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Usual Disclaimer—with a Difference

The Catch Trap is a work of fiction. No character in these pages represents or is intended to represent any actual human being, living or dead. Nor has any circus or carnival mentioned in these pages any existence outside the imagination of the author.

Every novelist says this. It is usually true. However, because I was writing of events which were real, even though my characters had no part in them, I must make a very special disclaimer.

It was no part of my intention to write a fictional history of the American circus. Although my characters are preoccupied with the history and traditions of the flying trapeze, and especially of its great trick, the “triple,” I have not used the real history of the triple for this book.

Although nowadays it is not unusual to see the triple performed by any flyer with a claim to special competence, it was not always so. For a great many years, the triple was believed to be a physical impossibility; and even after it was known to be possible, it was actually known as the salto mortale, or fatal leap, because so many flyers had been killed or injured in attempting it. Like all aficionados of the flying trapeze, I know that it was Ernie Clarke, shortly before World War I, who first accomplished it; that it was the great Alfredo Codona who first managed to put it into his act on a regular basis; that Antoinette Concello was the first woman to do a triple and the only one to perform it in the ring with anything like regularity; and that the great tradition was carried on by such flyers as Fay Alexander and Tito Gaona.

This put me in a curious position. I could, as some novelists have chosen to do, mingle the names of my imaginary characters with real ones, the genuine historical aerialists of the period; but this was a liberty I did not feel free to take. Or I could, alternatively, invent an entire imaginary history for the circus and the art of the flying trapeze, thus of necessity borrowing the accomplishments of real people and their known exploits, and attributing them to my imaginary performers. I have chosen to do this, as better suited to a novelist’s freedom, but this places me under the necessity of making this very special disclaimer.

The private lives of the characters in this book, of the Flying Santellis, the Fortunatis, and the other performers in the imaginary circuses depicted here, do not represent and are not in any way intended to represent the private lives of the well-known circus artistes who actually performed these tricks in the circus rings of the real world. About the private lives of these real-world performers, I know nothing except what, in the words of the immortal Will Rogers, I read in the papers—or what they have chosen to make public in their memoirs. And while this may be as much fiction as my novel, it is a different fiction, and another story.

Where I have borrowed a well-known episode in circus history and attributed it to one of my fictional aerialists, I have done so merely for dramatic effect, and not with the intention of attempting to draw any parallel between the character in my novel and any actual circus performer who ever lived. If some of these episodes never had any existence outside newspaper publicity, or were invented by some imaginative public-relations writer, my only excuse for borrowing them is the novelist’s time-honored excuse: “If it didn’t happen that way, it should have.” Or, to rephrase, Se non e vero, e ben trovato—which means in plain English, It may not be true, but it makes a good yarn.

This book is set in the forties and early fifties. Certain statements made by the characters portray social and sexual attitudes that would be distasteful if not unthinkable today. The reader is earnestly exhorted not to confuse the attitudes expressed by the various characters in the novel with any real-life attitude held by the author.

—Marion Zimmer Bradley
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Names in uppercase letters are those of flyers with the Santelli troupe
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BOOK ONE - The Flyer (1944-1947)
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The full terror and the full reward of this fantastic game are given only to those who bring to it talent honed by obsessive practice into great skill, a fiercely competitive will, and high intelligence, with the flagellating sensitivity which so often accompanies it. In these men a terrible and profound change sometimes takes place; the game becomes life. They understand what Karl Wallenda meant when he said, going back to the high wire after the tragic fall that killed two of his troupe and left another a paraplegic, “To be on the wire is life; all the rest is waiting.”

—Sterling Moss/Ken Purdy
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CHAPTER 1
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In later life, when Tommy Zane was asked about his earliest memory, he never had any doubt. It was the time when they burned the Big Top at the Lambeth Circus.

Lambeth wasn’t the Greatest Show on Earth, not by a long shot. For all he knew, it might have been the smallest of the traveling circuses, playing mostly in villages and county seats through the Midwest. Tommy had only the haziest memory of seeing the show under the Big Top, when he was so small that he was never allowed into the ring at all, even at rehearsal, for fear someone would step on him.

He learned years later that it was halfway through the 1935 season when the main top had gotten so ancient and threadbare that it couldn’t even be fireproofed again, and Jim Lambeth had decided it was too dangerous, and made a bonfire of it somewhere in Oklahoma. It was grand publicity for the show, in those Depression days when admission was a quarter and it was hard enough for the poor farmers in that area to scrape it up, but Tommy only remembered being hoisted on his father’s shoulders while they watched it burn, flames shooting up forty feet into the air. He remembered that when it died down he had begun to cry, and when they asked him why he couldn’t tell them. His father said, “Overexcited, that’s all,” and carried him to bed in their family trailer. That had been early in the evening; later that night when he woke up and heard the familiar band music and Big Jim Lambeth’s voice booming out as usual over the band, the tight knot in his chest had dissolved. He had fallen asleep happy, knowing the circus would go on as usual. Seeing the Big Top burn, he had thought the show would be gone, too.

He had been five years old that summer. After that, they played under the open sky, on fairgrounds, stadiums, parks, and vacant lots outside the towns. The winters never seemed quite real. All through childhood he had a recurring fantasy, that when the show packed up in the fall they turned off the real world and lived like the animals in the zoo, caged in one place till the time came to go out on the road and live their real life again. He sometimes wondered if they turned off the audience, too, for the winter.

He never knew quite when he stopped thinking that way. It was late in the war, and he was fourteen years old, when he began to understand that to the people outside, it was his world that was the illusion, the fake, not quite genuine.

Tommy stood in the dirt and sawdust of the ring, watching the glint of the sun on the high rigging, waiting for the Santellis to finish their morning practice.

Forty feet above him, in the maze of guy wires and swinging trapezes, the three Santellis—Angelo, the catcher, and Mario and Papa Tony, the flyers—were busy at their morning workout. Tommy waited until Mario alighted on the platform at the near end.

“I went to town for the mail with Dad. Got a letter for you.”

“What’s the postmark?” Mario yelled down.

Tommy pulled the letter out of his pocket and studied the smudges. “San Francisco.”

“Okay, bring it up, then.”

Tommy kicked off his dusty tennis shoes and swarmed up the ladder like a monkey. That summer he was a short, sturdy kid, lithe and compact, with shoulders surprisingly broad for his height. He maneuvered around the bulge where the narrow rope ladder curved around the tight-strung safety net, and came up to the firmly guyed piece of board, wide enough for two or three people to stand abreast—the takeoff platform for the flyers.

Mario Santelli (Tommy always thought of him as Mario Santelli, though he had known for months that it was not his real name), standing with one arm around a guy rope, mopped at his sweaty forehead with a resin-soaked handkerchief. He took the letter and said, “Sit down. Maybe you can take it right down with you when you go.”

At the far end of the rigging, Angelo, the catcher—a short, thickset man in his mid-thirties with curly dark hair—had pulled himself upright and was sitting in the trapeze with one arm loosely braced around the rope, swinging gently to and fro.

“What’s the holdup?”

“Letter from Liss,” Mario called back, and tore the envelope open. While Mario read the letter, Tommy looked down at the whole panorama of the circus lot spread out below him, the backyard which was the same whether they set it up in Texas or Tennessee, Oklahoma or Ohio. In the dusty Texas sunlight, the clusters of house trailers where the performers lived looked like a small town, isolated from the wider roofs of the town beyond. In back of most of the trailers, wet wash was fluttering and flapping. Thick power cables coiled like snakes everywhere around the lot, running toward the generator truck.

The concession stands were going up, forming an alley to funnel the crowds inside. Behind roped-off barriers to keep away curious outsiders, the performing animals were staked in an enclosure formed by the parked rigging trucks and equipment trailers. Down by the cages where the cats were kept between shows, Tommy saw a foreshortened wedge of red shirt and broad-brimmed hat: his father, making sure that none of the females were in heat, none of the males had a sore pad or swollen tooth.

Directly below them in the ring, a group of acrobats were practicing; Tommy could hear Margot Clane counting for them, “One-two, one-two, allez-hop!” Other riggings were going up—for the wirewalker, Shuffles Small, and for the aerial ballet called the Pink Ladies. Beyond them the town roofs were spread out, hazy in the smoke from the cotton gin. An alien world, one Tommy knew nothing about.

Papa Tony—Antonio Santelli, small, wiry, gray-haired and gray-mustached—was resting with one leg thrown over the platform. “Any news?” he asked.

Mario finished reading his letter, folded it, and tucked it into the waistband of his tights. “None worth telling. I think she’s lonely. But it won’t be long—we’ll be breaking up in another week.”

“And time enough for that, I say,” Papa Tony declared. “It is too cold for the night shows; does the padrone want us to fly in our long red flannels?”

“And last night the wind was so bad I had all kinds of trouble controlling the ropes,” Mario said. He was a thin, tautly built young man in his early twenties, though he looked younger. His thick black curls were combed back from a high forehead, and his dark eyes under slanting brows gave his face a faintly foreign, faintly devilish air. You had to know him a long time before you found out that his eyebrows told a whacking lie about his face. Some people never found it out at all. “Any other mail, Tom?”

“Not for you, no. But I got a card—I wanted to tell you about it. Remember I went to school in San Angelo last year while Dad was working in the zoo there? A couple of kids I know there, Jeff Marlin and his sister Nancy—Jeff and I shared a locker in school. He says he and Nancy will come to the show Thursday and they’re coming early to say hello.”

“That will be nice for you, to see your friends,” Papa Tony said, “but this is Thursday; will they be here?” At Tommy’s nod, Papa Tony turned to Mario. “Matt, did you tell him?”

“No, I clean forgot. Tommy, we asked Big Jim to come down some morning this week before we break up for the winter. So keep your knees tucked in and don’t get butter-fingered.”

Tommy gulped but tried to pretend the sun was in his eyes. “Hey, does that mean—”

“It doesn’t mean a darn thing except he’s getting curious to see if I’ve been wasting my time all summer,” Mario cautioned. “Don’t you get in a hurry. I told you that, often enough. When you get a little steadier, we might let you fill in once in a while. But you hold on, don’t try to go too fast. I said—”

“Hey, Mario! I’m waiting,” Angelo shouted from the far end of the rigging. Mario rose to his feet in one smooth, fluid motion. The platform swayed like the deck of a ship, but all three automatically shifted their weight to compensate for it, not noticing. “Stick around, Tom—climb up out of the way. After we finish the routine, I want to try something. Coming, Angelo!”

“About time,” Angelo called back, then lowered himself to catching position, head down.

Tommy climbed up to the high bar fixed above the platform, to which the second trapeze was anchored when not in use. Here he could sit and watch without getting in the way of the flyers; it was his favorite vantage point, the spot he loved best. Only for a couple of months had he been privileged to sit up here when the Santellis were rehearsing. It wasn’t the view he cared about—though that was spectacular enough. What meant more to him was the proof that they trusted him up here: trusted him not to get in their way when they were rehearsing, not to distract one of them at a crucial moment, not to endanger them by doing something foolish. For a while this had been enough—but now he had something new to think about.

We might let you fill in once in a while . . . .

But don’t you get in a hurry. He wondered how many times this year Mario had said those words to him.

The Flying Santellis had joined the Lambeth Circus earlier that same year, halfway through June of 1944. As he watched Mario swing out toward Angelo, Tommy found himself remembering the first time he had watched them. Several months ago. They had arrived in the night; early in the morning they had set up their rigging and gone up to test it.

They were good. After a lifetime with the circus Tommy knew the difference between good, average, and incompetent performers, and the Santellis were good—good enough that he wondered, a little, what they were doing with a show the size of Lambeth.

Tommy had known immediately how good they were by the precise deftness with which the catcher waited to get the feel of the wind and the proper pacing before lowering himself to swing by his knees, testing the swing of the bar and speeding it up slightly by arching his shoulders, then twisting his legs around the side ropes of his trapeze, making himself an extension of the swing. Then the first of the flyers, a neat thin little old man with gray hair, reached up for the flying bar, gripped it in his hands, and swung out in a long, smooth arc. At the top of the swing he jackknifed his body upward, rolled over into a double back somersault that looked effortless, and straightened out smoothly, outstretched hands interlocking with the catcher’s grip.

Meanwhile the second flyer, a long-legged youngster in tights, had caught the returning trapeze on the backswing and swung out, throwing his body forward over the bar. Just as the first flyer let go of the catcher’s wrists, the boy let go of the trapeze and the two flyers somersaulted past one another, the boy landing safely in the catcher’s hands and the old man gripping the trapeze the boy had just released. Tommy caught his breath at the perfection of the maneuver—he had never seen a flying pass this close—but the old man, landing springily on the platform, had shouted, “Ragged, ragged! You break too fast, Mario! Try it again!”

They had done it three times more before the old man was satisfied. The old man caught up a towel, flung it about his shoulders, and sat down on the end of the platform to rest. Tommy, the spell broken, had turned to move away, when the younger flyer called out, “Hold it, Angelo. Give me a good high swing. I want to try again, okay?”

“On a brand-new rig? Okay, kid, it’s your neck,” the catcher called.

The moment Mario left the platform, Tommy knew what the younger flyer was trying to do: the difficult, the legendary, the near-impossible triple midair somersault. He made the second turn and flipped over for the third, but he had started a fraction too late; he turned in midair, rolled over, plunged down into the net, bounced twice, and laughed in chagrin. He vaulted over the edge of the net. From a distance of forty feet Tommy had thought him grown-up; now he saw that Mario was only a few years older than he was himself.

“What you staring at, kid?”

“No law against watching, is there?” Tommy retorted. “I thought you were good, that’s all. The last flyers we had weren’t worth watching.”

“Yeah. I looked great just now, didn’t I?”

Tommy said, suddenly shy, “That was tough luck. Looked like you almost had it. You’ll do it sometime, though.”

“Oh, sure. Someday. I’ve done it twice in a thousand tries. Maybe in the second thousand I’ll do it four or five. Who are you, anyhow? You’re no town kid. You belong here?”

“I’m Tommy Zane, Junior.”

“Tom Zane’s kid? I met your dad last night.” The flyer put out his hand and shook Tommy’s. “You going to be a cat man too someday?”

“No, Mister Santelli.”

The older boy laughed. “Hey, you make me feel old. Mister Santelli is my grandfather, up there.”

“I heard him call you Mario.”

“That’s the way they bill me on the road. There’s always been a Mario in the family. That’s Papa Tony, my grandfather. And the catcher is Angelo, my uncle—my mother’s brother. He’s a Santelli, too. But my name is Matt Gardner—Matthew, Junior, really. He was my mother’s catcher when she was in the act, but he died when I was a little kid. My sister, Elissa, left the show a year ago and got married. Are you in the show?”

“I ride on the parade floats, and I help Ma Leighty with costumes for the spec,” Tommy said, “and sometimes I fill in with the aerial ballet if one of the girls wants a day off. In a wig, that is.” Then he found the nerve to say what he wanted to say: “But what I really want is to be a flyer.”

He had expected Mario to laugh, or to say something patronizing, like most grown-ups. It had suddenly seemed so important to get it said that he felt he could even take that—from a real flyer. But Mario only quirked up one of the devilish eyebrows. “Is that so? How long you been in the aerial ballet?”

“I started learning web work when I was about nine. All the kids do it.”

“I know. My sister did. Are you any good?”

“Nothing to be good at, in a web act,” Tommy said, exasperated. “Ma Leighty could do it, if the ropes would hold her up!”

Mario started to laugh and then didn’t. He gave Tommy a sharp look, drawing down his eyebrows so that they were almost level. Then he looked up at the empty rigging; Papa Tony and Angelo had come down.

“Tell you what. Come on up, if you want to.”

“Up there? On the rigging?”

“Scared?”

“No,” Tommy said quickly, “only the one time I went up they chased me off. And I got a licking.”

“Well, I’ll guarantee nobody will lick you for it,” Mario said. “Come on up, then.”

For the first time, then, he climbed the narrow, jiggling rope ladder to the high platform. Even this first time he climbed it as he had seen other flyers do; not like an ordinary ladder, grasping the side ropes and placing the feet on the rungs, but holding only one of the side ropes, keeping his body on the outside and using the rungs only as toeholds for leverage upward. He had never done it before, but it seemed as natural as breathing. The platform joggled and swayed as Mario stepped off beside him.

