They sometimes attack themselves in the mirror.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    All the lights in Jason’s house were out, except for a single bulb that illuminated the back door. He held his finger to his lips, slid the key into the lock and carefully unlatched the deadbolt. I slipped inside and tiptoed down the basement stairs while he pulled the door shut and quietly refastened the locks.


    Jason’s bedroom was an old converted family room. It was large enough for his bed and dresser, a snack fridge, even a small pool table at the far end beside the bathroom. I unzipped my jacket and tossed it, along with my purse, on his desk.


    Seconds later, Jason was beside me and we both waited, breath held, to hear footsteps upstairs.


    But it was quiet.


    “I’ll call you a cab,” Jason whispered.


    It was now or never. “Please don’t,” I whispered back.


    “Why not?”


    “I want to stay here tonight.” I took a breath. “With you.”


    “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”


    “Please, Jase. I told my parents I’d be at Prissy’s overnight and…well…I just want you to hold me.” Make me forget. I wrapped an arm around his waist and snuggled close.


    “My mother will kill me.”


    “She doesn’t have to know. We can set your alarm. I’ll go before she gets up.”


    His arms tightened. I felt his heart thumping against the thin cotton of my sweater. He buried his face in my hair. “Jeez, Cass. I don’t know if I trust myself.”


    “I don’t want you to trust yourself.” I could barely breathe. “I’m ready now.”


    He froze. For a minute, I imagined his heart had stopped beating. “Don’t say anything.” I slid out of his arms. “I’ll be back in a sec.” I bolted for the bathroom.


    I splashed cool water on my face, finger-combed my hair and smeared a large glob of Jason’s toothpaste on my teeth, my gums, my tongue. Then I remembered. My new lingerie sets were in the trunk of my car. And my car was back at Max’s.


    It’s not hearts and flowers, I said to my reflection, but it’s as good as it gets. You are no longer Cassidy the Separate. You are Jason’s girlfriend. You love him. I opened the door. Go prove it.


    Jason was already in bed, leaning against a stack of pillows. Watery light from a small reading lamp gave his blond hair and bare chest a halo-like glow. Was he completely nude under the covers? I wondered.


    “You don’t have to do this.”


    “I know.” Turning my back, I pulled off my sweater, removed my jeans and slid into bed beside him. The room spun. I lay rigid, my hands folded over my chest, waiting for the movement to stop.


    “Cass, I—”


    “Jase, I—”


    We both chuckled softly then rolled on our sides to face each other.


    “You first.”


    “No, you.”


    Jason reached out and traced my lips with his finger. “I’m fresh out of champagne and chocolates.”


    “I don’t care. I just…” How to explain? “I just want to feel close to you.” Close to someone. My eyes filled. Horrified, I blinked and swallowed, willed the tears away.


    He pulled me close. Relief turned me limp. He wore a pair of sweatpants under the covers.


    I wound my legs around his, snuggled into the crook of his neck and relaxed. Slowly, the room stopped spinning. Under Jason’s careful questioning, I told him about the conversation with my parents. What I knew about my conception. “I’ll find out more tomorrow. About who he is and stuff. They’ve got the paperwork in the safety deposit box.”


    He kissed me. I touched his shoulders, ran my fingers down the length of his back, to the bony bit at the base of his spine. I wanted to slide my hand under his pants, but I didn’t have the nerve. I wanted him to make the first move. He didn’t. Instead, his kisses slowed, then stopped.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing’s wrong, but nothing’s exactly right, either.” He settled me in the curve of his arm with a sigh. “The timing sucks, that’s all.”


    “What do you mean, the timing sucks?”


    “I mean, we’ve both been drinking, and you’ve had the shock of your life. I’m not…It’s not…Not tonight, Cass.”


    I struggled to sit up. “But you wanted to!”


    “Ssssh!” He frowned and pulled me back down. “Not like this. I don’t want your first time to be wrapped up with a shitload of bad memories.”


    Was this Jason speaking? I-want-to-take-our-relationship-to-another-level Jason? “Last night you were ready to do it on the dock!”


    “Yeah, well.” I heard a smile in his voice. “You couldn’t relax on the dock, and I can’t relax with my mother upstairs.”


    His mother. If I’d been thinking back on the beach, I would have dragged him to a hotel. “Can I stay?”


    “I should call you a cab.”


    “Just for a few minutes?”


    “Okay,” he murmured sleepily. “Just for few minutes.”

    



    “Jason Elijah Perdue!”


    The cabbie yelled at Jason, motioned him over with fingers the colour of Jell-O shooters. Orange. Green. Midnight blue.


    “Get your sorry ass out of there.”


    The cabbie didn’t want to help. He was mean, loud. I hid behind Jason. We had to get away.


    “And you!” The cabbie grabbed my shoulder and ripped my coat off. He poked me in the stomach with a big, black stick. “You have a phone call.”


    The cabbie dissolved into the mist.


    “C’mon, Princess, get your bits together and get them out of my house.”


    I jerked awake. My head was an explosion waiting to happen. Only one person in the world spoke to me like that. Jason’s mother. She jabbed me in the stomach with the phone. “You have a call.” Was it morning? Night? And why were the covers down around our feet? I sat up, grabbed the blanket with one hand, the phone with the other.


    Jason said, “Ma, wait, it’s not what you think.”


    Over his head, I saw the clock radio. 6:20 a.m. Dear Lord, we’d slept for almost five hours.


    “You don’t know what I think.” She jerked her thumb angrily toward the centre of the room. “Now get out of that bed.” Jason’s mother was short, skinny and mousy. The only thing interesting about her was her hair. Being a stylist, she changed it like she changed her clothes. This week it was purple. “Out!” she said, all frown lines and puckered lips. Jason jumped.


    My mouth tasted like I’d sucked nails all night. Images flashed through my mind. The Jell-O shooters. The party. Sperm child just dancing to the music. I almost groaned. What had I been thinking? Clearly, I hadn’t been. I took a breath, licked my lips. “Hello,” I croaked into the receiver.


    My mother said, “Sweet Jesus, Cassidy, do you know how worried we’ve been? You were supposed to call from Prissy’s. When we checked, the Smarts said you weren’t there. You’d never been there. We’ve been searching all over town for you. What were you thinking?” Her voice was thick, like she’d been crying.


    What could I say? Not much. I had my faults, but lying wasn’t one of them. I rarely lied to anyone, parents included. Until last night.


    My mother ranted in my ear; Jason’s mother ranted in his. I sat and listened; Jason stood. At one point, we looked at each other and I wanted to launch myself across the bed and into his arms. Instead we messaged silently with our eyes. Parents are such idiots, we repeated. Such idiots.


    My mother wound down. Mrs. Perdue continued to yell. For such a tiny woman, she had a huge set of lungs. Jason’s little brother, Pete, wandered into the room to see what was happening. He was as dark as Jason was blond, with eyes as round and as brown as chocolate kisses. I waggled my fingers in his direction. He waggled his back.


    “Cassidy!” Mom said. “Cassidy, are you there?”


    “I’m here.”


    “Your dad will be there in ten minutes. Don’t leave.” She disconnected before I could tell her I was one big pounding headache and I had no intention of going anywhere fast, except maybe the front steps, because it didn’t sound like Mrs. Perdue wanted me breathing her air. Come to think of it, the front steps probably counted. I might have to wait on the curb.


    When I leaned over to grab my sweater and jeans from the floor, there was a huge blood rush to my head. I hesitated, waited for the dizziness to subside.


    “Watch those bits!” Mrs. Perdue screeched, rushing over to block the sight of my body with her scrawny arms. “Keep yourself covered.”


    Pete giggled. Jason turned crimson. I wanted to die on the spot.


    “Go upstairs!” She directed her wrath to seven-year-old Pete. “And shut the door behind you.”


    I pulled my sweater over my cheesy cotton bra and thought of the fancy lace bras waiting in the trunk of my car. Good thing I hadn’t been wearing one of those. I might have given her a heart attack.


    After shimmying into my jeans without showing any skin, I slid from the bed and went to Jason. He was still pink; he looked ready to fall over with embarrassment. I owed him a big-time apology. I never should have stayed.


    “Mrs. Perdue, I’m sorry. But I have to tell you, Jason was wonderful last night. He—”


    “Don’t say another word.” She looked away in disgust. “I don’t want to know the details of your lovefest.”


    She spit the last word out, made it sound dirty.


    Jason groaned. “Ma.”


    Warmth flooded my face “We didn’t have a lovefest,” I said, lashing back. “Or a love feast, either.”


    Jason smirked. Mrs. Perdue gasped. “Don’t you get smart with me, young lady.”


    “Look, I’m sorry.” I tried again. “Nothing happened. Jason was a…a…gentleman.” Weak, Cassidy, weak. “We came back here and I’d had some bad news and I’d been sick and we laid down for a few minutes and he was going to call me a cab and I guess we fell asleep and—”


    “In your underwear?”


    She looked so offended and she made the word sound so horrific that Jason’s lip curled and I giggled and that sent her off the deep end. “This. Is. So. Not. Funny.”


    “I’m sorry, you’re right.”


    “Ma, listen.”


    But Mrs. Perdue was off again, babbling so fast and furious that it was almost impossible to make sense of the words. “I warned you…hope you used protection…that girl taking advantage…in over your head.”


    I grabbed my jacket and purse and fled up the stairs.


    Pete sat in the kitchen eating Oreos. “Want one?” He held up a half-eaten cookie and smiled the killer Perdue smile, with its tiny cheek dimple, that he shared with Jason. Since they had different fathers, I guessed they got the smile and dimple from their mother, but there was no way of knowing. The woman probably hadn’t smiled since 1991.


    I tried to arrange my lips into something that would pass for a grin. “No thanks.” I grabbed a glass of water and listened to the rant coming from downstairs. Every once in a while there’d be a pause, and I knew Jason was presenting his case. I prayed he’d get out in time for me to apologize. I’d never meant for his mother to catch us. Never meant to make an ass of myself at the party, either.


    Cookie bag in hand, Pete followed me out the front door. I tossed down my purse, shrugged on my jacket and sat on the top stair. Pete settled beside me, all warmth and innocence in Harry Potter pajamas and bare feet. “You’re up early,” I said.


    “The yelling woke me.”


    “Huh.” At the bottom of the stairs was a dirty, old soccer ball. It was losing air, falling in on itself. It looked like I felt.


    “My mom’s pretty mad,” Pete said matter-of-factly.


    I didn’t need a seven-year-old rubbing it in. I massaged my temples and tried to change the subject. “Shouldn’t you be wearing a coat or shoes or something?” The wind had died down overnight, but still, it wasn’t exactly warm. A faint blush of a milky sun rose behind the clouds, and it was too early to say whether sun or clouds would win.


    “Nope.” He sucked the guts out of another Oreo. “I don’t think she likes your bits.” Normally I loved Pete’s bluntness. This morning, not so much.


    “I know.” I took a cookie out of the bag, scraped out the stuffing for Pete and nibbled on the chocolate wafers.


    “’Specially your front ones.”


    I almost smiled. “Yeah, no kidding.”


    “She calls you Princess. She says you’re bad for Jason ‘cause you’re rich and you’re stuck-up.”


    How could I be bad for Jason? I looked up and down the street, willing my father to hurry up. Jason’s neighbourhood wasn’t heavily treed like mine; I’d see Dad coming blocks away.


    “Is that true?”


    Bad for Jason? The woman was so not right. “Which one?” I stalled.


    “The rich one.”


    My eyes were drawn to Mrs. Perdue’s beat-up Subaru in the driveway, the peeling paint on the house across the street, the tree branches from last night’s storm littering the street like trash. In my neighbourhood, branches hardly had time to hit the ground before a lawn service swept them up. “I guess.”


    Pete eyed me like I was a bug in a jar. “What about the stuck-up one? Are you that, too?”


    Jason, where are you? But his mother had him trapped. There were no reassuring footsteps heading my way. I’d probably have to leave without apologizing. “Are you?” Pete repeated. “That stuck-up thing?”


    Quinn thinks so. “Maybe. I guess. Sometimes.”


    “What is ‘stuck-up,’ anyway?”


    Oh, man, his questions were not helping my head. I hesitated. How did you explain “stuck-up” to a seven-year-old? “When you’re mean to people and act like you’re better than they are.”


    Pete considered. “You don’t do that.”


    “I don’t?”


    “Not to me.”


    “I didn’t think so.”


    “And you don’t do it to Jason, either. You make him smile a lot. So I don’t see how you can be bad for him.”


    I’m not, Pete. Your Mom’s lying. Adults do. It sucks.


    “So if you don’t do the stuck-up thing to me or Jason, why do you do it to my mom?”


    I practically groaned. Because she pushes my buttons and makes me say things like, “it wasn’t a lovefest or a love feast, either.” Instead I said, “I’m not sure, Pete. Sometimes people do stupid things.” And then I saw Dad’s car in the distance and I thought of the really stupid thing he and Mom had done and I knew some stupid things were way worse than others.


    “Sweetie, listen. I want you to do me a favour and be a secret spy like you sometimes play, okay?” When Pete nodded, I hurried on. “Tell Jason that I’m sorry, that he can call me and that I’ll see him in the parking lot after work tonight. And don’t let your mom hear,” I stressed. “Got that?”


    His brown eyes were huge and serious as he nodded a second time. “That you’re sorry, that he can call and you’ll see him in the parking lot tonight.”


    “After work,” I repeated. Frank’s car was three houses away. I dug around in my purse for a stick of gum and handed it to Pete. “Remember, okay?”


    “’Kay.” He unwrapped the gum and shoved it in his mouth with the Oreo-cookie crumbs. I glanced one more time over my shoulder for Jason. I hated leaving like this, but I had no choice. I walked slowly down the stairs to face my own brand of parent hell.

  


  
    SEVEN


    
      Chickens that lay brown eggs have red earlobes. There is a genetec link between the two.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    By the time we got home, Mrs. Perdue had called Mom, informing her that she’d found Jason and me in bed together, virtually naked.


    I didn’t help my cause when I informed my parents that I wasn’t naked at all, I had underwear on. Or when I added that you didn’t need to be naked to have sex. Or in a bed, either.


    Mom freaked. She said the usual stuff about being disappointed and how they trusted me and that they didn’t want me sneaking around like “some modernday Juliet.” Dad was calmer. He reminded me that sex was a big step and part of a committed relationship. Which Jason and I had, as I pointed out.


    Then they dropped the bombshell: Mrs. Perdue did not want me seeing Jason anymore. I was no longer allowed in her house, and Jason was no longer allowed in mine.


    I begged, I pleaded, I cried.


    It didn’t matter. Though they both thought Mrs. Perdue was overreacting, and while they sympathized when I pointed out that she was a bitter, nasty woman who hated any girl Jason dated, they also thought Jason and I should “cool it for a while.” There was, they said, a lot happening.


    Understatement of the millennium.


    However, they did agree that I could meet Jason after work that night to apologize for falling asleep in his bed. Other than that, I was under house arrest for the weekend.


    While they ran out to retrieve my car from Max’s place, I was put in charge of cleaning. Little Mac and Big Mac had booked the first possible flight out of Montana; they would arrive tomorrow.


    As I scrubbed the toilets and set out fresh towels, my mind reeled. The shock of yesterday’s double whammy—the Huntington’s diagnosis and the donor-insemination news—hadn’t worn off. If anything, it was like a bad injury: it hurt more the second day. What would the diagnosis mean to Dad? How would he cope? Then I’d remember: he was Frank, not Dad. And that would start me down the other road: Who was my dad? Should I call him “Dad”? What was he like? Did he have an illness, too?


    After lunch, Frank went for a nap and Mom went for groceries. Before she left, I reminded her to go to the bank and retrieve the clinic information from the safety deposit box. She reminded me to ready the spare room.


    That took all of about five and a half minutes.


    Restless, I retrieved the purchases from my car and tried to forget the nightmare that was my life.


    The previous night’s mall therapy session had been excessive even by my standards. I hung up the lingerie sets, put away the teddies and the CK underwear, and left a pair of bright pink silk lounging pyjamas on the bed. Tabitha promptly jumped up, plopped down in the middle of them and fell asleep. Desperate for diversion, I wandered into my bathroom, where I exfoliated, tweeked, plucked and made myself up. Twice.


    Mom still wasn’t home.


    And thoughts of him—my real father—still wouldn’t leave.


    What did he look like? Where did he live? Did he have other children? Was he curious about me?


    I wandered into the kitchen. Through the French doors, I saw three small starlings feeding. Two finches fluttered in to join them. My parents couldn’t understand my fascination with birds. I couldn’t understand their concern about a little bird crap on the hot tub and the fancy stone barbecue.


    I mean, it is biodegradable.


    The ringing phone startled me. Worried that it might wake Dad, I bolted for it. When I saw the name on the call display, I let the answering machine pick up.


    “Hi, Cass, it’s Quinn.” There was a long, uncomfortable pause. “I…uh…heard the news.”


    My Daddy’s dying. Only he’s not my real daddy at all ’cause I’m a sperm child…sperm child dancing to the music.


    Oh, God—Quinn wasn’t even part of our crowd. If she knew, then everyone did. Mortified, I slid down the wall beside the phone stand and rested my head on my knees.


    “I’m…um…really sorry.”


    I wanted to grab the phone and yell into the receiver “About what? That I’m a sperm child or that Frank’s dying? Or that you tried to ruin my life in grade eight?”


    “I’ve been looking into that stupid egg addling we have to do out at Circle Lake and I know how to get around it. Call me if you want to talk.”


    I didn’t want to talk. Especially not to her.


    I was angry. Angry at Quinn for being nice enough to call when I still wanted to hate her. Angry at fate or God or whatever it was for giving Frank Huntington’s. Mostly, I was angry at myself for getting drunk and opening my big, fat mouth at the party.


    How was I going to tell my parents?


    It was almost three by the time the Lexus pulled into the driveway, and I still hadn’t figured it out.


    I hurried outside. “Did you remember the bank?”


    “Yes, Cassidy, I remembered the bank.” Mom popped the trunk. “Help me with the groceries, will you?”


    With record-breaking speed, I carried the bags inside. Silently and efficiently, I helped Mom empty them.


    “Is your dad still sleeping?”


    He’s not my dad. “Uh huh.” I stuffed the head of romaine in the crisper and shut the fridge door. “Where’s the envelope?”


    “In my purse.”


    It hung on the back of the chair. Never before had a black purse held so much fascination. I stared hard, knowing it held the answer to my past. And the answer to my future. It held my missing half. “Can I see it?”


    She sank wearily onto a kitchen chair. Even makeup couldn’t hide the smudge of dark circles under her eyes. “In some ways it seems like only yesterday that we brought you home. But this…” She pulled a manila-coloured envelope from her purse and gave it a shake. “This seems like a lifetime ago.” She held it out.


    I hesitated. I’d imagined this moment all day. I’d planned to go into my room, open it by myself and connect with my father privately. But now I was afraid.


    The envelope was cool to touch, slick against my fingers, yet it burned. My father was inside. I flicked back the flap and removed the contents. Just a single piece of paper.


    I stared at the words.


    
      Cypress Hills Fertility Clinic


      2134 Marine View Way, West Vancouver, B.C. 604–925–8417

      



      Date: September 22, 1988


      Procedure Number: Four


      Donor Number: 1546


      Donor Characteristics:


      Race: Caucasian


      Height: 6 feet


      Weight: 195 pounds


      Eye Colour: Blue


      Hair Colour: Blond

    


    September 22, 1988. Nine months and one week before I was born. It was real. There was a part of me—a small part—that had held out hope. Thought that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t true. That by some weird fluke, one of Frank’s wayward sperm had done its job and reached the bull’s eye. That, blond hair, long legs and pasta aside, I really was his child. But the whole damned thing was real. Tears stung my eyes. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t.


    I turned the paper over, looking for more. The back of the paper was blank. I frowned. “Where’s the rest of it? Where’s his name?”


    “There was no name,” Mom said softly. “I was afraid to tell you last night, Dee Dee Bird. There is no ‘rest of it.’ That’s all we were given.”


    No way. “That’s all?”


    “That’s all.” Pain flashed across her face.


    “So you don’t know who—” I glanced at the paper again. “—who donor number 1546 is?”


    “I don’t.”


    “You never saw a picture?”


    “Not one.”


    “But someone would know who he was. I mean, these guys were paid, weren’t they?” I remembered that from the People magazine article. “The clinic would have kept records of their names.”


    “I assume so, but I never asked.”


    She never asked. “What about his family history? His medical history? What if he has some kind of genetic illness like Frank?”


    “Dad,” Mom said firmly.


    I ignored her look of displeasure. “What if cancer runs in his family? Or heart disease?”


    “They screened for that sort of thing. They would have told us if there was the possibility of a problem.”


    “Do you know that for sure?”


    A shadow crossed her face. She looked away.


    My stomach nose-dived. She didn’t know for sure.


    I stared around the kitchen, at the breakfast bar with its trendy chrome stools, the cappuccino maker in the corner, the stash of vitamins under the clock. Everything was the same as it had been two days ago. Everything except for me. I’d never be the same again. “I can’t believe it.” This was no nightmare. This was a horror show. I had a father and I didn’t know who he was.


    “I know you’re hurting, Cassidy, and if I could go back and do things differently, believe me, I would.” Her words were like a distant wind. She reached out to give my hand a little shake. “But I’d still go ahead with it. I’d still have the procedure. I’d still want you here.”


    The procedure. I pulled my hand away. On the other side of the glass doors, a big, black crow rammed into the bird feeder. The other birds scattered.


    “Your dad and I were talking. We think it’s a good idea for all of us to go to a counsellor. He could use help dealing with the Huntington’s, and it would help you sort out your feelings, too.”


    I didn’t respond to that. Instead I watched the crow assault the feeder. Get away from there, I wanted to yell. The seed’s not for you. But nature had its own rules, and crows were hardwired to scavenge. After a minute I asked, “Will you call the clinic and get his name?”


    Mom got up, switched on the oven, opened the fridge. “I can’t promise anything, Cassidy. Certainly not in the next day or two.”


    “I’ll call the clinic myself, then.” I spoke to her back. “I want more information.”


    She turned, a package of chicken breasts held out in front of her like an offering. “Why can’t you just leave well enough alone?”


    Shock rendered me momentarily speechless. “How can you ask me to do that? This is my life we’re talking about. He’s my father.”


    “No!” she said. “Your father is sleeping down the hall. He’s the man who raised you.” She put the chicken aside and leaned against the counter. Her ferocious dark eyes stared me down. “He’s the man who piggybacked you on his shoulders when you got tired of walking. The man who taught you to ski…who watched every single one of your school concerts and every single play…who drove you any time you needed a ride. He needs your support right now, Cassidy. Going on a search for your donor will kill him. Just kill him!” she repeated.


    “You’re exaggerating.”


    “I don’t think so. Your father is facing the fight of his life. The last thing he needs is his daughter going out and replacing him.”


    “I’m not replacing him,” I said hotly. “And don’t try to make me feel guilty, either, because it won’t work. I feel really bad that Frank is sick. I do.”


    Mom tried to interrupt; I talked right over her. “But I have my own life to live and I don’t even know who I am anymore.” The tears I’d fought to suppress choked the back of my throat. “I have to do this, Mom. I have to find out who this man is. He’s a part of me.”


    Mom flushed. She opened her mouth, attempted to speak. Nothing came. Eventually she managed a strangled, “Oh, baby.”


    “I just have to.” There was no other way to explain it. It was something I needed to do.


    “Don’t tell your dad, okay?” Mom finally said. “He’s got enough on his plate at the moment.”


    I didn’t want to make things worse for Dad. No way. But what about me? “Frank, you mean?” I was hurt that my feelings didn’t seem to count. “I won’t tell him.” And before she could respond, I headed for my bedroom. I had a phone call to make.

  


  
    EIGHT


    
      Ducks around the outside of a group sleep with one eye always open. Those inside the group shut both eyes.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    According to the sing-song voice on the answering machine, Cypress Hills Fertility Clinic was closed until Monday afternoon. What kind of message could I leave?


    Hello, I think you know my father. Or, Wanted, any and all information on donor number 1546.


    I thought not.


    I checked the computer. Cypress Hills didn’t have a website. Impatiently, I tried half a dozen different spellings; I searched the West Vancouver business directory; I even did a generic search for West Coast fertility clinics.


    Nothing.


    What was that about?


    I pulled up what I could find on sperm donor children. I learned that in England and some American states, donors were now asked to register so potential offspring would have all the information they’d need. In the past, the amount of information given out depended entirely on the clinic.


    How much information would Cypress Hills give me?


    I found a scary post from Australia about a donor who carried some weird-sounding Opitz disease. Officials were trying to find his offspring. The kids were at risk of dying from serious respiratory problems or digestive disorders. One telling sign: those born with the disease had widely spaced eyes.


    I whirled around, stared hard into the mirror. I had widely spaced eyes. My stomach cramped. And digestive problems.


    I swivelled back to the screen and read on. All offspring—and there were forty-two of them—were in Australia or the United Kingdom.


    My stomach uncramped.


    Wait a minute. Forty-two offspring?


    What did you think? That they only donated once?


    Hardly. Then the implication of all those donations struck me.


    I could have a whole bunch of half-brothers and sisters out there. My stomach seized up again.


    I didn’t want to know.


    I turned off the computer, pulled another photo album from my cupboard, grabbed my scissors from the desk and settled into a mound of pillows on my bed. This time I started at the beginning. Album number one. My baby pictures. With vicious delight, I snipped myself away from Granddad and Nana Hunt, from Frank the Fake and Grace the Snake. By the time Mom knocked on my door, I’d reached album three, and I had a nice little pile of Cassidy the Separate beside me.


    I pulled a pillow off the pile, tossed it over my handiwork. “What?”


    Mom opened the door and poked her head around the corner. “Dinner.”


    “No thanks.” I wouldn’t eat with them if they paid me to.


    She glanced at the pile of photo albums at my feet. “What are you doing?”


    “Thinking.”


    She studied me for a long minute. “Huh.” I could tell she didn’t believe me. “I’ll bring you a plate.”


    I grabbed the TV remote and switched on the TV. When she came back a few minutes later with smothered chicken and rice, I feigned fascination with a rerun of What Not to Wear.


    I wolfed down the food. It was hot and comforting, a long-time favourite from childhood.


    “You did pretty well,” Mom said when I went into the kitchen a little while later.


    “I managed to choke it down.” I rinsed my plate, put it into the dishwasher and cut myself a huge chunk of butter tart square.


