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​​​​​​HANDS ACROSS THE WATER!
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I’m lucky enough to have readers on both sides of the Atlantic, but as you will know, there are any number of words that have chosen to ‘take sides’ and make life difficult for all of us, reader and writer alike.

For example, you may be expecting color and see colour or come across centre when you’re used to seeing center. I know, I know, it’s enough to give you a headache, isn’t it? For that, I can only apologise (apologize!) and send out Aspirin when necessary.

As you’ll see, I’ve gone with UK spelling throughout the book, simply because that’s what I know best, and I’m keeping my fingers crossed it works for everyone.

*
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“Weirdly wonderful - with the emphasis on wonderful! Marilyn is a fantastic, funny and engaging author. Loved it”. ~ Literary Review

*
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“A GLORIOUS CORNUCOPIA of plot elements from haunted house to magic via disruptive family and uninformed do-gooder. Luckily, our narrator is an inventive and multi- talented problem-solver who leaps from one crisis to the next taking advantage of every bizarre coincidence, surfing across each mounting situation and dodging looming disaster.” ~ Lytton A. Grey
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“THERE’S A LITERARY genius and her name is Marilyn Messik. If I had one iota of her talent, I could explain properly how much I enjoyed this book. Dialogue is razor- sharp, witty, dry and very funny. Characters are wonderfully eccentric and totally lovable. The whole package is a gift that keeps on giving. Reading it was like being snuggled in a warm, comfy robe, sipping champagne and eating peeled grapes.” ~ Melanie Preston Lewis
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“IT WAS A JOY TO READ, a fun story beautifully written.” ~ M. Driscoll
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“WITH SO MANY PEOPLE raving about this book I wasn't sure what to expect, probably to be let down. This was not the case! This went way beyond my expectations.” ~ Claire I.
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“HER WRITING CRACKLES with spark and humour. So beautifully did she conjure up this magical world that I was completely engrossed and unquestioningly drawn into the realms of the extraordinary.” ~ Sue Purbrick
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“OH WHAT FUN THIS BOOK was, just when you need a change from the norm and something slightly unusual, a book comes along and does just that!” ~ Miriam Smith
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“I VERY RARELY RECOMMEND books personally unless I absolutely LOVE them and Marilyn Messik is, in my opinion, an author who deserves world fame, adoration, adulation and lots of money.” ~ Tracy Fenton. Founder TBC​
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LOVED THIS BOOK! MARILYN Messik is one of my all-time favorite authors. This book just added to my complete love of her writing style. The rhythm of the words alone makes this book awesome; it draws you in and doesn’t let you go. Her characters are all divine! Everyone is unique and has such a personality. The story itself was also incredible. I had a hard time putting it down at night to get some sleep because the story was so enjoyable, full of excitement around every turn. My review doesn’t come close to doing this book the justice it deserves, and I HIGHLY recommend this book to everyone, but those of you who like a good “witch” tale, you will definitely want to put this in your book to read next list! ~ Emmeline Everdeen
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I LAUGHED OUT LOUD many times whilst reading this book. It is zany, madcap at times and after the first few chapters rollicks along with many delightful and not so delightful, surprising turns of event. The characters are well drawn and while you can empathise with Sandra’s predicaments and frustrations, you eventually get to understand why the family act as they do. I await the sequel (because there absolutely has to be at least one!) with eager anticipation. ~ Craftaholic Chris
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VERY WELL WRITTEN. Great plot winding round memorable characters. Unexpected magical happenings, and I personally would love a sequel. Excellent reading. ~ Gerry Barnes
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FABULOUS BOOK! THANK you so much. I think she has just become my favourite author. I love the feisty women, the humour, and the way she manages to make all these frankly unlikely happenings seem entirely plausible and her main character so ridiculously normal! I’ve never really been a fantasy/supernatural reader but can’t wait to read more of hers in the same vein. Brilliant. ~ Rockingrector

**
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CHAPTER ONE
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My mother had a lumpily-packed Louis Vuitton carpet bag clamped under one arm, a stout black cat struggling under the other and a brown envelope, gripped damply between her front teeth. She appeared, without warning, in the middle of the living room. I hated her doing that.

She had to spit out the envelope before she spoke, “I’ve just killed your father,” she said. Martin, emerging from the kitchen with two mugs of coffee and a box of chocolates was, not unreasonably, startled to see her. He jumped violently, and a jet of hot liquid scalded his wrist, before splashing dark brown across the cream sofa. The chocolates went flying, the cat jerked free and hit the ground running, my mother sank soulfully into an armchair, and Martin started sneezing – he’s allergic to cats.

“What the...?” he was baffled and incensed in equal measure. I sighed, picked up a stray praline which had landed in my lap, and prepared to extricate myself and the mother-from-hell from yet another situation you couldn’t dream up if you tried. I’d spent a lot of my thirty years doing that.

*
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YOU’D RECOGNISE MY mother if you saw her, my father too; Adam Adamovitch and the lovely Ophelia. You might have been to one of their stage shows or seen them on television; they did a Christmas Special for years. Maybe you caught them, not that long ago, on Graham Norton? Or perhaps you’ve seen them in the papers, gazing adoringly at each other on various red carpets; a premiere here, a society bash there or simply champagning it on the slopes of Gstaad.

