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  Dedication


This story is dedicated to all those who, at some point or other, find themselves lost on the path of life. 

Be brave! Be bold! And remember, you only get one shot at this glorious shit show.








  
  1


Suspended upside down on a rope ladder, fifteen feet above the audience, Chester Brown experiences a lightbulb moment of utter despair. At this moment, the enraptured crowd appear demented. It is not he who holds them captive but they him. Snarling teeth and shadowed eyes, they wear their brows as villainous moustaches, a hundred Genghis Khan and his evil offspring. Chester’s heart is a pounding war drum, his chalk-white face a mask of deceit, for the skin beneath it is marshmallow pale and clammy. 
Arms folded in feigned nonchalance, he whistles a tune, which is all part of the act, for in truth he feels far from jolly. An umbilical cord between this life and the life he desires has been severed by an invisible hand, so much so that he pictures himself falling...falling...falling through the air until he lands on the ground, never to wake. A moment of lucidity elbows its way in. Why now? Couldn’t there have been a more suitable moment to be dealt an epiphany?
Turning his gaze away from the crowd, he faces the ceiling. A flock of illusory terns flap and screech all around him, and when he plucks a potato chip from his breast pocket and feeds it to a swooping gull the audience roars with laughter. This he hears rather than sees because each and every face is a morphed smudge of charcoal, blurred around the edges. Coloured lights sweep across their faces, turning grey flesh purple, orange, green, each image as grotesque as the next.
By some miracle, the muscles around Chester’s core do as he bids them and pull him upright. He sets the ladder in motion, his left hand held waving and left foot dangling free. A surge of fear shoots along his spine, but it is not because he fears falling. What Chester fears is the thought that he will have to repeat the same act tomorrow...and the next day...and the next, like some kind of automaton, all in the name of entertainment.
The swinging ladder slows and Chester dismounts, tumbling in an exaggerated manner and blowing the audience a kiss before dashing off-stage. Three steps from the tunnel exit, he trips and falls. Part of the performance, the audience believes, so they roar louder and clap harder. Little do they know his spine has turned to rubble; his limbs to sand. He makes it as far as the dressing-room before collapsing in a heap on the floor.
It takes several minutes before his heart slows to an acceptable pace. Using the basin as a prop, he pulls himself to his feet, gulps cold water from the tap, then studies his reflection in the mirror. What just happened out there? The roar of the crowd vibrates in his ears even now, an auditory hallucination, but nonetheless terrifying. The crystal teardrop attached to the outer corner of his eye winks; the stark white greasepaint around his mouth shines slick with saliva and sweat.
He closes the toilet seat and slumps down, head in hands. For almost two decades he has performed his duties as a clown, and not once has he experienced such anxiety, not even when the legendary Oleg Poletsky came to watch his troupe perform. Inhaling deep and long through his nose, he attempts to stem the well of fear that rises to his throat.
This is not about the audience; this is about Chester’s very existence. Eyes closed tight, he focusses on his breathing. He knows without a shadow of doubt that he cannot—will not—perform any longer. His belief in the life he has lived until now is a snuffed candle. The Clown God, Cholly, a figment of the imagination, a legendary figure created to make Chester and the rest of his kin accept the life that has been chosen for them.
Cholly does not exist.
Chester Brown, the tragic clown, no longer exists.
Removing his make-up in front of the mirror for what he is determined will be the last time feels like an act of purification. Each layer of grease paint he removes, each sparkle of glitter he extinguishes reveals more and more of his true self. He examines his reflection: naked skin, raw from scrubbing. Forehead lines deeper than they should be for a twenty-nine-year-old. Kind eyes, nutmeg brown but shadowed underneath, as if years of painting on black teardrops has stained the skin indelibly. Tonight, he will not leave a single smudge behind.
The sense of relief turns to dismay as he studies his nose. No matter how much grease paint he removes, the incriminating feature will always be there. The bulbous nose. He has worn the mark of the clown since birth, as have his siblings, but whereas they rejoice in it, he detests it. He stares down at his feet, another give-away. Size twenty. Each pair of shoes he buys from The Clown Emporium are wearable barges.
“When I was carrying you, there were times when I thought you’d crack a rib,” his mother has joked on many occasions.
He had found the anecdote amusing as a child, but not now. Now it reminds him that no matter what, he will bear the curse of his clown characteristics forever, at least in the physical sense.
Chester strips and hangs up his suit, promising never to wear it again. Crumpled off-white shirt, checked trousers that sit well above the waist, black braces the only thing that stops them falling down. A fool’s garments. They sag on the peg, deflated. Any trace of the man who has worn the same outfit day in, day out, year in, year out has dissipated into thin air. Finally, he removes the shiny black boots, eighteen inches long, a bright purple lace on the left, a bright orange lace on the right. How ridiculous they make him look.
He wiggles his toes, blanching at the hideous length of them. Would it be possible for a surgeon to reduce the size of his feet? And what about his nose? He pinches the flesh either side of the cartilage. He has read that rhinoplasty works miracles for some people. He covers his nose with a hand, considering how such an operation might alter his features. And yet deep down he knows he is deceiving himself. Even if such changes were possible, they would only be skin deep. It is his mind that would need to make the biggest adjustment.
