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    To my sister Shannon, who brings joy to my life.
      

   
      
      

      
      Night brings out stars as sorrow shows us truths.
      

      
      Philip James Bailey

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Strait of Gibraltar April 1930
      

      
      WE WERE CAUGHT IN the levanter.
      

      
      I heard this word as a small knot of Spaniards huddled on the deck, pointing and shaking their heads. Viento de levante, one of them said loudly, then spat and said a word with such vehemence I knew it could only be a curse. He kissed the crucifix
         hanging about his neck.
      

      
      The Spaniards moved to the wall of the ferry, crouching on the balls of their feet, their backs against the building as they
         cupped their hands around small rolled cigarettes in an attempt to light them. The air had a sudden texture, one of moist,
         thickening fog. This, as well as seeing the Spaniard kiss his crucifix, seemed a troubling portent.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ I said to the middle-aged man standing beside me at the railing. I had heard him speaking English to one of the
         porters as we boarded, and knew he was, like me, an American. He looked as though he had lived a life of excess, with his
         rather puffy, florid cheeks and pouched eyes. We were the only two Americans on board the small ferry. ‘What are they saying?
         What is levante?’
      

      
      ‘Levanter,’ he said, buttoning his topcoat. ‘Levante, Spanish for east. Levanter is to rise. It’s a terrible wind blowing in from the east.’
      

      
      I knew of siroccos and mistrals, the winds that haunt the Mediterranean. But I had never heard of the levanter.

      
      ‘Damn,’ the man said, and then, immediately, ‘pardon me. But these things can really hold on. We may have to turn back if we can’t outrun it.’
      

      
      In spite of the wind I smelled his cologne, too flowery and powerful. ‘Outrun it? Will it not just blow over us?’

      
      ‘Can’t tell. Reaches its maximum intensities here, on the western side of the strait.’ His hat suddenly lifted as if by unseen
         hands, and although he grabbed for it, it swirled briefly in front of us before disappearing into the air. ‘Damn again!’ he
         shouted, his head back as he scoured the low, heavy sky, then turned to me. ‘You must forgive me, Mrs . . .?’
      

      
      ‘O’Shea. Miss O’Shea,’ I said. My cape billowed up and then swirled around me as though I were a whirling dervish; I clutched
         it against my chest with one hand while I held on to my own hat with the other. Even with a number of hatpins woven through
         my hair, the felt hat was lifting in an unsettling way, as if it might, at any moment, be torn from my head. I couldn’t catch
         my breath; it was partly the wind and partly fear.
      

      
      ‘Could . . . could the boat . . . overturn?’ I couldn’t bear to say sink.
      

      
      ‘I again apologise for my manners, Miss O’Shea. Overturn?’ He looked over my shoulder, towards the stern. ‘Doesn’t happen
         too often any more, ships going down in the strait. Not with the sturdy engines these ferries are equipped with now.’
      

      
      I nodded, although somehow his words didn’t calm me as I’d hoped. I had recently sailed from the port of New York to Marseilles,
         and then from Marseilles to the southern tip of Spain, and hadn’t encountered anything worse than a day or two of rough waves
         on the Atlantic. I hadn’t considered that this brief stretch of sea could be the worst.
      

      
      ‘This climate is so unpredictable,’ the man went on, ‘and at times infuriating. Levanters usually last for three days, and
         if the captain makes the decision not to go ahead, we shall have to return to one of the terrible little port towns in Spain
         and wait until at least Saturday.’
      

      
      Saturday? It was Wednesday. I had already been forced to wait far too long in Marseilles. Every day that passed added a layer
         to the slow, yet ever-growing panic that had been building since the last time I’d seen him, seen Etienne.
      

      
      As the wind blew a salty spray into my face, I rubbed at my eyes with my gloved fingers, partly to clear my vision and partly
         to attempt to wipe away the image of my fiancé. Wherever he was now.
      

      
      The man added, ‘You’d better get inside. This spindrift . . . you’ll soon be soaked by both the sea and the very air itself.
         You don’t want to be falling ill as you arrive in Tangier. North Africa is not a place where one wants to be ill.’ He studied
         me further. ‘North Africa is a place where one must keeps one’s wits about one at all times.’
      

      
      His words did little to comfort me. I thought of lying in the narrow bed in Marseilles, less than ten days ago, feverish and
         weak. Utterly alone.
      

      
      The man was still studying me. ‘Miss O’Shea? Have you travelling companions?’

      
      ‘No,’ I shouted, the wind suddenly rising to a shriek. ‘No, I’m on my own.’ On my own. Had it come out louder than I meant? ‘Do you know Tangier?’ I realised how ridiculous we must appear to the Spaniards as
         we attempted to be heard over the wind. Slightly protected by the overhang, they had managed to light their cigarettes and
         were smoking intently, their eyes narrowed as they watched the sky. It was obvious that a levanter was not new to them.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ the man yelled back at me, ‘yes, I’ve been a number of times. Come now, come.’ He touched the small of my back, directing
         me towards the door of the ferry. As we stepped inside the narrow passageway leading to the main salon, the door slammed behind
         us, and I realised what a relief it was to be out of the wind. I pushed back the hair stuck to my cheeks, and adjusted my
         cape.
      

      
      ‘Could you recommend lodging in Tangier? Just for a night or two; I need to get to Marrakesh. I’m not sure . . . I’ve read varying reports of the route one takes from Tangier to Marrakesh,
         but whatever information I could find was a little confusing.’
      

      
      He studied my face. ‘The Hotel Continental in Tangier would be the appropriate choice, Miss O’Shea,’ he said, rather slowly.
         ‘It’s the most fashionable; there are always a number of decent Americans and Brits there. Quite favoured by wealthy European
         travellers. It’s within the old city walls, but a safe haven.’
      

      
      ‘Safe haven?’ I repeated.

      
       ‘You’ll most certainly feel a little wary in Tangier. All the narrow, twisting streets and lanes. Quite disorienting. And
         the people . . .’ He stopped, then continued. ‘But the Continental has a definite old-world colonial feel. Yes, I’d heartily
         recommend it. Oh,’ he said, as if just remembering something important, ‘and thankfully no French. If they don’t have family
         to stay with, they congregate over at the Cap de Cherbourg or the Val Fleuri.’
      

      
      I didn’t respond, but he went on. ‘The lounge at the Continental gets quite lively most evenings. Lots of cocktails and often
         a singsong. If you like that sort of thing,’ he said, eyeing me further. ‘It’s not the place for me, but I sense it would
         suit your needs.’
      

      
      I nodded.

      
       ‘But you said you’re going on to Marrakesh?’ he asked. ‘All the way across country?’

      
      Again I nodded.

      
      His eyebrows rose. ‘Surely not on your own. Are you meeting friends in Tangier?’

      
      ‘I hope to take a train,’ I said, not answering his question, but as his expression changed, I added, ‘There is a train to Marrakesh, isn’t there? I read . . .’
      

      
      ‘You don’t know North Africa, I take it, Miss O’Shea.’

      
      I didn’t know North Africa.

      
      It was also abundantly clear now that I hadn’t really known Etienne.

      
      When I remained silent, the man continued. ‘Not a journey for the faint-hearted. And especially not a journey I’d recommend for a woman on her own. Foreign women in North Africa . . .’
         He stopped. ‘I don’t recommend it at all. It’s a good distance to Marrakesh. Damn country. You never know what to expect. About
         anything.’
      

      
      I swallowed. Suddenly I was too hot, the dull light in the corridor blurring into a brilliant white as the sound of the wind
         and the thudding engines receded.
      

      
      I couldn’t faint. Not here.

      
       ‘You’re not well,’ the man said, his voice muffled by my light-headedness. ‘Come and sit down.’

      
      I felt his hand under my elbow, pressuring me forward, and my feet moved involuntarily. With my leg as it was, walking on board
         a ship presented its own difficulties for me even when the sea was calm, and in this case it proved even more tricky. I kept
         a hand on the wall for support, and at one point I leaned against the man’s solid upper arm to avoid stumbling. And then there
         was a firm push on my shoulders, and a hard seat beneath me. I leaned forward, my arms crossed against my stomach and my eyes
         closed as I breathed deeply, feeling the blood thud back into my head. When I finally sat up and opened my eyes I saw we were
         in the narrow, smoky salon, lined with metal chairs bolted to the floor. It was half filled with a mix of those identifiable
         as Spanish or African by their features and dress, as well as many more that I found impossible to name by physical description
         alone. The man was sitting beside me. ‘Thank you. I’m feeling better.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not alone feeling ill in these conditions,’ he said. I grew aware of the moans around me, the cries of children, and
         realised that many of the passengers were experiencing the effects of the violently rocking ship.
      