“Heights don’t bother you, I see. How tall is your father?”

“About five feet seven, I guess. Maybe not quite.”

“And your mother?”

“About my size. Why?”

“Because if you’re going to grow up to be six feet tall, forget it. I’m supposed to be too tall for a flyer, and I’m only about five feet eight. Chances are you won’t be that tall, though. How old are you? About ten?”

“I was fourteen in May,” Tommy said coldly.

“Small for your age, then. No, I’m not insulting you, because that’s good; it means you’re old enough to start. The only thing is, you have to be tall enough to reach the bar from the platform. Here.” He reached up and pulled down the trapeze from the hook where it was anchored. “Can you reach it?”

He could, and it was with a sort of held-breath wonder that he first closed his fingers around the rough, taped surface of the bar. Mario said, “You know how to fall in the net, don’t you?”

“Sure,” Tommy said, his voice only a thread. “You have to land on your back, is all.”

“Well, how about it? Want to try a swing?”

Tommy had not been sure the flyer was serious. “Honest? Can I?”

“You’ll never learn any younger. Go ahead.”

It suddenly seemed a very long way down, and the net looked much too small and flimsy way down there.

“Go ahead,” Mario said. “The worst you can do is fall in the net. Now.”

Tommy got a firm grip on the bar and jumped off the platform. Remembering what he had seen them do when they started a swing, he kicked out with both feet, arching his body. He managed to get the trapeze into a long forward swing, but at the end of the arc the ropes buckled and his hands began to slip—later he learned how performers coated them with resin—and he twisted frantically, kicked out hard, and managed to get up enough momentum to swing back. He missed the platform, and the returning trapeze swung him out again.

“Don’t panic,” Mario shouted. “Can you change hands and face around this way? If you can’t, wait till the swing dies and drop into the net.”

He had done this kind of midair turn a dozen times on a single trapeze ten feet high. The forward swing carried him to the end of the arc, and he somehow managed to shift his slippery hands around so he faced the platform. As the momentum of the bar carried him back, he jumped for the platform and scrambled off beside Mario, knocking the trapeze wildly sidewise and grabbing with clumsy haste at the side ropes.

“Easy! Easy!” Mario caught and steadied him. “You’ll wind up in the net yet! But anyway, you got back. I thought you’d have to drop off—most everybody does, the first time. I know I did. Lost my grip, too, and hung by one arm—nearly pulled my arm out at the shoulder.” He grinned at the memory. “Tell you what. You come around—oh, four, five times a week after we get the rigs set is the morning—and I’ll get you started. But don’t get in a hurry.”

That had been several months ago, and it hadn’t been quite as simple as that. His mother had gone dead white when Tommy burst into the Zane trailer and exploded with the news. He’d met the new flyers, and one of them said he would teach him to fly, had even let him up on the rigging.

“I’ll have something to say to that young man,” she snapped, hustling the lunch dishes into the kitchen sink. Tom Zane, lighting his after-dinner pipe, had taken it more calmly.

“Calm down, Beth. You’ve known since he was a kid that he was nuts about flying, and he’s learned as much as Margot can teach him. I was going to ask Tonio Santelli to take him on—”

“Now look, Tom. I let him learn tumbling, work swinging ladders, aerial ballet, but the flying rig? Tom, that’s sixty feet in the air! One slip—”

“Mother . . .” Tommy said, feeling the knot closing tight inside him again. “They use a forty-foot rigging. The people up at the top of the bleachers are almost that high. And there’s a net.”

“Look, Beth, I know the Santellis. Tonio was flying before you and I were born. None of them would let Tommy within a mile of the rig unless they were willing to look after him. I’m surprised they want to bother with the kid—they usually work with the family, and don’t let any outsiders in. Who was it, Tommy? The old man—Antonio?”

“No, the kid. The one they call Mario.”

“Look,” Beth Zane said, “maybe the old man is okay, but a kid? Is he old enough to know what he’s doing?”

“He’s not all that much of a kid,” Tom said. “Draft age, I think—twenty, twenty-one. I know he’s been flying with them for years. And he’s very good. The act used to be with Starr’s.”

“Then what in the world are they doing with a two-bit outfit the size of Lambeth?”

“There was an accident in the thirties, and the family split up for a while,” Tom Zane said. “I don’t know all the details.” His face held a look Tommy had known from childhood, a look that said his father knew perfectly well but was not going to discuss it in front of Tommy. “Anyhow, they’re here, and it’s Tommy’s good luck; he couldn’t possibly learn from anyone better. And they’re decent people, Beth, family people. Old-country circus people. Tommy will be perfectly all right with them. Relax, Beth. Let the kid enjoy himself.”

And so it began, haphazardly at first, a few minutes at a time. Only Mario paid the slightest attention to Tommy. Papa Tony didn’t seem to know Tommy was alive—or so Tommy thought then—and Tommy was just as well pleased. Antonio Santelli had a powerful yell and a quick-flaring temper which he turned indiscriminately on his family and outsiders. Angelo was polite and friendly enough, but to him Tommy was just another of the kids with the show. Outside the few minutes of his lessons, it meant hours of hard, painstaking calisthenics; working on the parallel bars his father put up for him; hours of repeating simple back-and-forward swings over and over, of learning to manage his body at any angle, to turn around and change hands at any point in his swing, to fall into the safety net without hurting himself. Eventually the haphazard few minutes three or four times a week turned into a daily routine. As soon as the Santellis’ regular morning workout was over, when Papa Tony and Angelo had pulled on their sweaters and gone, Mario would signal to Tommy and he would climb up and work on the routine of tricks Mario allowed him to do.

He had begun, quite soon, to get impatient to do some real flying. Swinging back and forth on a single trapeze, varied with drops into the net and maneuvering his body over and around the bar, wasn’t really much different from fooling around on an aerial ladder ten feet off the ground. But when he let Mario see his impatience, he had been cut off with a curt, “Not till I think you’re good and ready. I told you not to get in a hurry.”

But it had only been a week or so later—somewhere in Arkansas; Tommy never remembered the name of the town—that when he joined them in the morning, Angelo was still on the rigging. Tommy hesitated, but Mario signaled him to come up anyway. Then he said, “Tom, watch this carefully.” He swung out on the bar, flipped up till he was sitting in it like a swing, then slipped backward, holding on by his hands and bracing himself with his ankles—all these things he had taught Tommy to do. Then, as Angelo reached the high point of his swing, Mario let go of the bar and fell toward him, catching his wrists with effortless ease. They swung together, wrists locked, for a moment. When Mario returned to the platform, he said, “Think you can do that today?”

A yeasting excitement boiled up inside Tommy. “Can I really?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out, I guess. Sooner or later you’ll freeze on that bar, unless we get you off it.”

Angelo dived down into the net. Tommy made a small sound, protest and disappointment, and Mario said, “It’s okay, I’m going to catch for you. You think I’d waste Angelo’s time on you?”

“You’re a catcher, too?”

“Sometimes. Papa Tony’s a great one for insisting that everybody has to learn to do everything. I started out as the catcher and my kid brother Johnny was the flyer, because I was taller than he was; only he liked to catch and I wanted to fly, so we swapped.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother.”

“I’ve got two of them. Twins.”

“What are their names?”

“John and Mark. And I’ve got a sister, Liss.”

“How come they’re not with the act?”

“Mark never did learn to fly. Johnny quit the act and went off with an act of his own, two, three years ago. And Liss got married. You want to fly or stand around gabbing?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to waste time.”

“Forget it. It’s okay.” Mario went down into the net, climbed the rope at the far end, and by the time he had pulled himself into the catcher’s trapeze, he was smiling again.

“Okay, go ahead. Now remember, when I call, you just let go and dive at me. Don’t grab, just put your hands out and I’ll be there. You’ll probably miss, you know—everybody does the first time.” He let go with his hands, leaned back, twisting his legs around the padded lower supports of the catch trap, and began the long, steady, back-and-forth swing.

Tommy stood poised on the pedestal, his mouth dry, but feeling something inside him counting off that steady pendulum swing. He took the bar between his hands.

“Now!” Mario said, but Tommy was already off the pedestal, swinging out firmly, feeling his body flex upward. In the full stretch of the swing, he got himself up, arms and knees—They used to call it “skinning the cat,” he thought in a split second—heard Mario say, “Now!” again, let go, and felt the momentum of the swing carry him toward Mario’s outstretched hands.

He missed, of course, and felt the sickening drop as his flight turned into a plunge. “Roll over!” Mario shouted, but Tommy had already twisted over and balled up, instinct operating, a reflex that was no longer conscious at all. He struck the net where it began to curve up against the guy lines and slid instead of bouncing, feeling the ropes burn skin from his bare elbow. His breath jolted out. An unintentional fall into the net was not—not in the least—like the deliberate drops he had been taught to make! He lay there, shaken, and surprised, and above him Mario swung head down, laughing.

“See? Big difference between falling in and diving in! Come up and try again?”

“Soon as I get my breath.”

“And hang on to the bar a little longer. You broke too fast. Wait for my call next time.”

Tommy went up, swung again, missed again. And a third time. By this time he had bruises already darkening on both shoulders, and the stiff ropes of the net had rubbed his left knee and right elbow bare. They stung like burns. He was painfully discouraged, his eyes smarting.

“One more time,” Mario called down.

“I don’t think I’m going to get it.”

“What are you, a quitter? Get up there! And you’re still letting go too fast. Get right out there to the end of the swing!”

This time Tommy’s wrists actually brushed Mario’s hands. Then, just as he felt the sudden thrill of success, he lost his grip before their wrists locked; he grabbed in a panic and his elbow struck Mario in the face. He fell, twisting over quickly on his back, and something struck hard beside him. As he untangled himself, wincing—he had rope burns now on both elbows—he saw Mario sitting up groggily in the net beside him. Blood was trickling down his face.

“Mario, your nose! It’s bleeding—”

“God damn it, I know that!” It was the first time Mario had forgotten himself enough to swear; like all performers who work in a field where the main audience is children, Mario was careful of what he said before the public—and somehow this forgetfulness gave Tommy an odd little lift, as if he were no longer an outsider, a child to be guarded.

“I’m sorry, Mario. It was my fault. I lost my balance—”

“You grabbed. I told you about that.” Mario pulled the resin-stiffened handkerchief out of his waistband—they all carried them, to wipe sweat from palms on the slippery riggings—and mopped at his face.

“That lady who wrestled tigers for a living ought to take you on someday!” He added, roughly, “No, you didn’t knock me off; I felt my nose start bleeding and let go. That’s finished me for this morning. I’ve got to go get some ice on this or I’ll be bleeding all through the matinee. Scram.”

“Can’t I do anything? Get you some ice from the drink stand?” He stood by, feeling helpless, as Mario got down from the net.

“No, no, just put your sweater on before you catch a chill. Don’t make such a big thing of it—this is all in the day’s work. Or doesn’t it seem like so much fun anymore?”

Tommy braced himself against the sarcasm, wrapping himself in his sweater. “I guess if you can take a few thousand falls I can take a few dozen. Anyhow, I almost had your hands that time.”

Mario drew the bloody handkerchief away from his face, laughing. “I guess you’ll do. Don’t forget to put something on those rope burns, ragazzo. Your mother probably has some stuff for burns. Here—” He fumbled at the neck of his shirt. “Come here a minute.”

He was removing a tag from the shoulder seam of his shirt, a little metal oval, fastened there with a safety pin. He bent over and pinned it into the neckband of Tommy’s shirt.

“What’s that?”

“My Saint Michael’s medal. Patron saint of flyers. Wear it for luck, okay?”

Embarrassed, Tommy touched the little metal thing with a curious finger. “I’m not a Catholic.”

“Well, I am, and I’m going to be catching you, so maybe Saint Michael will look after you to keep me from breakin’ my neck!” Suddenly, under the slanted eyebrows, Mario smiled. Not the usual devilish grin, but a shy, boyish smile. He touched his bleeding face again. “I better get some ice on this, and you ought to have something on those burns. Run along, Tom.”

Tommy went, touching the little medal curiously. He did not know then that he was to wear it for the rest of his life, never devoutly as Mario did then, but simply because he associated it, then and after, with his first taste of real flying. And for the indistinct knowledge—never wholly articulate—that for this sudden comradeship, this unexpected warmth through the roughness Mario usually showed him, he would have taken a thousand falls.

Tommy made his first successful crossover three days later. Then after three more weeks of performances left Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Kansas behind them, one morning Mario beckoned Tommy up while Angelo was still in the catch trap. Angelo called to him: “Come on over, young Tom. Let’s see if Matt’s managed to teach you anything!”

Tommy almost froze to the platform, in sudden stage fright, but Mario gave him a light tap on the shoulder.

“Go ahead. Try a jackknife—nothing fancy.”

Tommy swung out, making the “jackknife bend” so that he swung by his knees from the bar. Then he let go and tumbled, wrists extended, toward Angelo. He missed; his body twisted ungracefully as he plunged into the net, and he heard Angelo’s harsh laughter.

“Ha, ha! You look worse than Matt the first time he went for a triple!”

Tommy clenched his fists, his eyes smarting with humiliation. He had hurt one knee badly in his fall; he had landed all wrong. Mario was laughing, too, standing on the pedestal above him. Tommy started to shout that Angelo’s swing was shorter than Mario’s—then he realized that the one thing he could never do was to make excuses. He rolled out of the net, trying not to favor the knee he had twisted.

“Sorry. Can I come up and try again, Angelo?”

And after a heart-stopping silence, Angelo shouted roughly, “Sicuro! Come on, then.”

He knew, then, that he was accepted. They worked him mercilessly, pounding hard at his mistakes, but a few weeks later, when he made his first successful return to the platform after going to the catcher—the true flying return—Papa Tony said, looking him over with a frightening scowl, “Well, Mario, you may as well begin teaching him Elissa’s routines.”

From that day, except when they were actually performing, he was one of them. He joined them at the top of the rigging for the regular morning practice instead of working with Mario alone. He stood on the platform with them at rehearsal and learned to handle the bars—catching the returning trapeze and dropping it again for the flyer, moving it out of the way of a returning flyer. But Mario had said, Don’t be in a hurry . . . .

Now Mario had said, We asked Big Jim to come down some morning this week. That meant he was seriously considering allowing Tommy to appear with them, before long, in performance. Daydreaming on the high platform above the flyers, he had lost track of the present until Mario reached up and tapped him lightly on the arm.

“You still with us, up there? Come on down and try the duo routine.”

This was something they had begun practicing only a few days before. Papa Tony had already descended and crossed to the far end of the rigging, where he was unfastening a second catcher’s trapeze. Tommy scrambled down beside Mario, helping him fasten up the ordinary trapeze out of the way and pull down the slightly wider bar they used for the duo routine. He stepped carefully into position at Mario’s left shoulder. His hands were sweating slightly; he reached out for the resin bag tied to one of the uprights and rubbed his hands around it.

Papa Tony and Angelo were swinging head down, side by side, timing their swings identically like mass-produced clock pendulums. Mario and Tommy, side by side, their hands resting lightly on one another’s shoulders for balance, waited; then Mario muttered, “Now!” They caught the bar, four hands slapping like one on the rough tape. Simple as this was, Tommy remembered the hours of practice it had taken—a split-second difference of timing, and the bar slipped sidewise and their swing went out crooked.

This was a good day; they went out together, hard, smooth, and straight, then flipped off the bar together. His hands slapped on Papa Tony’s wrists and he felt the jolt in his shoulder muscles, half hearing Angelo’s released breath as Mario’s weight came against him.

Tommy counted in his mind as they swung. One, the swing. Two, they flipped out together, a sickening launch into empty space that still, always, caught his stomach with a little flip of fear: Did we get off the bar straight? Did a gust of wind blow it sidewise, with nobody to catch and drop it? Three! His hands went around the bar and he heard the slap of Mario’s palms beside his, the weight balancing. Four, their four feet hit the platform and their four hands made a fast balancing motion that looked like a stylish flourish, inviting applause.

