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Advance praise for Church of Marvels



‘Church of Marvels is a beautifully written tale with twists and turns I didn’t see coming. I loved the circus-seaside atmosphere mingled with the grit of turn of the century New York, and the large cast of characters possessed with such spirit to survive in terrible circumstances. There were surprises and secrets on every corner, right to the very end, and a bittersweet finale to satisfy the journey taken. A skillful triumph, undertaken with masterful scope’


Jessie Burton, bestselling author of The Miniaturist


‘This quite literally marvellous novel takes you on a hallucinatory ride through old New York, until the four threads of its protagonists’ lives tangle and tighten like a noose. Irresistible’


Emma Donoghue, bestselling author of Room


‘Read Leslie Parry’s debut for its gorgeous writing. Read it for its Gilded Age, a marvel of richly-imagined éblouissance and finely-grained squalor. But most of all, read it for the moment when everything you thought you knew about one of its heroines turns upside down, leaving you breathless, astonished, and blessed’


Ellis Avery, author of The Last Nude


‘Rarely have I read any novel that gripped me so viscerally from the first page, and continued to stoke my burning interest to the last. If Church of Marvels existed only as a gripping set piece of historical Coney Island and Manhattan, that would be enough, but its plot is wound like a Swiss watch and its characters devastatingly real. This book is important for more reasons than I can list’


Lyndsay Faye, author of The Gods of Gotham


‘Completely absorbing and wonderful. I loved it! The characters are well written, colourful, interesting and believable. I adored being a part of the world Leslie Parry created. There was nothing I didn’t like about this book, apart from it coming to an end’


Emma, Waterstones bookseller
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For my sister




In what distant deeps or skies


Burnt the fire of thine eyes?


On what wings dare he aspire?


What the hand, dare seize the fire?


—“The Tyger,” William Blake
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I HAVEN’T BEEN ABLE TO SPEAK SINCE I WAS SEVENTEEN YEARS old. Some people believed that because of this I’d be able to keep a secret. They believed I could hear all manner of tales and confessions and repeat nothing. Perhaps they believe that if I cannot speak, I cannot listen or remember or even think for myself—that I am, in essence, invisible. That I will stay silent forever.


I’m afraid they are mistaken.


People who don’t know any better assume I’m a casualty of the stage life I was born into: a stunt gone awry beneath the sideshow’s gilded proscenium—mauled by a tiger, perhaps, or butchered by a sword that plunged so far down my throat I could kiss the hilt. But it’s a bit more complicated than that. No sword I’ve ever swallowed has been sharp enough to cut. At worst, those blades (blunted by pumice stones in my dressing room after hours) tickle like a piece of straw.


When I first came to Mrs. Bloodworth’s I knew nothing beyond the home I had left. I’d never been to the city before. I believed I had already seen the worst of the world, but of course I was wrong. I was just a scrappy tomboy from the seashore, my voice a blend of Mother’s airy lilt and the peanut-cracking babel of the boardwalk. My mother was fearsome and beautiful, the impresario of the sideshow; she brought me and my sister up on sawdust, greasepaint, and applause. Her name—known throughout the music halls and traveling tent shows of America—was Friendship Willingbird Church. She was born to a clan of miners in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, but ran away from home when her older brother was killed at Antietam. She cut off her hair, joined the infantry, and saw her first battle at the age of fourteen. In the tent at night, she buried her face in the gunnysack pillow and wept bitterly thinking of him, hungry for revenge. A month later she was wounded. In the leaking hospital tent, a nurse cut open her uniform and discovered her secret. Before the surgeon could return, however, the nurse—not much older than Friendship herself—dug out the bullet, sewed up her thigh with a fiddle string, and sent her back to Punxsutawney in the dead of night.


But Friendship never made it home. Instead she traveled out to the great cities of the Middle West. She joined a troupe of actors and journeyed on to New York. She played town halls and hog fairs, bawdy houses, nickel parlors. She built her own theater at Coney Island—the Church of Marvels—and made a life for herself in a sideshow by the sea. It was the water she loved most, far away from the hills of Punxsutawney, from the black dust that fell like snow twelve months of the year. But she couldn’t shake the coal mines entirely: she prized industriousness and made us work.


All great shows, she told me when I was little (and still learning to flex the tiny muscles in my esophagus), depend on the most ordinary objects. We can be a weary, cynical lot—we grow old and see only what suits us, and what is marvelous can often pass us by. A kitchen knife. A bulb of glass. A human body. That something so common should be so surprising—why, we forget it. We take it for granted. We assume that our sight is reliable, that our deeds are straightforward, that our words have one meaning. But life is uncommon and strange; it is full of intricacies and odd, confounding turns. So onstage we remind them just how extraordinary the ordinary can be. This, she said, is the tiger in the grass. It’s the wonder that hides in plain sight, the secret life that flourishes just beyond the screen. For you are not showing them a hoax or a trick, just a new way of seeing what’s already in front of them. This, she told me, is your mark on the world. This is the story that you tell.


But I was young. I mistook my talent for worldliness, my vanity for a more profound sensibility. It was only when I arrived in Manhattan that I saw myself as coarse and strange, a Brooklyn savage with a bag of swords and ill-suited for any other life. I had come to seek the help of Mrs. Bloodworth, and in her care I tried to forget my old life, the troubles that had ended a naïve and happy childhood.


But the real troubles had yet to begin.


