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Dedication

For my grandad Ambrose W. Dillsworth, who always told the bestest stories.

And for Nana and for Mama. I love you very much and all I ever want to do is make you proud.
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I

The African in the Audience

Go to the theatre much? No, nor me. At least not before I became an actress. I know what you’re thinking. Actress, eh? But you can keep your dirty-minded thoughts to yourself. I trod the boards and no more. Doesn’t mean I don’t have a story or two to tell, mind. Would you be kind enough to indulge me if I talked about the old days? Hard as it was back then, I can’t say that if I had my time again I’d change it.

That feeling you get before the show starts. Whether you’ve been up Drury Lane once, twice, or ten times, I reckon you’ll know it. It comes up on you as the lights go down. The fizzing in your belly conjured by cheap gin and jellied eels at a farthing a pot. Keep your eyes hard fixed on the curtain in front of you. Those red velvet folds, with their heavy gold trim. You’re so eager at the thought of the performance to come, you tell yourself you saw it move. But if you really want first peek it’s best to look to the left of the stage. Time it right and you might just see the actors looking out at you.

Not at Crillick’s Variety Theatre, though. Back in the late forties, if you’d have found yourself sitting in the stalls you would have looked in vain. Doesn’t mean we weren’t there, just that you didn’t see us: redheaded Ellen and right alongside her with the wild black curls? That would be me, Zillah. I know it’s strange to think that we watched you before you watched us, but both of us had our reasons. Each night, Ellen searched the audience for a scout, someone with the power to pluck her from the Crillick’s stage and take her to the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden. She fancied herself a soprano. I was more concerned about seeing what mood the punters were in—if they were at the stage of drink where they would join in a singsong or so far gone they’d turn violent and throw things at us. Every crowd was different, but there was one September night, the year the Queen was delivered of her daughter Louise, when one man in particular caught my eye.

The first thing I noticed was his hat. It stood out a mile among the flat caps and bowlers, and he had the frock coat to match. It’s not often you get a man in a topper at Crillick’s. Don’t mistake me, Marcus Crillick’s show is more than a few rungs up from a penny gaff, but the quality don’t like variety. They prefer to keep things pure. So straightaway I was suspicious. Then I clocked the colour of him.

“Him over there. What do you make of him?” I said to Ellen.

She squinted in the direction of my pointed finger.

“The African, you mean? Don’t often get one of yours in.”

He sat on the benches, three rows back, his right leg stretched out on the aisle. Even from here, peeking out behind the curtain, I could see that he was handsome and broad in the shoulders. Around him sat our usual regulars, the shop boys and navvies already half-cut and impatient for the show to start. The sour tang of their sweat was sharp on the air. Beyond them were the tables for the better sort, the clerks with women worth the price of dinner and a show. The ushers weaved around them, touting trinkets and sweetmeats, competing for the pennies in their pockets. Up above, the box where our proprietor often sat was in darkness. Crillick liked to keep an eye on what was happening in his theatre, but for the time being he was away on business in France.

Ellen, satisfied that she had the measure of the African, delivered her verdict. “Selfish bastard, I reckon. Getting above himself. No call to be wearing a hat three minutes before the curtain.”

I was glad she was talking to me again. Things had been frosty between us for a couple of weeks, ever since Crillick had made me the headline act and cut Ellen’s solo from the bill to give me more stage time. It wasn’t my fault, of course, and she knew it, but that didn’t stop her being miffed. I suppose I would’ve been too, in her position, seeing how green I’d been when I started.

I’d joined Crillick’s company nine months earlier, at the new year. Ellen had been one of the first people I’d met backstage. She was the only one to welcome me, to pass the time of day while I got to know my act. Straightaway the others hated me, and didn’t trouble to hide it. When I entered a room, they snickered behind their hands. Just a drop or two of colour was enough to make me an outcast in their eyes. But Ellen, coming from Galway as she did, knew just enough of what it was to be different to see that we could be allies. She’d been kind, and all she’d got in return for her troubles was to be demoted. She could ill afford it too, what with all her money being sent back home. I did my best to be nice as I could, let her know I wasn’t trying to displace her. We’d always had a laugh together. I didn’t want us to feel like rivals.

All this time Ellen had been straining her eyes to look at the African.

“You recognise him?” she said.

“No, why would I?”

“I only asked.”

I shouldn’t have snapped. It felt like all the Irish people in town knew one another so she probably meant nothing by it. But I didn’t know him, had never seen him before in my life. He wasn’t “one of mine” like she’d said. I had no one.

But I didn’t want me and Ellen to be on the outs anymore. I had enough battles to fight so I squeezed her shoulder to say sorry.

“He’s unsettled me is all.”

“Then tell the boys to kick him out,” Ellen said.

“I couldn’t.”

I didn’t know what it was about the African that threw me off but I didn’t want to see his evening spoiled, not on my account. Especially as I knew it must be my act that he’d come to see. Not just him, mind. When I’d started off at Crillick’s, I’d been bottom of the bill but now I was the main draw. Over time I’d seen off Aldous the magician and Guillame the mime artist, and now the Great Amazonia was the headline act. I’d even been reviewed in the Illustrated London News—“a savage spectacular,” they’d said. “Here is one Amazon that has carried all before her.” I looked out at the African in the audience. If I performed well enough to fool him, Amazonia might remind him of his homeland. If he’d ventured into Crillick’s on his own, he must’ve wanted to see her very badly. I felt an urge not to disappoint him. I wanted him to like my performance. To like me.