Adam and Ophie, or as the media love to label them, Mr and Mrs Magic, purveyors of illusion; delusion; sparkling eyes; flashing teeth, little- left-to-the-imagination costumes and death-defying stunts. Sword, flame, guillotine, water-tank, all thrillingly enhanced with their trademark sizzling chemistry, although naturally, that’s not an aspect on which a daughter likes to dwell. Not a shred of doubt, though, a fair old amount of high voltage smouldering took place, both onstage and off. His tall, olive-skinned good looks, charmingly offset by her petite, curved blonde ones, had, over the years, put the extra into some extraordinary performances, resulting in consistent bookings, a vertical career path and egos the size of the national debt.

Me? Well, no, you wouldn’t recognise me, why should you? Although I believe I did do a turn or two, way back when I was small. I vaguely remember, toddler-sized, being hauled out of a hat rabbit-fashion then, befrilled and becurled, tottering across the stage arms outstretched, to be scooped up by one and tossed, uncomplaining, to the other. The audience loved it, clapped their hands sore, rocking with excitement that Adam and the lovely Ophelia – looking no more than a child herself – had sealed their union with a predictably gorgeous baby. But of course, a baby’s one thing; a sulky six-year-old quite another. And unsurprisingly, as time passed, and stomachs had to be held in ever more tightly, buttocks clenched ever more constantly and make-up applied with an increasingly lavish hand, a spottily awkward teenager was the last thing they wanted in the public eye.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not grumbling, I certainly wasn’t neglected, it’s just some people aren’t natural parent material, and whilst there was never any shortage of loving hugs and expensive gifts, there was, it has to be said, a corresponding and disconcerting degree of absent-mindedness.

As a child, I was accustomed to being regularly, if inadvertently, left behind at numerous hotels, stations or airports. The Stage Manager would assume I was with the PR people; the PR people would be convinced I’d gone on with Props, and my parents generally omitted to give it much thought one way or another.

Whilst never thrilled by this evidence of my importance on the scale of things, I was fairly philosophical and would wait patiently, never fearing abandonment. I knew, sooner or later, someone would come rushing back in a panic to get me, and such incidents were invariably followed by Ma and Pa descending briefly into the ‘darling-we’re-such-terrible-people-you-must- hate-us’ mode. This was generally the most tiresome part, because I then had to spend time and effort reassuring them that they were the best parents anyone could ask for –which we all knew wasn’t remotely true– but it drew a line under the whole thing, until the next time.

On the whole, I suppose my relationship with my parents wasn’t so different from the norm, although birthday parties, for which they usually insisted on providing the entertainment, were pretty excruciating. There can’t be many of us who spent our formative years hissing, ‘Ma, put some proper clothes on!’ 

But like most children, I did want to shine in their eyes and, whilst fully anticipating, was invariably disappointed when they were unable to make school plays, sports days or prize-givings. Mind you, their rare attendance could be considered a mixed blessing. They once arrived at a Nativity play – complete with film crew and sound team to record the performance. That’s not a comfortable memory. When it came to the finale, Pa, channeling Spielberg, insisted on four retakes. The whole thing turned so stressful that the English teacher came over all unnecessary, Herod got into a fight with the donkey, and the Virgin Mary threw up over two of the three Wise Men. As I said, a mixed blessing.

**
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​CHAPTER TWO
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As soon as I was old enough to suss the lie of the land, I daily thanked my lucky stars for Murray Silverstone, who pitched up in loyal loco parentis for every single one of my plays, hockey matches or parents’ evenings throughout my school years. In fact, it was Murray who laboured long into the night, tongue tip protruding pinkly between concentration-pursed lips, as he sewed name tags into my uniforms; Murray who cajoled me to dentist and doctor with promises it wouldn’t hurt, and reasonable explanation if it did. And it was always Murray to whom I ran howling with scraped knee, cut hand or wounded pride.

Murray had been with my parents from almost the instant their career took off. He never gave much away about his background, refused to talk about his own childhood and, as far as I recall, didn’t ever take holidays. He certainly always seemed to be around. He ruled our lives with an iron fist in an iron glove, dresser, props supervisor, travel arranger, rock in a crisis, port in a storm. He was the only person totally unintimidated by my father’s roaring rages and patently unimpressed by my mother’s histrionics. His lack of height never diminished his authority, although you had to get up early to catch Murray without his built-up shoes, for which he regularly paid a small fortune to a clever cobbler off Bond Street. Vertical challenges notwithstanding, it was a brave theatre manager who’d risk making last-minute changes to one of Murray’s meticulously drawn up schedules, and a mere murmur of ‘I’ll just mention that to Murray, shall I?’ was usually more than enough to bring stroppily creative TV directors swiftly to heel.

Over the years, his bright red hair softened to a silky dollop of pure cream, topping cherubic features that had only become ruddier with age. If the increasing purple veining of his nose belied his ferocious teetotality, his rounded, cheerful-chappie exterior was even more of a let-down. Despite the fact I adored him unconditionally, even I had to admit, pessimism was his middle name, misery his mantra and hypochondria his hobby. ‘How are you Murray?’ was a question wisest not to ask – not unless you had an awful lot of time on your hands.

Murray’s relationship with my parents was often stormy – well, stormy on their part, millpond unruffled on his.

