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        “A book to be savored slowly or you will miss some remarkable bits of history and philosophy. I had to reread it several times. It was that good!”

        THE READING CAFE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The rewards will become obvious as you realize the immense capacity of this author to captivate you beyond measure.”

        M JETTE

      

      

      

      
        
        “The Lisabetta trilogy is a sensual adventure of the soul. The premise is intriguing, compelling, complex, yet amazingly simple.

        This remarkable novel carries us on an astonishing trip through history, seen through many eyes, focussing always on the eyes of ‘The Mona Lisa’ as her spirit gazes from her prison on the walls of the Louvre.

      
        As a writer, I wish I could write as well as this. Read it for the experience.”

        L ALEXANDER

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “An extraordinarily philosophical historical novel which seamlessly crosses the borders of time and space.”

        L. TURNER
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        PROLOGUE

      

      

      I am a long-lost memory. I am a mother, a sister, and an artist… I am a ghost. I am the Mona Lisa.

      Veronica Lyons refers to my presence in her home as house arrest, an especially cynical observation considering she’s a dedicated recluse.

      I call her my ‘little poet’ as a compliment as well as to mock her. She argues that although artists and writers are willing prisoners to solitude, she has risked her sanity by acknowledging my existence. She accuses me of intruding on her privacy; I keep silent because I need her to continue invading mine.

      Veronica accused me of lowering a psychic drawbridge for the purposes of extortion, whatever that means. She had her arms crossed at the time, so, I assumed it was an insult of some kind.

      I, in turn, refrained from accusing her of crossing a forbidden bridge when my back was turned to carry on a clandestine affair with my Sandro.

      For the most part, I purposely stay vigilant and silent. I look the other way whenever she violates my trust. This is how I process my anger.

      I know Veronica’s emotional retreat to my century is imminent whenever her toes tap faster and faster, her knees bounce out of control, or she worries a strand of hair into a rope. She fidgets. This is how she processes her guilt.

      I’m able to guide Veronica through the lucid afterlife but it’s forbidden for the living to venture there alone. One could say we are a pair of desperate star-crossed women on missions of the heart, somewhat doomed to suffer. To this end, we regularly cross prohibited thresholds of existence in spite of the ever-present dire consequences. Our guise of friendship must continue, if only to protect Jupiter.

      I hate to disappoint her, but ever since I joined Verrocchio’s studio when I was twelve, I have never caved to senseless rules, criticism, or empty threats. It was there, as an eager student attuned to the business of art, that I learned to how to lie. It was there as a silent historian, privy to the covert trysts of insecure males behind Mother Church’s back, that I learned to use naysayers’ comments as a weapon against them.

      

      Veronica and I need to vent. We are partners who disagree on the best forum for being heard. She told me that an airtight hermetically sealed ‘safe house’ offers the best all-round protection from public criticism. She was prying open a jar of something called peanut butter at the time. The lid suddenly released after intense pressure. The contents stored for months were fresh even though they smelled disgusting. “Voila!” she announced triumphantly.

      I have listened to the French language for long enough to know that voila means ‘and here is the hidden crux of the matter… beware!’

      And so, I present to you, the crux of ‘our’ matter: Veronica is an unstable mother who wants to keep her son in a jar. And by doing so, instead of preserving his innocence she condemns that son to an exclusive insane asylum for two.

      As for me, experience has taught me that safe havens can be the worst of prisons, overly rigid rules beg to be broken, and pious saints often make the worst jailors.

      My liberation from anonymity is urgently time sensitive but Veronica believes in the ‘heads down - no sudden moves - avoiding eye contact - ostrich’ approach to our negotiations. I can feel she wants to surrender but she trusts no-one. Pushing her is counterproductive, considering I only have a few months to get ‘home’.

      I copy her crossed arms ploy while she spreads brown foul-smelling paste on a slice of bread and speak loudly so she knows I’m deadly serious: “I should think it fairly obvious, even to you, that my rebirth will never be impossible if I can’t fully die.”

      She frowns in response, looks away, and drops a dollop of honey on the brown goo, but says nothing.

      Having disclosed too much, I’m now out-frowning her because I’m not at liberty to disclose privileged universal intelligence. So, for instance, I’m unable to reveal that my failure to be identified during my appointed window of opportunity will not only disturb my death but will adversely affect her life. Or that, 500 years is nothing when it comes to karmic debt!

      ‘Not at liberty’ should be the title of the book you promised to write about me,” I call after her.

      She turns towards my voice… to where she thinks I am because our connection is purely audio. My choice. My bad. She looks through me. Her eyes focus a few inches above my head. “Yeah, about that book thing… I may not do it.”

      She’s toying with me. It’s her way of saying yes.

      

      Life is precarious. We live and die on random hiccups of time. My brother’s earliest years proved conclusively that stifling environments breed dysfunctions counterproductive to spiritual health.

      Veronica’s unconscious madness of cowering behind thick walls and shuttered windows creates its own aura of death. It certainly accounts for her sudden and relentless mood swings from elation to depression.

      A dispirited human spirit like me, requires an organic spark to regenerate. I despair. Has Michelangelo’s painting of God animating Adam on the Sistine ceiling taught people nothing!

      Safe is a four-letter word.

      My Louvre installation was ‘state of the art’ safe. The ultimate physical sanctuary: heat sensitive, bullet-proof, fire resistant, climate controlled, bathed in filtered lighting, a cracking alarm system, and round the clock armed security guards.

      Sadly, my lifeforce flutters under varnish and glass like a trapped butterfly because an overzealous cleaning crew renders spiritual life, well… lifeless. And I say this absolutely knowing the absurd truth that a ghost is as emotionally alive as the living. That’s why we’re referred to as spirits.