      
      ‘Now. You were asking about the train,’ he said. ‘You’re correct: there is a train that goes into Marrakesh. The tracks were
         just laid the last few years – but it’s unreliable at the best of times. Besides, it doesn’t run from Tangier. You’ll have
         to first get to either Fez or Rabat, and board it from either one of those cities. I don’t recommend going to Fez. It’s far inland and quite out of the
         way; Rabat is a safer bet. Even so, you’ll have to hire a car and driver to get you there. Why don’t you stay in Rabat, if
         you want to leave Tangier and see Morocco?’
      

      
      ‘No. It must be Marrakesh. I must go to Marrakesh,’ I repeated, trying to lick my lips. My mouth was so dry; suddenly I was
         incredibly thirsty.
      

      
      ‘To be honest, I really wouldn’t count on the train from Rabat to Marrakesh, Miss O’Shea. Unreliable, as I’ve said: the rails
         are always shifting, or are blocked by camels or those infernal nomads. Best to hire a car and drive all the way there, really. Then
         again, the damn trails that pass for roads – well, the French are proud of them, but in places they’re as isolated and bone-rattling
         as anything you might imagine.’
      

      
      I blinked, sitting straighter and trying to keep up with so many details. And all of them negative.

      
      ‘You’ll surely run into problems even on the roads, and be forced to take the old routes, simply tracks in the sand made for
         camels and donkeys and not much else. Now look,’ he said, ‘as I keep saying, there are other cities closer to Tangier. And
         you should stay nearer the sea, for the cooling winds. It’s coming on full summer in Morocco; terrible heat. If you’re insistent
         on leaving Tangier, as I said, stay in Rabat. Or even go on to Casablanca. It’s much more civilised than—’
      

      
      ‘Thank you for the information,’ I told him. He was trying to help, but he couldn’t possibly understand my urgency in reaching
         Marrakesh.
      

      
      ‘Think nothing of it. But really, Miss O’Shea, Marrakesh. I take it you have family there. Or at least friends. Nobody goes
         to Marrakesh unless they’ve someone there. And they’re all French, you know. You do have someone there?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said, hoping I sounded confident, when I didn’t know whether I spoke the truth or not. The answer would only be revealed when I arrived in Marrakesh. Suddenly I didn’t want to hear anything more, or answer any more questions. Instead
         of making me sure that I could and would do this thing – travel across the expanse of North Africa on my own – the conversation
         was filling me with even more uncertainty and dread. ‘Please, don’t feel you have to sit with me any longer. I’m fine, really.
         And thank you again,’ I said, attempting a smile.
      

      
      ‘All right then,’ he said, standing. Did I see relief in his face? How must I appear to him – so alone, so uninformed, so
         . . . desperate? Did I appear desperate?
      

      
      As he left, I noticed a Spanish family with three small children sitting across from me. The children’s eyes were huge and
         dark, their narrow faces solemn as they studied me. The smallest one – a girl – held up a tiny doll, as if to show it to me.
      

      
      I was overcome with an unidentifiable ache, and told myself it was caused by thirst and worry.

      
      The levanter grew worse, and because of the roughness of the sea I couldn’t tell whether we had turned back, as the American
         had suggested we might, or were still going ahead. The ferry forced its way through the waves blown up by the wind, and we
         rose and fell with a rolling regularity that made me feel even more ill than I had previously. Others did as well; some hurried
         out to the deck, where I assumed they hung over the railing to be sick, and with no warning, the little Spanish girl leaned
         forward and emptied her stomach on the floor. Her mother wiped the child’s mouth with her hand and then pulled her on to her
         lap, stroking her hair. The smell in the room grew worse, and the heat increased. I ran my sleeve across my face, grateful
         now that I had eaten nothing all day. If only I had thought to bring a flask of water, like most of the other travellers.
         Everyone was now still, bodies rising and falling with the ship, and, in contrast to the earlier cacophony of voices when
         we left Spain, silent. Even the youngest of the children were quiet, apart from the whimpering of the little girl in her mother’s
         arms.
      

      
      Again I thought of the ship capsizing. And again I realised what a position I’d put myself into, with little thought for safety.
      

      
      When a particularly deep roll of the ship tipped me on to the empty chair beside me, knocking my elbow on the hard seat and
         wrenching my hip, I involuntarily cried out, as did others. And yet still no one spoke; they simply righted themselves and
         sat, silent as before. I put my hand over my mouth, swallowing and swallowing to keep down the burning bile that rose up my
         throat and then slid back, echoing the swelling of the waves. I closed my eyes and tried to draw deep, calming breaths, tried
         to ignore the howling of the wind as it whistled around the deck windows, tried to not breathe in the smell from the reeking
         puddle on the floor.
      

      
      And then, so slowly that I wasn’t at first aware of it, the heaving of the ship grew less severe. I sat straighter, no longer
         able to see the sea rising and falling through the windows. The floor beneath my feet was once more solid and familiar, and
         my stomach settled.
      

      
      As relief came over me, one of the Spaniards from the deck opened the door and shouted, ‘Tangier. Ya llegamos!’ and a low rumble of relief went up. I assumed he meant that he had spotted the city, or that we were approaching it. So
         we had managed to outrun the levanter, leaving the winds to continue churning through the centre of the strait. I closed my
         eyes in thankfulness, and when I opened them again, some of the children had rushed to the windows. The babble of languages
         started as a murmur, rising in pitch as what felt like a mild euphoria went through the stifling room. And then everyone stood,
         stretching and moving about, chattering as they gathered children and packages. The family across from me left, the mother
         carrying the little girl, who still clutched her doll. I stood as well, but immediately felt light-headed and nauseous again,
         whether a lingering result of the rocking of the vessel, or my thirst and lack of food that day, or from my recent illness.
      

      
      I sat down.

      
      ‘Miss O’Shea? Pity you didn’t get out to the deck to watch our arrival. Quite magnificent, with the sun . . . Oh. But you’re still feeling under the weather, I see,’ the American said,
         frowning, and I knew my face must be damp and pallid. ‘Can I help you find—’
      

      
      I shook my head. ‘No, no,’ I said, interrupting him. Although his offer to help me was tempting, I was embarrassed by my weakness.
         ‘I’ll just rest another moment, and then I’ll be all right. Thank you so much; you’ve been very kind. But please, go on your
         way. I insist.’
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘But watch out for the touts. Lots of them hanging around the docks. Take un petit taxi, or, if there are none, a cart. And pay half of what they demand. Half. They’ll give you a story about their ten hungry children,
         their ailing mother, but stay strong. Pay no more than half,’ he repeated.
      

      
      I nodded, now wishing he’d leave so I could again shut my eyes to stop the spinning.

      
      ‘Goodbye, then, Miss O’Shea. I wish you luck. You’ll need it, if you do truly go on to Marrakesh on your own.’ His footsteps
         were slow and heavy as he walked away.
      

      
      After a few more moments, hearing only muted shouting from outside the boat, I shakily stood in the empty salon. Then I went
         out to the deck, into warm sunshine. As soon as I stepped through the door my head cleared; the air was fresh, smelling of
         the sea and also something else, something tangy, perhaps citrus. It was a clean scent. I breathed deeply, feeling stronger
         with each intake of breath, and looked at what I could see of Tangier.
      

      
      It was indeed magnificent, as the American had said. There was the sense of an amphitheatre, white houses rising up from the
         dock amidst a sea of palms. Minarets stood high above, the sun gleaming on their towers. There was a foreign beauty, unlike
         the teeming and industrial docks of New York or Marseilles. I stood, gazing at the gently swaying fronds of the palms. And
         then, drawing my eyes from the city, I looked at the people moving about the docks. It was only men – where were the women?
         – and I thought, for one odd moment, that there were monks everywhere . . . yet how could this be? Was not Tangier a city
         of Muslims? In the next instant I realised my mistake: it was simply the hooded robes the men wore. What were they called? The name escpaed me. But I assumed they had
         the hoods up against the hot sun, or perhaps because it was the custom. The hoods extended on either side beyond their faces.
      

      
      For an inexplicable reason, such a simple thing as these hooded robes that rendered their wearers faceless filled me with
         a sudden ominous sensation.
      

      
      I was a stranger here, with no one to welcome me.

      
      I made my way down the gangplank, holding the thick, hairy rope along the side.

