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To my mother and my father




Dramatis Personae


London


Percival Unusual George – Showman. Guv’nor. King of Quick Street


Long Bella Wickes – Trumpet. Cards. Snakes. Theatricals


Amen Stepman – Clowning. Fiddler. Cards. Telepathy


Tuesday Brown – Announcements & Conjuring. Cups & Balls. Boards


Ruby Doll – Dance. Doves. Cards & Cups. Theatricals


Bird Doyle – Bird Girl of London. Clairvoyant. Clairaudient. Mystic/Cards


Flora Wickes – Chloroform. Rabbits. Cabinet & Vanishing


Grateful Jim – Tumbler. Trickster. Singer. Messages


Pinkie Danvers – Wagon. Nags. Theatricals


Pie Clark – Wagon. Whistles & Songs. Theatricals


Albert Goffe – Proprietor of Curiosity Shop, Waterloo Bridge


M. Luc Ferrières – Watchmaker & Clock-Mender, Clerkenwell


France


King Stanislas I – Exiled King of Poland, Grand Duke of Lithuania, Duke of Lorraine and Bar. A count of the Holy Roman Empire


Nicolas Ferry (Bébé) – Personal dwarf of King Stanislas I


M. Le Chevalier de Solignac – Secretary to King Stanislas I


Catherine Opalińska – Queen Consort to King Stanislas I, Duchess Consort of Lorraine


Marie Leszczynski – Daughter of Queen Catherine and King Stanislas I, French Queen Consort by marriage to King Louis XV of France


Catherine, Marquise de Boufflers (Madame de Boufflers) – French noblewoman and royal mistress of King Stanislas I


Émilie, Marquise du Châtelet – Philosopher, mathematician, physicist, author


Voltaire (François-Marie Arouet) – Philosopher, poet, dramatist, polemicist


Józef Boruwlaski – Celebrated Polish-born dwarf


Jean-François de Saint-Lambert – Military officer, poet, lover of Émilie du Châtelet and father of her daughter, Stanislas-Adélaïde du Châtelet


Fréron – Literary critic, controversialist


Montesquieu – Judge, man of letters, political philosopher






I have always observed that to succeed in the world one should appear like a fool but be wise.


Montesquieu


The whole arrangement of our life consists in contemplating who one is, who one has been and who one would like to be.


King Stanislas Leszczynski
Penseés Diverses, from Oeuvres Choisies de
Stanislas, roi de Pologne (1825)
Translated by Dr Renata Tyszczuk







Part I


Zeus split them into two separate
beings, condemning them to
spend their lives in search of their
other halves.


Plato, The Symposium
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St Mary, Islington, 1879,
Plough Monday


I am a butcher’s only son, bred to the knife. My father had a shop on the Liquorpond Road. A blunder as I never took to it, the blood held no promise for me. I have not the stomach for butchery, albeit I have the cheer of a meat man.


I am a jiggler-joggler when it comes to phrases and rhyme, phraseology I have aplenty. I have the flair, I’m told. I should rather raise a laugh than a knife. Ha! The wit flashes.


My name is Percival Unusual George. It is considered unusual. The Unusual is an addition, I was not baptised so. My reputation was hung upon me along with the moniker. It is no grievance! The unusual is bread and butter to me. I have dedicated my life to the queer and the rare. I have toiled like a slave to please the public and I have wronged no man of a farthing. Cut me where I stand if I don’t speak God’s truth.


The usual interests me not, it is far too usual. I reserve my interest for the hard to find, the challenging to define, the stranger by far. Monstrosities, curiosities, novelties, human or animal, alive or otherwise. My interest is broad.


Percival Edward George is the name my mother and father gave me. I was born in the January of the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and thirty, between the brewery and the Union in Clerk’nwell near the Coldbath Jug, where the inmates are forbidden to roar.


Number eight Quick Street is our residence, a brick and tile corner dwelling squeezed between Methodists and cattle yards on the road to the coal depots and asylum.


As a lamp-lighter loves his bull dogs so a showman loves his dwarves and here’s two in the back room who call me boss, plus pint-size nags to pull their wagon. We may be sawdust but we are not rag and stick. My shows are clean, good brass, first class. I am not so honest as a magistrate yet not so dishonest as a thief. I am the king of what is to come!


I shall tell the tale. Here it is.


Once upon a time I was the flash cove. Bang-up. Rings over gloves. Silver-top cane.