I didn’t know where it came from, this sudden feeling of kinship. There had been other Blacks in the crowd before, of course, but this was the first time I’d felt drawn to one. I was half-caste, white as well as Black. Moreover, I was London born and bred, while most of the other Blacks—and mainly they were men—were from somewhere else. The soldiers at the palace who played the drums at the Changing of the Guard were brought in from Africa for their musical talents. I was nothing like them, their smart uniforms bright against their dark skin. Nor was I like the sailors and former slaves that hung around the docks. Buckled and broken down, they had mostly arrived from America. Unlike them, I’d always been free.

“Here now, what’s this?” Ellen said.

We watched as one of the ushers approached the African, leaning down to whisper in his ear. The African nodded as he spoke but the look on his face was grim. The usher put a hand on his shoulder and I tensed, waiting for a shout, or a punch to be thrown, but then the African turned back toward the stage and removed his hat. Underneath, his hair was cut close and the tight curls smoothed with a shiny pomade.

“I thought it was about to get tasty there. He’s definitely not one of the regulars,” Ellen said. She was right; it was rare that a whole night at Crillick’s passed without a fight breaking out in the audience.

“You should tell Barky if you’re worried,” Ellen said. Or stop your whining, she could have added, but didn’t.

“Let him be. You can tell he’s not in the market for any trouble.”

Barky was the stage manager. He’d never talked behind my back like I knew Ellen sometimes did and, though he was careful not to show me any favouritism, of all the people at Crillick’s I trusted him the most. There was no reason for him to look out for me, but I was glad that he did. Lean and mysterious like a shadow, his greying dark hair cut convict-short, Barky took seriously his job to look after the performers. He moved quiet as a cat. I was never sure how long he had been somewhere before he announced himself. He saw himself as an uncle and liked to call us his family. I suppose we were in a way. All families row and fight and secretly hate one another, don’t they? That’s what it was like at Crillick’s. All those performers with their own high pride and jealousies. Barky always checked up on us before a show so we did not miss our cues.

Now, right on cue himself, he appeared behind us in the wings and tutted to see Ellen and me in dressing gowns and drawers.

“Come on, girls, you should be in costume by now. You know who’ll get the rollicking if you’re late.”

He made his usual noise, something between a cough and a snort. It came out when we annoyed him, which was often. The strange sound had led to his nickname but he didn’t seem to mind that that’s what we called him. It never occurred to me back then to wonder what his real name was.

“There’s a man . . .” Ellen began but trailed off when I shook my head. It felt wrong to bring the African to Barky’s attention. The stranger may have rattled me but he had done nothing wrong, and it was reassuring that he hadn’t caught Barky’s eye. If there had been anything untoward in the crowd, I knew Barky would have spotted it.

“No more dallying then,” Barky said and clapped his hands to shoo us along.

Ellen jumped to it but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the African. His head was bent over his programme now. He traced a finger down the page, studying the acts to come. Ballerinas, acrobats, a magician, and then: the Great Amazonia. Barky’s arm stole around my shoulder. From another man the gesture would have made me cringe, but all the girls felt safe with Barky. He was the only man among the theatre workers that never made lewd remarks, nor lingered while we girls got changed.

“What’s got you spooked, girl?”

I desperately wanted to tell him, but I barely understood it myself. Back then I didn’t realise that the impression this African had made on me would be the start of something lasting, that it would change the way I lived my life and how I saw myself.

“Nothing wrong with a spot of nerves,” Barky said.

He gave me a searching look, but didn’t push it. After a moment, he steered me around and gave me a gentle shove in the direction of the steps that led backstage. Ellen hadn’t bothered to wait for me.





II

Making Ready to Perform

The dressing room came with the privilege of being Crillick’s headline act. It had a table, chair, and gilt-framed mirror, but for all that it was clear it had started out as a broom cupboard. It didn’t bother me that it was still used to store the props. Coming from the slums of St. Giles as I did, this amount of space all to myself could only ever be a luxury. If only you could see me now, Mother.

I’d moved in two weeks before and had insisted that Ellen share it with me. I’d even made a den in one corner for her tan-and-white spaniel, Bouncer, who featured in my act. I knew it wouldn’t make up for losing her solo but it had helped to improve things between us. I picked my way past the magician’s birdcage, the balls and batons used by the clowns, and a rope swing for the trapeze artist. It smelt of dustcloths and floor polish and the vinegar used to clean the stage.

Wooden boards known as flats and painted for all manner of backdrops were leant up against the walls. Snow-tipped mountains, foam-flecked waves, and, my new favourite, the English countryside with rolling green meadows, complete with daffodils and delicate little rosebuds. That rural greenery was a world away from St. Giles and the cramped buildings that I’d grown up among. Most of my life I’d lived in broken-down hovels with not a pane of glass between them. Rooms where the walls were held together with rags and dirt, and where a body might die and no one notice for days, let alone lay it out and say the prayers. There was a time before that, but I tried not to dwell on it too much.

