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         THEY DON’T SEEM to be expecting me. The man in the ticket booth checks the list of names for the hundredth time. He’s just ushered out a group of women, all with the same muscular build, their hair scraped back. I can see the glass dome of the building on the other side of the barrier, the marbled stone of the walls beneath this season’s posters. I’m here for the costumes, I tell him again. In the end he turns away, stares at a television screen. He probably doesn’t understand English, I think to myself. I sit down on my suitcase, try calling Leon, the director, the one I’ve been corresponding with. My phone battery flashes low: only 3 per cent left. I hear myself laugh nervously as I look around for somewhere to charge it. I’m about to walk away when I hear someone calling out to me from inside the circus building. A man comes running towards me, steadying his glasses on his nose. Tall and lanky, not at all like the girls I saw a moment ago. I’d say he was in his thirties.

         ‘Sorry,’ he says in English. ‘I wasn’t expecting you until next week! I’m Leon.’

         ‘Beginning of November. Isn’t that what we said?’

         ‘You’re right, I’m all over the place.’

         He leads me round the outside of the building to a small courtyard, fenced on one side. Beyond the fence, the ocean, the shoreline visible through the gaps. Paper lanterns dangle from the branches of a tree. A beige-coloured caravan looms large over the metal furniture set out beside it. Tables littered with plates, some doubling as ashtrays, others streaked with tomato sauce. Scrunched-up sportswear and lace-trimmed undergarments strewn on chairs.

         I follow him inside the building, down a dark, curving hallway. He translates the signs pinned to the doors for me: offices, backstage access, arena floor. Bedrooms and dressing rooms upstairs. We come to a staircase. He excuses himself for a moment saying he needs to catch the circus director at dinner and runs up the stairs.

         A cat gazes at me from the top of the staircase, its coat is white, almost pink. I stretch out my hand and the cat pads down the stairs towards me. The peculiar pinkish hue is its skin colour. A cat with almost no fur. It rubs up against my legs. I pull myself upright, feeling vaguely repulsed.

         Leon comes back, another man at his side, fiftyish, platinum-coloured hair, firm handshake. He starts talking to me in Russian; Leon translates for me as he speaks. He’s sorry about the misunderstanding, I’m a bit early. A short laugh. He’s certainly not going to turn me away, I’ve come such a great distance. He’s honoured to be hosting a talented young designer from the European fashion world. Vladivostok Circus’s major autumn show is still running. It’ll be closing for the winter at the end of the week. Until then, I’m welcome to come to as many shows as I like. The only problem is accommodation: the rooms are all taken by the artists. I can move in after they’ve left.

         I force a smile, say I’ll manage just fine. The director claps his hands, perfect! I mustn’t hesitate to ask him if there’s anything I need.

         He disappears into his office before I have a chance to respond. I thank Leon for translating. He shrugs. He used to teach English, he’s Canadian. He’s happy to help me. I tell him what’s on my mind: I’ve only just finished college, my training’s been in theatre and film, I’ve never worked for a circus, he did know that, didn’t he? And I’m not sure I understand how this is all going to work if the artists are all leaving at the end of the season. Leon nods. Yes, it wasn’t really made clear. Usually, everyone leaves, the performers all go and work for Christmas circuses. But our group, the Russian bar trio, have arranged with the director to stay on here at the circus rent-free while they work on their new number. They’ll perform it at the Vladivostok spring show in exchange.

         ‘Anton and Nino are big stars,’ Leon explains. ‘It’s a good deal for the circus. Not sure if it’s so good for Anton and Nino, but that’s the way it is.’

         I try and look convinced, sizing up the gulf that separates me from this world. All I know about the three I’m working with is that they’re famous for their Black Bird number, in which Igor, the flyer, performs five perilous triple jumps on the Russian bar. I’ve looked it up and gleaned some information about this piece of equipment: it’s a flexible bar, three metres in length with a diameter of twenty centimetres. The two bases carry the bar on their shoulders while the third member of the group executes moves on it, leaping high in the air and flying free, without a wire. It’s one of the most dangerous of all circus acts.

         ‘Were you the one who created the number with Igor?’ I ask.

         ‘No, not me. I didn’t even know him before his accident.’

         ‘Accident?’