    Frank was on the phone. “You have my personal guarantee that the mayor will hear about your flooding problem,” he said. Obviously it was a business call. “And I’ll be in touch with the Public Works Department first thing in the morning.” That was take-charge Dad. But in spite of the confident tone and reassuring words, I couldn’t miss the oatmeal colour of his skin, the slump of his shoulders, the constant tap, tapping of his finger against the table. He was sick. And he was only going to get worse. My stomach turned inside out at the unfairness of it all. I grabbed some milk and headed back to the bedroom.


    What would Frank think of my searching for my donor? Would he be hurt, like Mom suggested? Or would he understand? It wasn’t like I wanted to meet the guy, have a relationship or anything.


    Or did I?


    I was still pondering when I headed out to meet Jason and apologize.


    “Half an hour.” Mom stood in the doorway and called down the sidewalk after me. “I want you home by ten o’clock.”


    “By ten-fifteen,” I yelled back. “You said I could have thirty minutes with him.”


    Normally Mom would have come after me, repeating the curfew in her firm, no-nonsense voice. But tonight her only answer was a nod and a wave.


    Nothing in my life was the same anymore.


    Finnelli’s Fine Foods was in Cadboro Bay, a trendy little village half a block from the ocean. Traffic was so light, I managed the drive in five minutes. Pulling into the side lot, I parked beside Jason’s beat-up Toyota at exactly 9:27. Barring last-minute demands from Mr. Finnelli, he’d be out in three minutes.


    I had my head stuffed into the bottom of my purse—I was desperate for a mint or a piece of gum—when a knock on the window made me jump.


    Jason! He held up our Saturday-night tradition: a gold and green bag of leftovers from Finnelli’s bakery.


    I leaned over to open the door. “You scared me!”


    The tang of salty sea air filled the car. I heard the distant sound of waves pounding the shore. “Sorry.” Jason slammed the door behind him; the waves grew silent.


    “Pete gave you the message.”


    “Yeah.” He tossed the bag down and leaned over to give me a kiss. Cold lips. Hot mouth. Root beer. Jason. Oh, man, I’d missed him.


    I broke the connection first. “Look, Jase, I only have a few minutes. I’m sorry about what happened at your place this morning.” Bands of colour from the grocery-store sign flashed across his face. “I never meant to fall asleep. I should have gone home right away. Your mother probably figures I’m the spawn of the devil now.”


    And how do you know you’re not?


    Jason chuckled, tossed his hair back and reached into the bag. “Something like that.” He handed me a sugar-coated raspberry bomb. Finnelli’s speciality. Since the store was closed Sunday, Mr. Finnelli always cleared them out last thing Saturday.


    “She called my mom.” I bit into the sweet, yeasty dough.


    “Yeah.” Jason’s head was stuck in the bag. He surfaced with a lemon Danish.


    “She doesn’t want us to see each other anymore.”


    “That’s just plain stupid. Of course we’re going to see each other. At school and stuff.”


    And stuff. What did that mean? My stomach butter-flied. I licked a trace of raspberry jelly from the corner of my mouth. “Are you saying…that you only want to see me at school?”


    “No! God, no!” Jason reached over and gave me an awkward hug. He smelled faintly of apples and aftershave. The soft fleece of his team jersey tickled my nose.


    “My parents said we should cool it for a couple of weeks too,” I said as I sat up. “Cut down on phone calls. No time alone.” I rolled my eyes. “They have some nerve suggesting it after what they’ve done. Give me a couple of days to work on them. They’ll come around.”


    “It’ll take my mom a while,” he said. “She was pretty choked catching us in bed like that. And it didn’t help when she heard your news, either.”


    The butterflies in my stomach whirled and raced. “My news?”


    Jason chewed his Danish, wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You know…the donor thing.”


    The butterflies exploded into a thousand fluttery wings. “How did she hear? Did you tell her?”


    “Of course not!” Jason scowled. “Geez, Cass, you should know me better than that.”


    I didn’t know anybody anymore. Not since my father had stopped being my father. I put down my half-finished raspberry bomb. I wasn’t hungry. “Then who did?”


    “Prissy’s mother. She went to the salon for a haircut and Mom was her stylist and I guess they got to talking. Prissy must have told her what you said at the party.”


    Oh, man, Mrs. Smart was an even bigger gossip than her daughter. If she knew, the entire city did. She probably knew about Dad’s illness, too. “What did your mom say?”


    “You know my mother. Something about how the rich live in a different world. Stuff about babies to order.”


    Babies to order?


    “That it was unnatural and wrong,” Jason added. “Like adultery, only worse.”


    Adultery, only worse? No way.


    “Forget it,” Jason added. “I have.”


    “I’m going to find him,” I blurted. “My father.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m…there’s a part of me that’s blank. Separate.” I struggled to find just the right words. “He’s a part of me, Jase. Or I’m a part of him. It’s like, I don’t know, where I fit in and all that stuff.”


    I wanted him to say, “You fit with me.” Instead he said, “Fitting in is overrated.” And then he shoved the last of the Danish into his mouth.


    “I’m not so sure.” Isn’t it funny how the people who don’t care about fitting in sometimes end up being the most popular. Jason was a good example of that. But for me, this wasn’t a popularity contest. “It’s about family, Jase. I mean, I share this guy’s DNA. He’s my father—or something.”


    Jason lifted a cinnamon bun from the bag. “You’ve already got a father, and he’s a great guy.”


    “When’s the last time you saw your father?”


    “That’s got nothing to do with nothing.” Suddenly it mattered. “But when?” I pressed.


    “Last week. When he was over to see Pete.” His blue eyes narrowed. “Why?”


    “I don’t mean your stepfather. I mean your real father.”


    He took a huge bite of the cinnamon bun. “My stepfather is my real father.” His words came out in a fine spray of cinnamon and sugar.


    “I mean the guy who fathered you.”


    Jason’s face hardened. He swallowed a chunk of bun, licked his fingers, took his time answering. “If he wanted to see me, he’d make the effort. I’m not going to.”


    He still hadn’t answered my question.


    “Besides, parents are nothing but trouble.” A cheeky grin split his face. “I’ve got one and a half, and look at the hassles in my life. You’ve already got two. Why go looking for more?”


    “I just have to, that’s all.”


    His smile slipped. “Whatever.” He changed the subject. “Listen, I have to go, too. Mom’s expecting me to pick Pete up right after work.” Disappointment tugged deep in my belly. I hadn’t missed one of our Saturdays in months.


    We had a real routine. I’d meet Jason after work, and he’d bring doughnuts. We’d pick out a movie, retrieve Pete from Mrs. Crenshaw’s place. We’d bribe the kid with bedtime stories and too many raspberry bombs. He’d go to bed, then we’d snuggle on the couch until Mrs. Perdue came home from her Saturday-night date. I wondered if I’d ever spend a Saturday night there again. “Say hi to your brother.”


    “Sure.” Jason folded up the bag. “By the way, Mom’s screening my calls. If you need to reach me, call Mike and he’ll let me know.”


    I kissed Jason goodbye and watched him get inside his car and start his engine. Only after he’d waved and pulled out of the parking lot did I cry.


    I cried because it was only 9:45 and I didn’t have to leave for another fifteen minutes. I cried because Prissy Smart’s mother was a stupid, gossipy old cow. But mostly I cried because Jason didn’t understand.


    He didn’t understand why I wanted to find my father, and I had been so sure he would.

    



    I hardly slept that night. Jason was my guy, my other half. We always understood each other.


    Not this time.


    By the time Sunday rolled around, I knew I had to convince my parents to let Jason come over so we could talk things out. But I also had to warn them that Mrs. Smart had blabbed about the donor insemination.


    Okay, so technically I’d blabbed first, but I’d been in a drunken stupor in a private home. Mrs. Smart was perfectly sober—one assumed—and gossiping not only in a public place, which we all know is the lowest of the low, but in a hair salon, where gossip was like cockroaches in New York: dirty, plentiful and impossible to avoid. Clearly, a little verbal extermination was in order.


    My parents would not be pleased that people knew. I mean, they’d kept the news from me for years. It wasn’t like they wanted to share it. And Dad had said, “No one needs to know.”


    Unfortunately, the opportunity to tell them never presented itself. And by the time Grandma and Grandpa Mac pulled up in their rental car that afternoon, I had a bigger worry.


    How could I sit down and pretend everything was the same?


    My heart somersaulted as I watched Mom and Dad rush out to greet them. Big Mac looked like a lovable old crane with long, gangly limbs and tufts of white hair poking out of his pink scalp. Little Mac looked like a sparrow beside him—rounded body, short little legs and quick bursts of energy.


    They were as different from Nana and Granddad as Target was from Sak’s. But I loved them with a fierceness that almost took my breath away.


    Except they weren’t mine. We weren’t even related.


    Maybe that would make it easier to pretend.


    And maybe, I thought as Grandma walked in the door and pulled me close, it wouldn’t.


    “You’ve grown.” She gave me another squeeze before tugging on Big Mac’s jacket. “Hasn’t she grown, Bill?”


    And then he hugged me and Grandma turned away, but not before I saw the telltale shine of tears in her eyes.


    Dad led her into the kitchen, where she chirped on about the weather and the flight and all the other stuff travellers say when they arrive anywhere. Then her words came to a sudden end. There was a second of silence before she let out a heart-wrenching wail.


    Big Mac turned three shades of red. I led him into the family room, where Dad had started a fire. The flames in the massive floor-to-ceiling fireplace threw a peach glow over his wrinkled face as we sat across from each other. “Dad made coffee.” I spoke louder than necessary to try and drown out Grandma’s sobs. “He’s probably getting it right now.” I knew coffee was the last thing on anybody’s mind, but it was one of those flat-out socially acceptable lies that Big Mac seemed to appreciate.


    “Sounds good.” His kindly grey eyes peered out at me over his bifocals. “How’re you doin’, Dee Dee Bird?”


    I’m fading. I am no longer me. I am now Cassidy the Separate. “Okay, I guess.” Grandpa Mac was the one who had originally given me the nickname. When I was eleven months old, he’d taken me to the park where I’d pointed to a tree and yelled, “birdeee, birdeee.” It was my very first word.


    “Things are tough now, huh?”


    You don’t know the half of it. “I…” What to say? “Yeah.”


    He smiled gently, and his old face was as familiar and dear as the freckles on the back of my arm. “Now, there’s no sense in worrying, Cassidy. That does no good at all. Just yesterday, your grannie, she was talking to some official over at the University Medical Center, and he said even if you do have the gene, they’re making strides all the time. What with stem cell research and all. By the time you hit your daddy’s age, well, they’ll probably have a cure.”


    He thought I was a carrier. Oh, God, thinking before speaking was a royal pain in the ass. “We don’t know for sure yet…if I am…a carrier.”


    Just then, Mom walked in with a tray of coffee and goodies. Her hands were unsteady; the cups and saucers clattered as she put everything on the coffee table. Big Mac was adding his third teaspoon of sugar to his cup and I was three bites through a chocolate florentine when Dad and Little Mac came into the room and sat down, side by side, on the couch.


    “You sure you wouldn’t rather have a rest?” Big Mac asked Grandma. “It was a long flight.”


    “No.” She shook her head. “I’m fine.”


    That was another flat-out, socially acceptable lie. Grandma Mac didn’t look fine. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, her freckled face was blotchy, her nose was red. Maybe it was because he was sitting right beside her, or maybe it was because I was looking for it, but Dad looked more like Grandma than he’d ever looked before. He had the same short legs and thick torso, the same square, freckled face and the same haunted look in those oh-so-familiar almond-shaped eyes.


    She’s not my grandmother. She’s never been my grandmother. Why didn’t I see it before?


    Mom started talking, filling the air with store details no one cared about. The rest of us silently drank coffee, ate florentines and stared anywhere but at each other.


    Eventually, Grandma cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Grace, but before I lose my nerve there’s—”


    Something smashed into the bay window. Glass splintered and hit the floor.


    Grandma Mac gasped.


    Grandpa Mac swore.


    Dad jumped up to see what had happened, then stumbled and dropped his coffee cup. Mom hurried to his side.


    With a sick, sinking feeling in my stomach, I stepped over the broken cup to the cloth-covered object.


    It was a white towel weighted down with rocks. Inside was a turkey baster filled to the brim with clear, slimy goo.
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    Clearly, we couldn’t hide my news from Big Mac and Little Mac.


    I mean, we don’t live in the kind of neighbourhood where people chuck things through windows. Especially not turkey basters filled with slimy goo. And it didn’t help that Mom took one look at it and blurted, “Oh my God, who knows?”


    Obviously someone with a really good arm. And probably not Prissy’s mom, either. The only thing she threw around was money.


    Big Mac and Little Mac huddled on the couch, looking stunned and more than a little shaken. Luckily, my aunt Colleen picked that moment to phone and make sure they’d arrived safely. While the grandparents talked (could I still call them grandparents?), Mom cleaned up the glass, Frank arranged for a window replacement and I got on my cellphone.


    I’d opened my big mouth in the first place. I needed to find out who wouldn’t let me forget it.


    Prissy wasn’t home. Neither was Yvonne, Jasmine or Brynna. I couldn’t reach Mike, so I took a chance and called Jason’s place. No one picked up.


    Who had done this terrible, vile thing? I’d find out tomorrow at school. Meanwhile, I had to tell my parents I’d blabbed.


    They didn’t say anything at first, although Dad turned red when I repeated the little ditty I’d sung at the party, and Mom’s lips got so thin they practically disappeared.


    Then Dad had to tell Big Mac and Little Mac the details of my conception. Feeling freakish and embarrassed, I watched for some kind of reaction, but they didn’t give their feelings away. They nodded, they listened, they looked at me occasionally, but they didn’t say a word. After Dad finished, Grandpa Mac asked, “So Cassidy won’t get Huntington’s?” When that was confirmed, Grandma Mac burst into a fresh round of tears. “Thank God, thank God,” she kept repeating.


    As far as I was concerned, it was over too soon. Where was their anger, their disappointment? Their curiosity about how I felt being a no-name-brand kind of person?


    All Big Mac and Little Mac seemed to care about was whether the issue would affect Dad’s job as deputy mayor. Would the news of my conception result in some kind of political fallout?


    Dad told them that the only fallout he expected was the ability to do his job as the Huntington’s progressed.


    Then Grandma asked if the turkey baster was a sign that some fundamentalist group was about to burn crosses on our lawn or something. Dad laughed and said more likely it was kids being stupid. “People are far more open to reproductive technology than they used to be,” he said.


    So that’s what I was? A product of reproductive technology?


    I barely had time to figure out how that made me feel when Little Mac dropped a bombshell of her own—a bombshell that reinforced my belief that all of life comes down to a series of events. And in my family, at least, the really significant ones were clearly tied to sex.


    Grandma MacLaughlin had never been married to Dad’s—I mean Frank’s—father. All these years she’d led us to believe she’d married the man and then left him because he was a drunk. But she hadn’t married the guy at all. She’d slept with him. Once. And never seen him again.


    Shame had made her keep the secret all these years. Now she was wracked with guilt.


    “It was an indiscretion,” she repeated, running a finger under the collar of her too-tight cream blouse. “An indiscretion. I’m sorry. So sorry.”


    Frank sat, stone-faced, tapping out some kind of silent rhythm with his fingers.


    An indiscretion’s better than a date with a turkey baster, I thought.


    Little Mac burst into tears again.


    Then I realized I’d spoken the words out loud.


    As you can imagine, it was a real Jerry Springer kind of night. A night blurred with explanations, recriminations and tears. And a badly overcooked chicken.


    That chicken could have been why I had a stomach ache when I left for school the next morning. But when I pulled into the parking lot and Max caught sight of me, and he smirked and nudged Scott and they started laughing, my stomach ache only got worse.


    I walked into the school foyer. Heads turned. Eyes widened. Muffled giggles broke out. More than once, the stares and giggles were accompanied by whispers of “sperm” or variations on the same, none of which I care to repeat.


    Avoiding direct eye contact, I headed straight for Prissy’s locker. I ran into Jason halfway there. “Did you hear what happened?” I pulled him into the alcove of Mrs. Sutter’s computer class.


    “Yeah.” He looked embarrassed. “Someone said it broke the window.”


    “It was wrapped around a five-pound rock. Of course it broke the window. But never mind. Who did it?”


    “I’m not sure. There was a group of guys…They were being stupid. No one’s taking responsibility.”


    “Which guys?”


    He hesitated just a fraction of a second too long. “I’m not sure,” he repeated.


    “You know. Why won’t you tell me?”


    He practically winced. “Let it go, Cass. It’s not worth worrying about.”


    He was protecting them. On the heels of that thought came an uglier one. “Were you there?”


    A nasty red flush crawled up his neck. “First you think I tell my mother about your…your…donor thing…and now you think I’d do that?” He flipped his blond hair back. “What’s gotten into you?”


    “I’m sorry. I—I didn’t think you would, but—” I was confused, embarrassed. “But people are whispering and laughing. I shouldn’t have said anything at the party. It was a mistake. But I didn’t expect it to spread like lice in kindergarten. It’s nobody’s business anyway.” And you know who did it and you won’t tell me. Oh God, oh God, I was going to cry.


    Jason’s anger dissolved. He pulled me into the room, kicked the door shut with the toe of his boot and hugged me. We stood there for, like, forever, or at least until way after the bell rang and the banging on the door got too loud to ignore. When Jason finally let me go, there was a huge lineup of people waiting, including Mrs. Sutter, who looked angry until she saw who it was. Then she gave me a nervous, twitchy little smile and moved aside so I could pass.


    Clearly, she knew, too.


    I had law class first block; Prissy wasn’t in my class. I couldn’t find her afterward, either, and believe me, I tried. Bolting through the door of my English class, I headed for my usual spot beside Jasmine. Her head was bowed over her textbook; she didn’t look up. Jasmine was quiet. Her family life centred heavily on her church; she rarely went to parties. But she was still one of the gang. She’d know who’d thrown that rock.


    I tried to catch her eye. Deeply enthralled in the day’s sonnet, she didn’t look up. When we broke into groups, she joined with two others before I could join her. At the end of the class, she jumped out of her chair almost before the bell stopped ringing. I managed to grab her as she went through the door.


    “Hey, Jas, what’s up?”


    She shook my hand off her arm. “I have to go.” She tossed her long, black hair over her shoulder and started walking.


    I followed her. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.” She wouldn’t look at me.


    “I guess you heard.”


    She didn’t answer. Instead she picked up her pace. The halls were packed. People slammed books into lockers, made plans for lunch. I wove through the crowd, practically running to keep up with her.


    “Jasmine, wait! What’s going on?”


    She stopped so fast I almost smashed into her back. Then she turned, eyed me with disgust and said, “Some man masturbated into a paper cup just so you’d be born. That goes against scripture. Your real father could be a gas-station attendant somewhere. How am I supposed to make sense of that?”


    I stared after her with my mouth hanging open. That was Jasmine? Jasmine of the everyone-has-value-in-the-Lord’s-eyes school of thought? Apparently that didn’t include guys who masturbated into paper cups or worked at gas stations.


    I stormed around the halls, glaring at anyone who dared catch my eye. I couldn’t find Prissy, or anyone else who mattered. On a hunch, I headed for the local McDonald’s. When I saw Prissy’s car in the lot, I knew I was right.


    We always ate in the lower kids’ play area. As long as we ordered food and kept our swearing under control, we could get away with being loud and obnoxious. I grabbed food and headed downstairs.


    The windowless room smelled like grease, apple juice and sneakers. Prissy and Yvonne sat in the corner, talking and laughing with a gang of kids. My heart sank. I hadn’t expected such a big crowd.


    Holding my tray high, I sidestepped around a weary young mother in grey sweats trying to convince a little girl with a big pout that it was better to eat her chicken McNuggets off the table than off the floor.


    “It’s sperm child,” someone said.


    Prissy and Yvonne snickered.


    “Don’t be an asshole.” I slammed the tray on the table. Brynna jumped.


    “Hey, you said it first.” Max mimicked my high-pitched voice. “Sperm child, just dancing to the music.”


    Laughter and grins all around. I sat down and buried my flaming face inside the french-fry container. As soon as I found out who had thrown the turkey baster through the window, I’d leave.


    “Her daddy’s sick to death.” This from Tom. “Sick to death ‘cause he couldn’t get it up.” Snorts of masculine laughter ripped through the air.


    Yvonne giggled, but Prissy glared at Tom. “That’s not funny,” she said.


    “Yeah, leave her dad out of this.” Brynna gave me a sympathetic look.


    “Her dad’s been left out of a lot of things,” someone added with a snicker. A few guys chuckled. Yvonne rolled her eyes. I unwrapped my burger and wondered how I could swallow with my throat practically closed.


    “So what’s it like?” Chad asked. “Starting life in a test tube?”


    “Oh, gross.”


    “Hey, man, not while I’m eating.”


    The young mother in grey gave us a look and started to pack up her daughter’s lunch.


    “It’s not a test tube, stupid. I read that they take this huge, long syringy thing and shoot the sperm inside the woman,” Yvonne said. “Then she has to lie down and keep her feet up in the stirrups for, like, hours afterward so it doesn’t leak out.”


    Oh God. I put my barely eaten burger down. Like I needed to hear this. “Why don’t we drive out to Circle Lake together?” I suggested to Prissy. If I got her alone, she would talk. “There’s no point in taking separate cars to class.”


    “No thanks.” Prissy fiddled with her hair. “I…uh…I have plans after school.” She looked at Yvonne, who nodded. “I need my car.”


    “I guess sperm child’s gonna have to drive out there by herself,” Max drawled. “Better watch out for flying turkey basters.”


    More snickers.


    I stared hard at Max. “Did you throw that at my window?”


    “Moi?” The picture of wide-eyed innocence, he slapped his hand over his heart. “You wound me. I have better aim than that.”


    “Yeah, Vonnie,” Scott piped up. “I thought you were gonna get the jiss and blood and stuff all over the front door, not on the living-room carpet.”


    Yvonne? Something sucked the air right out of my lungs.


    “Shut up, Scott.” Yvonne’s lips twisted into a grin. “He’s being stupid, Cass. Don’t listen to him.”


    Brynna grabbed her tray and stood. “I have to go.” She hurried up the stairs.


    But Scott wouldn’t shut up. “I still think Prissy’s idea to do city hall was better,” he said. “But like Vonnie said, you’d need too many egg whites to cream that place.”


    Prissy? For the second time in less than an hour, I was speechless. Prissy flushed and wouldn’t meet my eyes. City hall? When Jason had said “guys,” I had just assumed…but I’d assumed wrong. My heart ached. Jason hadn’t been protecting them. He’d been protecting me.


    Finally I managed one word: “Why?”


    “Oh, lighten up.” There was a bored look on Yvonne’s horsy, spoiled face. “I never meant to break the window. It was just a joke.”


    Do I even know you? “Great joke.”


    “I aimed for the door, but Max pushed me and then my arm slipped and…” She shrugged. “Don’t worry, Cass. I’ll talk to my dad. I’m sure he’ll pay for the damage.”


    The damage. Some damage was irreparable. I’d learned that in the last two days. “Whatever.” Feigning indifference, I sipped my root beer, loosened the lid on the cup. I shook out my fries, ate two. I opened my burger, then shut it again. Then I rose, tray in hand, and slid from my seat. I stepped sideways. Flicked my wrist. Dumped my lunch right into Yvonne’s lap. She shrieked and jumped up. Pop and ice and pickles and fries went flying.


    “Ooops, sorry, I slipped.” I smiled. She glared. “Lighten up, Vonnie. It was just a joke. Besides, soap and water work wonders.” I slapped the tray down on the table in front of her. “Apparently it cleans up even the nastiest shit in the world. Better go use some.”


    Silence followed me out the door.

    



    I needed Jason, but he wasn’t around. I also needed to call Cypress Hills, but the clinic wouldn’t be open for another hour. What I didn’t need was that class at Circle Lake. So I drove out the highway past the gravel pit to Witty’s Lagoon, where I walked the beach, listened to the swoop of the incoming tide and watched the sandpipers skim the water’s surface looking for bugs to eat.


    Yvonne and Prissy were my friends. How could they do that to me? How could they think it was funny? Jasmine was supposed to be my friend, too. And Max? Max was always sarcastic, but today he’d been plain mean. I’d witnessed nasty comments from them before. Like when Mike’s mother got a botched facelift. Kids had teased him for months. The comments eventually dwindled, but they hadn’t stopped completely until she’d had reconstructive surgery.


    Sooner or later I’d stop being the topic of conversation, I told myself as I hiked back to my car. There was no question about it. But could our friendship survive in the interim? Did I even want it to?


    By the time I returned to town, school was out for the afternoon. I considered heading back and searching for Jason, but I didn’t want to run into Yvonne or Prissy, or any teachers, either. I wanted to be alone and call Cypress Hills.


    “How’s it going?” Frank asked when I got home. Big Mac and Little Mac sat on the couch opposite. Papers and brochures littered the coffee table between them.


    “Fine.” The lie didn’t bother me as much as Frank’s appearance. His hair was mussed, his skin ashen. He looked like a sick, old man. Just a few days ago, he’d looked like his old self. Or was I seeing him differently now? “You okay, Dad?” The old term slipped out before I could stop it.


    “Sure, Cass. Fine.”


    Yeah, right. “Where’s Mom?”


    “At the store.”


    Distracted, Little Mac glanced up from the Mayo Clinic brochure she was reading. “Was your father right? Did kids throw that turkey baster? Did you find out?”


    “I’m working on it.” I wasn’t ready to tell them yet.


    Big Mac peered at me over his reading glasses. “Are you all right, Dee Dee Bird?”


    I’m not all right, I’ll never be all right again, but you’re not my grandfather and you wouldn’t understand. “Sure.”


    Dad and Little Mac turned their attention back to the brochures, but Big Mac’s steady grey eyes studied me intently. “Are you sure?” he asked softly.


    Big Mac had a way of seeing past your face and your clothes and all the stuff you said and did for the rest of the world. He was probably the only one in the family who wouldn’t care if I pierced my eyebrows six times or tattooed a snake up my leg. Because he knew the I of me.


    Or he had, before I’d become Cassidy the Separate.


    “I’m fine.” I grabbed an apple from the sideboard and hurried down the hall. He’s only pretending to care. His priority is Frank. It has to be Frank.


    My knapsack landed in the corner with a thud. I tossed the apple onto the bed. I picked up the phone. Fingers shaking, I dialled the Cypress Hills Fertility Clinic.

  


  
    TEN


    
      The Imperial Parrot does not form flocks. It hides from others. It is very secretive.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    Good afternoon, Cypress Hills.”