A nib. Customer likes a bit of polish when it comes to it. Bit of shine. Bit of prestige.


I have shops here-there-everywhere: Caledonian Road, Borough, Islington. That’s a few. We are swift to spot an empty premises. Then be brisk: sawdust down. Paintings up. Gags writ large. Bucket for your coke-fire. Oil for the flare lamps. Feathers for the girls and, Tye-diddy-o! Noise is all. A chaunty din. Call the attention of a crowd!


Bang! Bang! Bang! goes my man, Amen Stepman, on the drum.


Walk up! Walk up! This way for The Strange! The Hideous! The Obscene!


The strange, the remarkable. The world for a penny! Unusuals, novelties, prodigies.


Mine are remarkables all, my company of nine.


May it please you to consider them, each at a time.


Amen Stepman


His teeth are long, his feet are small. His curls are gold and his temples greyed. Amen Steps was not born to clowning but landed himself in it upon his discharge from the army. Watch him spill tea, smash a jug and dance up a storm like Billy Pinafore. He has the manner of a curate (his Bible quotes grate), albeit he wears the long-boned face of a common bludger. He is unguarded and luckless, pious of aspect. His heart is as gold as his curls. That’s Amen.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Walk up! Walk up!


Here we stand, poised to take the shilling. Ready yourselves to be astonished, alarmed or what-you-will. Who can claim the same for a penny? Too few that’s who.


My Unusuals. Under the canvas their talent is grown until before the crowd they stand in strange perfection. Unique. What do they want with the average, the dull, the reg’lar? Their like exists not. They come to me, and I tell their tale. To you, madam, to you, sir, to whomever will listen.


Ruby Doll


Ruby Doll kicks her skirts. Did her mother take cinnamon in her coffee? Or p’raps the infant Ruby was cradled in a copper, being as her hair is the colour of flame and her face is pecked with gingerbread dots. She is a marionette designed for dancing atop a table. She curses like a dodge, sings like a mermaid and her eyes is narrow as nails. A soft doll she is not, save for her puffs of red hair, light as fire. I have saved Ruby from a life of devilling.


Long Bella Wickes


Tall as a door stands Bella Wickes. A twist in her nose, a rose in her hair, bangles on her arm. Woman, goddess, devil, fiend; she dodges and schemes like a reg’lar cove. From her neck swing thrup’ny snakes by the drowsing handful, while upon a trumpet Bella blows. Cries she: I have blown bigger! And many times over! At this the girls shriek like rabbits in a gin. I abhor a foul tongue but a bit of chaff is a charm to a crowd in the humour.


Hereabouts in the proceedings I stand to address the crowd, though none is yet gathered. Address an invisible crowd and one shall soon form. Presently it does.


No matter how few. Three customers will multiply and divide. Two will still pay. And five is more than either of those. This way for the most singular stories ever told by living man!


This way, if you please!


Hurry to see of what you dare not dream! Ladies and Gentlemen!


Do not be Alarmed! We do not mean to Frighten but only to Enlighten.


We do not wish to Bore you, We Implore you, Walk this way!


Tuesday Brown


My man, Brown. His name is William but I found him on a Tuesday. Tuesday Brown is the Wizard of the South and the Wonder of Whitefriars: a man of height and elongation, whose arms measure longer than his legs. His modulation belongs to an Archbishop and his mournful gaze commands a crowd. I spied him at a low ebb, staggering under theatrical scenery at Stepney Fair. He was well imbibed yet it was clear from his tones he was a gentleman. This fallen pedigree was not Unusual in the usual sense but he proved unusual nonetheless. Watching him disappear a plate of bread and butter and a cup of tea suggested to me he might make a conjuror. It is my pleasure to report that having become adept with his cups and balls he is now vomiting pins and needles like a natural. Is his timing askew? Few notice. Tuesday will spy the prettiest girl to pull the ribbon from his mouth and grin his toothiest for the Pudding In The Hat. A song here, a jib-jab there, an oh-good-gracious-what-on-earth and a bird in a bonnet. He is no emperor of the mystic arts but he puts shillings in the purse. I dig out remarkability wherever it hides. Blessed are they. Every life is a puzzle awaiting completion.


Flora Wickes


Saints be thanked! An example of the exquisite. I present Flora, The Chloroform Child.


