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The sun beat down mercilessly, parching soil that had already turned to dust. Strong winds swept dirt across the valley, billowing terrible sandy clouds, revealing nothing underneath but more cracked, useless earth. A caravan of trucks and trailers surrounded a red-and-white striped tent and, nearby, roustabouts assembled a ferris wheel, hauling it upright with pulleys and ropes. There were lightbulbs at every join of the wheel’s flaking frame, in the shape of a giant star, but no-one lit them in the daylight. A man rested against a 1928 Chevrolet, a pickup truck with oversized mud-flaps either side of its narrow bonnet. He wore a red-tailed coat, high-waisted trousers and black knee boots. There was a permanent crease across his forehead where a top hat usually sat, and his cheeks were ruddy and red. He twisted one end of his thin, waxed moustache and watched intently as a woman stepped inside a trailer with dirty net curtains at the window.


‘Earn those pennies, Grigori,’ he growled, though no-one was close enough to hear. ‘She may be the only customer we get in this good-for-nothin’ town.’
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Inside the trailer, an elderly man sat at a fold-out table. He wore a crimson housecoat, his grey hair smoothed against his neck. He smiled at the woman sitting opposite, revealing a single gold tooth. She stared into the whiteness of his eyes – no pupils, no irises.


‘You are blind, old man.’


‘I am Grigori,’ he replied, ‘and I have only sight that matters. Many peoples claim gift, but I have gift.’


‘A true seer,’ she said, pleased.


The man took a large deck of cards from the pocket of his housecoat and placed them in front of her. She looked with distaste at the dust blowing in from outside, and piling on the floor beneath the filthy curtains.


‘Shuffle, and I will tell you past, tell you future,’ he said.


‘It is the future I seek, Grigori.’


She shuffled the tarot deck, caressing the cards with her long fingers, then handed them back. Splitting the deck in three, the man turned over the top card of each pile, one by one. Staring straight ahead, his fingertips lightly danced over the cards.


‘Great power, I see. Like can of petrol that will explode. So much power inside one person.’


The woman’s dark eyes lifted in a satisfied smile.


‘Go on.’


‘I see great effort, much work. Holding flame to petrol, waiting for great boom.’


The woman nodded.


‘And then?’


The fingertips danced again.


‘And then… nothing. No explosion, no boom. Petrol leaks from can that is old, turning to rust.’ His voice was sympathetic.


‘There is no greatness for you.’


The dark eyes narrowed.


‘Look again,’ she said. ‘Check your filthy cards again.’


‘I see only potential,’ the man stroked the tarot cards gently, ‘and failure.’


Her mouth, sticky with ruby-red lipstick, quivered and grimaced.


‘Do not play with me, old man. I have done things you could not dream of. I will do more…’


‘These things you will do, power you have. But in the end… it come to nothing.’


Her breath rasped quick and shuddering. She snatched him by the wrists and he cried out under her grip.


‘Curse you and your kin!’ she hissed.


A sandstorm erupted in the tiny confines of the trailer, and the woman’s grip tightened on the old man’s wrists. A realisation came through the screeching darkness, like a shark through dirty water, and a name escaped his lips.


‘Murdrina!’


When he awoke the woman was gone. On the fold-out table sat a wooden box, curling petals carved into the lid. He clutched a silk scarf to his mouth, coughing up the remains of the sandstorm. Feeling the box on the table, his wriggling fingers tipped the lid open and grasped what was inside; a straw doll, crudely made with thin wires pinching the neck, waist, ankles and wrists. He snatched his hand back as if it had bitten him.


Grigori’s woeful howls echoed through every soul in the valley, but the damage had already been done.

















1


Leaping Goldfish
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Grace was underwater, battling a hideous sea creature that she couldn’t quite see. The current swirled and spun, but she held fast to the tip of the monster’s tail, twisting and turning as it fought to shake her off. Then suddenly the depth was too much. There was a weight on her chest, not enough air in her lungs, and miles of ocean above her. She let go of the creature and bolted for the surface, but the pressure remained the same. No matter how hard she kicked she got no closer to fresh air. She squirmed and weaved against the tide but it only dragged her further and further into the darkness until…


Grace started awake to a pair of grey eyes staring straight into hers. They were shaded by a bob of black hair, and the little upturned nose beneath them wrinkled.