    This is it. My gut clenched; I couldn’t speak.


    “Cypress Hills,” the voice repeated.


    I took a breath. “Hello, I’m looking for some information.”


    “On our services?” The voice was butter-soft, sweet.


    “Sort of.” I hesitated. “Not exactly.”


    Silence yawned on the other end of the phone.


    “My mother was a—” A what? A patient? A receiver?


    “A client,” the voice gently prompted.


    “Yes.” I practically cried with relief. “She was a client there. In September of 1988. I’m—”


    The woman didn’t wait this time. “A donor offspring.”


    “Yes. And I’m trying to contact my…the…donor. His number is 1546.” I’d memorized the number the night before, saying it over and over in my head like a soothing mantra—the key to the puzzle of me.


    “All donors are kept confidential.”


    “But—”


    “It’s standard procedure.”


    Nothing about this was standard. “I just want a name. A little information.”


    “I can’t help you.”


    Her detachment made me angry. “But I need some health history. Family illnesses, that kind of thing.”


    “That was discussed between the doctor, the donor and the client.”


    The doctor, the donor, the client. “But what about me?”


    “The agreement wasn’t made with you.”


    No, the agreement just created me. “I don’t want to meet him. I just want his name, some genetic history.” And to know if he has long fingers. Likes pasta. Has scientific leanings.


    The butter-soft voice hardened. “I’m not authorized to answer those questions.”


    A phone rang in the background. Panic rose. I didn’t want her hanging up. “Did you work there in 1988? Did you see him?”


    “I’m sorry, I have another call.”


    She was my only contact with him; I didn’t want to let her go. “Do you have pictures? Can you tell me what he does? Can you give me a name? Please! I won’t phone again.”


    The dial tone buzzed in my ear.


    I fell backward onto my bed, stared up at the ceiling. The apple pressed into the small of my back. It was the only thing I could feel. I was numb everywhere else. Only that blood-red apple pushing on my spine reminded me that I was still alive. Still breathing. Still functioning. I would get a name, find him. I would figure out who I was.


    Mom had to call the clinic herself. I’d talk to her about it after dinner.


    Rolling over, I grabbed the phone and dialled Jason’s number. If I was lucky, his mom would still be at work. He answered on the first ring. “You’re not supposed to call here.”


    The chill in his tone shocked me. “Hi to you, too.”


    “Cass, I’m serious. I got supreme shit Sunday when you called after the…the rock thing. Mom saw your number on the caller ID. We’re supposed to cool it for a while, remember?”


    Crap. “I’m sorry. I’ve had the day from hell. I need to talk for a sec.”


    “I heard what happened at lunch.” His tone lightened. He chuckled. “Yvonne’s major pissed.”


    I didn’t want to talk about Yvonne. “I called the clinic, Jase. They wouldn’t tell me a thing.”


    “So forget it. I told you that.”


    I guess I’d reached my breaking point, because I started to cry. “I can’t forget it. I have to find him.”


    There was silence and then, “I gotta go. Mom’s pulled in.”


    Had she? Or was Jason lying?


    For the first time in nine months, I wondered if he was telling the truth.


    The thought made me sick to my stomach.


    Eventually I pulled myself together long enough to spread out my pictures of Cassidy the Separate. Once I was satisfied that I could see them all from the bed, I grabbed my scissors and started in on another album.


    “Cass?” There was a quick knock before Quinn poked her head around the door. “Your dad said you were in here.”


    He’s not my dad. I slapped the album shut and covered the cutouts on my bed. “Haven’t you heard of waiting until you’re invited into a room?”


    Quinn ignored my grumpiness. “Whoa!” Gawking at the group of Cassidy the Separate on my desk, she came in and shut the door. “Some statement that is.” Her gaze travelled from surface to surface, taking in all the cutouts. “You’ve taken the term ‘paper dolls’ to an entirely new level.”


    “Whatever.” My eyes were glued to her massive green sweater, the multi-coloured beret slipping off her head. She looked like an elf on acid.


    “Here.” From somewhere under all that green, she removed a newspaper and a handful of worksheets. “Mr. Edwards said to do these and he’ll let you off the hook for today.”


    He probably knows, too.


    “And class starts earlier tomorrow because the scientists are coming again.”


    “Thanks for stopping by.” I glanced meaningfully at the door. You can leave any time.


    But Quinn ignored the hint. “Nice place,” she said, openly assessing my bedroom.


    “I like it,” I muttered defensively. Quinn had never been in this room. She’d never been in this house. Our last fight had taken place the week before we moved. “What do you want?”


    She didn’t answer. Instead she perched on the edge of the bed and pulled a Cassidy the Separate out from under the photo album. “Another one?” It was me at ten standing on the Santa Monica pier. Mom’s and Dad’s hands were still on my shoulders, but I’d managed to cut the rest of them away. “You’re holding a flag from Disneyland.” Grinning, she looked up. “Was that your trip to California?” When I nodded, she said, “You saw your first white-winged dove and you reached three hundred on your species list.”


    She remembered. I’d called her all excited from the hotel. Still holding my image, Quinn glanced at the group of Cassidy the Separate by my computer. Her eyes travelled. Desk. Bookshelf. Windowsill. Assessing. Thinking. Finally she said, “You planning on cutting yourself out of your whole entire life?”


    Her comment hit a nerve. “Piss off!” I snatched the picture out of her hand, laid it upside down. “You can leave now.”


    She made no move to get up. Instead she handed me the newspaper, pointed to the main story and said, “Check it out.”


    I read:


    Rumours are flying around town about Deputy Mayor Frank MacLaughlin. He ended up in hospital Thursday evening, allegedly from falling down stairs. The Deputy Mayor has had three fender-benders in the last six weeks. Breathalyzers were not administered. One wonders if our friendly constables are being just a little too friendly. Meanwhile, unnamed sources suggest this isn’t the first time Deputy MacLaughlin has taken a tumble on dry land. One source even suggests that the misplaced feet are going to cost him heavily in the upcoming civic election.


    “Three fender-benders? He’s only had two.” Disgusted, I chucked the newspaper down. “And they’re trying to imply that Frank has a drinking problem.”


    “Frank?” Quinn raised one eyebrow. “Why don’t you call him Mr. MacLaughlin and pretend you’re a boarder?”


    I glared. “You’re an uninvited guest. Don’t push it. Besides, he’s not my father. That’s been established.”


    “I know—I heard.”


    “How?”


    She shrugged. “You know how stuff gets around school.”


    “So is that why you’re being nice to me all of a sudden? Because you feel bad?”


    “No.” She pulled her beret off, fiddled nervously with it. “But when you enrolled in environmental studies, I figured you were back to being the old Cassidy. I thought we could—I don’t know—start over or something.”


    “Well, we can’t start over, and I’m not the old Cassidy.” I wasn’t a new Cassidy, either. I didn’t know what kind of Cassidy I was.


    Quinn frowned. “Just how long are you going to hold onto this stupid grudge, anyway?”


    “As long as I want to.” With a vicious kick, I sent the newspaper under the bed.


    “Now, that’s mature.”


    She was really pissing me off. “I think you should go,” I said again.


    She still didn’t move. “Your parents were always so upfront.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe they kept it from you all these years.”


    At least she wasn’t disgusted or cracking jokes.


    “Remember grade three?” she asked.


    I hardly wanted to go down memory lane with Quinn. “What about it?” I asked warily.


    “You insisted you were adopted. Said you were related to some rich dude in Bavaria or Latvia or somewhere.” Quinn snickered. “For a while all you would eat was rye bread and sausage.”


    “Until Mom told me Latvians ate peas and sour porridge.” When Quinn rolled her eyes in remembrance, I had to grin. There was comfort in having history with a person.


    “That was your intuition talking,” she said softly. “You knew something wasn’t right.”


    Her compassion made me uncomfortable. I avoided her eyes.


    “So what are you going to do about it?”


    “Nothing.” I got up, put the worksheets on my desk, gathered up the photo albums.


    “You need to educate yourself. Network with people. Find some organizations. The government passed a reproductive technology bill a while back. There’s bound to be a ton of information out there.”


    That was Quinn—throwing herself at life. Only this was my life to handle my way. “I don’t want to get involved with any groups.” I stashed the albums in the closet and collected up my sizable display of Cassidy the Separate. “I don’t need a ton of information.” All I needed was one name. I put the cutouts in the closet beside the albums. “I should start my homework.” Turning around, I looked pointedly at the door.


    Quinn ignored me. “It probably is like being adopted,” she mused. “There will be records. Stuff on file. This isn’t the Dark Ages.”


    “You need to leave.”


    “But I haven’t told you about my plan to get around the egg-addling thing.”


    “Later.” I opened my bedroom door and stood beside it. “I have stuff to do.”


    With a tiny but unmistakable huff, Quinn rose. She slapped the beret on her head, belted her sweater and talked to herself as she headed for the door. “Thanks for bringing me that homework, Quinn. You’re welcome, Cassidy. It was my pleasure. See you tomorrow, Quinn. Sure, Cass.”


    I giggled in spite of myself. Now she not only looked like an elf on acid, she sounded like one. “Yeah, all of the above.” I shut the door behind her.


    Soon after Quinn left, I tried to tell Mom about the clinic, but she put me off. We’d talk tomorrow afternoon at the counsellor’s office, she told me. Now there was a treat to look forward to. But I couldn’t hold it against her. The phone was ringing off the hook about the newspaper article. Everybody was in a panic.


    Everybody except Frank.


    Eventually, he called the newspaper and told them everything. Well, not everything, but everything about Huntington’s. The fact that it was still in the early stages. His plans to run in the next election. The doctor’s prognosis that he had a number of good years left.


    Later that night, Little Mac went all motherly and told Frank that she didn’t think he should be running for election. Not with the disease and all.


    He finally turned to her and said, with more determination than I’d ever heard, “I’m going to die soon enough. And I’m going to do as much living as I can until then.”


    Clearly, I was the product of another, more cowardly man. Frank had more guts than I could ever hope to have.

    



    The next morning I woke to bright spring sunshine streaming through my bedroom window. It was the kind of day that used to make me bounce out of bed. But with the newspaper article and the phone call to Jason uppermost in my mind, I had to drag myself from under the covers and force myself to get to Circle Lake on time.


    Walking into the nature house with two minutes to spare, I saw Prissy sitting alone in the back row. Prepared to confront her, I headed back, only to be waylaid by Quinn.


    “Oh good, you’re early.” This morning she looked like an oversized bumblebee: black Goth coat, yellow sweater and fuzzy black and white scarf. She plopped into a chair and pulled me down beside her. “I went online last night and got some great stuff for you.” She pulled an envelope from the folds of her billowing coat and presented it to me with a flourish.


    That’s when I noticed her fingerless gloves. Purple. “Do you try to dress weird, or do you just have a knack for it?”


    “I base my fashion taste on what doesn’t itch.” She grabbed the envelope back, removed a few sheets, shoved them at me. “Did you know there’s a site in the States that sells sperm from Ivy League donors? Guaranteed brains before birth. Is that weird or what? And there are way more sites devoted to parents and donors than to offspring, which is also weird.”


    “Sssssh! You don’t have to tell the world.” Even if the world already knew, I didn’t want to remind them. I slid down in my seat.


    Quinn lowered her voice, but only a notch. “The world needs to know this, Cass. Donor offspring are practically ignored. People are walking around not knowing their medical history and stuff. It’s disgustingly unfair, if you ask me.”


    “I didn’t ask you,” I muttered. And I didn’t ask her to do a search for me, either. I didn’t want to know stuff. I just wanted to know him.


    But Quinn was on a roll. “I found two sites with great potential. One that tells you everything you need to know about finding your donor. And this one“—she tapped the top page—”is an amazing message board and chat room. You need to go there. People are giving each other tips, Cass. Sharing info.”


    Quinn matched Jason in being bossy-stubborn. “I’ve got friends I can share with. I don’t need a chat room.”


    “Yeah?” She lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t see your friends crowding around to help you.”


    I shoved the papers back at her. “Here. Take them.”


    “They’re yours,” she said stiffly. “If you’re not interested, recycle them.” She squared her shoulders, turned away.


    I guess I could have said thanks. Thanks for not minding your own damn business. Thanks for pointing out how useless my friends are.


    Mr. Edwards walked into the room, followed by two middle-aged people wearing khaki pants, sensible loafers and navy blue windbreakers with university crests.


    “Who are they?” I hissed to Quinn’s back.


    She didn’t turn around. “Scientists from U Vic.” Her voice was cold enough to freeze the sun.


    I found out their names soon enough—Ms. Prefontaine and Mr. Bradley. Since Jonathan and I had missed yesterday’s session on egg addling, they would catch us up. Jonathan was assigned to Ms. Prefontaine, who was short and round, lively and animated. I was assigned to Mr. Bradley, who was tall and thin with sandy brown hair and blue eyes.


    As we followed them outside, Mr. Bradley barely cracked a smile. Great, I thought as we walked through the cool morning air to the lakefront. Just my luck to get stuck with Mr. Serious.


    “Denise and I thought we’d take a few minutes to go over this morning’s procedure,” he said. “What it is, why we’re doing it, that kind of thing.” He gave us each a handout.


    Feeling chilly, I zipped up my coat and began to read. “Managing Resident Canada Geese.” I skimmed the statistics and glanced only briefly at the section called “Nuisance Factor” before skipping to the final section, called “Control Options.” A number of control methods have been used with some success in both the United States and Canada. These include extended hunting hours, border-collie control, landscape alterations, bird removal, egg addling and euthanasia.


    When we were finished reading, Ms. Prefontaine said, “It’s important to remember that one pair of geese can produce five to twelve goslings a year.”


    Mr. Bradley nodded. “They can pretty much over-run a place in a few seasons.” He gestured to the marsh nearby. “Like they’ve done here.”


    Something about this guy was familiar, I decided as I watched his hand move through the air. Maybe he’d been on TV talking about the geese or something.


    “Circle Lake has too much marshland for border-collie control,” he continued, “and we’re not prepared to go as far as euthanasia. So we’ve adopted egg addling as our method of control.”


    “What’s egg addling?” Jonathan asked.


    “Simply put, birth control for birds.” His blue eyes twinkled. Maybe Mr. Serious wasn’t so serious after all. “There are three possible methods: Shaking, oiling or piercing. You can shake the eggs, pierce the eggs or oil them, but oiling is about as foolproof as you can get.”


    “I don’t get it,” Jonathan said. “Do you rub the eggs with oil, or what?”


    “Exactly!” enthused Ms. Prefontaine. “The oil prevents oxygen from getting in to allow egg development. But the mother doesn’t realize anything’s wrong, so she sits there all season waiting for the eggs to hatch. It’s quite wonderful, because if we removed the eggs, the mother would lay more. With this procedure, she doesn’t.” A wide smile stretched across her face. “And the eggs that are left are rendered non-viable.”


    Yuck. That poor mother bird, sitting patiently waiting for her goslings to be born. It didn’t seem fair. Quinn was right. Egg addling sucked. “So basically, we’re talking abortion for geese.”


    Her green eyes widened. She was momentarily speechless. “Not abortion. No!” She recovered quickly. “It is a method of birth control, yes. But it’s simply a procedure to render them non-viable.”


    I felt Jonathan and Mr. Bradley studying me, but I kept my eyes on Ms. Prefontaine. “I guess it’s all a matter of which words you choose to describe the procedure.”


    “And it’s not something we’re here to discuss.” Her smile was gone. “If you’re uncomfortable, perhaps bring it up in your ethics or philosophy class.”


    “I will,” I said coolly. “Because the whole idea is disgusting.” I’d also talk to Quinn and find out about her plan.


    There was an awkward pause, and then Mr. Bradley said, “Perhaps you and I can discuss it as we walk to the nest.” A slight frown creased his forehead. “These are issues many of us struggle with, too,” he admitted quietly.


    Clearly his compassion made Ms. Prefontaine (a.k.a. The One with Murderous Intentions) uncomfortable. “Yes, well, that’s true for some people.” She cleared her throat and outlined the morning routine.


    Five minutes later, she and Jonathan headed west while Mr. Bradley and I took the chip path to the east.


    “You can call me Tom.” He was a tall guy with long legs. It was going to be a brisk walk.


    “Okay…Tom.” Some of the younger teachers let us call them by their first names, but not the older ones. And this guy had to be Frank’s age.


    “So, why are you taking this course?” he asked.


    ’Cause I want that trip to Costa Rica.


    “Lots of reasons.” I fumbled around for an appropriate answer. “I like nature. Birds especially.”


    “What’s your favourite bird?”


    I frowned. Favourite bird? Herons? Eagles? Hummingbirds? It was too hard to pick just one. “Probably the one I’m chasing down,” I admitted. “I’m a birder. Right now I’m after a scarlet macaw and a quetzal.”


    “You’ll have to travel south to find them.”


    South to Costa Rica. “I know. So far, I’ve seen 628 different species in five countries. On two continents,” I added proudly.


    He glanced at me. “So you’re a spotter, then?”


    “What do you mean?”


    A patch of nettle hung low over the path. He held it back so I could pass. “Spotters collect numbers, ticks on a sheet. Birders tend to go deeper. Care more.”


    He made collecting numbers sound superficial. “I like seeing the birds, too,” I replied defensively. “What I do isn’t a bad thing.” It was way better than oiling eggs to kill baby birds.


    “I didn’t say it was. Spotting’s okay, I suppose. As long as you practise good environmental stewardship. Trouble is, some spotters don’t. They litter, they trample nests, they scare birds. Not only that, they miss the point entirely. They’re after the thrill of the number, not the joy of the bird itself.”


    As I tried to figure out where I fit into that equation, he slowed and pointed. “The nest isn’t far now.” Crouching down, he peered through the bushes. “See the male? Standing sentinel watch?”


    I bent down. The male stood about two metres away, tall and proud, black beak glinting in the sun, picture perfect.


    “Spectacular, isn’t he?” Tom whispered.


    I nodded. “And he’s so still.”


    We exchanged smiles. I was struck again by that odd feeling of familiarity.


    “We need to scare him away,” Tom explained. “Then we’ll have about ten minutes to do the egg addling.”


    I watched for a minute, then I said, “I can’t believe you want to kill them off.”


    “Not kill them off. They aren’t developed birds. We just need to bring them under control.”


    Under control. I snorted loudly.


    The male’s head turned sharply in our direction. Beady black eyes scanned the underbrush.


    “Ooops.” I swore under my breath. “Sorry.”


    “That’s okay. It’s time to move, anyway. Get the umbrella ready. When I stand, follow me. We’ll rush him.”


    The male honked and rose with a hiss. His wingspan was huge—four, maybe five feet across. Screeching and spitting with displeasure, he flapped his wings madly, stirring the air dangerously close to my head. I was glad I had the umbrella for protection. Finally, with one last ornery honk of protest, he flew off.


    “Come on.” Tom walked quickly through the marsh. “We don’t have much time.”


    The female had her back to us. She sat like a round, regal queen on her feathered throne. “I can’t do this.”


    I braced myself for a flicker of disgust, or even an argument, but all Tom did was nod and say, “Watch out. When she lifts off, she might go toward you.”


    Surprisingly, the female put up less of a fight than the male. A honk, a hiss, a giant flap of wings and she was gone. Tom motioned me forward. “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to, but at least come and watch,” he said.


    The nest was smaller than I expected, the eggs bigger. There were six of them, and they looked like super-sized breakfast eggs. Same colour, same shape, only massive.


    Tom unzipped his knapsack, began laying things on the ground. Then he reached down and gingerly lifted an egg from the nest. “Here.” He handed it to me. “Hold this.”


    I cradled it carefully in my palms. “It’s warm!” The only shells I’d ever handled were empty ones, or ones that I planned to crack and scramble. I’d never held one with this much weightiness to it, this kind of promise. Tom opened the bottle of oil. “This isn’t fair,” I said. “The geese don’t even get a choice.”


    He put the bottle back down. “We have to do something.” His blue eyes reflected a curious mix of firm resolve and sadness.


    My fingers curled protectively around the smoothness of the egg. “What you’re doing is wrong. Tampering with nature like this.”


    “People do it all the time. Women wear makeup. Couples practise birth control. That’s tampering with nature.”


    “That doesn’t hurt anyone!”


    “Fair enough.” He nodded. “But sometimes tampering with nature is the right and honourable thing to do. Now, it’ll go a lot faster if you hold each egg while I oil them.” He paused. “Will you?”


    “I guess.” He was giving me a choice, and I liked him for that. “But I don’t want you to think I agree with this, because I don’t.”


    He flashed brilliant white teeth. “And I don’t want you to think I don’t respect your opinion, because I do.” He upended the bottle of oil and let some of it seep onto a white cloth. Then, with slow, methodical strokes, he coated the egg nestled between my palms. I stared at his fingers. They were long and slim, with weird, knobby knuckles. Just like mine.


    “The trick is a light coating,” he said. “Too much and it’ll soil the feathers on the mother bird.”


    “Right,” I responded absently. How many people had fingers like that? I’d never seen another set in my life.


    He gestured for me to put the egg down and grab another.


    I tried not to look at his fingers as he worked on egg number two, but my eyes wouldn’t cooperate. They were drawn there with single-minded purpose, the way some guys just couldn’t help staring at my breasts. What were the odds that he would have the same freaky knobby knuckles as me? Could it be a coincidence?


    I didn’t believe in coincidences.


    “Are you double-jointed?” My voice came out all quavery, but Tom didn’t appear to notice.


    “Yeah.” He gestured for another egg. “You?”


    I swallowed. “Yeah.” His head was bent over egg number three. Oh God, it wasn’t possible. Was it? He had long legs. I had long legs. He was dirty blond. I was light blond. He seemed familiar.


    It couldn’t be that easy.


    When he looked up and gestured for the fourth egg, I stared hard into his eyes. They were blue. Blue-green, to be exact. Mine turned blue-green by the end of the summer, after months in the sun. Did that count? Oh God, oh God, I had to know. “So.” Good start, Cass.


    He chuckled, raised an eyebrow. “So.”


    Did you jack off into a jar on September 22, 1988? “Did you grow up in West Vancouver, by any chance?” Lame, Cassidy, lame. Why don’t you just ask him if he ever did any work for the Cypress Hills Fertility Clinic.


    “Nope. I grew up on the east coast.”


    “Huh.” I digested that as he oiled egg number five. It was still possible. He could have come out on a visit. Needed cash. I fought the urge to laugh out loud at the thought of him…you know.


    “Why?”


    Think fast, think fast. “You look like an old friend of my mother’s.” A very intimate old friend. “Someone she went to school with in West Van. I saw him in a picture once.” This lying thing was getting scarily easy.


    “Wrong guy.”


    A crow cawed off in the distance; I jumped.


    After I retrieved the last egg, Tom said, “I grew up in Maine. Went to university in Montreal. Followed my wife west fourteen years ago. We’ve been to Vancouver but never to West Van. I hear it’s pretty, though.”


    “It is.” I pretended to listen as he placed the final egg alongside the others and reiterated the benefits of egg addling.


    But all I could think of was this: He wasn’t the one. So why the sting of disappointment? Why the weird rush of relief? Why was I being such a dumb-ass?


    Why had I even hoped?


    Silently, I followed him back down the chip trail to the nature house. Was it always going to be like this? Looking and questioning? Wondering? Wanting to ask, Were you in West Vancouver in September 1988? Did you donate sperm? Are you my father?


    I couldn’t live like this.


    I had to find him.

  


  
    ELEVEN


    
      An albatross can sleep and fly at the same time.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    Mr. Edwards cornered me at the nature house. I wanted to grab Quinn, find out how to fight the egg-addling thing, but I didn’t get a chance. I was behind on my worksheets, Eddie told me, and I’d missed too many sessions. My mark was slipping. His solution: stay behind, work through lunch and catch up. After I finished, I had just enough time to drive across town to the counsellor’s office. Frank had planned to join us, so I was surprised to see Mom there alone.


    “Your dad’s having a bad day,” she whispered when I walked in. As counselling offices went, the place was pretty fancy, with lots of brass lamps and expensive prints and even a Persian carpet. “He’s at home.”


    Relief loosened the muscles in the back of my neck. Guilt tightened them up again. It’s not like I wanted Frank to be sick, but every time I looked at him, my thoughts were so jumbled that I didn’t know what to say. I was furious that he’d lied to me. I hated him for it. Yet how could I hate him? His choice to accept donor insemination had given me life.


    I slid into a plush green chair beside Mom. “I spent the morning killing geese.”


    “That’s nice, dear.” Her head was bent over her Palm Pilot.


    “And I met a man who could have been my father.” Except he wasn’t.


    “It’s stress,” she whispered without looking up. “The doctor says it makes Dad’s symptoms worse.”


    She hadn’t heard one thing I’d said. “Stress is a killer,” I agreed loudly. “So is being ignored.” Startled by my voice, the receptionist’s head snapped up. She studied me for a minute before turning back to her appointment book.


    Biting back a sigh, I studied the oval brass plaque on the door across from me. Clarissa Martin, M.A., R.C.C. Just as I was wondering what all the letters stood for, the door in front of us flew open.


    Clarissa Martin was stocky and middle-aged. Her grey-blond hair was cut in a plain bob that went perfectly with her boring, no-nonsense beige suit. She was bread-pudding bland and probably about as useful as an empty wallet, I decided as she shook Mom’s hand. “And you must be Cassidy.” She extended her hand toward me and smiled. The smile transformed her owl-like face into something resembling pretty. “Come in,” she said.


    Her office was decorated with more brass lamps, more green chairs and another Persian rug. One wall displayed a series of framed degrees, while the other featured a massive picture of a gold and purple sunrise. The caption read, “Open the gift of yourself.”


    I practically puked. Touchy-feely I am not. I mean, let’s be honest. Being here had about as much appeal as running down the street naked. Although, come to think of it, I was beginning to feel a certain scuzzy nakedness from the way people whispered when I walked by.


    Ms. Martin’s first words were for me. “Your mother called and told me what’s happened in your life over the last few days. It’s been quite a ride.”


    Understatement of the millennium.


    “Would you like to tell me about it?”


    Since I planned to sleep-talk my way through this interview, I gave her the bare-bones version. “I want to find the man who fathered me for a variety of reasons, and my mother doesn’t want me to.”


    My mother started to interrupt, but Ms. Martin held up a hand to stop her. “And that doesn’t seem fair to you,” she said.


    “Right.”


    “You probably feel like half of your family history is blank,” Ms. Martin added.


    “I do,” I admitted. Come to think of it, bread pudding had a great deal of substance.


