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For Andy





What potions have I drunk of Siren tears,

Distill’d from limbecks foul as hell within,

Applying fears to hopes and hopes to fears,

Still losing when I saw myself to win!

William Shakespeare

We travel along the thread of narrative like
high-wire artistes. That is our life.

Angela Carter






Prologue
A Dream? A Falsehood? A Memory?

An unanswered question

First, there are no pictures. I see only darkness. My nose is keen, my brain sharp as a pin.

There are smells.

The burning of wood and earth for heat, or light, or both. Damp ground: soil mixed with animal dung and urine. Wool: clammy with sweat and rain that has dried and dampened and dried, almost to a crust. Sugar: fragrant yet repellent, like the sweet-tasting, treacle-coated strips of cloth hung up in summer for catching flies. Engine oil. Dusty hay bales that release their musky whiff as the all-pervading smell of oiled canvas from the big top, that great yawning beast, wafts its sour aroma over my face.

That is not all.

There are other smells. Paint, wood shavings, bottled scent and hair pomade. These are the familiar stinks of life, of hope. I am not afraid, neither am I calm.

Next, comes feeling.

Knees. Shins. The tops of my feet. The flats of my hands. These bits of me, scraping along compacted sod, scratching on loose hay and litter. Warm snot, running from nose to upper lip. Cold saliva on my chin, chafing as I duck down and graze my face on the ground. My fingers, small and searching, feeling with soft pads hardened by cold, skilfully avoid the crunch of a heel, the kick of a toe cap. Smooth leather brushes my fat cheeks that, in turn, catch on metal eyelets and the treacherous ends of shoelaces, forcing me to keep my eyes closed until the show starts.

Then, there is noise.

In fact, although I only notice it now, I am in a sea of sound. There is a loud hum-thrum of voices. Shouting; laughing; chattering. They mingle together, creating a veritable roaring ocean of din. I cover my ears with my hands and the sound is muted. If I cup my hand, the sound changes again, and now it really does sound like the sea, like waves crashing, like the wind in a storm. I let out a short giggle, adding my own tiny expulsions to the symphony. I imagine myself floating happily on waves, singing to passing rocks. Until the boom-boom of a drum snaps me from my daydream, quenches the humming of voices, turning them first to a murmur, then to a hiss – with my eyes still closed,

I now imagine the big top to be a nest of snakes – and then, silence.

Opening my eyes, I crawl through a hushed wreckage of ankles. Woollen socks, dress hems, stockings and trouser bottoms struggle, like the iron hulls of sunken ships, to bar my way. At times a hand comes down to slap me, a face bends close, tuts, and I smell the different bouquets of warm, salty breaths. Another hand; a shove; a whisper: It’s a child, look, a child. Still, I am not to be put off. I inch forwards. I know my way. This is my territory, and I am an expert in its terrain. It does not take long before I surface. One final push through the tangle of knees and bags, and my efforts are fully and wonderfully rewarded.

Light and colour flood before me, as if I am emerging from the blackest cave, out into a valley of pure gold. Everything is transformed. I have stepped from the world of normal existence into another, more real, immeasurably more touchable, more believable place. I sit, eyes wide, mouth agape, fingers entwined and twisting. Up to this moment I have lived in sepia, my muddy life devoid of meaning. That is how it always feels, until I see her, once again, bathed in colour and light.

My mother is standing in the centre of the ring.

Ropes sway above her, lights blaze. Her hands are on her hips. Her mouth is large and red. She is smiling, nodding to grateful strangers (how I wish I was one of them). Bending one leg, her hip moves up and down in a perfect jiggle. She keeps one hand resting on the moving hip as the other reaches above her head, giving her sweeping salutations to the crowd, who explode into a chorus of happy applause. Her costume shimmers. Colours seem to pour from her body. She is all the colours of the world. She laughs at the warm reception, as if every person in the big top is her very best friend. All the while, waiting patiently behind her, the silent water shivers in its tank.

Blowing kisses to her, the way she does to the crowd, I set off in the direction of my mother. Sliding my body from the darkness of the audience and onto the slippery, bright tarpaulin of the ring, I edge and inch towards the water tank. She turns away, starts to scale its glass walls by way of rope and siren strength. A splash, and my mother is in. Still, I push on. If I try hard enough, she will see me.

There is movement above me now, and weight upon my shoulders. Although I do not wish to make a fuss, I scream out. I am lifted. Colours dance in rapid succession. My head cranes around, my neck bends and I am fighting a force much larger than myself. Yet, I must struggle, I must fight because I am afraid to lose sight of her. It is too late. I am ushered away by big hands. Wriggling and shrieking get me nowhere.

The big top spins. The colours fade.

Returned to darkness, I listen to the distant sounds: music, laughter, applause. I do not cry. One day, I will reach her. She will drip her colours over me, and we will swim together in her tank. For now, my head rests on the hard ground. Rocking from side to side, I sigh, and try to summon sleep. I whisper her name, crossing my fingers, first one way, then the other, counting the times I say it, to give gravity to ritual, power to the magic spell: Marina [one]. Marina [two]. Marina [three] . . .




1
Rabbits’ Feet and Hokum

World on a Wire: The Fallen Star

Ellie Macveigh, the New York Times

June 14, 1983 / Manhattan / 10.30 a.m. / Transcription: Tape 1 of 1

Can you tell me who you are?

I’ve been called the Greatest Funambulist Who Ever Lived.