         ‘Didn’t you know? He hasn’t jumped for five years. They have a new flyer. Anna.’

         He says she’s gone into town with Nino, but Anton’s here, in his room. He can introduce me if I like, or else tomorrow after the show. I tell him tomorrow will be fine.

         ‘Yes, that’s probably best. Anton can get by in quite a few languages but he doesn’t speak much English.’

         The show has finished for today. He has to tidy up. Would I like to come with him? I’m very tired, I say, I have to find a hotel, and what about my luggage? Oh, he’ll help me with all that, he says, with a sweeping gesture of the hand.

         
             

         

         Backstage a pungent animal smell hits me. Straw scattered on the ground. Streaks of dirt on the walls. Like a stable but with velvet lining – hoops instead of horses, waist-high wooden balls, metal poles, tangles of cables, drones in the shape of planes, straw hats hanging on hooks. Leon tugs a cord and the curtains part.

         I walk out into the ring. Carpeting on the ground, rumpled here and there, talcum powder and splashes of water, traces of the show that finished earlier. The space seems smaller than I’d expected, less imposing than when seen from the outside. Four hundred seats at the most. Red risers, velvet-covered seating. A platform overhangs the public entrance, with six chairs, music stands, a drum set and a double bass.

         ‘Do you need a hand?’ I ask, watching Leon climb up one of the towers located at intervals around the edge of the ring.

         He doesn’t respond and I breathe a sigh of relief. I can’t see myself going up there to join him. He unhooks a trapeze, disturbing one of the spotlight projectors as he moves around. The spotlight begins to wobble, its beam falling on a torn curtain over a window. I can see a section of the sky through the tear in the fabric. It’s dark outside, and still only six o’clock. The sky is studded with stars.

         Leon starts rolling up a carpet.

         ‘Can I do anything to help?’ I say again.

         He shakes his head, straining from the effort. With the dirt floor freed from its covering, the odour intensifies, as if the smell emanated from here, from unseen animals trampled beneath our feet.

         ‘It smells pretty strong.’

         ‘It stinks, you mean!’ Leon exclaims.

         He says the circus doesn’t use animals now. He hasn’t seen any in the seven years he’s been working here. The smell hasn’t gone away though. No one seems to know why.

         ‘It’s not so bad right now, but in the summer, with the heat, the lights, the people, it really stinks.’

         He glances around the ring and adds in a hushed voice: ‘I don’t think any of this has ever been properly cleaned.’

         He goes backstage again. The lights go down. I turn back to look at the ring again before joining him. A gleam of light from a lamppost filters in through a gap in the curtains, casting a yellow glow on the risers. It makes everything look much more old-fashioned, a scene from another century. The beam of light hits the double bass. Lying on its side, the bow across its hips, the bass looks as if it’s resting, weary of carving out its tune, waiting for tomorrow’s performance.

      

   


   
      
         LEON HAS FOUND me a hotel in the centre of town, two kilometres from the circus, opposite the port and the station. A Soviet-era building, corridors that go on for ever, enormous rooms, salmon-coloured walls adorned with still-life prints. I came up the emergency stairs so I’d know the way if the lift breaks down. From the window, I can see the ferries for Japan, China and Korea coming and going, trains heading to St Petersburg and Moscow, nine thousand kilometres west of here, a six-day journey.

         I unpack my suitcase, fold my clothes. I don’t have much, my winter boots, warm jumper and corduroy dungarees take up most of the space. I double-check my supply of tools: needles, scissor case, glue, paint, makeup, scraps of fabric, thread and my lightweight portable sewing machine, which I leave in its case. There’s no table in here for me to set it up. Annoyingly, there’s no fridge either, despite what the website says and I’ll be staying here for quite a while. Still, I’d rather be here than at the circus. The idea of living in such close proximity to people I don’t know doesn’t appeal to me.

         In the shower, I inspect the patch of psoriasis on the back of my neck. It started when I handed in my project for my diploma at the beginning of the summer. I’m sure it’s spreading. I flop backwards onto the bed, not bothering to dry my hair, and watch videos about Russian bar. The bases cross their forearms over the bar, body tensed, leaning forward, head turned up towards the flyer. The picture on my phone is fuzzy, the connection slow. It makes their movements seem jerky, they look like humanoid insects. I google Anna, the flyer. The Vladivostok Circus website says she’s from Ukraine. She was a trampoline champion before making a name for herself in Russian bar. She’s one of only three female athletes able to perform four perilous triple jumps. She’s twenty-two, the same age as me.