      Leonardo was the master of capturing inspirito. He believed in the highest spiritual truths. He taught me to distinguish the differences between the varied colors and odors of lies and that neither love nor art can grow in an organically bereft landscape.

      Robbed of intimacy and belonging insured my portrait under French captivity was unscathed from human contamination, and accordingly, my tactile memories of love dimmed with each precautionary measure to preserve me. The irony is perverse. A ghost can still die!

      The undeniable truth is that my portrait survived well over four hundred years of rough manhandling only to be handled in the 21st century by stressed out ‘experts’ wearing protective masks and kid gloves.

      No warmth of human kindness touched me until Jupiter, a child not overly receptive to being hugged, invited me to enter his shirt. He is a true empath. A child of infinite wisdom for whom it is impossible to tell lies.

      Observing Jupiter and his mother, I have come to understand the concepts of asylum, sterility, denial, and hermetically sealed. Oh my!

      The Louvre was a crypt of sorts – calculated to protect me. It may have been designed to keep big-time thieves and small-time terrorists out, but it was only the desperately overlooked who wished me harm. Supposedly, when ignored, desperate measures are called for, and sometimes, the only way to prove one’s existence is through an infamous act.

      Veronica is desperately overlooked whereas Jupiter is fearless. There’s no stopping a scorned woman with small dreams. Jupiter speaks his mind and acts in the moment, but then, there’s no stopping a super-child with big dreams.

      Breaking free of the Louvre was almost too easy. There’d been no deliberating. No time to second guess why. Further delay was not an option. Jupiter was hungry, and something called hamburgers were at stake. He was particularly concerned about something called ketchup. Apparently, the French have a blind spot for fast food.

      Jupiter’s logic ignored peripheral distractions. My rescue followed a beeline that led from my gallery to the streets of Paris. A new friend needed saving, art theft was required, and a clean guiltless getaway was there for the taking. No problem.

      In retrospect, stealing a human spirit who inhabits a portrait is a victimless crime because the painting in question remains in situ, even though its ‘essence’ is gone. And for now, my ‘essence’ is ‘living’ on borrowed time with its wings clipped, as a presence on Vancouver Island in my poet’s house of perpetual quarantine.

      But that’s the genius of creative thinking, spontaneous timing, and desperate measures. Although, I have to say, desperation is my least favorite position of attack.

      Change is risky, but then, I learned the hard way to welcome risks. I was scrappy. I was a quick study when it came to survival. It’s a wonder Leonardo didn’t paint the inscription ‘rischio abellire modificare’ (risk enhances change) inside a crown of laurel leaves on the back of my portrait. It served us both for Leonardo to play the innocent to my brazen negotiating. We were a well-rehearsed team. Intuition ruled art; animal instincts ruled survival and we were a couple of Florentine lions against the world.

      Jupiter is a child knight who champions the underdog. Being overlooked was his greatest weapon. He didn’t court invisibility; it was thrust upon him, although I’ve come to believe it was bestowed upon him as an act of grace. To Jupiter’s credit, he found a way to use obscurity to help his mother, and subsequently, me.

      Be it heaven or haven, no ghost chooses to be shackled in limbo. I have it on good authority that the afterlife is meant to be a place of rest.

      My brother was a restless young man who craved the spotlight. I taught him that hiding one’s light was never productive because you never know if someone else will hide it for you. And as crazy as it sounds: Some lies smell like violets; some smell like peanut butter.

      
        
        – Lisabetta
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      
        
        “Merely throwing a sponge

        soaked in colors at a wall

        will leave a stain

        in which a beautiful landscape

        can be seen.”

        - Leonardo Da Vinci

      

      

      
        
        NEW BEGINNINGS

      

      

      
        
        Amboise, France

        1519

      

      

      On the day I was born, Leonardo shared his lifeforce with me. He refused to let me die, and later, during his last days, when he lay close to death, I held his hand so he could feel the weight of my bones. Such was our close connection, that even as an apparition, I had density. I closed my fingers tightly over his, so Leonardo would know beyond his failing senses, that he was not alone.

      My brother’s perceptions were like crystal. He always spoke as inspiration came – often too clear for others to hear. Leonardo taught me where illusion began and in 1519 it was my duty to show him where it ended. Except… I was mistaken. Creative illusions never end.

      

      In Leonardo’s presence, I was more than a seventeen-year-old poplar-wood panel. I was greater than an animated 30 X 21-inch portrait coated with new varnish. I emerged from the flat window Leonardo created for me… of me and left his masterpiece where my young colors glowed under a glaze of light. I no longer cast a brittle sheen in the moonlight, but to Leonardo, I remained, the fleshed-out Lisabetta of his middle-years. I had taken form to ease his grief, and later, to comfort his final moments. I would have done anything to make him feel safe.

      A portrait’s voice is captured in the eyes. Only eyes speak silently, most elegantly, in magnetic communion. My brother and I conversed this way for eleven years. After ‘the fire’, he called me through the art that was the best of us. Leonardo heard my thoughts as a voice inside his head, inside a waking dream, inside a memory. I listened back in the ways open to me.

      He always knew I would tell him the truth. – Lisabetta

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lisabetta’s earliest memory of Leonardo is not visual. It’s a voice surrounded by stars. His beauty materializes later and dazzles. He keeps his bouts of hopelessness preserved, away from public nosiness. After Grandmother Lucia’s brief reign, Lisabetta is the only one close enough to help Leonardo through the debilitating episodes that dull his brightness. But without Leonardo’s remarkable capacity to recover, Lisabetta’s career under the formal auspices of the painter’s guild, would have decided her creative stillbirth.

