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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Anne

          

        

      

    

    
      Here’s what I’m willing to accept: my family is made up of a pack of chronically disconnected, emotionally crippled individuals. Full stop. I can also accept that taking a three-month break from it all twenty-six years ago was a really bad idea.

      What I can’t accept: jackasses who come along claiming they know exactly what’s wrong with us, and then promise they will fix our crazy in Ten Easy Steps.

      Okay, I appreciate how at first glance you might think my walking away was what put everything into motion—the kids getting lost at the river, and Carrie Morrison falling to her death. But you’d be wrong. If you want to know the exact moment things went sideways, you’re going to have to go all the way back to the day Ed refused to help me paint the bricks at the front of our house.

      That’s not to say I think I’m blameless. I don’t, and I’m not. Every single day, I replay every single cataclysmic mistake I’ve made over and over. Even now, after all this time, when I hear how one of my kids has screwed up their life in epic McLaughlin proportion, my sins bear down on me, and fully knowing the price they continue to pay for my selfish blip, brings me to my knees. That, I’m still trying to accept.

      

      NOVEMBER 2000

      “This okay?” Ed pointed to the Lordy, Lordy Look Who’s Forty banner he’d stretched across the dining room. We’d used the same banner for Marilyn’s fortieth the year before, and if he was careful not to rip it when he took it down, we could use it for Natalie’s—we called her Tallie— fortieth next year.

      “Raise the right corner a bit.”

      Rex bumped the card table down the hall. I’d asked him to set up the kids’ table for the grandchildren.

      “Great. You can drop it here,” I said when he and the table arrived in the room. A crash shook the floorboards. “Jeez, Rex.”

      Together we righted the table, and once it was in place, he clapped wildly. My thirty-eight-year-old son with a receding hairline and the maturity of a ten-year-old loved a party.

      “What’s next, Mother?” Ed asked.

      Since the day Marilyn was born, Ed had forever after called me Mother. I’m not entirely sure that if pressed, he could automatically blurt out my real name. It’s Anne. My parents named me after the Virgin Mary’s mother. Ah, the irony. People back then did that, though, didn’t they—named their kids after saints. Other people, that is. Since I’d always felt far less inspired by the saints than by movie stars, I’d convinced Ed we should name our six babies after my Hollywood idols: Marilyn Monroe, Burt Lancaster, Natalie Wood, Rex Harrison, Elizabeth Taylor, and Barbra Streisand.

      “I need three chairs from the basement.”

      “Roger that.” Ed flashed his beautiful smile that I still found beautiful.

      “Rex, you can get the tablecloths.” He charged toward the sideboard. “Not the Christmas ones,” I called after him.

      Half an hour later, as I laid the mismatched cutlery next to each mismatched plate, a shriek rose from the foyer. I dropped a steak knife, the blade embedding itself in the hardwood, inches from my open-toed slipper.

      “They’re here,” Rex yelled, his arms flailing like a windmill. “They’re here.”

      “Don’t stand in the doorway.”

      “It’s Marilyn. Hi, Marilyn.” He held the door open with his backside.

      A shiver rippled across my shins. “Rex, close the damn door. I’m not interested in heating the entire street.” The door stayed open.

      “Hey, Marilyn. It’s Burt’s birthday. We’re having a party.”

      “I know. Here, give this to Mom.” She handed her brother a foil-covered casserole dish. I’d told them all, and her twice, I didn’t need anyone to bring anything.

      “You’re early,” I said.

      “Didn’t want to get caught in traffic.” She smiled. Five years ago, Marilyn had purchased a three-story, Edwardian semi, the mirror image of ours, twelve doors up the street.

      “Why’d you drive?” Rex asked. The casserole dish teetered in his hand.

      “Kidding, T-Rex.”

      “Give me that.” I reached for the dish and started for the kitchen just as the front door banged open.

      “Hurray, Burt’s here.”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” I said. “He can’t be here yet. The party’s supposed to be a surprise.”

      “Surprise,” Rex screamed.

      In a hallway not wide enough for two people to pass, my sons collided. Locked in a wrestling embrace, they growled and pushed against each other like duelling rams. With their heads pressed together, I noticed how their hair still matched—strawberry-blond, but now with whispers of grey. Burt pretended to punch Rex in the gut. Rex responded with an actual blow to his brother’s chest.

      “Quit it you two.”

      The month before, following similar shenanigans, Ed had had to repair that very wall when Rex’s butt pushed through the lath and plaster. Burt had laughed and suggested we leave the hole and build a frame around it. “Call it, Rex’s ass hole.”

      “Don’t hurt him, Burt,” Marilyn said.

      “It’s not him you should be worried about.” Burt massaged his chest, the dimples he’d inherited from Ed creasing his cheeks.

      Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Rex patted Burt’s arm. “You surprised, Burt? You’re surprised, right?”

      “Yes, sir. I sure am.” He tousled his brother’s hair.

      “You weren’t supposed to be here until five,” I said.

      Why was it so difficult for people to come over when I asked them to come over instead of when they damn well felt like coming over?

      “Dad told me to get here for the game. It starts at three.”

      I shook my head. “I’m going to throttle that man.”

      A nervous look flickered between Burt and Marilyn, and I immediately regretted saying such a thing, joke or no joke. Our kids had seen violence between Ed and me that one time. A long time ago, but still . . .

      Burt was the first to shake off my idiotic remark. He pointed to Marilyn’s legs.

      “Nice tights.”

      She’d worn her usual navy-blue leotards, below-the-knee tartan skirt, and sensible shoes, mother’s-little-helper attire. If Marilyn was the obedient daughter, and Rex the family darling, then Burt was our full-fledged shit disturber. He raised an eyebrow and tilted his head to one side.

      “Och, and would it be the McLaughlin tartan you have about ya?” he asked in an Irish brogue.

      “Baggy jeans and a stretched sports jersey?” She grabbed the frayed edge of his shirt, visible beneath his open leather jacket. “What would yer mam say if she saw ya parading like some such common thug?” she asked, her accent as authentic as his.

      “Burt, wanna watch football?” Rex delivered three rapid-fire smacks to Burt’s arm.

      “Stop hitting,” I said.

      “Sure.” A punch to Rex’s forearm.

      “And punching.”

      “Race you.” Rex took off running.

      “Be there in a minute, pal.”

      “Where are the kids?” I asked Burt once Rex was safely out of earshot.

      Marilyn touched my sleeve. “Mom.”

      Burt’s smile fell. “Don’t start.” He gave me the threatening back off glare that I’d seen halt people in their tracks—other people.

      “I know Dad asked you to bring them? Did you even try to get them for the afternoon?”

      “Liam and Tyler have hockey.”

      “And Connor?”

      “Rebecca’s taken him away on vacation.”

      “I want to see my grandsons.” The entire McLaughlin clan hadn’t been under the same roof in three years, not since Connor’s baptism. “You better make a bigger effort to get them here for Christmas. Parents can’t just vanish from their kids’ lives.”

      “Oh, that’s rich.” He sneered.