After I arrived for my performance and before I was due to start getting ready to go onstage, I had taken to sitting before that countryside board and imagining myself in those meadows with Lord Vincent Woodward. I pictured him sitting alongside me, his hand twining in my hair, while he pointed out that all the land we could see was his, and would be ours when we were married. If I concentrated hard enough, I could almost feel the tickle of the soft grass against my bare legs, smell the freshness of the strands I’d pulled up in tufts, hear the sound of sparrows chirping and church bells in the distance. I’ve never been much of a believer but those bells were probably the most important part of it. The ones I heard every Sunday from St. Paul’s could be those same ones that carried on the gentle breeze in my imagined meadow. Their chimes were the sole thing that connected the place where I wanted to be with where I was now. You see, St. Giles may be where I was coming from, but I had no intention of staying. Crillick’s and the Great Amazonia were my path out of there. I’d make sure of it.

Ellen always teased that I was away with the fairies when she found me sitting there, but she had her own dreams. When I’d first started at Crillick’s, one of the very first things she’d told me was about the cousins in New York that she would go to as soon as she’d raised enough money to get her mum and sisters out of Galway. It was what had made me warm to her, that ambition to get on that burnt in me too. I judged her to be around twenty-five or so, five years older than myself. It was clear she knew her way around and, though I was streetwise enough, I saw in her someone who could help me learn the ways of the theatre. I’d not expected her to still be around, but nine months had passed since the day we met and here she still was, and talking about America less and less.

There was no time for dreaming now, though. The band had struck up, which meant that the curtain would soon rise. I strained my ears for its heavy velvet swoosh while I wriggled into the skins Amazonia wore. Ellen handed me my feathered cloak and beads. I pulled them on and sat down to chalk the soles of my feet so I wouldn’t slip on the polished boards of the stage. Bouncer had been sleeping, but now he sat up and wagged his tail, sensing that things were about to start happening.

As soon as I was dressed, Ellen helped me paint my arms and face. I sat numbly as she smeared over me the mix of grease and soot, basting my arms and legs like a stuffed goose, so my skin gleamed dark. She murmured Crillick’s instructions in a singsong while she worked—“Here you go then, blood of yer fallen enemies”—stabbing two fingers into a pot and drawing them across my cheeks to create twin pairs of dripping “tribal marks.” The stuff inside the pot was made from poppy petals and thickened to a paste with water and flour. Where did Crillick get this idea of the tribal marks anyway? Would they mean anything to the Black man who sat waiting in the audience for the show to start, or anyone else in Africa either? Ellen made one more line down the center of my forehead for good measure. The skin puckered and she dabbed her finger to my face to correct the smudge, while I stood silent. Satisfied, she stepped back and looked me over.

“You’ll do,” she said.

Growing up, I’d hated how dark I was, how an afternoon in the sunshine would make the colour in me glow. Now it turned out I was not Black enough. In order to convince as the Great Amazonia, I must be the deep, rich colour of mahogany. The darker tone combined with the natural hazel of my eyes would increase my allure. At least, that’s what Marcus Crillick had told me.

“There can’t be a hint of the East End about you. What you need to be is Black as pitch. What was your father? Let me guess. An English gent, I think? We must remove every trace of him for the act to succeed, and no one can ever know of your deception.”

My deception? It was Crillick that was paying me to do it. I’d felt the warmth rise in my cheeks and looked away so he wouldn’t see. It wasn’t embarrassment. There were more bastards than me in St. Giles and more almond-shaped eyes and thick black hair than could be explained away by God’s rich tapestry. Still, it was none of his business who my mother and father were, and anyway, what difference did it make? I had only myself to rely on now.

“Can I help you with your makeup?” I asked Ellen and pointed to the pot of burnt cork on the dressing table.

“Not with those nails.” Ellen grimaced. At Crillick’s request, she had helped me file them the previous week to wicked points. I regretted it already, used to being able to discard the things that made me Amazonia, but one of my rivals at a show on Shaftesbury Avenue had filed teeth. I drew the line at that, but Crillick’s Variety was not to be completely outdone.

“My face won’t take a minute, then I’ll do Mikey and Bob,” Ellen said.

The two men played foot soldiers to her cupbearer. Ellen never said so but I couldn’t help but wonder if they were cousins of hers, those three seemed so thick with each other.

I looked into the mirror over her shoulder at Amazonia, the woman who was me and not me. In the programme she was described as “a dangerous savage from darkest Africa” but beneath Ellen’s cunning paint I was still Zillah. Ellen turned and her pale, freckled face appeared alongside mine in the glass. Soon she too would be transformed for the performance. She and the boys who acted as my worshippers used a pot of Stein’s to blacken their hands and faces. I hated the smell of the burnt cork, but it was cheap and it worked, and for them there was no need for pretense, the black so obviously grotesque and the red smiles painted on. I didn’t like that the line between me and Amazonia was so blurred. She was a savage. I wasn’t.

“Get on with you, Zillah. I’ll be along in a minute,” Ellen said. “Now you’re the headliner, it’s not only Barky that gets blamed if you miss your cue.”





III

The Great Amazonia

It was the compère’s job to introduce me to the audience. To tell them what my story was while I stood silent, waiting in the wings with Barky at my side. He started with how I’d been found in the jungles of Africa, captured by an intrepid English explorer. Crillick said it was an essential part of making me seem like a real savage, and the crowd fell for it every time.

“She was brought to London for your delight,” the compère said. As if anyone had ever thought about what a collection of clerks and shopgirls might want.

What did the African make of it all? I wished I could still see him but the lights were down. He was dressed up like a gent, but did he recognise these tales of the jungle? As the compère jabbered on, nerves started to harden like a rock in my stomach. It was the last thing I needed, especially tonight when it was so important to me to be at my best.

