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        I remember feathers

        lying flat against my skin

        in a slipstream of oxygen,

        lifting slightly

        with each puff of wind.
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Catch a falling star

        and put it in your pocket,

        Save it for a rainy day.

      

      

      

      
        
        chapter 1

        RAINSONG

      

      

      Childhood is the only time you can learn how to fly. And although the memory of flying is unwavering, there came a time I forgot the knack of it.

      

      Reality is a bear.

      The first thing I learned is that the most insightful rules of life are the ones simple enough for a child to understand.

      Most grownup rules aren’t worth following unless, and this is important, you go back to square one (known as time travel which is technically impossible) and choose to grow up by remaining a child (which is difficult but totally possible because make-believe is the essence of child’s play). Just ask Tinkerbell.

      My current challenges lie somewhere between imagination and memory loss.

      I keep my Wellington boots by the front door, and at the first rumble of thunder, I choose my favorite umbrella of the moment and go for a walk in the woods near my home to speak with a water sprite of my acquaintance there.

      

      The umbrella stand in our front entrance was essentially a bouquet of colorful walking sticks in a tall vase, too small to hold my mother’s growing brolly collection.

      Over the years, artsy umbrellas filled the ‘grand gallery’ inside our front door with Michelangelo’s Sistine ceiling, Botticelli’s Venuses, Turner’s watercolors, Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, Monet’s waterlilies, Vincent’s sunflowers and best of all his ‘Starry Night’ that hung in neat rows of hooks on the walls or clung to our ceiling like silk bats.

      When one of our umbrellas was out in the world getting wet, the entrance wall rippled like a worried flag. Worse still were the occasions when an umbrella was lost or went AWOL (a nice way of saying missing in action – believed stolen).

      Mother wisely purchased a few serviceable black umbrellas that could be left on buses without their absence feeling like the death of a family member. And to make life more decorative, paintings were available as shopping bags, wallets, and socks.

      Which is the reason I never go anywhere without a painting.

      

      The main thing I remember about my Ma is that she was an eccentric who never blurted things in an exasperated ‘arms crossed, foot tapping’ kind of way. She liked to say it never rains but it pours which, if taken literally is a contrary point of view, except Ma meant torrential rain was the grandest of reasons to throw a party.

      When I was suffering through one of my many dark spells, she reminded me that worrying was ‘for the birds’ – a notion that taught me dismissive expressions could have positive meanings.

      Ma was a mother hen, forever reminding me to be a vigilant writer because words had a half-life of their own and could never be relied upon to deliver the whole truth. She said the best of words and the worst of words were never meant to be an exact science, and that if you were willing and exceptionally lucky, life would be a vicarious adventure filled with exceptional words. I found this advice to be true. Eventually.

      In our house, a veritable cornucopia of rain was cause for pizza with extra pepperoni. It took me years to appreciate Ma’s retrograde sense of wisdom which has always stayed with me.

      She instilled within me that abundant rain = an abundance of life’. To this day, rain is my ‘Peter Pan happy thought’, saved appropriately for a rainy day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The man who lies asleep will never waken fame,

        and his desire and all his life drift past him like a dream,

        and the traces of his memory fade from time

        like smoke in air, or ripples on a stream”

      

        

      
        DANTE ALIGHIERI - the divine comedy

      

      

      

      
        
        chapter 2

        DAYDREAM BELIEVER

      

      

      I was a formidable daydreamer; a career choice more than entertainment as the morning chorus liked to remind me.

      

      But something extraordinary happened in my fourteenth year to elevate my general aura of contentment into a higher state of awareness.

      I routinely practiced the art of ‘Shinrin Yoku’ in the woods near my home, but this particular day, after I settled into a prime spot for soaking up my daily quota of sunlight and chlorophyl, I thought I heard a distant voice calling my name.

      I dismissed it as the sound of wind in the trees because I felt surrounded in a peaceful bubble of silence, and since I was keen to counter any subliminal mental or spiritual traumas that may be lurking nearby, I surrendered to the forest.

      Shinrin Yoku focuses the mind on the natural healing energies of a wild forest. It must work because I am always free of worldly concerns, but after an hour of blissful exposure, I heard my name being called again with a little more urgency.

      Instinctively, I followed it until I came to a solid wall of leaves, eight feet high.

      There was no entrance to be found in what had to be a forest that had materialized overnight. Undaunted, I closed my eyes and allowed my recent meditation to fill me with a delightful sensation of well-being until my skin tingled with excitement.