      Marilyn shifted away from us. I stopped, my hand reaching for the doorjamb, my heart trembling. No one had ever dared any outright mention of my long-ago disappearance, but over the years, Burt had injected plenty of snide comments and made damn sure I caught every daggered look he aimed my way.

      Despite the ripple running the length of my spine, I straightened my back and continued through the kitchen, then out the back door. The rain had stopped, and the waning autumn sun lay low on the horizon. The retractable awning Ed had installed when it became a mortal sin to smoke indoors had kept the patio furniture dry. I fished through my pocket for a pack of smokes before dropping into the nearest chair. Closing my eyes, I sucked in a full breath of nicotine.

      The door jolted open.

      “Jesus, Ed,” I groaned, clutching my chest.

      “Sorry, sorry.” He stepped outside, his white socks a stark contrast to the walnut-stained deck floor. He’d changed into the same team jersey Burt was wearing. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” Whenever he startled me, I wasn’t always sure that he wasn’t sneaking up on purpose. Leftover feelings of distrust on both our parts, I guess. “You okay?” he asked, his voice deep and raspy.

      “Yeah.” I returned his smile, then looked away quickly before he saw I wasn’t okay.

      “Want me to get your sweater?”

      “I won’t be out much longer.” I indicated the half-smoked cigarette pinched between my fingers.

      “Oh,” he said, peering back into the kitchen. “Someone else is here.” The aluminum door slammed closed behind him.

      I stubbed out my cigarette, but made no move to get up.

      “Hey, Mom.” Tallie, kid number three, stood where Ed had been moments earlier.

      “Ah, it’s you,” I said.

      “What are you doing out here? It’s freezing. You’ll catch your death without a jacket.”

      She stooped and kissed my cheek. Her expensive jeans and silk blouse gave her an air of sophistication. A light whiff of perfume and success hung suspended around her. Jokingly—or maybe not—when she was a teenager, Tallie had asked me if I was certain I’d brought the right baby home from the hospital. Convinced she was in the wrong place, with the wrong family, she could figure no other explanation for why she was so different from the rest of us.

      “Look in the mirror,” I’d barked. She knew full well that a photo of me next to a photo of her would answer her question. To her credit, Tallie had never asked again, but I’m pretty sure she never stopped wondering.

      “Let’s get you back inside.” She took my arm and steered me toward the back door.

      “Hi, Grammy.” Tiffany, Tallie’s ten-year-old daughter, grabbed a ladle off the counter before racing away. “Bye, Grammy,” she hollered over her shoulder.

      “Wait. Where are you going with that?”

      “Uncle Rex said to get it,” she called from the hall.

      “Need-to-know basis.” Tallie shrugged.

      I was used to Rex’s unusual requests, and most times it was wise to try and follow his thinking, but I still had carrots to dice and a tossed salad to make. Surely someone else would stop him if he was up to anything dangerous.

      “Cut these for me, please,” I said, pushing the bag of carrots toward Tallie.

      As she chopped and I washed lettuce, she filled me in on what had been going on at work. Tallie was in wealth management. I loved Tallie’s work stories. Maybe that’s because I’d never had a job outside of taking care of my gang.

      The phone rang.

      “Sorry, I’m going to be a bit late,” Lizzie said on the other end. “I took a nap and slept longer than I intended. Leukemia has a way of dragging a body down.” She laughed.

      Ten years ago, we’d heard the words chronic myeloid leukemia for the first time. Lizzie had it. She’d been in remission for the past eight years. Last spring, it came back.

      “Not funny, Lizzie,” I said.

      I’d sworn and threw a plate the day she told me she was sick again.

      “Just get here when you can. The surprise is already blown.”

      No sooner had I hung up than Barb hurtled into the house with the usual weathervane-in-a-hurricane twirl that always accompanied her.

      “Somebody better be pouring me a glass of wine,” she bellowed.

      Elbows and shoulders knocked against the walls as her two oldest children rushed by.

      “On it,” Tallie called back.

      Steve, Barb’s husband, crowded in behind her, a bulging diaper bag slung over one shoulder, a wrapped birthday gift tucked under his arm, and their two-year-old, thrashing and screaming blue-bloody murder, clutched in his other.

      “Your hair looks tidy like that.” I pointed to her tight blond ponytail.

      She touched her head. “Thanks.”

      “And those are nice earrings.”

      “Thanks again.” She tossed her head, and grapefruit-sized hoops bounced against her scrawny neck.

      “Aren’t you worried the baby might yank one out?”

      She rolled her eyes and let out a heavy sigh. Ignoring my legitimate question, she turned away and moved deeper into the house.

      By five o’clock, everyone but Lizzie and her daughter, Alicia, had arrived. While the kids and the guys hooted in the basement, and the girls gossiped in front of the appetizers I’d laid out, I snuck upstairs for another quick smoke. Crowds of people, even my own, made me anxious. I cracked open the bedroom window. If they smelled it, I’d catch hell for lighting up in my own house, but surely to God one cigarette indoors won’t kill anyone. I blew a smoke ring at the screen.

      An old car rattled down the street. Moments later, I watched Lizzie nose her sedan into a vacated space in front of our house. Ed would have scolded her for each back-and-forth attempt to parallel park, but on the fourth try, her wheels lined up perfectly with the curb. She checked for oncoming traffic before opening the car door. Hinges moaned, and I grabbed onto the window casing. Every wall and floorboard in the house sighed. Sickly thin, with hair that hadn’t quite grown back, Lizzie looked like a teenage boy.

      Alicia stepped out from the passenger side before leaning into the back seat and grabbing a box that, even from my vantage point, looked beautifully wrapped. As they made their way up the walkway, mother and daughter sidled in close to each other, their hands almost touching.

      A rush of air rattled the bedroom door. I pressed my forehead against the cool windowpane. A jumble of voices climbed the stairs. I read once that a mother is only as well as her sickest child. That afternoon, I wasn’t feeling terribly well.

      “Mom,” Barb called. “Lizzie’s here.”

      From the bottom of the stairs, Barb and Lizzie stared up at me. Barb’s arm stretched around her sister’s waist, making it look like they really were joined at the hip. I gripped the banister and stopped on the last step. Lizzie let Barb go and stepped forward to hug me. She pulled away first.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” She touched her face.

      “Like what?” I held her gaze.

      “Like I’ll shatter into a million pieces if your eyes aren’t glued on me.”

      “Sorry.” I reached for her coat. “But what if you did?” I asked next to her ear.

      “Hi, Lizzie,” Rex’s voice boomed. “It’s Burt’s party. He’s forty. That’s pretty old, right?”

      “Sure is, Tyrannosaurus Rex,” Lizzie said.

      “Are you forty?”

      “I won’t be forty until after Tallie turns forty, and then you turn forty,” she said. “I’m going to wait to see how you guys like being old before I decide whether I’ll bother.” She winked at him.

      My lips started to move, and my hand rose from my thigh. I was about to yell at her to stop, maybe even swat her for suggesting she had a choice about getting older, but when her smile flashed over me, I clamped my lips together and lowered my hand.