The drumbeat that signaled the start of my performance began. I felt it at the back of my throat, the steady thump, thump, thump. The pace increased and a feeling of fullness worked its way to my chest. Every beat was a blow and I cringed as they landed. The rhythm grew faster and entered my mind. It crowded out all other thoughts, and the memory of my dance steps fled. The audience had paid handsomely to see my performance. I must show them something. The African, sitting three rows back—I wanted him to be impressed. The panic built and the drums beat faster still. I covered my ears with my hands like a child, but the beats had gotten into my soul. Now they throbbed inside me.

“Go on, girl, let it out,” Barky whispered at my side and I screamed in response, the sound high and wild and frightened.

Barky slapped my behind and jolted me forward onto center stage. Stunned silence and a moment of blinding light as the spot lamps picked me out. I cast off my cloak and the audience gasped. This is what they saw: a Black woman, tall and fearsome. Tribal marks on her cheeks and a string of beads and feathers at her throat. Barefoot, her limbs slick with grease. The scandalous shapes of her body barely hidden beneath a close-fitting leopard skin. I couldn’t see the audience but I felt their reaction: the surprise and wonder, a little fear. A low murmur built as the punters whispered to one another. Looking out over their upturned faces, my nerves melted away. I felt powerful, until one man, bolder than the rest, shouted out, “Turn around then, let’s see the goods.”

He thought I was like the Venus. The woman with the big behind that had been so famous at the start of the new century. I was glad I couldn’t see his face; his hard eyes as they tried to bore through my clothing, the smirk on his lips as he imagined my private parts. The heckling was the one bit of performing onstage that I’d never gotten used to, even after all these months. If I got catcalled on the street I could brush it off. But as Amazonia I could never answer back and it made me feel vulnerable. I fought to keep my hands by my sides, when all I wanted was to hide behind them. But Crillick had always made very clear that I had to let the punters gawp, let them wonder. It was what they’d paid for. The whispering grew louder. I heard a snicker and my eyes began to burn, until I remembered the African. How straight and tall he sat. I drew up my body and looked out, proud as the warrior queen I was supposed to be, chin raised and a sneer on my lips as though it didn’t matter what they thought of me.

Ellen’s light footsteps sounded to my left and then she was before me, a handmaiden flanked by two henchmen, their faces painted charcoal black with huge red smiles. The men carried burning torches. I felt the heat of the flames on my face and smelt the ghost of the animal whose skins I now wore. It was time for the Great Amazonia to receive a live sacrifice. At a smarter theatre it might have been a real goat, but the Crillick’s crowd got Bouncer, Ellen’s tan-and-white spaniel that she’d trained to play dead. Ellen whistled and Bouncer trotted onstage. There was a collective ooh from the audience and he wagged his little tail to acknowledge them. She bent and lifted him up for my approval. When I nodded my head, she put him down before me, and Bob handed me a spear. At the moment Ellen clicked her tongue I plunged it down and Bouncer keeled over, his plump little body small and still.

I turned my back to the audience and leant over Bouncer to the pot of vermilion mixed with flour and water that was kept at the rear of the stage. I thrust my hands in and smeared it around my lips and on my chest. The audience liked to think I’d killed the dog and drunk his blood. It was the part of the show they always wrote up in the papers. When I turned back around, face dripping red, a woman screamed. I took it as my cue to dance.

The drums began again, but this time I welcomed the thumping rhythm. I closed my eyes, and did what the beats told me to, abandoning myself to my well-rehearsed steps. In response to their command, I rolled my shoulders and wound my hips. I lifted a foot and stepped to one side then the other, in time to the drum. I spun and twisted, crouched down and jumped up. I’d always enjoyed losing myself in the routine but lately I was feeling as though I needed to in order to get through it. The cheering of the audience spurred me on, but it had been harder to feed off their energy in recent shows. I put it down to the extra pressures that came with my top billing. Throw yourself into it, Zillah. I whirled ’round and ’round and ’round, faster and faster until I felt dizzy. As the faces of the audience blurred, the dance felt like freedom once more, and a laugh came to my lips, high and unnatural. My movements grew wilder, more frantic, until the sweat ran down my face, streaking through the grease and the fake blood to pool in droplets at my chin. Then my surroundings fell away. I was in the dance and all was feeling.

The lights came up and I was back on the Crillick’s stage. I stood breathing heavily as the crowd cheered and stamped their feet. My eyes darted to row C but the place where the African had sat was empty. Was that him making his way up the aisle?

“Come back,” I called, but the words wouldn’t form. All that came out was the plaintive whine of an animal.

“Zillah, you’re unwell. Lean on me.”

It was my handmaiden. No, Ellen, her whisper urgent.

“He left,” I said.

It wasn’t unusual for a performance to leave me feeling strange. But tonight, it was more than this. I felt hollowed out. I sagged into her arms, and when the curtain closed for the interval, she half pulled, half dragged me from the stage.

* * *

I opened my eyes to Ellen’s troubled face.

“You’re back, then,” she said and I felt her drop my hand, which she’d been holding. I raised my head slowly and paused while the room righted itself. I was propped up on the wooden chair in our dressing room, chilled and shivering despite the thick woolen blanket on my knees. I couldn’t remember how I got there.

“Take this.”

