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CHAPTER ONE

It was April 16, 2014, the momentous day that Caroline Marks decided to break up with me. She opted for the full-volume, middle-of-the-cafeteria-at-noon hysteria version. She would one day be a movie actor, she had told me, and it was important for a good actor to be able to perform in an emotionally intense manner. That was what had attracted me to her at first. She was the most intense girl I had ever met. The first time I kissed her, she sucked the air right out of my lungs. I couldn’t breathe but wanted to die happily in her embrace.

But that’s all over now. I had just bought her lunch — a chicken burger, french fries, and a yogurt. I myself was taking a chance on the so-called Chinese food. I had a lot of rice in my mouth when she decided to rip my head off with her insults. I was talking again about insects and she had heard one too many of my insightful rants about how female dragonflies decapitate and eat the head of the male dragonfly right after they mate.

“Dylan, you are sixteen years old,” she suddenly yelped. “You are talking to me about bugs again. I can’t stand it. I really can’t. You are too freaking weird.”

I liked her when she was angry. Her eyes grew wide and her mouth seemed so sexy. Her face got a little red but I liked that too. “I’ll shut up,” I said. “God, you are beautiful when you are like this.”

“Don’t tell me I’m beautiful!” she screamed. I wanted to kiss her but people were watching now. Everyone was watching. They knew Caroline was a real performer, whatever the script. She was writing her own script this time. It was the scene where she dumps me and I end up feeling like a squashed dung beetle.

She looked flabbergasted.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I spent a good deal of time in our relationship apologizing for things. It usually worked. I played my part convincingly even if I didn’t mean it. In the end, she almost always kissed me so hard that I would get dizzy. But not this time.

“If it’s not bugs, it’s you telling me about things that you say happened to you that couldn’t possibly have happened. I listen to your stories and then tell you it’s all in your head, but pretty soon there’s a new story. You’re like a little boy who can’t tell what’s real and what’s just your imagination.”

“I’ll stop telling you those stories,” I said.

“It’s too late. I’m counting to five and then we’re through. I want you out of my life.”

“You don’t mean it.”

“One.”

“Look, I know I’m a little odd sometimes.”

“Sometimes? Two.”

“I’ll change.”

“You’ve said that so many times before. But you don’t change. If I don’t break up with you I’ll never forgive myself. Three.”

Right then I wanted to stop time. Freeze the sucker and try to figure something out. Caroline was a big part of my life even if she was high maintenance. She was trouble from day one, but I liked that about her too. I think there was some hormonal thing going on that affected her emotions. “Remember Lincoln Park?” I asked.

“Lincoln Park is not going to work this time. Four.”

I had only one digit left before my life would be in tatters.

“Remember the sunset at Lawrencetown Beach?” I pleaded in desperation. That sunset had saved me before. It was my last, best hope.

Her eyes softened suddenly and I was about to say something more. Teachers were walking our way. Caroline was making quite a scene.

“Five.”

I gulped. “I’ll try to act more normal,” I offered.

Her face hardened and she looked angry again. The sun at Lawrencetown Beach had already set at that point, I guess. She looked at my plate of chicken chow mein and then flipped it ever so perfectly with her long fingers. The food fell into my lap. Then she stood up and headed for the door. She was aware that everyone was looking at her but she didn’t care. In fact, I think she liked it.

Mr. Lownder was standing over me now, looking down. He was laughing. “Chinese was probably a bad decision today, Dylan,” he said. “I’d stick with the chicken burger and fries.” Then he walked away.

I tried calling Caroline but she could tell from her call minder it was me, so she didn’t answer. I tried four more times and then I gave up. Before I fell asleep that night, I had a vision of being six years old in the back seat of an old car with two people sitting up front. The man was driving and the woman was reading an old-style magazine. I thought it was my parents but they were way too young. We were driving through some mountains. New England, maybe. The window was down and the air smelled sweet. The woman was singing a song out loud. “Knocking on Heaven’s Door” — the same song my own mother sings. I wondered who this younger version of her could be. I wondered why I had this memory.

Suddenly a deer jumped out in front of the car. The man swerved off the road. I became terrified but the car skidded to a halt in the gravel alongside of the road. No one was hurt. But when the two of them turned around and looked at me, I was crying.

And then it was over. I was alone in my bed but the pillow was soaked. I suddenly felt very alone. More alone than I had ever felt in my life.


CHAPTER TWO

Caroline moved on to Parker Alwight but did not find true happiness. Parker was not as interesting as me, Caroline would soon discover. Before long, he too received the notorious lunchroom theatrical performance, as did others.

I had come to the conclusion that girls were more trouble than they were worth, but that too would not last long. At first I returned to my personal agenda, which was a seemingly lifelong quest to figure out what was different about me. Was it just the fact that I was raised by parents older than most? Or the fact that they were both scientists? Or was it something else?

My father, Roger Gibson, had given up his research and was now an executive with a large pharmaceutical company that kept changing its name every few years as ever larger multinational conglomerates bought it out. When asked what my father did, I often facetiously answered, “He sells drugs,” although I don’t think he actually ever handed over any pills in exchange for cash. He wore a suit and a tie and drank coffee in his office, made a few phone calls and took planes to other cities to meet with other suits and ties. I liked the man, strangely enough, but I didn’t ever quite understand him.

My mother was a beautiful woman with long flowing hair (tinged by grey that she refused to alter with hair colouring) and a great smile. Mary Gibson had been a brilliant medical researcher for many years and had come up with a drug that reduced the suffering of cancer victims who were going to die. Her intent was to ensure that the drug was available cheaply or for free to anyone anywhere, but the company she was working for couldn’t let that happen since there was great profit to be made. So she was handed an early retirement package and set loose. Now she had a net site where she gave free advice to researchers all over the world. Her heart was in the right place.

I’m avoiding, I suppose, the story about how I was different. And I realize I’m not the first confused teenage kid to wonder about the mystery of who I am and where I fit into the world. By means of self-identification, I could list a few things about me — the me of sixteen years — that were odd. I played the didgeridoo, for one thing. This Australian Aboriginal wind instrument took some serious breathing and blowing practice to make it work, but it sounded way cool. I was fanatically interested in the Loch Ness monster. I liked old movies, especially the Japanese Godzilla-era monster movies. I sang opera in the shower. Yes, opera, although I faked the Italian. My second language was Esperanto, although I knew no other person, except for a few contacts in a chat room, who used the so-called international language. I was a failed vegetarian but my intentions were always good to stay off meat and chew tofu for the rest of my days.

What else? I had a passion for anything about insects. Termites or grubs. Sow bugs or centipedes. I found the insect world fascinating despite what Caroline Marks said about me. And I paid close attention to my dreams. I had weird and amazing dreams as most people do. I didn’t think they foretold the future as some believe. I didn’t think they were symbolic. I doubted that they connected me to any cosmic consciousness. I just realized they revealed something about the inner me. What I liked to think of as “the real me.”

I could tell you more, but let me get more to the heart of the problem. Sometimes when I looked at the world, it was like there was someone else inside me looking out at that world with me. I was still there but so was this other person. It was not my evil twin. It was someone I liked very much but had never met. Someone with whom I shared a powerful but inexplicable bond. This other me never spoke directly to me but I felt his presence — almost always there, observing, wondering.

Despite the scientific background of my parents, they discounted my requests to be sent to a shrink for a total cerebral checkup. “They prescribe way too many pills,” my father said, this man whose career was built on selling drugs for everything from sniffly noses to heart attacks. My mother too was adamant. “Just grow up normal” was the brilliant advice from this complex, intelligent woman who counselled PhDs all over the world.

Normal sounded easier than it was.

In my post-Caroline phase, I was thinking that all my attempts to act and be normal were failing me so I decided instead to go back to cultivating my eccentricities. I shaved my head and began wearing black clothing. I wore a black leather jacket that I had bought at the Salvation Army and realized that it was ironic that a guy like me who aspired to be a vegetarian and made rude remarks at meat eaters would want to wear leather.

My mother and father were appalled. My teachers would noticeably gasp when I walked into the classroom. At night I studied the shape of my skull in the mirror as I listened to Verdi. There was something vaguely familiar about looking at myself in the mirror and seeing that bald scalp. It was a kind of pale, shiny desert landscape, and each time I rubbed my hand across it, it was like landing on the moon.

Sometimes, too, when I looked into that mirror, it was as if someone else was looking back. The other me. And he was reminding me that I was supposed to remember something. Something that was just beyond my grasp. Like a memory that was more of a taste than a thought, more a sound than an idea. And then sometimes I would feel the pain.

I felt it in the back of my brain at first, then all over my body. It shot through me and then it was gone. And as soon as it disappeared, despite how much it hurt, how much it shocked and scared me, I felt whole again. I felt like me and no one else. I experienced a flood of endorphins rippling through my veins. I felt alive and free and happy. And ravenous to simply live my life to the max.

But, no, I did not feel normal.

In school, I was what is euphemistically called an average student. C-plus to tell the truth. I think I was smarter than that but I was bone-lazy when it came to school. Aside from my abiding love of the insect world and the Loch Ness monster, I was also quite interested in the human body and how the mind works. I didn’t have the whole picture by a long shot, but I had some interesting bits and pieces. I knew how we smell things, for example.

When you inhale air, you breathe in all kinds of molecules, a great cornucopia of various molecules. They smash into your olfactory epithelium and the receptor cells that greet them. The information about the smell (be it sweet or stinky) is ushered on to olfactory bulbs that hurry the information on to the olfactory cortex.

So the smell never makes it to the brain, just the information about the smell. One theory suggests that we smell something when the shape of the molecule entering your nose finds an olfactory receptor that is the same shape. If the molecule fits, we get the smell. If there is no fit, we don’t smell anything. Sometimes when you smell something, it triggers a distant memory. Sometimes there are powerful emotional connections. Once, while walking in the woods, I smelled the sap of a pine tree and found myself falling down on the floor of the forest crying. No one saw me do this and I was glad for that. I don’t know what it was but, ever since then, I’ve felt this emotional tie to pine trees. I told Caroline that pine trees made me cry and she said that I was sweet. “I like it when men are emotional,” she said. So I purposefully took her to the park so I could smell some pine trees and I did start crying. She was impressed.

But that was before I started talking about insects and opera and lost her to the world.


CHAPTER THREE

When I was twelve, my parents took me to Scotland so that I could look for the Loch Ness monster. I had been begging them for two years to take me there and to go out on a boat in the loch. We visited ancient castles in ruins and I listened to the wonderful way the Scottish people spoke. Everyone around the loch was certain that the giant sea creature was real but none said they had seen it first-hand. The loch was deep, they said, and anything was possible in those depths.

Against my parents’ wishes, I swam in Loch Ness. I didn’t have any bathing trunks so I swam in my underwear. I was not afraid of the monster and was certain he would not want to kill a skinny little North American boy in boxer shorts with reindeer on them. I was right about that. The Loch Ness monster had better things to do. Swimming in the loch gave me a feeling of d&eacute;j&agrave; vu, but then I was the king of d&eacute;j&agrave; vu. Some things about Scotland seemed so familiar. Some things did not.

When I ate haggis, for example, I was certain that I had never before eaten such a thing. When I listened to bagpipe music, though, it made my hairs stand on end. I wanted to learn how to play the bagpipes but by that time I had already attempted the French horn, the oboe, the cello, and the trumpet. I had not been much good at any of them and my parents had spent quite a bit of money on musical instruments that I failed to master. Bagpipes were expensive and they told me it wasn’t going to happen.

So they bought me a penny whistle and I did well enough on that. And later when I went through my Australian phase they bought me a didgeridoo, my next great musical passion. I played the didgeridoo with great panache. I was the only kid in my school who played that instrument but was never asked to perform with the high school band or march around with it at football games. If I had been given the bagpipes, all of that would have been different.

While in Scotland, I got a cold and it was decided I should go to a doctor for a complete physical checkup. “Scottish doctors are the finest in the world,” my mother said. “Consider this good luck.”

I was poked and prodded and sampled and I didn’t like any of it. In the end, the bespectacled Dr. Ernest MacKenzie, “one of the finest doctors in the world,” said I had a common cold and it would go away. Which it did. He said I probably caught it swimming in the cold water of Loch Ness. It was a Loch Ness cold. And that made it rather special to me. MacKenzie was a thin, intense man with piercing eyes. He drew blood from me with a needle and it hurt. He looked almost guilty for the pain it had caused but he didn’t apologize. I wanted to dislike him, but as soon as he was finished he had a piece of pizza waiting for me followed by vanilla ice cream. That’s all it took to get my forgiveness.

I remember that there were fields of sheep on the Scottish hills and I remember how the people were both rude and friendly at the same time, a skill that I greatly admired at twelve and tried to emulate. There was something exciting about being in such a foreign place but also something familiar. There were researchers who knew my mother — or at least knew who she was. And they took us out to dinner — haggis and beyond. I remember that I did not want to come home. I wanted to move into an old stone house near Loch Ness or on the Isle of Skye.

There are, in the insect world, long-legged bugs called pond skaters or water striders that walk across the surface of ponds and lakes. They literally walk on water because their thin, hairy legs support a nearly weightless body. They make a tiny, dimpled depression on the surface of the water but they usually do not break through it and sink. The skin of the water’s surface is strong enough to support them.

As a child, I would catch the striders and try to take them home in a jar of water but they nearly always drowned. Once the surface of the water was disturbed, the water strider could not support itself. I felt bad about drowning them and stopped doing it.

Most of my life I have felt somewhat like a water strider — able to walk or run on the surface of things, knowing that if something were to disturb that surface, I would sink into whatever was beneath me and drown. I don’t mean to sound melodramatic. Part of me, though, often wanted to pierce that surface and drop beneath. I wanted to see what was down there. I wanted to be immersed although I did not want to drown.

I felt heavy and sad after Caroline dumped me. I had not known how much I cared for her until she had moved on. My ego was bruised, my confidence shaken. Anyone could have seen that she and I would not have lasted the school year. In truth, I think it was not only my talk about insects but also my compulsion to read books about death and dying that put Caroline off. My new-found interest was a book on near-death experiences, which I read when I was bored in my classes. I would hide it behind the math textbook I was supposed to be looking at. I was preparing myself to die. I understood that much of life was a preparation for death and whatever came after, that living and dying were part of a natural process. I wondered if all my life I would be the water strider on the surface of things, and one day the surface would be disturbed and I would sink into whatever was beneath. I wondered, Would that be when I would understand who I really was and what it meant to be alive?

Caroline thought I was morbid. Bugs and death drove her away. Who could fault her for that?

I didn’t always mind skating along the surface of things like the water strider. There was a lightness to it — sometimes I was unaffected by everything around me. The good stuff and the bad. Other times, when I felt heavy, it was more like being the Loch Ness monster. I was in the deep murky water, alone. Some believed in my existence, some did not. I was the only one of my kind on the planet, or so I believed. I was a kind of monster, I suppose, although I didn’t think of myself as scary. I was waiting for a bold explorer to discover me. I wanted to find out if I was real.


CHAPTER FOUR

“It’s Robyn, with a y,” the new girl insisted. Mrs. Gillis hated it when students were surly and Robyn was being surly with a capital S.

“Okay, Robyn with a y, do you want to tell us anything about yourself?” Mrs. Gillis was holding her glasses in her hand and giving Robyn a look, the special look she used to intimidate. She was treating this new girl pretty rough, trying to embarrass her. She was being a bully in her own way. There are teachers who are kind human beings and there are teachers who are just plain cruel. Mrs. Gillis fell into the latter category.

“Why would I want to tell you anything about me?” Robyn snapped back. “I have a right to my own privacy and if you don’t like that &hellips; well, screw you.”

I was falling in love. The Loch Ness monster was surfacing into the bright sunlight of a beautiful Scotland morning. There was bagpipe and fiddle music in the hallways of all the empty castles.

Mrs. Gillis glared at Robyn. A hush fell over the class. Mrs. G knew that she could send Robyn to the office and get the girl in trouble on the first day of class, or she could hold off and get back at Robyn in some more sinister way. Mrs. G wanted to hold off and wait until she had the field of advantage. She had played this game for many years. She knew how to get back at a student who didn’t show the proper respect.

Robyn said nothing more but popped a piece of chewing gum into her mouth.

I looked over at Caroline and could tell she was jealous. Robyn had commanded the attention and respect of everyone in the class. Whereas Caroline would use her flamboyance and exaggerated gestures to demand an audience, Robyn had demonstrated a fiery, understated quality that was far more powerful.

“The substandard use of English always indicates low moral character,” Mrs. Gillis said to the rest of the class. “Sometimes it reflects a person’s limited intelligence and maturity, one’s inability to function in society as a civilized human being.” Her voice was cool and clinical as if she were delivering an address to the United Nations.

Robyn had decided it was a good time to study the nail of her thumb. I think she was holding back.

“Open your anthologies to page 324,” Mrs. Gillis said and dropped a copy of the book on Robyn’s desk so it made a loud wallop. Robyn just stared at the book like it was a dead rat that had been deposited in front of her.

I think it was a poem by Robert Frost that Mrs. Gillis was teaching that day but it could have been Shakespeare. I can’t remember. I was studying the poetry of Robyn instead. She had shoulder-length black hair. She had large dark eyes and there was a fire in those eyes. Defiance was the name of her game. She had a beautiful full mouth that would be dangerous to kiss. Her skin was brown — something ethnic about her — black or South American or maybe Arabic, but none of the labels seemed quite right. She stared at Mrs. Gillis as if prepared to do battle with her most hated enemy. Mrs. Gillis pretended she did not see this as she reminded the class that the poem was going to be on the test and that the test was going to be “significant.”

“Those who do poorly in Grade 11 academic English rarely get into university,” she reminded us. It was a threat, no more, no less.

Caroline was looking at herself in her pocket mirror, putting lipstick on and fumbling with makeup. She too saw Robyn as a threat. I was suddenly glad that Caroline was out of my life. I now felt free and happy and ready to give myself over to this new dark, surly girl named Robyn.

After class, I caught up with her and asked her where she was from.

“I’m not from anywhere,” she said. “I live in the present and avoid thinking about the past. The past, as far as I’m concerned, doesn’t exist.”

“Okay, good point.” I had only been trying to make small talk, but, like Mrs. G, I was being tested. Human or otherwise, which would it be?

“Where are you headed to?”

“The washroom,” she said. “I have to pee.”

“Oh yeah. Me too.”

She stopped and gave me a look that announced her decision concerning which category I fell into. “This has been a truly intimate moment,” she said, stopping by the door to the girls’ lavatory.

I felt the put-down sting. She might as well have slapped me on the face. And it showed.

Then this really crazy thing happened. She let down her guard. Her face softened. She opened the door to the girls’ room. “Wait here,” she said.

I waited. When she came back out, she looked me in the eye this time. The fire was still there but it wasn’t anger. “What’s your favourite book?” she asked.

I swallowed and took a chance on telling her the truth. “ The Field Book of Insects by Frank E. Lutz,” I said and waited for her to laugh.

“Interesting choice. I haven’t read it but I bet it’s a real page-turner. You really into bugs?”

“Yes. Ever since I was a kid. I can identify a tiger beetle in its larval stage and tell you if it is going to be a male or a female.”