Elfin sister of Long Bella Wickes. Nimble as a cat upon the iron girdle. Watch her levitate before a crowd. Sixteen years of age, once seen she is not forgot! To the waist falls her hair, as mahogany it shines. See her milk skin, her bow lip, her pale eyes, clear as stars. In the French lace and ribbons she walks. At her side steps Bird, The Mystic Child, swinging her cage wherein rests a lark, trembled with song, upon its moss.


Bird Doyle


Bird is light and bony as her name suggests. A sparrow. Like the songbird she warbles, skips and flutters. Her face is dear as a wren’s, two black beads are her eyes, and her hair is a nest of chestnut curls. Feathered, ribboned, pinned, she chimes with coloured glass. Many believe she will unhook wings from her bodice and fly. Yes, fly! Above the clouds hear her warblings. Spied she was, in her feathers, rested upon a chimney pot. I speak only truths. Veritas! Veritas!


I have a pinch of Latin.


Grateful Jim


Singer, tumbler, all-round trickster. A boy, wiry as a monkey. The twitch in his eye is from a lightning strike, they say. Grateful Jim will pop his own eyeball and swallow it as you stand there, all for effect. He walked on his hands from the day he was born, to make his sister laugh. Jim could entertain the dead if he chose and sell himself back to his own mother. The signal is a trumpet blast.


Upon it, miniature ponies burst forth, a-jangle in harness.


Pinkie Danvers & Pie Clark


I am partial to a midget. Here are two of the superior variety. Bring your measuring stick.


Look at that! No bigger than your thumb! Pinkie stands to drive astride his miniature wagon. His dwarf ponies trot sharpish on pot-sized legs, wheeling tight corners till the dust rises.


Up walks the crowd. A group of four, then nine, then twelve. Now ten.


Clink-clink go the coins. Now we have thirteen. Whose bad luck is it? Not mine.


Bella tempts a man and his hollow-cheeked pal. Fifteen. Give the signal. Close the door.


No smoking! No spitting! No fighting!


Blessed are these. My esteemed Remarkables. I present them with a flourish taught me by the stage actor, Harold Beaufort. The rest of my performers are in jars.


Here I stand before you: head, heart and untidy frame. Thus far have I avoided the Fever Hospital and the Union. I am thankful. By my own wits and application have I forged a living in this unforgiving city.


Here is Quick Street. A brisk wind and clouds chase over the canal.


Our lodgings are adequate, well-aired, a corner dwelling that offers a stable. Once a symphony in drab, the yard is now enlivened, as Ruby Doll has planted flower boxes, reds and pinks, gay as a fair.


The street bell at five and twenty past. Amen clamps on his hat and scampers out for beer.


Tuesday Brown pronounces: ‘Every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour.’ Though he spits when he is spouting, Tuesday is blest with the wisdom of the ancients. Owing to his highbred modulation I have Tuesday reading aloud the gag for the chloroform trick. His privileged tones suspend all doubt:


‘In accordance with the Cambridge University, and Cautioning Herewith those of a Nervous Disposition. And bearing in Mind this is a Small Audience for such a Rare exhibition. And requesting you Kindly to all Remain Calm. And not to Detain you further. Allow me to submit for your Inspection that Remarkable and Staggering girl, Flora, The Chloroform Child. Gentlemen, Please remove your Hats.’


Top brass. Spoke gloomy as a bishop.


As to my own limited charms, I have nobility about my forehead and my gaze is affable. You might think, Ah, here is a trustworthy type. I stand square and I talk plain. My jaw is whiskered, my brows are thoughtful and my eye-glance benign. I have observed that women are not troubled by my expression and I am much obliged.


Such talents as I possess are put to use to keep us in the shilling. We do a bit of mystification, though I do not have a skilled mystifier, but only Tuesday Brown again, who is stiff of gesture, intones mournfully in the Latin and glares horribly about.


Bang-up, I am no dark enchanter, no meddler in the black arts. I am Percival Unusual George. I have strived to entertain the people of this city, summers and winters. I have cheated no man of a farthing, and my reputation is reg’lar gold.


In the yard alone with my pipe stem, I survey the evening sky. In the west it attempts a shade of pink, though clouding fast as smoke rises, it shall be choked white as goose-down in no time. St Mary’s bell chimes the hour. I send Bird for hot loaves. Bella shall buy milk off the Welsh girl on Cross Street. For twelvepence we have a rabbit. Here is oysters upon a plate, pearly fine they look. By six o’clock we shall have a stew.