You smile when you say it. Don’t you believe it?

Sometimes.

[Pause.]

Sorry, I don’t like being recorded very much. I’ve never been good at talking. I’d rather write things down. My voice is awful, isn’t it? I don’t recognize it sometimes. I never should’ve started smoking. I mean, once you’re hooked . . . It’s a lived-in voice, I suppose.

The recording’s only for me. No need to worry. And your voice is great.

Was I babbling? I’ll try to relax. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to publicly, or privately for that matter, since my, I don’t know what to call it, my retirement? That makes me sound old. Since my last performance. Yes, that’s a decent description. There’ve been offers of interviews, appearances and all kinds of things. To be honest, I couldn’t face them. But I’m ready now. You came along at the right time. It’s not that I care about being out of the public eye, you understand. I’m done with that. I’m babbling again, aren’t I? Sorry. Please, do go on.

What makes you the greatest, sometimes?

[Pause.]

Fearlessness, I suppose. I’m not afraid.

Of falling?

It’s not the falling one must fear, it’s the landing.

Ah yes. And are you afraid of landing?

Never. I have protection. See?

You’re showing me a piece of jewellery. It’s lovely. Amber?

Thank you. I saw you looking at it as I came in. It’s okay, you can touch it, if you like.

Yes, it had caught my eye. It’s very bright. Unusually so.

It keeps me safe.

You’re superstitious?

[Pause. A cigarette is lit. The crackle of burning paper. A deep exhale.]

I’ve never thought of it like that before. I suppose I must be. I mean, it’s a talisman, of sorts, like a rabbit’s foot.

Like, some actors wear certain clothes, you know, the ‘lucky socks’ or something, before going on stage. Is that how it works?

Honestly? I’m not sure. When I climb the wire, my fingers search my throat for the pendant. I admit, there’s a certain amount of theatre to it. I’m prone to the poetic, I’m afraid. But there’s comfort in it, too.

You say it’s amber. Was it a gift?

You asked if it was amber and I do refer to it as an amber pendant. Only it’s not. It’s a glass locket containing a snip of tightly bound orange hair. Probably worthless to anyone else, but priceless to me. It wasn’t really a gift either. I’m ashamed to say I took it, the hair I mean, not the pendant. I bought that.

It’s human hair?

I’ve always supposed so.

Extraordinary. Who did you take it from?

It was a long time ago.

[Pause. Sigh.]

I mean, there’s a story to it, if you’d like to hear it. It’s just hard to unpack. I don’t know where to start.

I’d love to hear it. Why don’t you start at the beginning? There’s no rush.

Okay, let’s see. I took the hair from Serendipity Wilson. But, that’s already much later in the story.

That’s a very unusual name. Who was she?

She was a performer. My teacher, and closest friend. I suppose she still is, in a way. Some people have a lasting effect. They stay with you. If you know what I mean?

Indeed, I do. How did you meet her?

I was in my mother’s womb when Serendipity Wilson joined the circus. That didn’t mean her arrival was lost on me. Even now, if I close my eyes, I see her, walking into the circus encampment, her head a shining orange beacon, her heart full of hope.

[Pause.]

Are you sure we’ve time for this? I mean, I know how far-fetched it sounds, and it doesn’t get any less like a fairy story as it goes on.

Go on. Please. I love fairy stories.

I thought you might, somehow.

[A cough and clearing of the throat.]

Let me see then. Oh, yes: the light from Serendipity Wilson’s hair shone with such ferocity it flooded the circus encampment. It burrowed through the thick skin of my mother’s belly, bathing me, womb-bound as I was, in its glow. Most circus folk have seen many improbable things in their time. So, a human flame, in the shape of a skinny girl with overly large feet, merely confirmed that such curiosities still had the power to impress. A spark of excitement shot through the encampment as soon as she arrived, growing in wildfire whispers, until everyone came to the big top to see the fabulous young thing whose gift might save their circus.

To be clear, you weren’t there, this was before you were born?

I was there in a manner of speaking, in utero. My mother was there.

But you speak as though you remember her arrival first-hand?

This is difficult to explain, and you might think me mad, but I do. It’s a question of belief, I suppose. Can you believe that Serendipity Wilson’s hair shone so brightly it cast a light upon my darkened nest? Of course, this could all be hokum. The ramblings of someone who lives alone and is out of the habit of talking to people. I can’t make you believe the story. My performances on the wire have all been stories, really. Each one with its own narrative and world. Its own truth. I suppose I’ve always been a storyteller.

Do you want me to believe you?

Oh yes. You have such a sparkle in your eye. I bet you believed in fairy stories as a kid? I did. I mean, yes. Everyone wants to be believed, right?

Well, I’d love to hear more of your memories.

I’m not entirely sure where my memory begins. Truth is, even though I’ve kept quiet about my past, I’ve always wanted to tell these stories, but only to the right person.

I think lots of people would enjoy them. Let’s tease out the important bits, then. Get your stories out there. When and where were you born?

Can’t say for sure. I know that when I emerged, I was unremarkable. My mother showed no interest in me. I was, at best, an inconvenience.

[Pause. The crunching out of a cigarette in an ashtray, the lighting of another. A window is opened. The hum of traffic mingles with the inhalation of smoke into lungs.]