How long has he felt this way? Did he really experience an epiphany out there tonight, or have the feelings of disassociation been budding for a while? Gathering dust in the corner like a worn-out piece of furniture. Truth be told, it is the latter. In fact, he has never felt he belonged, not really.
Heartsore and weary, Chester changes into a white shirt and black, baggy trousers that distract from the size of his feet. A wide-brimmed hat attempts to hide his bulbous nose.
“Chester,” he says to the mirror. His voice is pitched high, a poor imitation of his mother’s. “I know you find it amusing, but please don’t let Father Roly catch you wearing that hat. You know how he is. He would consider such an accessory blasphemous.”
He shakes his head and frowns. Those are not his mother’s words. His mother is incapable of formulating such a sentence. He tries again, his vocabulary more accurate this time, his accent thicker, coarser. “For Cholly’s sake, Chester, don’t let Father Roly catch you in that hat. He’ll have you in the confessional before you can say Bobo’s your uncle! Be proud of who you are!”
A smile plays at the corners of his mouth, though fails to make it as far as his eyes. He loves his mother. In fact, he loves all of his family, but they do not understand him. They never have.
His stomach flips at the thought of telling them what he intends to do. And yet it must be done.
A knock on the dressing-room door startles him. He is not in the mood for idle conversation, so he ignores it.
“Chester? You in there?”
It is the rumbling voice of Duke Hellington, ringmaster and theatre manager. Chester holds his breath and prays he locked the door behind him. If he were to speak to Duke right now, he is certain he would be unable to hide his feelings. They would be written all over his face. Disenchantment, despair, desperation. In all likelihood, he would blurt out his intentions to leave the troupe and never return.
“Chester?” Once more, then with a huff he hears the master leave. Had Duke been watching Chester’s performance tonight? Had he sensed something amiss? And why on earth does Chester feel so guilty? The answer to the last question lies deep within his heart, tucked inside the left ventricle if the stab of pain is anything to go by. Indoctrination, and yet the rest of them do not see it. Either that, or they accept it without challenge because it is easier to do so, it requires less effort and Cholly forbid, far less thought.
Selfish. Ungrateful. Ideas above his station. That is what they would say if they knew how he felt. Brought up to believe that graduating from Clown School and entering the world of theatre and circus is an honour, he has known no other life. How many times has he been reminded that those who failed to make the grade were subjected to a life of servitude, working either in the service industries to provide for the needs of the clown elite, or worse still jobless and left to fend for themselves.
Only ten percent of you will make the grade and be offered a position in the theatre. The headmaster’s voice is clear in his head, though he graduated almost two decades ago. Has it really done him a favour though?
Chester swallows hard, the muscles in his throat doing their damnedest to choke him. Sweat beads on his forehead, trickles down his spine. Yet his extremities tingle with cold. Before panic consumes him entirely, he grabs his overcoat and keys and sneaks out the back exit.
A chill wind hits him full in the face, feasting on skin red raw from rubbing. Chester hoists his coat collar and hurries along the street, head bowed, eyes on the pavement, as is his way.
After a hundred yards or so he passes by the brightly painted church, the place where they congregate on Monday evenings, their Sabbath, in praise of The Great Clown god, Cholly. He does not raise his head; he cannot bear to look at the place right now.
A left turn, past the little school where young clowns are taught the tricks of the trade before being baptized into the faith at the age of ten. A swift glance in the direction of the playground is all it takes to resurrect the sense of dread. Despite the encroaching darkness, it is possible to make out the row of rainbow coloured air walkers, the balance beams and hurdles that increase in size and difficulty.
As a clownet, Chester had mastered the dexterous skills with ease, his natural physique perfectly suited to physical stunts and ludicrous antics. It was the slapstick humour he found more difficult. Chester was not, by nature, funny, which was why they baptized him into the Sacred Order of Tragicomedy and from that day forward expected him to spend the rest of his life performing the role of a wisecracking funnyman, one whose coping mechanism for his hopelessness was humour. A paradox like no other. Little did he know back then how prophetic it would be.
At the corner of the junction looms the place he calls home. An L shaped four-storey building built of red brick and dressed in yellow stone, originally built to house a range of artisan workshops, now converted to flats and bedsits.
Fumbling for his keys, he takes the stairs to the third floor two at a time, desperate to reach sanctuary.
Greeted by the soft purr of Arlo, his Abyssinian, the knot in his stomach loosens a tad. He stoops to pick the cat up before rubbing his face in his soft fur. “Hey, Arlo, how ya been?”
Arlo meets his gaze, long ears pricked and moss-green eyes, wise as Feste. He grants Chester a moment’s comfort before freeing himself from his arms and leaping onto the sofa.
Unable to face the thought of food, Chester heats a pot of coffee, then settles at his desk. His fingers fumble beneath the wood until he hears a click. He slides the notebook from its hiding place, selects his favourite fountain pen from the stand and a bottle of dark blue ink, and begins to write.
The Raven and the Tightrope Walker