      
      There were no guards, no border inspection. I knew Tangier was a free port, an open zone called an international protectorate,
         and there were no restrictions on who might enter or leave.
      

      
      As I reached the bottom of the gangplank I spied my luggage, wet from sitting on the ship’s deck, the identifying chalk markings
         now blurred and smudged. My two heavy cases sat alone; I was the last passenger to leave the ferry. As I went to them, wondering
         how I would find the strength to lift them, a small dark man with a filthy white turban arranged like a tangled nest on his
         head came towards me, leading a shaggy grey donkey attached to a cart. He spoke to me, but I shook my head at the unknown
         language. Then he spoke in French, asking me where I wished to go.
      

      
      ‘Hotel Continental, s’il vous plaît,’ I told him, because I knew no other name, and he nodded once, putting out his hand, palm up, as he quoted me a price in
         French sous.
      

      
      I thought of the portly American’s warning words: North Africa is a place where one must keep one’s wits about one at all times. What if this man, nodding so quickly, had no intention of taking me to the hotel? What if he were to take me to some hidden
         spot and leave me, driving away with my money and my bags?
      

      
      Or worse.

      
      The enormity of what I had done – travelling here, with no one to call upon should I need assistance – came over me again.

      
      I looked at the man, and then at the milling crowds of other men. Some of them looked at me openly, and others hurried by,
         heads down. What choice did I have?
      

      
      I licked my lips and named half the price the small man had asked for. He slapped his chest, frowning, shaking his head, speaking
         again in the unknown language, and then named another price in French, halfway between his first offer and mine. He didn’t
         meet my eyes, and I didn’t know whether this because he was shy or shifty. Again I thought of the risk of putting my faith
         in him, and again argued with myself. I was almost woozy with the heat, and knew I couldn’t carry my own luggage more than
         a few steps at a time. I reached into my bag and pulled out the coins. As I placed them on the man’s palm I saw, with a small
         start of surprise, that there was a fine line of dirt under my fingernails.
      

      
      It appeared that this dark continent had become a part of me from my very first footsteps on its soil.

      
      The man lifted my two bags into the open back of the cart with amazing ease. He gestured to the seat beside him, and I climbed
         up. As he lightly slapped the reins against the donkey’s back and the cart rolled forward with a jerk, I took another deep
         breath.
      

      
      ‘Hotel Continental,’ the man said, as if confirming where we were going.

      
      ‘Oui. Merci,’ I answered, glancing at his profile, and then stared straight ahead.
      

      
      I had arrived in North Africa. There were many miles still to travel, but at least I had made it this far – to the beginning
         of the last part of the long voyage.
      

      
      I was in Tangier, and the architecture, the faces of the people and their language and clothing, the foliage, the smells,
         the very air itself, were all foreign. There was nothing to remind me of home – my quiet home in Albany in upstate New York.
      

      
      And as I looked back towards the ferry, I knew also that there was nothing left for me in America – nothing and no one at
         all.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      I HAD BEEN BORN ON the first day of the new century, 1 January 1900, and my mother named me Sidonie, after her grandmother in Quebec. My father
         had wanted Siobhan, in remembrance of his own mother, long buried under Irish soil, but he acquiesced to my mother’s wishes.
         Apart from their shared religion, they were an unlikely match, my lanky Irish father and tiny French-Canadian mother. I was
         born late in their lives; they had been married eighteen years when I arrived, my mother thirty-eight and my father forty.
         They had never expected to be so blessed. I heard my mother give thanks for me every day in her prayers, calling me her miracle.
         When she and I were alone we spoke French; when my father entered the room we switched to English. I loved speaking French;
         as a child, I couldn’t describe the difference between it and English, but my mother told me, when I was older, that I had
         used the word curly to describe how the French words felt on my tongue.
      

      
      And as a child I truly thought myself to be a miracle. My parents fed into this belief when I was young: that I could do no
         wrong, and that anything I wished for might some day come true. They had little to give me in terms of material possessions,
         but I felt loved.
      

      
      And very special.

      
      All through the uncharacteristically warm spring of 1916 – shortly after my sixteenth birthday – I imagined myself in love
         with Luke McCallister, the boy who worked in the feed store on Larkspur Street. All the girls in my class at Holy Jesus and Mary had talked about him since he’d arrived in our neighbourhood a few
         months earlier.
      

      
      We argued amongst us who would be the first he would talk to, go for a walk with, or share an ice cream with.

      
      ‘It will be me,’ I told Margaret and Alice Ann, my best friends. I had imagined the scene in my head over and over. Surely
         it wouldn’t be long before he became aware of me. ‘I’ll make him notice me. You watch.’
      

      
      ‘Just because you always have the most dance partners doesn’t mean you can have all the attention whenever you want, Sidonie,’
         Margaret said, her chin lifted.
      

      
      I smiled at her. ‘Maybe not. But . . .’ I brushed my hair back with my fingers, running a few steps ahead of them and turning
         to walk backwards, facing them, my hands on my hips. ‘We’ll see,’ I added. ‘Remember Rodney? You didn’t believe me when I
         said I’d get him to take me on the Ferris wheel at the fair last year. But I did, didn’t I? He didn’t choose any other girl
         but me. And we went twice.’
      

      
      Alice Ann shrugged. ‘That’s just because your mother is friends with his mother. I’ll bet Luke talks to Margaret. Especially
         if she wears her pink dress. You’re beautiful in pink, Margaret,’ she added.
      

      
      ‘No, it will be you, Alice Ann,’ Margaret said, obviously pleased by Alice Ann’s comment.

      
      ‘Think what you will,’ I said, laughing now. ‘Think what you will. But he’ll be mine.’

      
      They laughed with me. ‘Oh, Sidonie,’ Alice Ann said. ‘You always say the silliest things.’ She and Margaret caught up with me
         then, and we linked arms and leaned against each other as we walked along the narrow street, our hips and shoulders touching
         as we matched our steps.
      

      
      The three of us had been best friends since the first grade, and they always counted on me to tease and surprise them.

      
            
      I found many reasons to walk down Larkspur Street, waiting for Luke to glance in my direction as he tossed huge, heavy bags
         of grain with apparent ease. I rehearsed what I would say to him, commenting on how strong he must be to make the bags look
         as though they contained nothing but feathers. I stole glances at him, imagining what his gleaming muscles would feel like
         under my hands, on top of my body.
      

      
      I knew, from the lectures of the sisters at Holy Jesus and Mary, that the desires of the flesh were evil, and must be fought
         against, and yet I seemed as powerless to stop them as I was to change the predictability of the seasons.
      

      
      One steamy Sunday at the beginning of June, at Our Lady of Mercy church, I prayed so hard to the Virgin Mother for Luke to
         fall in love with me that I was suddenly overcome with a strange sense of leaving my body. My neck had been stiff that morning
         when I awoke, my head aching to such a degree that my stomach churned. I begged my mother to let me stay home, but she refused.
      

      
      It wasn’t uncommon for me to try to find a way to avoid church.

      
      As we walked the mile and a half to Our Lady, my mother admonished me, more than once, to keep up, but it seemed as though
         I was walking through water, the current making it difficult to move easily. Once inside the dim church, the light filtering
         through the stained glass made a strange yet beautifully illuminated spinning vortex whenever I moved my eyes.
      

      
      My body, usually light and quick, was heavy and cumbersome as I knelt alongside my mother, and it was then, with my own fingers
         interlaced, that everything grew confused: the rosary clicking between my mother’s swollen fingers appeared to be dozens of
         small moving creatures, the smell of the incense was overpowering to the point of making me more nauseous, and the incantations
         of Father Cecil were as garbled as though he spoke in other tongues. It hurt the back of my neck to lower my chin to pray,
         and so instead I stared at the saints along the walls, pious and tormented in their narrow niches. Their marble skin glowed, alabaster and pearl, and when I looked at the Holy Mother I saw tears, like glass,
         on her cheeks. The Virgin’s lips parted, and I leaned forward, my chin on my arms on the back of the pew in front of me, my
         knees numb on the stone floor.
      

      
      Yes, Mother, yes, I begged, tell me what to do. Tell me how to make Luke love me. What can I do to make him want me? I beseech you, Holy Mother. Tell me.
      

      
      I had to close my eyes against the sudden brilliant light in the church, but on the insides of my eyelids I saw the Virgin
         Mary reach her arms to me. And then, effortlessly, I was flying towards her. I soared over the nave and the confessional,
         the rows of pews, the altar boys, the candles. There was Father Cecil at the pulpit, with his slightly humped back under his
         robe, and the bowed heads of the congregation. And then I saw my own body, slumped oddly to one side. The church glowed in
         beatification, white and shimmering. I knew the Holy Mother had heard my prayer, and had deemed that yes, I deserved this
         wish. She would answer my prayers.
      

