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    To L. who helped me form a vision of life as it should be.


    To Rowan who shared his love of Don Quixote.


    And to Adam, always.

  


  
    When life itself seems lunatic, who knows where madness lies? Perhaps to be too practical is madness. To surrender dreams — this may be madness. … — and maddest of all: to see life as it is, and not as it should be.


    …


    



    Until death it is all life.


    



    ― Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote

  


  


  



  



  



  



  Part I


  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  Softly

  August 1976


  



  She watches Miriam sleep; olive skin, hair a tangle of soot and pitch. Four years and many defeats ago, Miriam had told her that she’d chosen her for three things: the thick fair plait that swung below her waist; that she was so small; and for her name. Cassie thinks of herself as the ram caught in the thicket, the replacement sacrifice when Abraham was no longer compelled to kill his son. She continually warns Miriam not to go looking for trouble. Let’s find another road, she says. But she hadn’t seen trouble coming today.


  



  God, this is the end of the story. I can’t go on, she says to the night.


  



  Miriam’s breath catches and she turns in her sleep. Does Miriam whisper something? Cassie reaches out, strokes Miriam’s face, still wet, leans forward, brushes lips against salt dew, too soft to be a kiss, but Miriam’s eyes open and she holds out her arms, a shudder of sobs. Cassie presses into the circle of limbs, wishes she could cry. 


  



  



  



  She sees Miriam on the beach, hurling a rock at the naked man who had her imprisoned in a sticky grasp; hissing — everything will be all right as long as she doesn’t struggle.


  



  She remembers feet on white sand, the rub of grains keening above the percussion of waves, Miriam circling away, the sudden halt. Miriam has described the sensations a thousand-thousand times. She will not let Cassie utter the pejorative word, ‘fit’. There is a moment of sadness, opaque dark that drops and is gone, torn by the light. Miriam is transfigured: dazzling, serene; the beatific smile an instant before the unbearable moment — the uneven jerk of her limbs, the stare signalling her absence.


  



  Cassie remembers the man grabbing Miriam, how he flinched from the rush of sound, the rising wail marking the boundary between rapture and unconsciousness. How he let Miriam fall, reached out a foot to prod her, as though Miriam might savage him, might be dead. She sees him bending over the crumpled form, pulling at the flimsy summer skirt. 


  



  Cassie can’t remember whether she had shouted as she ran back, sand squealing under her feet. When did she lift the rock? The story and the facts must match; the ancients didn’t start their tales any way they wanted, she tells herself; keep track, you must keep track or it’s the end of the story.


  



  



  



  I’m your Ben Haddaj, Miriam says through tears. I’m supposed to save you, my enchanted girl.


  



  Cassie nods. She does not see the enchantment, only story and facts aligned. Miriam is Ben Haddaj. She is Casilda. She is not Cassie McManus from the Lawn’s Estate. In this lifetime Ben Haddaj will save her and they will be together forever. She clings to Miriam, but cannot weep.


  



  



  



  Once there was a Moorish princess, Casilda, daughter of the king of Toledo and a Berber girl who died in childbirth. She had long golden hair, green eyes, pale skin. She wore only white or the palest blue, almost white, like the halo of sky around the sun.


  



  Cassie’s thick plaits are fair, not golden, her eyes grey. These are signs of enchantment, Miriam insists. Cassie sees only the story that Miriam tells; belief is her gift.


  



  



  



  Silly Silda, Miriam had said that first day when Cassie dropped the pile of exercise books on the way back to the classroom.


  



  Sorry?


  



  Silda, it’s short for your true name — Casilda.


  



  No, Cassie’s short for Catherine. It’s a family thing, Cassie. Probably someone was short-tongued four generations back, my mam says. Cathy became Cassie. I don’t know. There’s at least one in every generation: my aunt is Catherine Anne, my nanna, great-gran — all called Cassie.


  



  Miriam shook her head. Catherine Anne McManus is only what you seem to be — it’s an enchantment. You are Casilda of the Rising Moon. Have you read the book?


  



  Miriam didn’t wait for a response.