I would stand beside her in that smoky, sepulchral office, the curtains drawn against the hot glare of July. I wore a benign smile on my face while other young women, pale and nervous, sat before her desk. They cried into handkerchiefs, fiddled with abalone combs nested in their hair, drew fans to their faces when they felt sick or faint. Mrs. Bloodworth kicked her heels up on the desk and sighed out smoke. She nodded her head and closed her eyes in sympathetic meditation while the young girls sang of their sorrows. Before I lost my voice I sat there too, sick with the smell of blooming flowers, listening to my secrets echo off the mahogany walls.


Many think now that I’ve disappeared for good. They might even believe I have died. I can see them huddled in their grim houses, ruffle-breasted and thin-lipped, rattling dice over a backgammon board, kissing their pretty children good night. They believe they are safe. They believe that all is past and that I’ll hold my tongue. Sometimes I want to laugh and say, “Oh but I have!” I’ve stared at it in my own cupped hands, stiff and bloody and fuzzed with white, gruesomely curled as if around a scream.


At seventeen I crossed the river alone. I didn’t know, when I departed, that in a few short months I would see the islands of New York—from Coney Island to Manhattan Island to the Island I shudder to name. Like the girls who came to Mrs. Bloodworth’s, I believed my decision was singular and private; I didn’t know that it would determine the fate of people I’d never met. The girls were frightened and alone, in need of a confessor. With a name such as mine, they believed me to be some sort of saint. But how could they know, as they trembled there at the desk, just how cruel the world could be, and I a willing part of it?


Let me say, this life is not the one I envisioned for myself. I remember the long-ago days when my mother would come up to me after a show, when I was tired and sweaty and sliding my swords into the rack. She’d pull me close and say, “My girl—how proud I am,” and I would hug her and smell the hair oil melting down her neck, her gabardine coat trailing the musk of the tiger cage. There are times when I long to feel just something of that old life—the crunch of sand beneath my feet, the beads of salt in my hair, the sight of Brighton Beach at dusk. I think of my sister, who is still there. I always believed we’d be together—the two of us living in our house by the sea, playing duets on the old piano, ringing in the new century as fireworks showered from the sky. (1900—how far away it seemed to me then! and now only a breath away.) And thinking of this, of her alone, of what I have never been able to tell her—this is something I cannot bear.


But this story, in truth, is not about me. I am only a small part of it. I could try to forget it, perhaps. I could try to put it behind me. But sometimes I dream that I’ll still return to the pageantry of the sideshow, hide myself beneath costumes and powder and paint, grow willingly deaf amid the opiating roar of the audience and the bellow of the old brass band. It will be like the old days—when Mother was ferocious and alive, before the Church of Marvels burned to the sand. But how can I return now, having seen what I have seen? For I’ve found that here in this city, the lights burn ever brighter, but they cast the darkest shadows I know.
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NEW YORK CITY, 1895


SYLVAN FOUND THE BABY ON A BALMY SUMMER NIGHT, WHEN he was digging out the privies behind a tenement on Broome Street. All night long the damp air had clung to his skin like a fever, and now, with only a few blocks left before his shift ended, he was huddled halfway inside a buckling stall, his vision blurring and his arms growing numb. Beside him the other night-soilers, slope backed and sweating in the privy doorways, bent and pushed and hoisted and slung. They kept up a rhythm—shovels scraping at the bricks, waste slapping in the buckets, mud sucking at their boots.


Sylvan was hunched over the pit, sifting through the mire, when his shovel came up under something solid and heavy. He stopped and squinted, but it was too dark to see anything. He gripped the handle and watched the shovel head quiver up into the lamplight. Five pink toes pearled above the falling slop, then a foot, then an ankle. Leaning in closer, he saw a small face, still as a mask, floating in the dark.


He drew up the shovel and shouted. He dropped to his knees, closed his hands around the slick body, and, trembling, fell back on his haunches. The head was limp and slippery in his palm, the hair like moss under his fingers.


The night-soiler next to him, a gaunt and graying man the others called No Bones, leaned his shovel against the open door of his privy and lifted his lantern. “What’s it this time?” he asked. “Good one? Piece of china? What happened to that pitcher from last week—you keep it?”


Sylvan didn’t answer. In his arms the baby was slack and still, lighter than the bucket he hauled across the yard and emptied into the barrels of the slop wagon. He unknotted the kerchief at his throat. In the dark he mopped the baby’s lips and cheeks and the blue bulbs of its closed eyes.


No Bones took a small, curious step forward. The heady smell of kerosene and lime powder and sweat emanating from his clothes made Sylvan’s nose sting and head pinch; he could taste it, burning, in the back of his throat.


“Lemme see there,” the old man muttered, raising the lamp over his head. “Let’s see what you brung up now.”


Light fell across Sylvan’s lap. For a moment neither man moved or breathed. The only sound that passed between them was the steady creak of the lantern.


“What is it? What’d he find?” came voices from across the yard.


No Bones turned his head and whispered hoarsely, “It’s a baby—a white baby. Girl.”


Sylvan stared at her. She was pale, with a small nose and a dimpled chin like a pat of butter someone had stuck their thumb in. Whorls of dark hair were greased against her scalp. Slowly and gently he drew her up to his chest.


The other night-soilers dropped their shovels and crowded around him. Their faces were grim and green in the swinging light of their lanterns.


“Looks like a Polack,” someone said.


“No, a Scot—see the way the ears point up? That’s a kelpie.”


No Bones whispered, “Is it dead?”


