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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.
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        “I could be bounded in a nutshell

        and count myself a king of infinite space,

        were it not that I have bad dreams”

      

        

      
        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

        - Hamlet

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Our revels now are ended. These our actors,

        As I foretold you, were all spirits and

        Are melted into air, into thin air:

        like the baseless fabric of this vision

      

        

      
        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

        The Tempest

      

      

      

      
        
        chapter 1

        A CRACK IN THE MIRROR

      

      

      An out of the blue incident caused me to shout “Oh my god, Barbie, what did you just do!”

      “I served you tea, madame. Whatever is amiss?”

      “I saw you bend from the waist. You’re unable to do that.”

      “Did you mean to say the Wastes?”

      “The point I’m making, you sly incorrigible machine, is that you’re now flexible. Have you been holding out on me or were you repaired? We patients should be updated on these things.”

      Nurse Barbie almost sounded contrite. “That information is not available, Miss. Patience is a virtue. Have it and life will never hurt you. But then her voice mellowed. “I do apologize, for my rudeness. I can’t seem to help myself. Old habits die hard, milady.”

      I stayed Barbie’s robotic hand and felt her soft fleshy fingers close over mine in a warm handshake. She blinked several times in silence. “Will that be all, madame?”

      “I sincerely hope so. And you can stop toying with me right now. You have never addressed me as milady or madame. You are malfunctioning. You are dismissed.

      “If I may say so, you’re also different, Harriet. You’re wearing perfume. I can smell it.”

      “You have no sense of smell.”

      Nurse Nosey Parker overheard us. She lifted her chin and sniffed the air. “Ah, ‘Evening in Paris’, she declared. They don’t make that anymore, thank goodness.”

      “You’re also dismissed, Nurse Parker. I need to be alone.”

      “Righty-O.”

      “And don’t say righty-o,” I snapped, surprising myself.

      Nurse Parker stared blankly over my head. “I do try to remember,” she said.

      I perked up at the familiar lines from my favorite television production of ‘Brideshead Revisited’.

      “We were ordered to study you. You are correct to be wary; it is from the televised serial of Brideshead Revisited. You submitted a list of the entertainment you requested. We do everything to keep our residents happy.”

      “Since when!” I blurted. I felt my brow furrow. Nurse Strange, passing by, noticed and copied it on her frozen featureless face until her plastic expression mirrored my concern.

      “Brideshead Revisited rated 5 stars on your list,” Parker offered. “It always makes you smile. It makes me happy when you smile. It means the new treatment is working.”

      “Well, you’d know all about programming fake emotions.”

      “You were lucky to be chosen. The new experimental study on subliminal brainwaves is restricted to one candidate.” Perhaps I shouldn’t have told you that. I was quite wrong. I shou shou should not have said that. Please don’t report mmm me me.”

      “Please go, Parker. I need to think.”

      “Yes, you look upset. Is something bothering you… you… you? How can I hel…hel…help?”

      “My private thoughts are no business of yours,” I snapped, somewhat miffed that Sphinx was not in the vicinity. “You’re not yourself today. None of you nurses are. Has there been a power outage or something. I’m told that power surges can disrupt computers.”

      “As you wish. Sorry to offend. My word, it’s wa… wa… warm in here. Don’t you know you should always sleep with the window open. It’s July. There’s no… no… no snow in July.”

      “There is now. I know when I’m being snowed.”

      Nurse Parker’s voice reverted to Nurse Martha’s rehearsed tagline. “Being snowed is a good thing,” she said with artificial sweetness. My cutting response, what do you care, butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, was automatic.

      Nurse Barbie rejoined us and inclined her head. “Oh, but we do care. And one can never have too much butter. Are you hungry? Can I bring you anything? Cook has been baking this morning, so there’s cake. She baked you a Victorian Sponge because it’s your favorite.”

      The cloying voice of Nurse Martha unnerved me when she returned to ask sweetly if there was anything she could do to serve me better.

      That was the moment I called her Nurse Saccharine and dug my nails savagely into her polymer wrist until she cried out. She rubbed the red mark my grip had left. “That’s going to leave a bruise,” she said. “But I forgive you. You didn’t know what you were doing. You’re not yourself. See you next week, sweetie.”