      Leonardo and Lisabetta share more than a country upbringing under a tyrannical father. Lisabetta first believes that Leonardo’s skill as a teacher engages her own artistic capabilities, but it’s not entirely so. There is a natural talent within them, separate yet the same, to observe and translate the treasures of the visible world into flat windows of illusion. Their minds are connected to each other as much as their hand-to-eye coordination. What they observe flows into the art they make. They isolate different aspects of design, but the procedure is identical, and it’s because of this, Leonardo remains convinced only artists may truly understand each other.

      That Leonardo and Lisabetta are kindred is documented. Caterina expels them from her womb and into the world six-years-apart. It’s the weightier bond of paternity that separates them, but empathy and a strong priority for each other’s survival guarantees them mutual protection and promises doubly victorious fame.

      Leonardo daydreams in loops of relentless pictures, endowed with the ability to realize them later and study them under better light. Events so crystallized, wait for the right time to emerge fully formed. Regardless of encapsulating joy or pain, Leonardo’s thoughts remained alive to be recalled with startling lucidity. Images imbedded with sounds and textures and the accompanying scents of life take root in his memory. It takes only a small trigger to release them unbidden into the present.

      Lisabetta’s formative years condition her to the hard labor of a subsistence farm. Living in Campo Zeppi comes with the certainty of hardship, but it bequeaths her the edge she needs later to fend for herself and Leonardo in a world that has no time for women or those afflicted with eccentricities not easily bent to conformity.

      Between them, Leonardo and Lisabetta have enough skills to meet the harshness of the world without crumbling. Without each other, creative survival is impossible. Leonardo never truly sees a thing completely until he has drawn it from several angles, written down its messages and questions, and shown her. Lisabetta is the complementary yin of Leonardo’s experience.

      Run-ins with Antonio’s bad humor prompt Lisabetta to keep her head during the heat of confrontation. She becomes a proficient formulator of strategies: how best to process defeat into a victory, how to feign compliance, how to use humiliation to her advantage, and the subtle art of exacting comeuppance over white hot revenge. Later, it is Piero da Vinci and Verrocchio who unknowingly coach her on the intricacies of covert diplomacy and protocol.

      By example, Antonio inadvertently teaches Lisabetta that lashing out at real or imagined enemies is futile and that the art of manipulation is the consistent victor. But most of all, Lisabetta learns that her invisibility is an asset.

      It is Lisabetta’s persistence that compels her to air her opinions the way Leonardo has always recorded his on paper. Leonardo’s studies, being more of an academic nature than hers, come infused with the glorious stamp of breakthrough engineering and medicine and scientific discovery. Lisabetta’s musings out loud, are impressions of feminine economy – the specific reflections of a defiant woman at odds with her time, wisely minding her place.

      Lisabetta hasn’t the patience to disguise her observations with codes. What she writes is not so much secret as private, although in her century, a closely guarded diary is regarded as suspect.

      Long before Leonardo is hailed as a genius, he is considered delusional, according to the conventions of society. Poetry is the accepted repository for emotional pain but challenging the church with science amounts to a personal revolution. Leonardo’s compulsion to record his thoughts in clandestine journals begins early. From the age of seven he trusts no-one. He takes confidentiality to extremes, covering his innocent tracks as often as the guilty ones.

      Lisabetta heeds the unexpected gems that sprout from trouble as much as the trials which emerge from success.

      Leonardo composes music and lyrics embedded with word pictures. He paints images that border on heresy. He provokes authority. He loves to embed eternal puzzles inside the wordplay of disapproving commentary. His mind never lets go. It’s paper that captures Leonardo’s dreams – the very papers that will eventually destroy Lisabetta.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      
        
        “Do you not see

        how necessary a world of pain

        and troubles is,

        to school an intelligence,

        and make it a soul?”

        - John Keats

      

      

      
        
        THE SUMMER OF  72’

      

      

      
        
        Halifax

      

      

      The year 1972 is spiritually high and politically low. Jonathan Livingston Seagull soars over the Watergate break-in, a dozen eggs cost fifty-two cents, the hit song ‘Nights in White Satin’ caresses New-Age ears with romantic sentiments hinting of mystical truths, and Albert Einstein’s ‘Theory of Relativity’ is validated.

      While fans of ‘Star Trek’ lobby for a rebirth from the ashes of its second 1966 pilot, an unsuspecting Elizabeth Lyons, wonders why her three-year-old daughter, Beatrice, doesn’t respond to toys and cuddles, but coos incessantly to cats.

      Of course – it’s the family curse. Elizabeth had wanted to pretend otherwise. The shadow had come again and fallen on little Bea.

      Thirteen-year-old Cate plays with her baby sister. Their seagull book needs no words. Pictures fly and soar and reach into Bea’s eyes. She searches the sky for shapes.

      When Cate reads to Bea from her Alice book, she shows her the face of the Cheshire Cat hanging in a tree and is rewarded with a smile. From then on, Bea looks into treetops and waves at the floating smiles she sees there.

      A smile is more mysterious than the fate of a seagull with an extraordinary wish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Chapter 3

      

      

      
        
        “Wisdom

        is the science

        of other sciences”

        - Plato

      

      

      
        
        UNCLE OZ

      

      

      
        
        Oxford, England

        1975

      

      

      “Cowardly Lion,” Cate calls her brother, with affection.

      “Dotty Girl,” he calls back.