      Forty-five minutes later, I called above the chaos, “Dinner’s ready.”

      Mirroring where they’d once sat as children, everyone assumed a seat around the dining room table. Steve, the only significant other still on the scene, squeezed in between Barb and Tallie. Less sure of their places, the grandchildren jostled for seats around the kids’ table. Marilyn, our resident good Catholic, said grace. I was annoyed with God, so I didn’t even mouth the words. Once she finished, Ed switched on the television, and I reached for my camera.

      “Really, you two?” Tallie said. Ed muted the volume, but I continued to raise the viewfinder to my eye.

      Once upon a time, I’d wanted to be a photographer. In the years since giving up my dream, I’d taught myself to be content with taking family photos.

      “Smile, everyone.”

      Some of them looked up; the rest didn’t.

      “Who’s hogging the meat?” Barb asked.

      Like a merry-go-round, serving bowls travelled from hand to hand. Although I tried not to, my eyes repeatedly wandered back to Lizzie. People moved and conversations swirled, but as though I was watching them through a kaleidoscope, my other children, bright and vibrant, twisted around the centre of my vision—Lizzie. She bit the side of her lip as she served herself a plate of vegetables. She was never going to gain weight living off carrots and green beans.

      With the main course over, Rex carried in the cake and everyone sang “Happy Birthday.” I put the kettle on for tea. The kids dashed downstairs to a toy box I’d filled with garage sale finds. Barb clinked a fork against her wineglass and stood. No one looked over or stopped talking.

      “Listen up,” Ed hollered. Just as it had when they were young, his raised voice quieted the room.

       Barb cleared her throat. “I’d like to propose a toast.” We raised our glasses. “Congrats, Burt, on making it to forty without getting yourself murdered.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “Speech, speech, speech,” Tallie called.

      Burt stood. “Thank you, one and all,” he said.

      I considered my eldest son—the arch of his brow, his sharp nose, the scruffy stubble shave—and caught a glimpse of the surly kid who’d glared down at me from our porch steps the afternoon I’d finally made it back home from my three-month break. The same urge to pull him tight against me, to sniff his skin and test whether he smelled anything like the teenager I’d run out on, tingled across my arms. I hadn’t embraced him then, and now he was too far away.

      “As Barb has so aptly pointed out,” he continued, “it’s nothing short of miraculous that I’ve survived this long, and for that I have my lucky Irish genes to thank. So, thanks, Mom and Dad.” He nodded firstly in Ed’s direction, then mine. “Guess on top of Christmas and Easter, we can now look forward to a fortieth four more times. Again,”—another nod toward Ed and me—“thanks, Mom and Dad.” He raised his glass. “Here’s to family parties and to all you guys. Thanks for coming.” Burt took his seat; a wide smile spread across his face. He genuinely seemed happy we were all there for his birthday.

      I shouldn’t have snapped at him about not bringing the boys.

      “So, Burt’s birthday isn’t all we have to celebrate tonight,” Barb said, reclaiming centre stage. She glanced down at Lizzie, who gave her the thumbs-up. “Lizzie has great news she’d like to share, but because she’s so shy”—a few heads nodded in agreement—“she’s asked me to speak for her.” Groans. “And the news is . . . wait for it . . .” More cackles and groans. “She’s in remission.”

      The room exploded into applause. Burt whistled through his fingers.

      “Thank God,” Marilyn said, clutching her throat, her eyes moist.

      I exhaled.

      “But,” Barb said, “that’s only part one of the good news. Part two . . . drumroll,” Rex rapped his fingers on the table until I reached across and dropped my hand over his knuckles. “Her doctor says she’s a perfect candidate for a bone marrow transplant.”

      The radiator knocked. Ed leaned back, his chair complaining. With his arms crossed over his chest, he stared at Lizzie. Beyond his shoulder, football players smashed into each other.

      “Okay, I know a bone marrow transplant, BMT, might sound scary. And yeah, Lizzie will have to go through more chemo before the transplant can actually happen.”

      “She got really sick last time,” Marilyn said.

      “Right, but—” Barb continued.

      “She almost died,” Tallie said.

      “But didn’t,” Barb said.

      “I’m right here, guys,” Lizzie piped in.

      “You almost died,” Tallie repeated, this time directly to Lizzie.

      “You can’t—we can’t—go through that again,” Marilyn said.

      Barb raised her hand. “Look, this is Lizzie’s chance for a cure—her only chance.” No one moved. “Right. So, the next step is, we have to find a donor. The transplant team isn’t going to look at Rex unless absolutely necessary. Mom and Dad, because you’re both beyond the age restriction, you won’t be tested either.” Everyone held steady. “Since there are still four potentially good matches—Marilyn, Burt, Tallie, and me—the doctors have suggested we skip the cheek swab and go right to blood tests. Meaning we four should be tested ASAP.”

      My pants felt tight against my waist, my feet hot inside my slippers. The kettle screeched from the kitchen. I slipped away, my third escape of the afternoon. As I poured boiling water into the teapot, a wave of dizziness—like the time the kids talked me into going on a roller coaster—crashed over me.

      I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. I’d had spells like this before, and despite the pain in my chest, I knew I wasn’t having a heart attack. I felt my way toward my private panic room—our four-by-six walk-in pantry. The floral print curtain slid noisily across the threshold. I collapsed onto the wooden child’s-chair-cum-step-stool.

      They were going to make my currently well daughter sick in order to make her well again.

      The short backrest pressed against my spine, and my bottom flowed over the edges of the seat.

      They were going to use one of my healthy children to make it happen. But what if? What if the chemo made her so sick they couldn’t bring her back? What if they didn’t find a match? What if they found a match but the chosen sibling cracked under the pressure?

      I smoothed my palms over my thighs, squared my shoulders, and drew in a full breath.

      Stop it, Anne. You’ve been here before. You can do this. We can do this. Just the latest and greatest McLaughlin crisis.

      Although I was probably the most ill-equipped person for the job, people had always expected me to dive into the deep end and save the day. After all, wasn’t that what a good daughter, a good wife, a good mother, a good Catholic, a decent human being would do? But ask my husband, my kids, any priest, the human race, and they’d happily tell you a good person I am not.

      Collapsing forward, I hugged my knees to my breasts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Burt

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought life in my forties would be better than life in my thirties. Nope. The only difference is by forty you’re finally fed up with dragging along all the crap that’s weighed you down for decades. That, and the cold hard reality you’ve run out of options. It’s either let some of it go, or drown. Maybe that’s what’s better. With all the kicks to the head I took through my idiotic years, some sense might just have filtered through my thick skull. That’s what I know now, but because I’m a slow learner, I managed to squeeze out one more idiot year.

      

      The wipers squawked against the windshield of my ’84 Mustang, glass too wet to see through, but too dry to glide over smoothly. Traffic inched along in either direction, giving me a slow-mo view of my old hood.