“You’ve done what?” my father would bellow at the top of his impressively mellifluous voice, which never needed benefit of a microphone to resonate right to the back of an auditorium. 

“Sacked ’im.”

“He was one of the best bloody stagehands we’ve ever had; get him back. There you go again, Murray, making decisions without checking with me first. Who the hell pays your flaming wages, tell me that?”

“Kept a notebook, hasn’t he? Every single bloody trick.” 

“Good God, are you... ?”

“Sure? Course I am. Found it, burned it.” 

“Has he...?”

“Yup, Daily Mail.”

“Dear Lord, can you...?”

“Sorted.”

“Right. Well... um... good man, Murray.”

Fallings out with my mother were usually over costume decisions; hers, and costume revisions; his.

“Murray, what the blazes is this grotty piece of rubbish Betty’s just handed me? I specifically told her I wanted it tight and sequined like the last one. See to it.”

“You need it draped.”

“I most certainly do not. When will you learn, I and not you decide what I will and won’t wear?”

“That last scene. Up on the podium sideways, you’re back-lit.” 

“And your point?”

“Stomach’s sticking out in the tight costume.” 

“How dare you, you odious little man!”

“Okie doke. Have Betty make up the tight one then, shall I?”

“Indeed, you will and in future, kindly have the courtesy not to countermand my instructions and keep your insulting opinions to yourself.”

“Right you are.”

“No. Hang on a minute. I’m not giving Betty extra work and an excuse to walk around like a wet weekend in Warrington. I’ll wear the wretched thing as it is. But in future, I’ll thank you not to stick your nose in where it’s not wanted. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear.”

As I grew to appreciate over time, the relationship between the three had clearly defined boundaries which seemed to satisfy all parties, but anyone else, even me, overstepping the mark, was a step too far. I learned this early, probably at about seven or eight years old. Murray had forbidden me to do something, can’t even recall what it was now, but it was certainly world-shatteringly important at the time, and I turned and hissed at him through clenched teeth, borrowing with no compunction whatsoever, my father’s tone.

“Horrible little man,” I yelled, “your trouble is, you don’t know your place.” Whereupon my knees buckled as my mother delivered a totally unexpected whack to my rear end.

“Don’t you ever,” she said, “ever, let me hear you speak to Murray or indeed anybody else in that way again. Do I make myself clear? Apologise, immediately!”

“Sorry Murray.” I muttered, ungraciously.

“Properly please!” she snapped.

“Really sorry spoke like that to you Murray. Promise it won’t happen again.” I mumbled. He nodded, and we both looked at my mother, who appeared somewhat in shock at having sounded, for once, like a proper parent. Not quite knowing where to go from there, she swiftly reverted to type and drifted off, hand to head, in search of a headache pill. Naturally, that didn’t put an end to my struggle against authority, Murray-shaped as it usually was, but I knew thereafter, there were lines not to be crossed.

**
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​CHAPTER THREE
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My parents’ passionately volatile relationship was founded on mutual, albeit not uncritical, adoration. They also shared the conviction that God had placed them on this earth to bring a little light into people’s lives, and it was people’s reciprocal responsibility to bring quite a lot into theirs.

In my father’s case, this innate certainty was relieved with frequent flashes of unexpectedly self-deprecating humour, overlaid with an almost childlike delight in the good things of life. This ensured he was able, most of the time, to effortlessly charm the birds off the trees, and I’m not talking the feathered kind. He was a sucker for a well-turned leg, whoever’s hip it was hung from, and if it was fishnet-clad and chorus-girl long, so much the better. Luckily, he was generally rather too lazy to follow through on flirtations, relying on the eagle eyes of my mother and Murray, to see off any opposition before it got too serious. Murray probably made more women disappear offstage than my father ever did on.

Adam was so inordinately and fiercely proud of the way in which, from humble fumblings with bunches of spring-open artificial flowers and strings of coloured scarves, he’d surged to the pinnacle of his profession that I don’t believe he ever actually stopped to think how it all came about. Neither, oddly enough, for a long while, did I. After all, when you’re brought up watching your father saw your mother in half most nights, it’s not always easy to know what’s what, and whilst I was aware from an early age that things weren’t always quite as they seemed, it was a good few years before I put a far firmer finger on it.

*
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THEY’D MET IN THE EARLY 1970s, she was just eighteen, and he was twenty-four. It was, they never tired of telling people, grand passion at first sight. Adopted, she’d had a rotten upbringing, knowing nothing about her natural family and, I gathered, with no urge as she reached adulthood, to investigate who or where they might be.

Her early years, as she recounted them, were like something out of Dickens with the sob factor turned up. Childless when they took her in, her adoptive parents went on to have two unexpected offspring of their own, and, according to my mother, there was clear distinction indeed between little orphan Ophie and their own kids. She’d run away from home when she was seventeen and had no contact since.

She’d found her way to London with her few possessions in a pathetic bundle – think Dick Whittington minus the cat – and secured a job in Liberty on Regent Street. She started as a junior in Millinery, but within a short while, had worked her way up to saleswoman status. She was exceptionally successful, scoring the highest sales in her department, month after month. Customers fell in love with hats modelled disingenuously above her lovely face and blonde curls, convinced, usually erroneously, they too would look as good. 