    Her smile was sympathetic. “Well, in a way it is.”


    Her sensitivity caught me off guard. The floodgates opened. “It’s like…for all these years they’ve lied to me, and now with D—Frank’s illness, it’s like they want me to accept their decision and move on. Not do anything about it. But half of me is blank. I need to find out who I am.” I was too close to tears for comfort. I took a breath, reined myself in. “Mom seems to think it doesn’t matter. I resent that.”


    “I can understand how you might feel that way.”


    Any counsellor worth her weight in Prozac would have said the same thing. Nevertheless, her acceptance of my feelings was all the encouragement I needed. I couldn’t have sleep-talked my way through this now if I’d doubled up on Xanax. “She’s acting like everything’s about Frank.” I jerked my thumb toward Mom. “And I know he’s sick and it’s a scary disease and I’m scared, too. I don’t want him to die. But I have a life, too, only up until now my whole life has been fake, thanks to her.” I crossed my arms and slid down in my seat. I probably looked like a petulant eight-year-old, but I couldn’t help myself. “I just want to make my life real.”


    “And you think finding your biological father will make things real for you, is that it?”


    I nodded.


    She turned to Mom. “And you disagree?”


    Mom squirmed. “Disagree’s a strong word. It’s not that I don’t want Cassidy to have closure. It’s just that there isn’t much information available, I don’t have the time to help her with her search, and mostly I’m afraid of what it will do to Frank.”


    Mostly it was about Frank. It was always about Frank. You’d think I’d be used to it by now—the Frank and Grace show. They might love me, but I’d always ridden on the periphery of their lives.


    Ms. Martin steepled her fingers. “Has anyone thought to ask Frank what he thinks of Cassidy’s need to pursue this?”


    We shook our heads.


    Ms. Martin raised an eyebrow. “Well, that should be the first step.” She paused. “I’d like to suggest that Cassidy talk to her father. Alone.”


    The last thing I wanted to do was talk to Frank. Sure, he was calm and he was a good listener, but getting him to share his feelings was practically impossible. Unless it came to business or politics.


    “And it wouldn’t hurt you to call Cypress Hills, Grace. At the very least to inquire about the medical history of the donor. Cassidy’s worries about her father’s health—and I’m talking about Frank here,” she clarified with a smile, “are bound to bring up fears about the health of her biological father.”


    I felt Mom shift awkwardly. She was used to issuing orders, not taking them. “I…uh…I signed a confidentiality agreement,” she said. “The donor was guaranteed anonymity. I have no legal right to ask for anything.”


    “What?” He was anonymous? “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I was afraid to.” Her voice was barely audible. “I knew you’d be upset.”


    Did day follow night? “How could you do that?” If he was anonymous, then I was, too. I was no longer Cassidy the Separate. Now I was Cassidy the Separate and Anonymous One.


    Mom’s eyes glistened with tears. Ms. Martin handed her a tissue. “It was the only way they’d accept us as clients. And I did question it, Cassidy. I did. But the doctor and your father persuaded me that keeping the donor anonymous was the best thing.” She dabbed at her eyes and left a smear of black mascara on her cheek. “They were insistent, and I was so desperate for you that, well, I went along.”


    “What else have you kept from me?”


    “That’s all.” Mom’s voice wavered. “I promise, Dee Dee Bird, you know everything now.”


    I sank back into my chair. Not everything. Not what mattered.


    Ms. Martin came to Mom’s defence. “Signing that kind of thing was common practice for years,” she said. “It still is at some clinics. In fact, many donor children know less about their origins than adoptees.”


    Like I was supposed to care about the rest of the world when my world was falling apart.


    “I still suggest you call, Grace. Records are generally kept. There have been cases where recipients have been able to trace donors. You can appeal. It’s worth a try. For Cassidy’s sake.”


    Guaranteed anonymity. I had to make sense of this. I had to talk to Jason. “I’m not allowed to see my boyfriend.” I interrupted Ms. Martin mid-sentence. “And it’s not fair. I need all the—friends’—support I can get right now.”


    Whoever said that guilt is a useless emotion was wrong. Guilt works wonders on mothers who are wracked with it. It didn’t take Mom long to agree to call Mrs. Perdue and see if she could get her to loosen up her restrictions.


    After that, Ms. Martin grabbed a folder from her brass in-basket and removed a bright pink clip from a collection of papers. “Speaking of support,” she said, looking at me, “I have some information that might help you.”


    It was all I could do not to groan out loud. He was anonymous. I was anonymous. That was enough information for today.


    “Donor insemination has many different ramifications, and it might be helpful to link up with others who are in your position.” She sounded just like Quinn. Reluctantly, I pulled myself out of my slouch and accepted the piece of paper she held out. Skimming the list, my eyes lingered on DOG. Donor Offspring Group.


    “I’m thinking of a follow-up appointment in a week,” Ms. Martin told Mom as she flipped through her day planner. “That’s plenty of time to call the clinic and talk to Jason’s mother. It’ll also give Cassidy time to talk to Frank.”


    They made the arrangements. I zoned out. My life was going down the toilet faster than Saniflush.


    Jason would help me make sense of things. I might be Separate and Anonymous everywhere else, but not with Jason. With Jason, I was his girlfriend. With Jason, I belonged. It was the only place I did.

    



    I made it to school in time for my last class. After math was over, I hurried upstairs, keeping one eye out for Jason, the other out for Quinn. I didn’t see either of them. But when I reached my locker and started spinning the combination on my lock, I sensed a presence behind me.


    Jason!


    “Hey!” He pulled me close, planted a kiss on my lips. “Where’ve you been?”


    “Appointments and stuff.” He was wearing the Hugo Boss cologne I’d bought him for Christmas. I buried my face in his shoulder and inhaled the scent, inhaled him.


    He pulled back, stared down at me. “What’s wrong?”


    Jason said he could always tell when I was upset, because my voice got higher. I struggled for a gravel-deep bass. “I’m fine.”


    That sexy Jason-grin transformed his face. “Hey, you’re better than fine, but what’s wrong?”


    People pushed past us; the relief of after-school laughter was loud, sharp. I didn’t want to tell him about the counsellor here. “Can we go somewhere to talk? Just for a few minutes?”


    He flicked his hair off his forehead, shifted his books from one arm to the other. “I’m real sorry, Cass, but I have to pick Pete up today. He’s got some major concert at his school tonight and I promised Mom I’d get him home early and supervise his homework and stuff.”


    His blue eyes shone with sincerity. He was telling the truth. Disappointed, I turned around, popped the locker door, dumped books.


    “We can talk while we walk to the parking lot.”


    It wasn’t enough. “My mom’s gonna call your mom,” I said over my shoulder as I dug around for my math book. “See if your mom will lighten up, let us spend time together again.”


    “Great.”


    Was that a lack of enthusiasm, or was I just being paranoid?


    “Oh, and Quinn was trying to find you,” Jason added. “She stuck a note in your locker.”


    I rooted around. There was a flourescent orange square wedged between my makeup bag and a sweater. I grabbed it, stuffed it into my pocket. Satisfied that I had all that I needed, I slammed my locker shut and spun the lock.


    Jason took my hand. We began to walk. “So what’s wrong?”


    “I saw the counsellor today.” We turned the corner, headed down the stairs.


    “Uh huh.”


    At the bottom, we dodged left to avoid a pack of giggling grade-niners. “It was awful, Jase. Mom signed a confidentiality agreement. That means I have no right to get my donor name.”


    He stiffened, and then dropped my hand. “Geez, Cass, not this again.”


    “But, Jason, don’t you get it? This means”…This means I’m Cassidy the Separate, Anonymous One…“This means I might never know who he is.” Who I am.


    Scowling, he slammed his shoulder against the main door and strode outside. I followed. The afternoon sun mocked me with its cheerful yellow glow. “Cass, really, you’ve got to—”


    “There you are.”


    Jason and I whirled around at the sound of Yvonne’s voice. She strode forward wearing a skirt so short it could have passed for a belt. “Here.” She thrust an envelope into my hand. “It’s a cheque for eight hundred dollars. If the window’s more, my dad says to call.”


    I didn’t know what to say. Jason saved me. “Thanks,” he said. There was a coolness in his voice that I appreciated.


    But it wasn’t cool enough to get rid of Yvonne. “So, you’re sure about the limo thing?” she asked Jason with a bat, bat, bat of hugely false eyelashes. “You’ll pass?”


    Limo? They were talking about the prom?


    Jason grabbed my hand, steered me down the sidewalk toward the parking lot. “I’m sure.”


    Yvonne fell in beside us. “We were lucky to get that limo, Jason. It was the last one. People reserve three and four months ahead. And the prom’s only six weeks away. Are you sure you won’t come with us? We have room for one more.”


    Jason’s scowl grew deeper. “No thanks.”


    “What’s this about?” I asked.


    “I thought you knew.” Yvonne smirked in my direction. “Jason said you weren’t going to the prom and he—”


    “What?” I dropped his hand, gaped at him. “But you haven’t even asked me!”


    He flushed.


    “Ooops.” Yvonne giggled. “But I’m sure I got it right. He said you weren’t going.”


    I wouldn’t look at her. Instead I stared at Jason. “Is that true?” My voice came out in the barest of squeaks.


    Jason glared at Yvonne and then turned to me. “Not exactly…Sort of…I…Let me explain.”


    “Forget it.” My throat started to close. Those all-too-familiar tears threatened to spill. “I’ve gotta go.”

    



    I drove aimlessly for a while, then ended up at the Windsor Park soccer field, where I sat on the bleachers and watched a chubby old man draw white lines on the field.


    Jason said I wasn’t going to the prom. And he hadn’t even asked me.


    Something wasn’t right between Jason and me. I needed him more than ever now, and I felt him pulling away.


    A robin flew to the ground near my feet. Maybe we were growing apart because we weren’t together enough. Maybe it was because I was too preoccupied with the donor thing.


    The robin’s pale yellow beak poked furiously at the earth, its mousy brown feathers quivering with the effort. Hoisting a floppy, pink worm, the bird strutted forward, its red chest thrust out, proud of its catch. Robins were as common as dirt in the Pacific Northwest. I’d long taken them for granted. But suddenly I was seeing the bird’s robinness. Its uniqueness. I realized it was more than a bird to write on a list. It was more than just a number.


    And Jason was more than just another guy.


    He was mine. I was his. Our relationship was worth fighting for.


    If I could only figure out how.

    



    I got home and found Grandpa reclining in Frank’s chair, with the newspaper scattered on his knees. He peered at me over his bifocals. “Hope you’re not too hungry?” I shook my head. “Dinner’s at seven. Grandma just ran out to get more sour cream.”


    “It smells like pot roast.” I had zero appetite, but I faked enthusiasm.


    “A nice big one. Plenty there for leftovers.” He hesitated. “Any word on who broke the window?”


    I sank into the leather couch. “Yvonne. She gave me a cheque for eight hundred dollars.”


    “Good.” He nodded approvingly. “It’s nice to see a young person taking responsibility for their actions.”


    I rolled my eyes. “More like her dad taking responsibility. Besides, I’d give her the money back if I could get her to stop bugging me.”


    “She’s giving you a hard time?”


    “Yeah.”


    Big Mac flipped the chair upright with a kerchunk of gears. “Kids can be cruel. I’m sure they’ll come around eventually.”


    Did I care? “Maybe.”


    “In the meantime, you got a phone call, and I know this is a friend.”


    Jason. Please let it be Jason.


    “It was Quinn.” He fumbled for the message pad on the coffee table.


    My heart slowed to a crawl. If Jason didn’t call me, I’d call him. Whether his mother agreed to it or not.


    “She left a message,” Grandpa continued. “She said, ‘It’s not too late, you can meet me at eight.’” He looked up and grinned. “She’s a poet and she don’t know it.” He settled back into the chair, his legs a long, gangly tangle on the floor in front of him.


    After the thing with Jason, I’d forgotten all about Quinn’s note. I pulled it out and skimmed it. Meet me tonight at the native plant garden at Circle Lake. I’ll tell you about my plan, plus I found something important online.


    Forget it. I tucked the note away. I was staying by the phone tonight in case Jason called. “Where’s Frank?” If I was home, I’d talk to him about my search.


    Grandpa lifted an eyebrow. “Frank?”


    When I didn’t respond, Big Mac sighed, removed his glasses and rubbed wearily at his eyes. “Take it easy on him, Dee Dee Bird. He’s had a rough day. The mayor wants him to step down from the deputy position, take immediate medical leave. They had words, and your father came home completely tuckered out. He’s in a fragile state, Cassidy. Stress isn’t good for him.”


    Stress as in Hey, Frank, I’m searching for my real dad. “But everybody says he has lots of good years left.” Doesn’t he? Though the question begged to be asked, I couldn’t bring myself to voice it.


    “We can hope,” Grandpa said. “But I’ve seen him slide even in the few days I’ve been here. Your dad’s known for over a year that something’s wrong. Now that he’s been diagnosed, I think he’s relieved he doesn’t have to pretend anymore.”


    He didn’t have to pretend to be my dad anymore, either. “But he can still work.” I pushed aside images of blank, vacant stares and shaking hands. “I can’t believe Mayor Callaghan would try to push him out before he has to leave.”


    Grandpa shrugged philosophically. “There’s a by-election coming. By the sounds of it, Mr. Mayor’s afraid your dad won’t be able to handle things and he’ll have to pick up the slack.”


    “That’s unfair!”


    “Nothing about this is fair,” Big Mac said. “It’s not fair that your dad has Huntington’s, it’s not fair that eventually he’ll be paralyzed…that he won’t recognize us. Life’s often not fair,” he added pointedly.


    “Amen to that.” I thought of the latest unfair revelation—the confidentiality agreement.


    “Wallowing in the unfairness of life won’t do one bit of good,” Big Mac said. “You get a rotten apple, you gotta make applesauce.”


    I smiled. “I think it’s lemons make good lemonade.”


    His eyes twinkled. “I thought it was rotten bananas make good banana bread.”


    My smile slipped. No wonder I felt close to Grandpa. We shared the same goofy sense of humour, and we were both kind of like outsiders in the family. “I want to search for him.” The words came out in the merest of whispers. “My real father. Only Mom signed this…this agreement that lets him stay anonymous.”


    “Ah.” A myriad of emotions flitted across his face; I didn’t recognize one of them.


    “The counsellor says I should tell Frank.”


    “Telling him would be the kind thing to do.” Big Mac smoothed down his thin, white hair. Seconds later, it sprang back into its usual upright tufts. “You know, Dee Dee Bird,” he finally said, “Frank couldn’t be any more my son if he were my own flesh and blood. And you’re as much my grandchild as Colleen’s kids are.”


    “Do you really believe that?”


    “I don’t believe that. I know that.”


    “But you never hid the fact that you adopted Frank. You didn’t lie about it for years.”


    “True. And in my mind, your parents messed up not telling you the truth years ago.” His eyes were direct, his tone forceful. “Like I said, it’s not fair. And you have every right to be angry. But how long will you carry that anger around? How long do you plan to punish them?”


    “Looking for my real father isn’t punishing them!”


    “Maybe not,” he admitted slowly, “but it’s just another wrench in this whole monkey business. You’ve never been one to go looking for trouble, Cassidy, why do it now?”


    If he wanted me to feel guilty, it worked. “He might have a disease like…Frank. I need to know.”


    “If that’s all you’re looking for, then that’s one thing.” Grandpa’s wise old eyes studied me carefully. “But something tells me there’s more to it than that.”


    He wasn’t judging; he wasn’t angry. He was simply stating a fact. And he was right. “I don’t know who I am anymore,” I whispered thickly. “If I meet him, maybe I can figure it out.”


    “You won’t find yourself in someone else, Cassidy.”


    I didn’t need to find my whole self, just my missing part.


    “You’re my granddaughter. You’re Grace and Frank’s daughter. Belonging is about love, not genetics.” Big Mac paused. When I didn’t respond, he said, “Here’s something else to think about. That donor might be your father, but he’s not your dad. You’ve already got one of those.” His knees cracked as he pulled himself out of the chair. “And consider yourself lucky, Dee Dee Bird, because he’s the finest dad I’ve ever had the privilege to know.”

  


  
    TWELVE


    
      Doves are the most peacefull and loving of all the birds in the world. They kiss and get merried and share food and always take care of each other.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    After considering what Big Mac said, I came to one conclusion: he felt the way he did because he had adopted my father. My father was his son through love, not genetics. To Big Mac, it was all pretty simple.


    But nothing about my life was simple. I wasn’t adopted. I wasn’t biologically related to the man I called Dad. That led to another thought: Frank didn’t know his biological father, either. All he knew was the guy had Huntington’s.


    My biological father could have something equally disturbing.


    My silence at dinner drew worried glances from Mom. She called Jason’s mother before the dishes were cleared away. One long phone conversation, and Mom convinced Mrs. Perdue to lighten up. I was over at Jason’s house thirty minutes later.


    “So I didn’t say you weren’t going to the prom,” Jason explained. “I said you weren’t going with them.” He put his soda on the coffee table, settled back on the couch. “I didn’t think you’d want to be in the same limo as Yvonne and Max.”


    Yvonne was such a bitch. I unwrapped the lemon tarts Mom had sent for our dessert. “I guess I overreacted.” I took one and offered the other to Jason.


    “Hey, it’s no big deal. You’ve got a lot happening right now.”


    I didn’t want to talk about it. We had at least two hours before Mrs. Perdue and Pete came home from his school concert. Two hours to be alone together.


    “I’ve missed you.” I licked a stray piece of pastry from my fingers and snuggled into his arms. We were curled up on the old plaid couch in his family room, with the stereo tuned to some mellow jazz station. Floaty piano music made me feel like a couple in a Hallmark card commercial.


    “I’ve missed you, too.” Jason’s kiss landed somewhere near my ear. A warm whoosh invaded my stomach. Then he kissed me on the mouth, and his breath tasted like lemon and sugar and I felt like I could lift off and fly. I didn’t want to stop. I didn’t want to think. I just wanted to forget about being Cassidy the Separate Anonymous One and become Jason’s girlfriend in every possible sense of the word.


    So when he pulled back I was stunned.


    “I’ve been thinking.” Jason hesitated. “About…the prom and stuff.” He stopped.


    So did my heart.


    Smashing cymbals drowned out the piano.


    “I’m just wondering. You are going with me, right? Even if we have to go in my car?”


    The music receded. My heart started up again. I resisted the urge to punch him. “Why wouldn’t I?”


    He swallowed; his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Well, you know…I just thought…and Yvonne sort of said—” He paused, flicked his hair nervously from his eyes.


    Yvonne again.


    “Yvonne said what?” I asked.


    “Yvonne said you might not want to go because…you know…of what’s happened.”


    Trust Yvonne. “And you believed her?”


    “I wasn’t sure. I thought she had a point. With your dad’s illness and the donor thing…I thought…you might want to pass.”


    Here was my guy, sitting there in his football jersey being all gorgeously, deliciously male—big shoulders, blond hair and the most wonderful smile this side of a GQ ad—with my luscious, warm, oh-so-attractive body invitingly draped all over him—and he looked crestfallen. Worried. Afraid.


    I was loving it.


    So sue me. There hadn’t been a lot to celebrate lately. And this was worth celebrating.


    Jason Perdue was as crazy-in-lusty-love with me as I was with him. So he hadn’t verbalized. What did I expect? He’s male.


    “Weeell.” I stretched the word out as long as I dared, watching the emotions ripple across his face like storm clouds pushed by a swift wind. Feeling a huge amount of female power—so this was what Cosmo was talking about?—I faked a frown. “Did you ask me to go?”


    He ran a finger under the collar of his jersey, and then half grinned. “I am now.”


    Slowly I grinned back. “Then I guess I’m saying yes.”


    I expected a kiss then. But Jason surprised me a second time. He went all quiet. Flicked his hair off his forehead. Once, twice, three times. Cleared his throat. I thought maybe he was working up the nerve to say the L word, but no.


    Instead, he reached out and gently touched my wrist. A brush of finger against skin. A silky shiver rippled down my spine. “I care about you, Cass. You know that, right?”


    “I know.” And I knew the subtext of what he was trying to say. I’m in lusty-love and I want your body but not just your body I want the you of you and thank God you’ll come to the prom with me.


    I gazed into those familiar blue eyes, tender-hot and glowing, and I saw my own reflection. Me. Not separate. Not anonymous. I saw Cassidy, Jason’s Girlfriend. I saw a question there, too. And I answered it. “We don’t have to stop, Jase. It’s okay.”


    He responded with a kiss. A kiss that erased any doubts I’d ever had about giving myself to him. Jason was a virgin, too; he’d joked about being one of the last guys he knew to do it. And he was as nervous as I was. But he was also slow and gentle, and in a weird sort of way his awkwardness made it easier for me to relax. Then after a while the awkwardness and nervousness dissolved and we both forgot ourselves.


    And it was better than okay.


    It was the most awesome wonderful awkward scary natural thing I have ever done. And I’m glad I waited for the right guy. For Jason.


    Afterward, he whispered, “You didn’t get chocolates and champagne.”


    I wove my fingers through his hair. “I got you. That’s enough for me.”


    He kissed the tip of my nose, straightened my shirt, settled me against him. “You know you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, don’t you?”


    I giggled, poked him lightly in the chest. “Don’t forget it, okay?”


    “Never.” He kissed me again. I slid under that Jason-spell and we were quiet for a long time. When we finally surfaced, he said, “I’m sorry I got so uptight at school earlier.”


    “Hey, it’s no big deal.” I didn’t want to spoil our time together, but he’d started me thinking about things again. “Except, what if he has a genetic illness like Frank?”


    He gave me a hug, brushed aside my concerns. “You worry too much. The chance of him having a genetic illness is a statistical longshot. Besides, I couldn’t pick my old man out of a crowd, and you don’t see me worrying.”


    I gazed up at him, trying to gauge if he was joking or not. He gazed back, an unreadable expression in his blue eyes. “You hardly recognized Pete after he got back from two weeks at camp last summer,” I finally said.


    He chuckled. “Yeah. Well. I have a bad memory. What can I say?”


    “But you know what your real father looks like, right? You know his genetic history and stuff?”


    “I don’t care about genetic history.” He nuzzled my neck. “I only care about you.”


    If anyone could make me forget about Cassidy the Separate Anonymous One, it was Jason. And he did. For quite a while. “I should go,” I eventually said, straightening my clothes for the millionth time.


    “Yeah, probably.” He glanced at the clock. “Mom and Pete’ll be home soon.”


    Tonight had been so special, I didn’t want to leave. I grabbed Jason’s hand, fiddled with his thumb and his baby finger, traced the lines on his palm. “I saw this guy at the lake today. It was so weird. He had the same fingers as me. The very same. Weird knuckles and everything.”


    “How old was he?” he asked suspiciously.


    I laughed. Jason was jealous. It was the second Cosmo moment of my life. “Old enough to be my father,” I confided. “And that’s the other weird thing. I was sure he was. He had blue eyes just like me and he was tall and there was something about him that was so familiar. I figured for sure he was the donor. But he’d never been to West Vancouver, so he isn’t the guy.” After being so close physically, it felt good—right—to share this, too.


    He shifted and sat up. “You thought a stranger was your father? Man, that’s bizarre.”


    “Some stranger is my father.”


    “That’s weird,” Jason repeated. He wouldn’t look at me.


    Suddenly cold, I reached for my sweater and pulled it on. “Don’t you see? I’m going to be looking at everyone, wondering if he’s the one.” I did up my buttons. “I can’t live like this. I have to find him. The counsellor says I should tell Frank I’m searching.”


    Jason grabbed his jersey and yanked it over his head. “I wouldn’t.”


    “No?”


    “Yeah. No. I don’t know.” He snatched his wallet from the coffee table and shoved it into his jeans. “Can’t you let this thing go even for an hour?” he muttered. “It’s the only thing you talk about when we’re together, and we’ve hardly been together at all lately.”


    We just were together. Way close together. “I don’t talk about it all the time.”


    “To me, you do.”


    Because you’re supposed to understand. My stomach clenched. “Lots has been happening, and when I see you, I want to tell you about it.”


    “You don’t have to be so obsessive.”


    Obsessive? Mom was obsessive. I was so not.


    “So you were conceived by insemination.” He glowered. “Big deal.”


    How could he not get it? “It may not be a big deal to you,” I said hotly, “but it’s a big deal to me.” I dropped my eyes to pick at a piece of lint that had suddenly—miraculously—appeared on my jeans. “And apparently to everybody else.”


    “Only to Yvonne.” His voice was laced with sarcasm. “Big surprise there.”


    And to Jasmine. And Max. And Prissy. And Tom.


    “You’ve got to stop worrying about what people think,” Jason added. “They tease everybody. They bug me about my job and about having no money. About where my mother works. You know that.” His voice softened. “Come here.” All my hard edges melted when he pulled me close. “You know what, Cass? I don’t care what your parents did seventeen years ago. It doesn’t change who you are.”


    “Except I don’t know who I am anymore,” I whispered into the crease of his jersey. There was a big, black hole of nothingness deep inside, and I desperately wanted him to understand.


    But he didn’t. “Oh, man.” He barely suppressed a groan. “Let it go already. Quit being so melodramatic. Lighten up.”


    My tears were way, way too close. Melodramatic? I jerked away, momentarily blindsided by his insensitivity. Then self-preservation took over. I retrieved my purse. Grabbed my jacket. Picked up the empty Tupperware dish with the remains of our lemon tarts. Squeezed it in my fist.


    Jason reached for me; I dodged his arm. “We’ll talk later,” he said.


    I shrugged, refused to look at him.


    “I’ll call,” he promised.


    Jason had been so loving and so kind. I guess I expected his loving-kindness to grow into a bigger understanding of me. I mean, I’d crossed a line; I was forever different. I expected things to be different between us, too.


    But they weren’t.


    I was still me, and Jason still didn’t get my need to figure out who that was.


    “Cass? I’ll call,” he repeated.


    “Whatever.” Jason hated indifference. He absolutely hated it. But one word was all I could manage.


    “Fine.” His single word was like a cold slice through my heart. “Be like that.”


    I didn’t answer. I just walked out of Jason’s house, slammed the door behind me and didn’t look back.

    



    I thought about going shopping. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I mean, who cares about clothes when you’ve just given your boyfriend the most priceless gift in the world but you feel empty? Like the body you’re in is a bunch of foreign particles covered by skin.


    Going to Circle Lake was out of the question, too. It was after eight. Quinn would be long gone. And even if I did find her, what could I say?