There was a hint of a smile. “You are so weird, you know.”

“I know.”

“But weird is good. Smart and weird is a good combination.”

I couldn’t help myself. I smiled. “Thanks,” I said. “What’s your favourite book?”

“The Tibetan Book of the Dead,” she said. “Ever read it?”

“No, but I’ve read lots of books about death and dying. It’s one of my favourite subjects. Is it in the library?”

“Here? I doubt it.”

“Well, in the public library?”

“Probably. But I’ll loan you my copy.”

“Cool.”

“If I loan it to you, you have to read it.”

“I will.”

“Are you afraid of dying?”

“A little.”

“I’m not,” she said with great certainty. “Life scares the shit out of me but not dying.”

Now she was scaring me. “You’re not like&hellips;?”

“Suicidal? Hell no. I’m not ready to die. You have to prepare yourself for that, like it says in The Tibetan Book of the Dead. It takes a whole lifetime for most of us to be ready for the liberation from our bodies. It’s a lot of hard work. I’ve gotta suffer for a long time so I can prepare myself.”

I felt I had just met a kindred spirit or even my soul-mate. “School is a good place to suffer,” I said. “Can I suffer with you?”

“You already are, I think. But yeah. Sure. You’re cute. Weird, smart, and cute. And I want you to teach me some stuff about bugs.”

“I will.”

She stopped by a classroom and announced, “Chemistry. I took chemistry. Nothing sucks in school worse than chemistry. I took it, though, so I could learn to suffer well. I better get in there and go to it.”

“Robyn,” I said. “There’s something you should know about me.”

“And that is?”

“I’m different.”

“So?”

“There’s something about me that’s not quite right. I don’t mean like a bad heart or liver or anything. And I don’t mean like I’m crazy. It’s something else I can’t quite nail down but I need to figure out what it is.”

“Okay. That’s okay with me. I’ll help you if you like. It’ll be like a science project.”


CHAPTER FIVE

My parents were way too protective of me when I was growing up. They thought I would choke on popcorn. They thought I would be run over by a bus. They thought I would catch a deadly disease. They thought I would fall out of a tree.

I did fall out of a tree when I was thirteen. I fell from very high and I fell very fast. It was an oak tree, I remember. On the hard ground I was alone and I was unconscious. No one found me. I just woke up with a headache and a very sore shoulder. I was fascinated by the fact that I had gone away and come back. I don’t know where I went. I just know that it was blue and it was very beautiful. There was no real me there, just sky. I had become the sky somehow, and that was what I was looking at when I woke up — staring at the sky through the tree limbs.

My mother was home when I arrived and saw that I had been injured. She raced me to the hospital and they scanned every inch of me. Damaged but not dead was the result.

I often wished my parents were not as smart as they were. They subscribed to Scientific American and we had twelve science channels in the house. They were health nuts as well. I had to hide junk food in my room to get by. Both my mom and my dad were believers in the new genetic brands of food. Enriched this and enhanced that. If we were going to eat potatoes, those potatoes had to have a kind of pedigree. My mother did background checks over the WorldCom on the brand names of potatoes. A potato or even a turnip nearly needed a university degree before it was eaten in my house.

By the time I was sixteen I was trying to wrest some control over my life: what I ate, what tree I would fall out of, when I would cross the street, and what friends I would have. I was still a bit of a Loch Ness monster looking up at the surface of the water from very deep murky depths. I was not a disturbed person like Miles Vanderhague or anything. Miles was addicted to violent video games and said insulting things to people as often as he could get away with it. He accused people he did not like of smelling bad and of wearing the wrong brand names of clothing.

I was the opposite of Miles Vanderhague. I smiled a lot, a perfected goofy smile that made people think I was on some of those newer designer drugs. But, despite my father’s venue of employment, I was not a drug lover. I had my own little mysterious quest of trying to live life like I really meant it. I was trying really hard to get to the surface and all I could do was keep swimming for the sunlight.

Robyn was a fresh breeze in my life. She was oxygen in my lungs.

We’d walk to the mall and she would stare at the other students from school who were shopping there. Robyn said she never shopped for anything new. She’d only buy used clothing or things recycled. She was also studying astrophysics to see if there was any commonality with the ideas in The Tibetan Book of the Dead.

“Would you go to Tibet with me when we graduate?” she asked as we strode through the mall. Robyn glared at the other students who were buying what she referred to as “unimaginable crap.”

“My parents want me to go to university in Glasgow.”

“Why there?”

“They have this thing about Scotland. They think it is where I should go for school.”

“Then Tibet is not a possibility?”

“I didn’t say that. Let me think about it. I’m just getting to know you.” I was feeling a little uncertain about many things, so making a decision to go to Tibet while in the mall was something I was not prepared for.

“Sometimes you just have to leap. I’m a leaper,” Robyn said.

I was thinking about falling out of trees.

“A woman named Alexandra David-Neel went to Tibet around the beginning of the twentieth century. She’s my role model.”

“I never heard of her.”

“She wanted to learn how to create a tulpa, a phantom being conjured up by the mind through rituals and meditation. She shut herself up all alone for several months and finally her tulpa arrived. She took her tulpa on a road trip and other people could see him and they talked to him as if he were a real person. He started out playful and fun to be around but later got nasty. It took her six months to make the tulpa go away.”

“You don’t really want to try that, do you?”

“I might,” Robyn said. “But it sounds kind of dangerous.”

“I’ll go to Tibet with you if you promise not to conjure up imaginary beings.”

“Who said tulpas were imaginary? They just come from another plane of existence.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to tell what is real and what isn’t,” I admitted. I was looking at the ceiling of the mall with its high-res video display. It appeared that there was no roof at all and that we were looking up into a beautiful azure sky, the same sky I had once become when I fell out of a tree.

“None of this is real,” Robyn said with great confidence, sweeping her arm in a wide arc. “It’s very, very thin. These people are leading trivial lives. They have little substance.”

I tried to keep up my end of the conversation, which now seemed to be about density. I had remembered reading something while in my bathroom at home. My dad would leave science articles on the video screen in the bathroom and I’d get caught up reading about the latest wonder drugs or long-distance laser surgery or even stuff about space. “Do you know anything about neutron soup?”

“Does it have tofu in it?” she asked.

“No. It’s in space. It’s made up of collapsed matter. It becomes compacted together and incredibly dense, so dense that some of it the size of a cube of sugar would weigh a thousand million tons.”

“So that’s what happens to collapsed matter,” she said perfectly matter-of-factly, and I couldn’t tell whether she was genuinely interested or just joking.

“On the other hand, a neutrino has virtually no mass at all and every day we are bombarded with neutrinos hurling around in space. They pass right through us, right through the earth as if it isn’t even here.”

“That’s because this is all an illusion.”

The video screen in the front of the Gap store caught my attention. Three-D human images kept taking clothes off and putting on new duds. One minute, a girl would be totally naked and the next she’d be putting on the latest designer top and pants. Some little kids were staring at it and laughing. The display was very sexual and I was thinking it was making me horny so I turned away.

Robyn noticed that I was uncomfortable. “You are different, aren’t you? You’re shy, too, right?”

“Sort of.”

“Do you like me?”

“Yes.”

“Enough to go to Tibet with me?”

“Maybe. But I need to get to know you first.”

“Did you know that in the seventeenth century, many people believed that every time you had sex, it took a day off your life? You’d die a day sooner?”

“That would make you think twice about doing it.”

“You’re funny, you know that?”

And then she kissed me. I closed my eyes and I was someplace else. I don’t know exactly where I was, but wherever it was, it sure wasn’t the mall.


CHAPTER SIX

I liked Robyn’s suggestion that it was all an illusion and I liked Robyn a lot. It was really fortunate that I connected with her as soon as she arrived at school. My hair was growing back already, creating a kind of fuzzy stubble. I’d given up on wearing black and wondered what would be next for me. I was like an insect going from the larval phase into something else, I figured. No, not a butterfly, that was for sure. But a metamorphosis nonetheless.

One of my childhood dreams was that someday I would figure out how to travel through time. I understood that all you had to do was travel faster than the speed of light and you could alter time, but no one was offering me a clue about FTL travel. Except my father, that is, who took my question to heart in his clinical, scientific way.

“You want to travel back in time? Not satisfied with the here and now?”

“The here and now, as you call it, sometimes sucks. I don’t want to go back to ancient Egypt. I just want to see what it would be like to be alive, um, say, twenty years ago.”

His brow furrowed as if some small excavating machine had just carved a canyon across his forehead. “Why twenty years ago?”

I didn’t really have an answer. I just had this fascination with everything from the turn of the century. The millennium, as they called it — the year 2000 and the ten years leading up to it. “I think everything was simpler then. Things made sense.”

“Trust me. Things made about as much sense then as they do now. Some people thought the world would end at midnight on December 31, 1999.”

“Maybe it did. Maybe this is all an illusion.” I had bought into Robyn’s theory at least in part. She was now my mentor.

“You’re going to tell me that all matter is made up of 99.9 percent empty space, right?” My father sounded slightly sarcastic but not insulting.

“I was thinking along those lines.”

“That we’re all just bundles of energy, and there really is no such thing as matter?”

“That too.”

“Dylan, I think you should study quantum physics. You’d like it.”

My father often said that he wanted me to go to university and study physics or biochemistry. I wanted to be an entomologist, however. It was an ongoing debate. “If I study quantum physics, could I figure out how to travel faster than the speed of light?”

“You could give it a shot.”

“Then I’ll consider it. What sort of equipment would I need for FTL travel?”

“You’d need a lot of energy would be my guess. If you could get yourself into space and build a spacecraft that was strong enough, then detonate a contained one-hundred-megaton nuclear explosion that could push you out of the solar system, you might, and I say might, approach the speed of light, but I don’t think you could make it work.”

“But if I could, it would alter time, right?”

“Somewhat. But the blast would probably kill you.”

“That’s the downside, eh?”

“Real down.”

“Can’t I just create some kind of force field with my mind and travel back in time?”

“And what kind of force field would that be?” My father could be a bucket of cold water at times.

“I’m not sure. But I’d like to go back to that night of December 31, 1999, or maybe sometime in 1995.”

“Why do you want to go back to the year 1995? That was before you were born.”

“I don’t know. I just think I’d be more at home there.”

“Do you realize how slow computers were then? How primitive the WorldCom was?”

“It was called the Internet back then, remember? The World Wide Web.”

“It was like a tortoise. And everything was two dimensional — video screens, comp monitors, cinascreens. You’d be bored out of your gourd.”

“I am bored out of my gourd — sometimes, anyway.”

“You’re sixteen, Dylan. It’s a tough age. You’ll get through it. Your mother and I love you and we’ll see you through. You’ll go to university. You’ll have the best holoprofs in the country. You’ll meet chicks.”

“Chicks?”

“It was a joke. Chicks was a term they used when I was growing up, although girls hated it.”

“Why would you call them chicks? Like chickens?”

“I don’t know. Language isn’t always logical.”

“Language puts everything into little boxes,” I said. “I don’t trust it. I’d prefer to be telepathic.”

“Oh, that would be swell. Everyone walking around listening in on everyone else’s thoughts.” He was sounding sarcastic again.

“At least then everyone would have to be honest.”

“Is honesty important to you?”

“Yes.”

“Good. It’s one of the old-fashioned virtues and I approve of it and so does your mother. There’s not enough honesty in our world — especially in my job. Even though I work with brilliant men and women, they are always playing games. I can’t tell when anyone is telling me the truth. Makes me want to buy one of those Veriscans.”

“They say the Veriscan is only about 85 percent accurate in telling if anyone is lying.”

“If you buy the upgrade I think it might be closer to 90 percent, but really all it does is register pupil dilation and changes in skin temp, heart rate, and sweat.”

“Miles Vanderhague got caught wearing one in school. Some of the teachers were really pissed off.”

“No one wants to be caught fibbing.”

“Can I have one for my birthday?”

“No. Absolutely not. Why would you want one?”

I thought for a minute. I really did want one. I wanted to know when people were bullshitting me. My parents in particular. It’s sometimes tough on a kid being raised by a couple of eggheads. Even though I knew they loved me, I often had this feeling they had read too many psychology textbooks. And I sometimes thought they were holding too much back.

“I want a Veriscan,” I said, “so I can use it to meet girls — chicks.”

“That’s not ethical. You want to know if they are telling you the truth? It would almost be like reading their minds, invading their thoughts.”

“Precisely. I could ask them directly what they thought about me and I’d know if they were telling the truth. It would cut through a lot of bullshit.”

“Dylan, you are one weird kid. Sometimes I don’t know where you came from.” He was smiling now, at least, and that was a major breakthrough with my father. “But I’m still not buying you a Veriscan for your birthday.”

“Not even a cheap one?”

“No way.”

In my dream, I was at the bottom of Loch Ness. Either I was with the Loch Ness monster or I was the Loch Ness monster. It was unclear to me but it was one of my underwater dreams and I was looking at the surface of the loch and the Scottish sky above. I think I could see the dark underside of boats on the water. There in the depths I was feeling very lonely in an underwater monster sort of way. I was thinking I was the only one of my kind on the planet. I knew that if I surfaced and the truth about me was known, many people would find me fascinating but I would not be able to communicate with them and I would be considered a freak of nature. I did not want that so I stayed at the bottom of the loch and waited for the end of time.

Although I may or may not have actually been the LNM in my dream, I had access to the creature’s memory and that memory was very good. He/she/I remembered a time when there were others like us — great, gentle beasts roaming the seas, well before humans appeared on the scene. It was a time of peace and harmony, which sounds dull when I say it out loud but it was good back then, quite good. And I’m pretty sure we were telepathic. In the dream, it really was like being there.

When I woke up, I was surprised to discover I was still in my bed. I was slightly shocked to see I had two arms and two legs and that I had been returned to 2014. I looked in the mirror and saw that my hair was continuing to grow back on my head but stubble was also starting to appear on my chin. Pretty soon I would actually need to shave. I saw a look in my eyes that said I was disappointed with what I was seeing. But then I remembered Robyn and I cheered up. I remembered that I had promised to go to Tibet with her someday and that cheered me up even more.

It was a Saturday and that meant no school but I had no real plans. I wrote down my dream on my comp — about being the Loch Ness monster. (Now I was convinced I had somehow merged my identity while asleep with the great beast.) I half convinced myself that I had travelled back in time with/as the LNM. Maybe I would not need the hundred-megaton nuke to power my time travel after all.

Sitting before my home comp, I fed in a profile of the LNM and asked the searcher how long ago it would have been that such creatures roamed freely. Sixty-five million years ago was the answer.

“Why did they disappear?” I asked the searcher.

The sweet, feminine voice (the one I had programmed) came back immediately to say, “Probably a meteorite, Dylan. An extremely massive chunk of rock from space. First the collision, next the crater, and then a huge column of debris catapulted into the atmosphere and then drifted all over the earth, cutting off the sun. It meant the extinction of many earth creatures.” She sounded so sad and sweet when she said this, and I felt a pang of regret too when she sobbed. I knew it was only programmed emotion (the upgrade I had installed last month, the one my father found foolish), but my own sadness was real.

“Dinosaurs and other creatures, like your friend the Loch Ness monster, had been around for 100 million years. It was their planet.”

“They didn’t know what hit them,” I said. “And then they were gone. All of them gone. All but one.”

“It has not been absolutely proven that the creature exists,” she countered.

“I know,” I said. “But it hasn’t been proven that it doesn’t exist, right?” I asked.

“Correct.”

“But sixty-five million years is a long time. Nothing could live that long.”

“No single organism. But life regenerates.”

“Remind me how long humans have been around.”

“Less than four million years.”

“That’s not very long, is it?”

“Depends on your point of reference.”

“Compared to dinosaurs.”

“Compared to them, you and all of your kind, Dylan, are just a brief experiment.”

“There’s a comforting thought.”

“Sorry, Dylan. But as you know, I think you are great.”

“Thanks.” I knew she was only a program but an upgrade is an upgrade and a comp that says nice things to you is better than one that has a bad attitude.


CHAPTER SEVEN

My father was away on business for a few days and my mother looked pretty sad at breakfast.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I think I’m suffering from depression.” My mother was a scientist and a medical researcher. She couldn’t just say she felt bad or that life sucked or anything. She diagnosed herself with a temporary mental illness.

“What’s wrong? Anything I can do to help?” At the best of times, we were not great communicators, my mother and I. Sometimes it was like we were on two different mountaintops signalling to each other by smoke signals.

“I’ll see if I can get a prescription. My guess is that this is endogenous depression, an imbalance of chemicals in the neurotransmitters. It’s a matter of body chemistry.”

“Are you sure it’s not that there’s something bothering you? I mean, I feel like crap sometimes too and usually there’s a reason — something is screwing me up. I didn’t think it was just chemicals.”

Suddenly she looked concerned. “Dylan, you never told me that you had problems. I should have taken you to the doctor.”

“It’s not like that, Mom. I have my ups and downs like everybody else. A girl looks at me the wrong way and I feel like a weege. I flunk a test and I feel like a dodo. I forget to pull up my zipper, someone laughs at me, and I feel like a bozo. Sometimes all those things happen at once and I’m convinced I’m a total loser.”

“You’re not a loser. Dylan, you are someone very special.”

“I know. My point is that I expect to feel down sometimes. I don’t think I need a pill to make it go away.”

“You are wise beyond your years. But your mother is different.” She had a bad habit of referring to herself in the third person sometimes. “I’ll go to Dr. Grant and he’ll prescribe something so I’ll be okay.”

After school, I trailed after Robyn and she seemed to enjoy my company although we didn’t quite know what to say to each other. I told her about my mother and her endogenous depression.

“It’s probably just menopause,” she said.

For some reason, I didn’t feel like discussing my mother’s menopause. It was possible, though, that she was right. My parents were considerably older than those of most other kids my age. I had asked my father once why they had waited so late to have me and he blamed it on their work. Everything had to do with their work, it seemed, even when the biological clock was ticking.

“Probably,” I said. “Probably is menopause.”

The subject of my mother’s unhappiness and her menopause had somehow made us both very hungry. “Would you like to go get something to eat?” she asked.

“Yeah. You want to go to Burger King?”

“Get real,” she said. “I’m off meat for good. Do you know how many chemicals they pump into cattle?”

“I don’t know the exact ones, no.”

“I’ve got a list. I’ll email it to you.”

“Okay.”

We ate veggie wraps together in the mall by the holo-fountain with the quarters in the water. It was odd how often I ended up at the mall. I had a theory that there was some mild addictive chemical in the air conditioning there that made us keep coming back. It was like the addictive nicotine that some people believed was put in some fast food coffee back in the old days.

We discussed one of Robyn’s favourite topics: alternate planes of existence. She was trying to convince me that there were infinite numbers of me alive and well in infinite alternate universes.

“I’d like to meet one or two,” I said.

“You can’t. Those lives and yours are like parallel lines stretching to infinity.” I imagined those parallel lines just as the holo-fountain turned itself into a visual cascade of spraying icicles and then transformed again into a 3-D commercial for Seven-Up. “When you die, however,” she continued, “it’s possible that your infinite numbers of selves merge into one entity.”

“That would be confusing,” I ventured.