I shook my head but Ellen was firm and I ate the stale biscuit she offered, the crumbs gritty in my dry mouth. Barky entered with a cup of small beer and I drank it down gratefully.

“A bravura performance, Amazonia.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“You actresses are always so precious.”

Barky rolled his eyes. He may have been joking, but nonetheless I wanted to shake him. He thought I was being a prima donna, but it wasn’t that at all. I threw myself into my performances, but since I started headlining, it had felt more and more important to make sure the gap between me and my act was clear. I wanted to explain it, but my mouth felt cottony and I couldn’t find the words.

“No need to talk. You did very well tonight,” Barky said.

He smiled at me but I saw him glance at Ellen, one eyebrow raised, questioning why I wasn’t quite myself.

“I’ll call Lord Woodward,” he said.

“He’s been sending the carriage for her,” Ellen said, not troubling to hide the note of resentment in her voice.

“I want her accompanied when she leaves tonight,” Barky said.

Vincent, coming to collect me? The thought of him now cut through the fog in my mind, but my limbs still felt floppy and loose. I couldn’t let him see me like this.

“Help her, Ellen,” Barky said. “Get her cleaned up.”

He wasn’t bothered about how good I looked for Vincent, but he was always on the alert that one of the audience would work out that I was Amazonia. Without the makeup and the costume and with my hair tied back, the resemblance was slight, but I was the only Black member of the company, and to be fair to him, someone sharp might put two and two together, especially if they noticed my filed nails. It was why Barky always ensured I stowed my costume and Amazonia’s effects at the theatre, and had advised me to put on my gloves before I left.

Ellen took charge but the direct order from Barky must have riled her, because now she didn’t trouble to be gentle. If I’d been strong enough, I would’ve pushed her away, done it myself. She was always pettish when Vincent came for me, but I could hardly blame her. As long as she’d been seeing Crillick, he’d never dreamt of sending a carriage for her, let alone picking her up himself. She sponged down my face, and scrubbed my body, wiping away Amazonia with strong strokes that left me feeling raw. When I was clean, she helped me on with my drawers and skirt, buttoned my corset, and scraped back my hair. I’d told her the tight curls weren’t meant to be brushed, but she forced her way through the tangles from top to bottom and I ignored the pain as she weaved two plaits and jammed in a handful of pins to stop them unraveling.

“There. Happy now?” she said.

I stood up slowly, testing myself. Definitely more tired than usual. My own fault. I’d pushed myself hard, and all for nothing when the African hadn’t even stayed to the end to appreciate it. Ah well. He wasn’t anything to me. I looked in the small glass and pinched my cheeks to bring out the roses in them. I couldn’t let Ellen’s jealousy get me down. If Vincent was coming for me, it was important to look my best.





IV

The Language of My Forefathers

Vincent, or Viscount Woodward to give him his full name, was part of Marcus Crillick’s set. Crillick often had people in to watch the show from his private box, and Vincent, who had been staying with Crillick since he and his father had a falling-out, frequently joined the fun. On the night Vincent first saw my act, he’d begged Crillick to introduce us. That was back in March, a couple months after I joined the show. I was only third on the bill then but just starting to draw the rave reviews that would see me become the headliner. He wasn’t the first to want an introduction to the Great Amazonia, by any means. Crillick usually put my admirers off, however hard they pleaded. He couldn’t run the risk of them knowing I was a Londoner, but he was different with Vincent. They’d been friends since school and Vincent had that aristocratic charm about him that meant he always got what he asked for.

Vincent was brown-haired, tall, and dashing. The men of St. Giles were often short, their bodies stunted from lack of food or twisted with carrying heavy loads, but even without the clothes he wore, you could’ve told that Vincent was quality just from the manner in which he stood. He had an easy way about him. He’d never had to be on his mettle, I suppose. Even without Ellen’s warnings ringing in my ears, I knew not to fall in love with him. I’d tried that before with Eustace and it had ended badly. I wasn’t willing to risk my heart again.

My act at Crillick’s was my ticket out of St. Giles. I had to put my all into that. Too many women had let themselves be distracted by a cut-glass accent and a pretty face. I was determined not to be another. But it was lonely at Crillick’s—more so as my success grew and the other performers wanted less and less to do with me. And Vincent was very handsome. More than that, he was kind and he treated me like a lady, though Lord knows it wasn’t on Marcus Crillick’s account. Still, I just had to keep my wits about me was all.

I stepped out into the narrow corridor and closed the dressing room door behind me. It was dim and gamey where the tallow candles that lined the walls had burnt low. Still shaky, I trailed my hand along the wall for balance as I made my way to the foyer, ready for Vincent to collect me. The foyer was a square room, big enough to hold fifty people as they waited for the doors to open before showtime, with a bar running along one side. The chars hadn’t been in to do their cleaning yet and it smelt strongly of spilt beer. The walls were papered with brightly coloured prints of previous shows and star turns. The first one, gaudy in pinks and blues, read CRILLICK’S AMAZING VARIETY, with a drawing of three acrobats. Even though it was a few years ago now, I remembered that show.