      
      She let me see Luke’s face, and then I was no longer flying but falling, unafraid, for my body was as free as the wild rose
         petals that rain down with the evening wind. I was falling as slowly as a diamond through still water, or a star trailing
         through a dark and lustrous sky. I was falling towards Luke, who put out his arms to catch me, a gentle smile on his beautiful
         mouth.
      

      
      I smiled back at him, my lips parting to touch his, and the colour and heat and light all became one, and I was overcome with
         a rapture I had never known.
      

      
      When I awoke, I was in my own small bedroom. The light was still too bright; it hurt my eyes when I blinked, trying to focus.

      
      A woman in a white dress stood near the window, humming my favourite lullaby. I hadn’t heard it since I was a child. Dodo, l’enfant, do. Sleep, child, sleep.
      

      
      I thought it was another vision of the Virgin Mary, singing the French song my mother had sung to soothe me when I was small. Then the woman stepped away from the window and bent over me,
         and I saw, with dull surprise, that it was only my own mother. But there was something wrong with her face; she looked different,
         so much older. I felt, for one moment, that I must have slept through months or even years.
      

      
      ‘Ah. Ma petite Sido,’ she said, and her voice was as unfamiliar as her face. It was thick in her throat, as if she spoke through flannel.
      

      
      I tried to open my lips, but they were stuck together. My mother gently swabbed them with a damp cloth, and then held a straw
         to my mouth. ‘Come, drink,’ she said, and I drank, the liquid so cold and somehow fragrant that it seemed to me I had never
         before tasted water.
      

      
      But the effort of simply swallowing was so great that I had to close my eyes. I must have fallen asleep again, for when I
         next blinked, the light in the room had changed, and was softer, shadowed, and I could see more clearly. My mother still –
         or again – stood over me, but now, strangely, my father was at the open window, looking in.
      

      
      ‘Dad?’ I whispered. ‘Why are you outside?’

      
      His face folded in on itself, his chin quivering in the oddest way. I suddenly realised he was crying. He put his hand on
         his forehead in a gesture that looked like defeat.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, carefully moving my eyes from him to my mother, and finally back to my father.

      
      ‘It’s the infant paralysis, my girl,’ he said.

      
      I tried to make sense of it. I wasn’t an infant. Paralysis I understood, and although the word sent a shiver of horror through
         me, I was too weak to do more than close my eyes again.
      

      
      That summer, the polio epidemic of 1916 raged through the state of New York. Although the doctors could identify it, there
         seemed to be no prevention or cure. Most of those who contracted it were children under ten; some, like me, were older. Nobody
         knew where it had started, although eventually I heard that many believed it was brought in by immigrants.
      

      
      So many died. And I was told, by my parents, that I was one of the lucky ones. It’s another miracle, my mother had whispered into my ear, the first day I understood fully what had happened to me. Another miracle, as you were, Sidonie. We must pray to give thanks.
      

      
      It was well known that polio was contagious; I was in quarantine. My mother stayed with me, for she had been with me when
         I fell ill. But my father didn’t enter our house again for a number of weeks; he needed his job, chauffeur to one of the wealthy
         families who lived throughout our county.
      

      
      Margaret and Alice Ann and other friends from school left small presents – a book, a stick of striped candy, a hair ribbon
         – on our porch, at the foot of the door marked with a paper from the state to indicate the quarantine. For those first weeks
         my mother kept saying that soon I would be better, that the strength would return to my legs. It was only a question of time,
         she said. She followed the recommendations given out by the health service nurse, agreed upon by the doctor who had come to
         see me. She daily bathed my legs in almond meal. She made endless poultices of camomile, slippery elm, mustard, and other
         nasty-smelling oils, putting the hot plasters on my legs. She massaged my thighs and my calves. When I found the strength to
         sit up for a few moments, she pulled my oddly heavy legs to the edge of the bed, and put her arm around my waist, trying to
         help me stand, but it was as if my legs didn’t belong to me. They wouldn’t support me, and I wept with anger and frustration.
      

      
      ‘When will they be better?’ I kept asking, expecting that I would simply wake up one morning, throw back the covers, and walk
         briskly across my bedroom as usual.
      

      
      My mother murmured, ‘Soon, Sido, soon. Remember how you ran about the yard as a little girl, pretending you were a princess,
         like the ones in your books? How you twirled about, your dress billowing around you like a beautiful flower? You will be this
         again, Sidonie. A princess. A beautiful flower. My beautiful special flower, my miracle.’
      

      
      The fact that her eyes filled as she said these things only made me believe in her conviction.

      
      For the first few months I wept often – tears of impatience, tears of disappointment, tears of self-pity. My parents were
         sympathetic and did what they could – in both word and deed – to make me feel better. It was a long time before I could understand
         what an effort this was for them: to put on a positive face and attitude when they must have been as shattered and grieving
         as I was.
      

      
      After some time I grew weary of my own burning eyes and the headaches brought on by the crying, and one day I simply stopped,
         and didn’t cry again.
      

      
      When the quarantine had passed and I felt well enough, my friends came to see me. It was the beginning of the new school year,
         and during those initial visits, when my life felt like a strange, disturbing twilight from which I couldn’t quite awaken,
         I listened to their stories, nodding and imagining myself back in school with them.
      

      
      Every Friday my mother picked up my schoolwork from Holy Jesus and Mary, and returned it the following Friday; with the aid
         of the textbooks I was able to complete the weekly assignments and tests.
      

      
      One Friday, along with my new assignments, my mother handed me a sealed envelope from one of the sisters who had formerly
         taught me. When I opened it, a letter and a small prayer card, edged in gold, fell from its folds on to the blanket.
      

      
      The sister’s writing was difficult to read, the script small and tight, as though each black letter was painfully forced through
         the nib of the pen.
      

      
      My dear Sidonie, I read. You must not despair. This is God’s will. You have been predestined for this test. It is simply a test of the flesh; God found
            you wanting, and so chose you. Others have died, but you have not. This is proof that God has protected you for a reason, and
            has also given you this burden, which you will carry for the rest of your life. In this way, He has shown you that you are special to Him.
      

      
      As a cripple, now God will carry you, and you will know Him with a strength that those with whole bodies do not.
      

      
      You must pray, and God will answer. I will also pray for you, Sidonie.
      

      
      Sister Marie-Gregory

      
      My hands were shaking as I folded the letter and put it and the prayer card back into the envelope.

      
      ‘What is it, Sidonie? You’ve gone pale,’ my mother said.

      
      I shook my head, carefully placing the envelope between the pages of a textbook. As a cripple, the sister had written. For the rest of your life.
      

      
      Even though Sister Marie-Gregory had also said that I was special to God, I knew, with a sickening thud of reality, that it
         didn’t mean, as my mother told me, that He would let me walk again. But I also knew that the polio wasn’t a test sent by God,
         as the sister had said. I alone knew why I had contracted the disease. It was punishment for my sinful thoughts.
      

      
      Since Luke McCallister had come to Larkspur Street I had stopped praying for forgiveness for my own transgressions. I no longer
         sent healing thoughts for others in our community who were ill or dying. I had not prayed for the end of the Great War. I
         had not prayed for the starving brown children of far-away lands. I had not prayed for my mother’s hands to know relief from
         their endless ache, or for my father to be able to sleep without the old and haunting nightmares of the coffin ship that had
         brought him to America.
      

      
      Instead I had prayed for a boy to take me in his arms, to put his mouth on mine. I had prayed to know the mystery of a man’s
         body against mine. I had explored my own body with its unexplained heat and desire, imagining my hands were Luke McCallister’s.
         I had committed one of the seven cardinal sins – lust – and for this I was punished.
      

      
            
      A week after the sister’s letter, I was again visited by the doctor from the public health services. This time I was alert,
         as I hadn’t been on his first call, and read on his face that he had seen far too many victims of polio in too short a time.
         Openly weary and speaking with a sighing resignation, he agreed, after moving my legs about and testing my reflexes and having
         me try a few simple exercises, with Sister Marie-Gregory’s written prediction. He told me, my parents standing behind him,
         their faces grey with sorrow, that I would never again walk, and the best I could hope for was that I would spend my life
         in a pushchair. He told me I should be grateful the disease had only affected my lower limbs, and that I was better off than
         many of the children left alive but totally paralysed by the epidemic.
      