    I just slept with Jason and we had a fight and he thinks I’m too obsessive and melodramatic because I can’t stop talking about this donor thing so I walked out without talking it through and now I’m afraid he’s going to dump me. Which will turn me into the cliché I don’t want to be.


    I couldn’t tell her all that.


    Quinn had no time for guys. She wouldn’t understand.


    Jason didn’t understand either and he was my guy. Now more than ever. But he wanted the old Cassidy back.


    Except the old Cassidy had dissolved, and nothing would bring her back.


    Not even Jason.


    I went home, got undressed and crawled under the covers. I expected Jason to call. I hoped Jason would call. He didn’t. Okay, so I could have phoned and apologized for walking out, but I still smarted from his accusations. Melodramatic. Obsessive.


    I tossed and turned until sometime after 1 a.m., when I fell into a restless sleep filled with nightmares that Frank disowned me and that Jason had broken up with me. I even dreamt Jason took out an ad in the Victoria Mirror: “I am no longer going out with Cassidy the Separate Anonymous Melodramatic One. I do not date needy, no-name-brand women.”


    That one woke me up.


    Fortunately, the ad wasn’t in the morning paper, but that didn’t exactly reassure me. Maybe it would be in tomorrow’s paper.


    Determined to get the day off to a positive start, I decided to talk to Frank at breakfast and tell him about my search. Unfortunately, he had an early-morning meeting and wasn’t around.


    By the time I drove into the school lot, I’d worked myself into a major state. I figured for sure my dream was true—that Jason and I were over. Finito. I had to find him, reassure myself I was just being…not exactly melodramatic, but…


    Well, okay. Maybe a little.


    But this was Jason we were talking about.


    Hurrying inside, I was so intent on my search that it took me a while to notice there was something in the air. And it wasn’t just spring.


    Kids clustered, as they always did, in the foyer, outside the band room, blocking the entrance to the cafeteria. But they gave me only the briefest of glances. And no nasty, vaguely sexual names floated out to embarrass me. Clearly, I was no longer the flavour of the week.


    “Can you believe it?”


    “She’s weird anyway.”


    “But why would she do that?”


    The animated whispers told me someone had come along to end my fifteen minutes of fame. And I wasn’t sorry.


    I collected what I needed and headed to math, taking the long route past Jason’s locker. He still wasn’t around.


    Brynna was up ahead, and she was alone; I hurried to catch up. “Have you seen Jason?” I asked.


    “Not this morning.” She assessed me with her wide green eyes. “How are you, Cass?”


    Brynna was more sympathetic than the rest of them, and I knew she hadn’t been involved in the turkey-baster thing, but she was still a friend of Yvonne’s. “Okay,” I said warily.


    A group of girls walked past, their heads bent together. One of them said, “Those ugly Birkenstock sandals probably pulled her down,” and then broke into giggles.


    Unease nagged at me. “What’s happened?” “Didn’t you hear about Quinn?”


    My unease blossomed into full-blown panic. I shook my head.


    “She was caught stealing eggs from nests at Circle Lake.”


    Stealing eggs?


    “I guess whoever caught her surprised her enough that she fell and hit her head,” Brynna continued. “Mangled her foot pretty bad, too. She was in Emergency for a couple of hours last night.”


    It’s not too late. You can meet me at eight. “Is she okay?”


    “Yeah, but she’s supposed to stay off her foot for a while.” The second bell rang. Brynna stopped in front of her English class. “It’s totally weird. Nobody can figure out what she was thinking.” She disappeared through the doorway.


    She hadn’t been thinking. Just like she hadn’t been thinking back in grade eight. What kind of stupidassed plan was stealing eggs?


    About as stupid as destroying those suede jackets.


    Math dragged on forever. And forever filled with guilt. If I’d gone with Quinn, she wouldn’t have hit her head or wrecked her foot. She wouldn’t have stolen the eggs in the first place, because I wouldn’t have let her. And if I’d confronted her about her actions in grade eight, maybe she would have ditched her role as cause queen a long time ago.


    My guilt grew bigger.


    After math, I whipped into the office, batted my eyelashes at the secretary and told her an emergency had come up and I had to leave.


    Okay, so it wasn’t exactly an emergency, but I did have to leave. I had to go and see Quinn.


    As the secretary filled out the permission slip, I glanced at the call-in sheet sitting on her desk. Jason’s name was there. Beside his name was one word: sick.


    Great. Sleeping with me had made him sick.


    My afternoon had just gotten busier.


    After I saw Quinn, I’d go and see Jason.


    And that definitely qualified as an emergency.

  


  
    THIRTEEN


    
      The laughing kookabura has a call that sounds like a human laugh but it isn’t very funny when it hunts. It captures stuff and pounds it to death against a rock.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    Quinn’s black and white English Tudor house was in my old neighbourhood. It still had the same neat lawn and beautiful flower beds. Today they brimmed with red and white tulips. I climbed the stairs and rang the bell. Melodious chimes peeled somewhere deep inside. Quinn appeared. I watched through the window as she limped down the hall, wearing an oversized fisherman’s-knit sweater, lime green shorts and a great big tensor bandage on her left foot.


    “What do you want?” she demanded when she finally flung open the door. There was a patch of white gauze on the left side of her head.


    “Thanks, I’d love to come in.” I strode into the hall. “Sorry I didn’t call last night. Something came up.” Like sleeping with my boyfriend. Which might or might not have been a mistake.


    Quinn slammed the door. “You didn’t have to come here to apologize,” she muttered.


    “I’m not here to apologize. I’m here to ask you when you’re going to stop trying to save the world.”


    She didn’t answer. Instead, she limped silently back to her bedroom. I followed. In truth, guilt was only part of the reason I’d come over. I also wanted to see what she’d found online. Maybe it was something that could break the confidentiality agreement.


    Quinn crawled into bed and propped her foot onto a mound of pillows. I gazed around her bedroom. It had lost the fluffy little-girl look I remembered. Now it was all sleek lines and shades of gold, brown and ivory. There was even a tube of Bobbi Brown lipstick on the bureau. The only thing remotely resembling the old Quinn was a pile of ugly clothes in the corner and several pairs of truly unfortunate shoes. Pulling her desk chair around to the side of the bed, I pointed to a photograph of a hot-looking guy. “Who’s that?”


    “Dean.” Quinn stared at me like I had the IQ of a slug. “He lives in Ladner. We’ve been going out for almost eighteen months.”


    Quinn had a boyfriend? I felt like I was in a funhouse at the fair looking in those crazy mirrors where everything’s distorted and unexpectedly different. Had she slept with him? “Nothing’s the way it seems,” I blurted. First it was my family, now it was Quinn. Even Prissy and Yvonne weren’t what I thought they were.


    “Whatever.” She looked bored. “What do you want, Cassidy?”


    “An apology.” The words popped out before I could stop them, breaking open the wound that had festered for years. “You broke into my locker and you stole that nail polish and—”


    “I didn’t break in—you told me your combination.”


    “And you snuck into the cheerleading practice and you dumped Purple Passion all over Yvonne’s and Prissy’s and Jasmine’s suede coats.”


    “I was thirteen,” Quinn muttered. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I was stupid. But those coats were real suede. Nobody should wear suede.”


    “That’s not the main reason you did it, and you know it. You were jealous. You hated me spending time with them. You wanted them to think I’d done it.”


    “They didn’t.”


    They didn’t because Dad had had the heart attack that very afternoon and I never did make cheerleading practice. But even if I’d been there, and even if somebody had connected the nail polish to me, they would have known I hadn’t done it. Why would I damage my friends’ coats? “It was a dumb idea,” I told her now.


    “Yeah, no kidding.” A thin smile teased her lips. “They just went out and bought new ones.”


    My face grew hot. “Have you no conscience?”


    “Look, I’m sorry. It wasn’t one of my better ideas. I admit that. And yeah, I probably was a little jealous,” she confessed sheepishly. “But I hated what they did to you. Shit, Cassidy, before your mom got that inheritance and before you started hanging out with Prissy, you cared about stuff like birds and animal rights. Then suddenly all you cared about was makeup and boys and cheerleading.”


    “I grew up.”


    Her eyes flashed angrily. “Or you grew down. To their level.”


    I was silent. There was no reasoning with her when she was this belligerent.


    “Why didn’t you report me?” she asked.


    Why didn’t I? “At first I didn’t want to believe you’d done it,” I said, struggling to remember. “And then, well, after a while, I didn’t care anymore.” That wasn’t true. I did care. I cared enough that I’d wrapped my anger around me like a cloak, used it to distance myself from Quinn, who, in all honesty, embarrassed me with her weird clothes and her fanaticism.


    I changed the subject. “Brynna said you were caught stealing eggs at Circle Lake last night.”


    “Yeah. And it would have been great except the damned security guard came along and scared the shit out of me.” She frowned. “When I fell, I hit my head on a log and sprained my ankle.”


    “Why don’t you stop and think before you do stupid things?”


    “This wasn’t a rash decision like those dumb coats. I thought this through. But at some point, you have to stop thinking and start doing. You could have been there with me.”


    “I’ve been busy.”


    Quinn looked reproachful. “Murder waits for no one.”


    I snickered. “Isn’t that just a little…” My tongue tripped over the word, “Melodramatic?”


    Quinn sniffed. “Truth is never melodramatic.”


    I’d have to remember that line for Jason.


    “Here’s the thing.” Quinn leaned forward. “If we remove the addled eggs, the geese will lay more. It’s instinctive. Then they’ll sit on the eggs until they’re hatched. The scientists won’t know anything’s different until the baby goslings are running around.”


    “The scientists aren’t stupid. They’ll figure it out.”


    Quinn’s dark eyes shone with excitement. “Not necessarily. Not as long as we’re careful.”


    We’re? “Count me out, Quinn. Nature can right itself.”


    “Not if humans keep getting in the way.”


    Quinn was right. What could I say? I felt horrible about what I’d done to those eggs. Okay, so I’d only held them while Tom did the dirty deed. But as far as I was concerned, that was like holding someone’s head while the murderer pulled the trigger.


    “Mom thinks if I feel that strongly, I should drop environmental studies,” Quinn continued. “Maybe write a letter to the editor.” She wrinkled her nose. “Like a letter’s gonna save the lives of a bunch of goslings.”


    I giggled at the look of disgust on her face.


    “I won’t let those goslings die.” Her eyes flashed. “As soon as I get a chance, I’m going back. Only this time, I won’t get caught.”


    I admired her guts. “There are a couple of nests—”


    “—on the far side of the lake—”


    “—that are kind of out of the way—”


    “—and they don’t watch them as much,” Quinn finished with a grin. “I know. I’ll concentrate on those two.” She gave me a pointed look. “Will you help?”


    Something told me if I said yes, I’d be crossing a line. This was about more than the geese. This was about our friendship, too. I hedged. “I don’t know.”


    “Come on, Cass, you’re a birder. I thought you cared about them.”


    I didn’t answer. You’re a spotter. You’re collecting ticks on a sheet. Tom was wrong. I was more than that.


    “I know you care,” Quinn continued. “You act all stupid like Yvonne and the rest of them, but deep inside is the old Cassidy who didn’t live for makeup and designer clothes and stuff like that.”


    The old Cassidy was gone. And that reminded me. “What did you find online?”


    Quinn looked away, shifted her foot on the pillows. “It’s that chat room I mentioned before.” She brought her gaze back to me. “I made some connections I think you can use.”


    She sounded like Ms. Martin. “I don’t need connections.”


    Quinn talked over me. “Listen, Cass. I had to pretend to be you last night because they won’t let anyone in this chat room unless they’re a donor offspring and…” She stopped, an embarrassed look on her face. “Well, someone had questions about your search. I really need you to log back on tonight and answer them. Just this once, okay?”


    Once upon a time her actions would have been enough to unleash my inner bitch for an entire week. Now I could hardly work up a yawn. “That’s fraudulent,” I said.


    “So sue me. It was for a good cause. I mean, two of those guys found their donor fathers. And they were talking about how they did it.”


    “Really?” Now that was information I could use. My excitement lasted about a tenth of a millisecond. “Except he and my mother signed some stupid confidentiality agreement.”


    “Doesn’t matter,” Quinn said. “If the donor signed his name, you’ve got him. And if anybody can help, the people in this chat room can. They have more information than the CIA.”


    “I’ve never done the chat-room thing before,” I said. Instant messaging yes, chat rooms no.


    “I could come over tonight and show you.”


    I hesitated. Tonight I was going to talk to Frank about the search.


    “Come on, Cass. I’ve been stuck here all day. I need to get out. And you need to find your donor.”


    I could talk to Frank after Quinn left. “Okay,” I said. “Come by any time after seven-thirty.”

    



    I went from Quinn’s to Jason’s place. Lord knows, I’d missed enough school in the last week to put a serious dent in my marks, but making things right between Jason and me was worth another slip in my grades.


    Parking in his driveway, I was struck by a more worrisome thought: I wasn’t allowed anywhere near his bedroom. It was the one condition our mothers had imposed on us when they’d lightened up.


    What if he really was sick and not just home because sex with me had revolted him? What if I had to go into his bedroom to wake him up and apologize for walking out?


    I needn’t have worried.


    I glimpsed Jason’s ratty black T-shirt through the window as I walked up his back stairs. He held a can of soup. I tapped on the door. He turned in slo-mo, giving me plenty of time to assess things. His hair stuck up like a bunch of porcupine quills; his skin looked like a clay face mask; his heavy-lidded eyes stared blankly in my direction.


    This didn’t look like a guy who was mad at me. It looked like a guy who didn’t even know who I was.


    “I’m sick,” he said as soon as I let myself in. Moving like an arthritic ninety-year-old, he turned back to the can of soup.


    “I heard.” I took the can opener from his hand and gave him a gentle shove in the direction of a kitchen chair.


    He sat down. “You shouldn’t be here. I’m probably contagious. I’ve been puking.”


    We’d shared enough contagions the night before that I was probably about twenty-four hours away from the flu myself. But I wasn’t ready to mention the subject of “last night” yet. “Maybe soup isn’t such a good idea.”


    “But I’m hungry.” The words came out in a little-boy whine.


    I opened the can, dumped half the contents into the waiting bowl and punched some numbers on the microwave. Then I grabbed two slices of bread from the loaf on top of the fridge and popped them into the toaster.


    “My mom’s gonna call you,” Jason said as he watched me. “She’s got a hair stylist’s convention in Vegas next weekend. She wants to know if you can babysit Pete. Her regular sitter’s away and I can’t afford to miss any more shifts at Finnelli’s.”


    I retrieved the soup and made sure it was hot enough before I put it on the table. “I guess.”


    Jason misunderstood my hesitation. “I know it’s a lot to ask, since Pete might have the flu by then, too.”


    “It’s okay.” The toast popped. I buttered it, put it beside Jason’s soup and sat down.


    I’d babysat Pete once before, when Jason and I had first started going out. I’d taken him to the waterslides, fed him pizza and then bought him all four Captain Underpants books. Overkill, sniffed Mrs. Perdue, who decided soon after that I was a pretentious rich snob with disgusting taste in books and, worst of all, I was out to corrupt her son. For the longest time, I thought she was worried about my influence on Pete. But then she started using the words “corruption” and “breasts” in the same sentence, and it was obvious that it was Jason she was worried about.


    “But I guess worries have a way of fading when one is given the option of a weekend in Vegas.


    When Jason started on his second piece of toast, I said, “So if I keep my obsessive, melodramatic tendencies under control, maybe we can hang out together after Pete goes to bed Saturday night?” I struggled to keep my tone light, easy.


    Jason winced. “I’m sorry, Cass. That came out all wrong. And you didn’t stick around long enough for me to explain.”


    “That’s why I came over. I wanted to apologize for leaving last night. I was too upset to…you know…to talk about it. And I was hurt because this is a huge deal for me, Jason, and I’m not going to give up the search for my father. Not for you or for Frank or for anybody. It’s too important. You need to understand.”


    “I do.” He put his spoon down. “And I’m not asking you to give it up,” he said, “but—”


    “But it’s all I think about and since I tell you everything I’m thinking, it’s probably all I talk about, right?”


    He looked relieved. “Right.” He picked up his spoon and started eating again. “We can talk about it. Just not so much. Maybe you can talk to Prissy or to—” He stopped.


    “Or to Yvonne?” I snorted. “I don’t think so.”


    “How about the counsellor?”


    The counsellor was too touchy-feely. I gave him a non-committal shrug.


    “Or maybe Quinn? Somebody said you guys used to be friends.”


    “Once. A long time ago.”


    Jason finished his soup and put the bowl aside. “She dresses like a freak, but she’s not so bad.” He stifled a yawn. “We were in the same French class last year. She’s smart.”


    Not smart enough to avoid getting caught at the lake. I picked up the dirty dishes and stacked them in the sink. When I turned back, Jason had lowered his head to the table. He blinked up at me like a sick puppy having a bad hair day. “C’mon.” I grabbed his hand, pulled him up and turned him in the direction of the basement. “Back to bed. Only you’ll have to walk there yourself. ‘Cause I’m not supposed to go anywhere near your bedroom, remember?”


    The corners of Jason’s lips tipped up ever so slightly. “Like we need a bedroom.”


    I grinned back. “My thought exactly.”

    



    Dinner was late that night. By the time Dad got home from city hall, Mom got home from Grace Notes and my grandparents returned from sightseeing, it was almost seven. We ordered Chinese food, which arrived at the same time Quinn did. She was thrilled. Obviously she still loved Chinese food.


    “When you log on, you have to identify yourself so people know you’re there.” Quinn took one last bite of kung pao vegetables, put the carton on the floor and rested the keyboard on her legs. We’d shoved two chairs together in front of my computer screen, and we were close enough that I could smell the baby-powder scent of her deodorant. She’d worn the same thing since grade six. It reminded me of laughter and sleepovers. “Your chat-room name is FlyinBird.” She typed in my name. “That way when people answer, you’ll be Hi FlyinBird.” She grinned. “Cool, huh?”


    Nodding, I chomped down a snow pea and stared at the computer screen. Somebody named Velcrobaby was chatting about her donor father. And it’s soooo kewl to see how alike we R, I read. Same nose, same legs, and he’s Greek!!!!!!! which explains why I’ve always wanted 2 go there.


    Good thing he doesn’t live in Hackensack, joked someone named Traniguy.


    Ha, ha, said Velcrobaby. That is so not )))))!


    Hi FlyinBird. This from someone called PinkBunnie.


    Quinn handed me the keyboard. “Go,” she said impatiently.


    Hi, I typed back.


    So, said PinkBunnie. How was the dentist?


    I looked at Quinn. She shrugged. “I had to make up some excuse for signing off so fast yesterday,” she said.


    Fine, I typed.


    Velcrobaby answered. U were gonna tell us about ur search 4 ur father.


    I hesitated. Quinn jabbed me. “You want information, you gotta be prepared to share,” she said. “Besides, it’s anonymous.”


    Anonymous. I hated that word. The clinic wouldn’t tell me anything, I typed. The donor signed a confidentiality agreement. So did my mom.


    That sucks. PinkBunnie


    Us sperm babies, we have no rights. This came from someone called QTGYRL. In Sweden and Austria, donor offspring have the right to trace their fathers. But in North America, it depends on the law in your state or province.


    It’s 2 crummy 4 words. Velcrobaby.


    There are ways around that. Traniguy.


    How? I typed.


    Traniguy: If the clinic kept records, your mom can petition for his name. She can get a lawyer and claim she signed under duress.


    It worked for my mom, said Velcrobaby.


    My heart jumped.


    Didn’t work for mine, wrote someone called CatWonderClaw.


    My heart fell.


    But be prepared, wrote Traniguy. If the guy doesn’t want to be found and you manage to find him, he may not be happy.


    Quinn clucked in disgust. “Maybe he should have thought of that seventeen years ago.”


    “No kidding.” My self-righteous feeling quickly dissolved. “But what if he does get mad?”


    “You’re not asking the guy to adopt you and buy you a place in the Hamptons,” Quinn retorted. “You just want some information.”


    Information I was entitled to. I just want information, I wrote. What else can I try?


    Get copies of the original forms, suggested Traniguy. Sometimes you can find clues about where the guy lived or worked, or even relative names.


    PinkBunnie: And don’t give up if the names are blacked out, ‘cause this girl in Colorado took a blackedout form to a lab and got them to lift a ton of info from underneath. She traced the guy that way.


    “Cool,” I murmured. “I never would have thought of that.”


    Quinn grinned and grabbed two egg rolls from the takeout carton. “I told you this was a good idea.” She handed me one.


    We munched companionably and watched the words flow across the screen.


    The thing is, wrote QTGYRL, a long time ago some clinics mixed sperm up, kind of like a milkshake, so it was impossible to tell whose sperm hit the bullseye.


    A milkshake? “Gross!”


    Quinn wrinkled her nose. “No kidding.”


    That’s why I’m fighting for the rights of donor offspring, QTGYRL continued. There’s a petition on my website. You should join us, FlyinBird.


    I didn’t respond to that. Instead I wrote, What about genetic history? Doesn’t the law say they have to keep those kinds of records?


    Nope, said QTGYRL. The new clinics screen, but they didn’t always do that in the past.


    I’m still searching for my father, and I’d like to find my halfsibs too, said PinkBunnie. It’ll be a place to belong. I don’t belong in my own family.


    Most DI kids feel that way, said Traniguy. I know I did.


    I wasn’t alone!


    Register ur DNA, said Velcrobaby. So far I’ve found 19 half-siblings.


    I practically choked on a beansprout. “Nineteen,” I finally managed to whisper. I could have that many half-siblings out there, too.


    “DNA,” Quinn whispered back.


    “Why are we whispering?”


    “No clue.” Her too-loud voice was followed by high-pitched laughter.


    Registering is so easy, said CatWonder-Claw.


    The only time I’d heard of DNA being used was in murder trials. And, in spite of my fury toward my parents, I didn’t plan on murdering them any time soon. I finished my egg roll, wiped my fingers on a napkin.


    It’s a great way to find siblings and see similarities. Traniguy.


    And to avoid sleeping with your half-brother. As long as he’s registered too. Too bad mine wasn’t. CatWonderClaw.


    No way.


    Quinn shot me a quick, incredulous glance. “Holy crap, is that disgusting or what?”


    “It’s worse than disgusting.” Horrified, we both stared at the screen.


    How did you find out? PinkBunnie.


    I knew I was a DI kid but he didn’t, said CatWonderClaw. When we got engaged my mom was worried, so she talked to his mom and it turned out they’d used the same Florida clinic.


    My heart hammered in my chest.


    Velcrobaby: Ur luckee u didn’t get pregnant.


    Jason used a condom. I wasn’t pregnant.


    And he wasn’t my half-brother, either.


    He wasn’t.


    But Brynna’s words scrolled across my mental hard drive. You guys look so much alike. You’d make beautiful babies together. The hammering in my chest multiplied.


    I’d’ve been luckier if his family had told him the truth years ago, said CatWonderClaw. Or if our mothers had used different clinics.


    I remembered what Jason had said just the day before: I couldn’t pick my old man out of a crowd.


    A cold chill gripped me.


    It wasn’t possible.


    Oh yes, it was.


    If I’d learned one thing lately, it was this: anything was possible. Even the unthinkable. And this certainly qualified. Jason didn’t remember his father. He’d practically told me that. But it was what he hadn’t told me that gave me the heebie-jeebies. He hadn’t told me the last time he’d seen his real father.


    Maybe because he hadn’t been able to.


    PinkBunnie: You guys are kidding me, right?


    CatWonderClaw: Don’t I wish.


    It happens. Traniguy.


    Suddenly finding my real father seemed less important than finding out Jason was not my half-brother.


    “You should get your DNA on file,” Quinn said as she stared at the screen. “All you have to do is get your cheek scraped or give them hair samples or something.”


    The words printed out on the screen in front of me.


    DNA’s such a bother.


    Not really.


    Don’t take chances. What could be worse than falling in love with a half-sibling?


    I stifled a groan.


    Quinn stared at me. “What’s wrong?”


    “My stomach hurts,” I mumbled. True enough. It was quaking at about eight on the Richter scale. It couldn’t be possible. He has eyes just like yours. Brynna had said that, too. “I don’t feel good.”


    “Maybe you ate too much.”


    I tried to answer, but the words on the screen silenced me.


    It’s kinda creepy knowing you’ve slept with your halfsib, said CatWonderClaw.


    “Oh God,” I breathed. “Sign me off, okay?” I crawled over to the bed and collapsed.


    Quinn logged off. “Should I get your mom?”


    “No.” Before I could stop myself, I blurted, “I slept with Jason. Yesterday. For the first time.”


    Quinn didn’t look surprised or disgusted or anything else I might have expected. She perched on the edge of the bed. “And this is a problem why?”


    I couldn’t tell her. I lowered my eyes. It was too revolting for words.


    “Didn’t you use anything?”


    My head snapped back up. “Of course, we used something. I’m not stupid.”


    She frowned. “Well, then, what?”


    I still couldn’t voice my fears. I just stared at her, horrified by the thoughts racing through my head.


    It didn’t take Quinn long to clue in. Her eyes widened. “You don’t think Jason is…” Her face twisted in disgust. “Your half-brother?”


    Nodding, I grabbed my pillow and clutched it to my stomach.


    “No way!”


    I filled her in on the details of Jason’s family and the fact that he couldn’t remember his real father. I pointed out the obvious—that Jason and I looked similar. I wanted Quinn to tell me I was being stupid, to come up with a million reasons why it was impossible.


    But she didn’t. “You have to tell him,” she said. “Give him a chance to prove it’s not true.”


    I squeezed my pillow. “Jason hates all this donor stuff. He thinks I’m making way too big a deal out of it. He says it’s stupid to search for my real father. He thinks I’m overreacting.”


    Quinn rolled her eyes. “Your whole world has been turned upside down. You’re entitled to overreact.”


    “But if I tell him we might be half-siblings, he’ll totally freak.”


    Quinn was silent.


    “What would you do in my position?” I asked. “If you’d slept with Dean and you were in my exact position, what would you do?”


    “I’d tell him,” Quinn said promptly. “And if he didn’t understand, I’d break up with him.”


    I resisted the urge to throw my pillow at her. “You’re as self-righteous as ever.”


    She had the grace to turn pink. “Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t break up with him.” She hesitated, tugged on her hair, considered. “But I wouldn’t stop my search. Somehow I’d need to prove we weren’t related.”


    “How?”


    She grimaced. “I don’t know.”


    “I’m babysitting Pete next weekend,” I said. “I’ll snoop around and see what I can find out.”