As I grew up, I took to hiding in dark places. I was far too dull and quiet a child to be enveloped in the perpetual cacophony of a circus, with its trumpet blowers, painted faces, glittering ladies, roaring animals, the whooshing of derring-do, the never-ending drone of a distant accordion and the constant yell of all-encompassing egos. That was the landscape of my young life. And all snug beneath the blue-and-white stripes of an ominously joyful big top. I’d walk around the encampment, eyes closed, fingers shoved in my ears, longing for a grey calm to match my grey spirit.

Grey? Yet you were the darling of the New York cabaret scene. One article called you ‘a kaleidoscope of colour in a dull world’. So where and when did you find your colour?

I suppose I learned it. By quietly watching, by taking notes. And maybe I inherited it, from my mother. They do say these things are in the blood. I believe in bloodlines.

Your mother. Was she a circus performer?

Oh yes. My mother was a great beauty, the first big star of our show. She swam around a glass tank, waved, smiled, and sparkled for the crowds. She was an artist of the finest degree. Her name was Marina. Or rather, that’s what she called herself. Her costumes were hand-sewn with tiny gold and silver patches that caught the light and glistened like the scales of a trout, and she wore a tight-fitting hat, tied neatly under her chin. The men in the crowd whistled as she swam around her tank, but the ladies scowled. Then the ladies’ scorn turned to fear, then to sheer admiration, when the crocodiles slid in.

An exciting act!

I never saw it. At least, that’s what I was always told. Apparently, she was too far gone by the time I was born, too full of gin and self-pity. I know it by heart, though. An act like that is nothing short of legendary. She seemed to belong in the water. There were even claims she was an actual mermaid, found by the ringmaster on a jaunt to the seaside, captured and taught to do tricks by an animal trainer.

The wonderful fantasy world of the circus.

Absolutely. The world was at war. The human race needed to believe in another reality, and circus people have vivid imaginations, it’s their stock-in-trade. By the way, the animal tamer was Manu, my father.

Not an English name.

French. Manu grew up on his family’s farm in rural Brittany. He was brought to England through poverty, fear and – fuelled by a childhood fixation with Sherlock Holmes – a thirst for adventure. This was not quenched by selling onions in London street markets to rude old men who called him a filthy Frog and spat at him. So, Manu became an ardent and adventurous lover.

The French lover. A nice cliché.

Yes. One he enthusiastically propagated. His dark eyes and Celtic charm, along with his tight muscles from pushing ancient ploughs through hard Breton ground, made him an instant hit with the giggling English girls. Still, he wanted more from life. So, when a circus came to town, he threw himself on the mercy of the Italian ringmaster.

This is real storybook stuff.

I’ve never spoken about my childhood. I hope I don’t sound too eccentric. I know that’s how I come across sometimes. Most journalists would want to hear about the New York club scene, my wild escapades as a nightclub darling, before moving on to my retreat from public life. You seem different though. You’ve got soft edges.

Soft edges? I’m not sure what that means, but thank you. Honestly, I don’t care about the sensationalist stuff. I’m interested in where you came from and how you ended up living on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Please, go on. The Italian ringmaster?

Ah, Fausto.

[Pause as she pulls on her cigarette.]

Fausto Flavio was a miserly one-time lion tamer, whose circus, bulging waistline and ageing figure had all seen better days. He was looking for an apprentice and a bargain, just as Manu fetched up. He put my father on contract – on half wages, of course, due to the unfortunate situation of his being French.

It’s quite a jump, from onion seller to lion tamer.

Fortunately, Manu found he was as gifted with the circus animals as he was with women. Using his carefully honed skills in the art of romance, he wooed wild beasts into compliance, putting aside the animal trainer’s whip, coaxing them with a soft voice and outstretched hands. He turned great lions into cavorting kittens, forced tigers to lie down at his feet as obedient as any lap-dog; over time he became more compelling than ever. It was a well-known fact that women wept when the circus left town. Then he met Marina.

Your mother.

The story of Marina and Manu’s first joining became circus legend. Show people love to make legends of their stars. There was no escaping the stories of my mother and father’s love-making.

Every child’s idea of a horror story.

There are many horrors to be had, yet. This one’s not so bad, really.

Would you mind telling it now?

Happy to. It’s a love story, after all. Everyone loves to love.

[Cigarette. Heavy exhale.]

Marina was like no other creature. Everyone saw how her beauty and grace left Manu troubled. For the first time in his life, when confronted with a possible conquest, my father’s palms began to sweat, his mouth went dry. In the confusion, he couldn’t remember the English words to entice her, clumsily substituting them with his own language. He needn’t have worried. At their first meeting, in the shadows of tent poles and flags, Marina felt a fierce heat rush through her frozen veins. She took his hands and brought them up to her face, kissed the ends of his fingers, then, closing her eyes, placed them under her clothes. Manu didn’t stand a chance. He felt her breathing, a fluttering of tiny birds beneath hot liquid flesh, the cage of her ribs, bone-brittle under his hands. It is all for you, she said, as they slid under a trailer, discarding their damp clothes, writhing together in the dirt.

You say you’re not used to talking about it, yet you rattled that off as if you’d told it a thousand times. You certainly know all the details.

Everyone in the circus knew.

It’s great. There’s more?

On their wedding day, Manu gave Marina the greatest gift: two juvenile crocodiles. He taught her to train and tame them. She learned to stroke and coo at them so that they looked up at her with the tenderness of children in their dreadful eyes. In turn, she loved and cared for the animals. You’d think she’d actually given birth to them. They were the ultimate proof of Manu’s love, and they made her a sensation.