“Not if you are prepared for it.” Robyn had that confident sound to her voice, making me think that she was already prepared for it, that she was already practising to meet all those infinite selves and merge into one with them so they could have a major after-death kind of class reunion or something.

“I know I’m not ready for anything like that,” I admitted. “I’m a pretty confused person as it is.”

“Why are you confused?”

“I don’t exactly know. And that’s part of the confusion. It’s just something I feel. I feel like I’m missing something that everyone else knows about. Or that a part of me is missing. It’s not like a toe or an ear. There’s something I should know about me that I don’t know.”

Robyn looked at the worry in my face, the confusion. She was making me nervous as she stared at me. I tried to look away but our eyes were locked onto each other. “You are really sexy when you are confused,” she said out of the blue and then kissed me like before.

“Wow,” I said afterwards, feeling somewhat stunned. “Thanks,” I added, like a fool.

“You don’t have to thank me,” she said. “It was something I wanted to do.”

I smiled at her now, coming back down to planet Earth after a quick exploration of some other alternate universe right there in the mall. “Listen, I’m confused a lot. So you can do that any time you choose.”

“Maybe I will,” she said.

When she kissed me a second time, a security guard stopped by the far wall and stared at us. She was a heavy-set woman in a blue uniform with a taser baton dangling from her belt. It wasn’t like it was illegal to kiss in public or anything but we knew it was time to move on.

I walked Robyn to her home and then, my head still in the clouds, sauntered on to my own house. My father was still away. His skid, an old dual-fuel Honda, was not in the driveway. Inside, my mom was sitting at the kitchen table, a glass of wine in front of her and the music up quite loud. She was playing some oldies from way back. I didn’t mind it but I told the audio to turn itself down.

My mother looked up. “Hi,” she said. Her voice had a strange quality to it.

“You all right?”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I feel much better.” Her words were a little slurred.

“You went to Dr. Grant?”

“He wrote me a scrip.”

I was thinking that pills and wine were not a good combination and wanted to say something but I figured that maybe what my mother needed was to loosen up a bit more often. She seemed a bit looped but was trying to cover it up.

“Did you have anything to eat?” she asked.

“Some vegetarian food with Robyn.”

“Are you sure you got enough protein?” She was almost giggling. Boy, was it ever weird to see my mom in this mood.

“I’m positive.”

She took a sip from her glass and then did that little swish of her finger like a Z in the air that made the audio volume increase. “I remember this song when it first came out. You were just a baby. I was so happy then. I was the happiest mother in the world. You were so healthy and so cute.”

The song was really old. She must have been confused. I knew all of her old music and this song by Madonna — I can’t remember the name — was from way before I was born. I decided not to say anything. The song ended and she swished her finger again, turning off the music altogether. When she looked up at me she was crying. I didn’t understand why.

She touched my face and stared at me as if she were searching to recognize something. When she stood up, she wobbled a little bit. I mentioned something about mixing the pills with the alcohol. She nodded. “You’re right, Dylan. I’ve altered my body chemistry. I should know better. It’s just that sometimes I have to try to get in touch with feelings that I’ve kept buried for a long time. Your father doesn’t like to discuss it.”

“Discuss what?”

“Dylan, someday I’m going to tell you, I promise. But not now. When you are older.”

“Mom, what are you talking about?”

She started to cry a little again. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. I hugged her and felt her tears on my shoulder. Then she pulled back and dabbed at her eyes. “I’m going to bed, Dylan. I’m just talking crazy. I’m sorry you saw me like this.”

After she was gone, I put the wine bottle away and looked around until I found the pills and then pocketed them so she couldn’t find them. I don’t know what I was thinking. I just wanted to be careful.


CHAPTER EIGHT

It was Miles Vanderhague who started spreading the rumours that Robyn was gay. “She’s a lesbian,” he said to me in the hall. “What are you doing hanging out with a lesbian?”

“She’s not a lesbian,” I said. “She kissed me.”

“Disgusting,” he said. “Listen, I know for a fact that she had to leave her old school because she was hanging out with girls there who were, well, not normal. I’ve got friends there at Emerson. They just told me last night. They weren’t lying.”

“I suppose you tested them with your scanner.”

“I test everyone with it. I don’t go anywhere without it.”

“Except school.”

Miles lifted his shirt. The device was clipped to his belt. He’d be in big trouble if he got caught in school with it a second time. Miles smiled that nasty smile of his. “It’s your choice if you want to find out if you’re going out with a lesbian.”

I thought about what he had said. I was a bit confused. I really liked Robyn a lot. Would this change the way I felt about her? I admitted to myself that it would. Miles was a blabbermouth and a bigot. Not only was he prejudiced against anybody who wasn’t white, he had a loud mouth and was cruel. His opinions would spread like wildfire and a lot of people would keep spreading the rumours.

I cut math class and went looking for Robyn. I was pretty sure she would be in the second-floor chem lab. The bell was about to ring for class to start. I ran up the stairs and caught her just as she was about to go in. She looked really upset. “Skip class,” I said. “Walk with me.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped. She’d already taken some flak.

I grabbed her arm, maybe held on a little too tight.

“Let go.”

“Please,” I said. “It’s important.”

Mr. Lownder was looking at her and at me. The bell rang. Robyn let out a big sigh and started walking down the hall.

She was mad at somebody and it probably wasn’t a good time to be around her but I wanted to talk. I wanted to know the truth.

She went straight out the front door of the school and started walking down the street. I had to run to catch up to her and when I did I didn’t know what to say.

“Miles Vanderhague is a cretin,” I said.

“That’s probably a compliment. He’s a homo-phobic cretin with the IQ of a damp sponge. And remember that a Veriscan can only read a person’s pulse, temperature, skin moisture, and eye movement. It can only judge what someone believes to be true, not the truth itself.”

“Was he right about why you had to leave your old school?”

She stopped dead in her tracks. “Is this an interrogation?”

“No, I just want to know.”

“What? If I am gay?”

“I don’t know. I just thought that, since I was starting to have these feelings about you, I just thought&hellips;”

“Maybe I’m bi. Maybe that’s it. Could you handle that?”

“Robyn, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I can handle. This is all new to me. I hadn’t really thought about it. So give me a break.”

“Sexual identity can be a pretty complicated business,” she said, still acting mad and suddenly a bit condescending. “How much have you thought about this subject?”

“Not much, I admit. I mean, I just kind of know that I’m like &hellips; well, not gay &hellips; but aside from that, I don’t think I have much of an understanding. I’m not even sure I have a strong opinion one way or the other. I mean, I have a hard enough time just trying to figure out what I’m all about, I can’t imagine&hellips;” But I was blathering and not really helping the situation.

“Dylan, you’re the victim of your immaturity. As are most of the boys in your school and back at Emerson. Girls aren’t much better. Why is everyone always so hung up on what is normal and what isn’t?”

“I’m not normal,” I said on my own behalf.

“That’s why I like you. No one should be normal. Everyone should be who they want to be, not what other people think they should be.”

“I think I knew that.”

“That’s because you’re not stupid.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?”

“Yes.” She was easing up on the anger, lowering her voltage.

We were in front of Tim Horton’s. “You want a coffee?” I asked.

“I want a chai tea.”

“I don’t think they have that in Tim’s but we can check.”

“Sure.”

We walked in and I asked the young woman in uniform, “Do you have any chai tea?”

“Uh, yeah,” she said, gesturing towards the stack of tea boxes behind her. “Along with about a million other flavours.”

I looked at Robyn, raised my shoulders.

“Okay,” she said. “I want it with milk.”

I turned back to the counter girl. “One chai tea with milk and a double-double for me.”

We sat at a table by the window and watched the traffic go by. I was thinking it would be great to be able to drive, to have all that power and freedom.

“So you’re probably, like, bi, right? Is that it?” I swallowed hard and considered that I may have to accept this fact if I still wanted her to be my friend.

Robyn sipped her tea and said nothing.

“Can I have a taste? I never had chai tea.”

“Sure.”

“Um,” I said. “Tastes like my lawn.”

That drew a hint of a smile. I handed back the cup and took a stiff shot of my double-double.

“Dylan, you might have noticed the colour of my skin.”

“I have. It’s beautiful.”

“How come you never asked me if I was black?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it wasn’t important to me.”

“Well, all my life people have been trying to label me as one thing or the other. My father is black and my mother is white.”

I was staring into my cup just then and realized that the coffee was the colour of Robyn. It was a colour I found quite beautiful.

“All my life, I’ve had people judging me by the colour of my skin and the way I look. There were a few white teachers who I know tried to make things easier on me — because I was black. And I hated that. Then there was one who was just outright racist. And I hated that, too, but at least I knew where he stood. If there were black students who didn’t think I acted enough like them, they’d label me as a wannabe white. Do you have any idea how difficult that makes your life?

“Anyway, there was a girl at Emerson named Carla and she was gay. She was like militant gay. She believed strongly in defending the rights of gay kids at Emerson, even the ones who didn’t want to publicly own up to being gay. She pissed everybody off.”

“I can see that she might do that.”

“Well, she was my best friend. I liked her gutsy approach to changing the system. Almost everyone else thought she was a freak, but not me. The principal hated her, not necessarily because she was gay but because she was in his office all the time protesting about one thing or another. After she was suspended and he found the front seat of his car piled high with doggy doo, well, she was booted out of there.”

“She was inventive, I can see that.”

“And vindictive. But she was my friend. And everyone assumed I was gay as well.”

“But you’re not?”

She looked straight into my eyes and said nothing. I started to get nervous and blurted out, “If you are, it’s okay. We’ll be friends.” I was speaking rather loudly. Two truckers from a couple of tables over were staring at us now.

She took a sip of her lawn tea and let her shoulders drop. “I think I wanted to believe I was for a while there. But I’m not. I’m attracted to you. Maybe it’s the peach fuzz growing in on your head. Or the fact that you are so cute and weird at the same time.”

“There you go again with the sweet talk.”

“Dylan, you are unique. Confused but unique. The thing I admired so much about Carla was that she knew exactly who she was. She had her identity nailed down cold and she lived it. I’m still trying to figure mine out.”

“Join the club.”

“I can’t. I founded the club. Knowing who you are is everything. And I’ve only scratched the surface.”

“What happened to Carla?”

“She ran away. Called me once, just to say she was gone. Said she’d always remember me but that I’d probably never see her again.”

“How did you feel?”

“It broke my heart.”


CHAPTER NINE

After Robyn had continued to get flak from both teachers and students at Emerson, she asked her parents to transfer her to Brevard High.

And now she was going to get hassled by kids here, too. She would not come out and say she was straight. She would not give the losers like Vanderhague the satisfaction. She said the only good thing about homo-phobes is that they usually came right out and said what they felt. “The same isn’t true with racists,” she said. “And I know that from experience.”

“I’ve decided that I’ll go to Tibet with you whenever you are ready.” I think I meant it.

We were walking back in the front door of the school. The security guard stopped us this time. She didn’t say anything but did a quick once-over with her wand to see if we had any weapons or out-of-bounds electronic devices on us. I don’t know how Miles was able to smuggle his Veriscan in but I guess he had ways.

“You’re clean,” she said after a sweep of Robyn and then me.

I had one of those funny flashbacks of entering a school, an older school where there were no detection devices at all. You just walked in through an open door. There was no scan arch, no hand-helds, nothing. You just walked in and went to class. I guess I had a quizzical look on my face just then.

“What’s that about?” Robyn asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Let’s get to Gillis’s class before the bell rings.

Mercifully, Mrs. G did not call on Robyn or me to answer her questions about poetic devices. At the end of class, Robyn passed me a note. On the note was a quote she had written down by someone with the crazy name of Teilhard de Chardin who said, “Some day, after we have mastered the winds, the waves, the tides, gravity&hellips; we shall harness&hellips;. the energies of love. Then for the second time in the world, man will have discovered fire.”

A visual image of that very fire haunted me for the rest of the day as we went our separate ways. I couldn’t find her at the end of the school day but I knew that she was weaving her way into the fabric of my life and I would not lose track of her. Was I willing to find myself being labelled gay or even “lesbian lover” by continuing my relationship with her? I decided I could handle it. I had a powerful feeling this beautiful dark girl had some very potent wisdom to teach me and I was going to be an A student if she was the teacher.

On the news that night, I was appalled to hear a self-satisfied British so-called expert posing before some kind of a boat declaring the non-existence of the Loch Ness monster. “This finally puts to rest several centuries of hogwash that has been foisted on the public by charlatans,” he said. “We’ve mapped every inch of the loch and there is no monster.”

“Then what is it that people claim to have seen down through the centuries?” the sexy news lady asked.

The expert held up a hand-held vidscreen with a fuzzy image on it — a dark blob, nothing more. “Here’s your Loch Ness monster, I’m sorry to say.” But he was not sorry about anything. He was smug. “It’s a mass of vegetation, a tangle of roots and leafy material that forms in these waters. Gases form within, creating almost sealed pockets. At intervals the entire mass rises to the surface and then as the gases are released — and from our analysis, you would not want to be around to smell this event — the mass sinks again to the bottom. Sometimes this happens slowly, sometimes quickly.”

He pointed again to his vidscreen image that proved nothing to me. “There’s your Loch Ness monster,” he repeated.

I switched the TV off. My gut instinct told me he was wrong. I knew I was not alone with my beliefs. Here was just another conceited asshole who wanted to rob the world of something wonderful. I was not convinced.

Nessie, or Nessiteras rhombopteryx, was first officially reported in 1880 but folklore suggests it goes further back. In 1934, a doctor from London even produced a credible photograph. Although many Nessie trashers called it a hoax, others have argued it is the genuine article of a real creature. Other photo ops followed for the beast. I’ve seen the results of them all and some are fuzzy, but several are quite convincing and seem to have stood up under contemporary scrutiny as the real thing. I discounted the idea that it was a giant eel but preferred the theory that it was a leftover coelacanth somehow isolated in the loch after some dramatic change of geography, perhaps when the sea levels dropped and the loch was no longer attached to the nearby Moray Firth.

I never accepted the story that Nessie had climbed up out of the water in 1933 and was seen snatching a lamb from the hillside where he feasted on it before trundling back into the water. My Loch Ness monster was no meat-eating carnivore.

My Loch Ness monster was as real to me as the blue jay sitting in the tree outside my window in the morning. He was a gentle lost being, a survivor against all odds and a reminder to all those who put too much faith in science and reason that extraordinary things happen and are not easy to explain. That egotistical scientist on TV would not take that away.


CHAPTER TEN

My father was still out of town and I came home to find my mother slightly inebriated. “I’m going through a difficult phase,” she said. “It’s probably my age. Something hormonal, nothing more. That’s my guess.”

“Is it something between you and Dad?”

“Your father is wrapped up in his work right now. He doesn’t have time for me. We’ve always been quite independent but right now — I just don’t know about these feelings I have — like I want to cry all the time. Come here. Give me a hug.”

I hugged her and she hugged me tightly. She sobbed but did not cry. This was entirely unlike my scientist mother. Always reasonable and cool. I would make a point of looking up menopause on the net and see if I could help out. “Everything will be all right,” I said, not knowing what I was talking about. I just knew it was what she would say if I was feeling really down.

“You were the world’s most beautiful baby,” she said.

“Just what a boy of sixteen wants to hear.”

“But you were. Look.”

She got up and went for her purse, came back and flipped her wallet open to a photograph: me, not long after I had come into this flawed world. “See.”

“I see,” I said, staring at the picture. I turned the wallet sideways and looked at another photo of me as a baby. Face perfectly the same. But the photographic style was different and it was faded. As if this other one had been left out in the sun. And then there was this feeling in the pit of my stomach.

My mother reached over and closed the wallet, put it back in her purse, dabbed at her tears, and then stood up. “I’m sorry about the theatrics.”

“I’ll do anything I can to help if you need me.”

“I’ll be fine. Your father will be back in a few days. Maybe we can go to Lawrencetown, to the beach. Something about being by the sea makes me feel better.”

In my bedroom, I pondered this reversal of roles. Me, worrying about my mother, taking care of her. While my classmates were out smoking dope, drinking to excess, or having carefree unprotected sex, I was home in my bedroom worrying about my mother’s psychological health. From the net I learned that menopause occurs in women between the ages of forty-six and fifty-four. The woman ceases ovulation. There is a decline in the production of estrogen. The psychological effects vary dramatically. Some women have little or no mental change. Others go through what the site referred to as “significant turmoil.” I reckoned my mom fell into the latter category. I would definitely have to keep an eye on her.

The site pointed out that most all species retained their reproductive capacity through their entire lives. Humans were the exception. “Might there be an evolutionary explanation for menopause?” it queried.

No answer was provided, leaving me to ponder why evolution had singled out humans for this. But then we were an oddity. My research into menopause took me on a side trip, typical of my net searches, into the area of what was referred to as “reproductive rights.” The author on this net site, sexhistory.com, pointed out how bizarre it was that Western men and women for centuries had been searching for the perfect means of birth control, and almost at the exact point in history when such birth control was widely available, researchers and drug companies were shifting their focus to fertility. There were millions to be made in helping couples figure out how to have kids instead of selling them contraceptives that prevented children.

It was kind of bizarre if you thought about it. Of course, there was a lot about the adult world that did not make sense to me. Much about human nature that seemed incredibly odd. In some ways, I preferred the study of bugs. I flicked off the net and turned back to my favourite text, Frank Lutz’s Field Book of Insects. “Young insects may be said to grow by leaps and bounds, not gradually. A soft shell-like skin that will not stretch largely covers them. All the flesh is inside of this shell, and when the quantity of this flesh gets too large, the shell splits, the insect emerges, swells out, and its new skin in turn hardens. The process is repeated several times before adult life is reached.” Now that makes perfectly good sense to me. It’s a shame that we humans were cheated out of this ability.

This got me thinking that it would be kind of cool if kids did go through such a process. It would make school much more interesting if, say, in the middle of third period calculus Miles Vanderhague began to moult as his inner “quantity of flesh” became too great. You’d be sitting there and hear this crack and, whoops, here comes the new Miles, possibly an improved version now looking entirely different with a better personality and more compassion for people who were a bit off the norm. Evolution had truly cheated us of such opportunity.

I shared Professor Lutz’s understated admiration of everything about insects. “In man,” he states, “the blood is sent to the lungs for a load of oxygen, which it then carries to the tissues. Insects do things more directly: air is conducted to all parts of the body by means of a system of tubes called trachea.” In other words, insects don’t breathe through their mouths or noses. They can breathe all over their bodies. Brilliant. Lutz also reminded me that “There is no brain, strictly speaking.” Although he did not state it outright, I again perceived a kind of aloof admiration for the design of bugs, the implication being that they “think” with their entire being. If our brain is severely damaged, our nonfunctioning brain might destroy the rest of the body and we would die. An insect could be damaged in any number of ways and still the body control/thinking process could continue.

It’s not that I truly wanted to wake up one morning like Gregor in Franz Kafka’s famous “Metamorphosis” story. I was stuck with being human and would make the most of it.