Tommy straightened, hot and shaking, sweat rolling down his temples. Somebody shouted from below, “Nice work, kids!” On the ground, Big Jim Lambeth—the boss, and he really was big, six-foot-three and broad to match—and Margot Clane were laughing and clapping their hands. Mario gave Tommy an exuberant little squeeze before releasing his shoulder. He muttered, “Buon’ ragazzo,” and Tommy, who knew Mario never lapsed into his mother’s native tongue unless he was either furious or delighted, felt himself swelling with pride.

On the ground, Jim Lambeth was talking to Mario. “It was your idea to make a flyer out of the Zane kid, wasn’t it?”

“And the kid’s idea. He’s worked darn hard, Jim.”

“Okay, try him whenever you’re ready. That duo routine looks good. Some small town where it won’t matter if he’s nervous and messes it up.”

“He won’t,” Mario said confidently, “and I’d like to start him in San Angelo, okay? He’s got pals there.”

“Okay by me. Only, one of you better talk to the kid’s family, huh?”

Tommy, digging his bare toes into the ground, felt a strange little lurch in his stomach. His father would understand how he felt. Only it wasn’t his father he was worried about; it was his mother, and his father usually did what his mother said. Even at fourteen he had an unfocused notion that maybe his father had taken up training lions and tigers to get his own way sometimes.

Tonio Santelli said firmly, “I will speak to Elizabeth Zane myself.” Tommy relaxed. He couldn’t imagine anyone—even his mother—arguing with Papa Tony.

Later Tommy picked at his lunch, though his mother had fried a chicken. He sat at the table in their trailer, nervously chewing an oatmeal cookie, while his father stretched out on the sofa, smoking an after-dinner pipe. But when Papa Tony knocked on their trailer door, his father got up and invited him to come inside. Then he sent Tommy away, declaring: “Listeners never hear any good of themselves. Go do your work with Ma Leighty, and I’ll talk to you later.”
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Ma Leighty’s trailer was parked where it always was, just beside the performers’ entrance to the ring. Ma Leighty—everyone from Jim Lambeth to the smallest child with the show called her Ma—was wardrobe mistress for the circus acts. She had once, they said, been a famous bareback rider. She was seventy now, and not even an elephant could have supported her huge bulk in comfort.

Tommy had been four years old when Ma first dressed him up in a miniature Uncle Sam costume and set him on the back of the most sedate of the ponies. He couldn’t remember; he’d only been told about it. Ever since he could remember, he’d been wearing different costumes, in the parades and in the “spectacle,” the opening walkaround of costumes, called “spec” in the show. Most of the wives and all the children of the performers, even the workhands, put on costumes and marched—or rode ponies, horses, or wagons—in the spec; this made the small show look bigger than it was. The year Tommy was ten, he had started helping Ma Leighty sort and care for the costumes.

A veteran this year, Tommy enjoyed being in charge of the younger children. But today he fidgeted, his mind back in the trailer, until the old woman said sharply, “Tommy, what’s gotten into you today? Keep your mind on your work! You’ve put the Chinese hats with the wooden shoes!”

“I’m sorry, Ma,” he mumbled.

Margot Clane, collecting the pink gauze skirts for the aerial ballet, pulled herself up into the trailer. She was a small, sun-tanned woman. Her faded reddish hair was done up in curlers, and she was wearing patched dungarees and a man’s faded shirt.

“Tommy, I saw you this morning. You looked pretty good. Listen, Tom, I came looking for you this morning, but you were up on the rig with the Santellis, and then Lambeth came along and I forgot about it. Betsy Gentry slipped on the ladder when she came down last night. She hurt her foot; she’s gone to have it X-rayed. I’ll go on for her this afternoon, but that makes it awfully hard to get changed in time for the balance act. If her ankle is broken, you’ll have to turn out and rehearse with us tomorrow, probably go on with us for a few days, okay?” She didn’t wait for his answer, just went off with the aerial ballet costumes over her arm.

Tommy scowled angrily. Nobody ever asked him, damn-darn it! They just told him. He didn’t mind going on with the aerial ballet, but if he was going on with the Santellis sometime this week he ought to rehearse with them instead!

In the distance there was a short rhythmical toot which sounded—to an outsider—like someone in the band warming up for the show; to the performers it was the thirty-minute warning that meant the box office was open and performers should start dressing for the matinee. Tommy picked up the rack of spec costumes and went off toward the spare wagon that served as a dressing room for the male extras.

For the next half hour he was busy buttoning smaller boys into costumes, checking hand props against the typed master list on the wall, good-naturedly taking bubble gum away from a few of the kids. In the other half of the wagon, Little Ann Clane, Margot’s daughter, and Ellen Brady, whose father was the bandmaster, were doing the same for the little girls. Tommy lifted the smallest children to the backs of ponies or onto floats, his mind not on what he was doing. He took his own place on the jungle float, jerking his leopard skin straight and taking the end of the chain which held the monkey. Next year I won’t just be making spec, I’ll be flying.

Nothing was said, between matinee or night show, or afterward, about Papa Tony’s visit, and Tommy knew better than to ask. After the night show the whirlwind routine of the teardown commenced, but Tommy was asleep in his family’s trailer before they pulled out. He had no idea where they would wake up; he never did.

By eleven the next morning, the anonymous vacant lot of the unknown new town had been transformed into an exact replica of the former one, every trailer parked in the exact same location, each rigging put up in the same place, the ring laid out where it always was. This town had an oil refinery instead of a cotton gin, and smelled to high heaven. But the town was just a backdrop to the lot, part of the scenery. Like all circus children, Tommy had been brought up on the story of the performer who lost his watch in one town and the next day had everyone in the show turn out to look for it, forgetting that yesterday’s lot was thirty miles away.

Tommy was waiting for the Santellis at the foot of the flying rig when Margot came in search of him. He felt his heart sink.

“How is Betsy’s foot?”

“Not good. It’s all taped up and hurts her pretty bad. You’d better come and practice with us—you haven’t been on for a month or so.”

Angelo had arrived at the end of the flying rig. Tommy ran over and explained, and Angelo nodded. “I’ll tell Matt. So we skip the duo this one day, what difference?”

Tommy felt flat, deflated, as he lined up with the nine girls in the aerial ballet. He knew all of them, of course; Lambeth was a family show, and acts stayed with them year after year. Now and then a fine performer moved up to one of the big shows—Sorenson, Woods-Wayland, even Starr’s—or a drunken or incompetent performer would be fired; some such mishap had created a vacancy for the Santellis. But as a rule the show was the same, year after year.

Aerial ballet! He’d started doing that when he was ten years old! Large fixed trapezes, like steel ladders, were mounted in spangled steel circles; ten girls in ruffled ballet costumes climbed a rope—known as a web—to the ladders, and did simple gymnastics there, in time to the music. There were even webbing loops to slip one foot into, so nobody could come loose in a spin, and a ground man held the web taut and steady at the bottom.

Tommy slid into the circle beside Little Ann Clane. Up in the bandstand somebody put on a record of the music the aerial ballet used in their act. Tommy counted to himself as they began the measured climb, with a pause every fourth beat for a kick and spin. He knew the routine perfectly.

“Hold it, hold it! Left leg raised!” Margot shouted, and Tommy scowled, concentrating, then realized that it was the girl next to him who had missed. Tommy could have gone through the routine, he supposed, by watching Little Ann. She was a small, snub-nosed girl with shining hair twisted, for rehearsal, into two short pigtails. She went through the routine with sleepy confidence, as if she were only half awake. She was a year older than Tommy and had been doing acrobatic tricks in the ring with her mother since she was six years old.

“Marie, tuck your elbows in! Little Ann, keep your hands in line with your body—don’t flop all over the place! Tommy, what do you think you’re doing? Five counts, and don’t stare off to the side! Zelda, watch that foot.” It was a sound Tommy seemed to have heard all his life, Margot’s light voice shouting, counting.

He stole a look at the girls as they were coming down. They all had blonde hair, natural or bleached, and most of them had their hair in curlers or rags or pigtails. They were wearing assorted shorts, halters, romper playsuits. He thought he must look awfully funny in the middle of all those girls.

When they had all gone, Margot called him over. “I spoke to your mother already. She said okay.”

“Don’t you think I’m going to look awful funny, one boy in with nine girls?” In the three years he had been doing it, the thought had never occurred to him before.

“With the wig on, nobody’s going to know if you’re a boy or a girl or a chimpanzee in skirts.” Margot surveyed him, her head cocked to one side like an alert bird. “If it was up to me, I’d have had you in the ring regular, six, eight years ago, like Little Ann. Only Beth wouldn’t hear of it. I wish I knew what Tonio said to her. Okay, as soon as you get out of your spec costume at the matinee, you come over to the girls’ trailer and I’ll have the costume and wig ready for you.”

Tommy said a polite, “Yes, ma’am,” then ran off toward the flying rig. But the Santellis had finished and gone.

The crowd that afternoon was like any other matinee crowd, preponderantly children; Tommy could not imagine why it seemed somehow different and hostile. Today he left the after-spec costume checking to Ellen Brady and ran over to Margot’s trailer, a long red-and-white one which doubled as a dressing room for the girls in the aerial ballet. When Tommy knocked, she came to the door with her arms full of pink tarlatan. Somebody had the radio on, blaring out the war news.

“You’re too big this year to dress in a trailer full of girls,” she said. “Go back to your own trailer and put this on, then come back and Ann will fix you up.”

He went to his family trailer, his arms scratching against the stiff tulle. Last year I used to go on in the web act without thinking twice about it. Why am I so mad about doing it now? Sullenly he pulled on the costume, jerking at the tulle skirts. There was a pink satin bodice, which fit him very badly, and a worn pair of pink ballet slippers. The net scratched and pricked his legs. He felt foolish walking across the lot in the pink outfit, but though the backyard was full of people, they were all busy with their own work. None of them paid the slightest attention to him.

Margot had gone, but Little Ann was waiting for him, and Betsy Gentry was there, a small, faded, fortyish woman, her lame foot strapped in bandages. She motioned him to sit down and bend his head. She fixed the wig into place, cautioning him to be careful in the spins. “If it should fall off while you are at the top there, you will look a proper fool, my boy.” She had a very faint accent. Tommy knew she was not American, but didn’t know where she had come from. He had never cared before. Now, suddenly, he was curious; but this was no time for questions.

“That waist of yours, it will be falling off in a minute. Hand me one of those makeup towels, Little Ann, dear, and I’ll fix it.” She began to stuff the towel into the bosom of the pink bodice, but Tommy shoved her hand away. “Quit that,” he muttered. “I’d rather let the darn thing fall off!” He, was enormously embarrassed. He didn’t want to look like he had a bust, for goodness’ sake! Always before this they had given him one of the little girl’s costumes, with a straight top, not one with a shape like this.

“Your shoulders are too broad this year,” Betsy said, exasperated. “Fasten it with a safety pin then, Little Ann.”

Fastening the safety pin, Little Ann whispered in his ear. “What’s the matter, Tommy? Don’t be nervous—you could do this stuff in your sleep!”

“I’m not nervous. I just feel like a dumb jerk in this thing!”

“Mother says not to say jerk,” Little Ann chided primly.

“Why not? All the kids do. It’s not a bad word.” Tommy looked into the mirror. He felt skinny and awkward, his shoulders too wide, his face pale under the straw-colored wig. Little Ann, her hair brushed out into ringlets, looked cute in the pink costume. He just looked like a dope.

“You want some lipstick or something?” Little Ann asked.

“Drop dead!” he yelled at her. “What the heck do you think I am, anyhow?”

“Well, you need something,” Little Ann argued. “What’s the matter with you, Tommy?”

“What I need is a bag over my head,” Tommy muttered.

“Let him alone, Little Ann,” Betsy said firmly. “And you, Tommy, no one will be knowing or caring what you look like, not at all.”

“What I look like is something out of the freak show on the midway!”

“No such thing,” Betsy said. “You are only one of ten, and unless you do something which is a real disaster, which you won’t, nobody will be looking at you at all. Run along now, both of you.”

He stood beside Little Ann in the “back door,” the performers’ entrance, wishing he were invisible. Tom Zane, senior, still wearing the pith helmet and white suit he wore in the big cage, paused briefly and looked Tommy over from head to foot. He didn’t speak, merely raised the end of his styling whip in salute and went on.

“There’s our music,” Little Ann said. “Two minutes.” She was patting her hair into place. “Just watch me if you get lost— Hey, Tommy, what’s the matter?”

“I just feel kind of funny. Like I’m going to be sick.”

She grabbed his hand in hers. Like his own, it was hard and callused from handling trapeze bars, dried with resin. “Sure you do,” she said. “Everybody does. I always do, but you’ll get over it. Mother says it’s stupid for you not to be in an act regular; then you wouldn’t get the jitters when you have to. I mean, you were brought up on the lot and everything. Mother told Aunt Beth—” Abruptly she broke off, squeezed his hand, and let go. “Okay, we’re on,” she said, and began to run toward the rigging.

As he and the nine girls fanned out under the webs and ladders, Tommy stole one quick look at the audience. The sun was full in his face as he began climbing the web toward the spangled metal circle fifteen feet above him.

Not until the drumroll and spatter of applause six minutes later, when they were all on the ground again, did Tommy have time to think about how he felt. As they came out of the ring, he stumbled on one of the ribbons of the ballet shoes and fell against a clown who pushed him away without anger. Back in the performers’ entrance Margot gave him a quick pat on the shoulder and said, “Fine, fine, just watch your beats a little closer next time,” and ran off toward the balance act, which was forming up in the back door. Tommy went to take off the pink costume and wig.

He went on again in the night show, and later that night, while the workhands were striking the show and breaking up the lot for the long haul to San Angelo, Margot knocked at the door of the Zane trailer. It was dim inside, for the power cable to the generator truck had already been unhooked. By the light of a kerosene lamp Tommy was helping his mother cram dishes inside the cupboards.

“Come in, Margot,” Beth Zane invited. “There’s some coffee left—got to drink it up or throw it out.” She poured some into a paper cup.

Margot stood and sipped the bitter black coffee. “I want Tommy in the aerial ballet until Betsy is all right again. I’ll see that he gets paid something, too.”

“Aunt Marge,” Tommy blurted, “I was supposed to go on with the Santellis tomorrow in San Angelo, remember?”

“Well, we need you and they don’t. I’ll talk to Tonio.”

“Mother—” Tommy appealed, but Beth stood with her back to him, rinsing the coffeepot. “Do as you’re told, Tom Junior.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said dejectedly. There was nothing else to say.

San Angelo, as they set up their show in the rodeo grounds outside town, looked smaller than last year, dirtier, dustier, bleaker. Tommy found it hard to imagine he had actually lived here from October to May last year, gone to school, known the local streets, made friends. Now it was just another town.

The Santellis had turned out early to supervise the setting of their rigs. Angelo was at the top of the rigging, checking guy wires with a spirit level, but Mario, checking the net by the time-honored method of jumping up and down in it, stopped in midbounce to say good morning.

“Hey, something wrong, kid? You look like you lost two bits and found a nickel.”

Tommy told him what Margot had said, and Mario shook his head. “Tough luck.”

“Yeah, I really wanted to—”

“I mean tough luck Betsy breaking her foot, stupid! Look, there’s going to be other towns. I’ll talk to Papa Tony, but maybe coming on twice in one show would be a little bit too much. There’s plenty of time.” He must have seen the bitter disappointment in Tommy’s face, for he added with offhand kindness, “Sure, I guess it’s tough luck for you, too, but even if you didn’t get started till next year, we could still bill you as the youngest aerialist in America. Hey, Angelo,” he called, “Think we can bill Tommy, next year, as the youngest aerialist in the United States?”

“Not a chance,” Angelo shouted down. “That guy in Bloomington has a nine-year-old flying!”

“I’m not as young as all that,” Tommy said, nettled.

“No, and Josie isn’t the oldest performing elephant in America, either, but it looks good on the posters. Hey, your act is waiting for you. Scram,” he added, turning away, and Tommy, fighting angry misery, ran to join the web act in rehearsal.