      Three days before my birthday, Dad invited me over for football and dinner. He said I should bring the boys. Yeah, right. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with either of my ex-wives. Obviously, Dad’s invitation meant Mom was planning a party. Perfect. Another chance to mess with her. I’d get there early and ruin the surprise. I’m not going to lie. The shit between Mom and me started way before she tried to ditch us when we were kids, but it ramped up ten notches after she finally dragged her ass home.

      I gripped the steering wheel tighter as the all too familiar knot tightened across my chest.

      Turning off Danforth Avenue, I made a loop around the one-way streets until I reached the top of my old street, then pulled into the first available parking spot. My pulse quickened as I stepped onto the sidewalk, but with twenty-five years of practice, I knew to look away before passing the Morrisons’ house.

      

      So, Lizzie needed a bone marrow transplant. And she needed a donor. She looked scared. While Barb yammered on about the whole thing, a phantom pain stabbed into my hips.

      “It’s a simple test to find out if you’re a compatible donor,” Barb said when everyone but me dug into my birthday cake.

      There was nothing simple about blood tests.

      “Hey Burt, you know vampires, they drink blood, ya know,” Rex said.

      “I don’t want to talk about vampires.” My ears rang like after a rock concert.

      “You mad?”

      I ignored his hang-dog look. “Nope.”

      “Your face looks mad.”

      The image of a very still child popped forward. And blood, so much blood, on my little sister.

      “Rex,” I snapped.

      He thrust his chin forward. The hurt look again. I hated that look. As far as Rex was concerned, the sun shone out of my ass, and unlike our sisters and my ex-wives, he never called me a loser.

      I sighed. “Give me a break, pal.”

      A roar of footfalls hammered down the hall. Barb’s kids banged into the room.

      “Come play video games with us, Uncle Rex,” Teddy demanded.

      Instantly over my barking at him, Rex, all smiles, raced toward the stairs.

      “I need a beer,” I said.

      “Yeah, me too,” Barb said.

      “Dad?” I turned toward him. Back-to-back, we were the same height, but as he looked up from his chair, I felt like a giant next to him, like he’d shrunk over the course of dinner. “Want a beer?”

      He nodded. “Cold ones in the basement fridge.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Barb said. The sound of her heels followed behind me. Just as they had my entire childhood, of course, one of my siblings had to trail after me.

      My knees cracked with each step down the stairs.

      “This is big.”

      Barb leaned against the wall and waited for me to open the fridge. I pulled on the door handle. The bottles inside clinked together. From across the room, Rex and the kids hollered at the TV, their arms and legs jerking toward the screen.

      “No shit,” I said.

      Like an accordion, my ribs expanded and contracted in rapid bursts. My eyes travelled back to the stairs. Always good to locate every exit in case a quick getaway was required. The thought struck me that if I darted off at Road Runner speed, I could zing away before anyone saw me leaving.

       “Thanks,” she said, taking the beer I hadn’t offered. I grabbed two more bottles and pressed one against my forehead. “Did you see the looks on Mom and Dad’s faces? This Lizzie stuff is sooooo hard for them.”

      I knew she was right. Over the past months, ever since Lizzie’s leukemia returned, Dad had become quieter and Mom crazier.

      “I think we should all go down to the clinic together,” she continued. “That way, we’ll know everyone’s gone.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, we’ll know everyone’s gone?” I turned to yell across the room. “Rex, turn that damn TV down.”

      Barb frowned, then hitched her chin in my direction. “You’re going to go, right?”

      I stepped back. “What kind of question is that?” My eye twitched. “Of course I’m going to go.”

      Fuck it. Phobia or no phobia, I could get through a blood test. Anything for Lizzie. I twisted the bottle top off and threw the cap at the garbage can.

      Barb rested one hand on her hip. “Don’t act so pissy. I’m only asking.”

      “Get lost.” My shoulder collided with hers as I shoved by.

      I took the stairs two at a time. With the beers still clutched in my hand, I stopped in front of the bedroom Rex and I had shared as kids. As I waited for my breathing to return to normal, I heard a noise from the third floor—Lizzie and Barb’s old bedroom. I moved toward the sound.

      Lizzie sat slumped forward on one of the twin beds, a tissue pressed against her nose. Sunlight filtered through the maple tree outside and washed the room in orange light. I stopped in the doorway. When the floorboard groaned, she glanced up.

      “Nosebleed,” she said, peering over her fingers. She lifted the tissue away. Crimson red stained the fold.

      “Oh.”

      My stomach lurched.

      She reached for another tissue and made a quick exchange before hiding the soiled one in her clenched fist.

      “Do you need anything?” I asked a spot on the wall.

      “If it doesn’t stop soon, I may need an ice cube.” Her plugged nose made her sound congested. “Ice on the back of your neck helps to stop the bleeding.”

      “I can get it now.”

      It had taken twenty-six stitches to close the gash on her shin. So much blood. An ice cube wouldn’t have done much to help her that day. It’d probably have taken a lot fewer stitches for the other kid’s scrapes—if there’d been any point.

      “No, I think it’s slowing,” she said.

      Standing on the threshold of her old bedroom, I considered slinking back downstairs, but leaving her like this, by herself and bleeding, wouldn’t be right. I bumped my foot against the baseboard.

      “I can sit with you until it does.”

      “Okay.”

      “Want a beer?” I tilted a bottle toward her.

      “Not right now,” she said.

      I dropped both bottles on the nightstand and bounced down onto the mattress beside her. Her shoulder pressed against my arm. I studied the wide planks of worn oak flooring. Outside, a car passed. Muffled breath puffed from her mouth. The room was hot and stuffy. I pushed the sleeves of my jersey up to my elbows.

      “Great news about you being in remission and the transplant thing.”

      “Yeah.” Lizzie smiled a weak smile before lowering her head like she was about to tell me she’d failed a midterm exam. “A bit nervous about the transplant, though.”

      “Suppose that’s normal.”

      Lizzie dabbed her nose with a clean tissue and asked about my job. I told her things could be better. What I didn’t say was how I felt overwhelmed and was having trouble focusing on the computer program I was supposed to deliver the week before, and about how bad I felt not getting down to see my kids. The month before, I’d missed an alimony cheque for Kid Number One and Kid Number Two.

      My fingers curled into fists.

      Or what it was like to have my second ex-wife pressuring me to sign over my parental rights for Kid Number Three so her fiancé could adopt him. What the fuck? When Mom and Dad caught wind of what she was up to, Dad went on about how Connor was his heir, his flesh and blood. He made me swear on all three of my kids’ lives that I’d never, ever let anyone take him from our family. Again, what the fuck? As if I would.

      “Life sucks,” Lizzie said.

      A bitter taste washed over my tongue, and anger pushed up into my throat. I reached for a beer. Life did suck. Ex-wives, work, leukemia, bone marrow transplants, and now my favourite sister having a damn nosebleed in the middle of my birthday party.

      “Well, if you’re sure you don’t need anything.” I stood. “I’ll get Dad this beer he ordered.”