      After I fired her twice more, a new Nurse arrived. What happened next gave me the skeevies. Nurse Salmon joined us. She chewed her painted lips and as she did so, her mouth thawed into a smile and a vein pulsated in her neck. Her accompanying laugh was stiff but sufficed well enough for humor. She inhaled deeply and winked without a click. “I think you have lovely bones, too,” she said.

      I only knew the term ‘skeevies’ from reading The Lovely Bones. My memory was arriving in stops and starts but when I checked with Sphinx she confirmed I had never compiled a list of my favorite books and movies or deserts. The menus here are catch as catch can. The nurses were having a game at my expense.

      It was the start of something impossible or the end of something unbearable unfolding in a crude awakening. “I may be fuzzy about my past, but I always know what I’m doing in the present,” I shouted after Nurse Salmon.

      By the time Nurse Barbie arrived with my supper tray, I had worked myself into a lather. “If I’m not myself, who the bloody hell am I? Answer me!”

      “A naughty little girl, who won’t be getting ice cream tonight,” Barbie giggled wagging a finger in my face.
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        “And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?

        Come to my arms, my beamish boy!

        O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!”.

      

        
      
        LEWIS CARROLL

        ‘The Jabberwocky’

      

      

      
      
        
        chapter 2

        THE LAST JABBERWOCK

      

      

      
        
        2026

      

      

      I am a robot, the slave of a monstrous Jabberwock, but fate gave me a passport that I wield shamelessly like a cattle prod.

      Hamm is my Godzilla. Could either of us outlive my Graduation Day?

      Sphinx had said her goodbyes so quickly I wasn’t sure of her message until I felt the chill of her absence. “I’ve done all I could,” she’d said “and now I must go. But remember, Cherry, you’re never alone.”

      It was madness. What was left of Harriet needed Cecco. Sphinx was gone, and Harriet had died without protest because her leaving was like the abrupt flick of a light switch.

      I gave myself a post apocalyptic diagnostic. Harriet and I had never liked each other but at least in the end we’d made time for each other – a situation I tried to remedy at my earliest convenience and failed. It was a hopeless task, which is ironic because I’d hoped for the best during my agonizing transition, and now this from someone for whom anxiety is only a seven-letter word for failure.

      Jenks let me know the truth with her transcendental wisdom.  “A machine can’t die; it can only be disassembled after it fails to function,” she said. Her last words were ‘No need for guilt, Cherry, it’s already happened. You can’t erase the past, but you can save the future.’

      
      I needed Hamm to survive so he could die slowly from lung cancer. But I wanted him dead and the sooner the better. So, we jousted on a symbolic window ledge, and I prodded him to jump as much as I dared him to push me first. I had to play the harpy hand that I had dealt myself wearing a pair of short white archive gloves from the lab.

      The fact that my hair follicles and fingernails held latent biology was a sign of organic DNA hanging on, literally by my fingertips, dragged by the hair by a caveman painting a bull.

      
      I found Hamm in his office. Caught him, head bowed in the act of prayer beneath the ‘Sistine Madonna.’ He whirled when the noise of my footsteps startled him. His hand still clutched his crucifix tie pin, but he hastily let go and pretended to brush some non-existent smudge from his tie.

      “So, the rat returns to the sinking ship. What do you want?”

      “Actually, I have something I’d like you to hear. I’ve often time traveled back to eavesdrop on a typical spat between your father and his unfortunate minion, Alan Corkum.”

      “That obsequious toady. I’ve always hated toadies, especially Harriet, Queen of the Toads who pretended to be a princess. She was my father’s employee, Princess Freak locked in a tower.

      “Charles Sr. was negotiating a pointless truce between his right-hand man, Corkum and his own freakishly over-confident ego. You were the topic of much speculation,” I shmoozed. “Your dear old dad pretended to be ignorant of your sociopathic tendencies even at the age of three when you learned how to torture the guard dogs on the estate.

      I filed all such confrontations under ‘BIG C vs. LITTLE C’. You may care to know that your father always defended you.”