Sylvan tried to nod but only managed to drop his chin. He had unearthed all sorts of things in the privies: coins, buttons, bottles of hair dye and bourbon, a set of grinning false teeth. But nothing even close to this. Night-soiling was summer work—he and the crew collected waste from the slums and delivered it to a fertilizer factory on the river, always hoping for a small treasure of their own. Back in his cellar on Ludlow Street, the walls were lined with things he’d smuggled home in the dark—loot all the way from Essex Street to Centre, from Canal up to Delancey. He knew it was foolish, but he kept hoping he might discover a gold watch chain, or an heirloom stone slipped from its tarnished, Old World bezel, some small fortune that would allow him to leave Ludlow Street forever. A ticket away from the sickness and noise, the nostrums hocked on street corners, the heavy-lidded undertakers who haunted the halls with their burlap and twine.


But now this. He hadn’t held a child since Frankie.


Suddenly the baby’s chest rose and shook. She mewled weakly. Sylvan’s hand jumped back and hovered above her in the lantern light, his shadow whipping over her skin like smoke. He watched as she took a breath and opened her eyes. They were a dark, watery green.


The foreman pushed his way to the front. “Back to work,” he ordered somberly. “To your posts—now.”


The group of men disbanded, pulling at their beards, crushing their hats between their hands. The light disappeared with them, and Sylvan was left squatting alone by the privy with the baby breathing weakly in his arms.


Beside him Mr. Everjohn scraped the ground with his boot and sighed. “Let’s see it.”


Sylvan stood, wiping away the remaining dirt with his handkerchief.


Everjohn leaned in closer. A slug of tobacco jumped from one cheek to the other. “Christ,” he whispered. “You see anything? Anyone here when you come up?”


Sylvan shook his head. “No, sir.”


“Anyone seen you—or this”—he tilted his head toward the baby—“since?”


“Just the others.”


The foreman pushed his hands into his pockets. He glanced warily around the yard, to the offal-stained gangway of the butcher shop, then up to the darkened windows of the tenement. “Goddammit,” he hissed.


Sylvan took a deep breath. “There’s the mission over on Hester,” he said. “Convent runs an orphanage, too, over on Mulberry.”


Mr. Everjohn turned back to him, grinding the tobacco between his teeth. “You know I can’t keep it on my watch,” he said. “Someone’ll find it by dawn—take it there themselves.” He slurped and spit. “Best for all of us if we leave it where it laid.”


“She might need a nurse—”


“We’ve got the Bloody Gutter beat tonight—you know we can’t be bringing a child through those streets.”


“It’s just another few blocks,” Sylvan said, but he saw the look on the foreman’s face and knew he should retreat before his shovel and bucket were taken from him and he was turned out into the street without the week’s wages. At nineteen Sylvan was youngest on the crew, strong-limbed and quiet. Mr. Everjohn liked him well enough, but the other men were clannish and wary. Under their breaths they called him Dogboy. He’d been puzzled over and picked apart all his life—the skin of a Gypsy, the hair of a Negro, the build of a German, the nose of a Jew. He didn’t belong to anyone. They stared at him with a kind of terrified wonder, as though he were a curiosity in a dime museum. One of his eyes was brown, so dark it nearly swallowed the pupil, and the other a pale, aqueous blue.


Sylvan looked down at the baby. He thought of the drunkards and gang boys, roosting in alleys and doorways from Mulberry clear out to the river, waiting in the warm night for someone, anyone, to cross them. And the night-soilers, a piecemeal crew of blacks and Irish, Slavs and Chinese, near-cripples and convicts and rye-pickled drifters, were a mark. He’d heard a story last summer about a night-soiler who tried to help two children find their way home. A gang of neighborhood men, believing he meant to kidnap them, clobbered him to the ground and tied him to the back of a wagon. Sylvan wondered if the children were there to see it, if they saw him die in the street, if they screamed because they couldn’t understand why the man who’d taken their hands and helped them home was now being dragged through the dirt with his mouth open and eyes bulging like two boiled eggs from their sockets.


The foreman’s tongue flicked up into his moustache, tobacco juice wetting the ends. “I’m not putting the boys in danger—not for some whore-trash’s baby.”


He put out his hand and rested it on the baby’s head. Then, pulling away, he cleared his throat and said, “At least you dug it out. But we’ve just got one job to do—and you keep doing it, right?” He clanged his shovel against the ground and disappeared across the yard, down the narrow gangway to the street. “Gather up, gather up!”


Sylvan knelt down and placed the baby on the ground, far away from the butcher’s barrels, which were filled with feathers and bones. He stroked her forehead to soothe her, then stood up and jammed his fists into his pockets. He willed his legs to move but they felt like wood. He watched as the folds of the knapsack sagged around her, exposing her naked body to the night air. He bent down and tucked her in again. When she pushed out her tiny fists and batted down the sides, he found the clasps and buckled the sack tightly across her chest. Her body arched and trembled. She opened her mouth and began to cry.


Sylvan felt his throat close and his nose prickle. He took his kerchief from his pocket and dropped it over her face, then grabbed his bucket and shovel and staggered down the gangway to the street, where the slop-wagon was waiting. The other soilers were resting on the curbside among ash heaps and garbage piles, their knapsacks open in their laps. They took draws from water canteens and shared slices of bread, chatted in loud whispers, but Sylvan could still hear the faint cry, raw and tuneless, coming from the yard.