She was stepping out at that time with Peter Pollard in Gentlemen’s Underwear, an earnestly adenoidal young chap with a larger pay packet than hers, and a touching willingness to spend it. The story was, they’d gone out for supper one evening and then on to a small nightclub where, as fate would have it, my father was performing.

He asked for a volunteer from the audience, spotted Ophelia and their glances locked across the crowded room. In an instant, he’d crossed the distance like a thing possessed, swept her close and led her, transfixed, back to the small stage. He produced a bunch of flowers, several coins and a couple of doves from about her person and the rest, as they say, is history. Poor old Peter Pollard and the others in the audience might just as well not have been there. In fact, they probably heartily wished they weren’t. Trust me, I’ve spent enough time sitting on the sidelines watching my parents exchange heavy-lidded looks to know just how superfluous to requirements you can feel.

Departing retail with relief and no regrets my mother, like a dolphin making it back to water, plunged headlong and happily into show business. Their successful stage partnership was born, and so, scandalously, within nine months was I. When they eventually found the time between bookings, they officially tied the knot at Chelsea Register Office, she in a white crochet mini dress and full-length hooded fur cape, he in a Regency suit, flourishing Zapata moustache and flowered cravat. The photo album shows, even at that point, they’d managed to accrue a fair old smattering of celebrity friends, and there, rubbing elbows with Mick and Bianca, was a younger, slimmer Murray with extravagant flares, sideburns to die for, and me, sound asleep in his arms.

**
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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From the things Murray’s said, or rather left unsaid over the years, I gather the Match Made in Heaven came in the nick of time for Adam Adamovitch (previously Sydney Blomblot, but what kind of a stage name would that have been?), who up till then, hadn’t exactly been hitting the heights. Doing the rounds of some of the less salubrious pubs and clubs, he’d had his share of raucous heckling from punters, keener on socialising than sleight of hand and usually too far gone to recall, or indeed care, which card they’d picked. He was in desperate need of a gimmick, and when my mother turned up, hey presto! She was it and then some! From that moment on, they never looked back.

There’s no doubt, they made a stunning couple. The camera loved them so much, it practically followed them around with its tongue hanging out, begging for more. The fact that they were married legitimised for all ages of audience the amusing, often slightly risqué double-entendres that became one of their trademarks without, as my mother always stressed, the tone being lowered in any way.

And to give them their due, they never rested on their laurels, never stood still, constantly re-inventing the act, creating ever more complicated, apparently life-threatening scenarios that had the audience on the edge of its seat, fingernails gnawed to the knuckle.

As they moved further and deeper into the realms of illusion, their reputation grew proportionately. What Adam Adamovitch and the lovely Ophelia did today - levitating higher, vanishing faster, staying underwater longer – was studied long and hard by peers and aspirants alike, with the goal of doing it better tomorrow. My father was fond of quoting ‘All the world’s a stage,’ and indeed, to them, it always was, they were both consummate performers through and through.

Of course, all I ever wanted was to live a life more ordinary. Growing up as I did, with people extracting coins from ears, rabbits from hats and practising levitating in the living room, I much preferred being invited to friends’ houses, where normality was the name of the game, and parents never felt the urge to ham it up over the egg sandwiches. Having people back to me wasn’t half as much fun. I knew full well, if Adam and Ophelia weren’t in evidence at our large Maidenhead home with lawns sloping lazily down to the river, my friends would be deeply disappointed, and I’d feel I’d fallen short. On the other hand, I knew how much worse it could be when they were present. Honestly, I lost count of the number of times I was abandoned, without a backward glance, in favour of entertainment of a more magical kind. I certainly couldn’t keep track of the occasions I stormed out in a huff to go and watch television on my own, without anyone so much as noticing I’d left the room.

Accepting from an early age, my parents were never going to be feet-on-the-ground run-of-the-mill; I did feel they could very occasionally make an effort to at least hover within landing distance of sensible and remember which of us were supposed to be the grown-ups.

It was naturally no surprise that they refused to be called Mum and Dad, said it made them sound middle-aged and, far worse, suburban! I was always instructed to just use their names, but that didn’t feel comfortable, so most of the time we compromised uneasily on Ma and Pa. They in turn, had lumbered me with Serenissima, and try dealing with that when you’ve just started school with missing teeth and resulting lisp. The name was bad enough; the icing on the cake was them explaining to all and sundry, it was because I was conceived in Venice, just a little more, I felt, than anyone really needed to know.

As soon as I was old enough, I made a unilateral decision, insisting on the far more prosaic Sandra. I’m not proud to admit the name thing turned into an ongoing war of attrition, me Mum and Dadding them to annoy, and them insisting on Serenissima because they knew just how mad it drove me.

*
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BECAUSE I TOURED WITH them for a portion of every year, both in this country and abroad, there were long periods when I was tutored on the road. I grew adept at finding small corners in which to study, whilst heated planning sessions, language to make a sailor blush and rejected props flew over my head. Unlike the succession of put-upon and faintly bewildered tutors, stringently interviewed and employed by Murray to oversee my education, I never had any problems concentrating. I was used to being surrounded by sawing and hammering as sets were created, erected and dismantled, and I loved the security and familiarity of my mother’s Chanel No. 5 overlaid by the cigarettes and sweat of stagehands and dancers.