Before the afternoon show, while the crowds were waiting for the box office to open, Tommy went outside to locate his friends. He saw them from a distance and, ducking under the rope barrier, he called:

“Jeff, Nancy! Over here!”

“Hi, Tommy! Good to see you, pal.”

“Town’s still here, I see.”

“Heck, no, it blew away last dust storm,” Nancy Marlin said. She was taller than Tommy this year and had bobbed her hair. He decided it looked better that way than in plaits. “What you been doing all summer?” she asked.

“Just traveling, like always. What you been doing?”

“Getting in shape for football this fall, mostly,” Jeff said, “and they got a new swimming pool here in town. You going to school here this winter?”

“I don’t know. I guess not; Dad says it’s too dry here for the cats.”

“Too bad. I figured we’d be going out for football together,” Jeff said. “You’re small but you handle yourself good.” He was looking past the rope barrier into the bustle behind the lot. “What all’s going on back in there?”

“Want to come inside and look around?” Tommy offered.

“Will they let us?” Nancy asked.

Some youngsters were being firmly edged back from the barrier, but Tommy said with a small surge of arrogance, “Sure, they’ll let you if you’re with me.” He had made a point earlier that day of asking permission. Jeff and Nancy still looked skeptical as Tommy led them toward the barricade, but when the man there recognized him, nodded, and allowed them to duck under the rope, the skepticism gave way to respectful grins.

Tommy took them first to his family trailer to exchange courtesies with his mother, then led them around the backyard and the ring already set for the matinee. They wanted to see everything, were curious about everything, and Tommy, as he answered their questions, felt the morning’s accumulation of frustration drain away. It was good to be looked at with respect, admired, not ordered around without ever being asked what he wanted!

“Are you in the show?” Nancy asked. “I’ll look for you in the parade, the Grand March, whatever they call it.”

“Spec. It’s short for spectacle.” Tommy started to tell then about the jungle float, then remembered he was in an aerial act, even if not with the flyers. He pointed out the swinging metal ladders of the aerial ballet. “I’m in the web act. Not regular, but one of the girls hurt her foot and I’m filling in. I wear a wig, though.”

“Up there?” They were obviously impressed. “How do you get up?”

“Just climb up the web.” They did not understand, so he repeated: “Up that rope. Like in the school gym. It’s easy—I bet you could do it, Nancy. Lots of the girls in the act are about your age.”

“I’d be scared,” she said, and looked at him with awe. Jeff seemed impressed, too.

Tommy grabbed the rope and swarmed up. One of the workhands, setting rigs at the far end of the ring, came over and shouted, “Hey. you kids, keep off that rigging! Oh—it’s you, Tommy. Okay, but you keep the other kids off, you hear me?”

“It’s okay, Bill, I was just showing them how easy it is,” Tommy said, swinging upside down in the small metal ladder in the circle, hanging briefly by his heels.

“Please come down,” Nancy begged in a small voice. “It makes me dizzy to watch you.”

Tommy slid down the rope. “It does look kind of easy at that,” Jeff remarked, but he sounded impressed. “I didn’t know you were an acrobat—aerialist—whatever it is.”

“This isn’t a real aerial act,” Tommy said scornfully, “but all summer I’ve been working with the Flying Santellis.” He led them over to the flying rig. “I was supposed to go on with them tonight, only they needed me for the web act.”

“Oh, go on,” Jeff scoffed. “You, up there?” He was looking with awe at the dizzying upward stretch of the cobwebby aerial ladder. “You? Way up there?”

“Sure,” Tommy said, but he realized suddenly that they did not believe him. It was his first experience with the way in which a truth, however stated and however sincere, can sound like a lie. He was almost relieved when it was time to take them out front to their seats and to dress for spec.

When it was time for the aerial ballet, today he felt surer. He knew the wig would not fall off when he spun or hung head downward, that he would not make any foolish mistakes in counting. Betsy was walking today, but her foot was still tightly bandaged. For the first time he wondered how old she was. She had been with the show for as long as he could remember. It seemed funny that anyone should still be doing this simple act at her age.

“Your wig’s a little crooked.” She gave it a tug, smiling companionably.

“How’s your foot, Betsy?”

“Some better,” she said, “but the doctor told me to give it a good rest. And Margot says that all things considered, you are doing very nicely. So you can have the experience; it will do you no harm.”

Margot chuckled. “You’re like an old fire horse, Betsy, always wanting to rush off to one more fire.”

“And proud of it,” Betsy agreed. “What else would I be doing? Running a mitt camp on the midway, maybe?”

“There’s your music,” Margot said sharply. “You’re on, girls!”

Tommy was sure enough of himself today to take a quick second look at the audience from the top of the web, to look for Jeff and Nancy in their seats. He had arranged to meet them after the show and go downtown with them. He felt calm and relieved, getting into his street clothes, and just a little proud of himself. If he’d made any mistakes today, they hadn’t been big enough for Margot to tell him about. He was feeling a little cocky as he walked up to Jeff and Nancy, who were standing just inside the gate.

“Sorry I kept you waiting,” he greeted them.

Jeff laughed, and it was not a pleasant laugh. “Hey, Tommy,” he said, “you make a real cute girl.”

Nancy’s giggle was shrill. “Where are those cute blonde curls, Tommy? Or maybe we ought to call you Tammy?”

“And oh, those pink ruffly skirts,” Jeff cooed.

“Cut it out,” Tommy said uneasily. He didn’t mind being kidded, but he had the notion, somehow, that they were hitting below the belt. “Let’s go and get that soda. Where we going, Walsh’s?”

Nancy asked, “Are you always a girl with the circus, Tommy?”

“No—no, of course not.” Tommy wondered why they were making such a fuss about it. “Only, like I say, one of the girls hurt her foot, so they let me fill in today.”

“Let you? They couldn’t make me,” Jeff said. “They couldn’t pay me to put on those ruffly skirts and blonde curls and go out in front of all those folks!”

“Oh,” Nancy said, with a high sweet giggle, “I think he makes a darling girl. Hey, Jeff, you reckon they’ll put Tommy in the girls’ gym class this winter?”

Tommy realized, too late, that they were not just joining in a good joke. They were deriding him. “Quit that,” he said angrily. “Somebody had to work the act while Betsy was hurt! If you think it’s so darn funny, I’d like to see you do it!”

“Oh,” said Jeff in a falsetto, “I think you were real cute! Hey, Nancy, we’ll have to get all the kids down here tonight—the fellows will have to see this! Beauties of the Big Top, they call it? Hey, Beauty of the Big Top—” He sidled up to Tommy and said in a suggestive whisper, “Hey, cutie, you like a date? How’d you like to be my girl?”

Tommy felt a blind rage surging up over him, wiping out sanity. He rushed at Jeff and hit him.

The next thing he knew, Pick Leighty was hauling them all apart. Tommy had a long scratch below his left eye, and his mouth was swelling from a blow, but Jeff’s nose had begun bleeding, and one eye was shut. He had the last word, sneering, “Hey, you fight real good for a girl!”

“Go on, now! You town kids get off the lot!” Pick gave Jeff an angry shove and scowled at Nancy. He bent and picked up her hair ribbon and threw it at her. “Nice manners for a young lady, a guest on the lot!” he said scornfully, pushing Jeff toward the gate. But as they walked off, he turned his anger on Tommy.

“I’m ashamed of you, young Tom! Ask, like a special favor, can you bring your pals on the lot, and then you get into knock-down-and-drag-outs in the backyard! And fighting a girl, too! If I was your father, I’d give you a licking you’d remember for three seasons! Come to think of it, when that eye swells up, you won’t need no licking!”

Tommy stared at the ground and slunk away. His mouth was puffy and tasted of blood, and his knuckles were sore. He felt as if he were going to cry, but his eye hurt too much to shed tears.

He had boasted of being an aerialist, an acrobat. And all he was, was a girl dancer, a silly-looking thing, in foolish pink skirts and a blonde wig. Probably everybody in the stands was laughing at him because they could see he was a boy dressed up in girl’s clothes. And Jeff had seen his shame. Jeff would tell all his school friends, kids he’d known and liked, that he worked in the circus in a blonde wig and pink tarlatan skirts!

Maybe it was his own fault for bragging that he worked in the show! Maybe he deserved it! He lagged across the lot, sunk in self-disgust. His mother was putting supper on the table when he finally slouched in. She frowned at him.

“You’re late,” she said. Then, “Tommy, have you been in a fight? Your mouth, your eye—”

“No, ma’am,” he fibbed, crossing his fingers behind his back. “I hit my head on a—a corner of the ladder.”

“And you skinned your knuckles on a corner of the ladder, and split your lip on it, too?”

“Leave him alone, Beth,” Tom Zane, said from the sink where he was washing his hands. “You can’t expect a boy to tattle about a fight. Come get washed for dinner, Junior.”

Tommy only poked at his plate, but his mother’s sharp eyes noticed that, too. “Aren’t you eating anything?”

He had to lie again. “I had a couple of hot dogs at the grease wagon.”

“You shouldn’t fill yourself up with that junk,” his mother scolded.

“Never mind. He can have a bite after the night show,” his father said. Tommy guessed what his father was thinking: that Tommy was edgy about the show tonight. He was, but not in the way his father thought. What was making him sick was the knowledge that he would have to put on that awful pink gauze costume and go out, dressed up as a girl, in front of the whole town, people he had gone to school with last year. He muttered an excuse to his mother and hurried after his father, finally cornering him near the wild-animal cages. He knew it was a major crime to disturb his father with any personal matter just before a show, but his pain and confusion were so great he risked it.

“Dad, I got to ask you something. Do you think—do you think they laugh at me because I wear a girl’s costume in the web act?”

Tom Zane was checking his whips and props, laying them out for the performance. “Why should they? A performer wears what they tell him to wear.”

“Dad,” he said, “do I have to go on with the web act?” His father turned and stared. “Now, you listen here,” he said. “For the last two years every other word out of you has been trapeze, trapeze, trapeze. Now you got started in the show, you do what they tell you, you wear what they give you, and you don’t argue about it. Confound it, son, I’m busy now! Scram!”

He scrammed. His father’s words might have been some comfort—A performer wears what they tell him to wear—but they did not banish the memory of Jeff’s mocking face, the lewd suggestiveness in his words. How’d you like to be my girl? He felt sick. And his father hadn’t even been listening!

There was one person he could ask. Mario. He wondered if Mario would have agreed to put on a pink costume and blonde wig and go on with the girls. The idea was ridiculous; for some unknown reason it made him feel a little sicker. But the long dark rigging truck, which had the words the FLYING SANTELLIS emblazoned across the full length of the truck, and which the Santellis used as a dressing room before the performance, was dark and deserted. He even sought out their house trailer, something he had never ventured to do before, but it too was dark and there was no answer to his knock. They must have gone to have dinner in town, Tommy thought as he turned away into the shadows, his throat aching.

It wasn’t fair! Papa Tony had promised he could start with the flying act in San Angelo, where he had friends, but instead he was all fouled up in a ballet act wearing pink skirts, with all his school friends seeing him as a girl and making dirty cracks!

He wandered disconsolately through the backyard, not knowing what he was looking for. A couple of the little girls with the show were jumping rope outside their family trailer. A clown, his face already made up, was sitting in a trailer door combing the hair of a poodle and putting a ruff around its neck. Ellen Brady, outside the large trailer that held her family—she had four younger brothers—was taking down a long line of washing, tights and diapers and rompers all mingled. He knocked at the door of Margot’s trailer, and Margot put her head out.

“Hi, Tom, you’re early. Want to take the costume with you?”

He blinked in the light from the door. “I came to ask, how is Betsy’s foot? Okay again?”

“Well, she thinks so. I don’t. What’s the matter, Tom? Not feeling good? Come on in.”

He stepped up into the trailer. Betsy was there, her foot propped up, and Little Ann was eating a sandwich, a towel around her hair. He said shakily, “Aunt Marge, the kids here in town—they all know me here. I can’t go on in a girl’s costume! I just can’t do it!”

Little Ann put down her sandwich. “But that’s silly!” she protested. “They’re just a lot of townie kids, civilians. What do you care what they think?”

“Aunt Marge, Betsy said her foot was all right. I—I just can’t,” Tommy said desperately. “Honest, I’d rather lie right down here and die than put on that dress and wig and go out in front of all those kids who know me from my school!”

“Now, you listen here, Tommy Zane—” Margot began, but Betsy interrupted.

“Aw, let the boy be, Margot. I heard about it. A couple of children from his school, this afternoon, tormenting him and trying to beat him up. Children, they can be cruel—how well I know! My foot will be holding up well enough—”

“Oh, Betsy, could you? Just here in this town—”

“Betsy, you know very well what the doctor said,” Margot interrupted, turning on Tommy angrily. “‘Tommy, I’m ashamed of you! You have no right—”

“Margot, he’s a boy,” Betsy said. “Don’t I know, and my own boy just like him at that age? And now out in the Pacific fighting the Japs. I’ll manage with the foot, Tommy. Run along, now.” Betsy braced herself against the metal door. The corners of her mouth whitened, but Tommy refused to see. She ought to know, he told himself. She ought to know about her own darned old foot! He stepped away from the lighted door.

“Yes,” said a deeper, scornful voice, “run along, little boy!”

Tommy felt it like a dousing of ice water. “Mario?”

Mario was standing in the dusk near the trailer. In his town clothes he looked like a stranger, a dark, hostile, unfamiliar stranger. His black curls were slicked down with a fresh haircut; beneath the slanting brows, his eyes blazed.

“Mario, I—”

“Oh, I heard.” Mario cut him off with a scornful gesture. “I came to ask Margot— Well, no matter. And here I thought— Oh, hell, I wouldn’t trust you to run a cotton candy concession! Believe it or not, I thought you were pretty well ready to call yourself a performer, and here I find out you’re just a damn crybaby kid!”

He cut off Tommy’s protest with a gesture of dismissal.

“Go on, run along—va la, va la, ragazzo—run along, keep out of the way—some of us have work to do! Scram, run along, get lost, you!”

Tommy didn’t try to answer. He bent his head and scuttled away. He had felt ready to cry, but now he wanted to die of shame.

His family trailer was dark; his father would be checking the drops on the cages, his mother helping Ma Leighty with the costumes. He ought to be there now. He gulped, trying to hold back a flood of tears. Crybaby kid. They came anyway.

Mario’s words hurt worst. Tommy had let Jeff, an outsider, make him ashamed of being what he was: an acrobat, a performer who did what he was told and didn’t think about himself, just about what he was doing. How could he expect to be a flyer, if he didn’t have the gumption to put on a wig and a few yards of gauze because it looked silly? Well, it looked a lot sillier to have an empty spot in the act, or somebody up there who didn’t know the routine!

What made him think anyone even looked at him, anyhow? He was just another pink skirt. Now probably Margot would never let him fill in again. And as for Mario—Mario was probably through with him.

He heard the first blare of noise from the band and the booming of Big Jim’s voice—not the words, just the sound through the loudspeaker. The noise, the sound, the music of the band, the laughter and screams of the kids in the audience. Oh, murder, he ought to be there! Had he gone completely nuts? Who was going to be riding his float? It would be the only time he’d missed in six years, not since he had the mumps when he was a little kid! Ma Leighty would be mad at him, too, now, and his mother. What had gotten into him? Ma Leighty trusted him! And when his father heard about it . . . . Dad hadn’t spanked him for a couple of years, but this time he wouldn’t blame his father for breaking his neck.

I really fouled it up this time!

There was a heavy banging on his trailer door.

“Tommy! Hey, you in there?”

Tommy fumbled for the light switch. His mouth felt dry. In the harsh light outside, Mario looked drawn and grownup. He had on the gold tights of his costume, and a heavy sweater over it. “Tommy, damn it, where you been hiding out? Little Ann’s hunting you all over the backyard! Get yourself over there—pronto, presto!”

“Listen, you heard her tell me—”

“No, you listen, you young rascal,” Mario said coldly. “While you sat back here feeling sorry for yourself, Betsy stepped down hard on that bad foot of hers and passed out! This time she’s probably torn a tendon. You don’t belong in the show, I grant that. If I were three inches shorter, I’d put on the damn costume myself and go up before I’d let you set foot in the ring! But you’re the right size and you know the routines, so you get yourself the hell over there where you belong, or I’ll kick you every step of the way!”