‘Morning. There’s a carnival.’


‘What? Where… What’s going on? Una? What are you doing in my room?’


‘Your mum let me in. There’s a carnival.’


Una lay across Grace’s bed, her arms resting on her friend’s chest, propping up her chin. Grace wriggled against the weight.


‘Why are you on my bed?’


‘I told you, your mum let me in.’


‘Then why are you cutting off the circulation to my arms?’


‘Oh,’ Una said, springing back onto her feet, ‘whoopsie. Sorry about that.’


‘You could have just knocked on the door.’


‘I was going to, but then I looked in and your face was all twitchy like you were having a dream and I thought it looked interesting, so I was just gonna watch until you woke up. Then you woke up.’


Grace sat up, rubbing her eyes and shaking out the pins and needles in her arms.


‘Great. Well, thank you very much for waking me. It’s the weekend, you know.’


‘Yeah, but your mum said you should wake her up anyway, or she’ll miss the best part of the day. There’s a carnival.’


‘You said that.’


‘In the park.’


‘I didn’t hear anything about a carnival coming to town.’


‘Nobody did, but they’re here. There’s a ferris wheel, and a giant tent and lots of stuff. So we’re going. Now.’


‘I’ll get up in a minute.’


Una went to leave, but stuck her head around the door.


‘You’ll miss the best part of the day, Grace.’


‘Get out of my room!’


Una disappeared downstairs, where Grace knew her mother would ply her with toast and orange juice. She dropped back onto her pillow and groaned. It was so early for a Sunday.
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It was a fresh autumn morning. Grace loved this time of year. She didn’t like starting back to school after the summer holidays so much, but she loved the change in the air; when everything was still sunny and bright but there was a chill creeping into the weather. The trees looked beautiful too, especially the ones lining the streets of Dunbridge. They were turning red and golden and making the town look kind of supernatural and gorgeous. She made the mistake of telling Una all of this.


‘You mean the way leaves turn brown and fall off, right before they turn to mulch on the ground? You know we’re going to be slipping on that stuff from now until Christmas.’


‘It’s still pretty.’


‘It’s mulch. Ooh, look! You can see the ferris wheel.’


From the small hill at the top of North Street they had a great view of Dunbridge Park. There was the distant hum of harpsichord music, and the ferris wheel, with a star of lights inside its circular frame, was turning slowly. Right in the middle of the park there was a giant red-and-white striped tent – at least it might once have been red and white, it looked so old and battered now that the white stripes were stained a dirty cream colour, and the red had faded to pinky brown – and there were loads of stalls with more music that clashed, making the whole thing sound brash and loud and full of life. At the entrance hung a curved sign that read ‘LE CARNAVAL DE MINUIT’.


‘The Midnight Carnival,’ Grace whispered to herself, smiling. ‘And look, there’s Rachel.’


Leaning against a post and filing her nails, Rachel’s face was shielded by layers of chestnut-coloured hair, but Grace would know those clothes anywhere. Since her swashbuckling adventures on the magical island of Hy-Breasal, Rachel’s taste in fashion had taken a decided turn towards the piratey. She wore skinny jeans a lot, with black boots over them and a wide leather belt. She sometimes wore a flowy blouse, sometimes a short-sleeved top with braces, but today it was a shirt and leather jacket. Grace had to admit she always looked really good, but she also looked really grown-up.


‘Don’t censor her, she’s becoming a woman,’ Una had once said when she voiced her concerns, and that had made Grace blush like crazy.


Now, to avoid thinking about it and blushing again, she called out, ‘Hey, Rach, where’s Jenny? Una said you were collecting her on the way.’


Rachel tucked the nail file into her back pocket.


‘She told me to get the hell out of her room and, if I ever wake her up on a Sunday again, she’ll shave my head. I’d say she’ll be along later when she’s had a proper lie-in.’


‘Coola boola,’ said Una. ‘I’ve texted Adie as well, and she’s going to call to Delilah’s house on her way here.’


‘Mrs Quinlan still won’t buy Delilah a mobile phone?’


‘Nah, Old Cat Lady fears technology. She prefers the pongy smells of potions and magical stuff.’ Una slipped and pointed angrily at the grass. ‘See, Grace? Mulch.’
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‘Step right up, step right up, ladies, don’t be shy.’ The man wore tattered cord trousers, with black braces over a dusty shirt. His hair looked unwashed, and the shirt was patched in several places with poor stitching. But his charming smile and bright eyes were impossible to ignore. ‘Throw a hoop and win a fish. And what spectacular fish!’