by Runo Quill

The nom de plume he had chosen at the age of eight stands proud against the creamy-white paper; the curve of each letter softens his mood.
For the next few hours, Chester the Clown will cease to exist.






  
  The Raven and the Tightrope Walker

by Runo Quill


The boy named Zar stopped in his tracks and pointed towards the heavens. “Look, Mother. There’s a man walking across the sky!” 
His mother did not raise her head. Instead, she slapped his hand and told him not to stare at the sun.
Zar’s toes tap-danced on the cobbles. “But he’s walking across the sky. You must look.” Shielding his eyes, he squinted upwards, mouth agape and eyes bright as stars.
Zar was granted but a few seconds of entertainment before his mother whisked him down the road by his elbow.
“What have I always told you?” she said, mouth pinched and brows furrowed. “We must never look up, only where we’re heading.” She tutted, and each click of her tongue felt like a curse. “There’s nothing up there for the likes of us. The sky is for dreamers.”
As if to prove her wrong, a raven swooped low, issuing a throaty chortle of mirth. 
Zar tugged and twisted from her grasp, desperate to see where the man who walked the sky would go next, but his mother’s grip was a vice.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ten years passed by, and Zar stood on the brink of manhood. He had never forgotten the man who walked across the sky. The image of the black-clad hero was indelibly printed on his retinas. 
The road ahead was paved with repetition, and Zar had no intention of following it. One night, before the sun stole a glimpse of the world, he packed a knapsack and headed away from the village.
As he crept down the road, a raven took flight from an old yew tree and came to land on his shoulder. Other than the flap of its wings it made no sound because it did not want to betray its new friend. 
Zar met the raven eye to eye and knew in his heart it was the same bird that had mocked his mother all those years ago.
Zar and the raven headed into the woods. Thick and dense with beech and ash it concealed him from the prying eyes of those who would wish to thwart his adventure. 
From out the knapsack he fetched a coil of rope as thick as a serpent and twice as strong and secured it three feet above the ground to the tree trunks. He searched the woods until he found the straightest branch he could to help him balance—a sycamore, six feet long and dry as cinder. 
Time and time again Zar toppled from the rope but refused to give up. At the core of his being, cradled between navel and backbone, sat his centre of gravity, and Zar knew that in order to master the tightrope the two needed to become the best of friends.
Many bumps and bruises later, Zar found himself able to cross the void from ash to beech without falling. 
“Kraa!” said the raven, hopping onto his shoulder and nipping his ear with its long beak. “Kraa! Kraa!” which Zar knew meant: See, I knew you could do it. Aim high, and never allow the apathy of others to shatter your dreams.
Zar and the raven headed deeper into the woods where they made a bed of sweet-smelling spruce and watched as the sun set the sky on fire.
Late into the night Zar told the raven tales of sorrow and strife, and in exchange, the raven spoke of long forgotten secrets from the spirit world.

