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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 excitingover 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 Onea comment three years ago in grade-eight science class about the sex habits of Pacific tree frogsfreed me from geekdom and started my rise to popularity.

Event Number Twoexplaining what the sex ed teacher meant by withdrawalhad earned the devotion of the popular Prissy Smart and had cemented my rise. (Her name, by the way, was an unfortunate cosmic joke, since shes 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. ThisEvent Number Threejust might send my life spiralling back down again.

Come on, Cass. Weve been going out for nine months. Jasons 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. Dont you think its time?

It was time, all righttime for Jason to ask me to the prom. But he hadnt. Id 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 wasnt happy. However, I had other things worrying my mind.

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

I cant, 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 wed just shared and the dock swayed underneath us and a burst of drunken laughter came from the bushes and I knew I couldnt do it.

Not tonight.

Im 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 wasnt. I dont know. I just Lately things had felt different. Call me paranoid, but I worried that Jason was losing interest. I wasnt about to give up my virginity and then be dumped. A clich I am not. Someone might see, I said. Theyre right over there.

Its pitch black out here.

It wasntnot really. Besides, a dozen people had decided to start the weekend early, including Jasons best friend, Mike. The last thing I wanted was an audience. Theres 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 worriesholding on to him and my virginity. For some reason, the more Jason wanted it, the more I hated to give it up.

Lets face it: condoms arent foolproof, and the thought of getting pregnant terrified me. I had Brynna to thank for that. As shed pointed out, Jason and I would make beautiful babies together. We were both tall, both blond, both blue-eyed.

But I didnt 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 partwellno. I dont 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. Were together with friends. Thats 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 didnt 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. Ive 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 wed be okay. Scrambling to a sitting position, I grabbed my bag from the dock and pulled out the box Id shoved in a few hours earlier. Happy anniversary.

His eyes clouded. Ah jeez, Cass.

He hadnt gotten me a thing. Its okay. I know buying your car wiped you out. At least you took the night off work so we could celebrate. Thats 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 hed never seen one before. Running his fingers over it, he toyed with the buttons and studied the wires.

Itll fit your dash, I said. I measured last week.

You didnt have to do this. He wouldnt look at me, and that made me nervous.

I wanted to do this.

I cant take it, Cass. Its way too much.

Thank God I hadnt 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. Youre 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 didnt 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 Id learned to shop in vitro from observing my mother. You didnt say anything about nine months. I blinked furiously to keep the tears at bay.

My mothers going to shit a brick.

Im not giving it to your mother. Im giving it to you. Jason said his mother hated every girlfriend hed 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 wasnt 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. Ill be ready when Im 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 Ill 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 Id be sure of Jason. Id 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 wont come to us, well come to you. Max Wilde, Prissys sometimes boyfriend and Jasons 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 caretakers 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 partyas long as the noise didnt 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. Thats a nesting area. I should knowId pulled enough weeds during the previous weeks 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.

Theyre 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.

Youre such a bird nerd, Yvonne said sarcastically.

Yvonne didnt like me much. She didnt like anybody muchunless 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, whats not to like? But birds werent cool and my friends were, so Id 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. Were 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.

Whats really weird is that youre working to clean up the lake and your dad thinks the whole area should be turned into condos. Yvonne downed some beer.

It wasnt weird at all. My dad and I had spent our entire lives on opposite sides of every argument.

Tom whistled. Shes her fathers daughter, all right. Not.

Everyone laughed. My father was Victorias 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 wed be leaving soon. Jason loved to party with his friends, but I didnt feel like sharing him tonight.

Me too, Max chuckled, but you dont see it slowing me down.

Yeah, well. Jason stood and lifted my knapsack. Like I said, were all allowed our one bit of weirdness. Max didnt take football as seriously as Jason did. He didnt 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 youve got a message.

I flipped it open, pressed the buttons and listened.

My phone battery was running low; Moms message crackled through the receiver. But I heard enough. I have to go home, I told Jason as I disconnected. Somethings happened to Dad.



By anyones 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 fathers 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. Hes in the hospital.

The hospital? For slipping? The remains of dinner littered the counterscraps of steak, a half-eaten potato, sour cream. My heart broke into a trot. My mother was anal about cleaning up; she wouldnt 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.

Theyll run some tests in the morning. Hes 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 dont 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 couldnt imagine having with his mother.

Your mom looks like shit, Jason whispered as we said goodnight. Shes usually so pulled together. Ive never seen her looking soI dont knowso messed.

Panic knotted in the pit of my stomach. I attempted a shrug. Its probably nothing. You know how she overreacts.

We kissed goodnight; I promised Jason Id 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 shed had with us when shed wanted to redecorate.

This kitchen is crying for a southwest theme, shed insisted. The room was absolutely made for it.