      
      After the doctor’s visit I resumed my prayers. But this time they had nothing to do with Luke McCallister.

      
      Heavenly Father, Gracious Mother, I repeated, over and over, week after week, month after month. If you allow me to walk I shall have only pure thoughts. I will never again give in to the desires of my body.
      

      
      During that first long year I was forced to remain in bed, propped up by cushions; it hurt my back to sit upright for longer
         than a few minutes. Margaret and Alice Ann still came to see me, but it was not as before. I began to see that they – these
         girls I had once laughed with, shared my secrets and dreams with – had, in a few short months, grown taller and brighter,
         while I had shrunk and lost colour. I listened to them, but now, instead of cheering me, their stories only made me see I
         was missing out on life. It soon became apparent that they sensed this as well, for they began speaking more haltingly, sometimes
         stopping in the middle of an anecdote about what someone at school had said or done, or talking about an up-coming dance,
         or who was sweet on whom, as if they too suddenly realised that they were only reminding me of a life that was no longer mine.
         Would never be mine. There would be uncomfortable stretches of silence when they would glance at each other, their eyes showing quick flashes of what I saw as
         desperation or impatience or outright boredom. After some time I dreaded a knock on the front door, not wanting to see my
         mother jump to her feet far too quickly, and the hopeful smile she gave me as she went to open the door. I was embarrassed
         by the way she fussed about, bringing kitchen chairs into my bedroom for the girls, followed shortly by a tray with glasses
         of lemonade and a plate of cookies or slices of loaf cake. I was, for the first time, ashamed of her heavily accented voice
         – a little too loud – as she tried to make my guests comfortable, or perhaps encourage them to stay longer and come again.
         She spoke to them more than I did; I had little to talk about. My life now consisted of the walls of my bedroom.
      

      
      The visits eventually grew less frequent. Although I knew my mother was saddened by my lack of visitors, I was relieved when,
         after a month of no one knocking on our front door, I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about another strained afternoon.
      

      
      Every week after she picked up my homework, my mother walked another eight blocks to the lending library on Weatherstone Street.
         She took out the maximum of four books for me. I didn’t care what she chose; I read everything. My father bought me a box
         of water-colours and brushes and creamy paper and a book of photographs of the flowers of upstate New York, and encouraged
         me to paint. He spoke of how I had shown promise as a child, and how one of my teachers had told him and my mother that I
         had an uncanny eye for colour and design and perspective. I had never known, before now, what the teacher had said, and it
         surprised me. Although I had always enjoyed drawing and painting during the weekly art class, I’d never had the patience to
         sit too long, preferring to be outside.
      

      
      My parents brought me a coppery kitten. I named her Cinnabar, and quickly realised that she was deaf, for she didn’t turn
         at any sound, small or large. But it didn’t matter; perhaps it made me love her more. The rumble of her purring and her warm
         fur under my fingers gave me comfort when I read or just lay, staring at the small window on the wall across from my bed, trying to recall
         the sensation of walking, of running.
      

      
      My parents also bought a gramophone and phonograph cylinders of Grieg’s Peer Gynt, with its two four-movement suites. My father
         would play one of the cylinders each morning as he got ready for work, and I would awaken to the strains of Anitra’s Dance
         or In the Hall of the Mountain King or Solveig’s Song.
      

      
      At some point my mother directed my father to bring in the old daybed from the porch and put it in the kitchen, so that we
         could be together during the day while she worked at her sewing machine on the kitchen table.
      

      
      Every morning before he left for work, my father carried me to the makeshift bed. My mother put the small table holding the
         gramophone and cylinders beside me; I could reach it should I want to listen to Grieg’s music. She also arranged my books
         and painting supplies on the table, and set Cinnabar on my bed. Then she pulled a straight wooden chair up to the table where
         she worked the hand-operated sewing machine, adding pockets and inserting sleeves and hemming men’s suit jackets, piecework
         for a small company. I read and painted and played with Cinnabar. After a while she had me do the basting for her, and if she
         made a mistake, I picked out the incorrect stitches. In this way she was able to complete more jackets than usual.
      

      
      If I wasn’t playing the gramophone my mother sang while she worked, French songs learned as a child in Quebec. At other times
         she asked me to read aloud. It took me a while to realise, after my reading to her became a routine, that the books she was
         now bringing home from the library were books she would have read if she’d had time. Some of them were in French. I had to
         speak in a loud voice, to be heard over the rhythmic clicking of the sewing machine, and to make it more enjoyable I began
         reading in the tone of the voice of the character. Sometimes, when I read a particularly moving or exciting or humorous passage,
         my mother’s hands would stop, and she would look at me, her head tilted to one side, with a surprised or worried or pleased expression, depending
         on the novel.
      

      
      ‘You have such a lovely speaking voice, Sidonie,’ she said one day. ‘So expressive and melodic. You could have been—’ She
         stopped abruptly.
      

      
      ‘I could have been what?’ I asked, carefully setting the book on my lap.

      
      ‘Nothing. Go on, please. Keep reading.’

      
      But suddenly I couldn’t continue. The phrase ‘you could have been’ hit me with an enormity that shook me.

      
      You could have been. What was she about to say? Did she remember that when I was young, perhaps ten years old, I had announced that I would become
         a famous actress, and they would come to see me on a Broadway stage? I thought of the long-ago plans Margaret and Alice Ann
         and I had made: how we might one day move to New York City, and live together in a walk-up apartment and find jobs at Saks
         Fifth Avenue, selling fine leather gloves or heavenly perfume to the beautifully dressed ladies who strolled the wide aisles
         of the store. Margaret went to New York with her mother regularly, and it was she who had told me about Broadway plays and
         the department stores.
      

      
      But of course now none of those dreams could become reality. Not for a girl who couldn’t rise from a bed. Not even if that
         girl became a woman who sat in a pushchair. I could never live in a walk-up. I could never even live in a house with stairs.
         I could never stand behind a counter and sell gloves or perfume.
      

      
      Now what would I be? What would I become? A small, cold voice entered me; it was similar to the black, tightly written words
         of Sister Marie-Gregory, calling me a cripple. I suddenly knew that my life might not move beyond this daybed, beyond this
         kitchen, beyond this house and yard.
      

      
      For the next week I told my mother I had headaches and didn’t wish to come out of my bedroom. I had her pull the curtain over
         the window, saying the light hurt my eyes, and that the music from the cylinders pierced my ears. She sat beside me, her hand with its slightly twisted fingers cool on my forehead. ‘Shall I
         have the doctor come? What is it, Sidonie? Do you have pain in your back again?’
      

      
      I turned away from her touch. What was making me sick? Only the fact that I had seen the door close on my future. Only that.

      
      I suddenly blamed her for making me understand this, with those four simple words: you could have been. The cold, unemotional voice I heard in my head now told me there was little point in anything: I stopped painting, saying
         it no longer interested me. I stopped helping my mother, saying that picking out tiny stitches was difficult; perhaps my eyes
         had been weakened by the polio. I stopped reading to her, telling her it hurt my throat. I turned from her gaze, thoughtful
         and intelligent.
      

      
      It wasn’t her fault; I understood that fully. And I didn’t want her to know the truth. I didn’t want to hurt her further by
         telling her that she had inadvertently held a mirror to my life. Surely I would have held up that mirror at some time – maybe
         the next week, or the next month.
      

      
      But I hadn’t. She had, and for this I was angry with her.

      
      When twice a day my mother pulled back the blankets and massaged my useless legs, pushing them into the exercise positions
         shown to her by the health nurse, I stared at the ceiling. She bent and pulled, bent and pulled. I knew there was no use,
         but I saw it gave her some purpose to believe she was keeping my legs from atrophying, her mouth firm and her arthritic hands
         – which surely ached even more than usual from the additional movement – seeming to find new strength.
      

      
      Now when I told her I needed to use the metal pan kept under the bed – and with her help, and me doing my best to lift my
         legs with their new and frustrating dead weight, we managed – I couldn’t look at her. I thought I saw pity in her face, a
         false cheeriness, as if she didn’t mind carrying the noxious pan away to dispose of. I thought of her doing this for the rest
         of her life.
      

      
      Eventually I resumed my spot on the daybed in the kitchen, for the boredom of my bedroom made me want to scream with frustration.
         I said I felt well again, and went back to the old routines of helping my mother and reading aloud, for it was better than
         lying alone in my room.
      

      
      I don’t know whether my parents were aware that something had changed, had perhaps broken, inside me. They acted in the same
         way as always.
      