I had heard my mother heading to her bedroom and then the door opening. After about twenty minutes of further reading, I went to check up on her to make sure she was okay. She was in bed, asleep, snoring loudly. (My parents had argued about this. My dad claimed she snored. She said he was lying. He wondered why anyone would lie about snoring. She said he could not possibly be telling the truth. “Women don’t snore,” she had said, a perfectly illogical thing for a woman of science to say, but then there were many things about both my scientific parents that made no sense to me.)

A drawer in the night table by her bed was open, and inside was a small hinged photo display. Feeling a bit guilty, I opened it to discover it contained two pictures of me. I appeared to be about eight years old in both. In the one I recognized my old favourite T-shirt, the one with the enlarged image of the head of a praying mantis. I had a kind of smirk on my face that told the camera I did not really want my picture taken. But I was undeniably cute nonetheless. The other picture of me was less familiar. It appeared to have been manipulated in some way, photoshopped as they used to say, so that my hair was longer, dangling down in front of my eyes, and I was wearing a South Park cartoon T-shirt — big oval face with wide eyes. I’d seen the old South Park cartoons on the comedy channel but was never a fan of that style of raw humour. In the background of the photo was another odd thing — the castle that I had once visited, the one that sat high above Loch Ness.

I couldn’t imagine why my mother would have had a photo of me altered to look like this, and why it was placed here in the drawer of her night table paired with the other photo. It was as if one was me; one was not me. There was a bottle of pills on the dresser. I pocketed them and would put them on the kitchen table in the morning. I still worried about my mom. Something wasn’t quite right.

She snored loudly as I pulled the covers up around her neck. She started to say something in her sleep. I couldn’t make out the words but it sounded like she was talking to a child. She was dreaming. The words were slurred from both wine and pills but the tone was obvious. At first she was saying something comforting. I recognized that tone from when I was little. She had a way of making me feel that I was safe, that everything was going to be okay, even when I thought everyone in the world was against me. But then her expression changed and she started to sound afraid. In her dream, something had gone wrong. Something terrible was happening. She was no longer talking to the eight-year-old me in the dream. “No,” she said, suddenly very distinctly. “You’re wrong. You’re lying. It can’t be.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Despite my worries about my mother, I went to bed and fell into a deep dream. In my dream, I was swimming in Loch Ness again. The water was inky dark and cold but cold in a good way. It was night and the moon was out. I could see the hills and the silhouette of the castle above the loch. At first I thought it was me swimming and I could sense that below me somewhere was the Loch Ness monster. Not really a monster, though, just a lonely, amazingly sad, ancient creature left over from a time long ago. Then the shift occurred again and I realized, as before, that I was the Loch Ness monster. It was one of those instant dream transformations that make reasonable sense at the time. My body was immense but I felt graceful gliding through the dark water. Even more amazing was the fact that I suddenly realized I was not alone. Alongside of me was another creature, my mate or my twin.

And then all at once the loneliness, the isolation of centuries, dissipated. A feeling of completion and warmth flooded my being. It was as if for the first time in my life, I knew that I was not a tragic isolated quirk of nature, a true freak. I had a companion who was like me.

To the east, I saw the sky beginning to lighten. The sun scattered light over the Scottish hills, while in the west the moon still shone brightly, casting silver daggers and swords of light on the water’s surface. I watched as my companion dipped headlong into the water and dove deep. I followed and felt the powerful compression of water all around me, familiar and vital, as I went deeper and deeper into the loch.

In the morning I was surprised to discover Robyn banging on my door. “I asked around and found out where you live. I decided to give you a lift to school. My mother gave me the skid for the day. So you want a ride or what?”

I guess I was still coming up from the depths of the loch. I must have looked at her kind of oddly as I shielded my eyes against the sunlight.

“It’s not like I’m stalking you or anything.”

“Oh,” I said, groggily. “It would be okay if you were. I’ve never been stalked by a girl before.”

She smiled. When Robyn smiled, her whole face, her entire being, changed. The world changed along with her. The sun became even brighter and the birds started singing. I saw a blue jay and I swear he winked at me. When a dark, beautiful, cynical girl smiles, she has no idea how powerful the effect can be.

“So are you ready to go or what?”

I was still in my pyjamas — the ones with images of flying insects all over them: mosquitoes, flies, lady-bugs, and dragonflies. “I need a few minutes. You want some breakfast?”

“Toast,” she said. “I’d eat a piece of toast as long as it’s not white bread.”

“Whole wheat, stone ground. Is that okay?” “My favourite kind of grinding. And coffee. I need coffee in the morning. You have coffee?”

“We do coffee too.”

My mom walked up behind me. She brushed her hair out of her eyes. I noticed the darkness under the skin. She yawned once, pulled her housecoat a little tighter around her, and then smiled at Robyn.

“This is Robyn,” I said. “That’s my mom.” Robyn nodded. My mother studied her. She was evaluating her, judging her, but she remained polite.

“Robyn’s gonna give me a lift to school. I’m gonna make her some toast and coffee first.”

“I’ll do that,” my mom said. “You go get dressed.”

When I came back down, they were discussing — well, arguing about — genetically modified foods. This public debate had been going on ever since I’d been born or before. My mom was solidly in favour of GM foods. I’d heard all of her arguments and they made sense. I could have guessed that Robyn would be on the other side of the fence.

“So we’ll agree to disagree,” I heard my mom say when I walked into the room. The debate had probably started with the toast. Was the wheat GM or not GM, Robyn would have asked, and it went from there. My mother changed the subject. “So you drive?”

“Got my licence when I turned seventeen.”

I didn’t know she was seventeen. Not that it much mattered.

It was my turn to change the subject. I didn’t want this to become an interrogation. I sipped my coffee. “Mom, I went to tuck you in last night&hellips;”

“Sorry about that, Dylan. Your mother has had a bit of a rough spell here.” She looked embarrassed.

“No, it’s not that. But I found these two pictures of me by your bed. One I recognized but the other one &hellips; someone had digitally altered it or something. What was that all about?”

She didn’t seem to know what to say. There was an awkward pause and then she said, “Oh, that. Your father’s idea of a joke. He and I had differing opinions about whether you should keep your hair short or let it grow. So that was what you would have looked like if you had had long hair. He put you in Scotland as a reminder of the old days when he and I were working there — before you came along.”

I was hoping Robyn wasn’t going to ask but she did. “What kind of work were you doing?”

My mother looked at her fingernails. “Research.”

“In what?” Robyn asked, probably just trying to be polite.

“Genetic engineering,” my mom answered. “That was how I met Dylan’s father.”

Robyn studied her toast. “Oh.”

I didn’t really understand what my father did at his company and I knew very little about my mother’s research before she quit working. I knew she was highly regarded. I even remembered her telling me a bit about genetics — at least as it related to bugs. She’d been able to explain to me all about Gregor Mendel’s experiments and what they meant when I was still quite young. I was kind of shocked to learn that other kids’ mothers didn’t fill them in about genetics at that age.

More interesting to me than Mendel, however, was hearing the story of one of my early heroes, Thomas Hunt Morgan, and his research, using fruit flies, into the relationship between chromosomes and heredity. I remember giving an oral report on the subject in school when I was ten, and the teacher wrote on her evaluation, “Dylan showed much enthusiasm for his subject.” My talk began something like this: “Chromosomes are really cool.”

“So where do you live, Robyn?”

“Emerson,” she said.

“And you go to Brevard High?”

“I transferred here.”

“She was picked on,” I said. “It was in her best interest.”

My mother was about to ask for the story and I didn’t want to go there. “We gotta leave now or we’ll be late.”

“Sure,” my mom said, letting us both off the hook.

I couldn’t believe Robyn’s skid. A two-door electric with retractable roof and full-solar hood. She started it up and it made no sound at all, much quieter than my dad’s dual-fuel Honda, which was an older combo — diesel-electric — and a real guzzler.

“She’s hiding something,” Robyn said.

“No, she was just trying to avoid talking to you about GM food and a few other things that she figured you’d be offended by.”

“No, it’s not that. I watched her face. Women can tell when other women are lying.”

“Lying? You’re talking about my mother.”

“You think parents don’t lie?”

I didn’t want to hear Robyn trash my mother. I didn’t know why she was doing this but I figured I’d let it go. “Let’s just change the subject, okay?”

“Sure. Did you see that conceited jerk on the news who claimed there is no Loch Ness monster?” Robyn asked. She knew of my interest in Nessie.

“Yeah. What a party-pooper.”

“Do you think he’s right?”

“I know he’s not right. I swam in Loch Ness. I could feel the presence of something there. I know.”

“You swam in Loch Ness?”

“My parents took me to Scotland a few years back. I loved it.”

“Weren’t you afraid?” “Trust me, the Loch Ness monster is a vegetarian. Maybe he eats fish sometimes but not meat.”

She stopped for a light and stretched her arms up through the open roof. She smiled and transformed the world once again into a wonderful place to be alive. “That’s really cool that he’s a vegetarian. I’d like to meet him sometime. Would you introduce me?”

“Sure,” I said. “On our way to Tibet. We’ll fly to Glasgow and I’ll take you there. Just don’t try to explain to my friend that most people don’t believe he exists.”

“If you believe he’s real, then I believe he’s real,” she said.

“Oh, he’s real all right.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

That day I again watched Robyn weather the harassment from kids at school. “The trick,” she said, “is to just not let them get to you. If you don’t react, if you don’t get angry, they have no power over you.”

The girls were much harder on her than the guys. Miles may have gotten the ball rolling, but Robyn didn’t react, and as she’d predicted he moved on to pick on some other poor soul. Miles didn’t care who his victim was as long as he had a victim that he could make squirm. Robyn wasn’t a squirmer. I was going to let her teach me some good life skills. It was quite an education.

At lunch, we sat outside on the grass and she told me to sit very still and look into her eyes. I followed her instructions. Her eyes were dark, like deep, deep pools of liquid. Caroline and her friend Clare stood not far away staring at us. I could hear Caroline ask, “What are they doing?” Clare answered, “I think it’s some kind of weird mind control. Maybe it’s voodoo.”

Maybe it was voodoo. As I continued to look into Robyn’s eyes, I felt myself drifting out of my body. I started to say something but she shushed me. “Just be quiet. Do you trust me?”

I nodded yes.

Then she leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. I was already flying through some alternate plane of existence. The kiss reconnected me to my body and my body was hurled up into this exotic other place. Next I felt her kiss my lips. Her tongue slid into my mouth and it was warm and wonderful.

Caroline said, loud enough so that anyone could hear her, “Oh God, that’s disgusting.”

It was anything but. Robyn knew how to kiss. When she stopped I was out of breath and still floating.

“Do it again,” I said.

She put up her hand and smiled, looked almost embarrassed, almost shy. “I just wanted to see if you were willing to trust me or if you’d be freaked.”

“I trust you. Totally. Do it again.”

“Not now.”

“Where did we just go?”

“We didn’t go anywhere. We were right here.”

“No, I felt like we were somewhere else.”

“I surrounded you with my energy field.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or take her seriously. “Surround me again.”

“I can’t. Not here. Not now. I need to recharge my batteries.”

“Like your skid, right? You have your own personal solar panels, I bet.”

“We’re all solar cells. You soak up the energy and then it’s up to you whether you put it to good use or just piss it away. Most people just piss it away.”

I kind of wish she’d stopped right there but she hadn’t. “I hate to bring this up but there’s something about your mom that isn’t right.”

“She’s just a little paranoid. She probably thinks you’re going to corrupt me, being older and all that.”

“I know she doesn’t trust me. I’m used to people judging me by the way I look or what they think I am but this is something different. She’s carrying around a lot of pain and with it some kind of secret, I think.”

“We all have secrets. What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is the secret has something to do with you. I saw it in her face when you were asking her a question.”

Now, this lovely, strange girl was making me mad. What right did she have to go analyzing my mother and making accusations? “Look, my mom is going through this rough thing. I think it has to do with menopause or maybe depression but it doesn’t have to do with me. She probably just worries about me, that’s all.”

“She’s trying to protect you from something.”

“Sure, why not? I’m old enough to take care of myself but she still thinks I’m a little kid. Both my parents were overly protective of me. It’s hard for her to let it go.”

Robyn knew when to stop. “Sorry. I was just telling you what I felt. I was being unfair.”

“Time for class,” I said.

I don’t know exactly what triggered the sudden daydream but it was so entirely weird. It might have been something to do with the news story and the vid images of the loch, of Scotland. It had something to do with my dream, something to do with that photo my mom had. And Robyn. Robyn had said my mother was lying about something. She said it as if it were unquestionable, as if it were a fact.

I was sitting in math class. Mr. Kempton was on a roll. He sat at his projection console and worked through this enormous equation that was displayed on the big screen at the front of the room. Mr. PowerPoint. He had a flair for making the dullest math subject come alive with colour, motion, and video clips that popped in and out and actually helped to illuminate the subject. He had always gone the extra distance to try to make teaching fun. So it was weird that this was the time I was drifting. When I drifted, I always stared at the upper-right-hand corner of the room. I guess I didn’t even realize it was happening at first.

I was eight years old. We were driving through some mountains in Scotland. Outside it looked &hellips; well, prehistoric. Stark, treeless hills above the valley floor. I was in the backseat of a very small car, an old car. Real old, like something I’d seen in those old Mr. Bean TV shows. In the front seat sat a man and woman — quite young. At first, I don’t think I understood that they were my parents, but a young version of my parents. I was studying a fly crawling on the backseat window. There was music playing — a radio, I guess, because the music was interrupted by a fast-talking Englishman. He talked so rapidly and with such a strong accent that I could hardly make out what he said. But I did catch the phrase “Spice Girls” and wondered what that meant. I wondered who they were, these girls made out of spices. Then more music. A fast beat. I must have liked it. The two adults in the front seat must have liked it. The man, the young version of my father, was tapping his hand to it on the steering wheel.

The sun was out and the sky was blue. I leaned towards the fly to look up at the top of the mountain on one side of valley. That’s when it happened.

I heard it before I saw it. A loud thunk and then the windshield of the old car shattered. I doubled over forward and felt the seatbelt dig deep into my gut. A deer had jumped in front of the car and landed on the hood, then crashed through the glass. It cracked into a thousand pieces but remained intact, a kind of shattered glass blanket falling in on the adults in the front seat. I was screaming now, crying, confused and frightened in a way I had never experienced.

The car skidded to a stop and I wailed louder. I was panicked by what I saw: my young mother and father before me buried by what was left of the windshield and a large animal, a deer that must have been killed by the impact. I knew that my stomach hurt and my head had hit the back of the seat in front of me. The engine was off now and it was suddenly quiet except for my father saying “Oh my God” over and over and my mother kind of whimpering. Then she shouted something out, a name. Not mine. “Kyle! Kyle, are you all right?” She was trying to push the glass and animal off of her but she was pinned down. There was blood pooling on the shattered glass.

And then my father heaved himself up and out of the car. He looked back at me and saw my fear. “You’ll be okay,” he said. “It will be all right, Kyle.”

I heard another car stop behind and people were running towards us, shouting. The door opened on my mother’s side and my father and another man were struggling to lift her out from beneath the broken glass and the deer carcass. I wailed louder.

A big woman opened the back door and touched both my arms. “Poor laddie,” she said. “We’ll have you out in a jiff.” And she did. She undid the seat belt and lifted me out of the car and carried me away. I remember her big thick arms and the way she held me to her as if I was a little baby.

A couple of men were lifting the dead deer out of the car now and wrestling the shattered sheet of glass off my mother. My father then unharnessed her and lifted her out and sat her down by the side of the road. Then she yelled out, “Where’s my little boy?”

I tried to speak but was unable to because I was still sobbing, so the thick-armed woman shouted, “He’s here, ma’am, and he’s just fine.” She carried me to my mother and put me in her arms. I felt her hot tears falling on my face as she said that name again. “Kyle.”

When I drifted back to math class, I had an odd sensation as if I was lowering myself back into my seat, pulling myself back from an actual physical space up there in the upper-right-hand corner of the room. Although I had believed this strange experience to be something very real to me while I was envisioning it, I also immediately understood that it was not anything that had ever happened to me. Those two adults seemed like my parents but they were far too young. The car was from another time and place. But I was sure I recognized the location. I had been there once — the valley of Glencoe, site of the famous massacre in 1692. The Campbells had murdered the MacDonalds: men, women, and children. I remembered the story, the history. But what was it that had just happened to me, and who was this little boy, Kyle?

A sense of disorientation stayed with me for the rest of the day. I decided not to seek out Robyn. I was still annoyed at her for saying those things about my mother. She had no right to do that. Maybe it was her crazy head trip on me that afternoon that had triggered the bizarre daydream.

At home, my mom grilled me some more about Robyn until I insisted she give it up. There was definitely some kind of bad vibe going on there between two women who had met only briefly. I wondered what that was all about.

I felt halfway relieved when I saw my father’s old Honda pull up in the driveway. “Dad’s home,” I announced.

He came in the door and gave my mom a hug. He came over and rubbed his hand over the top of my head as if I was a little kid. My hair was still trying to grow back. All I had was a kind of short spiky crop of hair. “It’s like sandpaper,” he said affectionately. “I could sand a two-by-four with that head.”

We had dinner and my father told us both how much his job sucked. “We spent two days creating the new project and two days destroying it. That’s how a committee works. In the end, we decided to do nothing. All the tests on the new stem cell stimulants were positive but the PR people think the climate isn’t right. We’re going to end up holding back on making the drug available, one that could improve the lives of thousands of people.”

“It’s the same old story. Mistrust of science, corporations responding to public opinion instead of hard facts.”

“Just like the old days,” he said, although I wasn’t exactly sure what “old days” referred to.

I offered to do the dishes and my dad picked up his suitcase and took it into their bedroom. My mother soon followed and the door was shut. I was a little surprised and somewhat shocked when I heard the bed bumping against the wall and realized what they were up to. Kids have a tough time thinking about their parents making love — especially going at it in the daytime. Why that seems disgusting, I don’t know. But if it’s happening and you’re in the next room, you don’t want to know about it. So I turned up the music kind of loud. The WorldCom site was playing oldies music, my mom’s favourite, and I left it there. Alanis Morissette was complaining about something in her song. She seemed really angry. And then there were a couple of nasty rap songs — sexist and raunchy. Hard to believe that my mom liked that kind of music.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

My father was tapping at my door and I looked at the clock to see if I had overslept. It was only seven o’clock. “Yo,” I said.

“Can I come in?”

“Sure.”

The door opened. My father walked in and stood there. He wasn’t wearing his suit. No tie, no shiny shoes. Just a T-shirt and jeans. He was smiling.

“You get fired?” I asked.

“I wish. No. I’m just taking a day off. Stress leave, as they used to call it. R and R.”

“Rock and Roll?”

“Rest and relaxation. I want you to join me.”

“Cut school?”

“Yeah. Cut school. I want to take you someplace. You have any good hiking shoes?”

“Sure.”

My mother had an appointment with her doctor and I was happy for that. I truly was worried about her. She needed some kind of help and I was glad she was turning to a professional.

“Your mother’s been under a lot of pressure,” my father said as he drove us out of town and east towards the nature reserve called Traverse Ravine, a place he’d taken me to several times when I was young. A deep gully, a rift really, that was said by geologists to be the fault line where two ancient super-continents had once collided: Gondwana and old North America. It was an extraordinary place where you could find exotic rocks like amethyst, magnetite, and even fossils of creatures long extinct — fish and underwater insects.