         I close the screen, a catch in my throat. The next few months suddenly seem like an eternity.

      

   


   
      
         THE ANIMAL STENCH has gone, replaced by a smell of sugar. I’m sitting in the back row, my view of the ring obstructed by one of the towers. If I lean to the right, I can see a little more. I did have a better seat but I offered it to a child. His mother wanted him to give me his popcorn to say thank you, but the little boy started yelling so I said there was no need.

         The orchestra strikes up a chord and the parade begins. I count about thirty performers. The costumes draw mostly on Russian and Chinese traditions, with some inspired by western European medieval dress – royalty, religion. Harlequin-style designs for the clowns. A bit clichéd in my opinion. Juggling acts, contortionists, strongmen. The Asian girls form human pyramids on the waist-high balls I saw backstage. The youngest one standing on someone’s shoulders can’t be more than twelve years old. She topples over several times and is caught just in time by the girls on the ground. Even when she falls, her fixed smile never wavers. Behind them is the trapeze artist, hanging by his teeth as he performs circles in the air, arms and legs spread wide.

         I wait expectantly for the Russian bar act.

         
             

         

         At the interval the audience crowd around the snack bars. I avoid them and stand in the corridor. The curve of the wall is disorienting. I start walking around, working out where I am from the dates on the posters on the walls. They are displayed in chronological order, starting with 1919, a freak show: dwarves, a bearded lady, Hercules the strongman, a fire eater. Lots of animals: bears, tigers, elephants. Mid-century: horses bedecked in finery, red-nosed clowns. Oriental dancers in 1987. Vacant smiles. All of them wreathed in smoke, like cheerful zombies, floating weightlessly. And then I’m back where I started, with the high-tech drones of the 21st century, the colours as muted as in the 1919 poster. I realise the fading is not the work of time but the artist’s intention. The posters must all have been made quite recently.

         
             

         

         The second half begins with the Russian bar act. I recognise the bases from the videos I watched on my phone. Anton and Nino. They come on dressed as corsairs. Anna in a ripped dress. A woman held captive, trying to break free. The choreography alternates between routines on the bar and choreographed steps on firm ground. They are out of time with the orchestra – I can’t tell if the music is getting faster of if they are falling behind the beat. Anna seems to be rushing her steps to keep up with the tempo. I find it unnerving. Each time she takes flight I lean in as she rises through the air and hangs, suspended for an instant, before falling back down and bounding up again, higher and higher every time. She reaches a height of six or seven metres. Finally, the orchestra falls silent. The trio bow. Applause. Anna climbs back onto the bar. Solo drum roll. The bases adjust their hold. Anna raises her arms, tilts her chin defiantly and performs one final perilous leap. It ends with a full twist. Another round of applause, louder than before. She must have added one more spin, I didn’t manage to count. Once their performance is over I have trouble concentrating on the other acts. But the trio might want me to tell them later what I think of theirs so I stay to the very end of the show.

      

   


   
      
         OUTSIDE I MEET UP with Leon and the two bases, who are still in their costumes but without their make-up. The younger one is closer to my age, a little older perhaps. He towers over me, he must be at least eleven inches taller than I am. He has angelic curls that seem out of place with his powerful build. He grins at me and says:

         ‘It’s so great that you’re here. I’m Nino. And this is Anton.’

         The other one is stockier, barrel-chested, he looks old enough to be Nino’s father. He smiles wistfully at me, eyebrows rising and forehead crinkling. I compliment them on their act and his expression deepens.

         ‘Anna’s resting at the moment,’ Nino says. ‘She’s going to join us this evening. She’ll be so happy to meet you.’

         He turns to Anton, who doesn’t react.

         ‘Okay,’ says Leon. ‘I’m off to put things away. I’ll see you in the canteen!’

         I watch as he disappears from view, butterflies in my stomach.