He bounced between several stalls, but directed the girls towards one with rows and rows of goldfish bowls. The fish swimming around inside were not your average goldfish – they were varying shades of violet, with tall tails that undulated beautifully in the water.


‘Wow,’ gasped Una, ‘look at those. One of them would look deadly in my room.’


‘I’m not playing this one,’ Grace said. ‘It’s cruel. Those fish have horrible lives and they never live long after you get them home.’


‘Aw, come on. They’re really happy. Look at them, swimming around like they haven’t a care in the world.’


‘The bowls are too narrow. Look, there’s hardly any surface area on the top. That means they’re getting very little oxygen from the air.’


Una looked at her like she was an idiot.


‘Fish don’t breathe air, they breathe water.’


‘They breathe oxygen in the water that comes from the air. It’s cruel, Una.’


‘They don’t look unhappy to me,’ said Rachel, picking up a couple of hoops.


‘Fine,’ said Grace, ‘then go ahead and play.’


She stood back with her arms crossed, and blushed when she saw the game operator watching her with a smile. Grace urged herself to make her case about animal cruelty but, though she was a girl of strong convictions, she was also a girl that embarrassed easily. She gave the operator what she hoped was a disapproving look and stayed quiet.


‘What? No way!’ Rachel pointed at a bowl in the centre of the stall. ‘That fish jumped.’


Her red hoop sat perfectly around an empty bowl.


‘Sorry,’ the operator said, ‘you hooped an empty vessel.’


‘But it wasn’t empty. There was a fish in it, and he jumped! Look, there’s two in the bowl next to it.’


‘Ah, the rare double win. Hoop that bowl and a magnificent pair of Indigo Daega is yours.’


Rachel wasted her last go trying to hoop the pair of fish, then sulkily made way for Una. Una’s first hoop clattered to the back of the stall, her second skipped off to one side with the ringing clink of wood hitting glass, but her third landed neatly around one violet fish. That jumped. Grace saw it, it definitely jumped. The hoop landed, there was a flash of purple in the air, a plop of water, and the fish was in the adjoining bowl.


‘Hey!’ cried Una. ‘No fair.’


‘Nice try, nice try, ladies, you very nearly won, how lucky. Another go? The Coconut Shy, perchance?’


‘Yeah, right,’ Rachel muttered, ‘the coconuts are probably glued on.’


Grace, who meant to add some parting comment about surface area and oxygen levels in water, was too distracted by the idea of jumping goldfish to say anything. As they walked away, Una shrieked and grabbed hold of the others. Something lumbered through the grass at their feet, about three metres long with squat legs and nobbled brownish skin that looked like armour.


‘That’s Legba,’ the game operator called after them over the noise of the stalls. ‘We picked him up in Louisiana. Ain’t he a beauty?’


The alligator pushed through the crowd with its broad snout and seemed unperturbed by the occasional scream it elicited from those caught unawares. Excited whispers spread through the mass and people sprang out of the reptile’s way, leaving a clear path. It meandered on, like a king in procession.


‘A freaking alligator,’ Una said, clutching Grace’s top. ‘This place is deadly!’
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‘Adie! Delilah! Run. There’s two seats left.’


Grace frowned at Una, who leaned against the bar of the ferris wheel car, yelling at the girls on the ground far below. Una had convinced the operator to let herself, Grace and Rachel squeeze into one car, even though it was only really meant for two people at a time. They were at the very top of the wheel, held stationary while their friends got on at the bottom. Grace waved down at the girls – Adie was already looking queasy, and the wheel hadn’t even moved yet.


Grace couldn’t blame her. From afar the wheel looked pretty and elegant; up close it was covered in flaking rust, the joints looked battered, and some of the lightbulbs that made up its star of lights had blown and turned black. The cars were wooden and very basic in shape. There was a safety bar that sat across their laps, but it rattled and felt loose, and there was ample room to slide out underneath it if you felt the sudden urge to jump.


‘Adie looks like she’s going to barf,’ said Rachel.


The car rocked disconcertingly as Una leaned over to look straight down.