He emptied his bucket over a barrel in the back of the wagon. There was nothing he could do, he told himself. Mr. Everjohn was right. By morning she’d be sleeping alongside a dozen other foundlings in the troughlike crib of the orphanage, nursing Tammany milk. Or some family from the tenement might take her in, raise her as their own. Or perhaps the person who’d left her behind would still come back for her.


Sylvan rubbed his eyes as if trying to make the image stick. Even through the stench of the slop-wagon, he could smell the blood and viscera from the butcher shop. He raised his eyes to the windows above. There could be fifty people living in that building, maybe a hundred. Who would have done such a thing? The baby wasn’t just abandoned to the whims of the city streets—she hadn’t been entrusted to another’s care, or left in a well-traveled place to be discovered and rescued. Sylvan shivered though the night was hot and still. The baby, he knew, was meant to die.


“Broome to Orchard!” the foreman called from down the street, clanking his shovel head against the walk. “Orchard and Broome—step in, hey!”


The other men got to their feet, gathered and readied themselves. Sylvan felt nauseous and light without the sack on his shoulder, without the loot clinking and knocking against his hip. From the yard the wail seemed to come louder. Quietly he slipped out of the stretching, laughing knot of men and ran back down the gangway and into the yard. He stared, breathless, at the small bundle beneath him in the shadows. He knelt down and picked the kerchief off her face. The crying stopped. The baby stared up at him, her eyes glimmering in the darkness.


“Moving out, moving out,” the foreman cried down the road.


Sylvan fell into the back of the line and marched down the street with the others, their caps shoved tight on their heads, their clothes black with grime. They began to sing, as they did every night when they felt their limbs tiring and eyelids pulsing. They moved together like one giant shadow, their bodies low-bent and taut, their shovels striking out a beat in the moonlit dust. The baby slept soundly against Sylvan’s chest, rocking with each long stride. When the band turned on to the main thoroughfare, she kept so quiet that Sylvan thought no one could know she was hidden there among them, except for the brief moment she flashed into view, like a cap of foam on a dark wave, as they rolled through a nimbus of streetlight.


AT THE CORNER he slipped away. He fell back behind the others, hid the baby in his coat. He made his way blindly down the alley—stumbling past wheelbarrows and rabbit hutches, blinking back the drizzle in his eyes. They wouldn’t notice he was gone, not right away—maybe not until they returned to the stable, where the men heeled off their overshoes and scrubbed themselves clean. It was near the end of the shift, he reminded himself. When he reported for work the next evening, he’d say he’d been jumped—maybe by a tough he’d once trounced in an underground match, a fellow fighter hungry for revenge. Would they believe him? Would they even be surprised? Dogboy’s a wild one. He has no people. He’s got no tribe.


He reached his home on Ludlow Street just before dawn. In the yard he placed the baby on a crate and peeled off his sticky shirt. Ducking his head under the spigot of water, he rubbed at his curls and lathered his arms and face with a bar of soap. He gazed at the girl through the falling water and realized he was shaking. Perhaps he could put on Mr. Scarlatta’s brown suit and take her to the convent himself, where blind Sister Margaret taught orphans to make shoelaces.


He filled a bucket with water and carried it down the steps to the cellar door, cradling the baby in his arm. Inside they were greeted by loot from the privies—the rusted door keys and clay pipes, the saucers and belt buckles and green glass bottles—and the few things he’d foraged from the Scarlattas’ glove shop upstairs: a good pair of mittens for winter work, and the dummy hands that now lined the shelves like drowning men reaching for air.


He warmed the water on the stove and poured it into an old washtub. He set the tub, sloshing, on the floor and knelt down beside it. Other than the throaty purr of flies, the room was silent. As he bathed the baby, he saw the red lattice of veins beneath her bluing skin, the tiny claws of her fingernails. She was skinnier than he thought she’d be, with puffed-up eyes and a trail of fuzz down her back, like a wolf pup.


When she was dry, he fashioned a diaper from a rag, then swaddled her in an old tablecloth. From the shelf he retrieved a glass bottle with a rubber hose attached. It had been Frankie’s. He’d been born just over two years ago, heir to the glorious emporium his father dreamed of building: Scarlatta and Son’s Fine Gloves and Handwear. Frankie, with his hammy legs pedaling through the air as if he were riding an invisible bicycle. “An athlete, maybe!” his father cried, tossing him up. “A strongman!”


Sylvan filled the bottle with milk, which he kept cool in a hole in the floor. He pushed the nipple, gnawed and misshapen at the end of the hose, between the baby’s lips. She ate slowly, sluggishly, her skin growing warm against his.


He tried to envision a woman creeping outside to the privy, shaking out the folds of her skirt and watching the baby turn over into the shadows. He tried to picture her posture, the set of her face, the way her moist and terrified eyes would have widened in the dark. But as hard as he tried, the only person he could imagine standing there, stooped over the hole and feeling the bloodstained skirts fall back around her ankles, was a tall woman with wet cheeks and a white kerchief tied around her head. He didn’t know if this woman was a dream or a memory, but it was an image that had been flickering in his mind for as long as he could remember. She was leaning against a wall, crying into her hands. Her shoulders were bunched and heaving, her cheeks half-shadowed and wet. He tried to recall what had happened, who she was—his mother; his nurse? Had she died? Had he wandered away from her in the street? Had she looked up from the fly-spotted flanks of meat at the butcher’s and realized he was no longer at her knee? Or had she, for whatever reason, set him down in front of a Punch and Judy show in the market square, turned on her heel, and walked away?