I light my pipe and consider that time is too quick for me, scarpers like a reg’lar hare. Of catching it I have no chance! The pleasure is to let it sprint, which is why I rest here, dipping flame into my briar pipe, watching time flee. The firewood snaps and Grateful Jim sings a trembling song.


I open the book upon any page: Proverbs Exemplified. A boyhood gift from my mother. A true man never frets about his place, it says. An excellent maxim, a sampler for Flora to stitch. Here before you, I am that man … in repose, fretting not a jot. Presently, I shall recline by the fire, garbed as a gent in my red Turkish slippers, purchased for one and six in The Strand, and gorge myself on walnuts. Sovereign! Everything comes easy as honey off a spoon.


Our street is dark. A scrabbling as I open the door. A stag-eyed boy waits, whistling, at one end. At my back, Bella calls out.


‘Who is there?’


‘No soul,’ I say.


‘Not Mister Cox?’


‘Not Mister Cox.’


‘He is not welcome here,’ she calls.


‘Halt your fretting! Nobody is here.’


The girls fear Cox. His name alone bids them halt their chatter. What pigeons! Idle rumours. Piffle and hearsay. He is a charmer and a gent, bang-up. I shall observe at the door. Fortunate I am, insofar as my cast of mind is sound and my mettle is lion’ish. I might’ve joined the East Essex. The boy on the street is joined by another. He alters his whistling tune. I shall find myself robbed in an eyeblink. The door is heavy. I slams it.


Notwithstanding my gentleman’s ease this evening, I have urgent need of Mister Cox.


I should be glad to have sight or whisper of him. There is talk of Cox’s employer, Stanwick the gentleman professor, and his precarious experiments. The girls will not have it but Mister Cox is no demon, albeit his patrol is the narrow border between the living and the dead. He is a man of ideas and in this we are kin. Cox is a facilitator. He facilitates for those learned gentlemen who tread boldly upon the precarious cliff path of scientific discovery. He procures so that educated gentlemen may investigate. Some say he will secure the dead as well as the living, if required. My girls fret upon it. Tittle-tattle, I say. There are those who, upon sight of John Cox, walk in the other direction but in my opinion he is broadening our horizons in unusual ways. Progress is all. Stagnation is death. A showman knows that. When I catch sight of Cox I hurry to shake his hand.


Our windows and walls, low-beamed passageways and crooked steps, all are askew, though our lodgings are reg’lar tidy, save for the havoc wreaked by ponies, doves and dwarves. All hold out their hand for the shilling. Mouths to feed. Am I to perform the miracle of the loaves and the fishes? Each hears it! No-one ever replies.


Then there are the beasts: midget ponies for midget men, assorted avians, including finchlings, sparrows, linnets and doves for the Heavens Above! trick. Not to mention white rabbits and their offspring and a few nuisance snakes in a bag, which must be kept separate, else performers shall eat performers.


Five shillings a pound for small snakes: Long Bella wears them for shows, says it gives her mystery. She waves them at the tallest gent to make his lady scream. Bella Wickes. She was a Venus to me once, long ago now. The City Road was ours, and every public house upon it, and all the hours and happy minutes in a day. Now I am the solitary gallant. Surrounded yet alone. A showman must carry the crowd’s expectations, the performer’s wages, and his own heavy heart. He must house all his prodigies or risk them thieved in an eyeblink.


My dearest dwarf, Lark, was thieved in the night from under our noses. Thereafter, not a word. I am partial to a dwarf. How I miss him. His real name was Antonio Lupinicini and he hailed from the land of mandolins. He had a magnificent pair of oily eyes and stood lower than a walking cane. He sang in a trembling fashion, moving himself to tears. He oiled his hair but otherwise was sound as a coin.


No man was ever great without some
portion of divine inspiration ~ Cicero


I wait at the window for Cox’s boy. There is no sign. The night is blustery, rinsed black by rain showers. It unnerves my bird. I keep a corvid. He gargles and frets. The idea was not my own, I am besieged as Noah! I chanced upon the bird blown from the nest as a rookling. His ill fortune recalled me to my own troubles, as turbulent fates had cast our blessings to the winds. Poor unfortunate article, I thought. For this and his inelegant strut, not to mention his slovenly manners, I named him after myself: Percy the Smaller. Who better? Whereafter he became Small Perce.