‘Una, don’t rock it!’ said Grace.


‘Why would she be scared?’ asked Una. ‘Even if she fell out, she could cast a spell and fly. We all could. There’s no danger for us.’


‘Somehow that doesn’t help.’ Grace jumped as the ferris wheel lurched suddenly into motion.


‘She’s probably just forgotten. I’ll remind her.’ Una twisted between the other two girls to look back and shout, ‘Adie, if you fall out, just don’t hit the ground!’


Grace could see Adie’s face turn pale green as she grabbed on tighter to the bar in front.


‘I think that worked like a charm, Una, well done. And would you mind not yelling to the whole town that we’re witches?’


‘I spoke in code. No-one will know what that meant.’


‘It’s a wonder the CIA haven’t hired you yet.’


After a dozen creaking turns, the wheel stopped and the girls climbed off. They were shortly joined by Delilah and Adie, who still looked a little wobbly.


‘Wanna go again?’ said Una.


‘I’m good for now,’ said Grace, noting the relief on Adie’s face. ‘I am hungry, though.’


‘There’s candy floss somewhere around here,’ said Delilah. ‘B-brr pokes me in the ear every time he smells it.’


At the mention of his name, the little wood nymph stuck his face out between strands of the small girl’s hair. He was about ten centimetres tall, with brown grainy skin, and a faint whiff of dried leaves clung about him. Delilah adored the creature – he was devoted to her – and Adie found him very cute, but the mischievous little faery gave everyone else the creeps. The girls knew they would never have escaped the dangers of Hy-Breasal without him, but he still wasn’t a favourite among them. Knowing B-brr wanted candy floss somehow made Grace want it less.


‘I wouldn’t mind some popcorn or something. I’m sure they’ve got other stuff at the stall.’


‘Or,’ Una said suddenly, ‘we could visit the fortune-teller.’


She pointed to a weather-beaten trailer with a sign out front. There were stained net curtains in the windows and the outside of the vehicle was filthy.


‘I don’t know. Maybe food first. I could–’


‘Fortune-teller.’


‘–maybe a drink too, and–’


‘Fortune-teller.’


‘What does everyone else–’


‘Fortune-teller.’


‘Fine, Una. We’ll go to the fortune-teller first.’


‘Ha! I knew I could annoy you into it.’
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Painted Faces
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There were three steps up into the trailer and even at the bottom Adie could pick up the powerful and musty scent of incense.


‘It smells really strong in there.’ Tugging at her dark curls, she willed the colour to return to her cheeks, still pale from the death-ride on the rusty ferris wheel.


‘That’ll sink into your clothes,’ Rachel said in warning. ‘Seriously, you’ll stink of it all day, it’s like cigarette smoke. I’m not going in.’


‘Adie, you wanna go in with me?’ asked Una. ‘It’ll be great craic.’


Adie nodded, wishing she had the guts to say ‘no thanks’. She didn’t mind funfairs, as long as she didn’t have to go on the scariest rides, and she didn’t mind dusty old flea markets, as long as she didn’t have to haggle with the eccentric people that ran them. But this place seemed to be an eerie mix of both – scary rides, weird stalls, and way too many strange characters.


Una pushed Adie up the steps into the darkness of the fortune-teller’s trailer. Adie didn’t admit it, but the heavy incense made her feel claustrophobic. It was like being trapped by an invisible wall of scent.


‘Welcome, young peoples. I am Grigori.’


The old man sat at a fold-out table, his hands flattened next to a set of tarot cards. He wore a collarless shirt, dark waistcoat and a long, crimson dressing gown. His grey hair was smoothed down over his neck, and his perfect smile boasted a gold tooth. Adie shivered as he turned his pure white eyes toward them – no pupils, no irises, just blank white eyes.


‘We… um… we were wondering if you could read our fortunes.’


‘That why I here.’ His accent was very strong, and Adie couldn’t place it. ‘Sit. I tell you past, I tell you future.’


Adie took the seat opposite and felt Una grip her shoulders behind.


‘Ask him the future,’ she hissed in Adie’s ear. ‘Who’d bother asking about the past? You know that already, you were there.’


‘Um… I’d like to know the future, please.’


‘Cross palm with silver,’ the man said.


‘Huh?’


‘Money,’ Una said. ‘Give him money.’