Yes, of course, the crocodiles.

Two years after they married, Marina was a huge star of the circus. Pictures of her shimmering beautifully with her reptilious beasts, rippling in their underwater tank, appeared on the cover of magazines. Manu devoted himself to her, creating ever more impressive routines.

Routines? Were they dangerous?

All routines are dangerous. You must master them. For example, Manu taught the crocodiles to retrieve peaches and other soft-skinned fruits from the hand of a smiling Marina, who stood, magnificent, on the bottom of the water tank. The crocodiles held the fruit gently in their mouths, crawled out of the water to slink their way down the side of the tank and place the fruit, intact and unblemished, on the dry ground, in a gruesome game of fetch. Manu then replaced the fruit with larger objects such as baby dolls and teddy bears, giving the crocodiles the macabre aspect of monstrous children. Eventually those objects were also replaced, by Marina herself. The final routine was breathtaking.

You never actually saw it, though.

I’m told that’s the case; yet, I have memories. I can’t explain it. I believe I was there, that I watched my mother swim with her crocodiles. The circus folk insisted that Marina refused to continue after I was born. That I was the cause of her descent into oblivion. I’m not entirely sure what’s true and what’s not. When I was born, the axis had to shift. I was nothing. No, I was less than nothing. I was invisible. And yet, my birth changed everything, forever. All I can tell you are the basics, the story as it was told to me, and if I can, I will embellish it with my own memories. I have an excellent memory.

So it seems. I’m all ears.

At the very pinnacle of her art and fame, or so legend would have it, Marina realized she was pregnant. The constant vomiting made it impossible for her to continue her act without the risk of disgracing herself. She took to shouting at the other circus people, furious with her body for letting her down in such an abhorrent way. Manu tried to comfort her. Having his constant attention seemed to ease her distress, a bit. But as her belly grew fat and full of me, my mother would scream out in despair at her hideous disfigurement. Everyone, it seems, went to my parents’ caravan during the days of my mother’s self-confinement, so worried were they for their dear Marina. They brought gifts of cakes and biscuits made with parental care. Cutting the sugary treats into crocodile shapes, feeding them to her with tumblers of homemade lemonade, laced with gin, for the pain. Meanwhile, the show had to go on, whether my mother liked it or not. In the absence of The Great Marina, the circus was forced to look for a new main attraction, a temporary necessity. Luckily, only days before Marina found out the terrible news of her condition – or so the story goes – a young girl with freakishly luminous orange hair was brought to the circus by her father.

Serendipity Wilson!

Yes! She was a most unusual-looking person. Long-limbed so that she looked somehow stretched, entirely flat-chested, green eyes like those of a cat rather than a person, large feet and an elegant pointy nose. And with a gentleness of spirit that shone almost as much as her astonishing mane. She wanted to be an artist, to twist and glide and spin. Fausto, overlord of the circus, decided that Serendipity Wilson, with her head full of fire and strong, thin young body, would become the circus’s first female funambulist. In her excitement, Serendipity Wilson forgot to mention she suffered from a terrible fear of heights.

Oh dear, a problem indeed. I can’t help but notice that every time you mention Serendipity Wilson you touch your pendant. As if the act of saying her name causes you to check it’s still there. It’s a link to her, right? Would you like to tell me about it?

[Pause.]

Or are you reluctant to tell that tale?

I don’t mean to be. I want to be open with you. But it’s difficult to find words for things you’ve spent a lifetime trying to . . . not forget exactly – we can never do that – but live with. Plus, it’s a difficult tale to spin. I’m not sure where to begin, other than at the very beginning. But then that feels like we’re going backwards.

Okay. Let’s go back. You were born in England, in a circus . . .

Yes. My birth was unspectacular. Marina squatted naked in the caravan. Manu sat behind her, holding her up by wrapping his knees around her hips and crossing his arms over her breasts. Marina yelped and barked, swore revenge on the gods of pain who racked her beautiful body with such evil. I was brought to my mother by one of the dancing girls, a faceless, makeshift midwife who, hearing Marina’s screams, had rushed in at the last minute to help. Soft, squashy and new, my eyes blinking in the strange light and a belly still full of my mother’s bile, I cried for flesh and warmth. Marina leaned forwards, stunned sweat running down her face, breathless and uncompromising. Yes, it’s a baby, she said, and fell back, exhausted, onto the bed.

Your birth became another circus legend, then? No one can remember their own birth, so I guess this was told to you, as a child?

My memory doesn’t seem to work like other people’s. Sometimes I fill in the gaps, but there’s always an echo of truth in there. It’s the only way I can find the words: by seeing the whole picture, the whole truth.

All right. I can go with that. Please, carry on.

Manu stroked Marina’s head and soothed her as best he could. My unwilling nurse put me into a wooden-crate cot and tiptoed away. I lay kicking my legs, arms groping the alien air. There was no one to pick up my tiny frame. No comfort on this cold new earth. So yes, there we have it, another legendary beginning: the heroic, beautiful mother, the desperate father and me, the wretched child.

And?