      Downstairs, I found Mom sweeping the dining room floor. The broom’s drag across the hardwood made a nails-on-a-chalkboard kind of sound. My skin prickled. She raised her eyes when she heard me on the stairs, a pile of crumbs at her feet.

      “Can you help me put the card table away?” she asked.

      I hesitated, then set the two beers, no longer cold, on the TV stand. She angled the broom against the wall. The dirt disappeared behind its bristles.

      “I got it,” I said, raising my hand before she stepped closer.

      We’d given each other a wide berth all afternoon. Just because I spoiled her surprise, she’d snapped at me about not bringing the boys, but when she’d ducked outside, I couldn’t help but smile. My dig had gotten to her. Marilyn called me an asshole.

      Even though she’d asked me to fold it, Mom jumped when the metal legs collapsed against the tabletop. Darlene, my first wife, used to worry about Mom and me. She’d said it scared her the way my eyes narrowed and my hands shook every time I let Mom get under my skin.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked once I’d returned the table to the closet.

      “Raking.”

      Leaves cluttering his lawn and choking his precious perennials drove my father nuts.

      “When did this become a work party?”

      “Tell him to come in. You haven’t opened your presents yet.”

      The last thing I needed was everyone crowded around me while I unwrapped a bunch of gag gifts. Without saying anything to them, I sidestepped Marilyn, Tallie, and Barb as they poured out of the kitchen. I pushed at the screen door. It bumped against the chain link, then slammed behind me.

      “Dad—got your beer,” I shouted across the yard. The scratch of the rake continued. “Dad,” I hollered again. “Your beer.” I held a bottle above my head.

      He froze mid-stretch, sighed, then leaned the rake against the fence. With his head lowered, he sauntered back to the deck. I lit a cigarette, flicking my wrist when the match flame licked my fingertip.

      Rex crashed outside with Barb’s kids in hot pursuit. They’d already ditched their video game.

      “Daddy, can we jump in the leaves?” Rex asked.

      “Can we, Papa?” the children sang.

      Dad looked over at his towering pile of leaves.

      “Sure.”

      With a groan, he lowered himself to the deck chair. I passed him his drink. He guzzled half the contents in one swallow.

      Rex rushed toward the pyramid. Lunging headfirst, he belly-flopped into its centre. Not taking his eyes off the trio, Dad downed the rest of his beer in a second swallow. Rex tickled our niece as she squealed and thrashed amongst the leaves.

      “Rex,” Dad said. “Careful with that little mite. She might get hurt if you aren’t paying attention.”

      “You want to go in and catch the end of the game?” I asked him.

      “Nah. Think I’ll stay and watch the kids.”

      “Suit yourself,” I said, annoyed he would rather watch the kids destroy his hard work than catch the game with me. “I’m going in.”

      With her nosebleed over, Lizzie, shoulders slumped and eyes focused on the soapy water, stood over the sink. Mom scraped crud from a plate into the trash. Like a pack of hysterical hyenas, my other three sisters shrieked from the living room. I considered ducking downstairs and lying low with my brother-in-law—Barb’s husband knew how to make himself invisible—but Lizzie’s tired stance stopped me.

      “Is he coming in?” Mom asked. “You still have to open presents.”

      “Forget the presents,” I said.

      “Mother.” Dad popped his head into the kitchen. “Get your camera.”

      “We still have to do presents,” she said.

      “Yeah, but your grandbabies have stuffed leaves up Rex’s jacket and turned him into a scarecrow. You gotta see this.”

      Mom reached for her camera and followed Dad outside. I hated that damn camera and how she was always taking pictures.

      I poked Lizzie in the side. “You know I’d do anything for you, right?”

      “Uh-huh,” she said. The dish rag slopped against the water.

      “It’s just . . .”

      She cocked her head to the side and held her gaze steady, like she’d just discovered, or maybe rediscovered, something unpleasant, something disgusting.

      “The thing is,” I began.

      Lizzie placed the clean pot onto the drying rack.

      “Remember, I was telling you about that computer code I have to get to my boss?” I didn’t wait to hear whether she remembered or not. “Well, I really can’t afford to miss this deadline.”

      “Right.”

      “So, I’m thinking it’s probably better if I wait to see if one of the girls is a match.” No one else had gone green at the mention of blood and needles. Obviously, the test would be no big deal for them. I jabbed Lizzie a second time. “Wanna bet Marilyn’s your perfect match?”

      Barb entered the room and dropped an empty wine bottle into the recycling bin.

      “I knew it,” she said.

      “Oh, come on,” I said, trying to hold my voice and smile steady. “Everyone knows Marilyn will be the hero of the day.” I grinned.

      “What am I?” Marilyn stopped beside Barb.

      “You’ll definitely be Lizzie’s donor,” I said.

      “It could be any one of us, asshole.” Barb took a step toward me.

      I sucked in my gut as though preparing to receive a blow.

      “Stop it, you guys,” Lizzie said, dishwater dripping from her hands.

      “What’s wrong?” Tallie joined the fray.

      “Burt”—Barb pointed to me, her eyes small and threatening—“has no intention of getting his blood tested.”

      Here we go again: gang up on Burt time.

      I turned to Lizzie. “I’m not saying I won’t get tested if these guys aren’t a match.”

      “You’re something else.” Tallie slapped the counter, the loud smack reminding me of the hundreds of times Mom had done exactly the same thing.

      I turned away from the wall of sisterly scorn and touched Lizzie’s elbow. “You’d be okay with me waiting to see, right?”

      “Stop being a dickweed,” Barb said. “Take the goddamn test. Time matters here, and Lizzie’s transplant can’t wait to fit into your schedule.”

      Mom came back into the kitchen. Everyone clammed up.

      “Good, you’re all here. Don’t move a muscle.” She aimed her camera at us. “Say cheese. Perfect. Now presents.”

      

      I lay in bed for hours, eyes open, staring through grey light, and without my permission, thoughts of my fortieth bashed around in my brain. At two in the morning, I marched toward my desk and laptop. A quick search for bone marrow transplants, and a site with graphic images of the extraction procedure, popped up. I clicked off quickly, then noticed I had three email messages waiting.

      My boss reminding me he expected my finished codes by Monday morning.

      Delete.

      My second wife, Rebecca, wanting to know if I’d received a letter from her lawyer.

      Delete.

      An email from Barb stamped 9:18 p.m. How the hell had she gotten home that quickly? Curiosity got the better of me, and I clicked on it. Her message was short and sweet.

      Stop making excuses, dickweed. Get tested.

      Delete.

      I pushed away from the desk and stomped into the kitchen. Yet again, my brattiest sister had hit the right button that made me want to throttle someone.

      Three years ago, I came the closest to strangling her that I’d ever been—which is saying a lot, considering all the times I’d thought about it. Sheer dumb luck had provided the perfect opportunity for her to screw me over when she’d seen me on the subway with a very pregnant, extremely amorous Rebecca, who was clearly not my then-wife, Darlene. An evil smirk stuck on her face, Barb had approached us, given me a wink, and thanked me for making it so easy. I wasn’t sure what so easy meant until I got home and found Darlene had stuffed my clothes into two plastic garbage bags and dumped them onto our front porch. I’d called Barb and screamed she had no right to destroy my family. She just laughed.