      Cate and Perry Lyons are inseparable. Cate dubs Perry, Oz and he calls her, Dodo, short for Dorothy.

      Autism stalks the Lyons family. Every second generation one of their clan presents a neurological anomaly within the spectrum. Its presence ignites Perry’s compassion late. At the zenith of his Fine-Art’s degree, Perry sets aside a love affair with painting in favor of biochemistry, and downgrades his freelance venture restoring paintings, to an obsessive hobby. He is comforted that both disciplines live side-by-side under the same microscopes of revelation.

      In whimsical moments, Cate and Perry refer to their genetic predisposition as creative programming. “Remember, Lyons live in prides,” Perry says in the moments they rally against the odds.

      The Lyon siblings: Peregrine Arthur (Perry), Dorothy Catherine (Cate), and Beatrice Alice (Bea) were meant to be wealthy from the start. The family art collection guaranteed it. Their mother, Elizabeth, shows signs of Alzheimer’s, but little Beatrice is the recipient of the Lyons’ rogue gene who lives contentedly in the necessary embrace of a state of the art mental institution.

      Perry is a free spirit, and while riding-high towards his doctorate, he meets and forms a lifelong friendship with fellow geneticist, Alistair MacKay. They meet Canadian, Charles Duke in their last year, and on a summer break, Perry introduces Alistair and Charles to Cate.

      By Christmas, Elizabeth’s condition deteriorates from sporadic episodes of memory loss to being completely oblivious of her children’s identities. She passes in her sleep, and the true financial standing of the Lyons’ estate is revealed. Trusted legal counsel has bled their investments into the red. Perry is away at school when the family’s art collection is auctioned. It’s the beginning of a long financial winter that threatens to last for years.

      Cate had been expected to marry well, and fate decreed that the Houses of Lyons and MacKay should blend into one perfect family, but Alistair, is determined to remain a bachelor. Perry mirrors Alistair’s sentiments regarding intimacy vs. career and the hesitancy to produce offspring, as much as they share a great affection for Cate.

      Cate is the love of Alistair’s life and it’s with guilt that he adores and beds her, and she is delivered of a stillborn girl, Carola. Three years later, still unwed, they produce healthy twins, but there’s no way to reconcile Alistair’s passion for Cate with the joy of his growing success.

      A male provider outweighs the prospect of single parenthood and twins, and Cate is shaken with the inevitable acceptance of a situation in which she had been a willing participant, but even in her greyest hours, Cate had believed that Alistair would one day, be her husband. After all, wasn’t love the great transformer? She is mistaken. Alan Laird, a suitor from Cate’s past, is brought up to speed, and bribed sufficiently with the promise of gaining his first love, as well as the guarantee of financial support for his stepchildren’s education. Cate, begrudgingly said, yes.

      Cate’s second pregnancy had been spent in tears laced with reasons to die: no proper husband, a dead-end service job, one girl-child stillborn, twins on the way, permanently unwed, and persistent attentions from an ex-boyfriend who now repulses her.

      By 1979, the only thing left of Elizabeth’s estate is the family Rolls Royce, kept mint, in hibernation, waiting for a miracle. Then it too, faces the block. It’s Perry’s last touchstone with a past affluence he took for granted – a poignant reminder of trips to the continent, tennis parties, and milling with the country club set. The car sleeps safely like a prince under a curse, covered in soft tarps, polished and sleek. A child’s picture book sits abandoned on the backseat, but cars and toys have no concept of yesterday’s sorrows or today’s fears. An auctioneer’s bloody gavel is the method of execution, the same year as Veronica and Basil’s birth.

      

      The first month after Veronica and Basil are born, Cate refuses to have anything to do with them. She lies in a postnatal funk, still a teenager.

      Alan is hopeful. He’s willing to take on Cate and her newborn twins, providing they emigrate to Canada. He visits every day until Cate says a weak yes to his proposal. What does it matter? Life must be endured rather than enjoyed.

      Cate refuses to trade in the name Lyons when she marries Alan. “No” she insisted “my name is the part of me I won’t give up.” It’s the last time Cate fights to be real, and she surrenders to a fate worse than invisibility. The Atlantic shores of Halifax are reached, but after a year, Alan feels the same lack of intimacy. Indifference is a contagious disease.

      Perry fancies himself an art detective. Following cold trails of art into the void of anonymity inspires his love of all things forensic. Scopic-cameras become his latest toy. Mathematics, Physics, and tinkering with machines is love-work. High-tech machines are the bridges which connect his twin career.

      Inspired by smoke and mirrors and technology, Perry dreams solutions which manifest several hybrid inventions from the discarded paraphernalia of outdated lab equipment. He sifts through camera shops and flea markets for lenses, and raids junk shops and charity stores. His electronic creations allow a more invasive analysis of pigments and fingerprints. To relax, Perry burrows beneath dried varnish and time, leaving the amber fog behind, and heads for the past. A color meets him halfway. “Hello beautiful,” he says. Proximity to great art causes Perry’s nerves to flatline.

      Perry’s artist half is committed to the family’s passion for fine art; his scientist half is dedicated to the family crisis. Political power backs any urgency which extends the lucid stage of old age. Senile dementia and gerontology draws the grant funds and the code word ‘genetics’ is a magnet for official largesse, but autism fails to register on their financial radar. Down the road, token philanthropy will hopefully cover the rest.

      Wanton cells and genetic minutiae call Perry away from gallery time. He tunes them out. Invasive squeals from electrons choke camera time. An exchange of microscopes is painful. Perry’s appetite for paintings to dissect is aggressive. Medical research is a distraction, but one discipline balances the other. He divides his time into shapes of joy and guilt.