      
      When my father returned at dinner time and he and my mother sat at the kitchen table, cleared of the sewing machine and the
         piles of jackets and sleeves and pockets, I ate my supper from a tray on my lap. But now, instead of giving Cinnabar small
         nibbles of my food, or taking part in my parents’ conversation, I silently watched them. I looked at my father’s greying head,
         bent slightly forward over his plate, and the mark at the back of his neck where the stiff collar of his chauffeur’s uniform
         had formed a dark band of red. The rest of his neck looked vulnerable against the darker welt of skin.
      

      
      My mother clutched her knife and fork awkwardly because of her swollen, knobby knuckles. As before, they spoke of small events,
         of local gossip and the latest price of pork or tea. They also spoke of the ongoing horrors of the Great War, and the fear
         that our boys might soon be going to join the fight. But when they tried to bring me into the conversation, asking what I’d
         been reading, or making unimportant conversation about the weather, or which of my friends they’d seen, I answered only in
         syllables and phrases.
      

      
      They spoke as if the world was the same place it had been before polio. Before my polio.
      

      
      Don’t you see? I wanted to shout at them. How can you pretend that nothing is changed? How can you sit there, talking and eating as if it were a normal day?

      
      My life would never again be the same. I would never run down our quiet road, my hair blowing out behind me. I would never
         sit on my old childhood swing in the back yard and pump myself high into the air, feeling the satisfying rush of air and delightful
         dizziness when I closed my eyes and put my head back. I would never pirouette before a mirror in a pair of pretty high-heeled shoes.
         I would never stroll down a busy street with my girlfriends, stopping to look in store windows as we planned our lives. I
         would never again dance encircled in a boy’s arms.
      

      
      I would never live a normal life, and yet my father and mother pretended they weren’t thinking about it. They pretended they
         were ignoring the fact that I sat like a propped-up doll in the corner of the kitchen, and for this I was angry with them.
      

      
      I knew they loved me, and did all they could to make my life as pleasant as it could be. And yet I had no one else to be angry
         with. I couldn’t be angry with God; I needed Him on my side. And so I was quietly angry with them, every time they laughed,
         every time they looked over at me, smiling. Every time my mother showed me a pattern, asking if I’d like her to make me a
         new dress. Every time my father held one of my paintings near a window, shaking his head and saying he didn’t know where my
         talent had come from.
      

      
      And not even that – the painting – gave me pleasure now. I had grown to love the feel of the brush in my hand, the way the
         soft colours bled on to the thick paper, the way I could create shadow and brightness with a subtle shift of pressure. I loved
         the sense of accomplishment I felt as an image moved from my mind to my hand, emerging on the blank paper.
      

      
      The only small satisfaction I took now was in stroking Cinnabar, whispering to her and holding her against my chest as though
         she were a baby, and I her mother. Yet another of the you could have beens. I would never cradle my own child.
      

      
      By the end of that first year I became the new Sidonie, the one who put away all hopes and dreams. I saw them as bright, pulsing
         lights, with the lid of a wooden box closing on them. The lid was rigid and hard, unmovable.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      THE SECOND YEAR PASSED, and slowly, changes came about. I was finally able to sit up without assistance, and I moved from the bed into a wheeled
         chair. This gave me a certain freedom; after many attempts and many falls I learned to pull and swing myself from my bed into
         the chair without help. I no longer had to wait for my mother to come and assist me in bringing the pan or washing myself;
         I could wheel myself to the bathroom and into the kitchen. I could eat at the table with my parents. If my father or mother
         pushed the chair over the high doorway sill, I could sit on the porch in pleasant weather.
      

      
      With this my spirits rose. On the porch one warm evening, I laughed at Cinnabar, seeing her leap straight into the air, frightened
         by a large cricket that hopped over her paws. My parents came to the doorway, and I told them about Cinnabar and the cricket.
      

      
      My father opened the door and walked to me, standing behind me and putting his hand on my shoulder, squeezing it. ‘It’s the
         first we’ve heard you laugh since . . .’ he said, and then stopped, turning away abruptly and going into the house.
      

      
      In that instant I understood how much my parents had wanted – and waited – for that most simple and human response: my laughter.
         I understood how they waited for me to smile, to talk about ordinary things, to paint with passion. They wanted me to be happy.
      

      
      I knew how much they had done for me. I was now past seventeen. Even if I would never accept what fate had handed me, I could pretend, for their sakes that I still found pleasure in life. I owed them this, at the very least.
      

      
      The next day I asked my mother to teach me how to use the sewing machine, telling her I could help her with the piecework
         when she was tired. Her mouth trembled, and she put her hand over it, the fingers so twisted. I suddenly saw that her hair
         was now completely white; when had this happened?
      

      
      I took up my paintbrushes again, and had my mother bring books on gardens and botanicals from the library.

      
      And within a few months I had learned something valuable: that at some unseen moment, what starts out as a forced behaviour
         may become an involuntary one.
      

      
      Now I found myself singing along with my mother as we sat together at the kitchen table. I did all the sewing, as her hands
         caused her such torment, and yet the income generated from the piecework afforded us small extras. She always sat with me,
         watching my left hand push the fabric under the needle, my right hand turning the wheel, and sometimes now it was she who
         read to me.
      

      
      We talked of the Great War, our boys sent over now, and she told me news of those I knew from school – which ones had already
         left in the first waves.
      

      
      By the end of that second year, I proved the doctor – and Sister Marie-Gregory – wrong. It may have been a combination of
         reasons: one exhausted doctor’s quick prognosis, my body’s own strength and resilience, coupled with my mother’s endless work
         on my legs, my determination to rise from the hated chair, and perhaps, I told myself, just perhaps, all the praying.
      

      
      I was fitted with heavy metal braces from ankle to thigh. They bit into my skin, but they kept my legs from buckling. And with
         the aid of crutches, I was able to pull myself out of my chair. At first I did little more than drag my legs behind me, my
         arms growing tight and muscled, my armpits callused from bearing my weight on the crutches, but eventually I was able to swing my legs from the hips, putting pressure on the bottom of my feet. My right leg
         was now shorter than the left, and so sturdy boots with one built-up sole were made for me. It was only a parody of walking,
         but I was once again upright, and able to move about, although very slowly.
      

      
      I stood, I walked. My prayers had been answered. But the cold voice that had taken root within me stayed. In body I was more
         like the old Sidonie. But inwardly she was gone.
      

      
      And life was altered in another way. I didn’t want to leave the yard. I never resumed my old friendships, for by now, over
         two years later, and approaching my nineteenth birthday – all the girls I had gone to school with had left Holy Jesus and
         Mary. Although neither Margaret or Alice Ann had gone to New York as we’d once planned, Margaret was in training to be a teacher,
         I heard, and Alice Ann had a job selling hats in a fancy shop. Other girls were learning the skills to be nurses or typists;
         a few were already married. The Great War was over, and some of the young men returned to Albany. Some didn’t.
      

      
      Although I now found great pleasure in my painting, spending hours every day executing botanicals, I hadn’t finished my final
         year of school, although the teachers offered to bring the exams and supervise while I wrote them. I simply lost interest
         in doing the school assignments. Besides, I told myself, what difference would it make? I would never go out into the world
         – or even into the main streets of Albany.
      

      
      My father had been aghast when I told him I didn’t care about achieving a high-school diploma.

      
      ‘I didn’t come to this country – nearly dying on the journey in the hold of that stinking, cholera-infected ship – to have
         my own child refuse the education handed to her. What I would have given to have your opportunity . . . don’t you want to be something, Sidonie? You could learn to use a typewriter, and work in an office. Or become a telephone operator. Or, Lord
         knows, you could work in a sewing factory. You’re already a top-rate machine operator. There are many jobs where you don’t have to walk or stand for long periods. You would make your mother proud, learning a trade.
         Wouldn’t she, Mother? Wouldn’t she make you proud?’
      

      
      I glanced at my mother. She didn’t answer, but gave a small, encouraging smile, her gnarled hands curled in her lap.

      
      ‘She could be anything,’ she said.

      
      I held my lips together tightly. Of course I couldn’t be anything. I wasn’t a child, and I was a cripple. Did she think I
         still believed her? I opened my mouth to argue with her, but my father spoke again.
      

      
      ‘Just until you marry, of course,’ he said.

      
      I frowned at him. Marry? Who would marry me, with my heavy black boots, one built an inch higher than the other, and my noisy,
         dragging limp? ‘No. I don’t want to work in a sewing factory or be a secretary or telephone operator.’
      