      There’s no doubt in my mind that if she hadn’t opened her mouth, I’d still be with Darlene and our boys.

      I pulled a beer from the fridge and returned to my laptop.

      Dear Traitor Bitch,

      Since you have no fucking clue what I’m dealing with, you should just take care of your own fucked-up existence and stay the hell away from me!

      Send.

      

      I woke at noon, a hurricane blowing inside my head and an erection straining against my boxers. Sunlight blasted through my windows. I imagined how the imprint of my sweaty back on the sheet must look like a chalk outline around a murder victim. I stared over at the unopened box of blinds I’d bought months earlier. Shit. A full bladder shut down any thoughts of saving my rapidly shrinking erection. Double shit. After a visit to the toilet, I shuffled out to the balcony for a smoke.

      I pressed against the balcony rail and peered down thirty-five-floors. Yonge and Eglinton. Young and Eligible, we used to call the area—uptown with a downtown vibe, hip and happening. At forty years plus a day, I knew my youth and eligibility were debatable.

      The jolt of nicotine combined with the smack of autumn air wrenched my sluggish brain to life, yanking the hovering haze of piss-offity back into focus.

      Last night, after he walked me to the door, Dad had taken my arm and leaned in close. “Go get tested. I’m counting on you,” he’d whispered.

      Of course he was counting on me. Everyone knew what was expected of the firstborn male child—do everything the old man can’t do, like save your sister’s life.

      Inside the apartment, the phone rang.

      “Yeah?”

      “Where are you with signing those custody papers? My lawyer says he sent them a week ago.” Rebecca spoke quickly.

      A child’s toy fire truck squawked in the background.

      “I’m not signing anything.”

      “If you care that much, then why not put Connor first for a change?”

      My latest ex-wife’s contempt drilled a hole straight into my brain.

      “I’m not giving my kid to anyone.”

      She paused, sighed, then continued in a more restrained tone. “Look, obviously if you let the adoption go through, your alimony will disappear.”

      Last year, Rebecca had dragged me into court to have her monthly pound of flesh increased. She won. Then two months ago, before she’d thought about gifting my kid to her new boyfriend—excuse me, fiancée—she’d petitioned for more again. We were scheduled to go back to court in a few weeks.

      Like when your kneecap is tapped and it springs out without you telling it to, my hand moved faster than I could stop it. The phone crashed against the receiver.

      “I’m his father,” I yelled, my voice bouncing off the wall and back into my face.

      From day one, people marvelled how my third son resembled me more than my other two—same hair, same freckles and big head. But that’s where our similarities ended. Connor was a serious boy, slow to smile, a worried expression perpetually etched across his brow. Why was he always frowning? Rebecca said he was sensitive, that he soaked up other people’s energy. If I came home stressed, she’d tell me to take a shower or go for a walk to clear my bad energy so I wouldn’t affect him. She’d slipped up more than once and said “infect him.”

      With my pulse still racing, I called Jim, my best friend since childhood. I needed to hear a friendly voice.

      “Jimbo, wanna meet up at the chimney?”

      Nestled along the banks of a river, two sides of a century-old brick chimney were all that remained of a settler’s homestead. Sometimes Jim and I dropped a canoe upstream and paddled to the spot; other times we hiked in.

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      “Sure.”

      “See you in an hour.”

      “If you’re there first, start the fire,” he said.

      His car wasn’t in the lot when I got there, so I strapped on my backpack and started down the trail. Once at the chimney, I collected moss, twigs, and two downed branches to build a miniature twig teepee over the tinder. After setting a match to the sticks, I popped down onto a log and watched the flames build.

      A flock of geese, flying low in a V-formation, honked overhead. Dad always had a bird feeder in the backyard, so I knew a little bit about birds. I shook my head. This flock probably wouldn’t fly any farther south than the mouth of the river. People who ignored the “Don’t Feed the Birds” signs had altered their migratory pattern.

      Birding was something Dad and Lizzie shared. One day, after hearing a bloodcurdling scream, I had raced outside to find Lizzie crumpled on the back deck, wailing her heart out. Through her sobs, she said a cat had swatted down a cardinal, then killed it right in front of her. I told her she was being too sensitive.

      “That’s the circle of life, kid,” I’d said.

      Frustrated when nothing I said calmed her, I had left her to howl. I understand now she wasn’t being too sensitive. She was being Lizzie.

      I reached for a stick and poked it through the teepee arch.

      There was no getting out of it.

      I jabbed the poker into the soft ground, grinding it like a pestle.

      Nah, I didn’t really want to get out of it. I wanted to be there for Lizzie. I’d get tested. Lord knows I owed her that much.

      The hum of wind through the trees and the low, rapid chorus of more geese travelled over me. I burrowed another three holes in the ground before Blackjack, Jim’s Labrador retriever, broke out from the forest. As his muscular body sliced a path through the grass, Blackjack’s ears flapped behind him and a wad of saliva swung from his jowls. Reaching me, he pushed his front paws against my chest. I smacked my palms against his ribcage. All smiles, Jim approached, and I shoved the dog off. Jim bumped his shoulder against mine.

      “Fantastic,” he said, pointing to the fire and warming his hands over the heat. “Ah, we should have brought the kids.”

      “Yeah,” I grunted.

      From the time Liam and Tyler could walk, Jim and I had included them, and his two boys, along on our adventures down to the river. Liam and Tyler hadn’t been to the chimney in two years. I’d never taken Connor.

      “Brought hot dogs.”

      “Great. I’m starving.”

      “I’ll get the grill.”

      Jim wandered over to a cluster of sumac trees, then pulled out his hidden grill rack.

      “Were you right?” he asked as he laid the grill over the flames. “Did the family throw a party for you?”

      “Yup.” I dug out two beers from my backpack.

      “How was that?”

      “Pretty Twilight Zone-ish.” I told him about Lizzie and the bone marrow transplant.

      “Jesus. You going to get tested?”

      “Shit.” I straightened my back. “Not you too. Why is everyone asking me that?”

      “Whoa,” he said, putting his hands up.

      “Of course I’m going to go.”

      Jim stared at me.

      “What’s that look for?”

      “Obviously, you want to go.” He lobbed a stone at my foot. “I’m just wondering how you’ll manage it. You know, with your blood thing and all.”

      “I don’t have a blood thing.” I’d never told a living soul I had a blood thing.

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      “Okay, but you look pretty worried. If you’re cool with the test, what’s bugging you?”

      I jabbed my poker into the fire, releasing a shower of sparks. Sap spit and hissed.

      “You worried you’ll be a match, or that you won’t?” he asked.

      I considered him for a moment. Jim knew me better than anyone in the world. I turned toward the flames.

      “That I won’t be a match,” I said. The answer surprised me.

      “And if you aren’t?”

      I reached for another branch and added it to the fire.