Into my pocket he went with a rag, where he thrived upon mutton fat and a pinch of tripe. A large untidy head, he grew, and a stout beak, shiny as new coal.


What is the o’clock? First show at ten. It is a quarter to. We shall play six today.


The populace of this city are jaded, crowds remain paltry. I must amuse them afresh daily.


I send Jim out for dabs and coffee.


The last of the coins. Not a copper can I grasp. I say nought of it to the others.


Mister Cox, I think. Shall I seek you out myself? Must I loiter at some location? He will have an article on the boil, the man is choc-full of manoeuvres. A strategy is required. A shift. Not one easily downcast, I hold ambition aloft! A prosperous day is dawning. So said Ovid. I have all his wisdoms here in my Bell’s Quotations: Latin & Greek. Those classical gents knew their north from south. My compass points me forward!


No bees, no honey ~ Proverb


Almost eleven. The clock runs me ragged. The others are leisurely between shows, thirteen minutes before the next. My thoughts bolt about like loose horses.


Jim is moving the gag-boards and singing Flash Bob in the wrong key. Rookbird balances on the Windsor chair, eyeing the needles of Bella and Ruby as they sew.


Remarkables all. Tonight I shall have to let one of them go. I cannot pay each and every. Quick boots I hear upon the stairs.


Bird shies in. ‘Do I seem mad in this hat?’ She swerves between the girls.


‘Yes,’ murmur both, without looking up.


‘You an’t even seen it.’


Bella glances. ‘Oh yes. Dear me, proper lunatic,’ she adds.


Jim drops a heavy board.


‘Bugger that noise!’ yells Ruby Doll.


‘I think it’s nice,’ Jim comments, nodding at Bird’s hat, reddening like a chambermaid.


‘Never mind,’ says Bird. ‘Seen my birds? They was here a spit ago.’


‘No.’


‘No.’


‘No.’


The door bangs. In steps Amen, with a small loaf and a handful of sage.


‘See! I have delivered Jericho into your hands, along with its king and its fighting men,’ he announces. No-one heeds it, being that we have heard it all before.


Outside in the yard I smoke alone beneath ash-coloured clouds and I think, A man may not enjoy his pipe for more than a fleeting moment before ruination strikes. How shall I choose one to dismiss?


‘Has Bird lost her sparrows?’ I call out. ‘Does she fancy a clouting?’


‘Flo! Seen my birds?’


‘Seen your birds?’


‘Never mind.’


‘Sparrows all over London, Birdy,’ says Bella. ‘Don’t know if they’re yours, do we?’


Flora rises from a cushion, offers up a brass button. ‘Look.’ She is dear in her shawl and over-sized boots. Her eyes are wide as pansies. ‘I got one,’ Flo tells Bird, hands clasped under her chin. ‘One of your sparras. Like this. I took it.’


Bird cradles the sides of her face. ‘Yes and … Where’d it go, Flora?’


‘Flapping.’


‘Where?’


‘Skywards.’ Flora points. ‘Aft then fore. Then gone.’


‘When?’


‘At the time.’


‘For the love of Jesus!’ Bird shrieks.


‘Leave her, then.’


Flora gasps. ‘Shall it vex the saints?’ she says.


‘P’raps your sparras are tap-knockin at the door, then?’ Jim laughs at himself.


‘Ha-hoo. Aren’t we the wag?’


‘Oh, Jim! He’s on the floor, look.’


At this I struggle up, mid-puff, to peer at the window. ‘Is that toe-rag asleep?’


‘No, Mister George. I’m helping Tuesday do the boards.’


‘Bird!’ I say. ‘Have you lost the sparrows?’


‘Blessings, no! Finely not. Resident they are, hereabouts.’


‘There’s your sparra! In yer frightful hat!’


Ruby and Bell fall into each other. ‘Ha ha!’


‘Arse-poke you both.’


‘Language.’


‘Love has turned Jim-boy strange,’ teases Bella.


‘No it hasn’t.’ Jim flattens his hair and slopes to the window to hide his blush.


Ruby laughs. ‘Go suck on a penny, Jim.’


‘Try it yerself, Coppertopper,’ he replies.


‘Give us a hand, Bird, will you?’


‘Not on your nelliebellie!’ Bird says. ‘Too fagging busy aren’t I. As a magpie, see?’


She takes off at the canter. ‘Gone with the invisible!’ she calls. And stamps up the stairs.