  



  I’m not what I seem either. Ben Haddaj at your service. She bowed, her arm flourishing in some courtly gesture borrowed from a film or book. I was the prince your sister, Zoraida, was in love with. I cured you when you were dying, and was promised to your sister to marry, but I was in love with Casilda, and I wanted to stop pretending to be a Muslim prince, wanted to go back to my Jewish roots. You set your father’s prisoners free, went to Castile, became a Christian saint. We lost each other nine centuries ago, but we’re destined to meet again and again, perhaps until we resolve our story. Have you heard of metempsychosis?


  



  She hardly waited for Cassie to shake her head before going on:


  



  Transmigration of souls. Gilgul Neshamot in Kabbalah.


  



  Miriam sighed melodramatically. Don’t worry, you’ll soon understand. We’ve been numerous people through the ages, some famous like Leonidas and Gorgo in Sparta, some disappeared into history. We’ve even crossed through time to find each other — in Hungary when you were Selene Solweig Virag. I think we were most truly ourselves as Ben Haddaj and Casilda, but I always recognise you. I knew you as soon as I heard your name. Do you like reading?


  



  Yes, all the time.


  



  But not the right things, I suppose. You need saving, and educating. The family that’s enchanted you, what kind of people are they? It doesn’t matter. I’m here now.


  



  Sorry?


  



  I recognised you because you’re so small and pale. And your hair. She had tugged on Cassie’s long plait, laughed. And if you get out of control this is handy for pulling you back. 


  



  Cassie had tucked her plait in front and said nothing.


  



  Are you an only child?


  



  I’ve got a sister, Mandy. She’s almost seventeen. 


  



  Yes, of course. Casilda must have her sister. Zoraida. 


  



  Sorry?


  



  Your sister is really Zoraida. She’s always loved you, but she won’t understand you. You must take great care. Don’t trust her. And a brother?


  



  No, just Mandy. My mam’s youngest brother lived with us till he got married. Pat — he was like a brother, sort of …


  



  Ahmed.


  



  From the same story?


  



  It’s not a story, Casilda. It’s who you really are — this is just an enchantment. Miriam waved a hand around Cassie, outlining her theatrically. Ahmed will pursue you when you try to become your real self. She sighed. But we will prevail. In this incarnation, I’ve got four sisters. We’re all brilliant, of course, but me most of all. We’re Jewish. Do you know what that is?’


  



  Yes, I’m not stupid.


  



  And spirited. I like that.


  



  



  



  Cassie imagines telling her family what happened on the beach, but what did happen? The rock hit, but not hard enough. She remembers hands around her throat, rough breath, white cotton tearing, falling onto sand. And then? She remembers a Labrador jumping, barking, a soft Scot’s accent like Miriam’s father, asking are you all right, what’s your name, don’t worry, you’ll be okay now, hands lifting her; a woman in shorts made of old jeans, soft blue t-shirt, soothing Miriam; two quiet children, a boy of about ten with his mother’s round face and doe-alert eyes, the girl a little older, sandy curls, standing back, silent, letting their parents take care of two dishevelled girls on a white beach near Nairn. What could she tell her parents? The parents who had enchanted Casilda and had no idea who she was?


  



  Miriam strokes her hair. Silly Silda, she says, and smiles, you’ll be all right. I’m with you now. Cassie nods and Miriam huddles close to her, turns and is asleep in an instant.


  



  



  



  Later her dad will nod politely as Mr Jacobs explains that on the beach there was a man, that he had grabbed Miriam, that Cassie had not run away and left her, but ran back, threw a rock, that the man had … Her father will say thank you, that they understand, that these things … Her mum will offer Mr Jacobs a cup of tea, her parents glancing at each other furtively, wondering how they ended up with her, this clever daughter who has always been lost in books or day dreams, who doesn’t have the sense to look after herself. Later they will whisper about that Jewish family filling her head with notions: opera, trips, university; all that strange food. And now?