      
      ‘What is it you might like, then? Don’t you have some dream? All young people should have a dream. Leprechauns, castles, good luck and laughter; lullabies, dreams, and love ever after,’ he quoted. He had so many clichés about life, so many useless Irish sayings.
      

      
      I said nothing, picking up Cinnabar and burying my face in the thick coppery fur of her neck.

      
      What was my dream?

      
      ‘You don’t have an excuse now, Sidonie,’ he said, and I lifted my face from Cinnabar’s neck and stared at him. ‘Even though
         not like before, you can now get yourself about. There’s no reason for you to go no further than the yard. I know Alice Ann
         is having a party tonight. As I came home I saw all the young people on her porch, laughing and talking. It’s not too late.
         Why don’t you go, Sidonie? I’ll walk over with you. It’s not right, you sitting in the house with your paints and books.’
      

      
      Of course I wasn’t invited to Alice Ann’s; I hadn’t spoken to her since those uncomfortable visits almost two years ago. But
         even if I had been asked, I was deeply embarrassed of the way I had to swing my legs into position with each step. The braces
         announced my arrival with a loud clanging. The crutches sometimes hit furniture or slipped on uncarpeted floor. And I felt oddly out of
         touch; I didn’t know how to talk to people any more. I couldn’t imagine being at a party. Suddenly I felt older than my parents.
         How could I ever again be interested in silly jokes and gossip?
      

      
      ‘I just don’t want to, Dad,’ I said, turning away.

      
      ‘Don’t live with regret nailed to your shoulder, my girl,’ he said, then. ‘There’s a lot worse off than you. A lot. You’ve
         been given a new chance. Don’t waste it.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ I said, steeling myself, certain he would launch into his old story about the famine in Ireland, and the corpses
         piled like logs, of boiling the last of their own rags, all they had left to cover them, and eating them just to have something
         to chew. ‘I know,’ I repeated, and, still holding Cinnabar, went out into the back yard, where I sat on the old swing with
         the cat in my lap, idly kicking myself back and forth with my stronger leg. I remembered the dizziness of swinging high into
         the air. Now there was no dizziness; I simply swung a few inches back and forth.
      

      
      I put my head back to watch the evening stars come out. The fall night was cool, and the stars, emerging in the evening sky,
         were like points of a knife, hard and sharp.
      

      
      It was the beginning of the many arguments I would have with my father over the next few years.

      
      ‘You should go out into the world, Sidonie,’ he told me, more than once. ‘It’s no life for a young girl, living with her old
         mam and da.’
      

      
      ‘I like it here, Dad,’ I told him, and by this time I truly meant it. After a time I had been able to walk without dragging
         my legs. I was slow and awkward, still using the crutches, leaning forward a tiny bit at the waist, my legs stiffened by the
         braces. I eventually exchanged the hated crutches for canes. And then, after wearing the full leg braces for two more years,
         my legs growing stronger all the time, I exchanged them for small metal ankle braces, which could be almost hidden by the high leather boots. My left leg was now quite sturdy, but I was unable to walk without dragging
         my right leg in a limping gait.
      

      
      I knew that earlier I had felt sorry for myself, embarrassed at my affliction and, as my father had said, regretful to the
         point of bitterness. But those feelings passed, and now I accepted my small, quiet life. It suited me; everyone in our neighbourhood
         knew me, and there was no need to explain anything. I was Sidonie O’Shea: I had survived polio and I helped my mother care
         for the house on Juniper Road, and grew perennials so magnificent that people walking by stopped, gazing in delight at them.
      

      
      I loved our little house, which we rented from our next-door neighbours, Mr and Mrs Barlow. For me the house had a human quality:
         the watermark on my bedroom ceiling looked like the face of an old woman with her mouth open, laughing; the boughs of the
         linden tree brushing against the living-room window sounded like soft-soled shoes dancing on a sandy floor; the cellar where
         the potatoes and onions and other root vegetables were kept for the winter had a rich and loamy smell.
      

      
      As my mother’s arthritis continued to cripple her, I took over the running of the house. I cooked and baked, I did laundry
         and ironed and kept the house clean. The piecework ended when a new sewing factory was built on the outskirts of Albany, and
         although I knew it meant a smaller income, I was secretly relieved, as I found the piecework terribly boring. I was glad for
         the old sewing machine, though, since I had begun making all my own clothing. I still had to get my father to borrow Mr Barlow’s
         truck to drive me to buy fabric and notions, but at least I didn’t have to go into the local dress shops, where I might run
         into the young women I had once known – either as they shopped or as they served customers.
      

      
      In fall I cleaned the garden of its dead and frost-blackened leaves and stems, heaping straw over the roots of some of the
         more fragile plants at rest for the winter. I planted more corms and bulbs, anticipating the new growth the following spring. Through the winter I studied gardening books, painting my visions of new
         designs for the garden, which had now filled most of both the front and back yard. As soon as the last of the snow melted in
         the spring, I walked among the pebbled paths I had had my father lay, exulting over the first crocuses and snowdrops, and
         then the hyacinths and tulips and daffodils, willing the first tiny pink shoots of the peonies to stretch into the warming
         air.
      

      
      In the summer I persuaded my father to again borrow Mr Barlow’s truck to drive me out to the marshes of nearby Pine Bush,
         where I sketched the flora and wildlife, so that I could create watercolour paintings from my charcoal renditions.
      

      
      And through every season I kept my vow. I had promised, in my endless prayers, that in return for being able to walk I would
         have no unclean thoughts. After a number of years had passed since that first prayer, and I knew that much of my recovery
         had to do with my body’s strength and my own determination, a small part of me was still superstitious enough to believe that
         should I not keep my promise, I might be forced to pay in some other way.
      

      
      I managed to quiet the desires of my body, but it wasn’t easy. I wanted to know a man, know what it felt to be touched, and
         be loved.
      

      
      I knew I would never meet anyone, living the way I did, and yet I wasn’t sure how to change that. And it certainly wasn’t
         as though a man ever came to the door of our house on Juniper Road, looking for Sidonie O’Shea.
      

      
      Shortly after my twenty-third birthday my mother became ill. First it was bronchitis, and then a virulent strain of pneumonia
         that would clear up but kept recurring. I nursed her as she had once nursed me, feeding her, brushing her hair, gently massaging
         her hands and feet to help with the pain, lifting her on to the metal pan, making plasters for her chest. Occasionally, on
         the days when her breath came easier, she still tried to sing her French songs, in a hoarse, low voice, and my father and I couldn’t look at each other at those times.
      

      
      Once more my father brought the daybed from the porch, only now it was my mother who lay on it, propped up by pillows. She
         watched me as I prepared the meals, and took particular pleasure seeing me cutting out patterns and making my own clothes.
      

      
      After one terrible bout of pneumonia, the doctor told us that it was now only a matter of time; her lungs couldn’t take any
         more.
      

      
      My father and I sat up with her that night, after the doctor left. My father spoke to her, and although she was incapable
         of answering, it was clear from her eyes that she understood. Her chest rose and fell with a painful rattle like the crumpling
         of paper. At times my father hummed, leaning close to her ear. And I – what did I do? I walked about their bedroom, walked
         and walked, feeling that my own lungs were filling with fluid, that I was drowning like my mother. It was difficult to swallow
         around the solid burning pain in my throat. My mouth hurt. My eyes hurt.
      

      
      And then I understood. I needed to cry. I hadn’t cried in eight years, since I’d wept as a sixteen year old in the aftershock
         of polio.
      

      
      I didn’t know how to cry any more. So overwhelming and tight was the feeling in my eyes and lips and throat, and in my chest,
         that I felt as though something must give way, must burst. My head or my heart.
      

      
      I went to the bed and sat down beside my mother, picking up her misshapen hand. I remembered how her hands had cared for me
         and soothed me. I lowered her hand back to the coverlet, but kept it in my own. I opened my mouth, trying to let the pain
         in my throat out. But nothing came, and the pain increased.
      

      
      My father touched my arm. I looked at him, seeing tears running freely down his cheeks, and I whispered, in a choking voice,
         ‘Dad,’ wanting him to help me. My mother was dying, and yet it was me asking for help.
      

      
      He shifted his chair closer and put his arm around my shoulders. ‘Cry, Sidonie. A rain of tears is necessary to the harvest of understanding,’ he said, with something that was like a twisted smile. Another of his Irish quotes, but I needed it at that moment.
      

      
      ‘Dad,’ I said again, a strange whimper in my throat. ‘Dad.’

      
      ‘Tell her,’ he said, nodding once at my mother. ‘Tell her.’