  


  
    FOURTEEN


    
      Hawks strike when people aren’t looking, flying at 200 miles an hour, grabbing vicktems in big, huge claws and ripping them to death.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    Are you sure that’s all there is?” Disappointed, I viewed the thin scattering of pictures on Pete’s kitchen table. There were eighteen images, and almost all of them were of Pete and Jason. It was enough to do the Mother’s Day craft for Pete’s mom but not enough to stop the tsunami of fear bubbling inside my head.


    “That’s all Jason could find.” Pete leaned across the white table, grabbed a clown photograph and waved it in my face. “I remember this. My hair was really itchy under all that clown hair.” He giggled.


    I checked the time on the clock. Jason would be home soon. Between pizza and go-carting and needing to be at my house for dinner, the day had whizzed by. So had the last week. Jason had been out of commission for days. I’d gone flat out to catch up at school. I still hadn’t talked to Frank. Mom still hadn’t called the clinic. Things were not easy between us.


    “Doesn’t your mom have other pictures?” I probed. “In a special spot somewhere?” Mother’s Day was over three weeks away, but it was a brilliant excuse to pull out pictures and do a collage.


    Pete wrinkled his nose, gazed off into the distance. “She has this special box under her bed.” His face brightened. “Where she keeps school pictures and report cards and stuff like that.” He jumped off the chair and headed down the dark hall. “Let’s go look.”


    The smell of stale coffee, cigarettes and cheap perfume hit me when Pete opened the door to Mrs. Perdue’s bedroom. An icky creepiness crept down my spine; Mrs. Perdue wouldn’t like this. I followed Pete inside. Ignoring the messy piles of clothes, books and overflowing ashtrays, I headed straight for the three photos standing on the bureau. Pete flicked up the fake-lace duvet cover and dove under the bed.


    I stared at the pictures: Mrs. Perdue as a teenager (impossible, but true); a slightly older Mrs. Perdue wearing a huge, floppy hat and standing arm in arm with a man; and Mrs. Perdue with a young Jason, an infant Pete and yet another man.


    Two men I didn’t recognize. My heart yo-yo’d out of control. One of them had to be Jason’s father.


    “Got it,” Pete yelled triumphantly as he emerged from under the bed holding a long, flat box.


    “Good for you!” I pointed to the floppy-hat picture. “Who’s this guy?”


    “My uncle David. He died before I was born,” he added matter-of-factly.


    My heart slowed just a little.


    “How about him?” I pointed to the second man in the group shot.


    Pete giggled. “That’s our dad, silly! And that’s me, and that’s Jason and that’s Mom.”


    My heart slowed to a slug crawl. I hadn’t recognized Pete’s father. I picked up the box and followed Pete back to the kitchen. “Is your dad Jason’s dad, too?” I wasn’t sure how much Pete knew. Even though I desperately needed information, I didn’t want to spill family secrets.


    “Yep.” Pete scrambled onto a chair. “Only Jason had another dad a way long time ago, but he went away and my dad became his dad, so we have the same dad and the same mom.”


    Pete knew. Thank you, God.


    I brushed the dust from the lid and opened the box. “Where’s Jason’s real—I mean, first dad?”


    Pete pawed through a random collection of school papers and records and class photos. “Dunno.” He lifted a photo and smiled. “This was my kindergarten class. That was my bestest year ever.” His smile slipped; his brown eyes turned round and serious. “School’s gone into the toilet since then.”


    I made sympathetic noises. “Aren’t there any pictures?” I probed. “Of Jason’s first father? Or of Jason when he was a baby?”


    “Pro’ly not. Mom says she’s too busy living life to record it.”


    Disappointment scalded the back of my throat. So much for finding a photograph. There had to be another way to prove Jason had a real, in-the-flesh father. “Have you met Jason’s first dad?”


    “Nope.” His head was bent; his words were muffled. “Jason doesn’t remember him, either. I asked. But he said it didn’t matter ‘cause we had a dad we could share and that was better.”


    Great. Another dead end.


    Pete surfaced with a small red box. “Here’s where Mom keeps special things like birth certificates and stuff. Wanna see?” He opened it before I could answer. “This is mine.” He held up a small square of white paper with pale blue writing. “Jason’s is here, too.” He dug around and pulled up a similar square.


    I gave it a cursory glance.


    Name: Perdue, Jason Elijah


    Birth Date: June 19, 1988


    It was like mine. And like mine, it didn’t have the names of parents. “Do you guys have passports?” I rifled through the box. Passports listed parents and next of kin. Yeah, so that kind of thing could be faked—I mean, mine listed Frank as my father—but it would have been something.


    “What’s a passport?”


    And that pretty much answered that. I stifled a sigh. “I don’t think there’s anything here we can use,” I told Pete. For sure, there was nothing I could use.


    As I slid Jason’s birth certificate into the box, my eyes fell on line three. Birth Place.


    North Vancouver.


    The last time I’d checked, North Vancouver was right beside West Vancouver, which was home to the infamous Cypress Hills Fertility Clinic.


    “Holy shit.”


    Pete chortled. “You said ‘shit,’ you said ‘shit’!”


    Jason hadn’t told me he’d been born in North Vancouver.


    But then, I hadn’t asked.


    Until now it hadn’t mattered.


    “Is holy shit the same as bullshit, or is holy shit the kind of shit you find in a church and bullshit is the kind of shit you find on farms?”


    “Don’t say ‘shit,’ Pete.”


    “You said it again.” More laughter.


    There was only one way to make sure Jason wasn’t my half-sibling. Through DNA testing.


    It was the only choice. I had to convince Jason.

    



    Pete and I were watching TV when Jason came in with the familiar green and gold Finnelli’s bag tucked under his arm.


    “Raspberry bombs!” Pete launched himself off the couch.


    “Hey, how’s it going?” Jason leaned over to kiss me.


    Half-brooother. Like, no thanks. I turned my head. His kiss landed somewhere near my ear. Jason frowned; I pointed at Pete.


    “Who cares?” He grabbed me, pulled me close. “It’s been days since I’ve seen you, never mind done this.” His mouth was warm and open, his lips coaxing. I responded instinctively, the way I always did, sliding under the bewitching Jason-spell. But then shame flooded me. Feeling squirmy, I pulled back and fought the urge to wipe my hand across my mouth.


    Thankfully, Pete demanded attention right then. He dragged Jason over to show him the collage we’d made.


    Somehow I managed to act normal for the next hour or so. We snuggled on the couch, ate bakery leftovers and watched a video with Pete. It was like old times, except usually Jason and I couldn’t wait to get Pete to bed. Instead I fed Pete as many raspberry bombs as I could, hoping the sugar would keep him too hopped up to sleep.


    Unfortunately, the kid was dead to the world by ten.


    By eleven, Jason and I ran out of small talk and he was, well, proving my point that parents were stupid if they thought keeping us out of the bedroom was going to stop us from having sex. Because Jason, clearly, didn’t care where he did it. As long as he did it.


    Sliding out from under his arm for about the twentieth time, I grabbed the remote and flicked madly from channel to channel. “Oh look, Mrs. Doubtfire. That was a great movie, don’cha think?”


    He slid his hand under my shirt. I jumped like he’d lit a match under there.


    He stared at me. “What is wrong with you?”


    I wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I just have a lot on my mind, you know, with school and Frank and stuff.” And your dad, too. Our dad, maybe.


    “You need to relax.”


    Before he could touch me again, I jumped up and paced. Or at least I tried to. But Jason’s living room was small and cluttered, and after three or four passes in front of the coffee table I sat back down and hunched into the corner, as far as possible from Jason. “The thing is…” I cleared my throat. “The thing is…I know you don’t like talking about it, but something’s come up…about my real father…and it…it could change our relationship.”


    There. I’d said it. Sort of.


    Jason narrowed his eyes, but not before I caught the flicker of annoyance. “How?”


    How? If he was pissed off now, he’d be royally pissed in about thirty seconds. “Pete and I were talking about your father and—”


    “He started talking, or you started asking questions?”


    A flush crawled up my neck. “A bit of both, I guess. But Pete says you don’t remember meeting him.” I paused. “Did you ever meet him? Your real father?”


    Impatiently, Jason flicked his hair off his forehead. “What does this have to do with me and you? How is our relationship going to change?”


    He hadn’t answered my question. I took a deep breath. “What if…what if…we’re related or something?” It was like dropping a giant monster I’d been hauling around on my shoulders. The pressure on me was less, but it was out in the open now, where it could hurt both of us.


    “Pardon?”


    “What if…you know…what if you were conceived this…way, too. We look alike. What if we’re kind of like related or something?”


    His laugh startled me. “You’re kidding, right?”


    My silence was my answer. The amusement faded from his face. A muscle twitched in the back of his jaw. “That’s ridiculous,” he said flatly.


    I was finished with the subtle approach. The monster was in front of us—it was time to wrestle it to the ground. “No, it’s not. We look alike. People are always saying that. You were born in North Vancouver, which is close to the fertility clinic. You don’t remember your father. You don’t even have a picture of him. And you know what they say—it’s easy to be attracted to someone just like you.”


    “There’s no way we’re related. You think I’d want to jump my own sister’s bones? That’s disgusting!”


    “Ssssh.” Jason was practically yelling; I glanced nervously to the doorway, half expecting Pete to be there. I didn’t want him waking up and hearing this.


    “Never mind ssssshhh. I’ll yell if I want to.” Jason stormed over and shut the living-room door. “Cass, this whole thing is turning you into a major nutcase. We are not related. My mother never would have done something like that.”


    My heart did a runaway dance at the twist of revulsion on his lips. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean she…just wouldn’t.” It was his turn to search for words, to avoid my eyes. “It’s just not…not the thing normal people do. It’s…weird.”


    I struggled for breath. “Are you saying my parents are weird? I’m weird?”


    “No!” He reached for me but I shrank against the couch. “I mean, you’re acting weird and I wish you’d lighten up and put this out of your mind once in a while, but it doesn’t change the way I feel about you. That’s not it at all.”


    “Then what is it?”


    A thin line of pink appeared at the top of Jason’s cheekbones. “Your parents are rich, Cassidy. My mother doesn’t have a lot of money. Even if she’d wanted to, she’d never have paid for…that.”


    That. I was conceived because of that. The word had a certain flat bleakness to it.


    “But what if your dad did it?” I said. “What if he needed money and he was a donor and your mom didn’t even know?” It was a longshot, but my life had turned into one huge longshot. This could be another one.


    Jason opened his mouth to speak, but the phone rang then, splitting through the weighty, uncomfortable silence with its shrill rip. He picked up. It was his mother.


    I sat there for a minute listening to one side of the conversation, and then I fled.


    Jason wouldn’t even consider the possibility that we had the same father, but he hadn’t presented me with any proof otherwise. For my own peace of mind, I had to find it myself. I went into the main bathroom first, rummaging through the drawers and cupboards for a toothbrush or a comb. I wanted something with Jason’s hair or saliva on it. Sure, it wouldn’t be very fresh, but it would be something. Unfortunately, I found lots of things belonging to Pete and Mrs. Perdue, but nothing of Jason’s.


    Of course. His bathroom was in the basement.


    I tiptoed downstairs, hesitating only briefly at the threshold of Jason’s room. I’d promised not to go inside, but promises could be broken under extenuating circumstances.


    And these circumstances were more extenuating than anything I’d ever seen.


    I checked his pillow first, praying that Jason had shed a hair or two. No luck. Then I fled into the bathroom and reached for the first thing I could lay my hands on—his hairbrush.


    I stood there for a minute, staring down at it, seeing the strands of hair, some still with white follicles attached. One of them would tell me if Jason and I were half-siblings. Fingers shaking, I carefully plucked out three. Just as I realized I had no envelope to put them in, a voice thundered through the crack in the door.


    “What the hell are you doing?”


    Jason! The brush toppled, then clattered on the bathroom floor. “You scared me,” I managed to say. “I didn’t hear you.”


    He shoved the door all the way open and pointed to the strands of hair I clutched in my right hand. “What’s that?”


    “Your hair.” I slid past him. “I’m not supposed to be in here, remember?” Legs shaking, I walked up the stairs, through the kitchen and into the living room. Jason followed. Thoughts raced, gerbil-like, through my mind. What to tell him? How to explain? Facts or fiction? The truth or a tale?


    Jason didn’t sit. He leaned in the doorway all scowls and crossed arms. I needed something underneath me, some kind of support, because it was time to state my case. So I sat.


    “Our relationship has always been based on honesty, right?”


    He nodded.


    “The honest truth? I need to know if we’re related. I want to get DNA profiles done to be sure.”


    Jason’s scowl dissolved into a look of disbelief. “What the—”


    “If you’re willing to give me a cheek swab, that would be better. They’re about 95 per cent accurate. If not, I’ll use these.” I held up the three precious strands of hairs still gripped in my fist.


    “You’re serious?”


    It was my turn to nod.


    “You need live cells for DNA. There may not be any on there.”


    I attempted a joke. “Wanna loan me your whole brush?”


    Jason didn’t even crack a smile. He moved from the door, sat beside me on the couch. “We. Are. Not. Related.” I felt his breath with each word, emphatic puffs of air caressing my cheek. “Give it up, Cass.”


    That was my guy. Bossy-stubborn. “I need to know for sure.”


    “Oh, man.” He dropped his head into his hands.


    “If I’m acting weird, Jase, it’s because my whole world has gone weird.” Tears pushed against my eyelids. I flapped my hands madly in front of my face to stop them from falling. They stayed. But Jason’s hair didn’t. The blond strands fluttered to the floor, disappearing into the beige carpet.


    It didn’t matter anymore. If he didn’t get this, nothing mattered.


    “When I’m with you I feel like I have to choose between pretending everything’s the way it’s always been and telling you the truth.”


    He lifted his head. His blue eyes—eyes so like mine—were shadowed. Hurt. “You can always tell me the truth,” he said softly.


    “No, I can’t. You don’t want to know. You want things the way they used to be. But I’m not that Cassidy anymore.” I stared at him, hoping I’d see a glimmer of acceptance or a little understanding. I saw neither.


    “I look at total strangers and wonder if that’s him. I feel half-empty because there’s a part of me that’s blank. You want to go on like everything’s the same, but it isn’t. I can’t sleep with you again. Not until I know for sure we’re not related.” He grimaced but I wouldn’t shut up. “You think it doesn’t happen, but it does. Not only that, if my real father has some kind of disease and I get pregnant, I could pass it on.”


    His face went rigid. “That’s not gonna happen.”


    “It could.”


    Frustration sparked in his eyes. “I just don’t get this.”


    How could he be my guy if he didn’t? He couldn’t be. “I know.” My tears started to fall. “And I can’t be with you until I get things sorted out. Until I figure out who I am.” Blindly, I reached under the coffee table until I felt the familiar straps of my bag. I stood.


    He gazed up blankly, an incomprehensible look on his face. “You’re…breaking up with me?”


    I wiped my cheek. Nodded.


    “But…but what about the prom?”


    Was that all I was to him. A date? “You’ll figure it out.” My throat was so tight I felt like I was being strangled. I walked to the door. I had to get out of his house. Get in the car. Get away.


    He followed me, his voice fast and urgent. “But Cass…I—you can’t—”


    I opened the door and clutched at the railing so I wouldn’t stumble on the stairs. Jason called after me. “But what about Pete? You’re supposed to babysit Pete tomorrow. I have a practice, remember?”


    That’s when the gusher started. Now I was a babysitter? “Bring Pete over,” I said through my tears. “I’ll watch him.” Somehow I got down the stairs and into the car. Somehow I managed to drive. Somehow I kept breathing even though I wanted to die.

  


  
    FIFTEEN


    
      Woodpeckers peck about as much as 20 times a second. They have bubbles in their skulls that suck up all that pain from throwing theirselves at trees.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    I went home and lit candles.


    I filled the room with them—tall and thin, short and fat, floaters, hangers, anything I could find. Their yellow glow soothed me and softened the edges of the task at hand.


    I had two more albums left. Only this time I didn’t just take myself out of my life, I took the life out of myself.


    I cut myself out of each and every picture, like I had before. But then I meticulously removed my head. One sharp little snip and I was a series of faceless, headless forms. Headless bodies marched along my desk, on my bureau, high on my shelves. Heads—smiling, happy, thrilled-with-life heads—floated on my bed.


    Cassidy the Separate was now Cassidy the Separate, Anonymous, Obsessive, Melodramatic, Headless Wonder.


    Take that, Jason Perdue.


    I stared into space for a very long time, until most of the candles gutted themselves out. Until night was almost gutted out. Then I peeled off my clothes and slid slowly between the sheets, being ever so careful not to disturb the Headless Wonder that was me.

    



    “Dear Lord, Cassidy, what have you done?” Mom’s horrified words pulled me from my sleep-blurred state. I heard the vague rustle of blinds, then a bright shaft of morning light hit my face.


    A little-boy voice chirped, “Hey, Cassidy, are you still sleeping?”


    It was Pete. I shot up in bed; a confetti of heads rolled onto the rug. “Get him out of here,” I hissed to Mom. Murmuring something about French toast, she hustled Pete out the door. I peered at the clock. It was after ten. Normally I was an early riser. But normally I was in bed way before 4 a.m. And on normal nights, I didn’t break up with my boyfriend, either.


    I threw on last night’s clothes and quickly gathered up heads, bodies and bits of candle wax from various surfaces. Body parts went in the drawer; wax went in the garbage.


    Mom stared a lot but said nothing significant for the better part of the day. I had Pete to look after, and then Jason to avoid when he came to pick him up. Faking a bathroom emergency, I told Frank to say my goodbyes. And then there were more goodbyes after that. Big Mac and Little Mac had an afternoon flight back to Montana. I thought we’d all drive them to the airport, but when Frank said he was going to rest and Mom said she would take them, I opted to stay home. The last thing I wanted was to be trapped in a car with my mother. She would trap me soon enough.


    She did.


    “Go get them,” she said when she came home. Her lips thinned at my look of wide-eyed innocence. “You know what I mean. I’ll get your father. We need to talk.”


    I pulled out two of my best heads. Wide, happy grins, long, shining hair. For kicks I matched them with the wrong bodies. I put the sun-visor beach head with a snowsuit body, and the goofy, let’s-have-laughs face with a prim, white suit.


    I was a freak on the inside. May as well be one on the outside, too.


    Mom practically vibrated with displeasure as she pointed out the images on the coffee table to Frank. He studied them, looked up at me and said, “Quite the juxtaposition,” before sitting down in his recliner.


    “Is that all you can say?” Mom demanded. She ripped the pins out of her French twist and impatiently shook out her long, black hair. “Frank, her entire room was covered with images. She must have gone through five or six albums.”


    “Sixteen,” I said softly.


    “That’s every single album you have.” Mom looked horrified. “Frank?”


    “What am I supposed to say?” He spread his hands in front of him. I tried not to notice how much they shook. “Cassidy’s upset. She has every right to be. But put it in perspective, Grace. Would you rather she cut herself up?”


    Mom’s hand flew to her throat. She turned to me. “Dear God, Cassidy, are you suicidal?”


    I thought for a minute. I was already half-dead. More like three-quarters if I let myself think about the breakup with Jason—which is why I had to make myself focus on the one quarter that still walked and talked and breathed. The one quarter that still searched for the key to the puzzle of me.


    “Cassidy, please!” Mom interrupted my train of thought. “Tell me. Are you feeling suicidal?”


    I shook my head. “No.”


    Frank studied me. “You’re sure?”


    “I’m sure.”


    Mom twirled a chunk of hair; a tiny frown puckered the skin between her eyebrows. “I’ll call Ms. Martin,” she said absently, “get our next appointment moved up.” Then she focused on Frank. “There’s something Cassidy wants to tell you.”


    I plopped my feet on the coffee table. My snowsuit self went sliding; the sun-visor head smiled brightly up at me. Two other sets of eyes—the Fake and the Snake—studied me expectantly. “You can tell him,” I mumbled.


    Taking a breath, Mom said, “Cassidy wants to see what she can find out about her biological father. The counsellor thinks it might be a good idea.”


    I should have known better than to expect much of a reaction from Frank. Unwrapping a piece of gum, he listened calmly while Mom outlined our visit to Ms. Martin, her plan to call the clinic, my need to know. When she was finished, he said, “I think that’s a fine idea.” The sweet smell of Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit wafted through the air.


    “You do?” Mom and I spoke simultaneously.


    “At the very least, Cassidy should have some medical history. It always struck me as ludicrous that there was nothing.”


    “You never told me that,” Mom interjected.


    “I never told you lots of things,” Frank retorted, “because it hurt too much to talk about them.”


    They stared at each other, shutting me out. The old familiar feeling of being wallpaper threatened to swamp me. But as I watched the emotions play out between them, as I watched shame and tension and despair flit over Frank’s face, the feeling dissipated. Clearly, there were deep cracks in the Frank and Grace show—cracks I’d never seen before. I knew then that they hadn’t shut me out because they didn’t love me. They’d shut me out because they did.


    “I thought you’d be upset,” Mom said.


    “If I am, I’d better get over it.” He cracked his gum between his teeth and gave her a lopsided smile. “It’s not like I’m going to be around for most of Cassidy’s life. Somebody might as well be.”


    He didn’t understand. “I’m not trying to replace you!” Just because Frank wasn’t my father didn’t mean I could replace him like…like the wrong colour blush. “I just want…to know some stuff.”


    “You have every right to know,” Frank said. “I’m behind you 110 per cent.”


    “I…uh…want to get my DNA on file, too.” And Jason’s. But voicing that thought might lead to questions I wasn’t prepared to answer.


    “One thing at a time,” Mom said. “Let’s deal with the clinic first. We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”


    Frank gave her a look. “I don’t think so, Grace. If Cassidy gets serious about someone and there’s any question at all about his paternity…” He shrugged slightly. “It’s probably a good idea.”


    Clearly my emotional reserves were running at about minus fifty, because instead of making me happy, Frank’s support choked me up. While he and Mom discussed the pros and cons of registering DNA, I had to leave the room. I couldn’t stay and listen.


    Call me stupid, call me irrational—Lord knows, Jason had called me everything else—but it would have been easier if Frank had gotten mad about the search. Or had opposed my DNA plan. I could’ve gotten mad right back. We could have yelled at each other, and I would have been upset, and then I could have gone off and found something else to cut up.


    Instead I felt bad about the stupidest thing.


    I felt bad because Frank MacLaughlin wasn’t my real dad. And I wanted him to be—even though I would have been at risk of getting Huntington’s.


    At least then I would have belonged to him. And he would have belonged to me.


    And dying is way easier to face when you belong to someone.

    



    I dreaded Monday morning. And it turned out I had lots to dread.


    First, Frank spooked me silly before I left for school. As I wolfed down my cereal and talked about stuff, he wouldn’t answer. He just stared at me, all vacant in the eyes, like a body without a soul. Mom said he was tired, said he’d been up half the night. Her voice must have snapped him back because his vacant look disappeared, and he nodded and agreed as if he’d been present all along.


    But I knew better. And the whole experience creeped me out.


    Then there was school. Things were uneventful until lunch. They might have stayed uneventful the whole day if I’d been smart enough to keep a low profile, maybe hide out under the seat of my car or something.


    However, I’d refused to hide the week before, and I wouldn’t skulk around now. Especially since I was hungry. I could have headed to the mall, but it was a wet, miserable day. Who wanted to go outside and get soaked? Nobody, apparently. Which is why the entire student body had gathered outside the cafeteria.


    I expected Jason to be there. And while a part of me wanted to avoid him, another part wanted to see him.


    Initially, all I saw as I pushed through the crowd was a mass of bodies. But then I heard Yvonne’s laugh, followed by Prissy’s high-pitched voice. I turned the corner and they were there, just past the pop machine.


    Yvonne was slopped all over Jason’s shoulders and arms like jam slathered on toast. I mean, she was everywhere.


    Well, not there, but everywhere else.


    She caught my eye and smirked. I tried not to stare, but I couldn’t help it.


    She sure hadn’t wasted any time.


    Mike saw me next. He nudged Jason, who glanced over, paled and immediately shrugged away from Yvonne. For a minute I thought he was going to come over, but when the rest of the crowd turned their collective eyes on me, he froze.


    There was nothing Jason liked less than an audience. Unless it was obsessive, melodramatic women.


    I fled. Maybe the only place worth going was under the seat of my car. I gave myself a mental talking-to.


    Don’t be so upset. Jason isn’t your guy anymore. He might be your half-brother instead. As if that was a comforting thought.


    “Hey, slow down,” Quinn called as I sprinted up the stairs to my locker. The bandage was off her foot, but she still moved like a turtle. “What’s the rush? The bell hasn’t rung.”


    “Something’s come up.” I dug around for my law book, determined to get today’s assignment and leave. The last thing I needed was another sighting of Jason with Yvonne.


    Quinn leaned against the wall munching a sandwich. I smelled cream cheese. Maybe onion. My stomach growled. “Tonight’s the night,” she said softly.


    I frowned. What was she talking about, tonight’s the night? Yvonne was slopped all over Jason. Was tonight the night for them? “Look, Quinn, I’m a little busy, okay?” I wanted to get out of the school before Yvonne wandered up to the second floor. “I have to go.” I gave her a quick, apologetic glance, noting the healthy colour on her cheeks, the neat little scab on her head. She’d bounced back pretty quickly from her dunk in the lake.


    “Tonight’s the night for the geese. Come on, Cass. Help me out.”


    Tonight’s that night. Oh, man. Talk about timing. I grabbed my book and binder, shut my locker, fastened the lock. “I don’t know. The timing sucks.” More than you know.


    Quinn followed me down the hall, eating the last of her sandwich as she walked. Then she pulled a paper sack out of the canvas bag she carried over her shoulder and extended it to me. “Mom always makes too many. Want one?”


    My stomach gave another tell-tale growl. Murmuring my thanks, I took it. It was salmon, cream cheese and onion, and it was delicious. “You don’t have to do anything,” Quinn said. “Just keep an eye out while I do the”—she lowered her voice—“the actual removal.”


    “It’s pouring rain.” I glanced pointedly at her infamous sandals. “And the forecast is for more of the same.” I picked up my pace.


    “That’s what makes it so perfect,” Quinn replied. “Nobody will be watching tonight. Security will be practically non-existent. Come with me.”


    It was the kind of logic she used on me for years. I realized then that I’d missed it. Missed her. But I had more important things on my mind than geese. “I don’t think so.”


    Annoyance flashed across her face. “I need your help with this, Cass. You said it yourself the other day—nature can right itself, but not if man keeps messing with its rhythms.”


