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have you ever been to a circus?


As a child I used to love going to the circus so much that as soon as I was old enough, I ran away from home to go work in one. But let me tell you before we go any further, this is not my story!


This is the story of what really happened to Charlie the dwarf, who works with me at the Great Royal Circus.


Now, Charlie is the loveliest person you could ever hope to meet. He is very little, no taller than a four-year-old (even though he’s much older), with a baby face and a squeaky voice. And if you ever need any help, you could always ask him, for he is too kind to ever refuse anyone. Is it any surprise then that everyone who works with him at the circus adores him? And not just we, but also all the children who come to watch him perform, absolutely love his clown act with the lion. Oh! I have to tell you about Charlie and the lion! It is my favourite act in the entire show and it comes immediately after mine.


Imagine a huge tent in broad stripes of red and blue, inside of which are seated hundreds of spectators in rows upon rows, one above the other. The smell of hot samosas and popcorn wafts over to you as you sit back in your seat and gaze at the trapezes in the middle of the tent. And there you see me, flying through the air on my trapeze, carrying in each arm Mozee and Zeezee, two other dwarves, who are also Charlie’s closest friends. I throw the two in the air, and doing a graceful pirouette, they grab the other trapeze and reach their perch.


Down below, the manager, in his sparkling white coat and black bow tie, is giving a running commentary of the action, while right beside him sits the orchestra spiritedly belting out a soaring tune. But no one is watching them at all! All the heads in the tent are raised upwards following the trapezes as they swing back and forth. Breathlessly, the manager now announces a spectacular act performed nowhere else in the world – a parallel triple somersault, done by Mozee and Zeezee simultaneously!


Hanging upside down from my trapeze, I flash a thumbs up at the two little acrobats standing cautiously on their perch. They look at each other, take a deep breath and take off together. Down they swing, then back they move and then forward again, before letting go. The music below ceases and it is eerily silent. The spotlight following them throws huge black shadows on the walls of the tent. You gasp together with hundreds of others as Mozee and Zeezee hug their knees to their chests and spin through the air. Once. Twice. Thrice. Then, as they extend their arms and grab each of my outstretched hands, the entire tent breaks into a thunderous applause.


‘Well, if you thought that was dangerous,’ the manager says glibly into the microphone as the music starts playing again and the lights come back on in the arena, ‘you’re sure right it was! But that was no more than child’s play compared to what awaits the one who will have to face Zorba – the fierce and savage lion from MausaMaasi in Africa!’


A loud roar rips through the tent as a cage is rolled into the middle of the arena. Two young men and two feisty women dressed in spangled suits are wheeling it in, but they are having a tough time as the lion inside snarls and tries to take a swipe at them from between the bars of the cage. You grip the edges of your seat, watching anxiously as the lion paces about in its cage. And you are not the only one who is afraid!


Down below in the arena, the ringmaster – a tall, skinny man in a top hat and tailcoat – is sweating profusely at the sight of Zorba the lion. Well, a small cheetah or a leopard, that he could have handled! But this roaring beast, with its rippling muscles and fangs, is too much for even the ringmaster.


The first to bolt when the door of the cage is thrown open is the ringmaster himself! Leaving behind his hat and his whip, he scrambles towards the backstage. As soon as the lion steps on to the ground, the four circus hands drag the cage behind them and run for the exit as well. The lion calmly watches them disappear, walks forward and casts a piercing yellow glance at all the spectators. Then with a big yawn, it ignores all of you, and goes and lies down lazily in a corner of the arena.


The circus manager, who is aghast that the lion has been left alone, circles the arena in a hurry and heads backstage to convince the ringmaster to return. It is at this moment that a little figure enters the arena, wearing a dark red coat and a yellow polka-dotted bow tie. Charlie, of course! Here he comes, wandering into the arena with a monkey on his shoulders and looking a little lost. On seeing you sitting in the audience, a bright smile lights up his face and he rushes to the edge of the arena to wave to you.


Of course, he has not noticed the lion that is eyeing him hungrily!


You scream at the top of your voice, telling him to turn around and take note of the danger, which is staring at him unblinkingly, flicking the tip of its tail just a teeny-tiny bit. But since all the children are shouting the same thing at the same time, Charlie does not understand anything at all. He carries on waving to you excitedly, while the lion slowly, stealthily approaches him from behind.