Adie rummaged in her pocket and placed a €2 coin in the fortune-teller’s hand.


‘Good,’ his gold tooth sparkled. ‘We begin. Shuffle, please.’


Adie shuffled the tarot cards awkwardly, and handed them to the man, who split the deck in three and turned over the first top card.


The image was of a stone tower being hit by lightning. Flames burst from the windows, and two men were falling to their death from the top. The fortune-teller didn’t look down at the card, but touched it lightly with his fingertips.


‘Ah, the tower. Great upheaval, disaster comes. The men fall, yes? Because there is no control. You cannot prevent.’


‘Oh.’ Adie shifted uncomfortably in her chair. ‘Okay.’


She didn’t ask any more about her impending doom. She thought it might lengthen the session and she wanted this over as quickly as possible. The man turned over the second card. This one had a big, red heart in the centre, with three swords piercing it.


‘Three of swords,’ he said sadly. ‘Separation, sorrow. You have time of great grief.’


Lovely, Adie thought, but she smiled politely. Even Una had gone quiet.


The third card showed a woman in a white robe, with an infinity sign above her head. She petted a smiling lion at her feet, and the roman numerals VIII were at the top of the picture.


‘Strength,’ the teller said. ‘This card mean strength, but not strength from outside. From inside. Great power, great control. See how woman tame lion? She persist, survive. Make great trial seem small.’


‘Oh, right,’ said Adie, intrigued in spite of herself. ‘But why is that one upside down?’


The teller’s fingertips stroked the card.


‘Inverted, so it means opposite. Weakness, failure. No strength from within, no power. This not good card for you.’


A cold feeling rippled down Adie’s spine. It’s just nonsense, she told herself. I’m not weak. This teller doesn’t know how many dangers me and my friends have faced. And how many we’ve beaten. But a little knot in the pit of her stomach made her repeat the words in her mind, me and my friends. Her friends. She was nothing without her friends. She was brave only when they were brave. She fought back only when they fought back. All their adventures flew through her mind and she wondered, would she have survived any of them without her friends?


The fortune-teller suddenly gasped and grabbed her hands. His white eyes gazed upwards as if he heard a voice from above.


‘I see…’ he said, ‘I see…’


His eyes lowered to Adie’s and a smile crept across his face.


‘Friends you have. Great friends. And they are special. Indeed, they are special.’


It was as if he had read her mind. Frightened, she pulled her hands from his grip, but he didn’t seem fazed.


‘So long waiting. And then, something special…’


Adie had had enough. She got up, grabbed Una’s hand and stumbled from the trailer.


‘Well, that was all kinds of creepy,’ said Una.


‘Horrible. That was horrible. All that stuff about…’


‘Hey, don’t worry about it. What does he know? You’re a certified superhero in an actual superhero gang. And this superhero’s hungry. Let’s go get some food.’


Adie let herself be led away, but couldn’t help taking a glance back at the spooky trailer. Behind one of the net curtains, she could see a pair of white eyes staring blankly in her direction, and the glint of a single gold tooth.
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‘Oh, my God, you got it in my hair!’


Jenny had finally arrived, and Rachel was glaring at her.


‘That’s not candy floss. That’s that mousse, or whatever stuff you put in it,’ Jenny sniffed.


‘It is not. The stuff I put in my hair makes it silky.’ Rachel pulled a few strands through her fingers. ‘This is sticky and – yuk, there’s more of it!’


‘Relax, it’ll wash out.’


Rachel’s nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. Adie imagined she was silently counting to ten, so as not to flip out and whack Jenny on the head.


‘Just keep it away from me.’


‘Alright.’ Jenny took an exaggerated step backwards, then waved to Adie and Una with the ball of pink wool in her hand, nearly getting Rachel again. ‘Heard you were having your palms read. How was it?’


‘It was a tarot reading,’ said Adie, ‘and it was terrible.’


‘Nah, it was cool,’ said Una. ‘You should try it out, it’s well freaky.’


‘Will do.’ Jenny tossed the candy floss into a nearby bin.


‘Who’s on for the ferris wheel?’


‘We already did that,’ said Rachel.


‘Without me? Why didn’t you wait?’


‘Maybe you should get up earlier.’


‘Maybe you should go mousse your hair.’