Spending a lot of time as I did, observing from the wings, I was aware of all sorts of things. I knew, for example that my father, much as I adored him, was in truth not half as clever as he and everyone else thought he was. With the sure instinct of a child and the critical eye of one brought up in the business, I also knew, but hoped he didn’t, that on his own, he wasn’t actually that good. On the other hand, the lovely Ophelia, for all her blonde dizziness and addiction to her own image – neither of my parents ever passed a mirror they didn’t like – was as sharp as a tack in spotting new opportunities and innovative in her exploitation of every one of them. There was, I was aware, much more to my mother, histrionics and all, than immediately met the eye, and although I can remember to the day when my suspicion was finally confirmed, realisation had been sneaking up and clearing its throat to get my attention for quite some time.

There was always, for me, a definitive and clearly delineated difference between real magic, which was what my parents performed on stage and all the other stuff that went on. Real magic, once you knew how it was done and had spent hours watching carpenters and mechanics sweat to get it right, was all the more seamlessly brilliant for the effort that went into it. What I labelled Funny Business was another and far smellier kettle of fish altogether.

​**
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Our Christmases were always way-over-the-top affairs; designer-decorated tree, famous-name guests, and an event planner organising everything from the first canapé to the final cracker. I should also add that for us, this happened not once, but twice a year. Once in July, to be photographed for one or other of the glossies, when we all sat around sweating like pigs, dressed in suitably themed Xmas jumpers and then all over again, on the proper date. Both these occasions naturally included a perfect chef-cooked turkey, which my prettily flushed, aproned and triumphant mother would bear in from the kitchen to a huge round of applause – as if she’d actually had anything remotely to do with it. Oh yes indeed, so much of the time we lived in a kind of cloud cuckoo land.

One particular year, I suppose I must have been about eleven, it was our December Christmas, and my mother opened an intricately wrapped and beribboned box cautiously as instructed. With shrieks of delight, accompanied by even louder shrieks from the encircling guests – showbiz folk are never restful to be with – she extracted a somewhat confused, jet- black, Persian kitten, weighed down by an elaborate diamond-encrusted collar, almost as big and certainly twice as heavy as she was.

“Something precious for my precious,” intoned my father, for whom a humble ‘Hope you like it’ would never have sufficed, whilst Murray, always looking for and finding the bright side, muttered,

“Scratch the furniture to blooming shreds that will, and don’t expect me to clear up when it craps on the carpet.” My mother, however, was immediately enchanted, well aware just how perfectly the kitten’s black sleekness would contrast in photographs, with her own flawless peaches and cream theme, and an instant, mutual adoration society was formed.

Stuck, not unlike myself, with a ridiculous pedigree name, which in her case was swiftly shortened to the more useable Ink, kitten almost didn’t make it to cat, when one day she happened to spot several sparrows landing a little way away and leapt, like a mad thing, out the open front door and down the drive. Unfortunately, she was hurtling down the drive at the same time as Fred the Grocer, in his battle-scarred white van, was hurtling up. Accustomed as I was to my mother’s hysterics over most things, the scream which rent the air on this occasion was truly panic-stricken, and I dashed to where she stood, just in time to see the ball of black fur streak in front of the van with fatal impact inevitable. Brakes squealed, the kitten shot vertically upwards, and the van ploughed to a swerving, gravel-spraying stop, beneath Ink, rather than the other way around. 

I thought for one dreadful moment she’d been hit and hurled upwards. But strangely enough, and for a beat or two, she simply hovered in mid-air, looking more surprised than alarmed, before sinking slowly back down to the ground and making a dash for the safety of my mother’s outstretched arms. Fred exited the van shakily, removing his tweed cap and scratching a sparsely haired head.

“Bloody ’ellfire and damnation,” he said, “see that, did you? Never seen a blinking cat do that before, and that’s for sure.” My mother, chiding and cooing simultaneously, had already turned back inside, so it fell to me to take an agitatedly muttering Fred, along with the fruit and veg, through to the kitchen. But he wasn’t wrong. I’d never seen a cat do that either.

*
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A FEW MONTHS AFTER that, there was the knife thing. For a year or so, knife-throwing had featured as part of the act. My mother, smiling valiantly, buckled to a revolving wheel, legs and arms spread-eagled would be sent whirling, while my father – blindfolded to boot – would rapidly hurl a succession of lethally sharp knives. When the wheel was halted, she’d be carefully unstrapped, lifted down and escorted triumphantly away by a couple of the dancers, leaving her perfect body shape, perfectly outlined by the still quivering blades. I’d watched them rehearse and perform this to the point of boredom, and it was only by chance one day, that I happened to glance up from where I was slumped over two seats in the empty auditorium, reading while I waited for them to finish that I saw a hurtling knife suddenly pause, shiver impossibly in mid-air, then fractionally alter angle, before continuing headlong to embed itself safely, centimeters from my mother’s elegantly blushered cheek.

I knew I wasn’t mistaken, but nobody else seemed to have noticed anything out of the ordinary. I wandered off to find out from Murray what time we were going to eat, and simply added what I’d seen to an oddities file which, perhaps, until that point, I hadn’t realised I was compiling.

