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        “Sometimes I’ve believed

        as many as six impossible things

        before breakfast”

      

        

      
        LEWIS CARROLL

      

      

      

      
        
        THE PROLOGUE

      

      

      In a past life, I was a seagull named Jonathan, although in hindsight, that may have been something I once read in a book. I was no ordinary child. I was afraid of buttons; I’ve written over a thousand books, and I believe, if I try hard enough, I will remember how to fly.

      When I was born my wings were too small to defend themselves… as if a white butterfly had alighted between my shoulder blades.

      My name is Harriet Sparrow, an eccentric child, writing my way through the quantum field on an imaginary pirate ship. Before it sinks, I intend to let go and fly. Like a sparrow.

      I was born on a rainy day, a pluviophile (a lover of rain), tenderly placed in a richly appointed nursery. Its skylight was my first umbrella and when the sound of rain on the glass dome washed over me, I felt safe. And a few years later, after a little bird told me it was safe to dream, I dreamed my entire lifetime in a single hour.

      Here is that hour.

      

      Within the first minute of life, my wings withered and fell like rose petals. At least, that’s what I assumed. But I was mistaken. They were folded tightly into an invisible bud, dreaming. And sometimes, when tropical breezes stir the treetops or I track a flock of geese across the sky, my phantom wings quicken and purr. When I’m angry, they bristle and hiss. It’s as if I’m carrying a kitten on my back.

      I belong to the air… all humans do. We may not always remember our natural habitat, but we share a deep-seated fear of being caged.

      I am a flighty creature, a devoted human-watcher.

      Like you, I display my inbred bird persona subconsciously, and before you utter a single word, I see yours in plain sight.

      Birds awaken ancestral memories of flight and the inherent joy of weightlessness and summon the primal dreams of riding a perfect updraft in the clear blue.

      We are instinctive homing pigeons which is why our life’s purpose is to fly home.

      

      A robin was my first friend, but later, when my dark years seemed endless, when I believed I could never fulfill my childhood dream of being a writer, I seriously considered myself backward.

      But after I fell in love with a boy in a five-hundred-year-old painting, my wings woke up, and I became a swan.

      This story is my swansong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Imagine –

        Just one birthday every year, said the March Hare.”

        “Ah, but there are three-hundred and sixty-four

        Un-birthdays, said the Mad Hatter.”

      

        

      
        LEWIS CARROLL - ‘Alice in Wonderland’

      

      

      

      
        
        chapter 1

        BIRTHDAY ONE

      

      

      
        
        Convent of ‘The Sisters of Immaculate Compassion’

        1949

      

      

      The dreams began immediately and came to me strangely narrated by none other than myself, and so I rediscovered what I already instinctively knew.

      

      My first emotion was joy, but it was stifled by cruelty so swiftly and completely that I only imprinted the feeling of abject abandonment.

      The midnight room was draughty and I was cold. I stared up at the ceiling in silence rather than howl for warmth. I felt transfixed by a pervasive anxiety, too angry to cry. A pair of triangle-shaped red faces framed in white boxes draped with black cloth filled an unfriendly sky. Light emanated from my hands and reflected pink off their expressions from outrage to fear.

      Two midwives of the Convent of the Immaculate Compassion ogled me, clutching their crucifixes to ward off the danger of violet eyes. One was old, the other a timid novice, subservient as the shadow of a mouse.

      The elder nun’s voice startled me. “She has red welts on her back and purple eyes,” Sister Honoria accused. “Signs of witchcraft.”

      Neither of them noticed my hands were glowing with white fire.

      “She should be crying. Something’s wrong,” Sister Anne-Marie,” said. “Will I fetch the doctor?”

      Sister Honoria shook her head no and clung to her crucifix the way a drowning woman clutches the nearest reed. Only she knew how many times it saved her each day. She tried to open the window with one hand but had to let her touchstone fall from her fingers. It jerked on its length of heavy chain and dangled from her neck like a hanged man. Sister Honoria’s voice was shrill. “I remember the day this child’s mother pushed in,” she said. “Sybil Sharpe was seven months pregnant and showing signs of spiritual instability. She quickly descended into madness.”