He didn’t remember much before the age of four or five, when he came to the Scarlattas’—just strange fragments of a life on the street, which clicked through his mind like the framed photographs in a Mutoscope machine. A few months ago he’d gone to a Mutoscope parlor up on the Bowery. He waded through the cavernous room amid a crush of eager, queuing people. It was so crowded he only had the chance to see one strip. He balanced himself on a rickety stool and pressed his face to the cool, slick metal of the eyepiece. He wound the crank slowly at first, so that the pages creaked forward. Each photograph was a little different from the next. Then he spun it so rapidly the pictures whizzed by and turned into a single movement: a boxer knocking out his opponent with a bloodthirsty windmill punch. Slow, then fast. Slow and fast. Separate photographs, then a living story. The boxer’s arm poised behind him, his lips pulled back over his teeth. Then, a few flips later: the opponent’s chin thrust in the air, the muscles in his neck twisting, a spray of saliva fanned against the black. Sylvan stood there, alternating between still life and moving image, until his nickel was up and the screen snapped to black.


His early life, he thought, was like the slow flip of photographs: the images were too sparse and sporadic to make any sense together, but each was so vivid that whenever one flickered to his mind, he was startled by its intensity. How could certain visions like these remain so luminous, and yet he had no recollection at all of what had come before or after? A whip-scarred pony, neighing in a leaky stable. A band of red-haired children chasing him down the riverbank, pelting him with rocks. Sleeping in a pile of damp, foul hay. Sleeping in a cedar box on the waterfront. The wood of that box, unpainted and cotton-soft under his cheek, and the sticky sap that dripped from it like a wound. (Mrs. Scarlatta later told him those were the paupers’ coffins, waiting to be filled and taken over the river.) And then this, perhaps the most vivid of all: a square of white cotton blowing down a frosted alleyway. The shape of a hand had been cut out of it. It flapped in the breeze, the missing fingers waving him forward. It tumbled down a set of cellar stairs and landed at a door. He tried the latch, and it opened.


The day Mr. Scarlatta found him hiding in the Ludlow Street cellar, he brought him upstairs to the family’s apartment and crowed, “Look, a stowaway!” Sylvan had heard Mr. Scarlatta recount the story over countless suppers, damp eyes alight with wonder as if seeing it for the first time: “I’d gone down, you see,” he’d begin, rolling his hands in the air as if to coax the story into motion. “A cold, cold morning. There was nothing down there, just a little room of things nobody wanted anymore, not even robbers!” He was proud of the fact he could afford to own things he didn’t use. Some things had come with him and Mrs. Scarlatta from across the sea, and now they had the dignity of occupying their own quarters, too, rather than being turned into firewood for beggars and vagrants. “What I was even looking for that morning—how can I remember?” he’d chuckle, tugging at his whiskers. “But what I should come upon! I go inside—and! Like a little elf had been there. Everything was nice on the shelves! The floor was swept. And this little boy, he was rolled up in a yard of cotton, fast asleep. I was astonished. This little elf”—he lowered his hand to his waist—“just this high, and how did he do all of it?”


Sylvan had been sick and delirious when the Scarlattas found him. For days he slept on a makeshift bed in their apartment—three uneven chairs pushed together—next to a pair of sewing machines. He lay wrapped in that same yard of cotton, shivering and hot, while the treadles tamped out a rhythm beside him, while knitting needles tsked from unseen hands. Once in a while he’d open his eyes and see the flash of scissors, hear the whish of a skirt. Sometimes a hand would slide under his neck and roll his head forward, bringing a saucer of broth to his lips.


As he grew stronger, Mrs. Scarlatta asked him where his mother might be. Sylvan had answered quite plainly that he didn’t have one. She’s dead then? No. She’s left you? No. You’ve run off then, haven’t you? Sylvan, confused, said no once again. When he was able to sit up and move about, she gave him a pair of old shoes, a mended coat, and a polished penny. If he went up the street and bought himself a new set of laces from the convent, she said, he could have a sweet roll when he returned. But the prospect of being out on the snowy street again paralyzed him; he only stared at the penny, red as a burn in his palm. When Mrs. Scarlatta nudged him toward the door, he tried to carry the stained yard of cotton with him, whimpering and clinging, getting tangled up in its train. Finally she took a pair of scissors and cut away the corner. She tucked the square in his pocket, next to the penny. There—just if you get scared—but you won’t, will you?


The cotton, which he had found in a scrap heap in the cellar, had come from a mill in Connecticut. Sylvan & Threadgill, Mr. Scarlatta explained as he rubbed his fingers against the grain—it makes for good church gloves, see? And so this was how Sylvan Threadgill—collective son of the East Side winter, a glove’s carefully scissored outline, and an unlatched basement door—came to Ludlow Street.


After this, the images in Sylvan’s memory came quicker and easier; they joined together in a smooth, whirring story, one he recognized. Mr. Scarlatta kept him clothed and fed in return for daily chores: mopping the stairs, replacing cones of newspaper in the privies, shoveling out the effluent that flooded the yard from the street, washing soot from the windows with a cold wadded rag. He hauled buckets of water up to the tenants, plugged cracks in the walls and floors, brushed ice from the walk in the winters, polished the banister until it gleamed. He made a room for himself in the cellar: sewing his own pillow and stuffing it with newspaper, teaching himself to read those same newspapers, stacked in the corner for kindling; shoveling coal and fixing the stove, boiling his own coffee in a small tin can.