And, I soon learned crying didn’t bring me love, or food. Any attempt to gain my parents’ admiration or attention fell on deaf ears and blind eyes. So, I was a silent child, standing in the shadows of my glorious parents, the pocket audience for the lives of my progenitors. As I grew, I became withdrawn from the physical world. I locked myself deep inside the confines of my mind, where I could pretend to be a spirit, a girl made of air and clouds. If anyone touched me, even accidentally brushed against me as they passed by, I’d shrink away, whimpering like a wounded dog. People were amazed that the snivelling infant who cowered in corners came from Marina’s magnificent body.

You had a home, a family. You weren’t completely abandoned?

The circus was my family and my home, but I was more like a pet than a beloved child. My parents couldn’t spare me love, attention, or time. So, I would roam the encampment. Some of the other artistes would feed me every now and then, teach me my numbers or tell me stories, and generally be good Samaritans to a poor unloved thing. They’d stroke me, look at me with big watery eyes like I was a friendly feral cat, then send me on my way to play in the dirt under the trailers. When it wasn’t possible to squeeze my little life into our caravan at the end of the day, I’d sleep where I could, in the beds of other people’s children or, on warm nights, in the place I liked best: with the animals.

No one took care of you?

The circus people were kind enough, but I was quiet, easily forgotten. For most of my early childhood I was invisible. I was even thought to be a halfwit. Then, when I was around six years old, everything changed. That was the day Serendipity Wilson took my hand, kissed me on the forehead, and pushed me up a ladder. That was the day I became a funambulist.

And another story begins.

And another and another. All the way up to the crashing end of my career, and me sitting here today.

It’s been extraordinary meeting you. I wish we had more time. This will be great in print. I’m sure all your stories are equally fascinating.

That depends on who’s reading them, I suppose.

[End of tape.]




2
Beginnings

This is not the beginning.

I’ve already written two pages. They lie crumpled in the raffia basket under my desk, a sarcophagus bought expressly for this purpose.

I hope you don’t think it odd, to receive this correspondence. Perhaps you’ll think me half mad? Perhaps I am. Since our meeting I’ve not been able to banish you from my thoughts. Your questioning had a marvellous effect on me, and although my introspections are sometimes a torture, I feel I must write them down, share them with you. I could see you wanted to know more. You said as much yourself. Our meeting was too brief. My mind has been on fire since our conversation. You found me at the right time.

There was a thread of understanding between us. I believe you felt it, the strength of our connection? It’s something I’ve rarely experienced. Certainly, never with someone introducing themselves as a stranger. Still, I realize this letter is a presumption, and one I hope you will forgive. I fear it’s more than a mere missive, so I urge you to settle down, be comfortable, be warm and at ease as you read on.

This is my life; my search.

Through my terrible carelessness, a child was lost from the circus. It’s been a heavy burden to carry. I denied someone her true name and heritage, denied her the love of her mother. A lifetime has tumbled by since I first vowed to get her back. I admit I’ve sometimes been lazy, even turned away from my search. Yet I’ve lived in hope and do so again. Which brings me to you.

Above everything, this correspondence is a cry for help. You seemed so alive to my stories. Even if you can’t publish everything I write here, even if it’s a long shot, will you help me?

I’ve little to offer in return, only the story of my life, and the promise of truth.

Let’s begin with hope, then. My words are a labyrinth into which we can wander. As I write these tales, I can follow each path, each fallen leaf, in the hope they might take me to the person I seek. I’m grateful to have a companion, again.

Many of these stories were jotted down in notebooks over the course of my lifetime. I will copy them out for you, as best I can, onto clean sheets of white paper. Some are diary entries, or snippets, some remembrances from faded photographs which have lain forgotten for decades, their images bleaching into yellowing pages. Others are letters or taken from notes secreted in pockets and bags over the years. Some are just memories. I came late to the world of words, but once it was shown to me, I learned quickly. Hardly a moment went by when I couldn’t be seen scribbling away.

It was (unsurprisingly) Serendipity Wilson who taught me how to shape letters and read the words on the posters around our encampment. Big Gen, the circus bookkeeper and one of the last stars of the English sideshow circuit, was a hoarder. Her trailer was said to be like a museum; full of cabinets bursting with knick-knacks and moth-eaten stuffed creatures with bulging glass eyes. Amongst her precious treasure, she kept a book. Big Gen wasn’t ungenerous. She didn’t mind sharing her book with us. It was full of old photographs depicting people the book called living curiosities. I thought it was a storybook, about a mysterious island called Coney, where the curiosities lived. Coney’s the old English word for rabbit, Serendipity Wilson told me. I imagined a desert island inhabited by bearded ladies, four-legged women, and millions of bunny rabbits.

If we lived there, could I have one, as a pet? I asked.

One what?

A bunny rabbit?

My goodness, Mouse. If we lived there, you could have anything you wanted. That’s why they call it Dreamland.

At bedtime I’d climb in beside Serendipity Wilson, her hair loose over her shoulders, shedding orange light onto the pages, and we’d sit up, late into the night. She would point at words, making me say them out loud, and help me to copy them out with a pencil. The first word I learned to write was dipygus. I have a lot to thank Serendipity Wilson for.

I want you to picture me here, as I write. This is a new place for me. Another rented room. I haven’t been here long. There’s a bed against the wall. It’s large but single; the sheets covering it are red velvet. They are my own. The furniture isn’t. There’s a heavy, ancient-looking oak wardrobe in the corner. It holds a handful of my costumes. They’re a feast for moths. My everyday clothes lie neatly folded in a brown leather suitcase under the bed, which I cannot see from where I sit.