      

      Synchronicity plays equal hands as the matchmaker-tease and the destroyer. It presides over the collisions of human continents, and the forming of intellectual mountain ranges. It cements karmic deals.

      Charles Duke’s mother, Millicent, vets and acquires Perry, for her genetics institute while he’s an Oxford student with her eldest son.

      She’s an avid art collector with the finances to frequent prestigious auction houses, but she prefers to troll small antique shops and pounce on hidden treasures.

      It was easy for the three fates to throw the uber-rich, Charles Duke, Perry Lyons, and Alistair MacKay, into the same corner of an Oxford University dorm. Millicent sniffs out the gold in her son’s friendships and discovers how easy it is to charm an underdog and make him salivate at the sound of money. She will hire one of them.

      Alistair is passed over in favor of Perry. The deciding factor is Perry’s uncanny ability to appraise, authenticate, and restore old paintings. Having an expert geneticist on staff who also interprets the sign language of art is a bonus. Medical funding is a write-off but turning a thousand percent profit from an authentic masterpiece is pure income. The clincher is Perry’s past. He is easier to manipulate than Alistair, considering he has two unstable women as dependents. Millicent obtains Perry as a shrewd investment.

      Millicent, hooks Perry with a triple invitation: funding for research, a chance to work on the Duke’s art collection, and a state of the art institution for Beatrice, and when Perry tells her his decision rests on Alan agreeing to bring his new family to Canada, a small cheque makes its way into Alan’s pocket.

      Cate worries that settling near Bea’s institution and her old love may destabilize her already shaky disposition, but thoughts of living near Perry tip her decision. Cate, Alan, and the twins, settle in Nova Scotia, while Perry works to save the next generation of Lyons from mental discrimination, and sister, Beatrice is housed in a facility near him in Antigonish.

      The science of art is unchartered territory. Millicent likes that. Her lawyer seals her pact with Perry in a tight contract and her skewed philanthropy opens the Lyons Institute for Genetic Research. Perry feels he’s pulled off a coup. Millicent knows she’s pulled off a takeover. Perry has been overthrown. He feels he owes Millicent. Millicent feels she owns Perry.

      

      
        
        Halifax

        1982 - 1987

      

      

      No, Cate decides... Veronica must be suppressed for her highest good. Which ‘her’ remains ambiguous. Boys are different; they can inherit... they can join ‘old boys clubs’ sponsored by a more robust gender. There can be no exotic feathers in nests of sparrow dreams built one prayer at a time. One hears of strange eggs hatching in wrong-time baskets, and her children had arrived with violet eyes which frightened the midwife.

      At four they declared themselves artists. “It was all too disconcerting,” Cate announced, “to want above one’s station with quite so much vigor. It wouldn’t do to encourage children to expect much from a world that responds so contrarily to best intentions. She is proved right when self-fulfilling tragedy strikes. The twins are separated at six with Basil’s accidental death.

      Blame remained. If Cate had allowed Veronica to go camping with Basil, he might still be alive. Veronica cruelly reminds Cate, that she would have saved her twin or died with him, and that either fate was a fair trade for being the daughter of a madwoman. The day after Basil’s death, Veronica cultivates a new stepfather/daughter bond calculated to aggravate her lowercase-mom. Hate can do that. This stance gave Cate a reputation she didn’t wholly deserve, but whenever do children truly understand the complexities and variables which push their parents astray. Mothers and fathers arrive whole and flawed. A smart child endures them.

      When Veronica turns nine, she becomes a latch-key kid five days a week. Her job is to peel potatoes after school. She is only free after six raw potatoes rest cold and white and round, in a saucepan, by six o-clock. Other freedoms aren’t that easy. Saturdays are hard. Basil died on a Saturday. Veronica always talks to him on Sundays.

      

      
        
        Halifax

        1991

      

      

      Millicent shmoozes Perry into a luncheon date with Cate – the weakest pulse in Perry’s energy. Millicent’s spies tell her Cate has good days. Lucid days. And every time Perry is reminded of his duty to protect her, he is likely to perform on marionette strings. When a dedicated man feels his responsibility acutely, he is malleable – less likely to test his independence.

      Both women have highly individual radars: Millicent’s automatically scans for flaws; Cate’s is finely tuned for threats. They are experts, and the scents of guilt and betrayal are always the same. Cate thinks Millicent’s chic turban the height of sophistication, but she senses the snakes underneath it.

      Perry is a troubled man – the classic professor who dithers at life outside his laboratory, and there have been rumors of rival interests keen on sweeping him off to better funding. Perry keeps a brittle secret and Cate is the keeper of its truth. Control is everything.

      Table talk is innocent enough until Perry is called away during the first course and the real meal begins. Cate is raw meat to a jackal.

      Perry returns to find Cate looking flustered. “I need an aspirin,” Cate says to the empty chair next to her brother.” Code for more serious medication.

      Later in Perry’s apartment, Cate twists a scarf around her head and faces her brother calmly before delivering a serious warning. “Your Millie is a nasty piece of work. Watch out. I felt strange around her. Like I’d been stared down by a cobra. Anyway, she gave me indigestion and a headache. Do you think I look good in a turban?”

      Cate is not strong. She takes several secretarial positions and eventually allows herself to unravel, and willingly follows her mother into a twilight of murky regret where she can hide as insubstantial and invisible as her sister, Baby Bea. Loves missed like a last bus will have to wait for another lifetime. Life is tough and after forgiveness, finding true love is the toughest work of all.