Now the sunlight crept into the cellar, gilding the grime on the high, narrow panes. The baby coughed wetly, rolled her head away. He tried to picture her in the convent’s home for girls: marching in single file under the milky eyes of Sister Margaret, breaking the stale bread that had been donated by parishioners. A life of answering to a false name like Agnes or Claire, pretending to be some other girl in an ill-fitting dress, waiting to emerge from the gloomy, floating world that separated the child she was born as and the free woman she’d become.


Her eyes fluttered open, staring wetly at nothing. A dogboy brought you in when you were no more than a babe, one of the sisters would say. And that’s all I can tell you.


Sylvan knew he would never be able to pass the clapboard wing of the convent, where the orphaned and abandoned girls lived, without craning his neck and imagining what had become of her. He couldn’t see those girls marching down the street—with their powdery complexions and nunlike pinafores and modestly parted hair—without wondering which of them she was. And so she, too, looking for a bearded man in a wrinkled brown suit, would turn her head as they passed on the street. It would be a moment of frightened curiosity when their eyes met: a tremor of recognition, an ache so hollow and lonely in their stomachs that it made them feel faint. They’d find themselves unable to speak, and later, when they turned to look back into the crowd, the apparition would be gone and they’d wonder if they had even seen each other at all.
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WHENEVER SHE WAS SPINNING ON THE WHEEL OF DEATH, Odile tried to focus on one simple and particular thing, like the smell of spun sugar, or the melancholy wheeze of a boardwalk accordion. If her eyes were open, she trained them on Mack’s glinting watch fob while the colors of Coney Island whirled around her. It was a weird calm, when the clamor of the crowd seemed to dull to a whisper and she felt completely still, as if she and the fob were fixed in space, and it was the world that spun madly around them. But today she was having trouble. Her eyes darted through the crowd; her arms strained against their strappings. She felt dizzy and sick. With each revolution of the Wheel, the blood rushed to her head, and so did thoughts of her sister’s letter.


Belle had left home three months ago, in the spring, not long after their mother died. Friendship Willingbird Church, the grand dame of Coney Island, the fabled Tiger Queen of the sideshow, a woman who had survived so much (a Rebel’s bullet, falls from a trapeze, animal bites, and sword slashes) that to have her die so close to home—in a fire, in the very theater that she built—remained unthinkable. Odile still expected to see her in the crowd, swinging her fist to the beat of the cornet, gesturing for her daughter to keep that chin up. She still expected to see Belle every time she walked home after a show—sitting there on the porch railing, smoking a cigarette, her mane of hair loose and wild in the twilight. But Belle was gone now to Manhattan, without explanation or apology. After ten weeks of waiting for a letter, a word—nearly three months of fury and despair—Odile had begun to think the worst. But that morning the postman had left an envelope on the front porch, next to the brass elephant she rubbed for luck every day before the show began. Odile had torn it open as she hurried down to the boardwalk.


Odile, I hardly know what to say. I’m sorry for everything. Please don’t be angry with me—I know you must be, and it breaks my heart. I have started this letter so many times, and yet I still cannot summon the words I need. I think of you every minute of the day, and of Mother. I wonder where she is—heaven, yes, but where is that? The sky itself? The ether and stars? Sometimes I imagine it looks like the Church of Marvels, with painted clouds lowered down from the rafters, and glitter fizzing in the air. Sometimes I imagine it is quieter, an undersea cave. I picture her there sometimes, a floating mermaid with a seaweed harp, and the tigers have fins. Then I realize I’ve been sitting too long in the hothouse, staring at the flowers, and the rain is coming down heavy on the glass.


It is hard for me to sleep—sometimes I don’t know what is real and what is imagined. I’m writing this sometime in the night. Who guides my hand across this page, I wonder? Is it I, alert and sound? Is it my dreaming self, compelled to find you in the dark? Is it another spirit? I cannot say. You, dear sister, have always been the brave one, the good one, the strongest of all. Not I. And yet you are me and I am you, and I believe that courage must reside in me, too, though I have yet to find it.


I’m sorry if I was ever short with you, or impatient, or didn’t listen when you tried to confide in me. If for some reason this is the last letter I should write to you, please know that I love you. And you must believe, no matter what, that you are where you belong.


Your Sister


The crowd shrieked and gasped as blades zinged through the air and lodged, humming, next to her ears and above her shoulders. They protested gleefully as Mack snapped on his sequined blindfold and turned his back.


Odile squeezed her eyes shut. The routine was unbearable today. Each thud of the blade, each beery pant of the crowd made her tense. Her fists curled against the leather cuffs. Even the knives seemed to be coming slower. They didn’t sound right when they struck. Loose, sloppy, they rattled in their grooves. Usually they were thrown so powerfully, so precisely, that they sank into the wood as if it were a wedge of butter. She opened her eyes and watched the ash-blue proscenium flip over. A sea of gaping mouths rose into the air. She felt her insides slosh from one side of her body to the other. A blade plunged into the wheel half an inch above her head, pinning her back by the hair. Somewhere in the front row a woman screamed and fainted.


“Watch the pretty lady go ’round and ’round, ’round and ’round!” shouted the dwarf in the otterskin hat.


Odile swallowed the bile rising in her throat. If Belle were still at home, she’d be headlining. She’d be the draw. Isabelle Church, the Coney Island Shape Shifter—her twin sister and their mother’s protégée. At seventeen, Belle could swallow longer swords than most men. She could twist her body into impossible shapes. She could stand on top of a piano, bend over backward, and play a ragtime melody upside down. She was daring and mysterious and utterly unafraid—the audience loved her.