  



  



  



  What had happened on the beach? Miriam’s soft-spoken father won’t look at her. In the night she hears weeping through the flimsy caravan walls. Surely Miriam’s mother wouldn’t cry for her? But even Judith has been … what? Solicitous? Kind? Cassie is not sure she trusts kindness. A thought of Sean comes to her.


  



  



  



  You should take Cassie with you, Mandy had told Sean, the summer before Cassie had started grammar school. She’s always been into animals and Mam won’t have pets in the house. All she does is read weird books. It can’t be good for her.


  



  At the stables the horse loomed over Cassie. 


  



  I’ll put you on this one, Sean said. She’s not as skittish as some and I’ll keep you on the rein to start with. We’ll just walk you out the first few times.


  



  Cassie stared up at the dark coat, walked towards the head, the eye limpid and enquiring. 


  



  She’s called Sugar Daddy’s Baby, Sean said, laughing. I think Sugar is fine though.


  



  Sugar blew softly, bobbed her head once, twice, rapidly, blew again.


  



  Let her sniff your hand, Sean told her. Good. See how her ears are pointing forward, that’s good. Give her neck a scratch.


  



  Cassie reached up, fingering through the hot coat as Sugar nodded.


  



  Three months later, mounted on Sugar, they’d rode out across the fields to Mill Beck, skirted Wardle Wood to come back towards Liverton. You’re a natural, Sean pronounced, fantastic. Can’t even get Mandy to come and watch.


  



  She says it smells, Cassie called, concentrating on Sugar.


  



  How would she know? She’s never been here.


  



  



  You’re too delicate, Cassie. I know the Berber in you loves those Arab horses, but remember you are Casilda, not Zoraida.


  



  By their third year at school, Miriam had begun a campaign against horse riding, though Cassie continued to go to the stable sporadically.


  



  Not next Saturday, Miriam had commanded. I’m singing at a concert in Sedgefield. You can stay with us on Friday night. There’s a rehearsal in the afternoon so we have to go early. I’m playing too — Chopin’s Prelude in B minor and Mendelsohn’s Song Without Words. Tell Sean you can’t go riding. And tell him to stop giving you those awful records.


  



  Gordon Lightfoot’s okay. I liked the last one he gave me and you liked the one before — Don Quixote.


  



  The last one was slush. Sundown? And ‘Don Quixote’ is the only decent track on the eponymous album and only then because it’s got literary allusion. Really, Cassie, it’s very hard to educate you sometimes. You are still reading the book?


  



  Yes.


  



  And?


  



  It’s a bit … I mean I just hope my mother doesn’t find it.


  



  Madame Bovary? Good grief, Cassie. Those people are so prudish. Such am haaretz. I don’t know how you stand it. And Sean is a schlub. You must keep reading.


  



  I will.


  



  Good. It’s a cautionary tale, Casilda. Never betray anyone, that way terrible consequences lie. Emma is driven mad by living in books, by wanting life to emulate fiction; just like Quixote, just like your sister Zoraida might have been if she hadn’t been saved from her romantic swooning by Prince Sancho. But I fear for her in this life. I can’t believe Amanda reads those pitiful Mills and Boon books while her boyfriend feeds you musical slop. Romance is not neutral, Cassie, it rots the soul like sugar rots the teeth.


  



  



  Schlub. The word played in Cassie’s head as she stood by the stable door. She remembered thinking how she would have to be driven home by him. The LP was at her feet, Summertime Dream. Her fifteenth birthday. Sean had brought the carefully wrapped disc to the stable because she’d be in Scotland with Miriam and her family on her ‘big day’. A birthday kiss he’d said. His arms pinning her. Tongue and teeth, scents of brittle hay dust, ammonia, leather, jarring of her thin spine against wood, writhing free, the scratch scoured down his left cheek as she flailed away, the names that called after her. She’d walked towards the car, eyes down, half closed, huddled into the seat, said nothing.


  



  



  



  Miriam sleeps. Cassie tries to remember the beach. The story and the facts must match. Hands around her throat, rough breath, white cotton tearing, falling onto sand …


  



  She listens to Miriam’s soft breathing, strokes the silk dark hair that bobs around her neck. God, is this the end of the story? Can I go on? She asks the night.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  
    June – July 1977


    



    The unreason of the world is more insane than any fiction.


