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For my grandmothers, Queen Bee,
Grandmother Elspeth and Jocelyn Bell.
Three amazing women.
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‘I love you, Donk,’ Esme calls across the circus tent.

She is perched high up on the trapeze stand like a sequinned bird ready to fly. Far beneath her crowds of people bustle into their ringside seats.

The sides of the big top ballooned out as it breathed all the people in. With them came the tantalisingly sweet smells of toffee apples, candy floss and popcorn. Esme looks down from her hideout tucked high up in the darkness to see face after face peering up at the high wire.
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Suddenly, with a crash of cymbals …

A drum roll … A flash of lights … In strides the ringmistress … Her whip cracks …

And in from the starlit night, the circus appears!


Acrobats soar through the curtains with jewelled flashes, lightning quick, cartwheeling like fireworks. Their bodies are sparklers, drawing bright pictures against the dark.

Clumsy clowns tumble in circles, throwing custard pies between stilt walkers’ legs.
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Fire jugglers’ fingers play with flaming streaks of gold, lighting up the plumed palomino horses as they cavort through the curtains to glow in the warmth of the audience’s applause.

Above, Esme and Donk watch and wait. A circus girl and her trusty pet mule moments away from their first ever real-life circus performance. The performance that they have been practising for the whole of their lives.

Only seconds are left.

The ringmistress’s whip cracks again, once, twice, three times. Band music swirls up and sends Esme twirling along the high wire. Donk steps carefully on at the other end. Hoof in front of hoof in front of careful hoof, he quick-steps towards Esme. Meeting in the middle, they dance together under the painted stars of the circus tent.

Cries of amazement ring out from below. Esme flips on to Donk’s back and balances there on one leg as he prances, high-hoofing, along the high wire to the top of the trapeze stand.
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Donk hooks his hooves over the waiting trapeze and leans forwards.

His sequinned unitard shimmers in the lights as he kicks out his hind legs.

His fat, furry body becomes sleek as he sweeps above the crowds and his extra-large ears stream out elegantly behind him.

The crowd are on their feet.

Donk flips over the trapeze and swings back to collect Esme.

She waits for the right second to leap, and sighs with silent relief as her hands feel Donk’s furry legs. They somersault over the trapeze four times before swinging back up to the safety of the stand.

The audience beneath them clap until their hands hurt, stamp until their feet ache and cheer until their throats are dry.

Esme and Donk, hoof in hand, take to the high wire to bow. Their smiles are as wide as the circus tent.
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‘BORED, BORED, BORED, BORED, BORED,’ chanted Esme, hanging upside down from the high wire the next morning.

‘Every day it’s just PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE!’ Esme flung her arms down dramatically.

‘It’s just the same thing, DAY AFTER DAY!’

Esme shook the rehearsal timetable in her hand.
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‘It’s only Monday and I’m sick of this already; I will certainly have died of boredom by Friday afternoon and then my mother will be sorry.’

Donk looked up from his cosy spot nestled in the soft sawdust of the circus ring and snorted loudly to warn her that her mother was coming.

‘I don’t care, Donk. I’m bored and it’s her fault. She keeps making me practise but we don’t need to any more. Did you hear the crowds cheering for us last night? They loved us. Besides, I’m a natural circus performer. So I’m going to tell my mother, no more rehearsals.’ Esme swung backwards and forwards, becoming more indignant with each sentence.

Esme had been born in the circus ring. Her mother had given birth to her while swinging from a trapeze. Fortunately Esme had survived the fall as her father had dropped the reins of his horse and reached up to catch her. Thunderous applause at this amazing act had welcomed her into the world and Esme had been desperate to perform from that moment on.
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‘ESME, are you whining? Do I hear a child of mine whining?’ Esme’s mother pulled a wagon full of geese into the room behind her.
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Esme was outraged. She’d heard other children whining – ‘I want an ice cream now,’ ‘I’m not comfortable,’ ‘That pig smells’ – and she couldn’t bear it.

‘But—’ Esme started.

‘But nothing,’ her mother continued. ‘How you have time to whine with so much around here to be done, I just don’t know! Please go and tidy your caravan – it looks like a pigsty. And then go and clean the actual pigsty.’

‘But—’ Esme tried again.

‘No buts, Esme. The circus pigs can’t perform covered in mud. Then come and help me with these geese. They’ve been injured trying to escape a fox attack and the local farm has asked us to look after them. Your father is building a pen for them.’
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