      
      And then I knew what I had to do. I lay down beside my mother, and put my head on her shoulder. I lay like that for a long
         time. Her breaths were tortured, and far apart. Mine were rapid, aching.
      

      
      As I lay there, needing so desperately to cry, I asked myself why had I never told my mother that I loved her. Why had I never
         appreciated all she had done for me – not just when I was a child, or when I lay in bed unable to care for myself, or even
         later, when I was as recovered as I would ever be but still relied on her? Why had I never told her I knew how my affliction,
         and subsequent attitude, had affected her? Had I simply assumed she would understand?
      

      
      I had been her miracle. She had hopes for me, hopes that I would go out into the world. That I would take chances, and learn
         new things. That I would find satisfaction in a job, in helping others, in nurturing friendships. That I would marry, and have
         children. Instead, I had taken what had happened to me and turned it inward. I had been her miracle, and yet I had grown closed,
         and quiet.
      

      
      I had taken no chances.

      
      As I began to whisper to her, whisper all that I needed to say, my throat loosened. Finally I cried. I cried and whispered
         to her until she died, just after midnight.
      

      
      And after that I couldn’t stop crying.

      
      My father and I mourned in our separate ways: I with outbursts of uncontrollable sobbing, which I tried to stifle in my room,
         while Cinnabar watched me calmly from the end of my bed. My father mourned in silence, often sitting on the back steps, simply
         staring at the fence. Once, when I went out and sat beside him, he said, as if I’d interrupted him mid-thought, ‘She wanted
         to design dresses, you know. But instead she married me, and left her home and everything she knew.’ He picked a splinter of wood from the step and
         studied it, as if it held some insight. I’d never known about her dream. ‘You’re so like her, Sidonie. Sensitive, and imaginative,
         and determined.’
      

      
      It seemed anything could bring me to tears. I cried at the beauty of the sun shining through Cinnabar’s deaf ears. I cried
         when I saw a young couple walk past the porch pushing a baby carriage. I cried when I found the tiny foetal skeleton of a
         bird in a broken shell under the linden tree. I cried when we ran out of flour.
      

      
      I cried daily for three months. I cried every second day for another two months. I cried every week for two more months, and
         then I cried every second week, and eventually I stopped crying, and a year had passed.
      

      
      My father was a gentle man, with a beautiful lilting Irish voice, but he spoke less and less after my mother’s death. We found
         an easy comfort being with each other. My father and I created new routines that suited us both, and we moved through the
         house as though we were parallel wisps of smoke, never touching and yet somehow graceful in our harmony. Every evening, after
         dinner, we read: the daily newspaper, as well as books. I continued to read novels, and he biographies and history. We sometimes
         spoke about what we read, perhaps commenting on a piece of news, or about a particularly insightful passage from our respective
         books.
      

      
      We were all we had.

      
      But my mother’s demise had diminished my father in ways not only emotionally, but also physically. He seemed to grow smaller
         and more hesitant in his movements. And then – whether it was his reflexes or something about his eyesight, even with his eyeglasses
         – it was soon evident that his vision wasn’t strong enough to continue his chauffeuring. His first minor accident was simply
         brushing against a lamp post when he attempted to park his employer’s expensive, gleaming car, but that was quickly followed by nudging the front of the car into the closed garage door.
      

      
      After this his employer told him he couldn’t keep him on any longer. My father understood. What good was a driver who couldn’t
         be trusted to drive safely? But the employer was a kind man, sorry to have to let my father go, and had given him an unexpectedly
         large dismissal package. We lived frugally, but managed.
      

      
      My father had loved driving, and owned a 1910 Ford Model T. He told me that it was the true sign of a successful life in America
         to own a piece of land and an automobile. But even with their hard work and meagre lifestyle, my parents were never able to
         buy land or a house, and my father often mentioned how good it was of Mike and Nora – Mr and Mrs Barlow – to let us live on
         and on in this house, paying as little as we did for rent. And although while still employed he had purchased the Model T
         at an auction, it didn’t run and there had never been enough money to repair its engine. My father long held on to his dream
         to one day drive it. But that never came about; by the time his eyesight deteriorated he had given up the idea of driving
         the Model T. Still, he kept it in the shed behind our house, and every Saturday, in pleasant weather, we would take out buckets
         of soapy water and rags and a chamois, and clean it from its hood to its thin tyres. Some evenings he sat in it, smoking his
         pipe; I sat in it too, reading, in the summer months. There was something comforting about its smooth wooden steering wheel
         and its warm leather seats.
      

      
      One day my father brought home an old copy of Motor Age from the barber shop. He started talking about his love of cars, and, seeing him enthusiastic about something for the first
         time in so long, I bought him the most recent copy of the magazine the next time I was buying groceries, and we looked through
         it together, sitting side by side on the sofa. For an unknown reason I enjoyed looking at the beautiful, sleek new cars being
         manufactured.
      

      
      And then he found a Boyce Motometer hood ornament in a weedy lot, and polished it until it shone. A few weeks later he came home with a Boyce Motometer radiator cap he’d turned up
         in a second-hand shop. This became our hobby; we went into Albany together on Saturday mornings, hunting through second-hand
         stores and asking at garages. We pored over the auto magazines together, looking for opportunities to purchase the gleaming
         Boyce hood ornaments and radiator caps, sometimes writing away for one, with a small payment enclosed. The collection grew.
         Once a month I took them all out of the pine display cabinet in the living room and polished them, laying them on the kitchen
         table. My father would sit on the other side of the table, watching and occasionally picking one up to study it further.
      

      
      We went to car auctions together, just to be part of the excitement of all those cars and the frenzy of bidding. We also started
         laughing again.
      

      
      The years passed. The seasons came and went, and both my father and I grew older. Little changed until a late March day in
         1929, when an icy rain blew in from the east, and all that I knew disappeared for ever.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      AS I WAITED AT THE front desk of Tangier’s Hotel Continental for the key to my room, I saw that the American on the boat had described it accurately:
         the other guests were fashionable in an elaborate, formal way, and the hotel itself was quite beautiful – a combination of
         European and Arabic influences. I wandered to a plaque on the wall near the front desk stating that Queen Victoria’s son Alfred
         was one of the first patrons. As I ran my fingers over the plaque, I again noticed the line of dirt under my fingernails.
      

      
      I was shown to my room by a young boy wearing a maroon fez; the fabric was discoloured where it sat on his head, and the tassel
         was a bit ragged. He nodded and smiled broadly as he set down my bags. ‘Omar,’ he said, patting his chest. ‘Omar.’
      

      
      I put a few centimes in his hand.

      
      ‘Thank you, Omar. Is there somewhere I might get something to eat at this time of day?’ I asked him, and as he studied my
         lips carefully, in the way one does when trying to understand a language one is not comfortable with, his head continued nodding. ‘Manger,’ I repeated, touching my mouth.
      

      
      ‘Ah, oui. Downstairs, madame, downstairs,’ he said, backing out, still nodding and smiling. Suddenly the smile left his face. ‘But
         please, madame, not to go on roof,’ he told me, in tortured French. ‘Roof bad.’
      

      
      ‘Oui, Omar,’ I said. ‘I will not go to the roof.’
      

      
      When he’d left, I went to the narrow windows. They overlooked the port and the strait beyond, fed by both the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. The strait was perhaps only eight miles across,
         but it divided two continents and an ocean and a sea. And it was as if Tangier itself was caught somewhere in the middle,
         belonging to neither European Spain nor African Morocco.
      

      
      Suddenly I shivered, overcome with melancholy and somehow chilled, although the air coming in the open window was balmy, smelling
         of the sea. It was unexpected, this odd sense of isolation. I didn’t like crowds, and avoided situations where I would have
         to make simple, unimportant conversation, yet now I didn’t want to sit alone in my room. And, most importantly, I had to speak
         to someone about renting a car and driver to take me to Marrakesh.
      

      
      I went back down the winding staircase to the lobby, remembering the lounge I had passed. I hesitated at the doorway, the
         old sense of discomfort at meeting strangers arising as I surveyed the shadowy room. There were people at different tables,
         some with heads together in corners, other laughing loudly as they sat at the bar. I took a deep breath and stepped in.
      

      
      I had never before gone into a drinking lounge. I sat at one of the small round tables. Almost immediately a man in a short
         white jacket bowed before me, setting a tray with a glass of reddish liquid and a small carafe of what appeared to be aerated
         water on to my table. Even in dim light, filtered by the tall half-opened shutters, I could see three black insects in the
         water.
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