“I’m worried about her,” I said. “There’s something wrong, isn’t there?”

My father tightened his grip on the wheel and seemed ready to tell me something that he had been holding back. “I haven’t been doing a very good job as a father — or a husband, for that matter.”

“You’ve been busy.”

“Too busy. There’s got to be more to life than work.”

“Somebody’s gotta pay the bills,” I said, mouthing the clich&eacute;.

“Well, when you get to my age, you realize that maybe all that effort you put into your career isn’t worth it, after all.”

“So what is this then that you’re going through? Midlife crisis, male menopause, or what do they call it now?”

“They call it taking your head out of your ass,” he said, rather surprising me with this choice of words.

I suddenly felt a whole lot more relaxed. Up until then, I had been thinking there was some hidden agenda here, like he was about to tell me some deep dark secret. I don’t know what — that he was having an affair with another woman or that he was laundering illegal drug money. I had a bad habit of letting my imagination take over — like that daydream the day before in math class.

“I’ve saved enough. I’ve invested. I could quit tomorrow if I wanted to. We could move, even. Where would you like to go?”

“Australia,” I said. “Or New Zealand.”

“Entomological heaven,” he said. “I hear the people are friendly, too.”

“Or maybe Tibet,” I said, thinking about the promise I made to Robyn.

“Tibet? Really?” “Just kidding,” I said. I didn’t want to have to explain.

“But I’m serious,” he said. “Maybe it’s time for a change. Do you remember much about when we lived in Scotland?”

It was odd the way he phrased that. “I remember when we visited Scotland. You and Mom lived there before I was born. We were only there for two weeks, weren’t we?”

He cleared his throat. “Something like that. That’s what I meant. Visited. Remember the standing stones and the deep lochs? And those castles?”

This morning I had been thinking about that trip and about the drive through that valley &hellips; the one that had been part of my daydream. “What was the name of that town where we stayed at the farm?”

“Fort William.”

“Right. Just north of Glencoe. It was eerie there, like that massacre had just happened last week.”

I now remembered that I had picked it out on the map and wanted to go there but my mother hadn’t. “How come Mom didn’t want us to drive there?”

He fidgeted with the steering wheel. “Who knows? Like you said, it was an eerie place. Innocent people had died there — another one of those ghastly events in history. Maybe that was what your mother was reacting to.” And then, like so often was the case, he changed the subject. “I hear you have a new girlfriend.”

“Sort of. She’s one of a kind.”

“Aren’t they all?” he said and then laughed. “But your mom doesn’t think she’s right for you.”

I laughed too. “They didn’t exactly hit it off. I wonder what that was all about.”

“Your mom has some strong opinions sometimes.”

“So does Robyn. The two of them were like matches and alcohol. Robyn said she could tell Mom is hiding something from me. Isn’t that a weird thing for her to say? Why do you think she said that?” Right then I was feeling comfortable with my father in a way that I hadn’t felt in a long time. Like I could say or ask anything.

We were out of the suburbs now and the skid was moving us through rich green pastureland. The trees in the distance looked healthier than those in town, taller and leafier. “Your mother took a lot of flak for her research from some pretty vocal and self-righteous people.”

I knew something about this but it was never really discussed openly in our household.

“They wore her down,” he added. “She was — is — brilliant but she wanted the public to know that government and popular opinions, religion even, were preventing medical researchers — including us — from moving on to the next level of medicine. Procedures that would help people with diseases like Alzheimer’s and MS, Parkinson’s. She wanted people to know that some of those diseases could be prevented even before a baby was born.”

“Genetic modification.”

“That and stem cell research. Those years we spent in Scotland before you were born &hellips; we were moving ahead by leaps and bounds. North America was way behind. That was why we were there.”

I knew about them living in Scotland before I had come into the picture. I envisioned them as a happy couple living in a stone cottage. When they had taken me back there as a child, though, the memories seemed mixed. Tinged with sadness, sorrow, something lost. My mother not wanting us to drive to Glencoe, my father overriding her negativity.

“Everyone at the institute was cautioning her to keep a low profile and wait for the public to come to accept the new technology. But the right-wingers caught wind of our funding source and they wanted to have us closed down. Your mom decided to be the one to go to the front line and defend what we were doing. The news people had a field day. She was beautiful and brilliant and willing to stand in front of the TV news camera and chart a whole new course for the future of medicine.”

I thought of the smug Loch Ness researcher and wondered how my mother would compare. Not a media hog but a true crusader; that was my take.

“They crucified her,” my father said. “They really did. The institute had to let her go or they would never ever get another cent from the British government and that funding was what kept us going.”

It was beginning to make a bit more sense why my mother was so defensive sometimes and cynical. I wondered what Robyn would think of her if she knew all this.

“I stayed on there for a while when your mom changed course. She decided to work independently. And, after she was turfed out, she decided to give away her research information to anyone for free. She wanted others to be able to build on the foundation she had started. That was very rare. No drug companies involved, no public funding dependency.”

“She was very brave.”

“She was and is. But the very fact that she started to freely give away her research made the establishment mistrust her. It’s a crazy world we live in.”

“It is. What about now? What can I do to help?”

He shrugged. “I ask myself that question all the time.”

We reached the ravine, got out, and began to hike up the rift. We stopped and picked up some interesting stones — an agate and some smoky quartz. My dad snapped several pictures of me with his micro-digicam.

I clawed away at some loose slate and came across a nearly perfect fossil of an insect that I later identified as an ancestor of the modern diving beetle, the Dysticus. Frank E. Lutz, ever insightful about every insect he encountered, had written, “Adults discharge from behind the head and also from the anal glands, fluids &hellips; which are probably defensive against fish.” Lutz also noted that a fellow colleague named Harris kept a diving beetle for a kind of pet “for three years and a half in perfect health, in a glass vessel filled with water, and supported by morsels of raw meat.” My Dysticus fossil was my prize for the day. After an hour or so of poking around, we returned to the skid, both of us feeling better after the strenuous hike.

On the skid’s computer screen, I looked at the snapshots he had taken of us that day and then accessed some old photos he had archived there as well. As my dad drove, I scrolled through batch after batch, looking for that curious photoshopped version of me set in the past. It wasn’t there.

“What’s the story behind that photo you altered of me? The one in the night table beside your bed?”

He furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

So I described it. “She said you had given it to her as a joke. But I don’t quite get the joke.”

He paused, and then looked over at me. “Hmm. Oh, that one. I had forgotten about it. Just fooling around with a new phototool program, I guess. You should have seen the ones I did of me. I was an astronaut in an Apollo spacecraft. Me and Buzz Aldrin. And Neil Armstrong. Only I was the first one to set foot on the moon, not the other guy. ‘One small step for man.’” And then he slapped me on the leg. I kept scrolling back through the archives, further and further until I came to the baby pictures of me. God, I was an ugly kid — big fat head, skinny arms and legs. Bald as well.

I’d seen them all before but now something seemed different. Something about my parents. They looked like the younger version of my parents in my math class daydream. I felt my head get dizzy and I was losing focus.

“Tell me about Glencoe,” I said, frightening myself. “Tell me about the deer.”

My father kept his eyes focussed on the road. “I’m not sure I follow you.”

“Tell me about Kyle,” I said.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

My father sat in silence for a minute. We both looked straight ahead at the road back home. “Kyle was my grandfather’s name,” he said. “You must have known that. He designed ships. Big luxury liners. When I was young, he told me stories about the sea, about the old days at sea.”

It was a diversionary tactic. Kyle had been the name of my great-grandfather but there was more. Much more. My head was swirling with theories. Was I experiencing some sort of strange ancestral memory? Hearing about my great-grandfather was one thing, but the images in my head were not in sync with his life at all. Maybe his name had been swimming around in my brain. Maybe it was all mixed up and didn’t make any logical sense like a dream. Maybe there was just a photoshopped version of me by my parents’ bed, just as my parents had said. Or maybe there was much more to it.

“Your great-grandfather helped design the Victoria III. They called it unsinkable.”

“Like the Titanic.”

“Something like that.”

“Bet he had a beard.”

“You got that right. Check this out.” My father tapped the little keypad on the centre of the steering wheel. He entered his pass code and the satlink took him to another set of his personal archives. The vid-screen before me blinked once and then again and I was staring at a photograph of my great-grandfather. The great bearded one. His eyes blazed at me — deep and fiery. Something about him frightened me, something in that look — it was ambition, I think. Drive.

The screen clicked through photo after photo. The man. The ships he designed and his wife, my great-grandmother, an extraordinarily tall woman with a stunning face. “Do you have any images of them when they were younger?”

My father tapped the steering keypad again. I was watching him. I don’t think I meant to, but I was watching his fingers on the imbedded keyboard. I caught his password: patches.

As I stared at the photos of the young version of my great-grandparents, I was drawn back to another time and place. I could see that they were very much in love. I tapped the sort function and set it for time sequence so that I scrolled rather quickly through images of them as they grew older. I noticed that something changed: they seemed to grow less interested in each other. He grew fiercer in his looks, as if he were determined to accomplish something of great importance to him. She grew distant and sad. I felt sorry for them, these ancestors of mine whom I had never met.

I turned off the compscreen and looked out the window. We were back in the suburbs again. Fewer trees, brown lawns, a concrete sameness to the businesses and stores, a kind of gloom about the homes, even. I wondered what my great-grandparents would make of this world I lived in.

By the time we were home, I felt confusion rising up inside me. My mother seemed much more cheerful now. It could have been the doctor visit. It could have been the scrip. She gave me a hug and I showed her the fossil we had found. She seemed impressed.

“I’m taking your mother out to dinner tonight,” my father announced. “You’re welcome to come, Dylan.”

I never went out with them for dinner so I knew he was just being polite. “No thanks,” I said. In truth, I was glad they were doing something together. Maybe this was my dad’s attempt to reconnect with his son and his wife — all in one day — after so much time away. Nonetheless, confusion and sadness were welling up inside me. Something about watching that sequence of my great-grandparents as they aged. Slipping away from each other, maybe just like my parents were doing as they spent so much time apart. Slipping away from each other. Slipping away from me.

An hour later they were gone and I was alone with my thoughts. I cruised the net looking for information on the fossil I had found and for information on my great-grandfather. He had had a lot of press coverage in his day. Then I looked up my mother as I had done several times before. She too had garnered significant press coverage but it wasn’t all good. Her genetics and stem cell research was highly regarded in the science community but her notoriety had fuelled fundamentalist religious groups opposed to “meddling with human life.”

I followed her career from the mid-1980s. There were pictures as well. She was young and she was beautiful. She even had that fire I had seen in my father’s grandfather’s eyes — ambition. There were vidclips I could access that presented an articulate, vivacious, media-savvy scientist. In some, I saw my father hovering behind her, as if watching over her, protecting her.

What was I searching for, anyway? Why was I snooping on my parents’ past like this? Was it just curiosity or was I afraid of something? Afraid that something had been hidden from me, just as Robyn had said. I switched off the vidscreen and grabbed the university psychology text I had bought at a used book sale.

Under “Paranoid personality disorder” it said, “Subject is suspicious of others, fears that others are talking about him behind his back, blames others for things that go wrong, expects to be treated poorly, believes information is being withheld or hidden.” Well, that sure seemed to describe me. Maybe it was me who had mental issues, not my mother.

What I needed was a reality check. There was only one person I trusted. I called her.

“Robyn, can you come over?”

“It’s a bad time,” she said. “I just got a call from Carla. She sounded pretty messed up. She’s back home with her parents. I’m not allowed to see her but we had a long talk on the phone. I think she’ll be okay but I’m pretty wasted from dealing with her.”

“Okay, it’s just that&hellips;” I couldn’t complete the sentence. The silence was a powerful plea, I guess, an incomplete thought hanging there in mid-air, then coursing down the phone line to Robyn who had her own worries.

“Is your mother okay?” she asked.

“Yes, she’s all right. She’s out with my dad.”

“Then it’s you, right?”

“I don’t know how to explain what I’m experiencing right now except to say that I’m feeling confused and really, really lost.” That was the best I could do to make her understand.

“I’ll be right over. I’ll take my parents’ skid.”

She looked like she’d been crying: reddish eyes, face slightly puffy. I shouldn’t have stared.

“I look like crap, I know,” she said.

“How’s Carla? Think she’ll be okay?”

“I don’t know. She sounded really bad. She called me to say she was leaving again. Her parents were trying to be cool but it wasn’t working. I tried to meet with her but she refused. She said she didn’t want to cause anyone more grief.” Robyn took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I’ll never see her again.”

“There must be somewhere she’d be safe, someplace she’d be accepted.”

“Must be,” Robyn said darkly, not believing it. “Right now, her parents were her best chance. They’re not that bad. They just don’t understand. I could have helped her if she’d let me. And now it’s too late.”

Hearing about Robyn’s friend made me feel, for a brief instant, less concerned about me, about my confusion. Just having Robyn there made me feel better. I hugged her and kissed her on the top of her head. I felt her warmth against me and tilted her head up so I could kiss her on the mouth. She allowed me to do so once, then pulled back.

“You didn’t call me over here just because you want to make out, did you?”

“No,” I said. “I called you because I thought I was losing my mind.”

“Sanity is relative. We live in an insane world. Any thoughts that you have that are totally rational probably make you feel crazy because they don’t fit in with what’s going on out there in this nutso freaking world.” She was both angry and funny at once.

I explained the weird conversation with my father about my great-grandfather and about the old photo images I saw in the skid. I called up some of the news clips of my mom, too, for her to see. Then I went into my parents’ bedroom to bring back the altered photo of me. But it was gone.

Paranoid personality disorder set in again.

“Help me search their room,” I told Robyn.

“No way,” she said. “Parents’ bedrooms are creepy enough. But I’m not going to go rooting through their personal stuff. God, who knows what you might find.”

I was surprised that Robyn was squeamish about this but suddenly even more surprised at myself for suggesting that we go through their things.

“Let’s just go to Tibet right now,” I said. “How much do you think a one-way ticket is?”

Robyn took a deep breath. “Carla ran away and look at the mess she’s in now. I wanted to run away on several occasions but didn’t. I figured out that whatever problems are in your life when you’re home, they go with you wherever you go. You can’t just leave them behind. It’s like emotional Velcro.”

“Damn. How come you are both beautiful and smart?”

“Because I was born that way. And I worked with it.”

“You seem so confident. You know who you are and you don’t seem to care what the rest of the world thinks.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Dylan, I don’t know what all this is about. But I have another little story for you and you’ll have to hold onto your hat.”

“I don’t have a hat.”

“It’s an old expression, dingo,” she said. “When I was fourteen, I had a blood test because I thought I had mono. I took a peek at the results and noted my blood type. Turned out I just had a low-grade infection of some sort. It was nothing. But just out of curiosity, I looked up my parents’ blood types in the med archives at home. I was a snoop in those days. I was curious about everything. My blood type was completely different. I did some research and came to the conclusion that I could not be their biological offspring.”

“And you were sure?”

“One hundred percent. I had been adopted as a baby and they had not told me. I went through the roof. How could they have held this back? I was really angry.”

“So you confronted them?”

“Yes. And they lied. I don’t know what they were thinking but they lied. They tried to cover up the truth. They said they were afraid I couldn’t handle it. I got madder and madder. I also wanted to run away.”

“But didn’t.”

“Got as far as the mall and later slept in an unlocked skid. When I arrived back home, they told me the truth. And they were right. It shook me up, turned my world upside down. I mean, I looked like the product of my parents. Everyone said they could see my father, see my mother in me. But that had something to do with the agency that placed me — as a tiny baby — in their care.

“For a long while after they told me the truth, I wished that I did not know. I was so confused about who I was that it made me crazy. Really crazy. I did crazy things. My parents, in their own way, were right. They probably should have told me from the time I was young but they were afraid that it would cause me grief. They knew I already had hurdles to jump over since my adopting mom was white and my father was black.”

“But you got over it?”

“Not easily. Once the tragedy of it all sank in, I became truly depressed. They tried to ease me into it by telling me one new bit of the story at a time but when I put it all together I was reeling.” She took a deep breath. “Are you sure you want to hear this?”

“I’m sure.”

“It goes like this. I was born in South Africa. Both my parents were HIV positive; both ended up with AIDS and were dying. They were poor. They didn’t have access to the Western AIDS drugs. I was healthy, though. I didn’t have the disease. But no one in South Africa wanted to adopt me, a baby who had come from parents with AIDS. I was too small to remember any of this but I know now the story is true. As my parents’ health grew worse, I was turned over to an orphanage run by a Dutch organization. There was a twenty-four-year-old volunteer there from Nova Scotia. She made the contacts back here and she found a couple willing to adopt me. At first, Immigration turned down their request to bring me here for adoption. I was an AIDS baby in their eyes and it didn’t matter that I was healthy. The young woman who was trying to help me didn’t give up on me, though. She made some contacts and came up with a forged birth certificate, flew with me to London and then here. Once I was in the country, my parents hired lawyers and there was no way that I was going to be sent back. All this while I was still sucking on a bottle and wearing diapers.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“You know what?” I said. “I think I’m going to give up on trying to sort out this puzzle. I have a hard enough time figuring out who I am as it is. Suppose it turns out I was also adopted. What if I’m not who I think I am at all?”

Robyn pursed her lips. I looked directly in her eyes. And beautiful eyes they were. “You need to know. It seems unlikely you were adopted but we can probably find out pretty quick.”

“Med records?”

“Can you access them?”

I knew my father’s archive site. I also realized that I now knew his access code. I thought about it for a second or two. Did I really want to do this? “Aw, hell,” I said. I entered the site quickly and punched in a blood type query for the family.

“What the heck is this?” Robyn asked.

Instead of showing three sets of blood types, it showed blood types going back several generations. There was great-grandpop Kyle and his wife and even his parents before him. “Well, they are geneticists,” I said. “I guess they had a healthy curiosity.”

Robyn studied the information. “Well, if you were adopted, they were pretty picky about the blood type.”

“So you don’t think that’s likely?”

She shook her head. “I’m no expert but, based on this, I’d say you are the son of your parents. No doubt. Have any photos of your grandparents?”

I used my father’s access code again to show some of the archival images. My grandparents on both sides, then my great-grandparents. Robyn stared at that image of my great-grandfather, Kyle. “Holy shit,” she said. “Look at that face. Do you have anything of him from when he was younger?”

I scrolled through some images until I found one of him at maybe eighteen.

“Spitting image,” she said. “I can’t believe the resemblance.”

I don’t know if I was relieved or confused. Now I was thinking, well, if I was adopted, what would be the big deal? I wouldn’t be the only kid to ever be adopted and not told. I was watching Robyn now as she looked at the old images on the vidscreen. God, she was beautiful. I was thinking, here I am home alone, parents out for the evening. I’m with this beautiful, exciting girl &hellips; time to give up on my neurotic worries and focus my energy on her. I brushed her hair with my hand and then put an arm around her.

She wasn’t taking the hint. “Cowboy, show me some more of the news stuff about your mom.”

I revisited the TV clips and some of the newspaper articles from 1985 and 1986. The research, the threats, her perseverance. But some kind of glitch seemed to prevent me from accessing info after that. I kept trying to find more information from various public sources, but nothing came up.