      The Lyons Institute is, as ever, subject to at least one of Millicent’s siphon companies. The Duke Empire has been cultivated to placate a ravenous team of investors too greedy to wait for their meals to die. Perry’s autism project’ waits patiently underneath the promise of research grants, and Millicent is a dangerous surgeon, forever hacking at the edges of Perry’s guilt, turning his skills into something she can fit into her wallet. Charles younger brother, Niles, is placed in control as part of his continuing education.

      

      The teenage Veronica can understand why her mother teases her Uncle Oz. He’s too sweet for business, but they love him as he is – a brilliant man who seeks refuge in the anonymity of his work.

      

      
        
        The DIARY of VERONICA LYONS

        - I wish I may -

      

      

      
        
        June 8, 2008

      

      

      There’s nothing for it. I don’t believe in God, but I beg any energy with chutzpah, to release me from the earth. My time is over. I have no interest in a long life. All I want is a clean death as soon as Jupiter has a hands-on father. It’s all I think about, but I can’t go until I know my son is in safe hands. – VL

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Chapter 4

      

      

      
        
        “Some dreams

        are too small to keep -

        no life is too big to dream.”

        - Veronica Lyons

      

      

      
        
        THE COVENANT

      

      

      
        
        Halifax

        1995

      

      

      Granny Lizzie’s book begins with an embarrassing gush of sugary nonsense. Veronica reads with glazed eyes: ‘There’s a restless serendipity that arrives as a warm shiver. It drifts, sighing over miles of tear-stained deserts. It hums over barren sands that shift their course from the weight of a single human prayer’. “Oh… the humanity!”

      Lizzie (Ethel Elizabeth Howard-Lyons), bequeaths her seventeen-year-old granddaughter, a set of Blue Denmark china and a literary collection of romantic bilge, including a dozen Marie Corelli novels. It takes two years for Veronica to force-read her way through them in homage to her bloodline. It’s a choking marathon of pulp melodrama, but every page has been navigated by her beloved grandmother, and reading her books brings Granny Lizzie into the room. It’s as if Veronica holds the books open and turns the pages for her, and together they share the stories.

      Veronica and Lizzie are more like psychic sisters who talk in whispers beneath the covers. Lizzie is the inspiring force that enables Veronica to jumpstart her confidence, misplaced during childhood.

      It would be more accurate, to report it was misappropriated by an over-zealous mother with no pizzazz of her own. What finally emerges is an authentic nature continually recuperating from being nipped by a woman already jealous of a six-year-old daughter’s panache. Flamboyance skips a generation, and Veronica’s ancestral beeline leads like an umbilical cord straight from her maternal grandmother, who renamed herself to counter the effects of her mother giving her the name Ethel. For some reason, Veronica’s great grandmother, Catherine, had thought the name wildly exotic.

      Veronica romanticizes Elizabeth Howard into a woman of poetic substance, bypassing Cate’s doleful influence. She feels obliged to carry the torch of female energy to honor the Howard-Lyons clan.

      

      In the eighteenth century, Marie Corelli’s stories were a mainstream hit. Her theories of paranormal love served the Victorian appetite for gothic melodrama that swept immature academics and bubble-headed women (including the Queen) into the same pile of rapturous exhaustion. It could hardly be called the ‘age of wisdom’. Hysteria had been the upper class’s malady of choice.

      In 1885 Marie re-birthed herself. She borrowed the name Corelli and hid the name of MacKay beneath it like a coat of old paint. Marie was propelled into second fame and her name still crops up in the bibliographies of the trendy self-help books that Veronica consumes like spiritual candy. Marie’s constant referral to ‘twin-flame’ love still cuts Veronica with gut-wrenching significance.

      Reading Marie’s fantasies is a much-appreciated distraction, and Veronica’s imaginative hopes stockpile against divine timing. She honors the other memorabilia she has inherited from Lizzie: an amber brooch, a smooth lump of green bloodstone used as a large worry bead, a few candid and posed sepia photographs, a copy of Virginia Woolf’s ‘Flush’ from the original Hogarth Press, and especially, a first edition of Marie Corelli’s ‘The Life Everlasting’, signed by the author.

      Veronica has obsessed over romantic love all her life, which is why she has never experienced it firsthand – that is, consciously on a surge of left-brain chemicals. It has been enough to pretend such time-sensitive anomalies exist. Marie’s Gothic reunions of ill-fated lovers, pick up their fractured destinies with sudden clarity when awarded timely second chances. She suspects they’re the delusions of a spinster, but Veronica reads them for a different reason: to please her dead grandmother and upset Cate.

      Veronica dubs the novels ‘hystorical follies’ in the grand genre of the Victorian bodice-ripper, by authors possessing uncommonly-blessed passports to realms of cosmic coincidence. So far, she has only been able to visit there on the tail of her grandmother’s favorite literary comet. Illogical yarns spill an intoxicatingly toxic trail of promises. If Lizzie believed, there may be a flowering of truth between the lines of drek. Veronica can only daydream it so.

      One thing is true: recipients of grace are less likely to speak of it. Silence is a powerful connection to non-local mind. Veronica calls such events, renaissance moments. Peak experiences where time stands still – explosive births of butterflies expelled from cocoons in blasts of psychic sparks rather than emerging slowly on fragile wings.

      ‘Miracles only happen to other people’ is Veronica’s mantra of choice, and that thought puts her in a foul temper. The nature of serendipity is uncanny. But for all her sceptical bravado, Veronica is a respecter of the wild occasions when raw desire triumphs over wishful thinking.