      I could have stayed there enchanted for hours but I had a story to write, and being a precociously brazen child, I shouted the only magic words I knew to gain access: “Open Sesame!”

      Immediately the leaves blew away like a flock of green birds to expose a row of trees that bowed and moved aside to reveal a manicured footpath.

      As usual, I never needed a written invitation ‘to boldy go’ as one of my heroes, Captain Kirk of the Starship Enterprise, was wont to say.

      I stepped over the threshold in a heartbeat and entered a curtain of birdsong, but the moment my foot touched the path it widened into a thick carpet of yellow primroses, the birds stopped singing, a violet scented wind swirled its protective arms around me, and pushed me forward.

      Thus captivated I headed towards a pair of white butterflies ascending in a lazy DNA spiral towards the sky. A dog barking in the distance inspired me to invite one of my favorite storybook companions to join me for courage. “Come along, Toto,” I said aloud. “It’s off to Oz we go.”

      As Toto materialized in my arms, my white hair braided itself into glorious pigtails and my plain white dress turned into blue and white gingham that matched the kitchen tablecloth from home.

      If I was lucky, I might meet the Good Witch Mary Poppins and avoid the Wicked Witch of the West altogether.

      I soon found myself in a magnificent clearing of bluebells where a splendid rowan tree lowered its branches to honor me. I curtsied as best I knew how and nearly fell over.

      “Hello,” I said, suddenly shy, and the moment I spoke, the suspended business of summer resumed in the gentle drone and buzz of insects. So far, so good.

      The echoing drumbeat of a first raindrop hitting a dry leaf released a sweet veil of sticky heat that wafted towards me on the fluttering wings of my signature bird, the sparrow.

      A disembodied voice caught fast in the Rowan’s witchy branches declared. “Hello yourself, Harriet. Your timing is perfect, well done. Now stand back so I can get a proper look at you. But can you read me, that is the question. A small test will suffice. You should be able to hear me through your fingertips. My bark speaks fluent Braille.”

      I was mistaken of course; the disembodied voice was waiting for me to happen by (as I later learned all the best disembodied voices do). “No expectations, lass,” it said. “Resist nothing. All is well, and so it is and always will be if you follow the robin.”

      I stared, eyes narrowed, at the magnificent tree-top backlit with golden sunshine. “I recognize your accent,” I said. “Are you… um… pardon my asking, but are you God?”

      “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      Not my favorite answer. “How long must I wait, please?”

      Silence was the reply. I seethed a little from wasting my writing time, but after a moment I looked upon waiting as an adventure.

      “I believe it’s my turn for questions,” the voice said. “Will that suit you?”

      “Perfectly fine, ask away.”

      “What was the last thing you remember before coming here?”

      “I was having a lovely flying dream, but when I felt myself falling, I got scared and decided to stop. In fact, I may still be asleep.”

      “Harriet, there’s more than one way to dream the truth. Were you afraid of falling?”

      “The only way to describe it, is that I was almost afraid.”

      “Excellent. That means you can wake up now. We’ll soon have you soaring like a bird. You’ll have plenty of time to write your story if you remember to wake slowly.”

      “I’m awfully sorry, but I don’t remember anything about you. And I seem to have forgotten how to wake up.”

      “All is well, child, you will remember in good time. Being a singularity doesn’t mean you’re alone, and I should know.”

      

      It is my habit to wake from sleep much the same way a shopkeeper emerges from behind a beaded curtain when the tinkle of a bell announces the arrival of a customer: alert and ready to serve.

      The next night as I lay awake, unable to reach past a state of alpha to theta, I determined to ask the voice for help.

      I parted my imagined curtain of choice – a sheet of silver raindrops and tried a different approach. “Hello,” I said in my cheeriest voice. “Are you a robot by any chance?”

      The voice responded in a buzz of mechanical feedback I immediately dubbed divine static. Surely, I was in the presence of a nature god of superior origin.

      Stillness followed. “Do not be alarmed, young lady,” the voice resumed after a short lull. “This is the way I chuckle. We are old friends, you and I. I’ve known you over many lifetimes.”

      I took a deep breath and plunged in. “You could never alarm me, your… um majesty. I consider myself lucky to have you as a special friend. Your voice comforts me. If Lily pads could speak, they would sound just like you, slow and sure, one flat syllable at a time, the way one sounds out Latin for the first time.”