         
             

         

         The canteen rings with the clatter of cutlery. Metal tables, green-tiled floor. In the glare of the neon lights, the domed ceiling looks like a giant birdcage. We queue up with the performers. The food on their trays is almost all in varying shades of white. There’s something liquid – a kind of béchamel sauce; some sort of grain – rice or cracked wheat perhaps; and something smooth that looks like puréed mashed potatoes. Beer seems to be the favourite drink.

         ‘Hungry?’ asks Anton, patting his stomach.

         We’re served by a plump, mournful-looking young woman. I opt for something that looks like macaroni cheese, with a beer. Nino sighs as he pours himself a glass of fruit juice; he’s banned himself from drinking when he’s working. Anton gave up alcohol a long time ago. I put my beer back, mumbling something incoherent. I never drink beer. I don’t even like it. I was trying to look relaxed.

         We sit down at a table away from the counter. I ask them about their daily routine here. This is their first stay in Vladivostok. They’ve been here for two months. Two weeks of rehearsal, six weeks of shows, two performances a day, Wednesday to Sunday. I’m surprised at the number of performances.

         ‘We often have a full house,’ says Nino. ‘Vladivostok Circus is huge. It’s the biggest in the region.’

         All the same, I have a hard time imagining so many people coming to the circus. Nino goes on talking. On working days they get up at eight and have breakfast, then rehearse in the ring, half an hour on each number. After that they wait, warm up, do their first show, have a light meal, then more waiting, warming up again, a second show, a meal and then rest.

         ‘That’s all the training you do?’

         ‘It’s just to keep the act sharp. We make small corrections, adjust a few details for the next show. Two sessions a day is already quite a lot. Any more would be too much. The real work will happen later this autumn, with you.’

         He explains that they’re preparing for an international circus festival that’s being held a thousand miles to the west in Ulan-Ude just before Christmas. It’s a big event, one of the biggest, and it’s just over six weeks away. He and Anton have won prizes there before but this will be the first time they’ve entered a competition with Anna.

         ‘How long have you been working together?’ I ask.

         ‘With Anna, one year.’

         He glances over at Anton:

         ‘With him, nineteen.’

         Nino laughs at my puzzled expression.

         ‘I was eight when he took me on.’

         Anton mutters something into his food. Nino laughs again, harder:

         ‘He knows it was child exploitation. You can’t get away with that sort of thing these days. But if it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here at all. He says it’s no wonder standards among children have dropped. No one dares train them anymore. But things are different in Russia. Luckily for us.’

         Anton is Buryat, from the Lake Baikal region. Nino is German. His parents ran a circus in Bremen. They enrolled him in the Moscow circus school when he was seven. They’d heard that Anton was starting to train young people there. Anton was famous. He’d had a long career performing with his wife and was getting ready to retire. Nino was one of his first pupils. They developed an acrobatic routine together, with lifts that showcased Anton’s great strength, and started touring with it. At first it was only with Nino’s parents’ circus but they soon started attracting attention. Nino was given funding and left school to train and perform full time. By the time he was fourteen he was becoming too heavy for Anton to lift but the rapport they’d developed made it easy for them to move into Russian bar. And Igor, who was just a little younger than Nino, was their flyer.

         ‘That’s when things really started to happen for us,’ Nino explains. ‘The US, Canada, Europe, Russia, China. We went everywhere.’

         Anton stands up abruptly and says the food’s tasteless, he’s going to get some pickles. Nino gives me an apologetic look:

         ‘Not much of a restaurant, is it? Sorry about that.’

         I tell him it doesn’t bother me, it takes me back to my childhood. I lived here when I was little.

         ‘You did?’

         ‘Yes, just after the town was opened to foreigners. My father had a research post at the university.’

         Leon arrives, followed by Anna dressed in a velour tracksuit, her cheeks flushed. She looks different up close, not quite what I was expecting. In the ring, she seemed so slender, much thinner than me. Now I can see that one of her thighs is almost as big as both of mine together. Muscular legs, strong upper body, except for her arms which seem soft, almost plump, not sculpted and trained. Feminine.

         ‘Cheese,’ she says to Nino, tipping her chin in the direction of the plates. ‘You know it gives me indigestion.’

         ‘Nathalie wanted to try it,’ says Nino. ‘You can have something else.’

         ‘Oh, she’s arrived, has she?’

         ‘Her name’s Nathalie,’ Leon says.