    If my mother hadn’t messed with the rhythms of nature, I wouldn’t be here. I wasn’t sure if the thought made me feel better or worse.


    A familiar burst of laughter floated down the hall. We both turned. It was Yvonne and Prissy and Mike and everybody. Jason too. He hadn’t seen us. But we’d both seen Yvonne doing another slop job all over his shoulders.


    “Yvonne’s with Jason?” Quinn’s eyebrows flew into the stratosphere. “What’s up with that?”


    Quinn had come down with the flu shortly after we’d done the chat room together. I hadn’t talked to her since. “We’re over.”


    “No way.”


    “Yes way.” Unbelievable but true. Jason laughed as Yvonne tickled his neck. I’d like to tickle her—to death. Unable to watch anymore, I turned back to Quinn.


    “Some things are worth fighting for.” Her gaze was directed over my shoulder at Jason and Yvonne. “I’ve said that for years.” When I didn’t answer, she looked back at me and added, “Maybe you should start with the geese and work up to the big stuff.”


    The big stuff. She meant Jason. But how could I fight for a guy who didn’t understand me? That was like a major no-win situation. I slipped into the law room out of sight of slop girl. “Okay, I’ll go with you tonight.” Anything to forget the sight of Jason with Yvonne. “I’ll pick you up at eight-thirty. And, Quinn?” She peered around the corner at me, a question in her huge brown eyes. “Make sure you wear pants and boots.”


    She frowned. “Boots?”


    “The ground’ll be muddy after all the rain. You don’t need to fall again.”


    “Oh. Right.”


    I suppressed a sigh and headed for the law teacher. Quinn had brains, but not enough smarts to wear the right kind of shoes. Luckily for her, I was around.

    



    “Jason called,” Mom said when I arrived home after four.


    I’d spent almost three hours at the library. The homework had taken less than an hour. Trying to find books on how to steal a DNA sample from an ex-boyfriend had taken the rest of the afternoon.


    “He wants you to call.” Mom shredded carrots into a bowl.


    “Sure.” I had no intention of calling Jason Perdue, a.k.a. Traitorous One Who Might Possibly Share DNA. I tossed my bag onto a kitchen chair and pawed through the fridge for something to eat. “How’s Frank?”


    “Okay.” Mom hesitated as if she wanted to elaborate, but then she said, “Dinner’s early tonight. Your father has a council meeting and I’m going back to the store to do the books.”


    “Works for me.” More than you know. I emerged with a block of cheddar, grabbed the cutting board from the drawer and began to slice. “Did you call Cypress Hills?” After Frank’s little freak-out routine this morning, Mom had walked me out to the car, reassuring me—reassuring herself?—that Frank was fine. “He needs more sleep,” she had kept saying. “That’s all it is.”


    I’d changed the subject, partly because I didn’t want to consider the possibility that Frank was already getting worse and partly because I didn’t want her to forget her promise to make the call. “Did you?” I repeated.


    “Uh…yeah.”


    My heart lurched; the knife stopped mid-slice. Something about Mom’s tone told me this wouldn’t be good. Furiously, her fingers worked the grater. “They refused to tell me anything,” she said.


    I slammed through the last few slices of cheese. “I’m not surprised.”


    “I’m not surprised, either,” Mom admitted.


    I was no closer to finding my real father, to figuring out who I was. QTGYRL’s chat-room post spooled out in my head. I have a petition on my site. I’m fighting for the rights of donor offspring. But that was her fight, not mine. All I needed was one name. “So what do we do now?” I asked.


    Mom added raisins and cinnamon to the grated carrots. “I called your dad at work immediately. He promised to get the city lawyer to phone.” She dressed the salad with mayonnaise. “He figured a little legal intimidation wouldn’t hurt.”


    But the lawyer called and struck out, too. “There’s one other thing we can try,” Frank said later as dinner wound down. His hands were steady; his eyes were focused and determined. “We can go to West Vancouver and meet with the doctor.”


    This was the old Frank—taking control, making things happen. Not so long ago, the old fight-for-causes Frank had made me crazy. Now I wished the old Frank would hang around forever.


    Mom gathered plates, scraped chicken bones and leftover bits of potato into a pile. “Will it make a difference?”


    “It’s worth trying,” Frank said. “It’s easy to brush someone off on the phone, but not so easy to brush them off when they’re sitting right in front of you.”


    “What if they won’t agree to see us?” I asked.


    A slow, satisfied smile spread across Frank’s face. “They already have. Our appointment’s scheduled for the day after tomorrow.”

  


  
    SIXTEEN


    
      When birds get scared, they fly away or scream or get mean. Like the Cassowary in Australia which is five feet tall and if you get close to it, it will kick you in the guts and kill you.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    I went to the lake with Quinn mostly because of Jason. I mean, it was mega-dumping rain and I was mega-depressed, and slogging through mud trying to convince a bunch of geese to leave their nests was better than sitting home obsessing about him.


    But a funny thing happened in the middle of it all. I started feeling better. Frank claimed that helping others was a good way to forget your problems. Now, let’s be honest—my problems were way too big to forget. Still, the night was a distraction.


    “You wanna do one more?” Quinn asked after we took the eggs from nest number three. “There’s another nest by the dock. We practically have to walk by it to get to the car.”


    I pushed up the sleeve of my windbreaker and rubbed the rain from my watch. It was nine-thirty. If I made it home by ten, I’d beat my parents. “Sure,” I said.


    We adjusted our hoods, positioned the beam of our flashlights on the ground in front of us and started walking. For a change, Quinn was quiet. Maybe she sensed my mood, or maybe she was watching for security guards. Whatever the reason, the silence gave me time to think.


    Jason and I were over. I had to accept it and move on. There was nothing I could do if he ended up with (barf) Yvonne. I’d chosen to break up with him. It hurt, but it was the right decision. The DNA was only part of it. Of course, I wanted to know Jason and I weren’t related—I needed to know. But it was his understanding I craved. Without it, I felt even emptier, as though someone had taken a shovel and scooped out my heart.


    I couldn’t live that way.


    There was a flash of white in the darkness. “It’s a goose,” Quinn murmured when I jumped.


    That emptiness—did birds feel it, too, I wondered? Did they feel a hollow kind of grief when their eggs did not hatch? Something told me they did. The fact that I could give them back a chance for reproductive happiness eased my pain a little.


    “I’m glad I came.” I gestured to the addled eggs Quinn had in her backpack. “Doing this feels right.”


    “It feels right because it is right.” Her voice was low; I had to lean close to hear her. “Nature should always prevail,” she added. “Now it’ll be allowed to.”


    Falling silent, I pondered her words. Nature should always prevail. What did that say about me? About my conception?


    Catching sight of the dock up ahead, I remembered that night less than two weeks before when the others had teased me about my love of birds, when Jason had stood up for me and said we were all allowed one bit of weirdness.


    I was way past the one-bit stage.


    “The nest is down here.” Quinn shimmied down the bank.


    I followed her. Together we chased away the sentinel bird and then rushed the nest. I like to think the geese knew we were helping them, because they kicked up way less of a fuss than they had when I’d addled the eggs with Tom Bradley.


    Fifteen minutes later we tossed our dripping wet windbreakers into the back of my car and climbed into the front seats.


    “What will you do with the eggs?” I turned on the heater and wiped the condensation from the inside of the window. We’d collected sixteen of them.


    “I’ll crush them in the backyard and throw them out.” Quinn used her plaid scarf like a towel to dry her hair. At the look of disgust on my face, she added, “Don’t worry. They were just laid. The embryos are barely developed. Some of the eggs will be practically empty.” She frowned. “What’s that noise?”


    “It’s called rain.” It beat a tinny symphony on the roof of my car.


    Quinn shook her head. “Not that.” She lunged for my glovebox. “It’s your cell.” She handed me the phone.


    I popped it open. “Hello.”


    Mom screamed down the line at me. “Cassidy, where have you been? I’ve been calling you for the last hour. Dad’s been in an accident. Meet me at the hospital.”

    



    “They aren’t sure what happened.” Mom paced between two rows of plastic orange chairs in the emergency room. “A witness said Dad’s car crossed the centre line and crashed into a utility pole.”


    Like I’d reminded Quinn before she’d gone off to find her mom in the lab, this was Frank’s third accident in a little over a month. I didn’t want to think about the implications.


    “Sit down.” I grabbed Mom’s arm and pulled her into the chair beside me. “You’re making me dizzy.”


    “I can’t.” She checked her watch. “He’s been in there almost two hours.” She jumped up and went to the nurses’ station. After a minute, she came back. “Soon. The doctor will be out soon.” She sighed in frustration. “They told me that half an hour ago.”


    Forty minutes later, we were ushered down the hall and into an empty examining room, where we were met by a stout, middle-aged doctor with a pencil-thin moustache and a blue Elmo button beside his Dr. Turner name tag.


    He waited until we were sitting, and then he said, “Frank is alive, he’s breathing on his own, but he has been seriously injured. Among other things, he has sustained a head injury—a baseline skull fracture.” His words were blunt and matter-of-fact, but his brown eyes were kind. “So far we aren’t seeing any internal bleeding, but he is slipping in and out of consciousness. The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours are critical. What we want to see is steady improvement.” Dr. Turner paused, his face grave. “But he could slip into a coma—particularly if he experiences internal bleeding.”


    A weighty silence fell. Then Mom asked, “What other injuries does he have?”


    “A fractured collarbone, three cracked ribs and a broken right arm.” Dr. Turner shrugged ever so slightly. “Unpleasant but fixable.”


    Mom fiddled nervously with her watch. “Can we see him?”


    “For a few minutes, once he’s settled and stabilized.”


    “What happened?” I asked.


    The doctor hesitated. “I understand Frank has Huntington’s?” When we nodded, he said, “My guess is he blacked out at the wheel. Have you noticed any periods of vagueness? Or blankness?”


    Mom shook her head.


    “Yes,” I said. “The other day at breakfast.”


    “He was tired, Cassidy. Ridiculously, brutally tired. I told you that.”


    The doctor smiled gently. “I’m sure Dr. Braithwaite will talk to you. He has been notified about the accident.” After telling us that it would be some time before we could see Frank, he suggested we go to the cafeteria and get something to eat.


    How could we eat? We couldn’t.


    Mom called people—Frank’s co-workers at city hall, Big Mac and Little Mac, Aunt Colleen.


    Now I paced—back and forth in the lobby, staring at the nurses and orderlies, the people in wheelchairs, the candystripers. Staring through them.


    All I could think about was this: Frank could die. We would all die, but Frank could die sooner rather than later. And if he did get better, I had to face something else: Frank’s Huntington’s was getting worse. It was getting worse way faster than it was supposed to.


    At one point as I stared through someone wearing a white lab coat, I realized she was calling my name. It was Quinn’s mother, Mrs. Harper. She patted my arm and said she’d heard the news.


    I pulled myself out of my fog long enough to ask, “Where’s Quinn?”


    “I sent her home,” Mrs. Harper said. “I didn’t want her to interfere.”


    Before I could say that Quinn was born to interfere, she asked for Mom. I motioned her across the lobby to the bank of phones and watched the two of them hug.


    Mrs. Harper was on her dinner break from the lab. She stayed with us until we were paged. In fact, she pulled a couple of apple spice muffins out from somewhere under her lab coat and practically forced us to eat them. (Quinn came by her take-charge attitude honestly.) Then Mrs. Harper made us promise not to leave the hospital without bringing her up to date on Frank’s condition.


    As Mom and I followed the nurse down the corridor of the intensive care unit, all the usual hospital sounds and smells faded. All I heard was the pounding of my heart. All I smelled was the sour stench of the fear that walked, like a third person, between Mom and me. And all I could think about was controlling my stomach and not throwing up the apple spice muffin when I saw Frank.


    The nurse came to a stop in front of a row of windows. I saw curtained-off cubicles in the room behind her. “Given Mr. MacLaughlin’s condition, we’d ask you to keep your visit to five minutes,” she said softly, “and not say or do anything to upset him.” Her gaze lingered on me.


    Under normal circumstances, I might have made some sort of wisecrack. I mean, really. Did I look like I would go in and jump up and down on Frank’s bed or call him a stupid fool for losing control of the car?


    But I just nodded meekly and followed Mom. Frank was in the bed at the far end of the room, hooked up to a bunch of machines that bleeped and blinked and whooshed and dripped.


    His eyes were shut; he was the colour of snow.


    I guess I gasped out loud, because a male nurse with spiky blond hair pushed me gently into the chair beside the bed. “He looks like he’s sleeping, but he’s awake, and he can hear what you say,” he said.


    Mom took the chair opposite.


    I stared. Frank’s skin was whiter than I thought skin could be. His head was wrapped in white bandages. His arm was swathed in white. Everything about him was white. He was so white, it was hard to tell where he stopped and the white hospital linens started.


    Kind of like when I was little and it was hard to know where he stopped and I started. Back when we were so together, so much a part of each other, that there was practically no line between us, no separation.


    We were so separate now I didn’t know what, exactly, he was to me anymore. Or what I was to him, either.


    “Frank,” Mom whispered thickly. “Frank, we’re here.” Her hand snaked across the bed and tentatively touched what I think was an elbow. I knew she was on the verge of tears because I heard them in her voice. Besides, I was, too. “You’re going to get better, Frank. You know that, don’t you?”


    A flutter of eyes and then, “Ovvv…caaarrrse…gittt…bittrrrr.” Frank’s voice was raspy and the words were a little garbled, but it was his voice.


    I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I did both, and so did Mom, and I guess we were a little too loud for the ICU because Mr. Spiky Hair returned, and even though he pretended to check Frank’s vitals, I know the only reason he came back was to hold a finger to his lips and signal for us to be quiet.


    Which we immediately did.


    As much as we were able to.


    “What happened?” I asked.


    Judging by Mom’s frown, I figured this was one of those questions classed as potentially upsetting. But what did she expect me to do? Ask about the weather?


    “Dnnntt…” Frank’s eyelids fluttered shut. After a minute, they fluttered open again. “Dnnntt…memmmbr.”


    “Don’t worry, Frank, there’ll be lots of time for questions later.” She squeezed his hand, glared at me. “You just have to get well, okay?” And then she went into a rambling, boring account of who she’d phoned and what they’d said and how many people were rooting for him and why he shouldn’t worry because everything was covered down at city hall.


    I don’t know how much Frank heard. His eyes were shut through most of it. But when Mom finished, they flickered open again. He mumbled incoherently. “Vncurvv…llinekk…”


    Mom and I exchanged perplexed glances.


    “It’s okay, Frank. It’s okay.” Mom tried to soothe him. “Just rest and get better.” I saw the nurse eye us and check his watch. He was going to boot us out any minute.


    Frank’s mumbling got louder. “Vnnncurrvvv…llinnek…Casssssdeee.”


    The clinic. After obsessing about it all day, Frank’s accident had completely wiped it from my mind. “The clinic, Mom—he’s talking about me going to the clinic.”


    Frank grunted. “Llllinnnekk…goooooo.”


    Mom smoothed his forehead with her hand. “Calm down, Frank. There’ll be time for the clinic when you get well. We can postpone the appointment for a few days.”


    For twenty-four to forty-eight hours at least. How could I go anywhere when Frank was like this?


    “Noooooo.” The machine beside him beeped faster. The jagged lines on the neighbouring machine grew taller, sharper. “Casssdeeee…goooooo…llinnekk.”


    “Time’s up, I’m afraid.” With calm efficiency, the nurse moved to the side of his bed and took Frank’s pulse. Mom and I stood.


    “Casssddddeeee…gooooo.”


    The nurse thought Frank wanted us to leave. “It’s all right, Mr. MacLaughlin. They’re going now.”


    But Mom knew exactly what Dad wanted to say. She leaned over and gently kissed Frank’s cheek. “Relax, Frank, I’ll make sure Cassidy goes to the clinic tomorrow.”


    The beeping on the machine slowed. The spikes on the second machine softened.


    And Frank slowly shut his eyes.

  


  
    SEVENTEEN


    
      Crows are not good parents. They get helper mom and dads. If they have too many babies, they throw them out of the nest.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    You look fine, Cassidy. Come on.” Quinn watched me stare into the rear-view mirror and meticulously apply Geisha Girl red to my lips. Her impatience radiated out like heat from an angry star.


    Cypress Hills Fertility Clinic loomed out the window to our left. It was a pale stucco building, faintly Spanish-looking with its adobe tile roof and ornate wrought-iron gate. A small brass sign above the door said simply Cypress Hills.


    I was about to meet the doctor who had impregnated my mother, and my thought as I sat behind the wheel of my Cabrio was to be beautiful for him. Irresistible.


    “Come on,” Quinn said again as she checked her watch. “Your appointment is in two minutes.”


    I needed more than two minutes to psych myself up. The lipstick was a stalling tactic. Truthfully, I was afraid. All my hopes rode on this meeting. I was determined to get a name, to find out whatever I could about my father. But what if I failed?


    Not only that, I felt guilty just being here.


    Frank was worse. A small bleed had started the night before, about an hour after they’d let us see him. He’d slipped into a coma sometime in the middle of the night. When I called Mom from the ferry, she told me they were probably going to operate.


    I was at war with myself.


    I wanted to leave Victoria, but I didn’t want to leave. And I certainly didn’t want to come to Vancouver alone. Mom and I had a huge, screaming fight. I mean, it was her fault I was in this stupid donor mess to begin with, and of course I was being unreasonable, but I couldn’t be mad at Frank, not when he was almost comatose. Besides, I figured it was my mother who had insisted on lying from the beginning, so why was she all of a sudden being honest and keeping her word to Frank and forcing me to leave for the appointment?


    Unfortunately, this huge, screaming fight took place in the hospital lobby.


    Fortunately, hospital staff are trained to deal with crazies.


    The other good thing is that Mrs. Harper was still on shift, and she came and took us to the cafeteria, where we—okay, I—calmed down. Then she said that Quinn could come with me. Quinn’s boyfriend, Dean, lived on the Mainland, she was familiar with the area and she was quite capable of directing me from the ferry to West Vancouver.


    Which is why Quinn now stared at me as I checked to see if the under-eye concealer had done its job. “Don’t worry about your eyes,” she said.


    “Oh yeah?” I couldn’t help but smirk. “This from a closet Bobbi Brown fan?” Quinn had insisted on ducking into the ferry bathroom and applying foundation the moment we got on the boat. She wouldn’t even buy breakfast first.


    “So I like to have nice skin. Big deal.”


    “We need to work on extending nice to below the neck,” I said. Considering some of Quinn’s outfits, today’s brown cords weren’t half bad, but I could do without the yellow Mickey Mouse hoodie.


    “Quit procrastinating. Let’s go.” She popped the door and stepped from the car.


    Heart thudding, I followed.


    Inside the clinic, a grey-haired woman wearing triangular gold earrings sat behind a sleek mahogany counter. She smiled as we approached.


    “I’m Cassidy MacLaughlin,” I said. “I’m here to see Dr. Anderose.”


    Her smile froze. “Of course. Have a seat.”


    “It’s her,” I whispered to Quinn as we sat in two padded armchairs. “The woman who wouldn’t tell me anything on the phone.” I’d recognize that voice anywhere.


    Quinn studied her; I didn’t care to.


    Instead, my eyes gulped in my surroundings. So this was where I’d been conceived. Thick, plush carpet. Beautiful beige linen wallpaper. Soft generic music. And a long corridor behind the desk with a zillion closed doors.


    Which one of those doors had been the room? Which one of these chairs had the Fake and the Snake sat in?


    Which one had my real father sat in?


    He had been here, too. He had walked through the same door, gone down the same long corridor.


    Why had he donated? For money? On a dare? As a joke? Because of his ego? I couldn’t begin to imagine. I wondered, Had he even thought of me when he was here?


    A phone buzzed; the grey-haired woman murmured something into the receiver. She stood. “Dr. Anderose will see you now.”


    My heart galloped in triple time. Quinn and I stood, too.


    “The appointment is for Ms. MacLaughlin and her parents,” the woman said as she came out from behind the desk. Her gaze settled on Quinn; she bristled with smug superiority. “You can’t come in.”


    “I’ve been given permission by her mother to be here.” Quinn pulled the letter from her purse and handed it over. The woman accepted it gingerly, like it might be contaminated with anthrax or something.


    She read it and looked up. Distaste was clearly evident in her frown. “Fine.” She turned on her heel and marched down the hall. “All this fuss for a whole lot of nothing,” she muttered.


    Quinn made nasty faces as she followed her. Once I would have laughed. Not today.


    The woman stopped to the left of an open door. She gestured. I hesitated, but Quinn gave me a quick push and we were inside.


    Dr. Anderose was tall and thin. White-haired, blue-eyed, heavily wrinkled. He had to be, like, ninety years old.


    I could only stare.


    He knows who my father is. He knows everything about him.


    Dr. Anderose gave me a brief, sharp glance before turning his attention to the door. When the woman shut it behind us, his smile slipped. A perplexed frown took its place. “I understood your father and mother would be here, too.”


    “He’s not my father,” I blurted.


    “He’s been in a car accident,” Quinn said. She handed over the letter.


    Dr. Anderose sat down behind his desk—more mahogany—and read the letter. Quinn and I settled in the chairs in front of him.


    My knees shook; I was surprised at how nervous I felt. I quickly took stock of his office, noting the long bank of baby pictures on one wall, the huge floor-to-ceiling filing cabinet on the other.


    Was my file in there?


    “Well.” Dr. Anderose looked up. “I’m sorry to hear about your father.”


    “Frank MacLaughlin is not my father,” I repeated. “And I’m here to find out who is.”


    Something sparked in his blue eyes—anger, maybe?—but it quickly disappeared. He pulled a silver pen from his white lab coat, twirled it between his fingers like a baton. “My dear, the records are sealed, the contract is ironclad. There’s really nothing more I can tell you.” The words were practised; the smile was false.


    “What do you mean more?” Quinn interrupted. “You haven’t told her anything yet.”


    The doctor turned to Quinn. “This is a matter between Ms. MacLaughlin and myself. I don’t have to meet with her. And I don’t have to allow you to stay.”


    In other words, keep your mouth shut.


    His dismissal of Quinn made me angry. “But my friend’s right. I don’t know anything. And I have a right to know some basic facts. His ethnicity. His health history. How do I know if he was healthy?”


    “He was,” Dr. Anderose assured me. “All my donors are.”


    “How do I know that?”


    “You have to take my word for it.”


    Take his word for it.


    His gaze was implacable, resolute. Frustration slammed into me. He was in complete control. He had the information I wanted. I glanced at the filing cabinet again.


    Somehow I had to make him give it to me.


    “What about genetic history?” I forced myself to stay calm. “My—Frank MacLaughlin has Huntington’s chorea. How do I know my real father doesn’t have some kind of genetic illness?”


    Dr. Anderose cleared his throat, tapped his pen noisily against his blotter. “Genetic screening wasn’t done when you were conceived. But all my donors had proven track records.”


    Quinn and I exchanged frowns. “What do you mean, ‘proven track records’?” I asked.


    “Just what I said.” He shifted in his chair. “They were all fathers of healthy children. Not a genetic problem in the bunch.”


    All fathers of healthy children. I had siblings out there somewhere. People related to me. Who are they? I wanted to yell. Tell me! Instead I said, “All I want is a name. Nothing else. Just that.”


    “I’m sorry. Donors are guaranteed anonymity.”


    “And without the donors there wouldn’t be a program,” Quinn chimed in sarcastically, “so the offspring get to pay the price for everybody else’s selfishness.”


    The good doctor gave her a filthy look.


    “For another thing,” he continued, “there are privacy laws.”


    “There are freedom of information laws, too.” My frustration built into a fury that surprised me with its intensity. “You saw my father. You played a role in creating me. How can you keep his name from me?”


    Dr. Anderose simply studied me. That’s when I knew: I wasn’t going to get my father’s name. “Why did he donate?” I whispered. “What made him do it?”


    “That’s privileged information.”


    I wouldn’t leave without something to hold on to. “What does he do for a living? What are his hobbies? Where was he born? Does he have sisters or brothers?” My mind raced; the questions poured out of me. “What about his parents? Are they alive? What are they like? Did they die? What from? Tell me…” My voice slipped, cracked. “Tell me if my father…likes birds.”


    The doctor looked away. “We don’t ask those kinds of questions,” he said stiffly.


    “What do you ask?” I whispered.


    He didn’t answer.


    Quinn cleared her throat. I stared down at my hands.


    I had given blood once, during a blood drive the year before. The only good thing about it was the juice and candy I got afterward. But I remembered one thing: they wanted a huge history on me, including where I’d gone on holiday for the last five years.


    When you gave blood to sustain life, you had to tell them everything. When you gave sperm to start life, you were allowed to tell them nothing?


    It wasn’t fair. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe this issue was bigger than me. Maybe QTGYRL’s fight for the rights of donor offspring was mine, too. When I trusted myself to speak, I said, “We’ll subpoena the records, and my mother will swear that she signed the contract under duress.” It was a flat-out lie—my parents had said no such thing. “We’ll fight for the right for me to know my own father.” I would. I didn’t expect my parents to. They had Frank’s disease to deal with, and I couldn’t fault them for that.


    “I’m sorry, Ms. MacLaughlin, your file no longer exists.” He wasn’t sorry. I could tell by the matter-of-fact way he spoke. The way his careful smile didn’t reach his eyes. “After ten years, my records are destroyed. It’s a matter of policy, and of space.”


    He was lying. Judging by the snort of disbelief from Quinn, she knew it, too. But I knew something else: my file did exist, it wouldn’t by the time we got in the car.


    Tears clogged the back of my throat, forming a lump I couldn’t swallow. I had to leave; I had to get away and try to make sense of things.


    I stood. Quinn did, too.


    The doctor reached across the desk and grasped my hand. His smile grew wider. “My dear Cassidy, don’t you see how lucky you are? Think about it. You come from a wonderful, caring home with two parents who love you. You’re healthy. You’re happy. By anyone’s standards, you lead a most comfortable life.” Through a film of tears I caught a glimpse of his patronizing smile. “Perhaps you should spend more time being grateful for what you do have and less time thinking about what’s missing.” Embarrassed, ashamed and filled with rage, I watched him give my fingers a final squeeze.


    He had the same weird, knobby knuckles I did.


    I dropped my hand, looked up, wiped my eyes.


    Was he…my father? This wrinkled, old doctor with the watery blue eyes and the condescending smile?


    It wasn’t possible.


    Of course it was. Anything was possible.


    But I’d never know.


    It was one of a million things I would never know.