      “Then I’d be letting her down. Again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Barb

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning after Burt’s party, I woke feeling like I’d just run up a hill wearing ten-pound ankle weights.

      “I have to go into the office for a few hours,” Steve said, lifting the covers off me.

      “Not again.” I raised my head enough to see the alarm clock. “Oh my God, it’s only stupid o’clock,” I said and dropped back onto my pillow.

      “Sorry, duty calls,” he said, and smacked my rump. “I’ve fed the kids, so now your shift begins.”

      Steve and I had meet in the university bookstore when we were both in our senior year. I was way out of his league, but that didn’t stop him from inviting me out for coffee. He wasn’t the first geek to ask me out. I had a pat answer for nerds who swung above their station, but something about the way Steve stared, like he didn’t care whether or not he was a geek, stopped me. I looked him up and down. He had great arms, a flat stomach, and a narrow waist. Admittedly, if the psychic I’d visited the week before hadn’t told me I’d marry a smart guy who’d make tons of money, I might have shot him down like all his nerdy predecessors. But I didn’t, and now we’d been married eight years and had three kids, a dog, a cat, and a big house, complete with a kidney-shaped pool, down on The Bluffs.

      I dropped my feet to the floor, then dragged my arms through the sleeves of my robe.

      “You can’t leave until I’ve had my morning coffee.”

      “Yeah, well, we all know what you’re like without your morning coffee.”

      “You got it, mister.”

      “Fine. But I need to be out of here in twenty minutes.”

      “Yes, sir.” I saluted.

      “I’m serious,” he said, a goofy smile spread across his face. I could always make him smile.

      “How long do I have?” I called after him.

      “I’m serious,” he called back.

      Twenty-five minutes later, he stood beside me. I glanced up from my second cup of java.

      “Did I sound like I knew what I was talking about last night?”

      “You did all right.”

      I handed him my mug and motioned toward the half-full coffee pot. “Do you mind?”

      “You’re killing me.” He sighed and moved to the counter.

      “But you love me.”

      “Tough luck for me.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t wear my Vera Wang dress,” I said when he placed the fresh drink in front of me.

      The day before, I’d agonized over what to wear to Burt’s party. Tallie always tried to upstage me with her designer outfits. In the end, I decided against the dress and instead wore a Gap T-shirt—like the one Madonna wore to the Oscars—and a pair of Tommy Hilfiger flare-jeans that made my ass look pretty great. People never believed me when I admitted I had three kids.

      “You looked fantastic, as always,” he said.

      “I’ve been thinking that maybe last night was a turning point for me with my family,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. “Lizzie trusting me to deliver her big news was a really big deal, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “They’re all going to have to admit that not only am I trustworthy, but I’m pretty damn smart. Did you see how I rattled off all that medical stuff like I was some kind of doctor?”

      “You were pretty great.”

      “Right? From now on, they better stop treating me like I’m a stupid bimbo.”

      “I’m sure they will.” Steve glanced at his watch, then at the digital clock on the microwave.

      “I’m going to call the doctor first thing tomorrow morning and see if I can get an appointment for Tuesday,” I said. Sooner rather than later, Lizzie had said when I asked how quickly she wanted me to go for my blood test. “Should I get a sitter, or will you be able to stick around and watch Rory?”

      “Sitter,” he said. His jacket zipper zinged as he pulled it up.

      “You know you’re going to have to take time off when I go in the hospital? Donating marrow is a big deal. I’ll be out of commission for a day or two with a major sore hip.”

      He moved away from the wall and reached for my arm.

      “Look, babe, I know what Lizzie means to you⁠—”

      “Everything.”

      “You guys are tight.”

      “The tightest.”

      “And I know you want to donate⁠—”

      “I am going to donate.”

      “But that’s the thing, babe. You have to be an actual match. Loving someone isn’t enough to qualify as a match.”

      I glared up at him. He was wrong. Of course loving my sister was enough. I batted his hand away.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “I know you’re scared for Lizzie, but whether or not you’re a match for her isn’t something you can control.” He picked up his briefcase.

      “But you’re definitively saying I won’t be a match.”

      “I don’t know whether or not you will be.” He paused, exhaled a deliberate breath, then raised his free hand in the air, waving it like a white flag. “We can talk about this later. I gotta go.”

      Midafternoon, I put the kids in front of the TV and told Teddy to watch his brother and sister while I went downstairs for a much-deserved break from my role as Grand Dame of Kiddieville.

      I switched on the computer and chuckled as I read Burt’s response to my email. Drama queen. It was just too easy to rattle his cage. I moved to the bar, dropped onto a stool, and pushed off the bar top. The chair swivelled two and a half rotations. I tipped my head back and watched the ceiling tiles twist together. Another push. Four complete rotations.

      Feet stormed across the floor overhead.

      “Stop running,” I hollered at the ceiling.

      A dull, familiar ache pulsed against both sides of my neck. My constant pain had begun a year earlier when a college student rear-ended my car and gave me the worst case of whiplash anyone at the hospital had ever, ever seen. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a prescription bottle. I’d been forced to take pain medication most days since the accident. Steve wanted me to wean myself off them. He’d pursed his lips when I suggested that if he wanted to take on this agony, I’d gladly quit the pills.

      I stretched across the bar and pulled a bottle of pinot noir from the near-empty wine rack. A splash of wine always gave the pills that extra nudge. The liquid chug-a-lugged into a stemless wineglass. I touched the rim to my lips, wetting them before allowing the first sip to glide past. With my eyes closed, I imagined myself walking across a Caribbean beach, salty mist dampening my hair. Heads would, of course, turn as I strolled by in the skimpiest bikini.

      The phone rang. My eyes flashed to the caller ID display. Who calleth—friend or foe?

      “Great,” I sighed. A friendly foe. I picked up. “Hey, Mom.”

      “I was just about to give up on you.”

      Mom had the patience of a pit bull eyeballing a T-bone steak. My entire life, hurry up had been her mantra. Hurry up and eat; hurry up and get dressed; hurry up and get in the car; hurry up and stop being a kid, ’cause I’m exhausted from the five I had before you; hurry up and answer the phone, I thought of something else that’s wrong with you.

      “The day you give up on me, I’ll have no choice but to take that swan dive off the Bloor Viaduct.” I pressed the cork back into the bottle neck.

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” she groaned. “Why do you say such ridiculous things?”

      I turned my palm up and studied the short, weaving length of my lifeline. Her voice softened.

      “Anyway, I’m calling to say thanks for helping Lizzie last night.” My ears were playing a trick on me. Had Mom actually thanked me for something? “That poor kid’s been through so much.”

      “Yeah, but the difference this time is it’ll be her last treatment. After this, she’ll be cured.”

      “Here’s hoping.”

      “Why do you always have to be so negative?”

      “We have to find a match first,” she said.

      I ran my thumbnail through my front teeth. If I told her not to worry, that I was going to be Lizzie’s donor, she’d ask why I thought I was so special. She’d never appreciated how Lizzie and I were soulmates, two halves of a whole.