I blow a cloud, close my eyes. She has lost her sparrows, sure as eggs. She’ll have to go.


How might I feed us all? I have no Rubini, nor even a King of the Slanting Wire.


Pennies they earn yet they are shillings to feed.


I check the o’clock. We are on.


Rose Burton. As dogs do follow the cat-meat man, so do I follow Rose. Doughy and dimpled at the elbow, sturdy in her skirts, she is a matron crafted in the image of Eve. Though she employs no feminine artifice and her hands are raw from laundry work, she cannot scrub away her beauty. Monthly she arrives for washday, lasting three days in duration. No stain dares persist!


Long before Rose I loved Bella Wickes. Upon my bended knee I worshipped her. Time took it from us. She closed her heart. A man must pick a rose where it blooms, and so I shall, when Rose allows.


At the touch of love everyone becomes a poet. Plato. Here in my book. These learned Greeks square it in a single line! I myself have undertaken ardent scribble, of late. Four and twenty hours have I waited upon a word from Rose since delivering to her my short verse. What have I heard? Nought. Yesterday I purchased her ha’penny whelks. This evening I slid her a bag of almond nuts. I have promised her a chaffinch in a cage. God above! I would buy her a nightingale if I thought she might soften just a little. Or a skylark from the meat-man, who has three caged in his window. So help me! I have unsteadied myself.


P’raps my jib is too gaudy for she. Could it be my outer aspect? For whom does she wait? Some ballroom coxcomb? I must not maudle. Times such as these, I wish I never had a show. I wish I had never been a showman. My heart is a rag upon a nail.


I wager’d my luck would change if I raised the rookbird to full grown, as corvids are brimful with the unnatural. I fancied a charm might bestow itself. P’raps Rose might rest her gaze upon me? A blunder. Small Perce revealed himself to be dishonourable, foul in temper and cunning of mind: a member of the devil’s cavalry, a soul as black as his plumage. He squabbles, rattles, croaks and shouts. I thought to teach him God Save The Queen, but he only caws and hiccups. I venture to discipline him yet he takes to the air, cackling. The girls pursue him when he steals their buttons and pins. Demon bird! they cry. His thievings are many: feathers, ribbons, coins, rings, brooches. And how the girls shriek when their favourites go astray. Rose swipes him with her broom, yet a thief he remains: inspecting my knifeblade with criminal interest. I have bid him join his dark comrades in the trees, albeit he will not budge. I have shut him out and closed the windows, yet in the morning there he is perched on a rooftop, a gargle in his throat. Hereafter he became known as Smallpurse, on account of his criminal practices. His own mischief bids him stay. Here he comes now, as if we are fellows: head on the tilt, eye a-glitter. I light my pipe and he angles his head to see the starlings sway in the sky. I pay no heed. My toiling knows no end.


Afternoons we play three shows.


I look for Cox’s messenger boy. No sign. By the window at four I wait. Fill my pipe. I do not carp. Tonight I shall have to tell her. Bird will need to know I cannot keep her.


Who can deceive a man in
love? ~ Virgil


The Fates have intervened. Luck loiters where it will. God bless him! I shall meet with Mister Cox. A temporary reprieve for little Bird, who knew nought of it.


Cox shall have a scheme, I knew it. Patience is all!


I am on the dash but I examine myself in the glass as I go. An untidy sight. My hair appears dusty, albeit it is parted with a dip of water, as it does not care to lie smooth. Quickflash, I consider my other assets. My mouth, though generous, is often agape owing to the uncertainties of the world. My eyes seem to plead but that could be bewilderment. My nose, along with my ears, sprouts horsetails of hair. I am not old yet not young either.


Not short, not tall. Not handsome, not ugly. I see nothing that might dissuade.


I shall ask a woman.


I find Bella flung upon her bed, dark hair tumbled, cheroot between her teeth. Mine she was. A Venus. Long ago. How I worshipped her. Time vanishes us all in the end.


I narrow my eyes.


‘How is my look?’ I ask. ‘Speak plainly,’ I say.


She replies, one eye closed against the smoke.


‘Like a stoat,’ she says. And wheezes out a laugh.


A wasp, she is. I tell her so.


I take myself off.


The outer is merely the outer. On the inside I am a blade made to cut, a bell made to ring, a flame made to burn. I am a man with a heart fit to burst yet I am wounded to the soul.


Spent. Not a man, no. A rook’s arse.