      Marie believed contracts existed between artist and a divine source. Her explanation was that the gods of imagination translated dreams into fanciful language. She had premised ‘these gods played with dreamers’. One day Veronica hopes to know what Marie professes to know, but not quite yet, although she is beginning to hear the laughter of mystical creatures that children say they see, running in the wild grass at the edge of their parent’s cultivated gardens.

      

      
        
        The DIARY of VERONICA LYONS

        - Serendipity-doo-da -

      

      

      
        
        June 9, 2008

      

      

      Serendipity is an electric promise from the universe. It’s a charged opportunity delivering a payload of grace. It’s a karmic pardon. It is rare. Pregnant entities such as these are all too often trampled in the dust that gathers after expected disasters or become ensnared in leg-traps of undetermined fears. It’s easy to trip over a gift left at your feet. One learns awareness after many mistakes.

      Wouldn’t it be grand, if beyond love there was a creator residing at the back of the north wind, breathing life into puny human scripts with loopholes like French lace?

      With an omnipotent presence directing magnetic attraction, people could turn into stars, and wouldn’t biographies be more magnificent for it? I would pray for such a sentient father, willing to forge diamonds from his creation’s soft flesh, but for being a devout atheist.

      I can only continue to celebrate the times when passion wins. I admire the naiveté of man, who declares that time heals or that it passes. I am amused by the moxie of the pyramids that embody the elegance of divine math, and know the sacred movements of vortex energy, and the lifespans of engineers and slaves, when they reply it is man who passes. I especially love it when the cosmos whispers that art is eternal, and that love endures longer than art. – V.L.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Chapter 5

      

      

      
        
        “Synchronicity

        is macro-managing taken to extremes;

        the divine marriage of events

        for better or worse,

        but I still wish I had a save key

        for my dreams.”

        - Veronica Lyons

      

      

      
        
        A DREAM OF AIR

      

      

      
        
        Halifax

        April 15, 1995

      

      

      The bird is in trouble. It’s too heavy for the wind. It’s tossed backwards into a rolling pitch and tumbles towards the earth. Cate has the disconcerting sensation of spinning widdershins against a blue sky, but even inside her altered state, she is aware she’s in a falling dream. The image of white wings and the sound of renting cloth is strong, but Cate is willing to stay lucid to see what happens.

      Gravity shifts, birds morph into helicopters, and Cate feels herself lift vertically from her body. She lets go of her resistance to things dimly registered as paranormal and endures floating like a kite above the world of shadows. Cate parachutes back to earth under a tent buffeted by severe updrafts… a hapless woman strapped to a silk pyramid, descending to the olive groves below.

      A Tuscan sunbeam catches on its capstone and melts into a paper dodecahedron lantern lit from within. Cate forgets she’s in a dream and experiences the terror of dropping uncontrollably, but the vertigo is mercifully brief, and her plummet is interrupted by a timely pull of puppet strings, which jolt her away to a theatre where she waits in the wings, about to go on.

      Cate watches a Shakespeare play from backstage, waiting for her cue, but she’s trapped behind a diaphanous cloth wall. She hears a script being torn in half. Shards of paper flutter to the floor from the rafters like tiles of snow. She grabs at the propaganda pages filling the air. The plane which dropped them drones away like a satisfied bee. She is frantic to make her debut, but a solid shower-curtain blocks her entrance. The scent of grease paint and turpentine fills her nose like smelling salts. Cate paws helplessly at the plastic drape until she hears her name called sharply. “CAT!”

      Cate wakes in the icy waters of the Atlantic desperately flailing. The scream for help echoes around her. She sinks into the dark cold and resurfaces through warmer water into a sparkling morning, despite her wish to stay in the moving picture where she is both star and audience. Leaving the dreamtime with her is the familiar imprint of a woman’s face, framed inside a box office display case under the banner ‘Now Playing’. She thinks it’s her own, but it’s her son on a missing person’s poster. ‘Loves Labors Lost – Grand Opening’. Someone very dear has disappeared. A beat later, her brain reminds her she no longer has a son.

      She is a born follower who requires a placid routine, but some delusions are fine things to have as friends. She is a slave to thoughts of lack, and a rogue gene culls her from a carefully manicured safety zone. Now someone is screaming ‘cat’ and she must go. It’s time to go. Now! Timing is everything to an actor.

      “The cat has a bird!… Mom! Help!” Cate defaults to three little letters which changed her identity forever: M – O – M. Hearing her second and third names, cuts into the turbulent dream. She wakes, already out of bed. There’s no time to put the dream away properly. Her seventeen-year-old daughter’s dilemma is urgent, and Cate’s true north is anxiety.

      “Help me! Mo’s got a bird... Mom… help!”

      Veronica’s cat, Mo, rampages through the house after a successful hunt, having returned through the triumphal arch of the cat door and laid his bounty at the feet of his mistress. The ‘bounty’, once released, flapped upward into folds of predator drapery, gains its bearings and tries to penetrate the window glass. A second later it hits the floor where it’s reclaimed by the relentless Mo. The present commotion is Cat-Mo, streaking down the hall leaving a trail of feathers with Veronica in pursuit shouting for assistance.

      Cate slides into the kitchen almost fully conscious. The fuss is a cornered black cat, making internal growls of feline protest with his mouth full of sparrow. The rejected sacrifice is now his alone and the blood trickling down his throat tastes sublime. The bird is dead; its head separated from its body. Feathers drift lazily down and swirl about the floor like low lying fog. All Cate can think, is that fog is a dangerous condition for flying. She opens the drapes with a theatrical sweep and experiences a wave of stage fright that buckles her energy.