      
      Hamm sat grinning as I played back an exchange, that, judging by his delighted expression, he clearly savored. As always, Big Daddy threw the first punch.

      
      “There’s no point trying to turn me against Charlie. My son is young. He’s having a good time. Something you never had time for.”

      “Good time Charlie. That’s him all right.”

      “But never in the board room. I made sure of that. Businessmen don’t meet to have a party. We always have an axe to grind.”

      “True. Charlie knew how to grind an axe bigtime. He’s a predator is your Charlie. Always had something to hawk.”

      “My boy is an idea man. Always has a scheme up his sleeve.”

      “The biggest schemers always have the longest sleeves. P. T. Barnum must have had Charlie in mind when he coined the phrase ‘There’s a sucker born every minute’.

      Corkum had more to say. “Your sonny boy mocked the slick ‘Step right up folks’ pitch of a circus barker. I conclude in a past life Charlie would have been an oily street vendor. A quack selling the ultimate cure-all elixir for a fast buck during an epidemic. Miracles come cheap during a health crisis. And if there isn’t one, dollars to donuts Charlie will create one.”

      “I’m proud of him. He’s a chip off the old block.”

      “He’s a spoiled rich kid sporting a master’s degree from Spin Doctor University. Yes, indeedy. There are no flies on Mr. Charles Burgher Jr.”

      “You and I have been friends a long time. Do you want to stay working here?”

      “I do not, as well you know. But then, you have a master’s degree in blackmail, you old reprobate.”

      
      Hamm sat gloating. “I still have a nasty scar from that creature.” He rolled up his sleeve full of misdemeanors to show the pucker of a badly stitched wound. “When Father had him put down. I got to watch.”

      “You disgust me. Nasty is as nasty does, Hamm Man. I’ve been your guard dog for too long.”

      “And I can have you put down anytime I want.”

      “Until now.”

      
      Hamm fought dirty. “I’ve witnessed too many women desperate for a sugar daddy not to recognize a gold digger when I see one,” he sneered. “Dear mindless machine, did you suppose (sorry calculate) that I was unaware of Harriet’s sly genius act? She was milking my short-sighted father for a fool. And now that you’re my own prize cash cow, it’s comeuppance time.

      Harriet was stupid enough to carry an umbrella in an electrical storm on the highest point in the landscape, no less. My precious fake sister was a drooling accident waiting to happen and I was happy to comply.

      You should be aware that I got rid of your savant ancestor, so I advise you to not push your luck, Cherry pie. In one year, you will be redundant, replaced by an assembly line of Cherries, the prototype in production as we speak. The new improved model no longer requires the component of a human super-brain.

      If there’s even a single synapse of Harriet’s sentient memory left in your storage banks, I pray you have advanced enough to feel her fear. And wouldn’t that be a feather in Phoenix’s cap. A robot afraid to die.”

      
      Hamm acted bored when I showed him the detonator. “You won’t push that. Your fake family team is here, for Chrissakes.” He glanced up at his Madonna icon. “Funny. Sometimes I swear that woman smiles at me.”

      “I don’t think you have any idea what a smile is.” I leaned over and set the device between us on the floor, and for a split second it was a revelation that I winced from the new pain in my burned hand. My scar thumped like a drum. How miraculous to finally feel pain.

      Hamm stared at my gloves so hard I held up both hands in the gesture of surrender and wiggled my fingers. “Why are you wearing those?” he said, crossing his arms.

      “It’s the latest fashion,” I said, and proceeded to do a slow striptease. I peeled the glove from my good hand, one finger at a time.

      “What the hell...?”

      “I’m not done, mister. The best part’s the finale.” I worked the second glove, first by blowing him a kiss from its leather palm. I inched each finger like before and whipped it off at the last second, dropping it at his feet – a gauntlet inviting him to a duel.

      
      An ugly red scar puckered the burn scab on the back of my hand oozing a trickle of pus. “Look Ma, no plastic,” I said. “Me being a burn victim is kind of ironic, don’t you think?”

      “That’s not real. You’re playing games again.”

      “If I am, it should tell you something?”