“Your parents have NetNanny or something?”

“No. What do you think I do, spend my spare time at holo-porno sites?”

Robyn clicked away at the mouse. “It just seems like some program is preventing your access to what you are looking for.”

I went back to my dad’s personal archive and entered his password again, but I couldn’t get any further. Access was denied. Probably an automatic program had monitored my intrusion into his personal files and now kept me out. Nothing personal, just an automatic response, a security program.

“Spooky,” Robyn said. “Very spooky. Maybe they’re into something illegal.”

“Robyn. These are my parents. They have their problems but they are not selling secrets or dealing drugs or communicating with aliens. I’m sure of that.”

“But they have secrets. Big secrets.”

“Maybe I should just back off.”

“I say we go to the library. Pub access terminals. Your gear is fenced in. You’re not going to find what you need here.”

Robyn drove recklessly to the downtown library. We had an hour before it would close. We waited ten minutes for comp access and then we went snooping on my mom again. It seemed like she was just plain out of the limelight by around 1987. They’d moved back from Scotland and my father had taken his first non-research job. The stem cell thing really heated up but my mom seemed out of the picture. The only reference I could find about her then-current activity concerned her statement that she wanted to “raise a family,” which drew sudden praise from her detractors, conservative religious types who were quoted as saying she had come to her senses and that motherhood would change her. But this was 1987. I wasn’t born until 1997, a whole decade later.

She appeared to find a bit of the spotlight again in 1993 when it was reported that she was going to make her previous research available to anyone who wanted it so that the work could continue. But what was she doing with her time, if not employed in genetic research? Meanwhile, it seemed that my father had become a bit of a mover and shaker in the pharmaceutical world, bringing several new anti-cancer drugs into public prominence — not that he invented them, just that he had moved into orchestrating their marketing. Guess he was a big-time drug dealer after all.

I slipped ahead to 1996 just as the lights began to blink on and off at the library. It was about to close. It seemed 1996 was a big year for genetics, a big leap for the entire field, especially in Scotland, where Dolly, the first cloned sheep, was born. There was a very small mention that my mother’s early research had been part of what led to Dolly. And then this: “In a sad irony to this breakthrough, Mary Gibson’s son died this past month as the result of a rare form of cancer. The science community grieves her loss.”

I felt the blood drain out of my head. Robyn stared at the screen.

“We’re closing,” the librarian told us.

Robyn entered a query to the search engine: “Mary Gibson, Death of son, Obituary.”

The obituary appeared on the screen.

“Gibson, Kyle. Died at the age of nine from cancer in Glasgow, Scotland. Son of&hellips;” The date was March 15, 1996.

“You really have to leave,” the librarian said.

“Let’s go,” Robyn said. She led me by the hand. Everything seemed out of focus and I sensed strange visual vibrations coming from the most ordinary things. I wasn’t even sure I could trust the ground underneath my feet.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

It had seemed warm when we went into the library but now the night air felt icy cold. Robyn drove more cautiously now as she tried to keep me calm.

“Okay, so you had a brother. He died and your parents were devastated. So devastated that they decided to hide the truth from &hellips; well, just about everybody. Including you. This is not good, but it’s not the end of the world.”

“It means I don’t really know who they are. They’re strangers. How many other lies do you suppose they told me?”

“Don’t go jumping into the deep end. Just chill on it for a bit.”

“Robyn, I’m so confused. Why wouldn’t they tell me? Why didn’t I know from the time I was a little kid? This doesn’t make any sense.”

“Since when do parents make sense? My advice is that you should sleep on it. Say nothing right now. You’ll freak them out if you do. Your mom at least is not going to deal with this well.”

I realized my hands were shaking. My voice was shaking, too. My whole body was shaking. “How could they do this to me?”

“When I learned that I was adopted, I thought I hated my parents at first for not telling me. I thought I’d never speak to them again.”

“So how did you deal with it?”

Robyn looked over at me. “I got over it and I got on with my life. What else can you really do?”

We were back in my driveway now. My parents’ skid was not there. They were still out. I decided to take Robyn’s advice. I wouldn’t confront them tonight. I would listen to some music, read maybe, if I could get focused, and then go to sleep. Maybe everything would make more sense in the morning.

The book by my bed was The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, a book that was about The Tibetan Book of the Dead. Robyn had said it would help me get my head around some of the difficult stuff she was interested in. I’d been trying to read it but was having a hard time with some of the ideas. The author, Sogyal Rinpoche, was talking about how the living needed to “help” the dead in their transition from this world to the next. He referred to the first forty-nine days of the “bardo,” the transition time, as the most critical. But he went on to say, “It is never too late to help someone who has died, no matter how long ago it was.” Even someone who has been dead for a hundred years can benefit, he suggested.

I didn’t really understand this but something about the idea resonated within me. Helping the dead. Here I was, alive, sitting in my room, still physically shaking from the shock of learning about my dead brother, someone I had never met, never even known about, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. How did he die? What kind of life did he have? I felt so sad and even lonely. I wished he had lived. I wished I had gotten to know Kyle Gibson, my long-lost brother. I wished he had been there to stand up for me when I was bullied or to pick me up when I fell. I truly missed this brother, felt angry that I had not had a chance to meet him. It wasn’t fair at all.

My anger soon came back to bear on my parents. They had no right to keep such a secret. It seemed impossible that they had succeeded all these years.

The image of the photo swam up into my consciousness. It had been real. It was him in that other photo. It wasn’t me at all. My brother and I must have looked very much alike.

I heard my parents come in downstairs. They were talking loud and laughing. I hadn’t heard them like that in a long time. How could they have done this to me? I kept thinking. My gut instinct was telling me to go down there and confront them. Tell them I knew and rage at them for not telling me about my brother.

Instead, I tried to read more of Sogyal Rinpoche’s book. He spoke of delok, those near-death experiences that people in all parts of the world have shared. In Tibet these experiences were recorded and considered to be real information about what happens after we die. Sometimes, a person experiencing delok would go to a place like hell, then come back and warn his friends about how to avoid going there. Sometimes a delok person would meet others already dead and come back to the living with messages from them — messages that were taken very seriously.

In ancient times, certain well-practised religious leaders could intentionally travel to the world of the dead and return. Those around him or her would test the validity of the delok experience in a rather odd way: “The orifices of the body were stopped with butter, and a paste made from barley flour put over the face. If the butter did not run, and the mask did not crack, the delok was recognized as authentic.”

It almost sounded like some bizarre skin treatment that was offered at the cosmetic boutique in the mall. I closed the book and began to feel tired but it wasn’t a good tired. I felt abandoned, lost. I lay down and closed my eyes, tried to drift free of myself, but instead I thrashed back and forth in bed, restless and now sweaty. I kept thinking about what I’d read: Tibetans willing themselves into a temporary death state. And that business about helping someone who is dead, even if they had been dead for a hundred years.

How exactly do you help someone who has been dead a long time? How do you help someone you never met?

In my dream, I remember feeling hot. My body felt like it was on fire. My surroundings were blurred — hallways, tunnels maybe, a red tinge to everything. I was moving quickly through this place. I thought I was running but then realized I was on my back looking up at the ceiling. Faces appeared within my view and then they disappeared. Frightening faces &hellips; faces that showed fear. And then I was lying alone in a bed, still looking up at the ceiling. The ceiling now was white. I felt hot still. And then the pain began to grow.

Time was passing but it was not time in the usual sense. It went slow, then fast. The pain — and it was in every cell of my body — slowed time down against my will. Then something changed within me and the pain subsided. Time raced forward again only to decelerate to a near halt when the torment returned.

I was aware that I was asleep in my bed. I was aware that I had been reading about near-death experiences. One part of me was acutely aware that what was happening was a dream, that I was upset and even traumatized in my “real” world and this was a manifestation of it. But that did not alter in any way the concrete reality of what I was experiencing.

I kept trying to wake myself up, trying to open my eyes, but I was being pulled down, as if into the bed itself, or dragged through whatever building structure was beneath me, into the earth. I was being swallowed. And then this thought blossomed in my mind: This is not you, Dylan. This is not happening to you. It is happening to someone else. No. It happened to someone else. It is real and not real at the same time.

And then I heard a voice: Help me.

Who was saying this?

Help me. The voice was more faint. The energy was diminishing. Someone was dying.

Kyle was dying. I was experiencing his death.

Help me.

It is never too late to help someone who has died.

Help me, please.

But I didn’t know how.

I was shaking my head side to side, trying to release myself — the real me — from the pain I was feeling. I was trying to open my eyes and it took all the energy in the world to do this. I could see only faintly through a slight crack and I saw the faces of my mother and father. It was me this time speaking to them: Help me.

And then it went pitch black and I sat bolt upright in my bed and screamed.

My mother arrived first in my room and my father close behind.

“Dylan, honey. Are you all right?” my mom asked.

I was sweating and breathing very hard. Panting. The sense of panic was still with me as my mother put her arms around me and looked at my dad with grave concern. My father touched the top of my head, trying to soothe me as he stroked my hair. That’s when I realized the pain was going away. The heaviness that had been pulling me down was gone. I felt lighter.

“How did he die?” I demanded between gasps for air. “Exactly how did my brother die?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

My father looked at my mother. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said rather unconvincingly. I was still trying to stop the spinning in my head, trying to wrestle some kind of sense into all this.

“Just tell me the truth. Tell me about the other boy in the photograph by your bed.”

You could have cut the silence with a knife. And then my mother spoke. “It was all very hard on us. We should have told you much earlier. I &hellips; we &hellips; made a decision under a lot of stress. I felt like I was losing everything. I felt so terrible. I wanted to die.”

I was sitting up in bed now. My father was rubbing his hand through his hair. “Dylan, when Kyle died, your mother became terribly depressed. Suicidal, even. I was afraid I was going to lose her, too. Kyle had a very rapidly advancing form of cancer, a painful form of cancer. His treatment had been going well, and then he suddenly got worse. We went from feeling that everything was going to be okay to realizing that we were losing him.”

“He was only nine,” my mother said. “He had his whole life to live. It wasn’t fair.”

I felt a chill go through me. I swallowed hard. “I think I somehow relived what he was feeling there in the hospital. That was what I was dreaming about. I was him.”

“It was just a dream. You couldn’t possibly have those memories.”

“I realize that. It just seemed so real. I would like to have known him. I would like to have had an older brother.”

I studied my father’s face and he seemed puzzled by something, not just worried but puzzled. “Dylan, how much do you know about your brother?”

I told them about the net search and the obituary I had read.

“Then you don’t know the full story, do you?” my mother asked.

“How do I know what the full story is?”

My father took a deep breath. “Jesus.”

Something was beginning to gnaw at the back of my brain. The full story. What was it? “You had quit your research, right Mom? You had Kyle. You raised him. He was your son. When he died you wanted another child. That makes sense to me. I think I understand.”

“But there’s more, Dylan,” my father said. “And you do need to know.”

“Maybe not yet,” my mother said.

I threw her an icy look.

“Yes, I do need to know. It’s been long enough. If there is something you aren’t telling me, please tell me now.”

“This isn’t going to be easy,” my mother told my father.

He tentatively started. “You have some understanding of the research we were doing at the time in Scotland, don’t you?”

“Oh my God,” I said out loud. I felt an icicle sliding down my spine.

“We didn’t just want another child, Dylan. We wanted Kyle back. We wanted to give him a second chance.”

My mom reached out to touch me but I pulled back. “We took a gamble. We made a leap and we did it recklessly. We had been working with Ian Wilmut. We were doing parallel research, sharing some of what we each did but keeping some things, well, secret. It was all quite controversial. I knew that we could offer the medical profession a powerful new tool to cure diseases, even prevent diseases, if we could just stay on our path. But it wasn’t easy. Funding came and went.”

“What we did, we did out of grief, love, and desperation,” my father said. “Wilmut’s research had been with animal cells. Ours had been with human cells. We used healthy DNA samples from Kyle. We used them in creating another pregnancy in your mother.”

“When you were born and we knew you were healthy and normal in every way, we were thrilled.”

“Oh my God. I don’t believe I’m hearing this.”

“Dr. MacKenzie, the one we took you to see in Scotland, is the only other person who knows. And now you.”

My father rubbed his hands together. “Others picked up your mother’s research where she left off. She had already dropped out of the scene and she decided to stay there. I shifted into working for the drug companies. We moved here. Started a new life. We wanted to raise you as a normal kid. We didn’t want you to have to grow up under the scrutiny of the media, being the target of crazies. There were fanatics everywhere. People who hated us for what we were doing. We wanted what was best for you.”

“And you’ve turned out wonderfully. And now you have a big challenge ahead of you. You have to figure out what you are going to do with this knowledge.”

“The knowledge that I’m a clone or that I had a brother who died?”

“Both, I guess,” my dad said. “Although some experts might argue about what the true definition of the C word is, but you pretty much have it right.”

The confusion in my brain was massive. “What am I going to do?”

“You’re going to have to get on with living the life you’ve already started,” my mom told me.

“But I don’t know if I can.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t feel like I really know either of you. I don’t know if I can trust you. And I’m not even sure I know who I am anymore.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I asked to be left alone and my parents respected my wishes. As I began to regain my bearings ever so slightly, a mass of questions began to swarm in my head. If I was the product of my brother’s DNA, wasn’t there a good chance that I too would die from whatever form of cancer had struck him down? But that didn’t scare me as much as the overwhelming confusion I was currently feeling about just who I was.

Which part of me, of my physical self and my identity, was me and which part had come from Kyle? I was confused. Beyond confused. Confused and angry. Overriding everything was a sudden fear that I would never be able to simply be myself again. If I told the truth to anyone, then I might end up being labelled and ridiculed. I vowed that I would keep my mouth shut. I would bury the secret and I would just go on as I had been.

In the morning, my parents were waiting for me at the breakfast table. “We need to work on a strategy of what we do now,” my father said. He saw the look in my eye. I was still very angry with them both.

“I already have a strategy,” I said. “I’m not telling anyone. I’m going to pretend you never told me, pretend I don’t know.”

“I think that’s the best option,” my mother said. I could tell from the sound of her voice that she had been crying.

“You want to take the day off from school?” my dad asked.

“No. I want everything to be just as it was. I want to go to school.”

“I’ll drive you,” he said.

“I’d rather walk.”

The hike to school confirmed my resolve. I looked around at people driving by, at kids getting on buses, at old men and women walking slowly for their morning pleasure. I felt alone and cut off from them all. I felt different. When my mind drifted to thoughts about Robyn, I realized that she was perhaps my greatest problem. She knew enough to ask more questions but she didn’t know the whole truth. And she’d be asking questions.

I saw her in the hallway and went in the opposite direction. I succeeded in avoiding her until fourth period. She grabbed my arm as we left English class. We both had free blocks then and I knew I couldn’t just walk away from her.

“What did they say? Why were they hiding the truth about your brother?”

I took a deep breath and avoided looking her in the eye. “After Kyle’s death, my mother went into a deep depression. When I was born, she was still deeply messed up and she convinced herself that the only way she could raise me without feeling the pain of the loss of her first child was to block it out of her life. My dad went along with it.”

Robyn looked at me and furrowed her brow. “But your parents are smart people, Dylan. They have PhDs, for God’s sake. They know you can’t just erase the past. They can’t pretend their first son didn’t exist.”

“Maybe that’s why my mom is feeling so messed up now. Maybe it’s why she drinks and takes those pills.”

“Hmm. I’m not so much worried about her right now. I’m worried about you, Dylan.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m okay.”

But Robyn looked truly worried. “This is probably incredibly weird for you.”

“It is.” I wanted to tell her I felt like one of those insects I’d read about. I’d just outgrown the hard casing of my body. I’d cracked out of one skin and was tossing it off but I didn’t have a hard new skin yet. I felt exposed and vulnerable and the only person who could really help me was right here with me. And I could never, would never, tell her the truth.

By the afternoon, I’d slipped into a kind of dull grey fog. My new shell was forming, tougher and harder than the last, more impermeable and I hoped permanent. After school, Robyn said she wanted to hang with me, wondered if I wanted to go to the mall and watch the shallow people shop. We could sit by the holo-fountain and make fun of them. It was a skill she had honed to perfection. But I said no. I wanted to sleep. I wanted to escape from this world in whatever way I could.

At home, my mother was in a videoconference with a white-haired intellectual somewhere else on the planet. I was glad she had continued to share her knowledge of stem cell research. That field of medicine had grown by leaps and bounds and, had she stayed with her work, she would probably have been at the top of it. Instead, she’d faded into the background, first to raise Kyle, then me — and to protect me from the outside world. She knew what kind of freak I really was.

Sleep eluded me, so I found myself sitting at my comp running a search for everything and anything about clones. I read about Dolly, tried to imagine how my story, the really big story, would have played out in the media had it come to light. It became obvious that my parents might have even been prosecuted and put in jail. I read articles on cloning and ethics — bioethics, some called it. I watched vidclips of people with fundamentalist religious views — Christian, Jewish, Muslim — and realized how strongly they felt that cloning was somehow sacrilegious because it was tampering with something so sacred.

There were political ramifications, social ones, and finally I found an article with the title, “Does a Clone Have a Soul?” I sat back in my chair and pondered yet again whether I believed anyone had a soul. Robyn and I had been working at this. She was convinced we all did. Everyone died and moved on through those stages of death she’d read about in The Tibetan Book of the Dead. Your soul or spirit lived on and then you came back. Over and over.

But would that be true for me? I was different. Kyle had died and his soul, I am sure, went on to somewhere. Christian heaven or into the bardo stages and on to the next world. Maybe he had already returned in the form of another human being. But what if my very existence, my birth, somehow interfered with that process? At birth, I was the clone of my brother. Maybe I was the same baby he had been. As I grew I had become a different person, but genetically I was identical from the start. Did those religious people have good reason to have such strong opinions?

Or was Kyle’s soul within me now, living and breathing as part of me? I had no way to begin answering this or any of the other impossible questions posed. Did I even have a right to exist? Not according to some of the hard-line thinkers. I was a freak of nature. A monster. And how was I going to live with that?

Certainly, there was a loud and active pro-cloning community of scientists and others out there. Husbands and wives who could not have children and wanted to could create a new life this way and build a family. And I came across stories of other parents who had lost young children and wanted the right to “bring their children back.”

Some others argued that an entire race of clones could be created as “cheap labour” or even slaves. After all, they would not be fully human; they would not have been conceived in the normal way. They would not need rights or privileges because they were not human. They did not have souls.

I dug all the way back to February 23 of 1997 and the first public reports about Dolly. One headline read, “Researchers Astounded &hellips; Fiction Becomes True” and the subtitle said this: “Dreaded Possibilities Are Raised.” And that was only about a sheep. A Dr. Silver from Princeton University said, “It basically means there are no limits. &hellips; It means all of science fiction is true.” And a so-called medical ethicist from Missouri added, “This technology is not, in principle, policeable.” He suggested that soon scientists would consider cloning the dead.

This and other speculation seemed to scare the living daylights out of the public. But that was then, right? That was a long time ago.