Tommy opened his mouth to speak and Mario grabbed his shoulder and shook him. “Not one word, damn it!”

With a sudden, desperate urgency, Tommy said, “Mario, wait—”

Mario let him go and said, coldly, “You got about twelve minutes. What is it?” Then, changing his tone, “Hey—Tommy, what’s the matter, kid?”

“Mario—” Tommy was struggling to keep a hold on himself. “I got to ask you something. Jeff said—Jeff said—” His throat closed as the pain of the memory caught at him. Would Mario brush it aside casually, put him off with a casual What do you care what they think?

But Mario, hands in his sweater pocket, eyes alert, was looking straight at him. “Okay, kid, okay. What’s eating on you? Come on, you can tell me. What’s happened?”

Tommy blurted out, “He said— He acted like there had to be something wrong with me. With any boy who’d wear a girl’s costume—act like a girl . . . .” His throat closed again. “He—he acted like I was a girl—asked me for a date—he was bein’ funny. Only it wasn’t funny . . . .” He couldn’t go on.

Mario’s face was unreadable in the darkness. He didn’t speak at once, and Tommy, braced against instant, offhand, uncaring reassurance, tensed, then, slowly, relaxed.

Mario said at last, almost in a whisper, “Christ, I should have known. So that’s it! I should have known—you’re about that age, it would bother you. Okay, listen, Tom. You know who Shakespeare was?”

Tommy, startled by the non-sequitur, said slowly, “I guess I heard about him in school. He was a writer, wasn’t he? He wrote Hamlet, or something like that?”

“Well, yes. Only, one of the things he wrote was ‘There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.’ So tell me, do you feel like a girl when you wear that costume, do you want to be a girl?”

“Christ, no!” Tommy yelled. “What do you think I am?”

“That’s the whole point,” Mario said in the darkness beside him. “You are what you think you are. If it doesn’t make you feel like a girl inside, okay, then, it’s just a costume. If it made you feel wrong inside, like you were really a girl, then I’d say don’t wear it, put up a fight about it. But if you feel like a man inside, who the hell cares what you wear in the show? Anything a man does is manly, isn’t it? Or do you think you have to go around with your fists up, or slinging guns like Tom Mix, to make yourself feel like a man?”

Tommy suddenly felt foolish—foolish, but relieved at the same time. He said, “You don’t think I look too much like a girl?”

“Hell, no,” Mario responded immediately, and as they came into the lights near Margot’s trailer, his sober face cracked suddenly into a grin. “Ragazzo, there’s nothing effeminate about you. You don’t look like a girl, you don’t walk like a girl, you don’t fly like a girl—and I started flying with my sister, so I know what I’m talking about. Nobody could take you for a girl, even in that costume, except the rubes in the grandstand, and if you care what they think, you’re in the wrong business.”

That is what his father had said, what Margot had said; but for some reason, coming from Mario, the truth hit home. Tommy let out a long, shaking sigh. He no longer felt like crying.

“Go on,” Mario said, “your act’s waiting for you. If you were two years older, they’d soak you with a fine for missing spec. You want to be treated like a trouper, Tom, you better start acting like one. Go on—better run.”

He ran, not looking back. Margot’s trailer was confusion, filled with girls and fluttering skirts, powder, gauze. Tommy stepped in, hesitantly.

“Tommy, thank goodness!” Margot seemed not to remember that he had been there before. She thrust an armful of pink tarlatan at him. “You haven’t got time to go back to your trailer and change, just step back in the kitchen.”

He went meekly, shucking his clothes in the cramped space between stove and icebox, pulling on the ruffled costume. He came out tying the slippers. The girls had all vanished in a flutter of pink. Betsy Gentry was lying in Little Ann’s bunk bed, a faded kimono wrapped around her. She looked very small. Her ankle was resting on a burlap bag filled with ice from the snow cone stand, dripping on a piece of oilcloth.

Tommy stopped beside her.

“Betsy, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because she’s a performer with a show to do,” Margot said brusquely. “Hurry up, Tommy. Your face is a mess.” She flung a wet washrag at him, and Tommy, realizing his face was smeared with tears and dirt, submitted meekly to the indignity of letting Margot scrub his face.

As he was hurrying toward the entrance (he saw with relief that he was not late, that the group of pink-clad girls and women were still waiting there), he remembered again that his school friends would see him performing as a girl. But it didn’t seem to matter now.

Why should he care what they thought? He was an acrobat, doing what he’d been trained to do, and what the show required. Maybe, behaving like a crybaby kid, he’d lost Mario’s special friendship and interest. But he could get back his own respect.

The band had gone into the opening bars of the “Pink Lady Waltz”; he heard Zelda, beside him, whispering the counts under her breath. Then he was on the rope, climbing, and the faces in the stands were blurred out by the lights. The world out there was real, more real than he had ever been able to believe—but it would never have any power over him again.
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During the intermission, while the pitchmen were selling peanuts, cotton candy, and toy monkeys on strings, Tommy sat in his gym shorts and sweater, watching the acts form up for the second half of the program. He had seen a couple of faces he knew in the audience. No one had been laughing, and one boy who had been in his grade last year had given him a friendly wave. Maybe Jeff and Nancy had only wanted to take him down a peg or two for bragging. What difference did it make?

None, in him. And yet he realized, without knowing just why, that somehow something very important had happened to him, that he had surmounted some crucial crisis without even knowing for certain just what it was.

Shuffles Small, the wirewalker, was standing in the entrance in his silver and white costume, getting ready to go on; he opened the second half of the show. “Are you still here?” he said to Tommy. “Tonio Santelli was looking for you a few minutes ago—you’re supposed to be over at their trailer. You got a lot to learn about timing a show, kid. Better get along over there as fast as you can.”

Tommy went in the direction indicated. Already there were large bare gaps appearing in the backyard; workhands and rigging men were striking the riggings and apparatus from the first half of the show. The aerial ballet riggings, the poles and circles and webs, had come down and were being loaded into one of the trucks; the cage truck with the lions had already pulled out. Tommy reached the rigging truck with the FLYING SANTELLIS on the side, and saw Papa Tony scowling at him from the doorway.

“What’s the matter with you? You forgot? This of all things you forgot, that Lambeth said we start you in San Angelo?”

“No, but I thought—Mario said—”

“Mario does not yet do the thinking for this act, young man. Lambeth says we start you out in San Angelo—very well, we start you out in San Angelo. Anyway, we have the duo rigging up; it was put up this morning. You come out with us, stand on the platform. Then we open with the duo routines, so we can get the second rigging up, out of our way. After that, you can handle the ropes, nothing more this time.”

“Honest?” Tommy hardly dared to believe it.

“You think I talk for the pleasure of hearing myself? But not in your shorts! Go inside and they will find you some tights,” Papa Tony ordered and then walked off.

Inside the trailer Mario and Angelo were standing in front of the board they used for a dressing table. Mario was shaking out the green and gold capes they wore into the ring. Angelo nodded curtly at Tommy. “About time you got here! Next time, get over here during intermission, remember? Here, get into these.” He felt out a pair of faded green tights. “They’re mine, but I guess they’ll fit. Just tie the tapes good and tight—you don’t want them falling down around your fanny in the ring. You really would look like a damn fool then.”

“Fine time to start talking about people making damn fools of themselves. In case you meant me.” Mario was in a foul mood.

Angelo handed Tommy a green singlet top with a gold stripe down the front, like the one he was wearing. “Calm down, Matt, your temperament is showing. I mean it, kid, you sit down and have a cigarette or do some deep-breathing exercises or something. You walk out there looking like that, and Papa won’t let you try it, I’m telling you. No, I’m warning you!”

Mario muttered something savage in Italian. Angelo came over to Tommy, who was nervously smoothing up the scratchy wool tights. Angelo showed him how to fasten the tapes and tuck the ends inside. Then he wound a fold of gauze around Tommy’s wrists so the adhesive would not burn his skin and strapped adhesive tape over it. “That too tight? Tell me now if it is, and I’ll fix it.”

“No, it’s okay.”

Angelo had never paid so much attention to Tommy before. Under ordinary conditions Tommy was a little afraid of him, but right now he was too shaky to think about it. He had never been allowed to hang around when the Santellis were actually getting ready for a performance. There was none of the laughter and good-natured horseplay of rehearsal; they were quiet, and tense, and deadly serious.

“Your hair’s got sand in it. Here.” Angelo handed him a comb. It was not any too clean, but Tommy used it without comment.

Mario was still standing in front of the mirror, settling the green-and-gold cape over his shoulders. He turned around. As always in the bright stage costume, he looked larger, his face dark, the slanted eyebrows giving his features a faintly satanic look. He said shortly, “When we go in the ring, you walk between Angelo and Papa Tony. You’ve seen the prop man taking our capes?” Tommy nodded. “You do that tonight; it will give the audience a good look at you. Papa Tony’s first, then Angelo’s, then mine, then give them to the rigging man—you know the bit. Just don’t rush it.”

Angelo looped his cape at his throat. Tommy had none; he was just a spare part, an extra man. They walked across the backyard toward the entrance, arriving just as the band crashed into the slow, impressive music that heralded the entrance of the flyers. For the hundredth time, Tommy resolved to ask one of them what it was, and realized he would probably forget again.

“Come on.” Angelo took his elbow and steered him toward the entrance. Mario still hadn’t spoken. Tommy knew that some performers were more nervous than others before they went into the ring—he himself felt as if he’d be lucky to get as far as the foot of the flying rig without being sick—but Mario looked as if he were walking in his sleep. Angelo gave Tommy a quick, tight grin, then said in a whisper, “Okay, kid, take it easy, you’ve done it a hundred times, no reason this time should be any different.” He reached past Tommy and grabbed Mario’s elbow.

“You’re guyed-out, Matt, tight as a tent. You still feeling lucky? I don’t mind, if you don’t.”

Mario said something, but Tommy didn’t hear what it was, for the voice of Jim Lambeth was booming over the speakers.

“The Flying Santellis . . .”

Tommy took a deep breath. He felt wobbly, as if his legs were not quite long enough to touch the ground. He tried to walk the way they did, in measured slow steps, looking neither left nor right. As the solemn entrance music changed without a transition into a graceful, swaying waltz, Tommy reached right and left, taking the heavy capes and passing them to the rigging man. He was last on the ladder and the lights were shining in his eyes. As he stepped on the platform it felt oddly like the first time; his feet were not quite steady. Then he found his balance as he took hold of the side rope. Mario’s hand was hard and steady on his shoulder.

He was cold, inside and out. The floodlights made the trapeze bars look oddly different, thin strange dark lines, and Angelo, and Papa Tony on the second catcher’s trapeze for this opening trick, looked strange, larger than usual. He only half heard what Big Jim was saying:

“Appearing for the first time anywhere . . . youngest trapeze flyer regularly appearing with any circus in America . . . first time the Santellis are joined by a new member of their troupe . . . Mario and Tommy Santelli on the duo rigging.”

As they pulled down the bar, Mario whispered, “You can see all right with the lights?”

“Sure.”

“All right—now!’”

The inside count clicked off without any need for conscious thought. One: four hands slapping on the bar with a single sound. Two: the long outward swoop, the high, flexed kick and return. Three: the backswing for momentum—and in a flash under the unfamiliar lights, Tommy saw the thin dark line of the net below. Four: the launching sweep into space, the slapping of Papa Tony’s hands around his wrists, the sudden weight on his shoulders . . . knowing, not seeing, Mario smacking into Angelo’s grip, the identical curve and flex of their bodies as they swung together, practiced until it was reflex, automatic. The backswing, the shift to face the platform, the swing boosted across empty space, the split-second numbing terror of which he was never quite free at this point—if the trapeze had blown sidewise, even a little, in the wind—the heart-stopping relief of feeling it safe and squarely caught in their four hands, balanced, no ragged catch to make it slip to one side or the other. Palms gripping. Long roll of drums, or was it his heart pounding? His feet jolted on the platform and he heard the applause, his first, rolling up, surging, like the pounding of blood in his head. Strangely, he felt no exhilaration, no pride, only a curious, drained relaxation. Exhilaration would come later.

He watched the second trapeze being drawn up out of the way. Later—he had heard this discussed—he would make a cross in this empty space in the show. But not this first time. Papa Tony joined them on the platform. Mario pulled down the slightly narrower single bar. “Okay,” he whispered, “you’re through. Just keep clear.”

Tommy stood at one end of the pedestal, alert, watching the tricks that had become so familiar he could see them in his sleep: Mario’s back double, Papa Tony’s forward two-and-a-half, the midair pass.

Mario, nervously rubbing his wrists, whispered, “Give me plenty of room.”

Papa Tony passed the bar to Mario and said something under his breath. Tommy could not hear the words, but they had the lift of a question. Mario nodded. Papa Tony raised his hand, signaling Lambeth. Usually this last trick, which closed the act, was the two-and-a-twist—the difficult double somersault with a half twist in between. Papa Tony usually finished the act, although once in a while, lately, Mario had done so instead. Tonight, it was Mario’s name that Big Jim called out.

“And now . . . ladies and gentlemen . . . direct your attention to the high trapeze . . . . The most difficult of all aerial feats . . . Mario Santelli will attempt a triple somersault to his catcher’s hands . . . . Mario Santelli!”

Tommy gasped aloud. I didn’t know he was going to try that tonight . . . .

Mario swung out, with a high, flexed, driving swing. He made an extra backswing for momentum, then drove his trapeze forward again, upward and upward to an almost unbelievable height. At the last moment before the ropes buckled, he flipped off the bar, snapping back into a closely tucked somersault at incredible velocity; then a second, unbelievably higher than the first; a third, in falling momentum . . . . Tommy had forgotten how to breathe . . . . At the last split second Mario straightened, and Tommy felt, with a jolt that hurt him, deep inside, the wrists slamming into Angelo’s hands, the grip that slid, locked just at the moment when it seemed that another instant’s swing must throw him backward into the darkness beyond the catcher.

Tommy felt that his own harsh breath was louder than the sudden screams and applause from the seats. Mario and Angelo swung together, locked wrist-to-hand and hand-to-wrist, and Angelo was beaming.

Then Mario swung back to the pedestal, dropping off lightly. Turning to the audience, he flung up his hand in a stylish gesture and waited for the resurgence of applause.

It came, storming higher and higher—louder, it seemed to Tommy, than any applause he had ever heard. Then, one by one, they were diving into the net, somersaulting over the edge and out of the ring, and the clowns were running in for the finale.

Tommy had almost forgotten that tonight he had fulfilled his own years-long daydream. So, even facing his own ordeal by fire, Mario had been willing to spare time and energy to come and shake some sense into him! Tommy felt numb and ashamed.

Just beyond the canvas flap of the performers’ entrance, Angelo whirled and grabbed Mario in an exuberant bear hug. Papa Tony was beaming at them with an inner glow, radiating pride and happiness. Mario looked white and shaken; he had begun to shiver, and Tommy, reaching for the pile of capes on a prop box, flung one of them around Mario’s shoulders. Mario managed a grin.

“Some show, hey, kid?”

Hardly realizing what he did, Tommy threw his arms around Mario’s waist and hugged him. Mario held him hard for a moment, and Tommy gasped, “You did it! You did the triple! But why didn’t you tell me—why didn’t you even tell me you were going to try it tonight . . .?”

Mario sounded almost like himself again when he laughed. “I figured you had enough on your mind for one night. C’mon, c’mon, let’s quit blocking the entrance here!”

Neither Angelo nor Papa Tony had said a word to Tommy about what he had done. Tommy felt that was quite proper, that all their attention and excitement should go to Mario. They walked back toward the rigging truck to change, Mario’s hand on Tommy’s shoulder. After a minute he lifted it, asking, “What’s this, Tom?”

Startled, a little confused, Tommy put up his hand to the little medal, which was pinned inside the singlet top. Quite automatically, completely without conscious thought, he had transferred it from his shirt to his costume, pinning it into the neckline without being aware of doing so. This was the first time he had noticed it. He felt himself blushing.