‘Come on, knock it off,’ Grace said, nibbling on a bag of popcorn. ‘Why don’t we go on those flying chair things? They look pretty dangerous.’


Adie smiled at her friend munching on popcorn. Grace was great at diplomacy. She knew Jenny would rise to the challenge of danger, and Rachel would like the idea of perching elegantly in a seat that flew through the air. It came so naturally to her, thought Adie, that Grace probably didn’t even know how essential to their group she was. But Adie knew. Grace was the glue.


Adie wasn’t the glue. She wasn’t the adventure. She wasn’t the elegance and she wasn’t the fun. The girls were about to start their third year in secondary school, and she still didn’t know what – if anything – she brought to the table. Opting out of another rusty carnival ride, she watched the others climb on and felt blue. Even Delilah, although she was the quiet type, like Adie, she was daring. They all were. Her friends were fearless and always ready to try new things. Look at how they were all reacting to the carnival. It just felt icky to her – the people, the noise, the eerie weirdness – but her friends felt right at home. Adie didn’t like new things, she didn’t like change. As the breeze from the flying chairs made her blink, and her friends shrieked with laughter above, all she could think of was that she was scared. She frowned and tucked a stray curl behind her ear. She was the scared one.


‘Hey there, little bunny.’


A man’s smiling face loomed out of the twilight. At first, all she saw was a mouthful of brown teeth and a top hat. Then a pair of ruddy cheeks, and an icky, skinny, greasy moustache. His breath smelled of something rotten, she wasn’t sure what, and he was standing way too close.


‘I’m Felix,’ he said, touching the brim of the hat and grinning. ‘This here is my carnival.’


She mouthed ‘excuse me’ and walked away. To her dismay, he followed. She was uncomfortable, but wasn’t sure at what point she was allowed to be impolite. After walking a lap around the flying chair ride, she decided it didn’t matter, and rounded on him.


‘What do you want?!’


The man laughed heartily. His red tailed jacket nearly burst at the buttons with his chuckles.


‘Only to give you these, honey.’ He held out a bunch of pale pink tickets. ‘For the main event tonight. Aerial acrobatics, the Melancholy Clowns, and much more. You and your friends will have a whale of a time.’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Now don’t go having kittens, little lady, I’m just offering some free tickets. That’s just the kind of operation we got here. We take care of the customers.’ His accent was American – one of the southern states, she guessed – and he flitted unnervingly between sweet smiles and sad frowns. ‘You don’t want your friends to miss out, do you? These are the last tickets I got left. You don’t want them missing out just cos you were a scaredy cat, now do you?’


That hit where it hurt. Snatching the tickets, Adie backed away.


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome, little lady.’ He tipped his top hat again. ‘Enjoy the show now.’


And with a swish of his coat-tails he was gone.
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Music pumped through the main tent, reverberating through the tarpaulin walls. The air was heavy inside with so many people crammed into the space, and the tiered seating surrounded a circle of dry dirt in the centre. Grace wondered if the town council would go mad when they found a big chunk of Dunbridge Park reduced from green grass to dusty soil.


‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ The ringmaster, complete with top hat and red coat, materialised before the bustling audience. ‘My name is Felix Renaud and I welcome you to the Carnaval de Minuit!’


People rushed to take their seats. The show was about to begin.


A small, dainty figure descended from the ceiling on a thick, white rope.


‘I won’t bore you by flattering my own performers. I won’t give you the hard sell. I’ll just tell you this,’ the ringmaster’s eyes darkened, ‘the Minuit experience is one you will never forget. To begin, la belle Justine!’


In a flash of red he was gone, and the figure on the rope tumbled, apparently out of control. The audience gasped, until she stopped abruptly, only a metre off the ground. Balancing on one foot, still wrapped in rope, the girl grinned wickedly. She was no more than thirteen or fourteen years old, and dressed in ballet pumps and a pink leotard with shorts. But it wasn’t her outfit that made Grace stare – it was her face. For the lower half of the young girl’s face was completely covered in a thick beard of soft, brown hair, ending in one twirling curl beneath her chin.


Some nervous chuckling rippled through the audience as people began to notice, but the girl seemed unaffected. She tipped backwards and climbed the rope feet first, like Spiderman, then wrapped one leg and spun around with alarming speed. Grace and the others joined in the ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ as the bearded ballerina curled herself into impossible positions, arching her back to press the soles of her feet against the back of her head, stretching into the splits with only one leg entwined by the rope.