Even though Wilmut defended cloning animals for the purpose of harvesting biological materials that would help haemophiliacs, people with cystic fibrosis, and more, he was thoroughly thrashed by much of the media and the public.

During those days following the news of Dolly, my mother was pregnant with me and she understood full well that she had to ensure that my birth was a secret. And it took its toll on her.

I kept poking away at the avalanche of information, digging randomly here and there. I soon realized how difficult it was to separate the facts from the myths about cloning. Around the end of the century, several radical cults had claimed they already had a cloned child among them. Several publicity-seeking parents had claimed their children were clones but had been proven to be liars.

Then there was the court case in California of parents, also genetics researchers, who had brought a cloned baby into the world in secrecy. When the child died of a birth defect in the brain, the truth came out. They were prosecuted and put in jail. The public had supported the prosecution.

Most tragic of all were the three cloned children in England. Each was born to a grieving parent, aided by a doctor who had taken on cloning as his mission in life. The children were healthy and had been in the spotlight up until a few years ago. Their families had been ostracized to the point that they were forced to leave their communities and move, seemingly disappearing. But they were no doubt out there somewhere, keeping secret the nature of their children. The doctor, another geneticist by the name of Eugene Benson, had himself been stalked and assassinated much in the way that pro-life fanatics had killed abortion doctors in the 1990s.

I began to realize that I was part of something much bigger than me. I comprehended why I had been kept in the dark and I understood why I needed to guard my secret.

But I had read enough to know that there were others like me out there. Any parent who had followed the fate of the researchers and the cloned children could see that the only sensible thing to do, if you were going to make use of the cloning technology, was to keep it a secret.

It was conceivable that I was the oldest cloned child of them all. And the odds were good that there were more and more coming into the world — here in North America and in other parts of the world. But few parents would want their cloned children exposed to the scrutiny of the public and the potential danger it would bring.

I dipped back into the past again. An online magazine from 1997 called Salon had an interview with Ian Wilmut himself. It was titled, “Dr. Frankenstein, I Presume.” I didn’t quite know whether to laugh or cry. When asked if human cloning was possible, even someone as committed to cloning research as Wilmut said, “It is possible &hellips; but we would find it ethically unacceptable to think of doing that.”

And I’d scavenged the net for long enough to know that the vast majority of citizens out there would still agree with that statement today. Genetic research had lurched forward with roadblocks at every corner but cloning was still, for most people, “ethically unacceptable.” So what did that make me?

I thought about Robyn and her commitment to avoid anything that was genetically modified, whether it was pants made from GM cotton or cornflakes made from GM corn. What would she think if she ever found out the truth about me?

I switched off the vidscreen and sat in silence. I began to wonder how long it might be before someone, some hotshot journalist, stumbled onto my story. It wouldn’t take a genius or even a trained professional to follow the breadcrumbs, then take a poking look at all the researchers who were working in and around Ian Wilmut back then. It wouldn’t take long for this hot-shot to eventually focus on Mary Gibson and unearth the story of the death of her son. The birth of me. And if that all came out now, what would I do? What would my parents do?

The phone rang. I saw that it was Robyn’s number. I answered and flicked on the phone’s vidscreen for the call. Robyn had always insisted on that when we talked. She said she had to see my eyes when I spoke.

“Dylan. I just found out. It’s Carla. She’s dead. She was in Seattle. They found her in a rooming house where she was staying. She died alone. Drugs. I didn’t find out until tonight. She never had a chance to stop running. Nothing I ever did to help did any good at all.”

And then there was silence on the line. Robyn was crying.

“I’ll be right over,” I said.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Robyn was sitting alone in a cold pool of fluorescent light at her kitchen table. I opened the back door and walked in. She stood up and came to me, hugged me tightly so that for a moment I felt like I couldn’t breathe. She was crying. I wanted to tell her how sorry I felt for her. I wanted to tell her that I knew everything was so unfair. My own confusion and fears were still with me, not buried, not background, but fully part of my compassion for the loss of her friend.

As I held Robyn to me, I understood that she would also feel a sense of guilt that she did not deserve. And there would be anger, too. I knew that.

“No one ever gave Carla a chance. Once you get a label, then that’s it. No one accepts you for who you really are. If you’re different and if you’re not afraid to show how different you are, there are some out there who will crucify you.”

“I know,” I said. “I know.”

“She was found alone in a rooming house. Drug overdose. She never did drugs when I knew her. They say she had track marks on her arms. Needles.”

“There’s nothing you can do now. I’m so sorry, Robyn.”

“That’s the problem. There is nothing I can do now. But I let her leave; I let her run. She told me she had to get away. I even agreed. I should have gone with her. She was my friend.”

“Robyn, you had your own life to live. If you’d gone with her, it would have been unfair to your parents, unfair to you. And I would have lost you.”

“Carla’s parents are having the funeral in private. No one is invited. Not even me. They are ashamed of their daughter and how she died. They didn’t understand her at all. No one did.”

“You did. You accepted her for who she was.” As I said those words, I felt an upwelling of my own fear and confusion. I had never met Carla. She was a stranger to me but I cared deeply about Robyn and what she was feeling. Yet there was something else. I was wrestling with my new-found knowledge of who I was. It was going to take a long time to adjust. Like Carla, I felt like I was on my own.

No one would understand, if I told them. No one would understand what it felt like to be me. It may just have been my imagination, but I closed my eyes, as I continued to hold Robyn, and I was again in a hospital bed. I felt hot and I felt heavy and very, very tired. I was certain that I somehow carried Kyle’s memory with me, even the moments of his dying. There was some inner drive that kept taking me back to that event. And I found myself believing that I was not just remembering but reliving Kyle’s experience. With my eyes closed and my arms locked around Robyn, I felt the heaviness and the pain, but soon something began to change. It seemed a great weight was lifted from me. There was lightness, a feeling of freedom. And then it disappeared.

Robyn pulled herself slowly away and then sat back down at the kitchen table. There was a newspaper open and she had been reading the article about Carla’s death. She looked angry now, fierce even. She ripped the page out of the paper and shredded it. “They got it all wrong. She’s dead and even now they have it all wrong. It’s a stupid, ugly world we live in, Dylan.”

“Maybe it is,” I said. It was my time to speak and I didn’t know what to say but I gave it my best shot. “I’ve been reading those books you loaned me,” I began. “I don’t really understand much of this, but I remember that in The Tibetan Book of the Dead it says that when you die, everything changes. First, there is a kind of emptying of yourself, a leaving behind of your life and identity.”

“I don’t know if any of that makes sense,” she said, now cynical, despite the fact that she was the one who’d introduced me to these rather far out ideas. “Maybe nothing happens when you die. Maybe you cease to exist. It’s all over. Maybe we just want to believe that there is something after this life.”

“Yes. We do want to believe that. I still don’t know what I believe in. Heaven, maybe. Hell? But it’s worth considering all the possibilities. I remember reading in your book the thing about trying to help the dead. It sounded strange but it made a kind of sense to me. I thought about my dead brother and I sent him kind thoughts and it made me feel a little better.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really.” I wanted to bare my soul to Robyn just then — not that I was sure I had a soul. I just wanted to offer her something that might help take her pain away. I had my own fears that she might run, not necessarily run away, but cut herself off, become hardened by the sad truth of her friend’s death. “I’m trying to remember the next stage of what the Tibetan book says. It was something about ‘radiance,’ a kind of shining colours and light and a wonderful sense of fullness. The next phase comes back to &hellips; I’m trying to remember the words for it &hellips; ‘ceaseless manifestation.’ I guess it’s about recreating something from all that light and energy and becoming &hellips; a person, I guess, moving back into this world.”

“I’d like to think that Carla wouldn’t have to return to this world.”

“Maybe there is some kind of purpose to the life she lived, some kind of meaning. Like it was a step on a path.”

Robyn balled up the rest of the newspaper and crushed it with her hands. “Where’d you get that from?”

“You,” I said.

She let out a sigh. “I called Carla’s parents. I tried talking to them but they said they had nothing to say to me. They never liked me because I was one of the few people who accepted Carla for who she was. I encouraged her to be who she wanted to be. And look where that led.”

I touched her shoulder and realized there was very little I could do to console Robyn. I felt frightened by that fact and sensed she was slipping away from me.

It was then I realized I couldn’t keep what I had learned about me to myself. “Robyn,” I began, “this is probably not the best of times to tell you this, but there’s more to the story about my brother. My parents told me the truth.”

She didn’t look at me until I was halfway through my story. At first I didn’t know what to make of her expression. Shock. Amazement. Was it revulsion as well?

“You’re not making this up?” “No. I’m pretty sure I’m not alone. There are others out there.”

Now she looked worried. “They’re going to crucify you. The same people who hounded Carla. They’re waiting for their next victim.”

“I think I know that. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to take it. But now I’ve told one person. Now you know. Does it change the way you feel about me?”

Robyn looked at the news article that she had shredded. “Yes,” she said. “I think I love you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

I wasn’t at all prepared for the way things went over the next few days. It was like somebody had suddenly changed all the rules. If there had ever been rules to begin with.

After calling my parents, I spent the night on Robyn’s living room sofa. In the morning, Robyn was very quiet and moody. I knew she was feeling terrible about the death of her friend. I guess she was feeling guilty about not being able to help but it came out as anger. It seemed that she was angry with everyone, including me. The look on her face frightened me.

I tried to hold her but she pulled away. “What I said last night, Dylan &hellips; I think maybe I wasn’t thinking straight. I was a little crazy. I am a little crazy. I wish I could help you right now but I don’t think I can even help me. I’m going to need some space.”

The ground kept shifting under me and now I felt more alone than ever. “You want me to leave?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry but I really need time alone.”

I picked up my jacket and looked around for my shoes. “I’ll see you later today?” I asked. “In school?”

“I’m not going to school today.”

“Will you call me?”

“Maybe.”

I tried to kiss her on the cheek but she pulled away and then walked into the other room.

I called home and asked my dad to pick me up. I told him I would start walking and meet him along the way. When he stopped for me, I got in and explained about Robyn’s friend.

“Did you know her? This Carla?”

“No,” I said. “But I wish I had. Maybe I could have helped.”

“You can’t always help people. Sometimes they have to fight their own battles. Sometimes it’s best not to get involved.”

“Oh, that’s a great bit of advice,” I said, feeling like Robyn now. Angry. Really pissed at my father for saying such a stupid thing, pissed at the world for being such a screwed-up, hopeless place. Who exactly was I now that I knew my origins, and how could I ever fit in? If I couldn’t depend on Robyn for some support, who in the hell could I depend on?

At home, my mother wrapped her arms around me. She’d been crying. “We’ve thought about what it would be like for you if you ever found out. Your father and I worried about this but we convinced ourselves you would never know. We thought we could keep it a secret and protect you.”

“I’m glad I know the truth,” I said. There was venom in my voice and sarcasm. I was also lying. I wished I could have gone on never knowing what I was.

“Do you remember Dr. MacKenzie?” she asked.

“No.”

“From Scotland,” my father said. “He examined you when you were sick?”

“Right,” I said. “After Loch Ness. I remember.”

Well, I remembered some of it. Much of the examination was boring and it seemed to take forever. But I remembered MacKenzie’s eyes and getting jabbed with a needle. And, just when I had decided I hated his guts, then came the pizza. Pizza and ice cream. But what I had really wanted to do was return to the loch and look for the monster. That familiar dark image appeared in the back of my mind — the Loch Ness monster surfacing in moonlight. I had wanted so much to see it in real life that it haunted my daydreams and dreams for years. It was almost as if I had actually seen the creature, swam with it beneath me when I threw myself into that cold, dark water that time. I had even held my breath as I dove deep in hopes of coming close to the beast.

That’s where I wanted to be now — sinking into some watery fantasy world, hiding with the Loch Ness monster at the bottom of the deep lake.

“We called him,” my mother said. “Dr. MacKenzie. He knew about you from the start. We’ve consulted with him on occasion and he’s followed your progress. He knows everything about you.”

I was offended by the way she said it. “Jesus. What am I — some kind of science project? A walking, talking lab experiment?”

My mom started to cry. I didn’t apologize.

“Dylan,” my father said, “you have good reason to be mad at us but right now we want to help. Dr. MacKenzie is about the only person we trust. And he’s knowledgeable in this area.”

“What area? Is he a shrink?”

“He’s studied psychiatry, yes. He would understand what it would be like to be going through what you are going through right now.”

“And I bet he’s licking his chops over the prospect of having a real live clone to interview.”

My mother shook her head and wept some more. “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed into her cupped hands.

“Me too,” I said and left the room.

In my room, I started to get ready for school. I don’t know why. I didn’t want to go to school. I would arrive late and have to come up with some lame excuse. But I was secretly hoping that Robyn would be there. I sure as hell didn’t want to stay home with my parents. And I didn’t want to hole up in my room. The last thing I wanted was to be alone right now with my own thoughts. I felt myself sinking into some dark, ungodly place.

While changing my clothes, I accidentally knocked the book Robyn had loaned me off the bedside table. When I picked it up I turned to the page where I had left off. The author now spoke of “four continuously interlinking realities.” He referred to them as “1. The natural bardo of this life, 2. The painful bardo of dying, 3. The luminous bardo of dharmata, and 4. The karmic bardo of becoming.”

I couldn’t believe that I had let Robyn lead me into this crap. But then I was just a laboratory rat, a scientific experiment. Maybe that’s why I’d be willing to entertain any wacky idea a beautiful girl tossed my way. Maybe that’s why I really would have followed her to Tibet if she asked. I thought about Robyn and that made things worse. It was only last night she had said — what? That she loved me? Felt sorry for me was more like it. And today, something had changed. Something big. I was certain we could never go back to being the way we had been. My old familiar world had dissolved around me.

I yelled down and asked my father if he could drive me to school.

“Anytime you’re ready,” he shouted back. I figured he’d stay home from work and babysit my mother today. I wanted to feel sorry for her, too, realizing what she was feeling, what they both were feeling. But all I could think about was me. The confusion, the anger, the pain.

I walked into my parents’ room and opened the drawer in the night table. I was shocked when I saw that the twin photos were back. Kyle and me. Brothers. I slipped the photo of Kyle out of the hinged frame and put it in my wallet. But that wasn’t what I had come in here for. My mother’s pills were here. I squeezed open the lid and tapped two and then a third into my hand. I tossed them into my mouth and swallowed hard.

I went back to my room and swallowed a big gulp of water from my water bottle and then headed downstairs. No one said a word. I just walked out the door and sat in the skid, waited for my father to come out, and then we drove in silence to the school.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Robyn was not in school that day, and I had this bad feeling in my gut that I might never see her again. And then, in the middle of math class, the pills started to kick in. I actually started to feel better. I figured they were some kind of antidepressant but it must have been more than that. I found myself swimming up from the bottom of a murky, cold ocean. I felt light-headed and fine. It was almost frightening how good I felt. And it was like I didn’t care right then what I had learned about my past or what Robyn had said.

No wonder my mother wanted to blitz herself with whatever this was. No wonder other kids were popping pills. The most I had ever done was smoke some weed, and that had been okay but nothing like this. I wondered how big of a dose three pills were. And then I thought about Robyn’s friend, Carla. I don’t know what drugs had killed her but I could see that if life was treating you like crap, you’d take your chances on just about anything that would make you feel better, especially something like this. I started to feel sorry for her but even that emotion settled itself and went away. I knew it was the drug but I was glad that I could let go of all the negative stuff and let it just float away. At that moment, I didn’t care about anyone else in the world but me. And I was doing just fine.

“Dylan,” Mr. Kempton said, drawing me back to the reality of a high school math class. “I wish I could be with you on whatever desert island you are on right now, doing whatever you are doing there.” He must have seen the big grin on my face. I needed to be more careful.

“Unfortunately,” he continued, “some of us have to spend our time here in the real world. Some of us have jobs. My job, for example, is to teach you mathematics. Mathematics, you will recall, is a rather precise discipline. I like to think of it as both science and philosophy. And even a way of life, if you will. Something you can believe in.”

Oddly enough, he was letting me off the hook. The other kids were looking at me and laughing, but Kempton had decided to use his singling out of my distraction to launch into one of his famous speeches about mathematics. Even that seemed rather fascinating and full of a kind of cheerful optimism to me now.

“In mathematics,” he continued, now rather pleased with the sound of his own voice, “we have something called gravity models, mathematical formulas that can be used to predict with some accuracy the migration patterns of animals or, more importantly, people. We can use it to predict even where people will shop and when. We can predict what a person will choose to buy or where he or she will want to live. I am not making this up, my young scholars. With gravity models and more sophisticated mathematical tools, we can predict many things about who you will become and how you will live your life.”

For a moment I thought he was making this up, but like my fellow classmates I knew that Kempton was really quite brilliant for a high school teacher and even though he was forced to teach far below his actual intellectual level, he was prone to leaping beyond the textbook. I felt challenged by what he had to say, though, and discovered that I had opened my mouth and begun to speak. “But are we really that predictable? Do we want mathematicians to predict where we go after school and what we buy? What about free will?”

“‘Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose,’ to quote an old, old song I once heard.”

“But what if I don’t want to be predictable?” I asked.

He was smiling now and rubbing his forehead. This meant that he didn’t mind my questions and implied that he couldn’t tell I was currently a chemically altered version of myself. “It’s a wonderful myth to think that one is not programmed, not predictable, but, as I’ve said, mathematics is now a fairly precise science used by many disciplines and it would be worth everyone’s effort to listen up in my class every once in a while.” And with that he was back to the textbook and a series of equations that would baffle even the best of students.

As I wandered out of math class, I harboured a gnawing fear that what Kempton had been saying might be true. I wondered how much of my parents’ training in genetics had been based on mathematical models like this gravity thing. What if we were not beings of spirit like the Tibetan Buddhists and many others suggested? What if we were mere mechanistic physical beings — crude, predictable right down to which toothpaste we would buy? And if that were true of most human beings, then what about me, a boy who did not even come into the world in the usual way but a child who was created from someone else’s DNA? My parents would have known with a fair bit of precision what I would look like at four, at eight, and maybe even beyond that. Had they been able to predict my favourite foods, my favourite colours? And what exactly had that Scottish Doctor MacKenzie done with the information — the data — my parents must have fed him over the years? Could he now predict what I would do next, now that I knew of my origins? Did he have the perfect mathematical model that would tell him?

I had the bad luck of having my locker next to Miles Vanderhague’s and the even worse luck of arriving there at a mutual off-block while he rooted around in his compartment for something. He looked up at me. “Where’s your lesbian girlfriend, Dylan?”

“Shut up, Miles.” I was detecting that my mom’s pills made me a little quicker on the draw.

“Dylan, we were really hoping you’d be able to tell us if she really is a lesbian or not.”

He was pushing me. I slammed my locker shut and then noticed he was holding his Veriscan, aiming it at me. I should have just walked away.

“Miles, is it the fact you have a tiny penis that makes you so mean or is it because your mother never breastfed you?”

Some other kids were stopping to watch now, not a good sign. Miles looked at his half-hidden Veriscan and smiled, acted like he wasn’t at all bothered by my insults. He was on a fishing expedition.

“What about your mother, Dylan? Did she breast-feed you?”

I said nothing but Miles looked at his techno-toy and seemed to like what he saw. He could see he was getting a strong reading on my emotions. I was ready to explode.