“Oh,” he said, “it’s that thing. That medal. Heck, you gave it to me!”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Mario said softly. “I guess he’s looking after us both, then. I guess I was right; I figured you’d be—lucky for me.”

His eyes, dark and glowing, were intent on Tommy’s. They stood like that for a minute. Mario’s hand on his shoulder. Then the older boy sighed and laughed.

“Run along, Lucky. Your family will be wanting to know you didn’t break your neck, too.”

“Mario, you’re a wonder,” someone boomed out, and Tommy saw Jim Lambeth standing in front of the rigging truck. Behind him was a crowd of performers still in costume. They swarmed in to congratulate Mario, and Tommy, not wanting to infringe even for an instant on Mario’s moment of triumph, slipped silently away into the darkness.

As he ran across the backyard to his parents’ trailer, Tommy heard someone call his name. He stopped. Little Ann, a coat pulled over the costume she wore with her mother in the tumbling act, hurried toward him.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were going on with the Santellis? Listen, I think that was a mean trick!”

“What was a mean trick? I don’t get it. What did I do?”

“Not you, Mario,” she said vehemently. “Didn’t he even tell you he was going to do a triple tonight and spoil everything?”

“What are you talking about?” Tommy demanded, confused. “I don’t think he told anybody except Angelo, but he’s been trying to do it all season. Heck, the whole show knows he’s been working on it! What’s the matter?”

“Everybody’s so crazy excited about it, they’ve clean forgotten about it being your first performance,” Little Ann said crossly. “A new flyer in an act is worth making a little fuss about, darn it! I bet he did it on purpose. He’s got such a swelled head, he can’t stand thinking of anybody else getting any special attention!”

Tommy scowled at her, baffled, bewildered, and just a little angry. “Good grief, don’t you have the faintest idea of what Mario’s just done? The triple somersault, Little Ann! Don’t you know what that means? Only two or three other flyers in the whole world ever did it, and nobody’s done it lately except Barney Parrish, and he got smashed up doing it! And Jim Fortunati, with the Big Show—he’s center ring at Starr’s! And you think they ought to make a fuss over me? Little Ann, I think you must be nuts or something!”

She stepped back as if he had hit her. “Well, excuse me for living!” she said angrily, then turned and ran away toward her own trailer. Tommy took a step to follow her—she was his best friend, and he hadn’t meant to make her mad—then shrugged and let it go. What did it matter, anyway? He wondered, suddenly, if his father had seen him in the ring.

A week later, the Lambeth Circus broke up for the winter. Tommy had appeared every night with the Santellis, and in one matinee performance. Mario had attempted the triple only once more. On the last day, after the matinee, Tommy was helping his mother clear the trailer for the long haul to winter quarters when he looked up and saw Mario standing in the door of the trailer. He ran out to him.

“Tommy, we’re pulling out right after the night show. I probably won’t see you to speak to, just in the act. I thought I’d say good-bye now.” He hesitated, put a hand on the boy’s shoulders. “Where you spending the winter?”

“Lambeth winter quarters, somewhere in Texas. I forget what town. Why?”

“Oh, you never know, I might send you a Christmas card or something. Actually, Papa Tony asked me to find out.” He hesitated, seemed about to say something more, then said, “Okay, see you next season, I guess.”

“Unless they draft you in the Army,” Tommy said. “How come you stayed out this long anyway? You got flat feet or something?”

Mario’s face shut tight, like a steel trap. “Or something. You ask too goddamn many nosy questions.”

“Hey, don’t get mad,” Tommy pleaded.

Mario sighed and shrugged. “Okay, okay. Look, I got to get back. Angelo’s prowling around like a bear with a sore tail, worrying about whether we’re going to make it to California on those tires.” His hand still rested on Tommy’s shoulder. He touched, briefly, the lump the little metal tag made inside the neckline of Tommy’s shirt and murmured something in Italian, of which Tommy knew only a few words. Then Mario turned his back, lifted his hand briefly in farewell, and walked away.

Beth Zane was packing pots and pans into a crate when Tommy returned to the trailer. “Come here and help me with this. Did Mario want something?”

“Just saying good-bye till next year.”

She glanced sideways at him. “I suppose—” she began, then stopped.

“Mother, you speak Italian, don’t you?”

“I used to, a little. You pick it up when you study music. Not a whole lot. Why?”

Tommy stumbled to remember unfamiliar words.

“Tu sei—I didn’t get all of it. Fortuna. And sventura—”

“You’re sure? Fortuna—that’s luck, good fortune. And sventura—you’re sure about that? That’s bad luck, trouble. Something about good or bad luck, I guess. Did he say that? Maybe it’s some kind of proverb or old saying, but it’s funny he wouldn’t tell you.”

“I guess he was wishing me good luck instead of bad,” Tommy said, and quickly went to finish his work, but he had put the phrase together by now. Mario had called him “Lucky” a few times. But now what he had said was, You are my luck . . .good luck or bad. Tommy carried the words inside himself just as he carried the little medal pinned inside the collar of his shirt, as a talisman, without quite knowing why.
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A high November wind was blowing late-falling leaves from the trees as Tommy walked slowly home from school. The sun had already dropped over the edge of the world, and the leafless trees wavered, like a limp net, above him.

The small house where he and his mother were spending the winter was lighted up inside, for he was late. His father lived fifteen miles away, on the grounds of the circus winter quarters. Tommy had never quite understood his mother’s refusal to live there. None of them ever put it into words.

He did not really see less of his father, for Tom Zane came home almost every day, but the distance created an odd, disjointed sense that the world was split into two parts. And that fifteen miles made some sort of indefinable difference to his mother. What, he couldn’t understand, but it was there, and he had found out before he was ten that he couldn’t discuss the topic with his mother.

The living room was empty; a smell of cooking came from the kitchen. Tommy put his books in his bedroom and sat down on his bed, kicking aimlessly with one sneaker.

It was a bare and characterless room, the furniture cheap and showing the marks of many past tenants. The floor was swept and bare; the dresser was painted white, strewn with his toilet articles. He had added nothing to the room except a few photographs tacked up on the poison-green walls. One was a large autographed glossy photograph of the Flying Fortunatis—center-ring attraction with the Starr Circus—which Margot Clane had given him two years ago. She had known the Fortunatis years ago, and the photo was autographed across the bottom: “With love to Margot from Cleo, Lionel, Jim.” The second picture, cut from a magazine years ago, was a blurred halftone of a man in tights, just seizing a trapeze bar in a pirouette. It was the only picture Tommy had ever been able to find of the great Barney Parrish, who had invented the triple thirty years before. The third was a snapshot Little Ann had taken with her birthday camera; she had had an extra print made for him. Snapped at rehearsal, it showed Mario, Angelo, and himself at the foot of the aerial ladder, all in practice clothes.

Tommy propped his chin in his hands and stared at the wall. He had stayed late every evening at school for a month to practice with the group trying out for the basketball team. He had thought it was an oversensitive imagination when he felt persistent unfriendliness around him. He was too small for a guard, of course, but he was fast on his feet and quick at the game, and he never missed a basket shot. He felt he had a good right to hope. That afternoon, getting back into his street clothes, he had looked up to see the coach watching him.

“Come into my office a minute when you’re finished, Zane.”

“Yes, sir.” Hastily Tommy tied up his shoelaces, then slammed his sneakers and gym suit into the locker and went down the hall to the coach’s office.

Coach Seymour was a small man, wiry and muscular. He looked up at Tommy with level, unrevealing eyes. “You’re a fine player, Zane,” he said at last. “No reason I shouldn’t tell you, you’re probably the best player down there. But then, I’m sure you know that.”

The emphasis puzzled Tommy. “Thanks, sir. I know I’m too short, but I’ve tried hard.”

“Sit down, Zane. What’s your name—Tom? Well, Tom, I was making up the team lists, and I was all ready to put you on the squad, and then I found out there was a few things I didn’t know about you.” Suddenly the coach’s voice became hostile. “For instance . . . you are a professional acrobat, aren’t you?”

“Who told you?” Tommy demanded.

“Never mind that. Your parents are circus people, aren’t they? And you yourself have appeared professionally in the ring as a gymnast?”

“Why—not much—”

“Tell me about it, won’t you? Doing what?”

Tommy sat on the hard chair, baffled by the mixture of curiosity and hostility in the man’s stare, as if Tommy had done something dishonest. “Well, when you spend all your summers with the circus, it sort of soaks in. Tumbling, horizontal bars, that sort of stuff. And I got interested in flying-trapeze, you know—and one of the flyers taught me. But I wasn’t really in an act—only a few times, to fill in if somebody was hurt or something.”

“But you have appeared in the ring professionally as part of the show?”

“Sure, sometimes,” he said, more baffled than ever.

“Well, then, Zane. You know, of course, that schoolboy athletics are all amateur events. There’s been some—talk—about choosing you, a professional gymnast, to go into competition with schoolboys who haven’t had your special advantages. Under the circumstances, it seems a bit fairer to the other boys not to put you on the team.”

For a minute Tommy felt as if he had dived from the rigging to suddenly discover the net was not where it belonged. Then the dignity he had learned, painfully, in the ring came to his aid. He sat up very straight.

“Whatever you say, sir. It’s up to you.”

“We wouldn’t want to take unfair advantage of the other boys.”

“No, sir,” Tommy said stiffly. What advantage? I don’t play basketball with the circus!

“Nothing personal, you know. It could happen to anyone. Why, the Olympic star Jim Thorpe—you know who he was?—was disqualified from the Olympics because he spent one year as a professional when he wasn’t much older than you.”

Coach Seymour kept him a few more minutes, asking foolish questions about the circus, as if to prove there were no hard feelings. But Tommy answered his questions noncommittally and escaped as soon as he could.

Now, in his room, he thought about the hostility, and the distance, and about something else. He could keep himself in condition, physically. But all the precise details of timing, precision, and balance demanded practice as well as skill. Next summer it would take him weeks, if not months, to get back to where he’d been in September. Performers all took a vacation at the end of the season, but not such a long layoff. He ought to be working, training, rehearsing. It had been different when he was just an amateur, working haphazardly when someone had time to teach him. But if he wanted to perform on tour next year—and he knew he did want to, knew it was the only thing he wanted—he ought to be rehearsing. With somebody.

He kicked off his shoes and went into the kitchen for a glass of milk, but as he was opening the icebox he heard his father’s voice in the other bedroom. Startled, he opened his mouth to call out, then quickly shut it. for he heard something he had never heard before: his father’s voice raised in anger. Like all the men who work with the big cats, Tom Zane moved quickly but never unexpectedly, and he had a remarkably even, low voice. But now he was shouting, and he was in a rage.

“God damn it, yes, and among other things it would mean you could square it with your conscience to stop this nonsense and come live in winter quarters with me! Don’t be so damnably difficult, Beth!”

“Tom, he’s only fourteen. He ought to have a normal life. School parties, and dates with girls, and basketball games, and baseball, and fishing—”

“It’s already too late for that, sweetheart. Look, maybe it’s my fault—I wanted you and the kid on the road with me every summer. But Tommy—where he’s concerned, you’ve got to admit—”

Very quietly Tommy tiptoed into his bedroom. He put on his shoes and came walking noisily into the kitchen again. “Hey, Mother, I’m home.”

His parents came out into the kitchen and Tommy pretended surprise. “Hey, Dad, what you doing home on Wednesday?”

“I have to have a reason these days?”

Tommy shrugged.

“You’re late, Tommy. What happened?” his mother asked.

“I had to talk to the coach. I’m not going to be on the basketball team.”

“What happened, son?” Tom Zane asked.

“Coach said—I guess there’s some rule about it—I was a professional acrobat. So I’m not eligible or something. I didn’t tell him—somebody must have heard about it. He said it wasn’t fair to the other kids.”

“You see?” Elizabeth Zane said over her son’s head.

“I see one thing,” Tom retorted, staring at his wife with an outthrust jaw. “I see that if he’d gone to school over near winter quarters where everybody takes circus people for granted, instead of treating them like freaks, he wouldn’t have to go through this. Did you really want to be on that team, Tom Junior?”

Tommy looked straight into his father’s eyes. “No, Dad. I guess not.”

His father didn’t answer. “Run and get your coat. I want to take you and your mother for a drive over to the grounds. King got so old we had to shoot him, and Lambeth bought a new cat for the season. I’m not working him yet.” He fished in his pocket. “Letter for you. It came to winter quarters.”

Tommy took it, surprised. He never got letters, and it was too early for his usual Christmas card from Little Ann.

It was a colored picture postcard, mostly blue ocean and sand. On the message half of the card Mario had written, “I’m giving lessons this winter in tumbling and acrobatics at, of all things, a ballet school. Most of the boys are not as easy to teach as you. Angelo says hello and see you soon.” It was the first time he had seen Mario’s handwriting. A square, very small hand, the downstrokes very straight, every t carefully crossed with a neat horizontal bar, it looked more like drawing than writing. He put it in his coat pocket and went out to the car.

The smell of winter quarters—the mingled odors of animals, canvas, hay, sawdust, and dung—was familiar to Tommy, and gave him a curious, homesick feeling. He drifted around the darkening grounds. Only a handful of performers stayed with Lambeth at winter quarters; most of them traveled with indoor circuses or stage shows.

Tommy dropped in at Ma Leighty’s trailer and showed her Mario’s card. It made him somehow feel less lonely. In the ring barn, a strange riding act was working on harness. He finally returned to his parents, finding that Big Jim Lambeth had come out to join them. His mother was scratching old Lucifer through the bars with a stick. It made Tommy cringe. He simply didn’t like cats.

Lucifer had been born with the circus—Tommy had heard the story a hundred times—and like most cats in captivity had to be taken immediately from his mother; caged lionesses usually killed their cubs. Beth Zane had raised the huge kitten on a bottle; he had slept on her bed until he was half grown.

Everyone with the circus knew that Beth had a way with animals. When Tommy was very small she had worked in the big cage with his father, opening and closing the cage drops, sometimes running the animals through their tricks. She could handle the cats as well as her husband, although when Tommy was six or so she had stopped working in the ring. Old Lucifer was her special pet. Tommy wasn’t afraid of Lucifer, not exactly, but he hated to see his mother so close to the bars. As for the other lions, Lady and Big Boy, he hated them.

He knew, of course, that of all the big cats, lions were the least dangerous, that most of their snarling and pouncing was cleverly contrived by his father to make them look fierce and give a good show. And of course he knew that the dangerous cat was not the one who sat up and roared—that was just high spirits, like the tail-wagging of a dog—but the one who put its ears back and crouched. But he never watched his father working; it made his toes curl up and his stomach twist inside.

“Well, what do you think of the new one, Tom Junior? I’m going to call him Prince.”

Tommy looked at the ground and scuffed it with his shoe. Prince was a young male, tawny-gold with great golden eyes and a golden-tawny ruff. As Tommy glared at the beautiful cat, he opened his great mouth and yawned, displaying enormous teeth, then sheathed his claws and spread them playfully. Tommy felt the skin on his back tighten all the way down to his toes.

“Dad, he’s beautiful, but he isn’t—safe. You aren’t going to work him, are you?”

His father laughed. “Now, Tom Junior, do I try and tell you how to fly?”

Lambeth came and towered over Tommy. “How’s the world’s youngest aerialist? You going to be flying this season?” he demanded.

“I guess that’s up to the Santellis.”

Tommy sensed that his mother was angry, although he didn’t know why and didn’t know how to ask. Elizabeth Zane remained silent all the way home, and when they arrived, his parents sent Tommy to do his homework and talked on, in carefully lowered voices, till very late. Even in his sleep, he seemed to hear the sound of their voices, the tones of conflict still penetrating his dreams.

November wore away. A few days before Christmas, Tommy came home to find his father’s car in the drive and his mother’s face swollen as if she had been crying.

“What’s the matter, Mother? Dad—Dad, you haven’t been drafted or anything, have you?” In the last months of the war, even men in their thirties, even men with children, were being called up. His father shook his head. “No, if they’d been going to draft me, they’d have done it two years ago. My eyes aren’t good enough for the Army. No, there’s just something we have to talk over with you. Sit down, son.”