    



    High summer and the Queen lights beacons at Windsor Castle. The signal for national celebrations of her Silver Jubilee. Not festive misrule, of course, but only ritual pretence; not masquerade or metamorphosis, but burning to preserve what is.


    



    June 7 and crowds line the streets as Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, processes to St Paul’s Cathedral. A service of thanksgiving attended by world leaders: James Callaghan PM; Jimmy Carter, President, so many past prime ministers. Afterwards, a civilised luncheon at the Guildhall, procession to the palace, a million people lining the streets; around the Commonwealth 500 million watching on TV. Across the nation, towns and villages festooned with bunting, street parties celebrating this ‘united kingdom’.


    



    I wish to inform you that I shall personally attend the meeting and also be present at all the functions organised for the celebrations of the Silver Jubilee of her Majesty the Queen, Idi Amin had written, but on the day he fails to come to London with a delegation of dancers of the heartbeat of Africa.


    



    Instead, Malcolm MacLaren and the Sex Pistols are arrested, attempting to sail the Thames singing their version of ‘God Save the Queen’.


    



    A month later, Maureen Long, 42, is attacked. It is thought that her assailant is the Yorkshire Ripper; Gay News is found guilty of blasphemous libel; the case brought by Mary Whitehouse’s National Viewers and Listeners Association; Denis Healey announces an attack on inflation with a phased return to free collective bargaining and Energy Secretary, Tony Benn, announces that Drax B power station will go ahead at a cost of £600 million.


    



    The unreason of the world is more insane than any fiction. 


    



    And now for the weather: After a rainy start, July is expected to become warm and sunny, though north-easterly wind will bring cool spells in the second week and the second half of the month is expected to be cooler.

  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  Does Your Mother Know?

  July 1977


  



  Miriam leads Cassie across a small dirt track running diagonally off the road. In the autumn the field below Eston hills will be full of bramble pickers, fathers with small children, but today the fruits are small and green, the thorns vicious. They negotiate the steeply rising track, crowded on either side by tall ferns and alders. Fat blue bottles buzz around them.


  



  We’ll make for Draco’s Rock, Miriam says.


  



  



  



  How long ago was it that Miriam had persuaded Cassie to cycle here before dawn? They had intended to climb to the rock slab butting against the final rise of the hills. If they saw the sun rise over the peak then the slab would move aside for them.


  



  The episode had taken Miriam before they reached Kirkleatham. Cassie squatted against the church wall, cold, shaking, the morning still dark. She watched the tremor begin in Miriam’s right arm, the strange smile, the low moan that became a steady note, intoned, the unnatural absence creeping across her face as unconsciousness took her. She had run to the little row of cottages behind the church and beaten on the first door until someone came.


  



  Judith was incandescent. That scrawny girl who picked at her food, dropped her ‘h’s, lived on that estate; scum scraped from the slums of Southbank to be deposited in herds in tacky council houses; paper-thin walls, the smell of chip-fat and vinegar, smoke-stains, drives blocked with scrap cars.


  



  We will never have another chance to enter the other world, Miriam had told her. Not while you are under this present enchantment, Casilda.


  



  



  



  Today they climb to the top.


  



  Casilda’s warring father Alamun, a dark and dangerous Moor, filled his dungeons with Christian knights, captured in battle by his son, Ahmed.


  



  Miriam pauses to stroke Cassie’s hair, which she has commanded her to leave loose. 


  



  Casilda was unlike her family, especially her half sister, Zoraida, wild, dark, driven stupid by reading romances. Ahmed decided Zoraida should marry Ben Haddaj, everything Zoraida wanted, except that he didn’t love her. At night he would hide in the shadows to glimpse Casilda and so learnt her secret: that she took food to the prisoners in the dungeons, learnt their stories, gave her pure heart to God. 


  



  Cassie smiles and nods, continues up the incline ahead.