      “Lily pads? Pray continue.”

      “Lily pads space themselves just so, mystically equidistant for perfect clarity. Your words invite me to follow you. If you’re a water sprite, I expect you can walk on water. Not too shabby a reason to follow you without fear.”

      “Thank you for your honesty, little lotus blossom. You amuse me, which is why I am willing to serve as your muse in return. If it helps, think of me as a genie without a bottle but please remember I am not a mere a provider of magic wishes.”

      “My problem is I need to sleep.”

      “A need is not a wish; it’s a problem that deserves an answer. First, you’re ‘needing’ the wrong thing. What you require is rest. The true art of peaceful living is sleeping all night with your windows open.”

      

      I sat enveloped in silence, contemplating for what seemed like hours until I startled awake from a single robin chirping in the branches of my newfound friend. Once again, I had drifted from a daydream to the light sleep that often steals over me when I’m lost in a sacred place. It was so quiet I thought I might be alone, so I tested the waters. I didn’t need to. My friend heard me.

      “I’m still here, Harriet. I will never leave you. We will be friends till the end of time.”

      I breathed easier. The forest greenery quickened, pulsating with wick, a word I learned from The secret garden, one of my favorite books. Wick is the vital life force that lives under the bark of trees. It exudes a warm scent of freshly cut grass that my mother dubbed ‘the evergreen’ essence of life.

      “Do you have a name,” I asked. “Are you… um… a spirit? Will you let me see you?”

      “Yes… yes… and… sometimes in your dreams if you surrender completely, but no-one else can hear me but you.”

      “Did you come from the great sea or the vast ocean of the sky?” I smiled and sat up straighter, feeling the tree trunk lean into me the way trees always do when they agree with me. “Are you by any chance a bird?”

      The voice chuckled more gleeful than before. “Isn’t everyone? I’ve heard you think that. But in a way, you and I are sky-born.”

      “Some scientists say we’re made from stardust. Are you a scientist?”

      “I am, in my own way. To remember me, think of a formless space that tells the whole truth, little sparrow poet.”

      “Intuition?”

      “Clever girl. You’re getting warmer.”

      I blurted my best list: “Clairvoyance, psychic connection, past life memory, transmigration, animal instinct?”

      “Steady on, Harriet, we have all the time in the world to become inseparable. I will tell you my name when the moment is right. But, before I forget, there is a caveat to your insomnia issue. Sound sleep, especially during cold weather, requires a brisk ten-minute walk before bedtime. Once around the block or to the end of your street is sufficient, followed by a hot drink. Cocoa is ideal, and trust me on this, no reading or TV. Hit the pillow when your mind is empty and your cheeks are still cold.

      “Are you magic?”

      “I happen to know a few card tricks.”

      The tree rustled itself free from my supposed enchantments. Suddenly I recognized the familiar voice and smiled knowingly. I tipped my head to one side like a sparrow and counted to ten. “By any chance are you… Stephen Hawking?”

      A longer chuckle filled the clearing. “What gave me away?”

      I was beside myself, suddenly teary-eyed. “I thought it was you. So, you’re not just any genie in a bottle, but a special genius living outside the box.”

      “Hang on, Harriet, don’t get the wrong idea. I’m wise, but please understand, I am not Stephen Hawking. I’ve only borrowed his voice. You may call me Sphinx. And let me congratulate you on your unfolding perception. I’ve never heard the essence of one’s sixth sense described so succinctly. Bravo, little sparrow. In a rare moment of pure consciousness, you were outside your body – truly, beside yourself. Very well done!”

      

      I was a Peter Pan kid who never grew up, a wizard kid who refused to die, and a Charles Dickens’ waif standing defiantly arms crossed in a grim factory forever demanding more from life.

      I was incredibly overconfident. I followed the voice from obedience rather than curiosity – a noteworthy shift in attitude for one such as I. I was never a smug ‘God-bless-us-every-one’ kid. I never felt hard-done-by, and the very last thing I expected to find in the retirement home that eventually claimed me when I grew old, was a fountain of youth.

      Ma’s wisdom comes winging back to me at least once a day: if you dream hard enough your wishes will come true, so, think young and dream big, Harriet. True love comes and goes. You’re free as a bird! Sphinx never gave me time to preen my imagined feathers. “And for the record,” it said. “You didn’t dream me; I dreamed you.
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