At first glance the twins looked alike—they were both freckled and hazel-eyed, with thick blond hair and the snub nose of a second-rate chorus girl. But that was where the similarities ended. Unlike Belle, with her lithe and pliant acrobat’s body, Odile had a permanent crook in her neck and a slight curve to her spine. As a girl she’d been made to wear a brace, a horrible thing like a metal corset, with a tin collar that trumpeted up her neck and flared beneath her chin. She looked like some kind of Elizabethan monster, clanking down the boardwalk in the ocean fog. Croc! the other children teased as she herky-jerked her way down the street. Croc-Croc-Croc-Odile! At night she would cry as her mother unbuckled the brace and put it away, as she rubbed eucalyptus cream over the bruises and welts left behind. Her body looked as though it had been gone over with a pie crimper. Why was she different?


It’s just the way you were born, their mother said. It’s the same thing she said about the marks on their scalps. Odile and Belle each had a bald spot, a crescent of shimmery white skin behind her ear—Belle’s was on the left side of her head; Odile’s was on the right. They’re birthmarks, her mother would say. You’re unique. Unique! Mother said the same thing about Georgette, the dancer born with four legs. Or singular, which is how she described Aldovar, the show’s half-man-half-woman, who had died that day in the fire, too.


For most of her life Odile had watched the show from beyond the footlights. As a child her posture had made contorting and sword swallowing impossible to master. Her lopsided lungs kept her from much exercise at all. (The only thing she had ever been allowed to practice—between shows, in the alleyway behind the theater—was knife throwing. The doctor had thought it might help to stretch her muscles, relieve her back. So occasionally Mack would carry out a corkboard and a quiver of his favorite knives and try to teach her. But her aim was terrible, always off—she keeled too far to the left, and before long the side of the theater was flecked with pits and grooves.) When the brace came off for good last year—thrown with no small bit of ceremony into the ocean—Odile was given a small role at last: the angel in Belle’s Daring Devil routine. There, high on a trapeze above the Church of Marvels—a theater-in-the-round, with a floor of sand—Odile’s sweaty hands grappled the rope. Her heart struggled against her powdered chest. She descended from the cool rafters into the stinging light, wearing a halo and a pair of paper wings. Beneath her, Belle, in horns and a red silk dress, danced and leaped and twisted her body into knots. Odile’s job was to hurl three heavenly thunderbolts, all of which Belle caught between her toes and promptly dipped down her throat. Afterward Odile was cranked back up to the rafters, where she watched the rest of the show beside the noosed sandbags, which swung around her head like the great weights of a clock.


Now the knives were hitting so close to her skin she could feel cold air shaking off the metal. Above the cries of the audience she heard Mack lurch and grunt. His feet didn’t seem to land right—the floorboards, which usually echoed his steps so musically, now groaned, overstressed. Odile drew a breath and tried to concentrate. You’re making him nervous! she scolded herself. In the crowd she saw a white hat rolling above the dirty, black-felted bowlers. It belonged to Mr. Guilfoyle, who had taken over the sideshow after the Church of Marvels burned. He’d come off the traveling circuit, but unlike Mother he spent most of the time in his office, eating nougat candies and sweating over pamphlets, writing letters to showpeople he’d known out west and cajoling them to come to Coney Island. Why, of all days, did he have to be here?


“Step up and see her survive the Blind Man’s Bluff!” hollered the dwarf. “Eleven knives and not a drop of blood!”


Whenever Odile got nervous, her fingers would creep up into her hair and rub at the smooth, silky mark, as if it were a charm or a rune. But now her hands were trapped, her ankles cuffed. She felt her whole body shiver and buck. The letter sounded so melancholy and despairing—not like her sister at all. If for some reason this is the last letter I should write to you—what did that even mean? Was she feverish? Ill? A hothouse, of all things—isn’t that where consumptives lay on wheeled chaises, languishing under ferns?


She thought of how restless and aloof her sister had been in the weeks after Mother died, when all Odile had wanted was someone to cry with, even as she rose early and set to work at the kitchen table, writing letters and settling accounts. Belle had stayed up late into the night in their mother’s room, leafing through her things, even after Odile had snuffed the candles and gone to bed. One morning there was simply a note left on the kitchen table: I need a change for a while—you understand, my dear—so I’ve gone to Manhattan. Perhaps I will find some fortune there. I promise to write. When Odile asked Mr. Aggis at the post office if Belle had sent or received any letters recently, he recalled only one to Manhattan—an address someplace on Doyers Street. He assumed it was a response to one of the many letters the girls had received—sympathy and prayers for their mother from all over the country.


Afterward Odile had searched through Belle’s wardrobe and dresser, hoping for something more, an explanation. But the drawers were jumbled with everyday litter—paper valentines and trolley tokens, lozenges of beeswax and throat balm. Odile was outraged and bereft—she couldn’t begin to grieve another, especially when there was so much left to be done. So she threw herself into a mania of arithmetic: tending to Mother’s outstanding affairs, calculating expenses and balancing the books, practicing with Mack for Mr. Guilfoyle’s show. When her sister didn’t write, Odile convinced herself it was because Belle was busy—she must have found a role on the vaudeville stages of Manhattan. Still, Odile kept the house ready for her, listened for the creak of floorboards in the night. When she couldn’t sleep, she turned and faced the empty bed beside her. She gazed at the faded quilt Mother had made for them when they were young: a dozen tiger faces stitched from scraps of felt, with yarn whiskers and button eyes. She thought of how, as little girls, she and Belle would sit by the fireplace at night, each with a sleeping cub in their laps, and listen to Mother recite poems from an old book: Tyger! Tyger! burning bright … In the forests of the night. She remembered, after the shows, putting her hands through the bars of the cage and feeling their great rough tongues roll between her fingers. But these days, when the sun dimmed outside and the arbor of white lights crackled on, the quilted faces seemed to leer at her savagely, their green button eyes shining in the electric wonder of Surf Avenue.