      I opened my mouth to cry but something stopped me. I grew up in that heartbeat and stared back, determined to survive with dignity. My eyes darkened to indigo. I was angry. I was angry with these two women and my mother who abandoned me by dying. Mostly, I was angry with a world who treated children as sinful before they had time to make a first mistake. Everyone makes mistakes.

      Sister Anne-Marie faltered, mouthing the appropriate responses to deflect the well-known hysteria of Sister Honoria’s impassioned calling. “Who was her father?”

      “Sybil had an eight-year-old girl with her,” the old nun continued. “She confessed without shame that her condition was the result of an immaculate conception. She said she never saw his face, just the...” she crossed herself, “wings.”

      Sister Honoria lifted the crucifix to her lips, whispered it a secret, and kissed it. She shuddered. “Wings,” she repeated under her breath. “Goddess worship. The breach birth confirmed her sin.”

      The word wings returned fear to the eyes of Sister Anne-Marie, and she tightened her grip on her own crucifix. “Wings?”

      Sister Honoria lowered her voice. “She’s her mother’s daughter.”

      “And the other daughter?”

      “We found no next of kin,” Sister Honoria said. “The girl was baptized and sent to our mother house on the mainland. The whore ignored her.”

      The novice smiled at me. I felt her arms tighten around me as a surge of warmth. “The Heavenly Mother has shown you mercy and delivered you to us,” she said to me. But her compassion was delivered like a good faerie softening a bad fairy’s black curse.

      Sister Honoria dipped her hands in holy water and sprinkled it over me. “Look how the demon inside her studies us. She has her mother’s eyes. Witch’s eyes.”

      More droplets of water hit my face which delighted me. It was like rain.

      Sister Honoria held her crucifix over me, poised like the magic wand of a bad faerie. Moonlight caught the edge of its silver martyr and winked like a microscopic star. “Only a priest can coax the demon from this child’s soul,” she said. “The window must be left open for it to fly.” She crossed herself. “It’s as well the mother was taken.”

      Sister Anne-Marie jostled me, turned away from the old nun and whispered in my ear. “Never mind, Our Lady loves you.” She slapped the bottom of my pale blue feet and cooed to me. “Come little angel, cry so I can close the window. It’s pouring with rain.” She jostled me up and down to loosen my voice. “Hear the moon shout, come out come out,” she rhymed.

      “You forget yourself,” Sister Honoria snapped. “Chanting incantations is pagan.”

      I blinked my indigo eyes a few times, concentrating on a new vision of a luminous winged woman hovering behind and slightly above the nuns who shushed me with a finger held against her lips. “Hush little one,” she said, “Don’t make a sound. Mother is here.” Her eyes twinkled and light shone around her long silver hair shaped like a veil.

      I sneezed.

      “There, and that’s the devil away,” Sister Anne-Marie said. She wrapped my shining body in a towel, held me over her shoulder, and swung from side to side, thumping my back. “Hail Mary, full of grace”... thump ... “Blessed art thou among women”... thump. My second sneeze encouraged her to swing faster. “Holy Mary, Mother of God”... thump... “pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death”... thump... “Amen,” she prayed aloud.

      “It’s better it dies from a chill than wrestles the sins of its father,” Sister Honoria’s said.

      The vision of the radiant woman moved to stand in front of me, still smiling, holding out her arms. When she faded into the wall I began to wail.

      

      To be on the safe side I was left to cry a long time. Having a demon for a father meant I had more to cry about, but after I was emptied of such despair the window was closed. My eyes turned violet within the week, and I had nothing more to say.

      Since my first breath I searched for my mother in every woman’s face.

      I can’t fault Sister Honoria for her lack of affection. She too was a victim of her own history. Emotional crutches can litter the ground like the aftermath of a Lourdes convention, but when faced with immediate survival, a desperate soul grabs the nearest one. Sister Honoria and I had that much in common.