  



  Zoraida founded a great dynasty with a prince of Northern Spain. And Ben Haddaj? Knowing that I could never be with you in that life, my darling Casilda, I turned to the religion of my ancestors, died making my way to Israel to find my spiritual roots.


  



  Miriam exhales, clutches both hands together in the air. 


  



  But we live on, born generation after generation until we are finally united.


  



  Cassie sees Ben Haddaj before her, smiles. The story and the facts are one. Belief is her gift.


  



  Tanasukh, she says.


  



  Miriam smiles. Yes, the Islamic version of transmigration of souls, but heretical for them. Though not for less Orthodox Sufis, who are always an interesting group and know about bunuz too — how one soul can project into another, not just pass down generations.


  



  Miriam glances ahead towards the path, where it becomes steeper, makes a grab for Cassie.


  



  Get down, Casilda. 


  



  She pulls Cassie into a clump of ferns, crouches with her as an elderly couple pass, a fat black mongrel panting behind them. 


  



  Moorish scouts sent to re-capture you. Ahmed will never rest until he returns you to Toledo. He has spies everywhere and hates me for rejecting Zoraida. If he found us together there’s no saying what cruelties he’d be capable of.


  



  Miriam half stands, peers at the backs of the retreating couple. 


  



  He’s hunting with hounds, but we are safe for the moment. We must move quickly. Keep to the side of the track.


  



  Miriam darts from the ferns, Cassie following.


  



  At Draco’s Rock they spread cardigans on the dusty ground, sit to share Judith’s picnic, moist chicken, homemade fruit jam in homemade bread, doughy cookies. The lemonade is cold in the flask, grains of flesh floating in tart liquid. 


  



  Christopher Walters has a thing for you, Miriam announces. You do realise?


  



  No.


  



  He asked if you’d be at Joanne’s party.


  



  But you don’t want to go.


  



  I don’t want any scenes. Would you go out with him? Judith thinks we should have boyfriends. She thinks you’re holding me back. Perhaps you want a boyfriend.


  



  Miriam stands, her back to the rock, face flushed.


  



  Don’t Miriam. There’s nothing to get upset over. 


  



  I’m just asking what you want. I’m the one who has guarded our connection across centuries. Maybe you’d prefer to be with Christopher Walters.


  



  No.


  



  Cassie holds out a hand and Miriam squats next to her, takes Cassie’s face in her palms, leans her head on Cassie’s shoulder, begins to cry.


  



  We should be getting back. Miriam is brisk again. I’ll go ahead. We have to be careful. We’ve travelled through nine centuries to be together. No doubt our persecutors will do the same. I suspect Christopher Walters is one of Ahmed’s men. Vigilance, Casilda.


  



  Miriam pulls Cassie to her feet, kisses her lightly. 


  



  My mother knows everything, she whispers.


  



  Cassie shifts uneasily, thinks back to earlier that day, Miriam waving the new record, I Pagliacci. 


  



  



  



  Judith has tickets for York festival. We’re going to hear the 1812 in the park with canons firing over the lake. Daddy will drive us. We can stay with Rebecca and Sam overnight. Won’t that be fun?


  



  Cassie had agreed, trying not to think of how much Miriam’s oldest sister disliked her, but wishing it was any of Miriam’s other sisters who lived in York, Hannah or Deborah, or preferably Sarah, who had recently finished her degree in Drama at Lancaster, wore fab hippie clothes and had an enviable way of calming Miriam.


  



  Miriam stood in front of her full-length mirror mouthing the words of the record, gesturing theatrically. She turned to the bed where Cassie crouched, hugging her knees. 


  



  I expect you will break my heart one day.


  



  Cassie opened her mouth, but said nothing. 


  



  Miriam dived onto the bed, arranged herself: an effigy on a sarcophagus.


  



  I can see myself dying for love in this life as in previous lives.


  



  In the slip between worlds Cassie had blurted laughter; for a moment she was Cassie McManus, sixteen, thin, pretty, with a party invite that tempted her more than the 1812 in York Museum Gardens. But don’t bring Miriam, Joanne had said, slipping a party invitation into her coat pocket in the cloakroom.
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