  


  
    EIGHTEEN


    
      The Native Peoples say Canada Geese teach us to cooperate and take turns. Sometimes geese lead and sometimes they follow. It depends on what kind of day their having.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    Did you see the word ‘prick’ tattooed on his forehead?” Quinn asked as we walked through the mall. “‘Cause I sure did.”


    Grunting a word that could have passed for yes or no, I dragged Quinn into another store. I hadn’t reached Mom, I had no idea how Frank was and we had two hours until the next ferry. I needed a major, all-out, mind-bending distraction. Like shopping.


    “This won’t fix what’s wrong,” Quinn said, “and spending money is a classic way to avoid dealing with loneliness and pain.”


    “The only pain I’m worried about is the pain I get when I look at your clothes.” I handed her three new outfits. “Go try these on.”


    Of course, she was right. A Louis Vuitton bag or Manolo Blahnik shoes wouldn’t fix this. Nothing would. But I figured shopping would help. And it did until Quinn complained about clothes made in sweat-shops. We argued about Third World economics for a while until I got mad and told her she could wear whatever she wanted and I would wear whatever I wanted, and that it might be suede. She shut up pretty fast. It was like the good old days, only better.


    In less than an hour, my charge card got quite the workout. Clothes that don’t itch—at least, clothes that don’t itch on Quinn—were surprisingly expensive.


    However, the pain hit me hard on the ferry.


    “I’ll never know who my father is,” I told Quinn as we sat in the boat’s cafeteria. Cassidy the Separate Anonymous One. That was me for the rest of my life.


    “Define ‘father.’” She shovelled in the last of her hot dog, licked the mustard from her fingers, eyed my untouched dog. “Are you going to eat that?”


    I handed it over. “Come on, Quinn, you know what I mean.”


    She opened the foil wrap, slid out the dog, slathered mustard and relish onto the bun. “If you think a real father is defined by DNA, then you’re dumber than I thought.”


    Big Mac had said the same thing, only in a much nicer way. Belonging is about love, not genetics. Would he and Quinn still feel that way if part of their history was missing? “Thanks for your sympathy.” Condensation from my Coke slicked my fingers as I fiddled with the can.


    “I am sympathetic. But my sympathy is about as helpful as that doctor telling you to count your blessings.”


    A picture of Frank lying in the hospital flashed through my mind. It would be a blessing if he got well. I couldn’t think about that quite yet. “Somewhere in the world is a guy who donated sperm so I could live.” Noting the curious looks from the table beside us, I turned my back and lowered my voice. “I don’t know why he did it, and that matters. I mean, what kind of guy was he? Altruistic or egotistical? A nice guy or a psychopath?”


    “Well, you are weird, but you’re no psychopath,” Quinn said around a mouthful of hot dog. “I’d pick the first one.”


    I didn’t want her joking about this. “It’s like there’s a big black hole inside me,” I whispered, “a part that’s blank. How am I supposed to deal with that?”


    “I don’t know,” Quinn admitted. “You either wallow for the rest of your life or you accept that it sucks and move on.”


    And look everywhere for tall, blue-eyed men with weird knuckles. And wonder if every guy I meet is somehow related to me.


    “Did you hear Dr. Anderose?” I asked her. “The guy had kids. I have brothers or sisters somewhere.”


    “Brothers are overrated,” she joked. “You don’t know how happy I was when Liam left for college.”


    “Quit it!” Disgusted, I pushed my drink away.


    “I’m sorry.” Quinn flushed. “That wasn’t fair.”


    “No, it wasn’t.” The people at the table beside us stood to leave. When the little girl stumbled over the chair leg, her father swooped her up in his arms before she hit the floor. Giggling, she patted his cheeks. “Thank you, Daddy bear.” He kissed her forehead.


    I wanted to be little again. I wanted to fall and stumble so Frank could swoop me up in his arms, too. Instead, I was stumbling all over the place and there was no one to catch me.


    “Maybe I’ll contact QTGYRL.” I voiced my thoughts out loud. “Find out about her plans to lobby for offspring rights.”


    Quinn leaned forward, her eyes bright. “That’s a great idea,” she said. “There are hundreds of thousands of offspring out there in your exact situation.”


    I snorted. “Maybe I’ll find a thousand siblings and get into the Guinness Book of World Records.”


    She ignored my sarcasm. “The more people who fight for the rights of donor babies, the more likely the law will change.”


    “I’m not about to carry the banner and march at the front of the parade,” I said. “I’ll just see what she has to say.”


    “Why don’t you contact Jason, too?” Quinn suggested. “See what he has to say?”


    “No.” Jason was bossy-stubborn. And charmingly persuasive. “He’ll just tell me I’m imagining things. That we aren’t related. That it’s okay to…you know.” I dropped my voice. “To be together again.” Of course, being related was a long shot. But so was Huntington’s. So was finding out your father wasn’t really your father. I was the queen of longshots.


    “Maybe just listen to what he has to say.”


    Something in Quinn’s tone roused my suspicions. I narrowed my eyes. “Have you been talking to him?”


    She filled her mouth too full with the last bite of hot dog. “Maybe,” she mumbled in a spray of crumbs.


    “Is there any way in the world to get you to mind your own business?”


    “Not really.” She grinned. “I’d be bored silly if I did that.” She leaned close. “Besides, Jason and Yvonne? Come on, Cass. What were you thinking? She might be your friend and everything—”


    “She’s not my friend.”


    “Then spare the guy. Fight for him.”


    “You don’t think I should leave him for the shark?”


    “Shark?” Quinn raised an eyebrow. “I can think of way better words to describe her.”


    For the first time that day, Quinn made me smile.

    



    I dropped Quinn off and headed for the hospital. Mom had finally called; Frank was through surgery. He was back in ICU, and still in a coma. When she asked how the meeting went, I spared no details. “We’ll talk later,” was her only response.


    ICU was quiet when I arrived. The dark-haired nurse at the desk said Mom had just slipped out and I could have five minutes.


    I walked past the curtained-off cubicles to the last bed on the right. Machines still beeped and whooshed, and I still smelled that rancid mix of antiseptic and sickness, but maybe I was used to it, because it hardly bothered me.


    However, seeing Frank still did.


    I couldn’t get used to all that white.


    Swallowing my nervousness, I slid into the chair beside him, picked up his uninjured hand and gently squeezed his fingers. “It’s Cassidy,” I whispered. “Mom said you came through surgery great.”


    No response. Studying the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest, I remembered what the nurse had said yesterday: He looks like he’s asleep, but he can hear you.


    “I…uh…went to the clinic. The guy was an asshole.” I glanced nervously over my shoulder. The curtain separated me from the others, but someone could still hear. I leaned closer to the bed. “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”


    I didn’t—not really. But I didn’t know what else to say. I stared at Frank’s eyelashes, red-gold against his skin, his bleached-out freckles. Grinning slightly, I whispered, “Remember when I used to count your freckles?” Usually it was at night, after he’d read me a story and I didn’t want him to turn out the light. “And how you’d complain because all I ever wanted you to read was that story about Millicent and the wind?” Wind made me think of the time he’d made me a kite and Quinn and I had wrecked it the first time out and he’d built us another one. For some reason that sparked a memory of a school play, when I was so disappointed at playing the wicked witch instead of Snow White and how he’d insisted the witch was better. More range, he’d said.


    A different nurse, with short, brown hair, pulled the curtain aside and smiled at me. I pushed back from the edge of the bed. “And you are?” she asked, picking up Frank’s wrist to take his pulse.


    “I’m his daughter.” The response was automatic, and surprising. I should correct myself. But then I looked at Frank—at that warm, dear man with his messed-up red hair and his freckles—and I knew it was true. The big, black hole was still inside me, but a part of Frank lived inside me, too. And I realized that that made me his daughter, in all the ways that counted. “I am his daughter,” I repeated, the words catching in the back of my throat a little. “I’m Cassidy MacLaughlin.”


    “I’ll be monitoring him from the desk,” the nurse said as she adjusted the IV line, “but feel free to call if you have any concerns.”


    “Is he going to be okay?”


    “We hope so.” She pointed out the white call button and then left.


    We hope so. What kind of guarantee was that?


    It was no guarantee at all.


    I scooted the chair forward and leaned over until my head rested on Dad’s shoulder. I realized from some far-off distant place that I was crying. It didn’t matter. Something needed to be said, and I couldn’t leave the hospital without saying it, just in case Frank never did leave the hospital and died without knowing how I felt. “I love you, Dad. I just want you to know that, okay?” I didn’t expect an answer, so I kept on babbling. “Because you are my dad and I am your daughter and everybody’s been telling me that since the beginning—Jason and Quinn and Mom and Big Mac, too. And they were right and I was wrong.”


    That’s when I heard a soft mumble, only slightly louder than a breath. I drew back to make sense of it, but Dad wouldn’t let me. His good arm grabbed for my shoulder. “Cass,” he whispered, pulling me into a weak hug.


    I choked back a sob. I was stumbling and Dad was swooping. Okay, so it wasn’t much of a swoop and I wasn’t a little girl anymore, but he was my dad and I knew he’d be there to catch me for as long as he could.


    “It’s okay, Dad.”


    The mumble came again, louder this time. His eyelids flickered. I stroked his cheek. “You rest, okay? I love you. I’ll be back later.”


    As I gently disentangled myself, I saw Mom standing by the curtain. “How long have you been here?” I asked.


    “Long enough to hear you say you loved him.” Her eyes shone with tears. “Long enough to hear you call him Dad.” And she smiled.

    



    “I hate what you did.” We sat in the kitchen, devouring cheese on toast and drinking milk. Frank was still in serious condition, but the doctors were optimistic that he was coming out of the coma. “I’d never do it. I’d go without kids before I’d let some strange guy’s sperm inside me.”


    The words were petty and designed to hurt. Judging by the way Mom flinched, they did. “You don’t know for sure until you’re faced with that decision.”


    “I do know. I’d never do it.”


    She drank her milk, dabbed at her lips. “I wanted children so much—I never thought until later that I was signing away your rights.” Her lower lip trembled.


    I pushed the box of tissues in her direction. “Not just my rights, my roots.” Frank was my dad—I couldn’t think of him as anything else now—but I had a biological father somewhere, too.


    Mom looked stricken. “I know. And I’m so sorry. I wish I could change that.” Dabbing her eyes, she said, “We tried to give you a brother or a sister.”


    “You did?”


    She nodded. “I wanted you to have a genetic sibling, but the donor had moved away.”


    Relief made me temporarily light-headed. So Dr. Anderose wasn’t my father. But cynicism brought me crashing back to earth. I didn’t know that for sure—the good doctor could have lied.


    Mom got up, ran water into a cup, popped it into the microwave. I took another piece of toast. Now that Frank was improving, so was my appetite.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “In the very beginning?”


    Mom was silent. When the microwave beeped, she slid a tea bag into the cup and sat back down at the table. “Not only did the doctor recommend we keep it a secret, so did Grandpa Hunt.” Her voice was soft. I leaned forward to listen. “People confuse male infertility with male virility. Your grandfather was no exception. He thought it reflected badly on your dad’s masculinity, not fathering his own child. And then, well, the secret just grew.”


    She still hadn’t answered my question. Not really. “Mom,” I probed gently, “you and Dad could have told me. Why didn’t you?”


    Eyes brimming, she looked everywhere but at me. “This is so hard,” she finally whispered, “and I feel so guilty. I’ve abused your trust for so many years. I’m afraid things will never be right between us again.”


    Her pain touched me. It hadn’t occurred to me that Mom had paid a huge price for giving me life and love. For keeping the secret. “We’ll be okay, Mom.” It was true. I was still shaky on the trust thing—it would take me a long time to accept that they’d lied to me—but I loved her and I loved Dad and I knew we needed to pull together to fight the Huntington’s. “Just be honest. From here on, no more secrets, okay?”


    Mom sniffled. “Okay.” Methodically, she dunked her tea bag up and down in the water. “Remember what your dad said? That when you were four, he thought about telling you?”


    “Yeah.”


    “He was afraid to. He thought it might change your relationship. And your relationship with your dad was so lovely.” She put the used tea bag aside, sipped at her tea. “He wanted to protect you from any social backlash.”


    “But he wasn’t in politics then. I don’t understand.”


    “It had nothing to do with politics. There was a lot of negative press about the whole donor thing. Not only that, if we told you, we’d have to tell the rest of the family. They’d ask questions we couldn’t answer. They might think of you as half ours. How would they treat you afterward? And what about at school, when you had to draw up a family tree?” A shadow darkened her eyes. “If you told the truth and you kept your father’s side blank, how would your teachers and classmates treat you? We couldn’t ask you to lie.”


    So they’d taken the lie on themselves.


    “I was conflicted,” Mom admitted, “but I felt I had no choice. Ultimately, your dad was the one who would be more affected by the news coming out.” Her hands cradled her cup; a sad smile slid across her face. She looked tired and old—way older than she had two weeks before. “My biggest fear was that you’d find out now—as a teenager. When you were already going through the teenage who-am-I stuff.”


    Now I’d be going through the who-am-I stuff for the rest of my life.


    The phone rang. We both jumped. Mom leaned over to read the call display.


    “It’s Jason.”


    “I don’t want to talk to him.” I took my plate and cup to the sink.


    Mom let the answering machine pick up. Our family message sounded through the kitchen, followed by the beep and then, “Ah, this is Jason. Calling for Cassidy. Cass, if you can, when you can, call me, okay?”


    Mom’s eyes burned a hole into my back as I rinsed my dishes. “I’m going to bed,” I said when I finished. “Get me up if the hospital calls.”


    “Cassidy, wait,” Mom called after me as I headed for the door. “What’s with you and Jason? Why are you avoiding him?”


    “I’m not avoiding him. We broke up, that’s all.”


    That’s all.


    “Why?”


    I shrugged. “Things.” Things like I slept with him and he might be my half-brother.


    “Things like donor insemination?” she probed.


    “Maybe. Maybe not.” I couldn’t tell her. “Look, Mom, it doesn’t matter, okay? It’s over. I don’t want to talk about it.”


    Mom stood and gathered her dishes. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, Dee Dee Bird, it’s that life is short. If you care about someone, don’t let anything get in the way of that.”

  


  
    NINETEEN


    
      Geese take care of each other when they are sick or hurt. In China, geese are a symbol of marrige because they merry and never devorse.

      



      Cassidy MacLaughlin, Grade Four Science Project

    


    I stayed away from school for almost a week, partly because I wanted to spend time at the hospital with Dad, and partly because I didn’t want to see Jason. But I couldn’t avoid Jason forever.


    He called to me in the parking lot my first day back. The sound of his voice sent my heart winging up past Mars. I took a deep breath, leaned against the car and watched him approach. Would I always feel this yearning whenever I saw him, I wondered? This sadness?


    “Hi.” A tentative smile, a nervous flick of blond hair, a glance at the kids who passed us by.


    “Hi.” I was close enough to smell his aftershave, to see the tips of his eyelashes. I was sliding…sliding under that wicked, wonderful Jason-spell. I wanted to throw myself at him; I wanted to run the other way.


    I wanted things to be the way they used to be.


    His gaze settled on me. “I hear your dad’s getting better.”


    For now. “Yeah, he’ll be home tomorrow. But he’s not driving anymore, because of the blackouts. And he’s cutting back to part-time at city hall, too.”


    “Cass, I—”


    “Jase, there’s—”


    Nervous laughter.


    “You first,” he said.


    I forced myself to say the words I’d rehearsed. “Jason, I’m sorry I haven’t called you back, but it hurts too much. I…we can’t see each other. It’s better this way.”


    “Why?”


    “You know why.”


    He waited.


    I flushed. “Don’t make me say it.”


    “Because you think there could be some kind of…” he hesitated until two guys wearing football jerseys walked by. “Some kind of connection between us.”


    There was a connection. I’d felt it from the moment Jason and I had first talked. But what if it was the wrong kind of connection? I nodded.


    “We’re not related, Cassidy. No way. You have to believe that.”


    “I can’t,” I whispered. Before, maybe. Now, no. My trust in the rightness of life had been shaken. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever blindly trust anything again.


    Jason touched my arm. I pulled back as if I’d been burned.


    He sighed. “Cass, look at it objectively. You’re melodramatic; I’m not.”


    “I am not melodramatic!” I insisted. Then I repeated Quinn’s words. “Truth is never melodramatic.”


    “Of course you’re melodramatic. You’re your mother’s daughter.”


    I was her daughter, all right. But melodramatic? I was so not happy hearing that again. Okay, maybe I was melodramatic. A little. On occasion. When it was called for.


    “And you love to shop and I don’t. And you care about what people think and I don’t. We might look alike, but so do millions of other people. We don’t come from the same gene pool. Trust me. I’d know.”


    I’d known everything once, too. Ha.


    “It’s a non-issue. You have to let it go.”


    This is why I hadn’t called Jason back—because when he got an idea in his head, there was no way to talk him out of it. “I can’t let it go. Not this. I can’t be—intimate—the same way with you again. I can’t take a chance, and you have to accept that. You won’t go for DNA testing, and I have to accept that.”


    “I already have.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew a formal-looking envelope, gave it a shake. “This is the letter of confirmation. The results will take a couple of weeks.”


    I stopped breathing. “What?”


    “I know we aren’t—” A group of laughing kids walked by. Jason leaned close to my ear, lowered his voice. “I know damned well we aren’t related, but I’m not prepared to lose you over some stupid cheek swab.”


    My heart drum-rolled. I took the envelope, stared down at the black writing. BCS Laboratory Inc. “This must have cost you, like, five hundred dollars.”


    Jason grinned. “Yeah, I’m going to be working overtime at Finnelli’s for the rest of my life. But it’ll be worth it if it gives you one less thing to worry about.” He hesitated. There was a plea shining from his blue eyes. “If it means we can get back together again.”


    I started crying and Jason grabbed me and we stood there for a long time holding each other and not once did I think he was my half-brother. All I could think about was that he understood how important this was to me. He was my guy, and he got it.


    “So,” he said when I’d finally dried my tears. “This means we’re back together, right?”


    I hesitated. What if the DNA tests showed we were related? What if they didn’t? Life was full of uncertainty. I had to learn to live with it. “Yeah.” I still clutched the envelope in my hand.


    “And you’ll go to the prom with me?”


    A dress! How could I find a dress in less than a month? Somehow I’d manage. Besides, Jason wouldn’t care what I wore. Then I remembered the annual grad picnic. It was a massive event up in the Highlands, put on by one of the radio stations in town. All the grads in Victoria went. And it was traditionally held on the May long weekend so that it wouldn’t interfere with individual school events. “The prom, yes; the picnic, no.”


    “Why not?”


    Was I important enough to Jason that he’d accept this? “I have to go to L.A.” We’d been back together about a minute and a half, and already I was testing his commitment. “There’s something I have to do. Trust me on this.” I expected him to complain, or at the very least roll his eyes.


    Instead he just held me captive with those baby blues and said, “Okay.”


    “Okay?” I stared at him. “Are you really okay with it, Jase? See, I’m probably never going to know my biological father because I went to this clinic and this doctor didn’t keep proper records, or if he did he won’t let me see them and—”


    “Quinn told me,” he interrupted.


    “She did?”


    “We talked a couple of times.” He looked sheepish. “You wouldn’t take my calls, and I was desperate. I thought maybe she’d get through to you.”


    Quinn was such a busybody. I should be used to it by now.


    “So, you’re okay if I go?” I asked. “Because…well, I might get involved a bit. Maybe see if I can help change some laws, without, you know, becoming a cause queen like Quinn.”


    “Fine.”


    “Fine?” I squinted up at him. Where was his anger, his frustration? “After all those times of telling me to leave the subject alone, now all you can say is fine?”


    “Well, I’m not surprised. As much as you won’t admit it, Cass, you’re Frank’s daughter, too. You’ve lived with him all your life. Some of his sense of justice, of duty, is bound to have rubbed off on you.”


    There was probably some truth to that, but still.


    “Jason, you called me obsessive. And a major nutcase.” My voice rose. Two girls stared; I didn’t care. “You say I’m melodramatic.”


    “So what?”


    “I’m not gonna change,” I said.


    “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t. But it doesn’t matter anyway.” He reached out and tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear, “‘Cause those are some of the things I love most about you.”


    My heart swelled to twelve times its size. Jason Perdue had used the L word. “Really?” I whispered.


    “Really,” he whispered back. And then he kissed me.

    



    I still believe that all lives come down to a series of events, but now I know that the most significant events are not tied to sex. In my life—in any life, probably—the most significant events come down to before and after moments. Before Dad’s diagnosis and after. Before my conception news and after. Before the clinic visit, when I thought I’d get the name of my father, and after, when I realized I probably never would.


    Now I was about to spring another before and after moment on my folks.


    “I need a thousand dollars.” I deposited myself on the living-room couch, unzipped my hoodie and fanned my face.


    Dad’s eyes practically popped out of his face. “A thousand dollars? Good Lord, Cassidy, haven’t you spent enough in the last few weeks?”


    Dad had way too much time on his hands. He’d been obsessing about my shopping expenditures since getting home from the hospital. “Not even close,” I teased, sliding my hoodie right off. The living-room was stiflingly warm, even with the open window. The beginning of May, and my parents still had an after-dinner fire with their coffee. I figured it was the comfort of a familiar ritual.


    “In spite of what you think, we’re not made of money,” Dad grumbled.


    Mom leaned across and touched his arm. “Calm down, Frank. You know stress isn’t good for you.”


    Lots of things weren’t. But this old familiar song—I spend too much—was another comfortable ritual. It didn’t bother me. I knew Dad didn’t have too many years left to try and curb my materialistic tendencies.


    “What do you need this time?” he asked with a sigh.


    “Airfare and a hotel room.” A slight breeze came through the window and cooled the back of my neck. “Although if I drove to L.A., I’d save the airfare, so I’d only need seven or eight hundred dollars.”


    “L.A.?” Mom and Dad spoke in unison.


    “Yeah, L.A. There’s a fertility conference in Anaheim over the May long weekend.”


    Mom’s eyebrows hit the roof. “A fertility conference?”


    “Uh huh.” I nodded. “One of the workshops is being led by a couple of donor offspring.”


    Mom and Dad stared at me as though I’d grown wings.


    “I want to go.”


    “You do?”


    “Don’t look so surprised,” I told Mom defensively. “I’m not a total fluff nut.”


    They both spoke at once.


    “I didn’t say—”


    “You’ve never—”


    Dad’s voice won out. “We’re just surprised, am I right, Grace?” When Mom nodded, he said, “Going to a conference doesn’t seem your style.”


    I shrugged. “I met a couple of people in this chat room, and I figured I’d go to L.A. and check them out.”


    Two sets of eyebrows hit the roof this time. “You’re not going to L.A. just to check some people out,” Dad said. A piece of firewood cracked, punctuating his words.


    “I don’t want you running off to California to meet some people you met online,” Mom added.


    “I’m not running off,” I said. “Quinn’s coming with me. She’s telling her parents right now. We’ve already registered.”


    Disapproval hardened Mom’s face. “You should have talked to us first,” she said.


    I didn’t respond to that. Instead I said, “Do you know that adoptees have more rights than donor children?” Mom squirmed. Dad looked at the floor. “There are thousands of donor offspring who will never know their biological fathers,” I continued. “It’s not fair. The people I want to meet are lobbying congressmen and senators. Speaking to the media. And they’re hosting a panel on offspring rights.”


    “Are you thinking of getting involved?” Dad asked.


    “Not exactly.” I wasn’t about to become the poster child for donor offspring. But I couldn’t sit this one out either. I had to figure out if I fit, and where. “What happened to me sucks. Nobody should have to go through it. And like Quinn said, the more people who join in the fight, the more likely it is the laws will change.”


    My parents continued to stare at me. Their scrutiny made me uncomfortable.


    “I mean, if someone had spoken up and fought to have the law changed twenty years ago, I wouldn’t be in the position I’m in now,” I added hotly. My anger and resentment still simmered. It would probably take years to boil itself dry.


    “I’ll be damned.” A slow grin crept over Dad’s face. “And here I thought the draw was Rodeo Drive.”


    “Well, there is that. Like Quinn said, going to L.A. isn’t exactly a hardship.”


    “I’m coming with you,” Mom said.


    “We’ll all go,” Dad added.


    “I don’t want a chaperone.” It was no big deal—I’d flown alone to Montana lots of times. After pointing that out, I said, “The airport shuttle goes right to the hotel, so you don’t have to worry about us getting lost or anything.”


    “It’s not that.” Dad and Mom exchanged the look. All those years, and I hadn’t understood that the look had been about a shared secret—and shared guilt.


    “We’ve hired a lawyer,” Mom explained. “If we go to the conference, we could meet others in the same position. They might have legal tips we can use in our fight with Dr. Anderose.”


    I didn’t understand. “But the city lawyer called and struck out.”


    “One phone call does not a lawsuit make,” Dad said.


    I stared at him. “A lawsuit?”


    “That’s right.” He nodded. “We’re taking Dr. Anderose and Cypress Hills to court. We’re going to fight for whatever information we can get on your biological father.”


    “Which may not be much,” Mom cautioned, “but we’re going to try.”


    I was in the middle of another before and after moment. A minute earlier, I had figured all my parents cared about was fighting Dad’s Huntington’s. Now I knew that wasn’t true. A grin split my face. “You’d really do that for me?”


    “Of course we would,” Mom said. Dad fidgeted in his chair. “We can’t take back what we did, but we can sure as hell try and make it right. I don’t know how many years I have before I’m—” He hesitated, and I caught the sheen of tears in his eyes. “Before I’m incapable of speaking out.” He stopped and took a breath. “But while I can, I’m going to speak out loud and long on your behalf.”


    Dad faced the fight of his life, and instead of worrying about himself, he was thinking of me. My throat closed. How had I ever doubted that he was my dad?


    “So how about it?” Mom asked gently. “How about we come with you?”


    She was asking, not insisting. And she wasn’t forbidding me to go, either, which, technically, she could do because, let’s be honest, getting over the border is no cakewalk since 9/11. If we went alone, Quinn and I would need parental permission slips. But something else occurred to me in those seconds while I considered Mom’s request. Dad didn’t have a lot of years left to travel. Who knew how many years we’d have together, period? And, okay, so my parents weren’t perfect and they’d majorly screwed up not telling me about the donor thing. A part of me would never forgive them for that. I mean, they’d hidden it for sixteen years. It was too weird for words. But then I remembered Jason’s point: We’re all allowed our one bit of weirdness. I figured that included parents.


    “Sure, come with us,” I said. “One thing, though. We need to talk about…uh…Rodeo Drive.”
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