**​
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CHAPTER SIX


[image: ]




It probably wasn’t until a good couple of years after that particular incident, I must have been coming up for thirteen, that accumulated concerns coalesced into uncomfortable confirmation. Whilst I’d always known Ophelia was out of the ordinary, it transpired she was rather farther out than I could ever have imagined.

Murray had, as he did fairly frequently, hit the roof, “Are you out of your teeny tiny mind?” he’d shrieked, when my father announced his plans to introduce a lion into the act. “... and where, may I bloody ask, are you planning to keep the frigging thing?”

My father, who usually exploded immediately Murray did, maintained for a brief while, before he lost it, a saint-like demeanour. He explained that strict rules and regulations governing the appearance of performance animals meant there’d be a fully qualified trainer on hand at all times. Additionally, the necessary authorities had to be completely happy with the conditions under which the animal was to be kept, as well as entirely confident on safety and security.

Murray remained as unmollified as I’d ever seen him, and there followed a great deal of shouting and gesticulating from both parties. My father finally told Murray, where about his person he could stick his old-woman worries, while Murray suggested to my father, he might like to find similar accommodation about his person for the lion, its bleeding trainer and its sodding cage.

Despite all the drama and hoo-ha, my father got his way. The lion on loan from a circus on their winter downtime, duly joined us on tour and, from his mournful expression, viewed the whole enterprise in much the same dubious light as Murray. His trainer, Johnjoe, was a tall, skinnily anaemic young chap who appeared to have outgrown himself height-wise, and always looked in imminent danger of suddenly folding over in the middle. He was a bit short on conversational skills and thrown into frequent blushing incoherence by the brevity of the costumes worn by Ma and the dancers. But he was a sweet chap, always found time to answer my numerous big cat questions and, when he wasn’t busy mucking out, was always happy to muck in with whatever needed doing.

Languid, as we nicknamed him, although no doubt a fine specimen of lion-hood, was not a stage natural and, unlike my parents, didn’t perk up and perform at the first whiff of the greasepaint or roar of the crowd. His natural inclination seemed to be to lie down and sleep a lot. This was so far from what was required that all sorts of desperate measures had to be resorted to, including dubbing. 

Poor old Johnjoe was dispatched at speed to London Zoo, armed with a tape recorder and strict instructions not to return without some blood-curdling sound effects from other lions with something to say. These were duly played over the theatre’s sound system when the cage was rolled onstage. Sadly, Languid never got used to that, invariably jumping and dropping into a defensive crouch, convinced he was under attack. My father was livid,

“He’s nowhere near wild enough,” he yelled at a hastily convened crisis

conference, “we want pacing and roaring, growling and threatening.”

“We want, doesn’t always get,” muttered Murray, living dangerously as always, smug in the knowledge he’d vetoed the idea from the start. Johnjoe scratched his head and averted his eyes from a group of dancers in the skimpiest of leotards who were energetically rehearsing on the other side of the stage.

“P’raps I could give him his supper a fair old bit earlier, so’s he’s a fair

old bit hungry by time he comes on?”

“Well, why didn’t you damn well say so before?” snapped my father, “and for God’s sake, can’t you spray him with something, he stinks to high heaven.”

Johnjoe was as good as his word, and it was an entirely different lion that rolled up for the next performance – languid no longer. What the audience was supposed to see was the animal inside the cage doing his law of the jungle-untamed stuff, while my mother entered an adjacent, square cabinet which was then elaborately chained and padlocked, left, right and centre. Whilst this was going on, from two apertures in the cabinet, a slim white arm and an elegant foot would be extended and wiggled, to show she was all present and correct. With several dramatic flashes, explosions, drum rolls and gymnastic efforts from the support dancers, a voluminous, silver star-studded black cloth was lowered over both cage and cabinet and whipped back in almost the same instant. Revealed then would be my mother and Languid transposed. She pirouetting prettily in the cage, he ostensibly trapped in the cabinet, as evidenced by a lion tail, lashing from where her arm had been, along with a lot of angry-lion type rocking, rolling and roaring. No sooner had the audience begun to gasp and clap; the black cloth would again descend and re-ascend. And lo and behold, there they were – Languid livid in the cage, and Ophelia liberated, completely unruffled from the cabinet. With all the effects in place, it was enormously impressive, even to those like me, who’d watched it numerous times and knew exactly how it was done.

There was, naturally, some pretty nifty footwork required by all involved, not least Languid and Johnjoe. But a hungry lion isn’t always a cooperative lion, and one night at the London Palladium, things went spectacularly wrong. Ophelia disappeared from the cabinet and duly pitched up in the cage, only to discover Languid, still in residence and mighty unimpressed to find he’d acquired a roommate.

The audience’s gasp of horror was echoed by that of the cast, who knew the routine and were well aware this wasn’t it. Languid raised his massive maned head, opened wide his jaws and finally gave throat to just the sort of roar for which my father had been begging. From my position in the wings, I watched Adam, his face rigid with shock beneath the thick stage makeup, as a peeved and peckish Languid decided to find out whether Ophelia was as deliciously edible as she looked. The huge animal, horrifyingly close to the slim woman in the cage with him, crouched, snarled, sprang and vanished in mid-leap into thin air.