Grace hadn’t seen the tightrope positioned two-thirds of the way to the ceiling until Justine somersaulted onto it. The girl then performed a beautiful tightrope ballet – pirouettes and turns, elegant arches with one foot raised in the air – all the while balanced on the thin cord suspended many metres above the tent floor. It was stunning and terrifying at the same time, and it wasn’t until the girl snatched the rope and slid to the ground for a bow, that Grace realised she had been holding her breath.


‘That was amazing,’ Rachel breathed.


‘Yeah, holy cow,’ said Jenny. ‘She could have fallen and broken her neck. That was awesome.’


‘Why does she have a beard?’ asked Adie.


‘Don’t know,’ replied Grace. ‘Maybe it’s genetic.’


‘Maybe it’s fake,’ said Jenny.


‘It looks pretty real to me.’


A number of acts followed, including a strongwoman with rippling muscles, who threw an anvil like it was made of cardboard; a mystical sorcerer whose light display was like fireworks inside the tent; and two brothers, conjoined twins, who sang such a haunting melody that Grace swore her heart was breaking. But as the end of the show drew near, the lighting dimmed and the ringmaster re-appeared.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said solemnly, ‘they make you laugh, but may also make you cry… the Melancholy Clowns!’


Grace disliked them instantly. They were unlike any troupe of clowns she’d ever seen, creeping into the ring like furtive creatures, and tumbling silently towards the audience. Their tattered silk suits, even when brand-new, would not have been jolly. They were mostly grim shades of grey, purple and brown, with some muted red and yellow stripes. Their make-up was so heavy that their eyes disappeared into their faces, and their large fake grins stood out horribly.


The Melancholy Clowns cartwheeled and somersaulted, crashing into each other in the way clowns usually do, but there was nothing fun about this performance. They didn’t laugh uproariously and point at each other, and when they fell it was like slow motion; they drifted mournfully to the ground. They rolled and jumped, but their slippered feet were completely quiet. There was no music either, and Grace couldn’t fathom how there wasn’t a single sound from the six performers. There was an air of discomfort, and the audience seemed reluctant to break the silence.


In the final sequence, three clowns tiptoed around the front row, each holding a finger to their lips, as two of their companions wheeled a huge canon from behind the back curtain. Grace shuddered as one silent performer crept past her. Up close his white make-up was dry and cracked, his eyes too deep, and his grin unfriendly. The canon was aimed at the final unsuspecting clown who stood distracted, breathing in the scent of a wilting lily in his hand. The fuse was lit and the fizzing, hissing sound was all that could be heard, until–


BANG!


The awful crack of the canon made the spectators shriek with fright. As the smoke cleared, a clown lay lifeless on the ground, his crushed lily beside him. The painted face nearest to Grace turned slowly and smiled.
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‘Creepy, creepy, creepy,’ Una huffed. ‘I did not care for those creepy clowns.’


‘Me neither,’ said Grace, ‘but the rest of it was amazing.’


‘Seriously amazing,’ said Rachel. ‘Did you get a weird feeling when those twins were singing? The song was… I don’t know, but I felt the saddest I’ve ever felt. Smudged my freaking eyeliner.’


‘Yeah, I did get that. The sadness, not the eyeliner.’


Rachel nudged her as the girls ambled through the maze of tents and trailers. They weren’t really heading for the exit, more wandering in a circle, but no-one pointed it out. There was something so wonderfully strange and eerie about the place, they didn’t want to leave. At least, five of them didn’t. Adie’s feet dragged in the muddying grass.


‘I’m going to head home.’


‘Are you sure?’ said Grace.


‘Yeah, I’ve to – I told my mum I wouldn’t be late.’


‘I’ll come with you.’ Delilah allowed B-brr to perch on her shoulder now there was nobody about. ‘I need to feed him anyway.’


‘He ate dirty great big mouthfuls of my candy floss,’ Jenny snarled.


‘Proper food. When he just eats sugar he gets terrible wind.’


‘That is delightful. Thank you for sharing.’


B-brr let out a little squeal and stuck out his tongue – Grace could never be sure how much of their conversation he understood – then willingly stepped onto Adie’s outstretched hand. She smiled.