Zorba the lion has drawn close to him now, and you no longer dare say anything. You simply wait with bated breath to see what happens next.


Puzzled by the silence, Charlie continues to wave wildly, wondering why you are not waving back in return, and in doing so, he leans back into ‘something’ behind him. That ‘something’ is soft, warm, furry and, you know, cushiony, and it brings a smile to his face. An instant later however, that smile is frozen, because now everyone hears a low growl emanating from the belly of that ‘something’. Without turning and looking at it, Charlie puts out his right hand and runs his fingers over the shaggy mane of the lion, its forehead, snout and long teeth. Charlie gulps, continuing to look at you. You gulp, continuing to look at Charlie and the lion. He turns around and sees it. Shrieking with terror, he makes a mad dash towards the centre of the arena.


I, who have been watching all this from my platform up above, now swoop down on my trapeze and offer to take Charlie away from the reach of the lion. The first time I swing down, the monkey jumps from Charlie’s shoulder to my outstretched arm and I carry him away to safety. The second time I drop down, I stretch my arms out and beckon to Charlie to grab them but, alas, he is way too short to reach my hand. He jumps and he jumps, but it’s no use. You were beginning to giggle uneasily, seeing Charlie leap up desperately, but now again you become quiet because you see the lion walk slowly and resolutely towards him. The eyes of the lion are ablaze and it is angry that this dwarf dared try escaping it, the king of beasts.


And so Charlie, who till now was jumping and hoping to latch on to my arm, pretends that he is only dancing. He does a ridiculous hop and a skip and a tap while smiling stupidly at the lion. The lion looks back unsmilingly. Charlie gives it a beseeching look. The lion stares back grimly. Seeing that his tactics are not working, Charlie suddenly clutches his chest, pretends to have a heart attack and drops flat to the ground.


It is now the lion’s turn to be perplexed. Gently, it approaches the inert body and prods it with a paw. Convinced that Charlie is dead, the big cat begins to walk away.


As soon as the lion turns, Charlie opens an eye slyly and attempts to slink away by crawling low on all four limbs. But not so easily! Hearing Charlie pad across the floor, the lion turns around and immediately Charlie falls dead again. You are laughing nervously, afraid that the lion might catch Charlie, and you pray ardently that the dwarf will be able to escape.


For a good five minutes, Charlie and the lion continue this act before the lion gets fed up and approaches him threateningly, intending to grab him in its jaws and give him a good shake to prove that he is indeed still alive. But as soon as the lion draws near Charlie, up he springs and sits on top of it! When the surprised lion tries to throw him off, Charlie wraps all four of his limbs tightly around it. Round and round turns the lion in circles, up and down it jumps, trying its best to throw the dwarf off its back, but with no success.


You and the others are laughing your heads off by this stage. The struggle between Charlie and the lion, however, slowly turns into a game where Charlie tickles the lion’s belly and strokes its head. Soon the lion, which was snarling but a moment ago, now begins to prance around in delight. Seeing this, everyone breaks into applause and cheers loudly, as Charlie and the lion, who have now befriended each other, come to the edge of the arena and bow to the spectators. They are joined there by the ringmaster and the circus hands (who had all pretended to flee earlier) and together they all wave to the audience before exiting.


***


Imagine my surprise when, one day, Charlie did not turn up for his act at all!


I was hanging on to the trapeze with my legs and swishing through the air, with Mozee and Zeezee in each of my arms, having caught them after their parallel triple somersault. The ringmaster and the circus hands had fled, while the lion had by now sauntered into the arena below us and taken its place. As soon as Charlie walked in, I could toss Mozee and Zeezee back to their trapeze and go back to my platform up above. We waited for a minute, then for two, and then for three whole minutes, but there was no sign of Charlie!


My arms were beginning to ache and I was afraid that I would drop Mozee and Zeezee. If they fell and hurt themselves, we would have to cancel the show or if – heaven forbid! – something worse happened, we might even have to close down the circus. I could not even toss the two back to their trapeze now, because its momentum had died and it was no longer swinging. Fortunately, since Mozee and Zeezee are excellent climbers, they both clambered up my body and reached the fly-bar, as soon as it was clear that Charlie wouldn’t show up. I joined them there, we waved to the audience and then we returned to our board. I was angry at Charlie and also a bit worried, but Mozee muttered, ‘I thought he wouldn’t come,’ to which Zeezee added mysteriously, ‘The fool!’