I’d been desperate to see it, but I was on my own by that point and all the money I had went on rooms that would keep me off the streets and out of the Blackbirds’ clutches. When food felt like a luxury, three whole pennies for a few hours’ entertainment was out of the question. Still, that poster kept on calling to me every time I walked past it, and so one night I snuck in around the back of the theatre. In the corridor that I now used myself, I lost my nerve, terrified I might accidentally burst onstage, so I never actually saw the performance. Instead, I lurked just out of sight, ready to flee if anyone came along, listening to the gasps and cheers of the audience and imagining what it was they might be seeing. Crillick’s had a different troupe of acrobats now. They were the second act onstage, so I was always in my room getting ready when they were performing, but I made a point of watching them practice for the girl I’d once been, who’d wanted to see cartwheels and kicks and tightrope walking, but hadn’t been able to afford it. I moved on to the next poster, which was dominated by a drawing of Aldous in his black cape. The magician had been the main attraction since the autumn of ’46, but as Crillick said, the times had changed, people wanted something new nowadays.

It was understandable that my swift rise had put my fellow performers’ noses out of joint—that and my colour—but I couldn’t do anything about either of them. The better I’d done, the more modest I’d become, but I’d grown tired of trying to make myself smaller, knowing that however humble I was, the dancers and the chorus and the set dressers still wouldn’t accept me. I wouldn’t get too many chances in this life. When they came along, I had to grab them with both hands. And no one could deny how hard I’d worked for it. The crowds we drew each night proved that I deserved my headline spot, and their fascination with my act knew no limits. Hopefully in time they’d realise backstage that we all benefited when Crillick’s was successful, whatever our place on the bill.

I paused before the giant poster that announced THE GREAT AMAZONIA, the biggest one of all. A smaller version was sold in the intermission. My name—her name—was picked out in swirly black letters. Dense type explained that I was an exotic plucked from the jungle, a cut-down version of the spiel that the compère gave out before I went onstage. It said that the young queen herself had come to see me. That was cobblers, of course, but Crillick said it wasn’t the show but the tale that you told, and he was right.

I felt a tickle at the back of my neck that alerted me to the fact I had company. I’d been too lost in looking at the poster to hear the footsteps. I turned, expecting Barky, but the lean, familiar figure of the stage manager wasn’t there. Instead, there stood a broad, upright man in a black hat.

“Buwa, Amazonia, kahunyaina?” he said.

It was the African.

* * *

He was around the same height as me, and his skin was like ebony. His coat was woolen, open just enough so a fine, amber silk cravat poked through. The Black drummers in the regiments, they outdid themselves in their turbans and braided tunics. But this man was no show pony. He looked like a merchant—and a prosperous one at that.

“Buwa, kahunyaina?” he said again. Was this the language of my forefathers?

“Bawo ni ore mi?”

I shook my head and he tried again.

“Sisi wami kunjani?”

“I don’t understand.”

He was affronted. I couldn’t tell from what he’d said but it was there in his eyes and in his tone.

“You’re English. Aren’t you?”

Strange. I’d never heard someone say it like it was an insult. Something I should be ashamed of. The knot of worry from before the performance rose again, twisting my stomach.

“I should have guessed when I saw you perform,” he said. And then a little bit under his breath, but loud enough so I would hear, “gaffed.”

“What did you say?”

“I called you what you are—a counterfeit,” he said.

I cast a quick look over my shoulder but thankfully there was no one else around. Did this African not understand the danger in what he said, the reaction of the punters if they discovered my deception, not to mention the police?

“You shouldn’t go around making accusations like that,” I said. “You don’t know the trouble you could cause for me, for the theatre.”

“You are no African. What have I said that is not true?”

How dare he talk to me like that? I bristled while his eyes raked me, but I did not move. I was accustomed to being looked at by men fascinated by my body, but the African’s gaze went deeper, through my skin, right into my soul. I sensed his disappointment.

I shifted to block his view of the poster that stood behind me. Less than an hour before, he had watched me dance Amazonia’s dance, but now I couldn’t bear to lie to him. I wanted him to see me, Zillah. My eyes burnt with the effort of holding his gaze. There was a small scar beneath his right eye. The result of a fall in childhood, I guessed.

“You speak like a gentleman. Are you not English too?”

“You don’t have to be English to be a gentleman,” he said.

The irritation in his eyes was gone, replaced by pity. Who was this man that felt he could look down on me? I was the main act at Crillick’s Theatre.

“I am a son of Africa,” he said as if I’d spoken out loud. “You may be gaffed but I would still help you.”

He held out his hand to me but dropped it to his side when I kept my arms folded tight across my chest. What on earth made this arrogant merchant think I needed his help?

“Will you not shake my hand, Amazonia?”

“Don’t call me that.”

He held up the programme I had seen him poring over while he sat in his seat waiting for the show to start.

“Is that not your name?” He cleared his throat and read in a mocking showman’s voice as good as the compère, “‘The Great Amazonia—a savage woman from darkest Africa.’”

“My name is Zillah.”

He chuckled to himself. “Is that so?”

I didn’t know what that meant, and I couldn’t bear to ask him. It was impossible to work him out. One minute he seemed angry, the next he was mocking. I hated how he wrong-footed me. I’d learnt to rely on my wits, but when I reached for a retort there was nothing there.

Finally, he stepped away from the poster and leant his elbow on the bar. I breathed easier with a little more space between us.

“We should begin again. Good evening, Zillah. Lucien Winters at your service.”

He made a half bow and held out his card. I felt my knees dip as I bobbed, unwillingly, into a curtsy to this man who moments ago had scolded me. There was something about the way he stood, his presence, that demanded deference. The card was printed on stiff white paper with rounded edges. I peered at it but folded my hands behind my back so I couldn’t take it from him.