Downstairs the girls have a basin of water and a cloth. Ruby and Bird wash Grateful Jim.


That boy has a look of permanent surprise. His very whiteness causes the dirt to be blacker. He shall cost me in soap. A nuisance. Twitch-twitch goes his eye.


Ruby fusses him, kisses his head. Jim, without warning, throws up his arms and grins, reveals his donkey teeth. The girls scream at the splashings. His hair drips. He grimaces at the taste of soap. No such tender devotion have I been shown these years. What do the girls see in him?


‘Gal-boy!’ I shout.


The girls cackle and howl. My patience frayed, I leave him to the wasps. Their screams of laughter follow me to the very end of the passage. Cock-nymphs, all! I cannot abide their affection for him. He is a bootless pyke, a scraping upon a shovel. I rescued his arse from the Union, a blunder. I am used up. Vexed. I see myself out.


As my boot steps from Quick Street onto White Lion Road I catch the sound of a fiddle. How jovially it carries a tune! Sovereign. I am enlightened. I meet Cox at eleven.


I shall see a barber for a shave. A good scrape and I shall be inspired afresh.


I can report a glow in the sky, warm as brass. Sunlight slows the smoke rising from every rooftop, softening the edges. Cab horses doze where they stand.


At The Angel you must be sharp to dodge the omnibuses and sweeper boys. At the alehouse I ask for a little bread and cheese with the porter. A man with his pipe and stout is an excellent form of comradeship. Here, among the old timbers, catched in a net of smoke, a man can reflect.


If I were an honest cove I might care to admit that the lack of a true oddity among my Unusuals has blighted my progress. I have no mule-headed, lion-faced, snake-skinned individual. Not one of them offers a thrilling disfigurement, nor bona fide deformity. Crowd-pleasing monsters have I none.


I must avail myself of the showman’s guile, pull the wool, angle the mirror, tap the invisible. To be savagely impartial (though it pains me to say) my Unusuals are p’raps a pinch unsatisfactory, you could say a margin mediocre, somewhat less remarkable than they ought to be. Hand on Bible, I confess! They are undistinguished. Decidedly usual.


I have, by necessity therefore, schooled myself in the magician’s sticky art. Ask any in the game. True Unusuals are hard to come by.


Rivalry I have aplenty. I must jink and weave like mister fox. I must hang onto profitable midgets by the skin of my teeth. Jaybirds all, ready to flit for the shinier coin. My wits are about me! A good cabinet girl will have a new bonnet, else she’ll wander. A crowd must be caught by the ankle. And yet! How London admires these foreigners astride her London stages. How we do love an accent, in particular the ladies. In particular the French variety. How they love the la-di-da! How shall I compete?


I recall Monsieur Le Bucke, he of the feminised hair and continental moustache. No sooner had he stepped out and spoke an incomprehensible phrase than the ladies were on the brink of a swoon. Emperor Of All The Wizards. Ha! Miraculous what can be done with a perch of velvet and the lamps on low gas. A rat’s arse to you, sir.


For my part I should like to attempt a decapitation, not to mention a Bodiless Lady, but I have no-one skilled in these arts. Sword swallowing is tolerated by Steps but it makes him irritable unless he’s first imbibed and got himself elasticated.


I am not a greedy man, though had a parasitic twin presented itself in all the years I should have moved Heaven and earth to procure it, for I am not a man to forgo an opportunity. We do Cups And Balls, Cards To Pocket, Sands Of The Desert. We may not be of the calibre of The Egyptian Hall, but we know how to amuse a crowd. We do not take a man to pieces and restore him by instalments to his original self, as Mister Charles Bertram does nightly in Piccadilly, but we set to with our ribbons and doves and midgets.


In the meantime, my ear is stuffed with advice from old Victor Smith who performs The Fakir Of Ooolu. Vic has performed Persian card tricks and Eastern illusions these many years. He informs me the future is in spirits and spooks. The Egyptian Hall is chock-full. I wager he is right, albeit lately I have my suspicions he has fallen behind. Everywhere you look it’s psychic phenomena and the gentlemen of science demonstrating their catalyptic subjects in order to prove and disprove. Poor old Vic! I am ahead. I am the king of tomorrow! I shall beat him on the bend.


I walk briskly on Canal Road. The ugly din of two barrel-organs, each tasked with the business of its own tune, disorganises the head. How fortunate are the deaf hereabouts!