The audience was still surging to its feet, applauding wildly, when the black cloth was swiftly lowered and raised again, and yes, there was Languid, back in his cage – large as life and twice as confused. And there, safely being extracted from the cabinet, was my mother.

Murray and I had clutched hands. When we stickily untangled, we had matching rows of nail indentations, and as I turned to him, I saw reflected my own relief, as well as something else I couldn’t quite identify.

“What happened?” I hissed.

“Blinking trap-door mechanism jammed, didn’t it?”

“But ...”

“No harm done; they got it sorted.” 

“But ...”

“Have to get it checked,” and he headed off swiftly, picking his expert way over props and cast as he went. Turning back, I saw my parents taking their bow. They milked the applause as extravagantly as normal and ran off to the approbation of the rest of the team, who weren’t exactly sure quite what they’d seen either but had leapt to the only conclusion possible. Wily old Adam had pulled a fast one. And there indeed was wily old Adam, preening, winking, laughing and talking about keeping everyone on their toes. But I’d seen the shock and fear on his face. Something didn’t smell right, and it wasn’t just Languid.

**
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​CHAPTER SEVEN
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My mother was also working the crowd; kissing, being kissed, laughing and accepting congratulations for a great show. As she moved towards her dressing room, I was right behind her. I waited quietly in the corner while Betty, her dresser, belying her impressive girth, flashed round the room like a highly motivated whirling dervish. She swiftly helped my mother out of her costume and then her fishnet tights, tutting at a rip and gathering up assorted rollers, Leichner sticks and discarded tissues, grumbling and muttering the whole time about damn fools, working with wild animals.

“Mark my words,” she said, “one day something’ll go proper pear-shaped and then where’ll we all be laughing? T’other side of our faces, that’s blooming well where!” Conjuring order from chaos and having helped Ophie into her after-show, blue velour dressing gown, ensured she had everything she needed and still holding forth, Betty bustled out with costumes for laundering and tights for darning. Before she left, she’d boiled the kettle for the customary cup of Earl Grey, which now steamed gently on the dressing table. I had an uncomfortable, unidentifiable feeling in the pit of my stomach. The sort of discomfort you get when you’re at the dentist’s and he’s umming and aaahing and the next news you’re expecting to hear is going to involve needles and a this won’t hurt a bit fib.

“Ma?” I said. 

“Ophelia,”

“Ophelia then.” 

“Mmm?”

“What happened?” 

“When?”

“For goodness' sake, just now, out there.”

“Just a new bit your father and I...” 

“No.”

“What d’you mean, no?”

“Adam knew nothing about it – I was watching. He was as shocked as

anyone.”

“Rubbish. You know he loves playing to the gallery.” 

“Where did Languid go then?”

“Languid?” she was sipping tea, eyes closed, savouring the fragrant warmth.

“Yes, Languid, you remember – bloody great lion?”

“Don’t swear, darling.” She hovered elegant, crimson-nailed fingers over the biscuits Betty had put out for her, opting for the chocolate one.

“Languid disappeared,” she said, “isn’t that the whole point of the trick? Now run along, sweets, I’ve got a head coming on.”

“Ma, he’s taken out through a trap door.” I could hear my voice rising, “I know as well as you how it works, but tonight he didn’t go out the trapdoor, did he? He just disappeared. I saw him.”

“Clever, n’est-ce pas, Serenissima?”

“Sandra,” I hissed and with the anger came unexpectedly hot, scalding tears. I must have been far more frightened than I’d realised, out there in the wings, preparing to watch something dreadful happen to her. She swung around on her chair, saw my distress was genuine and held out her arms. Kneeling awkwardly on the floor, I buried my head against her stomach, although, even in that instant, I felt her tauten instinctively, lest it seem too squashy. I wasn’t short of affection; we always hugged and kissed a lot, but they were generally fast, showbizzy efforts, finished almost as soon as they started, with maximum ‘mwah, mwahing’ and not too much body contact. This longer embrace felt strangely unfamiliar, but I knew it was a pivotal moment. I could leave well alone – or not.

“Tell me how you did it.” I said.

“Told you,” she pulled away from me, turning back to the mirror and slapping on some Nivea. “Now I need to get dressed, your father’ll be in any minute, we’re eating with the Caines and the Connerys, and he’ll rush me, you know he will, and I do so hate that.”

“You didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?”

“Tell me.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, just leave it alone, can’t you?” Ophie’s patience, not plentiful at the best of times, was rubbing rapidly thin. “It’s no big thing, just something I did.”

“Did? What do you mean, did?”

“Oh well, sometimes I can just...” she waved a dismissive hand, “...make things happen if I need to.”

“Happen?”

“Will you please stop echoing everything I say.”

“What things? How?”

“Things... oh, I don’t know. Stop badgering me.” 

“Show me,” I demanded.

“No.”

“I want to see.” I said. She grimaced in anger, muttered something under her breath and with no warning whatsoever, vanished.

I’d sat back on my heels after our hug, so she was only a foot or so away, I could still smell her perfume all around me. I felt a little lightheaded and a lot frightened. I leaned forward and waved my hand feebly above the dressing table chair, nothing. This was oh so definitely not magic as I knew it; this was irrefutably something else entirely.

“Ma?”

“What?” she was suddenly back. We stared at each other, shocked and defensive respectively.