“It says you’re the proprietor of Winters the Grocer’s.”

He nodded and smiled but I looked away again. I’d never known a Black like this. The ex-slaves, I had the measure of them, but this Lucien Winters was something different altogether. This Lucien wore scent; there was a smell of cedar about him or maybe it was danger. I took a step back and then another until I felt the wall against my spine. Come on, Zillah, you can handle him.

“Where are you from?” he said.

“Up the road from here.” I never mentioned St. Giles if I could help it. People would assume I was a Blackbird—one of the Black criminals that had made the slums their home.

“Where are you really from, originally?”

“Out west,” I said, not willing to name Mayfair where I’d been born, but we both knew it was not what he meant. When he spoke again there was the warmth of teasing in his tone.

“Your mother and father, then—where are they from?” He clearly wasn’t going to give up and though I usually hated it when people asked me this, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to.

“My mother was from Barbados. But I was born free.”

Once more, I saw pity forming in his eyes. “I am free,” I repeated. I wanted him to know it; it was what made me different.

“Mark me, Zillah,” he said. “I want you to think about tonight. About the part you play.” He held up a hand when I would’ve interrupted him. “When you have thought on it, I want you to come to the address that is printed on my card. If you come to me, I will save you.”

He laughed when I shook my head. The cheek of it. He was acting like I was some damsel in distress. Hadn’t he seen my name on the bills outside the theatre and the crowds who came for me? Of course, I was being courted by a viscount too, but something told me he wouldn’t be impressed by that.

“I’m sure you’ll remember the address,” he said, but still he tucked the card into the front pocket of my coat, his hand briefly connecting with the top of my thigh through the layers of material.

Smug bastard. But—Winters the Grocer’s, 41 Charles II Street. It was already burnt into my brain. Before I could say more, there was the sound of footsteps outside the back door.

Vincent.

Lucien looked toward the door but didn’t move. It was strange. I needed him gone before Vincent came in, but part of me also wanted him to stay. He seemed to feel the same.

“What I said, it means ‘Greetings, how do you do?’”

“All of it?”

“Yes, in Mende, in Yoruba, and in Zulu. I have made it my business to learn useful phrases and I wanted to see if you had any knowledge of your heritage at all.”

Another rebuke, but I didn’t snap back like I usually would.

“Buwa, kahunyaina,” I repeated. I liked the way the words felt on my tongue, I wanted to remember them. Lucien smiled at me then, a real smile that crinkled his eyes at the corners, before he headed for the back door.

“No, not that way,” I called. But he’d already gone.

I leant my head back against the wall, tired again. The smell of cedar lingered. My head ached with the encounter, but I had barely time to think on it before I heard again the rumble of Lucien’s deep voice and Vincent’s Surrey drawl in response.

The back door in the foyer opened out onto an alley that ran alongside Crillick’s and went all the way from the Strand to the river. It was where I had sneaked in, in my failed bid to see the acrobats four years before. The performers came in and out that way during the day when Crillick’s wasn’t open to the public, and Barky often went out there to smoke. Crillick and his friends used it too. Now Lucien had run into Vincent there. I edged toward the door and peered out, quiet so they wouldn’t notice me. It hadn’t rained for days, but there were puddles on the uneven ground. The alley was so narrow that even the autumn sunshine couldn’t squeeze in to dry it out. Vincent blocked Lucien’s way. He’d come up from the river, which meant he’d spent the evening at Pascoe’s, his club. There was only space to pass if one man would give way to the other. Vincent was an inch or two taller but Lucien was stockier. I didn’t doubt he’d had more cause for fighting than Vincent and shuddered as a small thrill of fear ran down my back. I wished Lucien had gotten away before Vincent came. Why hadn’t I warned him to use the front entrance? Was Ellen still around? She’d know what to do to stop a scuffle.

“Excuse me,” I heard Lucien say, his voice pleasant but no “sir” or “please.” Couldn’t tell what Vincent was or didn’t care. It was hard to see from where I stood, barely daring to breathe.

“What are you doing here? This entrance is for the performers.”

I didn’t want Vincent to know we’d spoken. Please don’t say we talked, please don’t say we talked.

“I must have gotten a little lost,” Lucien said.

Vincent was using his sternest voice, but Lucien was smooth, unruffled.

“Indeed. If you’re here for a job, you should ask for a man named Barky,” I heard Vincent say. “I’d call him for you, but he’ll have gone home by now. You’d best be off and try another day.”

“I am no performer, sir.” I could hear the laugh in Lucien’s voice. His words weren’t disrespectful but something about his tone was. It was clear he wasn’t cowed by rank. Vincent wouldn’t like that. He was used to a tugged forelock—but then Lucien was a gentleman too, of sorts.

“A shame. Strong specimen like you. Be sure to come back if you change your mind.”

Lucien was dismissed, but he didn’t leave, and once more I felt the dread that had come upon me when the usher asked him to remove his hat before the start of the show.

“Please go,” I muttered under my breath. Lucien could not have heard it but he may have felt it because he raised his hat, ready to walk away.

“Good night, Mister . . . ?”

“Viscount. Viscount Woodward,” Vincent said.

Lucien bowed low from the waist. I’d seen less elaborate bows on the stage. He was brave to mock Vincent like that.