The room is the smallest in the building. I didn’t want anything fancy, though I could afford it. I’m done with fancy. On the wall above my bed is a print of a rather beautifully painted portrait. The sitter perches on the edge of a glass water tank. She wears a golden swimsuit with matching swim hat, her legs long and waxy. She is unbelievably glamorous. My mother twinkles at the painter as crocodiles swim behind her, contained by the tank and the water in a smudge of green – a clever imitation of movement. Her head is thrown back. She is smiling, radiating a warmth I only ever saw her give to others, as a halo of lights proclaim her greatness. It’s just one of my old circus posters, well painted, albeit with an over-sentimental hand, as was the style of the time. It’s carefully preserved and elegantly framed. The frame is silver and polished. I polish it regularly. I’m not a sloven. Other than this the walls are bare. Eggshell, I think they call it. It’s clean, like a hospital. There’s a large window by the desk, behind which the sound of traffic rises to meet me. Even at this hour, people are living out their dreams, or pretending to do so. Their costumes are amazing. This is undeniably Manhattan and I am undeniably a person in exile. But it’s the same wherever I go. Everyone is the star of their own show, performing for the passing, faceless crowds. We are all clowns.

I think I should begin with a memory, from a time before the documents which lie in front of me, from before I could write it all down. Take this oversized, somewhat unattractive yellow jumper I’m wearing. It was made for me many years ago by Serendipity Wilson. The jumper is misshapen (it always was) and full of holes. It’s what I wear when I feel cold, or when the gloom descends, like a child with its blanket or favourite knitted toy. Every now and again I catch a tiny bright flare from deep within its weft, like light bouncing off a prism. This is because, even now, there are strands of Serendipity Wilson’s hair deep within the fibres, tangled and knotted into the very structure of the garment at its making, armour-plating it, and me. These are flashes from long ago, from a time when Serendipity Wilson joyfully sat through the night, knitting for my warmth and comfort. I can picture her as she clicked the wooden needles together, the warm glow from her hair lighting up our wigwam. Once in a while she stopped, stared at me with her impossibly green eyes, plucked a hair from her magnificent head and knitted it into the jumper.

For protection, my Mouse, she said.

I giggled, sipped cinnamon tea and did not let my own stare fall away from hers, scared to blink in case I missed a precious moment of that precious time.

With the jumper I wear my red tartan pyjama pants, made from soft brushed cotton. As always, my amber pendant sits snug around my neck. The single orange tear is bright enough to cast light upon the words I now write. Between it, and the city lights shining into my window (will they ever stop?), I don’t need a lamp. Whenever I sit at this desk to write my stories for you, I will be wearing these same things, sitting in this same place. The desk itself is old, more a table really, made of dark wood. Documents, from which I’m about to copy, lie scattered all over it. The wastepaper basket sits under the desk by my left foot.

My typewriter is not electronic. Imagine the sound it makes as I hit the keys and the hammers snap at the paper. The L sticks, so I stop every now and then to lift it back into place. It’s heavy work. I can feel the words as I write them with my Challenger Portable Typewriter (the word Challenger is written on the right-hand side, above where the ribbon sits). The whole thing is grey and plastic; my fingers tingle from the effort of striking the keys, and I can smell the ink from the ribbon as each key strikes. Maybe you can imagine the sounds and smell of this action, this putting down of my stories, as you read them? I want you to feel the sensations I feel as I sit here writing, putting together a comprehensive picture of everything I’ve known, or thought, or felt, for you, a virtual stranger, a woman of words, and now, my confidante and helper.

So, to begin.

*

I am approximately seven years old. I’m not sure where we are. We move so often, and the encampment rarely changes. Except when we’re at the seaside. Things taste different then. This memory does not have a salty, fishy taste. Nor is its air scrubbed clean by ocean spray. It’s full of earthy, dirty smells: mud and the mess of stray dogs. Even the ammonia pong of our animals is cleansing compared with that.

This is yet another muddy common, surrounded on three sides by rows of scruffy back yards with brick walls and wooden privies. The ground is thick with sloppy muck, or tough as concrete where it has hardened to a crust. The dominant colour is brown, with thin mucky-green patches. As always, the bigger trailers are parked in a semicircle around the encampment, top to tail, giving the circus folk a degree of privacy. The animal enclosure is on the periphery of the encampment, cordoned off with chicken wire and bits of broken wooden fencing. We dig our privy next to the animals and put the caravans and tents on the opposite side, away from the smell. If you’re caught short in the night you either piss in a pot or have to run across and risk disturbing the animals.

The big top is at the centre of everything. A colossus, dwarfing our meagre dwellings, it’s always at the forefront of the encampment, facing the nearest road, surrounded by bunting and flags: yellow and red triangles that beat out time in the wind, and Union Jacks waving a friendly hello. In all probability we’re somewhere in the north of England, but we could be anywhere.

I have been living in the colourful wigwam with Serendipity Wilson for a couple of weeks now. We’ve been friends forever. When I was very small, she would smile at me across the encampment, stop to ask me questions, or point out clouds, birds, insects and other interesting things. Once, she gave me two sugar mice, wrapped in greasy paper. They melted on my tongue and I cried because I’d never tasted such pure sweetness. As soon as I was big enough, she showed me her wire, started to teach me how to balance, said I was a natural. How happy she was to discover my hidden gift (so hidden I didn’t know about it until she helped me find it). Then, two weeks ago, she came across me sitting in the llama enclosure. I was eating rotten apples meant for the horses because I’d had nothing to eat for a day. She picked me up and, striding at pace on her long legs, carried me back to the colourful wigwam (though I was quite capable of walking).