      [image: image-placeholder]Months became years, and years became decades, and Zar and the raven travelled the world as friends do. Together they crossed the mountains of Switzerland, the Château de Chantilly, the peaks of Yosemite, and even the falls of Niagara. The raven on the wing, and Zar on the tightrope, but never too far apart.
Great crowds gathered to see them, and Zar and the raven grew famous. 
One night, having crossed the Taimu mountain of China, Zar suddenly declared he wished to return home. 
The raven took to the wing, turning somersaults in the air and shrieking in protest, but Zar would not be deterred. It sang a song of premonition, mimicking the words Zar had spoken when first they’d met. “Sky!” it croaked, in a perfect parody of Zar’s own voice. “Sky,” and “Frreee!” but Zar folded his arms, shook his head, and refused to be dissuaded.
“I want to go home,” he said, stroking the storm-clouds and summer skies that were the raven’s feathers. “I wish to see my people one last time. Perhaps their outlook has changed.”
The raven nestled its head in Zar’s chest, and a single tear of dew trickled down its beak, for he knew the unlikelihood of such a thing.

      [image: image-placeholder]A smog skulked over the village square as Zar entered, concealing him from view. The smell of woodsmoke and tannin tainted his tongue as he made his way towards the inn that was the hub of the village. 
The raven perched on his shoulder, sharp talons biting the flesh as it hopped from one toe to another.
A thick silence fell as Zar opened the inn door and stepped inside. All eyes turned to look at the stranger who had dared to enter their domain.
“No birds allowed,” the landlord barked in the voice of a jackal. He shook a filthy cloth, as if to shoo them outside.
Zar stood his ground. “Has anyone seen my mother?” he said without so much as a quiver. The raven ruffled its tail feather and stuck out its chest as it eyed the crowd.
The landlord’s mouth fell open; his eyes searched Zar’s face for signs of belonging but found none. For Zar had been gone too long and had lost the grimace and gripe of the rest of them.
“It’s Mega’s son,” a voice at the back piped up. “I remember the cut of his jib.”
Mega was summoned to the inn, but instead of shedding tears of joy she shrieked with the anger of one jilted. “Where have you been all these years?” she said, shaking a fist at her son. “And who do you think you are, coming in here with that demon on your shoulder and a glint in your eye?”
Zar swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. “Where have I been? Oh, Mother, the sights I have seen. Do you remember how you scolded me for looking towards the sky?”
She puckered her lips and narrowed her eyes but said not a word.
“I tell you, Mother, until you have seen the world from a great height you have not lived.”
She tapped her foot and folded her arms, unconvinced. “Do you mock me?” she said. She waved an arm at those gathered who were enjoying the spectacle with grinning teeth and nodding heads. “Do you belittle us with your fancy ways? You never did belong here.” And with that, she turned on her heels and stomped from the inn, slamming the door behind her.
The raven croaked and spluttered. “Sky,” it said, too close to Zar’s ear. 
So Zar stepped back to the threshold. “Meet me at the river at sundown,” he said to those who had gathered.

      [image: image-placeholder]In all of the places, in all of the world, not once had Zar felt afraid of walking the tightrope. Today, though, he was afraid. Years it had taken for him to find the courage to reach for the stars, decades
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