         Anna gives me a forced smile. She has lovely teeth. Perfectly straight at the front, small gaps on either side. Brilliantly white in this harsh lighting.

         ‘How long are you staying?’

         She has one of those husky voices I envy in other women.

         ‘My contract says until the end of the year. But I don’t have to stay until then,’ I say, sensing that she’d rather not have me around for too long. I find her voice intimidating.

         Anton comes back with a bowl of gherkins.

         ‘It’s up to you,’ I add, not wanting them to doubt my commitment. ‘I can leave just after the festival and meet my father for Christmas, or I can stay here with you.’

         I pause for a moment.

         ‘I don’t really mind, either way. I like to go for walks, I’m fine wherever I am, I really don’t mind. At least, I don’t think I do.’

         Another pause. I’m rambling.

         ‘Watch out, Leon,’ Nino says. ‘Nathalie knows this town better than you do, she grew up here!’

         ‘I only lived here for two years,’ I say. ‘From six to eight years old. I don’t remember much about it. I came with my father, from Paris, just after my mother died. She had lung disease. He had a post teaching at the university in Vladivostok for two years.’

         I keep talking, tell them his field is engineering physics, that he decided he’d rather work in a lab than teach. He had positions in San Francisco and Chicago after his stint in Vladivostok.

         ‘He works with NASA now. He stayed in the US and I came back to Europe to go to school, I went to a boarding school in France, then I went to Belgium to study fashion design. I specialised in costumes for my final project.’

         Leon asks if I’ve been back to Vladivostok at all since those two years. I shake my head.

         ‘We never had a reason to come back. There was a woman called Olga who looked after me here while my father was at work but we lost touch with her. She’s probably dead by now. She was very old. She was a French teacher, she’d retired.’

         I’m waffling again. I’m trying to explain that I didn’t actually choose to return. It’s just the way things worked out. I was looking for work for the autumn and it just so happened that one of my supervisors knew the director of the circus in Vladivostok. He’d said there was a trio that needed someone for their costumes, so my supervisor recommended me.

         ‘Leon got in touch with me, and here I am,’ I say, throwing my hands in the air to indicate that it was pure chance.

         ‘Still, it’s wild that your supervisor knows the director,’ Leon says.

         ‘Apparently they worked together on a revival of Cats in London, a long time ago.’

         ‘Leon’s our guardian angel,’ Nino says. ‘He directs our routines, he understands how it all works. And he’s responsible for operating Anna’s safety equipment when we’re training. He’s in charge of the lunge. It’s a really important skill.’

         Leon looks down. Nino says there are currently fifteen trios doing Russian bar in the whole world. Five of them are seriously good, including themselves. He says it quite simply, without boasting. For the competition in Ulan-Ude, they’re going to attempt the dangerous triple jump with Anna, four times in a row.

         ‘Isn’t that what you’re doing already?’

         ‘Not four consecutive jumps, one after the other,’ Leon says. ‘Without Anna getting down off the bar in between sets of two. The really hard thing is finding your balance again so quickly. And it’s very demanding for the bases, it needs a great deal of strength.’

         I glance at Anna. She’s eating off Nino’s plate.

         ‘And if you win? What happens then?’

         ‘Better money,’ says Anton.

         ‘We get noticed,’ Nino adds. ‘It’s insurance for the circus directors, it means we have a better chance of being hired for big productions.’

         ‘Leon says you’ve never worked in circus,’ says Anna.

         ‘He’s right, I haven’t.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter at all,’ says Nino. ‘We wanted a new team. It’s a new routine, a whole new look.’

         ‘Big festival,’ Anton says. ‘And first time for Anna too.’

         Anna sinks back into her chair. I find it difficult not to stare at her thighs, the muscles so taut I want to throw a ping-pong ball at her leg and watch it bounce off. I turn towards the men and ask if they’ve already thought about the staging. Leon says they have a few ideas. They’re thinking perhaps a leopard theme, Amur leopards. They’re native to this region, more or less extinct. It’s only an idea. They’re open to any suggestions I might have. I promise to give it some thought. I offer to show them pictures of my work. The most recent ones, the work I’m most proud of, the costumes for Thomas’s film for his diploma.

         ‘He’s a friend of mine on the film course,’ I add.
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