You’ll be living here with me, from now on, she said. And that was that.

Most of the caravans and tents, the abodes, are huddled together on one side of the encampment. But the colourful wigwam is a little way off, towards the animals. Serendipity Wilson says she’d rather sleep with the smell of animals and shit than be surrounded by the sweat and snoring of circus folk. I’m happy. I’ve never felt this emotion before.

Each day Serendipity Wilson teaches me how to be a funambulist. We rig the practice wire up behind the big top, ensuring protection against the wind. This wire is only six feet from the ground but runs the length of the big top. It feels hard under my feet. There are burns and bruises on them right up to the ankles because they are still too soft, and I have to fight against the wire. It tries to rotate as I move along its rounded surface, forcing me to pull it steady with each step, twisting and turning my feet and toes as I go, in an unseen battle of wills. The soreness makes it difficult to walk when back on the ground. But there’s no pain when I’m on the wire because I’m not thinking about it. I’m holding my muscles tight in my chest and across my middle, so that no matter how hard my feet are working, my legs can feel free, and no one will ever see how hard it is to keep my thighs pulling and straining against my knee sockets.

Keep down! Lower your centre of gravity! Serendipity Wilson shouts. The lower you are, the easier you’ll balance and move across the wire. Don’t bend at the waist! Do you want to fall? Use your knees.

After a while my muscles ache and cramp. So I listen to my breath as I pull it into my body and count how long I hold it there – one potato, two potato, three potato, four – high in my chest cavity. Then, I count again. As I take a step, I let the air go in a steady stream, my mouth pursed in a smiling O shape, so that my breath is leading my movement. Any cramps or bad thoughts glide away on that outwards breath, making me confident and strong for the next step, and the next, and the next.

If I do feel sore afterwards, I don’t care. When Serendipity Wilson tells me how well I’m doing, when she holds me to her and says how proud she is, or when we’re on the wire together and she turns and smiles at me, it’s like I am flying.

My parents, Manu and Marina, have not noticed I have a new abode and a happy life. Maybe they believe I’m still sleeping with the llamas? Maybe this is why they haven’t come to visit?

Two weeks and three days ago Manu spoke to me. I was in the animal enclosure playing with a baby llama (I’ve called him Solomon, although no one knows this. Maybe I’ll tell Serendipity Wilson, or maybe I’ll keep it to myself). Manu half-smiled at me. He ruffled my hair, put two fingers under my chin and lifted my head so I had to look directly into his face.

Tu pues, ma puce, he said, and marched away towards the cat enclosure.

I gave myself a hard sniff. My nostrils filled with the smell of soiled straw and animal grease so that my eyes filled with water and stung as I blinked.

Now, I am sitting head down in the wigwam, pondering all that has befallen me, as Serendipity Wilson knits. I look up. A gentle breeze outside touches the fabric of our shelter. The colourful scarves and scraps of cloth, sewn together with invisible stitches by Serendipity Wilson, seem to throb and breathe around us. The night is dark, but my friend’s hair is uncovered, giving off a warm light. Colours flicker like flames from a bonfire, and thoughts, like moving pictures, start creeping through my mind. I close my eyes and imagine that Manu and Marina come to the wigwam. I make them cinnamon tea. We sit laughing and telling each other about the day. Marina looks healthy, like on the posters. Manu is strong and bold. He lifts me onto his shoulders, gambols around the tent like a horse, bending slightly because he is taller than Serendipity Wilson and the wigwam cannot accommodate his height. We fall in a heap and laugh until tears appear on our cheeks. When I become conscious of smiling, the moving pictures stop.

I open my eyes.

The colours from the wigwam dance back into view. It’s all right that I’m smiling because Serendipity Wilson is smiling too. She often smiles. I sometimes find it hard to fathom why someone would smile so much. The big top is filled with smiles, the audience awash with them. To reward their glee, everyone in the ring smiles back. Dancing girls, horse riders, trapeze artists and acrobats, to mention but a few, all smile their lovely heads off. Until they run through the curtain and out of the ring. Then the smiles stop. Then there’s snarling, and biting, and whore, bitch, slut.

Most likely Marina and Manu have heard of my new situation; the circus isn’t an easy home for secrets – although I do well keeping mine. Not that there’s anything secretive or underhand about my new life. Yes, they probably know, but have not been so touched by the information to bother enquiring how I’m settling in. They are across the encampment now; past the big top, past the boards of colourful circus posters, behind the other tents and dwellings, surrounded by their orange canvas awning with the frilly trim. They are a perfect, solid unit, nestling inside the caravan of my birth. I always know where they are. When I am not practising on the wire with Serendipity Wilson, I spend my time hiding under trailers and wagons, watching them. But this is not why I know where they are, especially Marina. Even when I cannot see her with my eyes, I can tell you her whereabouts. This is to do with magnetics. It’s because of the blood.

Serendipity Wilson hates the stories about my mother, especially the ones about how Marina and I have seawater running through our veins. Utter bile, she says. Ridiculous myth-making to bring in the slobbering crowds. Serendipity Wilson doesn’t like me talking about it, in fact, she won’t stand for it. If she so much as hears a whisper about it, she gives the whisperer what for, and no mistake. I know better than to cross Serendipity Wilson, so I keep quiet.