      

      Two lives were lost the Monday I was born. My mother and I passed each other on a ghostly staircase which, as any old wife can tell you, is bad luck. To confirm this, I was dropped into a cold nest of delusional women for four years, a cloister of programmed sympathy. A sisterhood who forsook their natural desires under the stingy rules of controlled compassion – brainwashed as automatons, doling out care like gruel in a Dickensian soup kitchen.

      They served a mother and child icon yet forfeited their maternal instincts of procreation to be midwives birthing demons and goodness knows what other strange manner of creatures.

      

      That was my start in life. But I was introduced to paper and color crayons and art, and I recall, almost fondly, standing in line with the other orphaned girls, scrubbed pink for inspection, dressed in long white flannel nightgowns.

      I also revisited my shame from the expectation in the eyes of the prospective mothers who alighted on me with such hope and how the light went out after a short whisper in their ear. I saw their mouths gasp a small oh! as their husbands hustled them along to the next child.

      After a few times, I stared through them so I wouldn’t see their discomfort. Once in a while the nuns spoke loud enough for me to hear the words, ‘she doesn’t speak; it’s autism.’ I heard the syllable ‘aut’ as the word art. Was it a curse or had my wings frightened them?

      And so, I willed my wings to stay invisible.

      

      When I was two, I stood no taller than the hollyhocks out back. I hid in the lilacs where I ran for cover, and rocked myself under the mauve blossoms, absorbing their fragrance.

      After a time, I crawled through the rows of vegetables and huddled like a rabbit. I clung to the tomato vines and stared through their lacy scaffold of strings at the plain building set apart from the chapel. It housed the nuns and their blithe charges with the misnomer of a ‘home.’

      Drab boys, grey girls, and black robes speckled the flat lawn. The older boys climbed apple trees in the orchard.

      With all of us outside, the orphanage stood like an unwrapped present on a green table. I imagined it with a red bow on top, but it was an empty box containing nothing of consequence – until the day of the book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “One can dream so much better

        in a room where there are pretty things”

      

        
      
        LUCY MAUDE MONTGOMERY - Anne of Green Gables

      

      

      
      
        
        chapter 2

        THE LEONARDO BOOK

      

      

      When a painting spoke to me in 1952, I was three, twenty-four years before I became a machine.

      
      The day of the book began like any other. I kept to myself in the girls’ playroom, my nose stuck to the window, while the other daughters of sorrow colored outside the lines and squabbled over dolls. On the other side of a double door the boys built towers made of blocks and crashed toy cars into each other. I heard one of the nuns explain to a guest they were too boisterous to be with the girls, and I thought that was where the word boy came from.

      
      The view from the institution’s window was a watercolor blur of blue and green as the first spatter of spring rain tapped hello, lightly on the glass. I waved to a robin hopping over the lawn, trying to dodge the raindrops. As I pressed my nose against the window, a woman’s voice called out from behind me, “My brother loved birds too.”

      It came from a book on Renaissance Art.

      The convent’s ancient librarian, Sister Theresa pulled random books from the lowest shelves of the children’s section with her usual absentmindedness. She could barely carry the dozen choices and dropped them on the table with a thud before groaning into a low chair.

      “Harriet, do come away from that window, child. Let’s look at these shall we? Which one would you like?” She splayed out the books like a fan with her arthritic fingers.

      A lady’s face on one of the covers gazed lovingly at me, and I drew it out like a card from a magician’s trick.

      Sister Theresa, always impatient, grumbled “how did that get in there?” She tried to take it from my hands. “You don’t want that one. How about Sleeping Beauty?”

      I gripped my book harder.

      Sister Theresa opened her choice to an illustration of a princess sleeping on a four-poster bed with red curtains, but I maintained a firm grip on the book I wanted. Other chubby hands grabbed at the fairy tales and illustrations of bunnies wearing clothes. Sister Bernadette leaned over to Sister Theresa’s good ear. “Let her have it if it makes her happy,” she said.

      “But it’s an art history book,” Sister Theresa whined. “She’s only three.”