“Lord Woodward,” he said in acknowledgment. Vincent stood to one side and Lucien brushed past him. His footsteps echoed a little and Vincent watched him all the way until he disappeared into the shadows. Did Lucien have any inkling that Vincent and I were involved? It was no business of his, but somehow I hoped not.

“Zillah, what are you doing there?”

“Lord, you made me jump.”

It was only Barky. As usual he’d managed to sneak up on me. I wondered how long he’d really been there. Had he seen me talking to Lucien? I’d need to find out, but for now I put my finger to my lips and he peered around to look into the alley.

“The viscount is coming,” he said.

“I was in my dressing room. I just got here,” I said and he gave a quick nod to show he understood what I was asking.

“Look sharp, then.”

He shooed me away and I was just in time to scurry back from the doorway and turn as if I’d only that minute come into the foyer.

“Darling.”

Vincent swept through the door and as he came in and pulled it to, the late-night chill blew in with him. Vincent was what I knew. I felt relieved to be back on solid ground again. He was dressed handsomely in a navy tailcoat, and beneath the matching waistcoat his white shirt was crisp. A maroon scarf had been thrown hastily around his neck. He crossed the foyer in two strides to where I stood and caught me up in his arms.

“Are you well?”

I nodded, my head against his chest. Beneath the cigar smoke I could make out the smell of starch on his shirt.

“You’re not wearing an overcoat,” I said.

“A runner came to the club and said you weren’t feeling well so I came immediately.”

He pushed me back away from him slightly so he could examine my face. There was concern in his gaze, and I dropped my eyes so he wouldn’t see the guilt in them. I’d done nothing wrong by talking with Lucien but Vincent might not see it like that.

“Is there anything I can assist you with, Lord Woodward?” Barky said. On another night he would’ve melted away into the shadows, but he was still trying to work out what he’d missed between me and Lucien. I prayed he wouldn’t give me away.

“Ah yes, Barky. I’m glad you’re here. You’ve been keeping an eye on Zillah for me?”

“Soon as she knew you were on your way, she wanted to wait in the foyer for you, sir. I thought it was best to keep her company.”

I looked ’round at him and smiled. I’d have to get him a little thank-you gift for this favour. He was partial to a pinch of snuff—that would do it.

“Good man. There was a fellow I just ran into outside. Something about him I didn’t like. This back door must be kept locked, do you hear? There are far too many undesirables about.”

Was it only his skin, then, that made Lucien, well dressed as he was, an undesirable? I pushed down the treacherous thought. Vincent was only trying to protect me.

Barky nodded. “Can I assist you to the carriage, sir?”

Vincent looked over at me. “What do you say, Zillah?”

I needed a walk to clear the thoughts that swirled around my head.

“I’d prefer the fresh air, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” Vincent said. “Is that all you have for a coat?”

“It’s enough,” I said. Though the weather had been getting steadily colder, it wasn’t as if I was used to sables, but Vincent tutted and unwound his scarf.

“Here, take this.” It smelt of him, of cigars and influence and money. It was enough to drive away the remaining hint of cedar on the air. He arrayed me in it like armour. I suppose it was.

“Let us go now,” Vincent said. “We will walk along the Strand.”





V

A Walk Along the Strand

The Strand was quiet, no carriages rumbling past, no match girls calling out their wares, nor horses’ hooves clip-clopping. Big Ben chimed, and kept going. It was much later than I’d thought. On the opposite side of the street a decrepit old beggar counted out the coppers he’d been thrown. He wore a hat that marked him out as a former sailor. Perhaps he was one of the Blacks that had sailed the slave ships when there had been human cargo to carry. Whatever his past, now he’d be classed as one of the Black Poor that all the newspapers complained about. He looked up and saw us and called out to me but I pretended I hadn’t heard. I may have felt some form of curious kinship with Lucien Winters but it didn’t extend to this man on the street, whatever he might think. Being born free made me different, and Lucien was set apart by his manner and bearing. I’d never met anyone like him before.

Up ahead another couple strolled arm in arm, but apart from them we had the whole of the Strand to ourselves. We made our way along in silence. I liked our time together most when we weren’t talking, when I couldn’t hear the accent that said Vincent wasn’t for me. Or the stories of the places he’d been where I could never afford to go and where my colour would make me unwelcome if I did. It was in these quiet moments that I felt most confident about the future I imagined we might have together, but tonight was different. Tonight, all I could think of was Lucien Winters saying he wanted to save me.

“Vincent?”

“Hmm?”

“What would happen if it was discovered I was gaffed?” To say it felt like swearing.

“That’s such an ugly word, Zillah. Where has this come from?”

“Something I heard tonight at Crillick’s. The others were talking about me again,” I lied.

“They’re jealous of you, Zillah. You should ignore them.”

Vincent had little time for my fellow performers. He looked down on them, especially Ellen, even though she and Crillick were in a relationship of sorts. I couldn’t help but think it was because she was Irish. He’d called her a Fenian, whatever that meant.

“Would I be in a lot of trouble?”

Vincent stopped short and turned me to face him.

“Gaffed is a horrible word, Zillah. I don’t want you to use it to refer to yourself again. There’s no reason for your secret to come out, is there? It’s in everyone’s interest to keep it. Marcus wouldn’t want it known that his star act wasn’t everything he said. They’d call him a con man, maybe even take away his license. There’s no one you suspect would give you away, is there?”

I thought of the members of the
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