“I don’t understand how...?”

“For God’s sake, will you stop making such a song and dance?” She turned the chair decisively and dolloped more cold cream calmly.

“Does Adam know about... this?”

“Well, naturally.” She tissued, turning her face from side to side, ensuring she didn’t miss any greasy patches, at the same time not meeting my anxious eyes in the light-bulb rimmed mirror. “You know your father and I don’t have any secrets.” But I knew when she was lying.

“He doesn’t, does he?” My indignation grew. “How can he possibly not know something like...” I paused, seeking the right words for the enormity. “Something like this?” She crumpled the used, now pinkly stained tissue, threw it into the bin at her feet and turned towards me. I rarely saw her, nobody did, without artfully applied make-up, stage or otherwise, and her face looked strangely undressed; younger, yet far less vulnerable than I’d have expected. I was fast beginning to wish I hadn’t embarked on this fact-finding mission. 

“Some things we just don’t talk about much,” she said.

“Well, what does he think happened today?” 

She shrugged a shoulder, “Sometimes Adam has more than enough on his plate, sometimes it’s my job to just get things sorted.” I digested this, turning it over in my mind for flaws and finding plenty.

“But how can he not want to know what happened?”

“Told him it was something I organised – a surprise – he was thrilled.” 

“A surprise? That’s ridiculous.” I yelped. Her face hardened, so did her tone.

“Ridiculous? And why would that be? He’s happy; the audience loved it. We’ll get great reviews, a longer booking next year. Not ridiculous at all – it’s our living, don’t knock it.” I couldn’t fault her argument but was dimly aware of moral implications palely loitering. Trying, but failing to grasp them fully, I reverted to the original issue.

“How can you ‘do things’?”

“Just can. Honestly, Serenissima. I’m surprised at you, you’ve been brought up with all sorts of illusions, this’s only more of the same.” She was sponging on creamy foundation now, her lovely face untroubled. She made it all seem so completely normal. Indeed, and oddly enough, the thing that bothered me most was the change in the way I viewed my father. Confirmation though it was of what I’d suspected, I felt my world shift a little on its axis.

“Does Murray know?”

“Murray?” she sniffed, “Murray knows what Murray chooses to know. Enough questions now. Off you trot poppet, give me a bit of peace before I have to go out, and send Betty in with some pills for my head.”

*
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WHEN WE’RE YOUNG, WE’RE pretty adaptable, aren’t we? You’re probably thinking How on earth? As indeed am I reading this over, but despite having been shown something that would have rocked most people rigid, my biggest concern at the time was the reassessment of my parents’ relationship. I do remember, though, as soon as opportunity arose, broaching the subject with the surest source of knowledge on all manner of troublesome issues.

“Murray?” I said casually, sitting myself down next to him one day, “Have you noticed anything kind of odd about Ophelia?” Murray snorted, turning the richly embroidered costume he was darning – we’d gone heavily medieval in the swords-through-the-casket trick.

“Ophelia, odd? Is the Pope Catholic? Course she’s odd. Blimey, what do those ruddy dancers do in these outfits to fray ’em like this?”

“No, I mean, really odd?” He bit the cotton off and stowed needle and thread in the mending kit he carried around with him. It was a bit like the Tardis that kit, just a small square box, but whatever anybody needed was always there and usually in a choice of colours. He turned and looked at me over the little half-moon glasses he’d acquired for close work, much to the amusement of the rest of the crew. With the ruddy complexion and creamy hair, they made him look even more like he’d mislaid a pointed hat and fishing rod.

“Listen to me, Sandy love,” he said, “not everyone in this world’s the same as everybody else, it’d be boring as all-get-out if they were.”

“And?”

“And nothing.” 

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“But,” I persevered, “she’s really different, isn’t she?” 

“She leans towards the unusual, I’ll give you that.”

“Murray, if she leaned any farther, she’d fall flat on her face,” I said. He gave his short, rarely heard, bark of a laugh, “I’m saying nothing. Least said, soonest mended.”

“But,” I abandoned oblique for outright, “she does...you know... things.”

“Well, ask her about it.” 

“Have, but...”

“Well, ask her again.”

“But Adam, what about Adam? If she’s not telling him the truth about things, it’s just not right, is it? It’s downright wrong.”

“Now listen here, young lady, listen hard and listen good. Your Ma and Pa love each other in their own way; what they do or don’t do, see or don’t choose to see, is their business, not yours, and certainly none of mine.”

“You mean, you think he does know, but she doesn’t know he knows?”

“Bloody ’ell, Sandy girl, you’re giving me ’eadache not to mention earache. Just drop it now.”


“But...”



“And fetch me a hot lemon juice, there’s a love. Throat’s dead scratchy,” he shook his head gloomily, “My luck, it’ll spread to the chest, and I’ll not shake it off all winter.”

So, there it was, and there it stayed. Not exactly out in the open, but perhaps not quite so much in the shadows as previously. Was I any the wiser? No. Was I curious? Yes. Should I have asked a hell of a lot more questions? Certainly. Did I want to know the answers? Probably not. Growing up, you adjust to a heck of a lot, don’t you? And you see the things you want to see, and you turn your back firmly on those you don’t. Maybe I just turned my back more firmly and swiftly than most.
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