“Dad, what’s the matter? What’s wrong? Mother . . .”

“Your father will tell you.” His mother looked away from him. Tommy sat down uneasily on a chair.

“Relax, son,” Tom said finally. “No trouble, nothing’s wrong. But a letter I got today, it upset your mother. Tell me, did any of the Santellis say anything about their plans for next year?”

“Why, no. Though Mario said he’d see me next year, so I guess they’re going to be with Lambeth. And he said I might be appearing with them once in a while. That was all. Why? Has anything happened? Aren’t they coming back to Lambeth?”

“Mario sent you a note—I’ll give it to you later. Son, I want to ask you something serious. Do you really want to be a flyer?”

“Why, sure, you know I do.”

“No, wait, son, not like that. I mean, are you perfectly sure that’s what you want to do? Or have you just been fooling around, doing it for fun?”

Tommy squirmed, uncomfortable because his father looked so grave. Before Tommy could answer, he went on, “Maybe I made a mistake. Maybe I should have made you settle down somewhere, go to school, boarding school. Live someplace all year round.”

“Dad, for goodness’ sake, I couldn’t live that way!”

“Tommy, Tommy, Tommy, most people never live any other way! I ought to have known you’d catch the fever! I let Margot teach you tumbling, mostly to keep you out from under people’s feet. And when you started talking about flying—well, I thought you’d get sick of it before you ever got off the ground.”

“How’d you think—”

“Oh, a lot of kids get the notion they’d like being a circus star. I thought, when you found out how hard it was. you’d quit. So did Tony Santelli. He said if you were just amusing yourself, the sooner you got sick of it, the better. He told Mario not to go easy on you, but to work the pants off you. You surprised everybody by keeping it up.”

Tommy opened his mouth and shut it again, but his father said, “Go ahead.”

“It isn’t just that it’s fun, Dad. It—well, it is fun, of course, but mostly—well, it’s something I want to do and I can do, and the more I work at it the better I want to get—”

“I know what you mean,” his mother broke in abruptly, “but here’s the point, Tommy. If you’re just in it as an amateur, now’s the time to drop it. You’ve had your fun. They even let you appear with them a few times. Now what?”

“Mother, I don’t understand. I’m not nearly good enough for a flyer—I’m not good enough even for a spare part. I’ve just started. I can’t quit now!”

His father sighed. “You’re right, of course. As an amateur you’re pretty good. If you want to be a professional, of course, you’ve hardly begun. But—but I don’t want you to wake up someday—oh, say, when you’re college age—and find out there’s nothing you’re good for except to be an acrobat.”

“Well,” said Tommy, puzzled, “what else is there that I might want to be?”

He saw his mother meet his father’s eyes with a curious, resigned look. “I guess that answers that,” Tom nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, son . . . today I got a letter from Tonio Santelli. He said what I’ve been telling you: They want you in the act next summer.”

“Dad—”

“I know how you feel. But there’s a hitch. He wants you under contract to him, personally, for three years. He says it will take at least that long before you’ll be worth anything much to the act. You’ll get a small salary—that part is all right; it’s perfectly fair, what he offers—and this year, at least, they’ll be with Lambeth, so you’ll be living with your mother and me on the road. But here’s the catch, and your mother—no, Elizabeth, I’ll handle this—your mother asked me to say no to them without even telling you: They want you in California next week.”

“Next week?”

“Yes. Right after Christmas. You’ll spend the winter with them—you’ll live with Angelo’s sister; she keeps house for the family, I think—learning, getting ready for the season.”

“Leave you and Mother?”

“Yes. He says otherwise you’d be out of form by the time the season opens, the tour would be half over before they could use you full-time in the act. He wants our answer this week, otherwise they’ll have to find another man in California.”

“Oh, Dad, please, I’ve got to go! I want to—I want to be the one!”

“I can see Tony’s point, of course. They’ve given you a lot of time and gone to a lot of trouble working with you. Now they have to know, once and for all, if they can count on you as a real part of the act.”

His mother cried, “But you’re so young, Tommy. Not—not even fifteen—”

Tommy got up and went to his mother, and held her around the waist, feeling her shaking all over with sobs. “Mother—Mommy, don’t, please, don’t cry—can’t you see? Mother, I’ve been working so hard. In fact, I was thinking just the other day how I ought to spend this winter working, rehearsing, not laying off like this. If they get somebody else, I’m finished—I’m through before I ever get started. Mommy, Mommy, I can’t go if you’re going to cry like that, but I’ve got to, can’t you understand?” He was almost crying himself.

She raised her head. She was not crying now. Her eyes glowed blue, and for a moment it seemed to Tommy that they had the incandescent glare of arc lights.

“Tom Junior,” she said very quietly, “look at me. Now. Before God, Tom, this isn’t a game. Is this what you want?”

He swallowed hard, trying to steady his voice. “I’m sorry, Mother. I know you don’t like it. But you know it’s what I wanted. It’s all I ever wanted.”

“Then”—he saw the muscles move in her throat as she swallowed—“I won’t say another word. Go ahead.”

Tommy’s father came and put an arm around each of them. He said, “All right, Tom Junior. You’re old for your age, you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and you work hard. I’ve watched you doing workouts on your own, and at your age that takes a lot of doing. You’ll go to school out there, but after this year you’ll have to get your schooling the best way you can—under your own steam.”

“Dad, I don’t care whether or not I finish high school.”

“But I do,” his mother said quickly. “Promise me, Tom.”

“Look—Dad, Mother—”

“We won’t even discuss it,” his father said flatly. “You finish high school. Somehow. Nobody can get along without a high school diploma these days. And after the war’s over, it’s going to be worse.”

Tommy bent his head. “Yes, sir.” He still couldn’t see it, but compliance here might be the narrow thread on which it all hung.

“One more thing. It made a good joke for one week last fall, but they want to bill you as Tommy Santelli.”

“Well,” Tommy said, “the act is the Flying Santellis.”

“And you want to be one of them? Not Tom Zane, Junior?”

“Oh, Dad—” he said helplessly, then realized his father was laughing.

“All right, Son. Here’s your letter from Mario; take it along and read it. But be sure, Tom, because this is probably going to mean the rest of your life, and once I write Tony, you’ll have to go through with it. It will be a legal contract.”

“I want to go,” Tommy said steadily.

He woke in the night, not sure, wondering if he could really leave his parents. A stray glimmer of moonlight hit the photographs on the wall. As clearly as if it were day, memory showed him the faces. Mario, Angelo, himself, grouped carelessly around the aerial ladder. He remembered the day Little Ann had taken the picture. It had been her birthday. It had also been the first day Mario had managed to do a triple in rehearsal without losing control and falling. And then, on his way back to the bar, Tommy had dropped it a fraction of a second too fast; it had hit Mario’s elbow, numbing his arm, and he had had to drop off. Tommy had been almost frantic with dismay, knowing he had spoiled what should have been a triumph. Papa Tony had yelled at him for five minutes straight, punctuating it with explosions at Mario, and then stormed away. Tommy, almost in tears, came down from the rigging, and Mario looked up and grinned, still nursing his elbow:

“Relax, kid. You’d better learn Italian. Most of that was aimed at me.”

Angelo, bending to put on his shoes, looked up briefly. “Next time you do that, Matt, go straight to the net. You were so damn dizzy you couldn’t have got back to the bar even if Tommy had dropped it right. Your timing was shot to hell.”

Mario spread his hands with a rueful laugh. “O, Dio mio, what a family I have! I finally manage to do a triple and they raise hell about the way I get back to the bar!”

“Yeah,” Angelo had said gently as he bent over and twisted his fingers into Mario’s curly hair, pulling his head up. “You think I don’t know that? But I don’t want you breaking your neck either, ragazzo. One in the family’s plenty, huh?”

They had forgotten about Tommy; or they took him so much for granted that he felt as if he belonged. And at that moment Little Ann had come along, finishing up a roll of film on her new camera, and snapped their picture.

It never occurred to Tommy, as he lay staring into the dark, that such persistence as his, with time, would surely have brought him into a flying act of some kind, sooner or later. To him, flying still meant Mario.

A week later the contract arrived and his father read and explained it to him. “In effect,” Tom Zane told him, “this means that Papa Tony is your legal guardian until you’re eighteen, and has legal control over you.”

“Why is that necessary?”

“Various reasons. Among other things, anyone your age not living with his own parents has to have a guardian. This way he can sign contracts for you, and sign up his whole troupe without making out a separate contract for you that I’d have to countersign. But he can’t farm out your contract to anyone else because it stipulates, right here, that whenever you’re not living with your mother and me, you have to live under his roof and under his personal direct supervision. What they call in loco parentis—in the place of your parents. About money—all the money you earn, except for a little pocket money—I fixed it so it gets put in a bank in your name, and fixed up so nobody can touch it, not even your mother or me, not even you till you’re twenty-one.”

“My gosh, Dad, don’t you trust him with my money?”

“If I didn’t trust him with your money I certainly wouldn’t trust him with my son,” his father said, “but I want you to have something to start with when you’re grown up. Anyhow, you can’t legally handle money until you’re twenty-one.” He hesitated and smiled, but there was a serious glint behind the smile. “Hard work and nothing but pocket money—and you know how Tony treats his family. Last chance, son; still want me to sign it?”

Tommy nodded. His father signed his name, and then Tommy took the pen and wrote under his father’s signature his own full name: Thomas LeRoy Zane, Jr. Suddenly he wondered how it would feel to be Tommy Santelli.

Christmas Eve, it hit him with delayed shock. All week, shopping for the things he would need, he’d been too excited to take it in. His father was sprawled in a chair, smoking a cigar from a box Jim Lambeth had given him for Christmas. His mother was humming a Christmas carol in a small, sweet voice. Tommy wanted to cry. He started to jump up, cry out, beg his father to write and tell the Santellis that it had all been an awful mistake, that he didn’t want to go away from his parents.

His father shifted his weight in his chair, met his son’s eyes, and Tommy had the feeling that his father was reading his mind. He’d worked around animals so much that Tommy always felt his father knew, without being told, everything that was going on.

“Better enjoy being lazy while you can,” he said through a yawn. “Won’t last long.”

The words Tommy had started to say vanished without a trace. A few days later, packing his new suitcase with his clothes, he didn’t believe that he had ever hesitated or doubted.

On New Year’s Eve, in a pouring rainstorm, he climbed aboard a bus for Los Angeles. His mother and father stood watching as the bus pulled away, and as he waved good-bye, Tommy knew, without quite understanding, that he was waving good-bye to his childhood.

He felt a little sad as the bus pulled away and their faces were lost to sight. Even the house was gone, for his mother was moving to winter quarters with his father. It had been just another temporary place, anyway, not really home, as they had always been. He felt oddly suspended in the middle of nowhere. But he was too young and too resilient to be sad for long. By the time the bus hit the highway, he was sound asleep and dreaming.
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The bus station in Los Angeles was crowded with winter travelers. Tommy moved through the crowds uncertainly, heavy suitcase in hand, looking into strange faces. He was used to a different kind of crowd, the noisy casual crowds on the midway; this big-city crowd frightened him a little. In the mirror surface of a glass door he caught a glimpse of himself, foreshortened by distance, a short thin boy with a mop of red curls, rumpled, untidy, and it seemed to him, in his state of fatigue and confusion, that the mirrored face looked frightened.

“Tommy? Over here.” Without any formal greeting, Mario came and picked up Tommy’s suitcase, then headed toward the door. “My car’s out front. Been waiting here long? I had to find a place to park.”

“No, just a minute or two.”

“You look awfully tired. That’s a hell of a trip by bus. How come your father didn’t send you by train?”

“Trains are too crowded. Anyway, he couldn’t get a what-you-call-it, a priority.”

“Had breakfast?”

“We stopped for breakfast a couple of hours ago, but I didn’t feel like eating.”

“Then we’ll stop somewhere before we get to the house. New Year’s Day is a madhouse, so there won’t be anything to eat before late afternoon—there never is. Lucia—that’s my mother—was going to come and meet you, but she had a million things to do, and anyway she doesn’t know you and you don’t know her, and I had to come past here anyway on the way out to the house. I haven’t been out to the place in a couple of weeks, but I called up last night and they said you were going to be on this bus, so I said I’d pick you up. Here, let’s put your suitcase in back.”

He stowed Tommy’s suitcase in the back seat of a battered blue Chrysler, about ten years old. The window glass was cracked on one side, and the front seat’s upholstery was gaping, but a tartan lap robe was tucked over the worst of it. Mario opened the door on the driver’s side.

“Slide in under the wheel, that door doesn’t open. Handle’s busted.” He got in himself behind Tommy and slammed the door.

Tommy said, mostly to have something to say, “I didn’t know you could drive.”

“Have to, out here. Everything’s so far from everything else, and the buses only run every three days or something like that. I don’t drive a lot on the road—Angelo doesn’t like the way I handle a car, says I drive like a homicidal maniac. I picked this one up cheap last fall, mostly to have something to go back and forth to work in.” He turned in at a low curbing. “Let’s get you some breakfast. I haven’t had anything, either.”

He walked easily along the sidewalk, leading the way into the cramped, steamy interior of a coffee shop. They sat in a booth with padded leather seats.

“How is Papa Tony?” Tommy inquired politely.

“Same as always—status quo—the nations tremble when he lifts his head, or however it goes. I haven’t been out to the house for a couple of weeks, but I’d have heard if anybody was sick.”

“You don’t live with the family?” Tommy found he was oddly disappointed.

“Well, I do and I don’t,” Mario said slowly. “It’s sort of a family tradition. From the time the tour breaks up, till New Year’s Day, everybody goes where they want to, does anything they feel like or can afford. Angelo’s down in Mexico with some kind of circus there. I wrote you about my job in the ballet school.” He broke off as a thin dark boy in a white jacket set down thick white mugs of coffee on the tabletop. “Thanks, Ronnie. Bring us along some eggs and some of that sausage, will you—that okay with you, Tom?”

“Sure, anything.”

Ronnie scribbled on a pad of counter checks. “Coming right up. Out early today, aren’t you, Matt?”

“Starting the New Year right,” Mario said with his most satanic grin. “Keno been in yet this morning?”

“He came in for coffee and ran right out again,” the boy said.

As Ronnie moved away toward the kitchen, Mario picked up one cup of coffee. “Sugar? Cream? Drink up, you look half frozen.”

“I thought California was warm.”

“Well, it is, compared to Chicago or places like that. But it gets cold nights. Anyway, like I was telling you, it’s a family tradition that on New Year’s Day, or around then, everybody who’s going on tour this season turns up and starts work. Angelo’s going to be late this year—he’s down in Mexico with Tessa, his daughter.”

“I didn’t even know he was married.”

“He was married,” Mario corrected. “Teresa was killed in a highway accident last spring—just before we came out with Lambeth. It’s why we didn’t go out earlier, why we came over to Lambeth when they had an opening midseason. Tessa’s only four or five. She’s in a convent boarding school in Santa Barbara—up the coast a ways—but Angelo took her to Mexico with him. He’s managing an indoor circus down there, over the holidays. He wanted me to go along with him, but I like the job I’ve got, so he took along an act called the Flying Barrys.” He set down his coffee as the boy arrived with plates of eggs and sausage. “Thanks, Ronnie. You want anything else, Tom? Pancakes, doughnuts?”

“No, thanks, this is plenty.”

Ronnie paused a minute, then asked: “What goes, Matt?”

“Nothing special. I kind of figured I’d run into Keno here, but he must be out tomcatting around somewhere.” As the boy moved away, Mario explained to Tommy, “That kid is in one of my classes at the ballet school.”

“Do they call you Matt all the time, out here?” Tommy asked.

“Everybody outside the family.”

“How did you come to change it?”

“Like I said, there’s always been a Mario in the family. I never did fill you in on the family history, did I?”

“Just bits and pieces here and there.”

Mario glanced at his wristwatch, a wafer-thin one on a strap of woven leather; he followed Tommy’s glance and laughed. “On the road I wear a pocket watch like everybody else. This one was a present. I kind of like it, though Lucia has a fit when I wear it at the house. The guy who gave it to me probably didn’t realize that there are still people who think a wristwatch is”—he hesitated—“kind of sissy. Look, I’ll fill you in on the family while we eat. Don’t let your eggs get cold.”