‘See you all later.’


‘Okey-doke,’ said Grace. ‘See you tomorrow. And thanks for the tickets.’


‘Yeah, cheers,’ Jenny called after them as Adie and Delilah jogged away. ‘And hey, you guys, three days of freedom left. Make the most of ’em!’


Grace watched her two friends disappear into the nighttime.


‘Do you think it’ll be different?’


‘What?’ said Jenny.


‘Third year. Do you think we’ll be different?’


‘You won’t. Exam year; exams are your thing. You’ll be more you than ever! It’ll be exhausting for the rest of us.’


‘Funny.’


‘Oi! Get over here.’ Una was ahead of them, peering through a gap in one of the tents, a plain one, not draped in lights.


‘Una, don’t. I think people live in some of these.’


Una just frowned and waved at them to hurry. A kerosene lamp dimly lit the crack in the tarpaulin – the tent was indeed somebody’s home, but Grace found herself peering in with the rest of them.


The bearded ballerina, Justine, sat on a long upholstered stool, with one leg outstretched. She held a slim length of wood in one hand, and her pointed toe was pressed onto the curved end by a strip of material. When she stretched out the leg, the wooden implement forced her foot to arch unnaturally high, so much so that the top of her foot rounded like a ball. It looked very painful.


‘You can come in, you know,’ the girl’s voice startled them all, ‘if you wanna take a closer look.’


She dropped the leg to look up at them and smile. Grace had been so distracted by the foot, she’d forgotten about the girl’s soft, curly beard. Up close the curls were so neat and shiny, it felt strange to think it, but it kind of suited her.


‘I’m really sorry, we didn’t mean to –’ Grace had never been caught spying into someone’s home before, and didn’t think there was any way to apologise. ‘We’re so sorry for bothering you.’


‘I don’t mind.’ The girl’s accent was like that of the ringmaster, American with a southern stretch in the vowels. ‘You’re welcome to come in. Come on, get out of the chill air.’


It wasn’t chilly, but the girls trooped happily inside. They perched where they could, between the small dressing table and chair, a couple of stools, and the single cot bed.


‘Doesn’t that hurt?’ Jenny asked.


‘Loads, but you gotta do it. These feet won’t destroy themselves.’


‘Does it really wreck your feet?’ asked Una. ‘How come you do it then?’


‘For that ballet arch.’ Justine demonstrated by elegantly pointing one toe. ‘It looks real nice when you get that foot good and bendy. All ballerinas have to do it. Otherwise you’d be good for nothin’.’


‘I’ve heard ballet people can get arthritis from all the exercises,’ said Grace.


‘Yup. And that’s not the worst of it. Take a look at this.’


Justine whipped off her light cotton socks and the girls gasped in horror. Her toes were calloused and bright red at the joints, and there were flaking scabs everywhere. Two of her toenails were turning black.


‘Holy fudgeballs, that’s rotten!’ Una caught a look from Grace. ‘Oh sorry, I mean it looks really sore.’


‘Painful?’ Justine said. ‘It sure is. That’s mostly from en pointe stuff – you know, when you walk around on top of your toes – and it hurts like hell. Gonna lose this one soon.’ She picked at one blackened nail. ‘It’s almost better when they fall off.’


‘Ewww, gross… oh, sorry again.’


Justine laughed – a lovely, ringing sound – and shook her head.


‘That’s okay. I like shocking people with ’em. Looking all graceful when they’re in shoes and then whipping them out. It always gets a reaction.’


‘That rope stuff was amazing, by the way,’ Jenny said.


‘Where’d you learn that?’


‘From my mama, before she passed away.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Grace.


‘It was a long time ago now. Got no family left but the carnival, and I’m alright with that. The bonds you make here run deeper than blood.’


The conversation felt suddenly serious and Grace wasn’t sure how to respond. The others didn’t seem to know either so, after a long pause, she said,


‘Well, we should let you get back to your… stretching thing. Thanks for the show, it was really great.’


‘Yeah,’ said Jenny. ‘It was awesome.’


‘Then please come back again.’ Justine pushed her foot back into the band of material on the wooden stretcher. ‘And you’re welcome to my tent anytime, you hear? I enjoy the company.’


The girls took their leave with smiles and thanks, stepping out into the night air.


‘Think she meant it?’ asked Una.
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