Then—it happened so fast that at first she didn’t think it happened at all. It was like coming up from underwater: the noise of the crowd roaring over her, her body arching against the wheel as she gasped for breath. A pain shot through her knee, icy and stinging. She didn’t wince, or wiggle, or throw herself back against the boards. If she reacted, the crowd would, too. So she continued to spin, her body rigid against the wheel, the accident undetected, the blade burrowing deeper into the gash with each rotation.


There were cries of relief and crescendoing applause as Mack brought the Wheel to a stop. Odile lowered her eyes as discreetly as possible. She hadn’t been stabbed, just sliced. The knife had come in at an angle, grazed her right above the knee. Mack unstrapped her ankles and wrists and helped her down from the wheel, his smile growing hard and terrified when he saw the carved skin. As she stepped forward, her stocking ripped, and hot blood started to dribble down her calf. Still, she hobbled to the edge of the stage and took two quick bows while smiling assuredly at the audience. Everyone looked deformed, as if she were seeing them through the bottom of a drinking glass. “Ladies and gentlemen,” roared the dwarf in the otterskin hat, “the amazing Mr. Mackintosh and his lovely assistant, Miss Odile-on-the-Wheel!”


Another bow, and as the whispers started up in the front row, patrons leaning in and pointing, she hurried off the stage, limping and grasping Mack’s arm for support. She collapsed in the wings. A stagehand rushed up with a fresh strip of linen and a flask of rum. While he washed and bandaged the wound, she took a few nips and looked around for Mack. She wanted to run after him, tell him it had been a mistake, an accident, she wasn’t concentrating the way she should have been. But all she could do was sit there, weak and shaky, with a single line running around in her head.


You are me and I am you.


BELLE COULD BE HOTHEADED at times, too sensitive. She was painfully meticulous about each stunt in her act—she punished herself when she didn’t master them, and yet refused to believe others when they told her she had. How many times had Odile cleaned up flung powder or a smashed bottle of ginger beer in the dressing room afterward, or lain awake at night while her sister brooded in the bed beside her? Your sister is prone to flights of passion, Mother explained, as if it were some kind of cross for them to nobly bear. But sometimes I feel that way too! Odile wanted to say. But she knew that in herself, any show of emotion would be viewed as something sickly, inferior—self-pity, perhaps; the mark of a weak constitution. But in Belle it wasn’t shameful, or even a flaw. It was some kind of artistic right.


One day when they were girls they snuck off to the beach with Aldovar and Georgette. They were only ten or eleven years old at the time, and Belle had just started her sword-swallowing lessons. They were supposed to be at the theater, helping Mother strike the set, but it was too beautiful out, and they were giddy and restless in the heat. Odile sat alone on the beach while the others ran down to the surf. She watched as Belle and Georgette galloped through the waves, tottering under seaweed headdresses, rolling their bloomers to their thighs. Georgette, who had four legs, wore two sets of bloomers that Mother had stitched together for her. She ran on her outer legs, while the inner ones dangled between, shrunken and spindly, kicking up spray from the surface of the water like the paddles of a steamboat wheel. Aldovar, half-girl and half-boy, waded through the shallows, pausing now and again to pick up a pebble, or jot something down in a small diary. Odile suspected him of being a poet. Onstage his costume was a wedding gown stitched to a tuxedo, but away from the lights, down at the shore, he always wore a gray shirt and plain tailored slacks, nothing fussy. His hair, which he kept long on one side, was braided and coiled beneath a houndstooth derby cap. Without his stage makeup—rouge on one side, a penciled moustache on the other—his face was heart-shaped and fine-boned, like a pretty boy’s or a dapper girl’s. I am lucky to have two spirits, he always said. Most in this life only have one.


Odile sat alone under a yellow umbrella, guarding the lunch-pails, the boots, Belle’s dagger in its leather sheath. She was drinking a bottle of sarsaparilla and humming an old show tune when a shadow fell over her—someone stood above her, hissing and snickering, blotting out the sun. She couldn’t see his face, just the sunlight glowing through his grimy ears. Croc! he laughed—a terrible, wheezy sound, like a balloon losing air. Croc, Croc! he said again. He was barefoot, smelling faintly of boiled wash and chicken dumplings. With a snicker, he reeled back and kicked sand in her face. She felt it clump in her mouth, burn her eyes. She coughed, spit, blinked frantically, cried something in a voice she didn’t recognize. And then she saw through her tears—just beyond the boy’s shoulders—her sister, charging up out of the water. As he reeled back again, Belle jumped on top of him and wrestled him down to the ground. Aldovar and Georgette followed her—they held down the boy’s arms and legs while Belle grabbed the dagger from its sheath. Her eyes glittered as she stood there above him, as she lifted the blade high above her head. She brought it down suddenly, with a whoop. The boy thrashed and screamed. Odile saw his little toe roll away in the sand.
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