Briefly, what Mario told him went like this: Early in the 1890s, Mario di Santalis and his sons Tito and Rico had come to America, survivors of an Italian-Austrian family of acrobats and jugglers known to European circuses for a hundred years. They had toured America with half a dozen circuses and briefly, before World War I, managed their own. Mario’s son Antonio, our own “Papa Tony,” married the daughter of another circus family, Carla Fortunati. Di Santalis proved too much for American ringmasters to pronounce, so they became the Santelli Brothers and then, when Antonio pioneered one of the first flying-return acts on the then-new flying trapezes, the Flying Santellis. After Rico’s retirement Antonio had toured with his sons, Joe and Angelo, and his daughter, Lucia.

“Matt Gardner—my father—joined the act as a catcher,” Mario said. “Lucia was the star of the show then, and a real beauty. They got married, and she was too busy for a while having us kids to do much flying. There are four of us: Liss, my sister, is the oldest, then me, then Johnny and Mark—they’re twins. My father died when the twins were just babies. None of us can remember him, not even Liss.”

“Was he—was he killed in a fall?”

“No. He died of typhoid during a long stand in Pittsburgh. After he died, Lucia went back on the road, until the accident.” Abruptly he pushed his cold coffee away. “Come on, it’s time to be on our way to the house, I guess.”

Mario guided the car through the jammed downtown traffic and turned off on a broad winding parkway lined with unfamiliar shrubbery, green grass, and leaves. It seemed warm now to Tommy; he pulled off his sweater, and Mario laughed.

“Wait till you get used to it. Our climate always seems warm to newcomers, but when you’ve been here a couple of winters you’ll be shivering when it drops down to sixty, too.” He drove dangerously, taking the corners fast. Tommy found himself filled with a dozen more questions. Were Mario’s brothers also flyers? How many were there in the family all together? But before Mario’s closed face he discovered he didn’t want to ask any of them.

Abruptly Mario slowed the car again and glanced at Tommy. “Did your father tell you anything about Johnny?”

“About who? No, nothing.”

“Before we get to the house,” Mario said, “I guess I better tell you why you’re really here.” He kept his eyes on the street. “I want you to get this so you won’t say the wrong thing at the wrong time. Here’s what happened. You know Lambeth liked those four-man two-trapeze duo routines we did. To be truthful, Lucky, I thought you were too young and I said so. I wanted you to spend another year just filling in now and then, not on a regular basis. Angelo and Papa Tony know everybody in the business, of course; they could have found us a dozen men just like that, but we usually don’t work with anyone outside the family. It’s sort of a family tradition,” Mario repeated. “So naturally we thought about my brother, Johnny. He toured with us before we came to Lambeth—in fact, at first I was second catcher, with Angelo, and Johnny and Liss were the flyers. Johnny was no great shakes as a flyer, but he was a very good catcher. In fact, when he was good he was very, very good, and when he was bad, like the nursery rhyme says, he was impossible. He and Papa Tony had a row, and Papa Tony told him he wasn’t fit to call himself a Santelli, and Johnny said okay, that was fine by him, he wasn’t ashamed of being a Gardner. Which, as you can imagine, wasn’t calculated to soothe the savage breast, especially not Papa Tony’s.”

Tommy blinked, trying to imagine anyone talking back to Papa Tony. Mario, following his thoughts accurately, laughed a little.

“Well, Papa Tony grounded him—refused to let him fly—and Johnny refused to go back to being spare man and errand boy, threw over the act, and went off and got a job with a carnival. Than which, according to Papa Tony, there’s nothing lower on the face of the earth. Before he left he damned all the Santellis, past, present, and future, and none of us heard a word from him all the time we were with Lambeth. I guess he sent Lucia a card now and then just to tell her he was still alive, not in the Army or anything.

“Well. Early this fall, we saw a write-up in Billboard about Freres and Stratton Shows, about a midway flying act, and there he was in the middle of it, large as life. So a few weeks ago, when we decided we needed a fourth man, Lucia suggested Johnny, and Angelo suddenly spoke up loud and clear, and said if Johnny came back he was leaving.

“I wish you could have heard him. You know how quiet Angelo is. He never raised his voice, didn’t get mad, just sat there dropping ashes all over Lucia’s rug and said if we took Johnny back into the act he was quitting, and that was all there was to it. He said, ‘That Zane kid. He may not be brilliant like Johnny, but from the first time Matt let him up on the rigging, he was all business.’ Angelo said, ‘He makes mistakes, sure, but we can trust him not to pull some damn fool stunt just for the fun of it. Also,’ Angelo said, ‘that kid’s got some respect. He’s not a smart-aleck, and he doesn’t talk back and argue all the whole damn time.’

“Well, you know, that was it. It really was. Papa Tony acts like he owns us all body and soul, and I make noises like a prima donna from time to time, but it’s Angelo who keeps this show on the road, and don’t you ever forget it, kid.”

“Angelo said that? About me?” Tommy would have been willing to swear under oath that Angelo had never paid the slightest attention to him.

“That’s what he said. I’m not saying all this to give you a swelled head or anything. You got everything to learn yet, you got to work like hell this winter if you’re going on tour this summer with us, but—”

“I know that—” But Tommy was stunned. Angelo liked him, then. It was Angelo who had spoken up for him!

“Good. But this is the thing, kid. Johnny was great when he put his mind to it, but then he’d get some wild idea, try out new tricks without warning people what he was going to do, try some stunt in front of the audience without clearing it first with the rest of us. Oh, they’d come off, all right—he’s got the devil’s own luck—but you just couldn’t tell him anything. He wouldn’t take orders. He wouldn’t turn out and practice. He said he was better without practicing than the rest of us were with it, and the hell of it is, he was right He is good. He’s a goddamn genius. But that kind of attitude just doesn’t go down in the family. He wouldn’t do his share of the donkey work. And he talked back all the time—to Angelo, to Papa Tony. Lots of times he wound up doing what they said, but he always wanted them to tell him just why he had to do something or other, and you know the way Papa Tony is, and Angelo, too. They want to say, ‘Do something,’ and you do it and no questions asked. And on the road, that’s the only way to run an act. We all got sick of Johnny arguing any time anybody told him to do anything. So Angelo was a lot easier to live with after Johnny quit, and when Papa Tony started talking about taking him back, like I said, Angelo threw a fit So we decided to give you a chance instead. For all we knew, Johnny would have told us all to go to hell anyhow. And here you are, and that’s that.” Mario drew a deep breath as he applied the brakes and swung the car onto a wide gravel driveway.
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The car turned in through a wide iron gateway, the gate open and slightly askew on the hinges.

“There it is. Regular old monster of a place, isn’t it?”

At the far end of the gravel drive, the house was just a dark, looming building, but Tommy got a random impression of bay windows and turrets and wings jutting out in all directions.

“It’s a monstrosity,” Mario said candidly. “Papa Tony and my father bought it cheap back in the silent-movie days—during the Depression. This place went for taxes when the star who owned it committed suicide or something. They tore the old ballroom to pieces and set up the flying rig in it. For about six years, back then, this was winter quarters for eight or ten flying acts. But no one uses it now except the family.” He got out of the car, taking Tommy’s suitcase. “Papa Tony talks, now and then, about putting it up for sale and buying a smaller place. There are a lot of us, it’s a big family, but not big enough for a place like this. But you can’t sell oversized dumps like this anymore. You can just hardly manage to give them away.”

Three other cars were parked in the wide driveway: the gray Ford sedan the Santellis used on the road, an oversized black Hudson, and a small, sun-faded MG sports car, spattered thickly with red mud and clay on wheels and fenders.

“Liss and David must have a new car,” Mario said, frowning. “That isn’t California mud, though. Minnesota plates? I wonder who that belongs to . . .” He flung the door open. “Come on in, Tom.”

To that first glance the hall was dark and enormous, lighted by an old-fashioned chandelier that threw down more shadows than lights. Some jackets and sweaters and children’s overshoes were flung on a cedar chest. Underfoot the carpet was faded, scuffed, threadbare. There was a delightful aroma of coffee and spices, which Mario sniffed appreciatively.

“Smells like Lucia’s getting all ready for the New Year, all right.” He set Tommy’s suitcase down, and as if that had been a signal, Papa Tony appeared at the end of the hall. “Is it you, Matt? And did you meet—yes, I see. Tommy, glad to see you.” He came down the hall, moving noiselessly in carpet slippers, and extended his hand. The sleeves of his blue chambray shirt were rolled back, showing the knotty, sun-tanned sinews in his forearms. His heavy gray hair was carefully combed back from his low forehead, but the gray eyebrows sprang out, unruly, emphasizing his scowl. Tommy felt that the sharp dark eyes, making one brisk trip from his head to his feet and back, saw and recorded everything about him, including the loose button on his sweater and the scuff marks on his shoes.

“How is your father, Tommy?”

“Very well, thank you, sir.”

“Matt. Where are we to put him?”

“In Johnny’s room, I thought.”

“No. Johnny is here.” He spoke the name with an inflection that made it sound more like Gianni. “Didn’t you see his car in the drive? And he has brought a partner with him, a young woman. Some place must be found for her as well. Well, Lucia must contrive something.” He gave Tommy a brusque nod, evidently meant to be kind. “Make yourself at home, my boy.”

Mario threw a door open at the right of the hallway, into a large, long, high-ceilinged room. Thick, sun-faded draperies were pushed back from bay windows on two sides, and an open fire was burning in an enormous fireplace. Around the fire, their backs to Tommy and Mario, what seemed like a large number of men, women, and children were gathered, some in high-backed leather chairs, a few on battered leather hassocks, and a girl around Tommy’s age with a younger boy on the floor. At the very center of the group a handsome blond youth in a blue sweater was standing, gesturing humorously, and Tommy heard him saying:

“. . . so I told old Frenzel what he could do with his orders, and didn’t wait around to see whether he did it or not. That night while they were tearing down the sidewalls I sneaked around behind the line of trucks and I told the prop boss just what the deal was—and I gave him a choice. He could give Stella her father’s equipment and rigging without making a fuss, or I’d give him—”

A short, dark woman got up from a chair and came quickly over to them. She stood on tiptoe, taking Tommy’s shoulders between her hands. She studied him gravely for a minute, then smiled. “So this is Tommy,” she said. “My son has talked about you a good deal. Matt, I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Who could, with Johnny holding center ring?” Mario laughed softly. “Tommy, this is my mother, Lucia Gardner. Lucia, where are we going to put him? My old room?”

“No. When Papa Tony gets to rehearsing, you’ll be sleeping here most of the time. What about the old room next to Angelo’s?”

“The nursery? Good God, Lu, the crib’s still set up in there—Liss will want that for the baby. And I’ve told you and told you, I will not be sleeping here!”

Lucia Gardner spread her hands with a humorous gesture. It occurred to Tommy that she must at one time have been a very beautiful woman. The materials of beauty were still there: the high intelligent forehead, the wide-spaced dark eyes under slanted, winged eyebrows very like Mario’s own, which gave a perpetual look of question, of daring, to the face. She was a small woman, full-breasted, but with a slender waist and lovely slender hands. She said, with a graceful shrug, “Well, it is far too late for me to tell you where to sleep,” and turned back to Tommy. She had been talking past him, very fast, to Mario. “Take off your sweater, Tommy. Here.” She took it from him—again he noted, and filed in his mind, the deftness and beauty of her gestures—and laid it on a table, as if it were some movement from a dance. “Come to the fire and meet the family. It won’t hurt Johnny one bit to give up the spotlight!”

Mario detained his mother with a touch. “Didn’t Liss get in?”

“No, she wired from San Francisco. Davey has a cough and a little temperature, so they’ll come down when he’s well again.”

Mario’s face fell a mile. “I wanted Tommy to meet Liss.”

“Well, you might say hello to your brother, too,” Lucia chided good-naturedly. Whirling about, she called, “Johnny.” Her voice was not loud, but had the whipcrack of authority. “Be quiet a while!”

She drew Tommy forward, into the center of the group, and flung out her arm, displaying him.

“Everyone, this is Tommy Zane. You remember, he made his first appearance with us last summer.”

Tommy stood mute under the impact of eyes and raised faces, all subtly alike. Blessedly, Mario came to his aid, moving through the chairs to his side. “Our new third flyer. Don’t all jump on him at once—he isn’t used to Santellis en masse.”

Johnny, having suddenly lost his audience, came over to them. He eyed Tommy, then said, “Hi, Matt. This the protégé Lu was telling us about?”

“This is Tommy, yes. Tom, my brother, Johnny Gardner.”

“Hi.” Johnny stuck out a hand. He had curly, unruly fair hair, and a small crescent—scar or birthmark—gave his face a raised-eyebrow, devil-may-care expression. He was as blond as Mario was dark, but had the same taut, rakish good looks. They faced each other, Mario smiling nervously, Johnny standing with his thumbs hooked in the pockets of his trousers, good-natured and belligerent.

“Steal my thunder, will you, Signor Mario? I come in all full of myself and bragging because I’ve outsmarted a manager, broken up an act, got myself a partner and a season’s booking, and Papa Tony quietly caps everything I say by telling me that oh, by the way, your big brother caught a triple last season. That must have been some performance,” he added. “Tommy makes his first appearance and you go around doing triples all over the place—must be something in the Texas air.” He put his hand on Mario’s shoulder and shook it lightly. “Nice going, big brother. Wish I’d been there to see it.”

“You will. What’s this about getting a partner, Johnny?”

Johnny whirled them around, one arm through Mario’s, crooking the other into Tommy’s elbow, and drew them toward the fire. “Come sit down and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Tommy sat down on a high-backed wooden bench at right angles to the fire. Johnny folded himself up gracefully on the floor and reached out toward a blonde girl who was sitting on one of the hassocks. She leaned forward, smiling, then slid onto the floor beside him.

“Fellows, this is Stella Kincaid, and for your information, we’re booked for the whole summer with Moorcock Shows!”

Stella Kincaid was small and slender, as small as a child, in a plaid skirt and fuzzy sweater. She had a small, pointed face, fair skin, and very short, very curly silver-blonde hair that bunched in wispy tendrils around her thin temples. Her hands were bony, with red chapped knuckles; her legs were thin and looked awkward in dirty saddle shoes.

Mario smiled at her politely. “Dancer? Tumbler? Ballet broad?”

“Flyer,” Johnny said defiantly, “but she was doing head balance and loop-the-loops, and we finished the season in a double-trap routine. They billed us as Frankie and Johnny—can you figure it?”

“Moorcock Shows? That’s a carny outfit, isn’t it?”

“Mixed show,” Stella said softly. “They set up their midway at county fairs and things, but they put on free acts to draw the crowds.”

“We came here to work out a good act for next year, and to ask Lucia about costumes and things,” Johnny explained. “Papa Tony was really grand about it. I was halfway expecting him to do the never-darken-my-door routine with us, but he just said sure, the place was open to any of us, which was pretty decent of him—considering . . . .”

“He’s a pretty decent old boy, and don’t you forget it, brother John.”

“Hey, listen,” Johnny said, “we inherited a stack of mixed riggings, and when we lit out, we just threw it all in the back of the car—I don’t know what half of the stuff is. Don’t we have Teresa’s old cloud-swing stuff somewhere around? Lu said you’d know about it. I was telling Stella—”

Tommy’s attention slid away. He was trying to get his bearings. Papa Tony had greeted him and then vanished somewhere; he felt as if he were surrounded by strange shadows that kept coming and going, not quite real. Even Mario seemed shadowy and unreal in this setting. Johnny’s rakish flamboyance, Lucia’s imperious manner, even the unreal fairylike prettiness of the girl Stella, kneeling beside Johnny on the carpet, made them all flicker in and out of focus like characters in a costume movie. He stared at the carpet. It was worn almost threadbare, and there was a burned patch next to his shoe. Somehow it gave him a toehold on reality. Enormous and strange as it seemed, it was just a house, not a sinister castle. Just a big old house, inhabited by a big and noisy family.
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