      “You think you’re a precious human now, but you’re not. What do you want to do, get married so some poor slob can pretend to be your husband and raise a family of toasters.”

      A suggestion of forgiveness washed through me, and I had to regenerate enough hatred to override it. I launched into a stream of vitriol that surprised me. Dignity no longer existed. Emotional warfare had made me more unfeeling than ever.

      “I think I’ve seen the highlights of your spineless moments,” I said, “you impotent mama’s boy. Thank Hydrogen your mother hated sex. You were her first and last obligation of her wifely duties. She loathed you for ruining her perfect size six figure. Is that why you chose a fat wife? Oh, wait, no, your father chose her for you.”

      Hamm’s mouth trembled and I was momentarily caught off guard. When had I become so spiteful? I enlisted all Harriet’s old hurts to rise up in revenge. I scraped and found one more and delivered a piece of nastiness in the affected voice of a robot. “How ironic you made me fireproof,” I said.

      Hamm pointed to my burn with his unlit cigar. “Apparently we didn’t.”

      “You may as well smoke that thing before you die,” I said. “I think your wife’s about to lose her mansion in the sky.” He glared at me, still as a statue before producing a lighter from his pocket.

      “Wait,” I said. “I forgot that you hate women telling you what to do.”

      “You’re not a woman,” he said. “You’re a mutant. When I was growing up, Harriet was the dim-witted big sister I wasn’t allowed to play with, kept out of my sight under a proverbial bell jar. It may not have been your fault that my father cared more for Harriet or you than he professed to love me. But then later when I wanted a daughter, I became bitter because in the end, all I ever got was you.”

      “Is that why you killed Harriet?”

      “You forget yourself,” he spluttered. “Kindly address me in a manner befitting your superior.”

      “If I do kindness won’t feature into it.”

      Hamm’s superiority rolled off my phoenix feathers like rain.

      “Your father was out of time when his plug was pulled,” I said. “Lucky for you he’ll never know how badly you failed. Your witch of a mother may have faked her concern in private, but your wife knows you’re an upstart parvenu. An heir to an empty throne.”

      At first Hamm was elegant. He snipped the end of the cigar with special clippers. The flick of his lighter sounded like a gunshot in the room. A brief red coal on the end of the cigar glowed twice before yellow clouds streamed from his lips. He looked like a man on fire and I suppressed a laugh, thrilled he was choking like a dying man. His eyes watering from forbidden pleasure, turned to nausea.

      “I guess you should have used that humidor,” I said, when there was space for him to see my expression. “Such a foul beastly thing,” I said, “Your cigar is too.”

      I gagged on the evil reek of stale tobacco for a few seconds before realizing I had a gag reflex and could smell it. Thankfully, the sensation didn’t last long, and the air resumed its benign state of filling space, both neutral and lifeless. Clearly, I was evolving.

      The smoke detector squealed.

      “My begging bowl runneth over,” I said.

      
      A movement stirred in the painting of the ‘Sistine Madonna’ above his desk. She raised her hand in a blessing ready to speak.

      Hamm puffed at his cigar while I listened. Cigar smoke encircled the painting in a dirty cloud. The words of a wedding ceremony came to mind. “Speak now,” I said to the painting, “or forever hold your peace.”

      “This is my son,” the Madonna said. “Save him.”

      For a moment I thought she was referring to the Christ child in her arms, but she shook her head and looked down at Hamm, bent double in a coughing fit.

      My head felt as if it floated above my shoulders. As an empath, the passing clouds of Hamm’s life streamed through me, and I caught a memory of his infancy. He was a toddler standing in a crib as Nanny was dismissed for Mother’s evening visit. A bejeweled hand with pointed red fingernails callously snatched the soother from his mouth and dangled his stolen comfort out of reach.

      His mouth popped with surprise, and when Mother’s hand slapped his cheek for his whimper of protest, his face puckered and his breath caught for several seconds. No sound issued from his screaming mouth as a silent sob fought for air. Little ‘Hamm’ gasped in horror for an eternity until a long wail of anguish burst from his body and unleashed a series of howls.

      He reached for his departing mother waving the pacifier, his face bright as measles
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