Here at The Pied Bull on Islington High Street I am to meet Mister John Cox of Mile End. As well as procuring suitable subjects for surgeons and professors, Mister Cox assists various amateur groups whose task it is to investigate beyond the realm of the living. Spiritualists they call themselves, reg’lar meetings they hold, by invitation only, to consider the business of psychic phenomena and the phantasmagorical. One group meets in Hampstead. Through mediumship and séance they seek to convene with the dead.


Sovereign! I am intrigued.


May fortune revisit the wretched and
forsake the proud ~ Horace


Mister Cox stands me a glass of stout, holds a flame to my pipe.


One of his eyes is pink, it weeps. He has a habit of pulling out his watch and smiling at whatever o’clock is revealed.


Mister Cox admires my shows. He tells me so. In particular, The Psychic Phenomenal. Steps and Bird perform it, popular it is. Little Bird has the gift, clairvoyant from birth. She spies ghosts on the street, in alleyways, on omnibuses. I had her instruct Steps in the art and he learned quick as a whipped dog.


Belief is all! I tell them.


Mister Cox refers to my ‘good reputation’. Thinks I: a reputation for which I have toiled, without rest, these years long! I do not speak that part aloud. I do not wish to come over sour.


Mister Cox is personally acquainted with Professor Stanwick and his associates. Well I know of Stanwick’s reputation. The professor is versed in matters of phenomena: spiritual, magnetic, electrical. He is an educated man of science. He addresses crowds in grand halls and institutes. He does not have to raise his voice, ring a bell, nor bang a drum. And no man asks for his money back.


Offering me another flame, Mister Cox enquires, ‘Know you much of Professor Henry Stanwick?’


‘Don’t believe so,’ I say.


Who puts all his cards on the table? We dodge. It is the game.


‘The professor has a proposal for you,’ says Mister Cox.


‘Does he now?’ I say.


My sort of game. I like a proposal. The stout has treacled the blood, sweetening all.


‘I shall require a down payment,’ I say. ‘What does the professor have in mind?’ I enquire.


‘Strictly confidential,’ says Mister Cox.


‘Strictly Confidential are my middle names,’ I reply.


*


The church bell chimes the hour on Northampton Row, another joins it almost instantly on a mismatched note. Clouds part and sunlight plunges, as if released from a vault.


Mister Cox’s proposal has affected in me a brain-wave of some magnitude. A thunderbolt has struck! A great success awaits. A singular marvel.


I make for Clerk’nwell Green, happy as if I wound a clock. I may take a ha’penny saucer of whelks, and another for the girls – pepper and vinegar, piping hot.


Now that luck has fluttered in, our own little Bird shall remain another day.


I am the jiggler-joggler. Top brass!


Grateful Jim brings home half an ounce of tobacco, dashing on his stick legs between dirty raindrops. Pronounces himself a good boy for the errand. Twitch-twitch goes his eye. ‘What shall I deserve Mister George?’


‘There’s pots to clean!’ I remind him.


On the turn I stumble over the sleeping hound, who has deposited himself, like a stuffed trophy, before the fire. The hound is not of a single breed but all breeds therein. He gives no pleasure nor is he remarkable. His colour is dark as tar, his paws are heavy. If he were a man you might assume he was occupied by supernatural schemes, so black is his eye-glance. In the night shadows you might mistake him for a bear. We know him as Stranger Bill, as there is none stranger than he. A fortune in tripe. Daily do we pitch over him in the gloom, and daily do I regret him, but he has a bark like an underground door powerfully closed. This unremarkable hound keeps the unwelcomes away, keeps my Unusuals safe in their cots. The stink off him puts me in mind of the river at dawn when the dead things float.


*


Bella brings calves’ cheeks for supper. We dine together with a dish of bread.


All except Pinkie, who has the leaky lungs. He lies upstairs and coughs like a sheep.


‘Where is Steps?’ I enquire.


Amen Steps spends his shilling at the rat-pit. It’s not the blood, he says. If rats weren’t baited that day he’d find a cockfight. No amount of Bible-bleating will wipe this sin away. A fool he is for a smoky cellar. It’s the doubling of chink that draws him on. To be the lucky man. To win, no matter the odds. This and yet he never won a ha’penny. It’s all a picture in his mind. To bring luck on you must act the winner, then luck shall creep towards you.


I tuck the napkin. I offer a prayer.
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