      “Then she’ll have more chemo ahead of the transplant? That’ll wipe out all her natural defences,” she continued, her voice odd, like she might be crying—but of course, Mom didn’t cry.

      “I know that.”

      “Do you?” She sounded a bit stronger. “Have you considered what all this could mean?” Stronger still. “Let’s face it: you’ve never been much of a realist.” And she was back. “Have you spoken to her today?”

      “Not today.” I moved closer to the phone receiver. One fluid movement, and I could bring this conversation to a screeching halt.

      “How do you think she’s handling everything?”

      “She’s fine.”

      If Lizzie didn’t want to tell Mom she was having trouble sleeping, or that she’d started taking pills for anxiety, I sure as hell wasn’t about to tell her.

      “I never know with Lizzie.”

      The house was quiet—too quiet. A perfect excuse to end our call.

      “Gotta go, Mom. The kids are getting into something.”

      Sure enough, my search of the house turned up three individualized versions of mischief. Adrianna, my four-year-old, three-foot, blond firecracker, was washing the bathroom floor with toothpaste. Six-year-old, shy, artistic Teddy was creating yet another purple crayon masterpiece on his bedroom wall. And toddler Rory sat on the nursery floor stuffing cereal up his nose.

      The pills hadn’t kicked in yet, and my neck muscles throbbed. I shuffled the kids into the living room and switched on their favourite cartoon. Once their eyes assumed that glassy stare, I grabbed a pack of smokes and inched my way toward the front door.

      Outside, I wrapped my sweater tight across my stomach, holding it in place with my elbows. I lit a cigarette, pulled in a deep drag, puckered my lips, then exhaled a perfectly formed smoke ring. The dog clawed at the screen door, his eyes following my every move. Growing up, I’d wanted someone, anyone, to notice me, to just know I was there. Be careful what you wish for. Now I had eyes on me every minute of every day.

      I finished my smoke and thought about lighting another, but then remembered the abandoned bottle of wine downstairs. I grasped the screen door in each of the creaky spots and eased it open. Four tiptoed steps beyond the living room, the phone rang a second time.

      “Things went fairly well last night,” Lizzie said on the other end.

      “No one left with a black eye,” I said. “I’d call that a success. I’m going to see if I can get an appointment at the clinic for Tuesday afternoon. Since I’ll be down in the old hood, you wanna meet up for coffee, maybe grab some galaktoburiko and some loukoumades?”

      Since they’d moved to The Danforth in the late fifties, my parents’ neighbourhood had slowly come to life with the influx of Greek immigrants. Although suspicious of dishes any more ethnic than spaghetti, Mom and Dad eventually agreed the bakeshop near church made amazing pastries. It became a tradition that if we behaved at Sunday Mass—not even remotely a given—we would stop in on the way home. Galaktoburiko, custard pie wrapped in phyllo dough and covered with lemony syrup, was my favourite, while loukoumades, sweet balls that crunched and squirted honey in your mouth, were Lizzie’s.

      “Sure.” She paused. A kettle whistled in the background. “Hey, what did you say to Mom?” The kettle stopped whistling, and a cabinet door groaned.

      “Nothing.” I plopped onto the kitchen chair again.

      “Then how did she know I’m taking Lorazepam?”

      “I didn’t tell her,” I said. “She’s fishing.”

      “I’m not crazy, you know,” she said.

      “Might help if you were.”

      

      Through the bakery window, I recognized Lizzie’s coat and the way the woman wearing said coat moved her hands as she spoke to the server. If it weren’t for that coat and the gyrating hands, I doubt I’d have recognized the thin, short-haired woman as my Lizzie. Why hadn’t I noticed how skinny she’d gotten?

      “Ah, this the other one.” The woman behind the counter raised her hands in a hallelujah gesture the moment I passed through the door. I moved toward Lizzie.

       “I remember when you girls was little,” the woman said. “You the smallest.” She pointed to me.

      “The youngest,” I corrected her.

      Lizzie wrapped her arm around my waist. I kept mine by my side, afraid to feel what I’d just seen.

      “All you girls with shiny, yellow hair, and so tall, beautiful as Aphrodite. But you”—she wagged her finger at me and winked—“you always making the troubles. Them others, good girls and boys, no you—you drive you mama crazy.”

      Lizzie snickered.

      “Doesn’t sound like me,” I said, annoyed by what the nutty server had said, but more annoyed at the whine I’d just heard in my voice.

      I remembered no such thing, but did remember everyone crowded around the display case and not letting me close enough to see anything. By the time I made my choice, Mom had grown impatient and took it upon herself to order for me. When I expressed my supreme irritation at her presumptuous selection, she told me the next time I’d be quicker.

      “You were zoiri—too lively. You want this, you want that. Sometimes I give extra treat to you baba.” Again, she winked, her eyes merry. “I tell him give it you later.”

      I squinted and searched the woman’s face for clues of how she may have looked decades earlier, but her younger self remained locked behind a heavy makeup covering, and all I saw was a sixty-something woman with a bad dye job—auburn hair next to olive skin, an atrocious combination. I couldn’t place her. I did, however, recall on at least two occasions finding a pastry, the one I had finally decided on the day before, in my lunchbox. I’d always imagined Dad sneaking back to buy it, then slipping it into my lunch the next morning.

      “You, koukla.” She turned to Lizzie. “You too skinny. Take more loukoumades.” She added another sweet ball to Lizzie's plate.

      “Well, she’s just plain weird,” I said to Lizzie once we were seated.

      “You don’t remember Elena?” she asked. “Mrs. Fotopoulos? Mom called her Ellie.”

      “Umm.” I peered across at Mrs. Fotopoulos, Ellie. “I might remember her,” I said.

      My fork slid through the custard filling. The velvety texture of the pastry and the soft smell of bread baking transported me back in time. Lizzie’s eyes met mine. Together we nodded and made yummy noises in our throats.

      “How did it go at the clinic?” she asked.

      “Got it in the bag.”

      I knew absolutely that my marrow was the answer to our family’s prayers, and felt euphoric when I imagined Mom smiling, speechless and proud, and Dad grabbing me into one of his giant bear hugs. The lab technician had smiled when I told her she was drawing the winning ticket.

      “That’s good.” Lizzie looked down at her lap.

      “So, Mom’s a real wet blanket these days,” I said. “I don’t think she’s sure this is going to work.”

      Lizzie’s head snapped up. “What’re you talking about? What did she say?”

      “It’s not what she said, more what she insinuated.”

      “What did she insinuate?”

      “Just that I shouldn’t be so sure you’ll find a donor. Oh, and not to be so positive this will be easy sailing for you.” I delivered another delicious bite to my mouth.

      Lizzie flinched, and her face clouded over. “She said that?”

      Her expression stopped me, and an uncomfortable feeling crept up my arms.

      “Well, not in that many words, but she isn’t right, is she? This transplant is no biggie, right?”

      Lizzie hesitated, then grinned, and the dark look vanished. “Got it in the bag.”
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