      “It’s pictures. That’s all she wants. It speaks to her and surely to God that’s enough.”

      
      Sister Theresa turned the pages. Most of the eyes in the portraits were empty, but the lady on the cover smiled. “Mia piccola bambina I thought I’d never find you,” she said.

      I giggled. The sound I’d determined to hide forever, escaped like a soap bubble. It rose from my toes like the sap in a tree and shattered my childish vow of silence.

      Sister Theresa crossed herself and called out to Sister Anne-Marie. “Come quickly,” she said. “Tis a wee miracle. Harriet is laughing!”

      I had smiled for the first time. I was happy.

      
      In a way, I was never alone after that. A steady stream of secrets whispered by internal voices circled me like gulls seeking a place to land, but I locked them and my emotions inside a reliquary carried around my neck. It seemed I had taken a natural vow of silence at birth, so the nuns assumed I was mute until I startled them one day with a vivid prophecy of a vision I felt compelled to share. “History will open. Worms will crawl. Paintings will cry, and time will cease to revolve around the sun,” I said.

      Sister Honoria, horrified beyond the usual, thought me possessed. My vocabulary was hardly that of a three-year-old, but neither was hers. She often shouted God like a four-letter word.

      Mostly, I daydreamed with one ear on the future and the other listening to a faint disembodied voice that encouraged me to believe in the powers of magic. And of course, I returned often to the lady in the portrait who was always pleased to see me.

      But my earliest window was a square of light that hung high on the nursery wall like a painting of the sky. I could only gaze up as it changed colors from blue to grey to stars.

      As I grew taller, the windows lowered themselves and I could see landscapes and portraits forming in the clouds. The branches of an apple tree tickled the windowpanes.

      I named the tree, Lucy. Her happy twig fingers waved or wore green gloves; their fingers laced together like the nuns at prayer. Birds alighted on her branches and chirped messages, and I wrote back to them with my finger on the fogged glass.

      Windowsills became pillows where I rested my head on my arms and lifted into whatever colors the day chose to give me. When my eyes were closed, I could see forever. When I made believe the sky was theatre, clouds cavorted like actors on a blue stage. They entered from the wings and drifted away after telling a story – thin stories of strong winds and fluffy golden stories of rich summers. Grey animals of every species drifted by, backlit by the sun, turning luminous shades of rose and purple at evensong. The sky was freedom and the birds, my angels.

      Even my favorite toy kaleidoscope was a window. I’d thought someone had broken one of the chapel’s stained-glass windows and scooped the pieces into a tube. They rattled and fell as rubies and emeralds. I spent hours shaking sapphires and diamonds into jeweled snowflakes. The stories they told shifted constantly like restless people.

      I felt safest under canopies. I was given a black umbrella to hold when we took walks on rainy days, but the sky was my first umbrella. Sister Genevieve said heaven was up there and Sister Theresa said heaven was a holy place, so I believed the stars were holes in god’s umbrella that let the rain through.

      I kept to corners and hid under tables where the view changed to a low theatre framed by damask tablecloths starring sensible shoes and the black hems of the nuns.

      When Sister Anne-Marie dressed me, I tried not to be lured by the giant cross around her neck with its sad figure who stared blindly into my face. “Lift your arms”... crucifix... nightgown pulled up and over... crucifix... sweater pulled down over the eyes... crucifix... “let me see your hands”... crucifix. It was a wonder we orphans weren’t all hypnotized from the constant sad pendulums waving across our eyes and the nuns making the sign of the cross over us like magic wands.

      
      The convent was a black and white world of habits and wimples and cotton nightgowns and starched aprons and sensible shoes and iron bedposts like the black gate that held us in. Only the pointed windows of the great chapel glorified color, but even those turned dark at night. On rainy days the playroom windows flowed with rivulets dripping patterns that dried into the ghosts of raindrops that brought wet tales of wild rivers and the open sea.

      At night, we said our prayers, directing them heavenward and asked angels to watch over us which seemed a waste of time since I spoke
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