The story of how my mother came to the circus, together with her strange accent, are all the proof some people need to believe that Marina is half – or maybe whole (who would know?) – mermaid. Or perhaps pure selkie. In any case, some creature born of the sea, come to show us that the ugliness of war cannot kill true beauty. Big Gen told me about it when I was very young. She didn’t mean to pass on any great knowledge, I’m sure of that. She would not purposefully have shared her secrets with me, not even when I was a helpless infant. She was merely idling away her time while Marina slept in a haze of gin-soaked desperation, as she often did after my birth.

Big Gen is not a bad person. She at least tried to keep an eye on me when I was an innocent babe, as much as she was able. I never look upon her with spite. She loves Marina dearly. She cannot give me the time or consideration she might wish to because she’s too busy caring for Marina, and Gen cares with every piece of her enormous body, like a great blanket of love.

When I am watching from my secret places, I often see Gen holding my sobbing mother; her gigantic arms moving in ripples as she strokes Marina’s hair, cooing comfort in a low voice. I like Gen’s voice. It’s dark and grainy from smoking pipes and Woodbine cigarettes. She’s a Yorkshire lass, and although she left that county while still in her girlhood, her accent is as strong as anyone’s I ever met. Full of dull, flat sounds that give the impression of warmth.

On the day she told me about my mother’s arrival at the circus, she obviously presumed I wouldn’t understand because I was too little. I was lying in my crate-cot, busy playing with my toes and shitting out the llama milk deemed a fit enough – and free enough – replacement for the nourishment I needed from my mother. (The vile substitute turned my guts inside out, sometimes making me scream so loud, eventually someone would come to put me under a trailer on the other side of the encampment.) But on that particular day, I quietly listened as Big Gen spoke.

*

Now then, you poor little mite, let me tell you a story that will guard you against the demon of constant sorrow. I’ll have me a drinky first. What? A lady needs some golden drip-drops when telling such tales to young ’uns. That’s better.

It was a dirty, bitter day. The wind whipped around the big top and the sea gnashed its jaws into the land. All who were left on the encampment – for many had gone to war – swaddled themselves in blankets, getting their comfort from bottles and the skin of whoever could be persuaded to share their beds. We’d been forced out into the hell of it early doors, battening down flaps and boarding up animals with sand swarming around us like disease, mixing with the air and settling in our mouths and eyes and gullets. But we got the work done and ourselves back indoors before the worst of it hit. Fausto – dear Fausto – well, he spent the rest of the morning wrapped in the corpulent pleasures of my glorious thighs. His small but supple fingers working between the folds of my heaven – What’s south of heaven, the boys used to say; Big Gen’s knees! And how we laughed – his quick tongue darting and tasting as I sighed and supped on golden drip-drops from the bottle. I don’t mind telling you that I’d pray for the wickedness of bad weather back then, for the gods to grant me mercy and fill up the aching emptiness of the hours. Though my Fausto – dear man – he never needed no prayers, nor excuses for that matter, if you see what I mean. That’s what it was like before Marina came, when the war with Germany was everything and everything was as nothing. You’re lucky, little ’un, you’ll never truly know such badness. Lucky you was born in England, for it was luck that birthed you on these shores and you should thank the gods for it. But we must not think on that now, best to leave such sorrows behind and not look back. That’s what I tell your poor mother. Don’t look back, lovely, I say, there’s nothing to come of it – but how she weeps. And when she looks at your sorry little nut – and those chubby hands always wanting and grabbing at her and her unable to give because she sees the badness right there in your innocent eyes, blinking up at her – bad bad bad. It’s a sorry business, little ’un. I’m sorry for your part in it.

The afternoon grew dark as the wind settled itself down along the Kent coast, for that was where we stopped for much of the time back then – down in Kent. There wasn’t much moving to be done. Fausto said it was not viable to be moving around in such times – viable, he said. But us girls could put on a good show, mind, you can be sure of that. And I told him so – told him many a time – but they were bleak days and Fausto suffered like the rest of us, in his own way, though he never let on.

Having sated himself fully that afternoon with yours truly – and me with him – Fausto dressed quickly and off he went for his daily jaunt along the beach. The wind had all but disappeared and a silence fell hard on the encampment. There was a strange stillness as he made his way over the dunes. What a lonely figure he cut, all woollen overcoat and boots, trudging through the damp and early darkness.

Dear Fausto walked along the beach sweeping the sands, looking for saleable wreckage or bits of treasure – treasure, he called it – blown in from who knows where, anything that could be sold for a pretty penny, for Fausto loves his pretty pennies more even than he loves his Gen. But I’ll weep no tears over it as such is the way of things and all good men have their weaknesses. You’ll do well to remember that, little ’un.

The moon was out and at her best – bright and full she was – as Fausto crouched on the sands, digging his fat fingers into the wet slop in search of hidden coins or lost jewels. When he looked up he could see along the entire beach – stretched out it was, like polished glass before him – all the way over to the distant cliffs. He breathed it all in and wondered how there could be such loveliness on the earth and yet such badness in the very souls of men. It’s what he’s often said and he says it still. Each time he claps eyes on your poor mother he shakes his head and wonders at it all.

As he was doing his pondering, his fingers still deep in the sand, he saw something move in the distance ahead of him. It seemed to tumble away from the sea edge, or was it just his
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