“Maybe she never loved you. Maybe you were a mistake.”

I tried to stay calm. I’d seen Miles use his scanner as part of his bullying act before. I knew all about how adults and kids had used the truth device for mean purposes. For such a thick-skulled, small-minded lout like Miles, it was amazing that he was, in his own way, using a logical approach to narrow his field of questioning until he found a way to get at some secret that could be revealed, any new bit of information that exposed a victim’s Achilles’ heal.

The pills were still very much in charge when it came to the chemistry of my thoughts. Maybe Mr. Kempton, had he known I was on this particular antidepressant, could have predicted with mathematical precision that at this very instant, I would lash out with one hand and grab Miles’s Veriscan and heave it against the far wall hard enough for it to break into several asymmetrical pieces and then clatter onto the floor. After that, the math teacher might have predicted, I would curl my right hand into a fist and hit Miles hard enough in the chest that he slammed up against his locker.

Because that is what I did.

I can’t say that I was proud of my actions. I’d always considered myself a pacifist. Miles would figure out a way to get back at me. His victims, even the ones who stood up to him, never got off easy. But I figured that was the least of my worries. Miles would not be clever enough to figure out the truth about me. But maybe someday someone else would. I was going to have to get used to that fact or I was going to have to work damn hard at keeping the truth hidden. I felt certain the second option was the best one. I already regretted having told Robyn. No one was to be trusted. Not even her. But thanks to the wonders of modern pharmaceuticals, I could hold all of this in my head and still walk down the hall believing that none of that much mattered. The sun was shining outside and, after a couple more classes, I would go home and spend the rest of my day playing hologames in my room. Whatever was going to happen tomorrow was nothing I was interested in worrying about today.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I changed my plans before school was over. I took public transit to Robyn’s house and I think she was home but no one answered the door. The effect of the antidepressants had worn off by then and I felt heavy and sluggish. Once again, I was out of step with the world, alone, a damaged kid with way too much to think about. I tried to find a bus headed back to my house but nothing seemed to be going that way. I walked and felt a growing uneasiness within me. Dogs barking made me nervous, skids stopping at lights made me move on more quickly. I had this irrational feeling that Miles Vanderhague was going to jump out from behind the bushes with his cronies and pound me. It was a very long walk home.

My parents saw me coming up the driveway. The door opened and they were both looking at me.

“What?” I asked.

“We were worried.”

I shrugged. “I’m just tired.” And I was very, very tired. “I’m going to go to sleep.”

My mother walked towards me and hugged me to her. “This can’t be easy for you,” she said.

“I got in touch with Dr. MacKenzie in Scotland,” my father told me. “He wants to talk to you. I told him we’d put you on with him for a videoconf so we could all talk about this. If anyone can help out, he can.”

“I want to talk to him alone,” I said. “Just him and me.”

“We should all be part of this, Dylan.”

“I want to talk to Dr. MacKenzie by myself.”

“Okay,” my dad said. “You got it. Go to your room. I’ll get him on the line and I’ll buzz you.”

I went to my room and threw myself on the bed. What I really wanted to do was fall asleep but the phone rang and I switched on the monitor. I sat up in bed and pointed the vidcam in my direction. We were connected.

“Long time, no see,” MacKenzie said. He was a white-haired man now, tall and thin, balding with a weird little patch of grey-white hair on his chin that looked like a miniature cloud parked there. But I clearly remembered the piercing blue eyes. The accent was decidedly Scots.

“Hello,” I said.

“You sure have changed since I saw you last.”

It was a brilliant observation on his part. “You’re sharp,” I said. “Guess it’s all those graduate degrees.”

MacKenzie laughed and shook his head. He understood why I was angry with him. “Okay. I’ll cut the small talk. You’re pissed, I can see that. Let’s talk about it.”

“What’s there to talk about? I’m not even sure who I am anymore. Is one part of me Kyle and the other part me? Am I some kind of freak of nature? And even if I can sort all that out, I have to decide whether to live my life with this secret or parade in front of the world and tell them who I really am so that people can stare at me or maybe try to kill me for who I am and what I represent. I’m not that good at keeping secrets and I’m even worse at public humiliation. Whatever happens, I figure I’m screwed. I’m a freaking mutant. You might as well fly me back to Scotland and hook up your instruments again. Gather your information and publish your papers. I bet that’s what you really want out of this, isn’t it?”

MacKenzie blinked and sat silently. He tugged at the funny little tuft of hair on his chin. I wasn’t at all prepared for what he had to say next. “Dylan, I can tell you some textbook stuff about your current, um, identity crisis and we could put you into therapy and it could take months or years and we may get somewhere or maybe not. But I’m not sure we have enough time for that.”

“What do you mean, enough time?” A chill crept up my spine.

“Your parents have been protecting you in a way, protecting you from us. I’ve asked them several, no dozens, of times for their help, for your help, but they’ve refused. In fact, they still refuse.”

“What are we talking about?” I was lost.

“Dylan, this isn’t about me helping you. It’s about you helping us. And we’re desperate.”

I was feeling defensive now. “It’s all about the research, isn’t it? Now, I’m supposed to be a good little Frankenstein and go along with whatever comes next.”

“It’s not about the research. It’s about this. Watch.”

MacKenzie blipped out and, instead, I found myself watching a series of vidclips of children, boys and girls, ranging from fourteen on down to five. I didn’t get it.

“They’re all like you,” he said.

“Clones?”

“Yes. But you are the oldest.”

“Lucky me.” I sat for a minute. MacKenzie offered up another collage of vidclips. More kids. More clones. Ever since I had started to understand my origins, I had figured that there were others out there. I remembered the stories on the news. I remembered parents going public about cloned babies. But the stories all went the same. Either the parents eventually told the media they had been lying or someone figured a way to disprove the validity of the cloning story. I had thought about the fact that there must be others but I didn’t have a clue as to how that would affect me.

“Almost all of these kids are having problems. They know who they are — how they came into this world — and it’s created fear in them. They all want to be like every other child but they know that in one very significant way, they are not. I believe that, if you were willing to talk to them, it will help.”

“How can I help? I’m a walking disaster. I punched a kid at school today. I can’t control my emotions. And I think I also just lost the one most important person in my life.”

“Yeah, but you’re sixteen and you are older than all the rest. I’m convinced that if these kids meet you and talk to you and learn about how well you’ve done, then it will give them confidence that they will be okay. They can get on with their lives.”

“You want me to be a freaking role model?”

“I want you to help heal children who are hurting.”

I put my two hands up over my face and rubbed my eyes. Then I stared at the 3-D poster of the Loch Ness monster on my wall. “Why should I do that? I don’t even know these people. I want someone to come and take away my hurt. That’s what I want.”

“We can try, but, to be honest, we have a couple of kids who are a hell of lot worse than you right now and we’ve tried everything in the goddamn textbook and beyond. What we need now is a miracle and the closest thing we have to that is you.”

MacKenzie blipped out again and the images of the kids came back. They all looked more or less fine to me. Most of them looked just plain ordinary. I wanted to believe that was true but then an image of a twelve-year-old boy came on. He was in a hospital setting. There was a haunted, fearful look in his eyes. MacKenzie spoke. “That’s Jeremy LeBlanc. He lives in Toronto. He was told that he was cloned. His parents thought that was the right thing to do. At first, it didn’t seem to affect him. But then he started to change. He’s in pretty rough shape.”

“And what is it you want me to do?”

“Talk to him. Go there and talk to him.”

“And the others?”

“You’ll get to travel and see some interesting parts of the world.”

“People will find out. Sooner or later this will be public.”

“Did you really think you were going to keep the secret for the rest of your life?”

I knew deep in my bones that I could not. And now the image of my dead brother Kyle seemed to come out of nowhere. I remembered that feeling of being there with him, or of being him, hot, weighted down and scared, in the hospital bed. I thought about him now and how I deeply wished that I had had a chance to get to know him, to have that older brother. And now this. In a way, I was the older brother to these other kids. I really was. And that was equally scary. I wouldn’t know what to say to them or what to do. I realized that what he was asking me was much more than I could handle. I was having a hard enough time keeping my own self together. I couldn’t possibly help a bunch of kids I didn’t even know.

MacKenzie was back on screen now, sitting in his office, silent, patient.

“My parents have already agreed to this?”

He shook his head. “No. They haven’t. They still want to protect you. In fact, they said no. It will be up to you to change their minds.”

I was still scared and uncertain. I felt overloaded with information and emotion. I sensed a terrible burden of responsibility being placed on me now that seemed so unfair at a time in my life when I just wanted to be a kid.

“I don’t think I can help you,” I said.

“Just think about it, okay?” he said. “Sleep on it.” He paused and then looked straight at me. “You hungry?”

I hadn’t thought about food but I hadn’t really eaten much of anything all day. “Well, yeah.”

“Pizza and ice cream, right? Pepperoni for the pizza and plain vanilla for the ice cream, if I recall.”

I nodded.

“We’ll talk tomorrow,” he said and waved goodbye.

Twenty minutes later a van stopped in the driveway. The doorbell rang and a couple of minutes after that my mom was at the bedroom door. She looked puzzled. “This arrived for you,” she said.

There were two thermal packs. In one was some very cold vanilla ice cream and in the other a giant slice of very hot pepperoni pizza.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The next day, I considered sneaking into my parents’ bedroom and stealing more of my mother’s anti-depressant pills. But I didn’t do it. I had endured a rather difficult night of sleep. Maybe pizza and ice cream wasn’t such a good idea right before going to bed. In the morning light, I was more certain than ever that I wasn’t able to help save anybody. I wasn’t sure I could save myself.

“What did you tell Dr. MacKenzie?” my mom asked at the breakfast table.

“I told him no.”

“That’s probably the wisest decision under the circumstances,” my dad said.

“Right,” I said, suddenly feeling antsy. “Gotta go.” And I was out of there. I sure as hell didn’t want to sit around and discuss it further with my parents.

When I first saw Robyn on the school ground, I hardly recognized her. She’d cut off almost all her hair and she was wearing dark, nearly black lipstick. She had a new piercing on her eyebrow with a silvery spike in it.

“Robyn?”

“I don’t know if I can handle this,” she said.

“Handle what?”

“School. I hate this place.”

I decided not to say anything about the new look. I couldn’t believe she had cut off her long beautiful dark hair. She was wearing all black. She looked angry and severe and I guess that was what she was feeling. “I’ve never been a big fan of high school, either,” I said. “It can get to you. Yesterday I shoved Miles up against his locker. He really ticked me off.”

“You’re losing it, Dylan.”

“I know.”

“I like that,” she said. This from an avowed pacifist who spent her leisure time reading about Tibetan Buddhism and the afterlife. There was the barest hint of a smile.

“We don’t need to be here, you know.”

“Let’s go to the mall and make fun of the old people.”

“I’m with you.” And that was the end of the school day for Robyn and me.

At the mall, Robyn’s new look drew unwanted attention but we kept walking around instead of sitting in one place and the security guards just kept an eye on us. Not one actually hassled us or asked us to leave.

At first we didn’t talk. Robyn was really angry and hurting about the death of Carla. I was afraid to ask her about it. And I really wanted to talk to her about my dilemma but I was afraid she’d totally freak out. Not far from the Gap store I saw a beetle of some sort creeping along the floor. I picked it up. “Cockroach,” I announced, making a pool out of my hands and showing it to Robyn.

“It reminds me of Miles Vanderhague.”

“Cockroaches have been around for about three hundred million years and they haven’t changed hardly at all.”

“If it’s working for ya, why alter the program?”

“If all human life on earth were wiped out by nuclear explosions and radiation, they say the cockroach would still be around.”

“Lucky for the cockroach.”

I settled the bug into the soil around a potted palm tree. “So long and good luck,” I said.

Robyn looked incredibly sad now. “I could have helped Carla. I really could have. But instead I let her go. I should have gone with her. But I didn’t. I let her down.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“That’s what people keep saying to me. But it doesn’t feel that way.” She let out a sigh. “Life sucks.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” The cockroach was crawling out of the potted palm now and before I could reach for it, it fell onto the stone floor on its back, then wriggled itself upright and began scurrying away across the polished floor of the mall in the direction of the Gap store.

Robyn let out a sigh. “And then you come to me with your discovery and I should be there to help you but I’m not. I turn my back.”

“I understand. I really do.” I swallowed hard. “Just do me one favour. Promise you won’t tell anyone. Ever?”

She looked at me. “I’m worried about you, Dylan. I thought about this a lot. I should have called you but I was all messed up. If you want me to keep a secret, I can do that, but I’m worried that it’s going to destroy you.”

I didn’t say anything because I was haunted by the truth in the words she said. I knew that the logical thing was for me to accept who I was and get on with my life. No one would force me to change. It was entirely up to me. But it would eat away at me from the inside, I knew it would.

“What do you fear most, Dylan? Do you fear death or do you fear change?”

“Death, I guess. I don’t want to die. No one does.” “That’s what I thought but I keep going back to the Tibetan stuff I’ve been reading. It doesn’t always make sense but some of it does. We fear death, I think, because we fear leaving behind what we know and going someplace that is unfamiliar. We make decisions in life pretty much the same way. We want to hold onto what is familiar, even if it sucks sometimes. We’re afraid to leap into something new even if it might be better. We spend most of our lives being afraid of acting.”

The security guard was headed our way. I recognized him and knew he would ask us to leave the mall. Sitting in one place and having a serious discussion was a crime in this day and age. If we were in the stores buying junk, we’d be considered acceptable. As it was, we were loitering.

“How are you two today?” he asked in a mock-friendly manner. I gave him credit for being polite.

“We were just leaving,” Robyn said and took my hand. We walked out of the air-conditioned mall into the powerful morning sunlight and began the trek across the parking lot.

I laughed a little. “I thought you were going to give the guy a big lecture. I was expecting you to go off like a volcano. How come you didn’t?”

“Because I think you have to choose your battles. For a while, back when Carla and I were still close, I was mad at everybody for everything, I think. So was she. Teachers. Cops. Other kids who were cruel to us. I just had one big chip on my shoulder. And, in the end, it didn’t help Carla or me. Yesterday I thought that I needed to get focused. I don’t know what it is yet but something is going to crystallize in front of me and I’ll know it when I see it.”

I stopped just then and a crazy feeling came over me. I knew Robyn was talking about herself but I felt like she was talking about me too. A young mother was parking her SUV near us, and when she got out, she went around the skid and opened the door. She undid the seat harness for a little boy maybe four years old and helped him out of the car. She held his hand and they began to walk past us, but suddenly he stopped and looked at Robyn and then me. He was smiling at us and then he said hello. His mother smiled too and tugged him gently. The mall awaited. As they walked off, he turned back and waved. Robyn and I both waved back. And then she smiled at me.

We stood there in a kind of stunned silence for a minute, neither of us knowing why. Then I sucked oxygen deep into my lungs, looked up into the empty sky, and began to lose my ability to focus my eyes. I was either going to laugh or cry or lose my grip on my mind entirely. I shook my head and for a few seconds I couldn’t talk. And then the world came back perfectly into focus.

“I don’t freaking believe this. I really don’t,” I said. “Are you all right? What’s happening?”

I threw my hands up in the air as if I’d just lost an argument. But I was smiling. “I’ve got something I’ve got to do, Robyn. I’m still afraid but I think I can do it if you’ll help me.”

Before I even told her about Dr. MacKenzie and the children, she kissed me and she said, “I’ll be there for you.”

And then I told her about the Scottish doctor and what he was asking me to do. “My parents want me to say no.”

“Convince them otherwise.”

“Up to this minute I was going to say no. I didn’t think I was strong enough.”

“You are. You’ll find the strength.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The flight to Toronto lasted two and a half hours. Dr. MacKenzie had flown in from Scotland and met us at Pearson International when we landed. I introduced him to Robyn and he shook her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, lass,” he said with that outrageous Scottish accent.

We took a rental electric skid to Scarborough, not far from the centre of the city, and were met at the front door of a brick house by two rather distraught-looking parents. We went in and were led to a den where a twelve-year-old boy was playing video games. Graham was a pale, thin kid with a tangible air of fear around him. I understood that look. Dr. MacKenzie began to introduce us and the parents hovered in the background, nervous and fidgety. Graham was getting more uncomfortable by the minute as MacKenzie explained what this was all about and who I was. The boy looked like he was about to cry. That’s when I interrupted.

“What about if you leave Graham and me for a bit and let us get to know each other?”

Reluctantly, MacKenzie and the parents agreed. Robyn left the room with them too and I was alone for the first time in my life with someone who was like me. He had also been brought into the world as a replacement for a brother who had died. He would go through life different from almost everyone else on the planet.

I asked him about his video game, Final Destiny Nineteen, and he showed me how to work the controller. He laughed when he saw how bad I was at even the most basic moves.

After three games — I got slaughtered in all three — I took out the twin photographs I had of Kyle and me. “In some ways I feel like I truly know who my brother was but in other ways I feel like I don’t know him at all. Even though I never met him, I miss him. I wish he were still alive.”

“But then if he had lived, you never would have been born,” Graham said.

“I know. It’s bizarre. I actually feel guilty that I’m alive and he isn’t.”

“Is that what I feel?”

“Maybe in part.”

“What’s going to happen to me if everyone finds out about me?”

“It’s going to be difficult.”

“Do they know about you?”

“A few people do. Others will know soon, I expect.”

“Will people make fun of you or call you names?”

“You bet.”

“Are you scared?”

“Yes.”

“Is that girl your girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“Does she know?”

“Yes.”

“Does she know about me?”

“Yes.”

It went on like that for nearly an hour. Graham was the one asking the questions and I gave him an honest answer to each. He became both more and more relaxed around me and more curious. Eventually he asked, “You wanna play Final Destiny Nineteen again?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes,” he said.

I got slammed twice more and Graham said he’d teach me to be a better player. I promised we would play each other over the net and that we’d talk by vid-phone often. He could call me whenever he wanted.

While we were in Toronto, Robyn visited the offices of an organization called Kids’ Help Line. She talked to someone there who specialized in working with gay and lesbian teens who ran away or ended up in trouble. It got her thinking of what she could do back home to get some kind of local crisis hotline going.

Robyn was the best of companions and she travelled with me wherever I went. We were assigned tutors who gave us reading assignments and homework and we did a lot of our school stuff on comp links in planes. Dr. MacKenzie coached me often about what to do if I ever found myself under the scrutiny of the media. He knew the day would come and I still felt I was unprepared for it.

I visited children ranging in age from four to fourteen. They all asked me the same question: “Do other people know about you?”

A full year after I first met Graham, the kid called me up one day when Robyn and I were studying and announced, “I’m going to tell everyone at school. I’m going to tell them I’m a clone.”

“You’re only thirteen, kiddo. Give yourself some more time. It will be easier.”

“I’m thinking about the other kids.”

“I know,” I told him. “Me too. How about you let me dive into the deep end of the pool first and see what happens?”

“Are you sure you’re ready?” he asked.

I was thinking about Robyn’s question concerning fear. Which did I fear most, death or change? A hell of a lot of things had changed in my life and I was still kicking, wasn’t I?

“I’m ready,” I said. “Just watch me.”
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