Charlie only returned late that night. The next day, I sought him out before the show began and was going to scold him, but he looked so sad that I found myself comforting him instead. The circus manager had been very upset to have had to cover up for Charlie’s absence the previous night and warned him that if he ever did this again he would be out of there in no time. Charlie nodded, but I could see that his heart was not in it. Everyone had been cheerful because we had received our salaries the previous day and the manager had added a bonus, but now seeing Charlie look so forlorn, we all felt troubled. In an attempt to coax him out of his misery, I urged him to tell me what had happened. Only after I had asked him several times did his story tumble out.


That is how, surrounded by bears, dogs, camels, acrobats and dwarves, I came to know about his extraordinary adventures of the day before.



1

how Charlie met Inaya

Charlie the dwarf was whistling a tune as he walked down the road. He jingled the money in his pocket and crooned softly, ‘Don’t you turn away… Don’t pretend you cannot see…’ The sun was shining in the sky and the street was alive with the chirping of birds, the hum of motors as cars sped past and the occasional vendor hawking his wares. Charlie was singing his favourite song, ‘Here she comes, here she comes to wear her crown’, and that was when he saw her.

She was a small girl, barely a few years younger than him (but several inches taller!), and there she sat on the sidewalk, her face buried in her hands, crying her heart out. Charlie felt a twinge of pity and instinctively turned to go console her, but then he checked himself. Who was he to tell her not to cry? And no matter what her grief, would she not be embarrassed by a stranger? So he turned his head away and walked on, directing his attention to the song instead, ‘Don’t you turn away… Don’t pretend you cannot see…’

He froze in his tracks.

That definitely had to be a sign. It’s true that it was one of his favourite songs and that he sang it often, but that line seemed to be meant for this very moment. And the refrain, ‘Here she comes…’ was perhaps meant for this girl here. Charlie believed in signs. Well, if he had to go speak to the girl, then he had to. Around he turned and walked up to her. Should he ask her if she was all right? What a stupid question! Was it not obvious that she wasn’t? Perhaps he should just sit down beside her and wait till she spoke to him?
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Now Inaya (for that was her name) was surprised to see someone sitting next to her. From the corner of her eye, she looked at this person, wondering if he was a child or was he what she thought he was… This was too much of a puzzle, so she did not even bother to figure it out, and simply turned her back to Charlie and continued to wail.

Seeing that his presence had little effect and perhaps because he was nervous and also perhaps because he did not know what else to do, Charlie continued to softly sing the song that was stuck in his head, ‘Don’t you turn away… Don’t pretend you cannot see…’ As soon as the words came out of his mouth, he realized how inappropriate they must have sounded to the girl! Too late, however, for she now raised her head and glared at him with eyes that glistened with tears.

‘What do you want?’ she hissed, her pretty face contorted with anger. Charlie was so embarrassed, he wished the earth would swallow him up. He would get up and slowly walk away, he thought.

Before he could say or do anything, though, the girl unexpectedly threw her arms around his shoulders and broke into sobs! Charlie, who could fearlessly walk the tightrope fifty feet up in the sky and face a ferocious lion in the arena, now felt butterflies in his belly. He clumsily put his hand on the girl’s head, patted it and said in what he thought was his most fatherly voice, ‘There, there! It will all be all right.’

The girl turned her face up, looked into his eyes and, with tears still streaming down her cheeks, gave him a sceptical look.

‘Of course it will,’ replied Charlie, mustering all the confidence he had. ‘Now tell me what happened…’

And so the girl began to tell Charlie how it was that she ended up there, weeping on the sidewalk, while our little friend listened to her patiently, nodding at certain moments and gasping with dismay at others.

***

The girl lived with her mother in Moon Colony, which was quite unlike the rest of the city that surrounded it. For if the city’s roads were wide and majestic, the alleys of Moon Colony were narrow and cramped. And if prosperity was like a river that had swept through the city over the years, making it bigger and more beautiful, then Moon Colony was one of those islands that collected all the waste and dirt that the river left behind. If you asked the people of the city about Moon Colony, they would turn their noses up and walk away quickly, but ask Inaya about it and her eyes would shine and she would tell you all about its winding streets, her kind neighbours and the children who played barefoot in the slushy lanes. Moon Colony meant the world to Inaya, for she had lived there ever since her mother brought her there as an infant.
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