      The show must go on without her. Cate’s final cue reaches a sleepy understudy, while Cate shakes her head into making coffee. It’s better to trade polite applause for the immediate acceptance of a dustpan and brush. Domestic safety wins. She could be a box office success at home, but she lacks star quality.

      

      Cate had needed no urging to cancel her recently booked flight to Toronto. Ever since she had swiped her credit card, Cate had wanted to undo the reservation. She had been cooperative with the travel agent, distracted by a poster behind his head of Michelangelo’s David, promoting Florence as a prime holiday destination. The day had been full of déjà vu feelings that alternately tantalized and terrorized her.

      Knowing she has contracted to leave the ground aggravates Cate’s uneasy view of life. She had slipped out of her reverie in time to hear the agent say, “You’re in luck, all the ‘air lions’ are having seat sales.”

      There was no holiday on Cate’s bleak calendar. She is ordered jump from Halifax to a compulsory training seminar in Toronto: Women, the Art of Management, as a condition of her recent promotion to executive assistant. She complies with the faces that own her, accepting congratulations and smiles and handshakes. She had won a contest she didn’t enter.

      Cate recovers with the alarming realization that her new position will put an entire typing pool under her authority. Having worked among them, she knows how spitefully thumbs-down they are. Her secretary companions have the habit of resenting a female boss while pledging a general allegiance to the corporate advancement of their gender. It’s a tricky ladder to climb and Cate is afraid of heights. She prefers her former position of anonymous servitude which allows her emotions to evaporate at the end of each shift. The eyes of the pool count mistakes.

      “Cara?”, the travel agent had said, and Cate had shuddered into focus.

      “Pardon?”

      “I was asking if you required a car,” he repeated. “I can make the arrangements now if...”

      “No, thank you, I won’t need a car,” she had said.

      

      Perry clinically diagnosed his overly sensitive sister as experiencing mind bytes of overlapping subliminal images that flashed randomly at high speed, causing feelings of unease that stimulated corresponding receptor patches under her skin. He explained that optic nerves translate light pulses into pockets of awareness. In other words, dreams and memories playing tag with her brain.

      Cate simply said that her brain liked to send her stories. Precognitive intuition was too complex a term. Nevertheless, Cate’s memory searches for anchors.

      She phones in her resignation and sidesteps Toronto. The rest of the day Cate feels deliciously released but is consumed by the idea she has been given a warning and feels vaguely alarmed at curtains and birds... missing the son she once had.

      Flight terrifies Cate. Perhaps the dream is a sign. No-one calls her Cat except Alistair. Now she will miss him all day and probably call him later, and undo the distance so carefully plotted between them. He is her Romeo impervious to poison, and she, his Juliet, too squeamish to handle a dagger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Chapter 6

      

      

      
        
        “But I don’t want to

        go among mad people,’ said Alice.

        ‘Oh, you can’t help that,’ said the cat.

        ‘We’re all mad here.”

        - Lewis Carroll

      

      

      
        
        WHITE SHOES

      

      

      
        
        Halifax – Shady Rest Retirement Home

        1996

      

      

      Cate stares at the word ‘love’ until she feels herself slip through the ‘O’ like a wisp of smoke. She evaporates from the fresh sheet of white paper, but love remains as a crisp black line, curved into language that stands for something larger than grief. She floats free from the horror of middle earth trapped between the past and the future where she has learned to expect pain. She blinks into the brightness of a cramped waiting room on the edge of a dream. Her thoughts incubate and are born deformed. They flap, screeching into the walls, echoing, and doing harm in the room of shivers where she abandons the love that abandoned her. In the darkest hour, little matters and the abyss seems sweet.

      Cate is alert enough to hear Nurse Sally’s white shoes approach with her pills. They tread purposefully through halls, where other soft souls stir inside their dreams a moment longer to remain young and tender, and supple, and toothed and vital, and loved – where inmates Sunday-Best shoes are dreamed red with bows or shiny black with silver buckles.

      Cate sees in flash cards: shapely ankles, smooth legs, slim calves, straight toes, cool feet. “Cold feet,” she shouts out loud, startling the succubus at the end of her bed. She watches it scuttle away.

      She was once a woman who denied the quick steps of life – the toe-dipping, time-marching desert boots. She had hung back from the life-plunging walks and paced any angel who turned up, matching them prayer-for-prayer. Now, Cate is careful. She must avert her eyes from the peripheral demons who slink in the gutters beside the bed. She must count them to be safe.

      She has joined a geriatric habitat far too early – a crone at forty-seven. Her neighbors are old.

      Every afternoon, Cate’s feet shuffle inside plush old-lady mules. She concentrates on keeping up with Sally, her unfaltering starched-white companion. Cate keeps her eyes down so she can step on all the cracks. Whose feet are these? Whose hands? She dares not risk meeting her wild-haired reflection in the glass doors to the terrace, so she closes her eyes and once again her feet are tanned, graceful, sweet things in white sandals.

      The beach that runs alongside a meandering boardwalk absorbs the haste of pushing on. Cate strides boldly towards a banquet of memories. Cork meets wood and pounds a friendly beat of espadrilles on an easy-glide trip. She loves her softly draping summer skirts, loosely swinging, transparent, keeping time to holiday legs.

      The maiden, Cate, is out for a stroll on a thunderbolt path where the crossings of strangers and planets find enemies and teachers, and lovers, and affairs, and magic fish daring them to accept three wishes. Orthopedic life hangs in
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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THE DESIDERATA
(Desired Things)

“Speak your truth quietly and clearly,
and listen to others,

even to the dull and ignorant;
they too have their story”

Max Ehrmann C. 1820
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