This room was made for beige, Id 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. Its nothing to worry about. She fiddled with her coffee cup, wouldnt meet my eyes. Are you hungry?

A little fall? Understatement was not Moms forte, either. Plus she was avoiding my questiona sure sign something was really wrong. No, Im not hungry. If its 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. Its probably a slow night at the hospital. She giggled faintly.

You didnt answer me.

And she still didnt. Instead, she jumped up, dumped the last of her coffee in the sink and rinsed the cup.

Whats going on, Mom? My heart galloped to triple time. Whats 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 didnt, I said, Dads been stumbling around here for weeks. Hes been grumpy and short-tempered. Hes always kind of quiet, but lately hes 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, Dads not well? He slipped. Thats 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 hed become a city councillor.

Its not his heart. Moms 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?

Its She licked her lips. They think its some kind of neurological disease. Its 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.

Thats ridiculous. It was; Dad rarely drank. The roads were icy. Dad was tired. At least thats what hed said. Maybe he hadnt been tired at all. What kind of neurological problem? Whats it called?

Mom plucked nervously at the sleeve of her red dressing gown. Huntingtons chorea.

I was so afraid it was going to be one of the biggies like Alzheimers or Lou Gehrigs Disease. Id never heard of this one before. How bad is thisthis Huntingtons thing?

Chorea, she corrected absently. Huntingtons chorea.

How bad is it?

She shrugged. We dont know for sure, baby. Lets not speculate. Lets just wait and see what they find.

I didnt want to wait. This was my father she was talking about. My father. The guy who had the best brain of the three of usfor sure, the calmest and most practical one. But what does it do? It affects the brain how?

Cassidy, please! Im too upset to think straight. We dont even have a diagnosis yet.

I didnt want to upset Mom any more, but I needed to know one thing for sure. Will it kill him? I blurted.

She didnt answer. Instead she stared at the floor.

My heart jumped into my throat. This couldnt 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 were all gonna die of something, baby.

Avoidance again. If he has it, how long

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

Yeah.

If, she stressed, If it is Huntingtons, he could live a very long time. Ten, twenty, even twenty-five years.

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

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

Ill 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 cant afford to miss any more time. Tomorrows Friday. You can spend the whole weekend with Dad. Ill be with him at the hospital. So will the doctors.

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

My mother clearly read my mind. Ill ask the right questions, baby. You can count on that.

I could count on it, all right. What I couldnt count on was Mom sharing the answers. But I didnt argue. It was after eleventoo late to call Jason, but not too late to go online and find out all I could about Huntingtons 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 Huntingtons 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 cant help itI have scientific leanings. They might be hidden behind my Guess jeans and Fleshpot lipstick, but dig deep and theyre 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 didnt 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 dont take care of yourself, youll 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 wasnt happening. This couldnt be happening.

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

My blood froze.

Huntingtons had no cure. It was a death sentence.

It was also genetic.

That couldnt be right. I read the section again.

It was so right and so genetic that Huntingtons 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 didnt. I dont 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 diedI 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 thered 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 rightId 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 classpeople rarely failedand there was usually a spectacular year-end trip. This year, organizers were talking about visiting a sister nature sanctuary in Costa Rica. Thats 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 hadnt 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 fastI wanted to get excused and go to the hospital.

Whats wrong, Cass? James demanded. Your dog die or something?

She doesnt have a dog, moron.

The words came from Quinn. How would she know? We hadnt 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 nights 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. EdwardsEddie to most of usstarted attendance. Then he said, Okay, people, listen up. There was a party on the dock last night. Theres garbage to dispose of. Prissy gave me a tiny half-smile. I dropped my eyes. I wasnt 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, Id been thrilled. I figured Id 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 wouldnt have given me the time of day if Mom hadnt 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 shed destroyed ours.

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

Eddie outlined the days work for the rest of the teams. Then he said, Next week we start egg addling.

People broke into their groups. I stood. Eddies 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, Whats addling?

Goosicide. Quinn launched into a disgusting explanation of how viable eggs were rendered useless. Clearly she hated the idea. Me too. I hadnt joined this class to kill birds.

But thats why were here, isnt it? Prissy retorted. You heard Mr. Edwards. The goose population is way too high. Theyre nuisance birds. Theyre loud and theyre 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 shed fastened her hair with a striped scrunchie.

Youre rightsome of the loud, ugly things in life do have to be controlled. Quinn stared pointedly at the Louis Vuitton bag flung over Prissys shoulder. But geese arent 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 Eddies 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 didnt eat meat, she didnt wear leatheror at least she never used toand 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 wasnt worth living. I tuned out their bickering and stared at Eddies back, willing him to hang up. Seconds later, he did. You guys are on your
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