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For Mum and Dad, with all my love.










Part One



MAY 1866


The river


where you set


your foot just now


is gone –


those waters


giving way to this


now this.


HERACLITUS, Fragments


We are unfashioned creatures, but half made up.


MARY SHELLEY, Frankenstein, 1823










Nell



It begins with an advertisement, nailed to an oak tree.


‘Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders!’ someone shouts.


‘What is it?’


‘The greatest show on earth!’


Everyone is shovelling forwards, tutting, shouting. A woman shrieks, ‘Watch your wings!’


Through a gap between armpits, Nell glimpses a fragment of the handbill. The colour sings, bright red edged in gold. An illustration of a bearded woman, dressed in a red doublet, golden wings clipped to her boots. ‘Stella the Songbird, Bearded Like a Bear!’ Nell leans closer, straining to see the whole of the advertisement, to read the looping words. ‘Minnie, the Famed Behemoth’ – a huge grey creature, long snouted – ‘Brunette, the Welsh Giantess. The World’s Smallest Museum of Curious Objects’ – a sketch of a white crocodile in a jar, the sloughed skin of a snake.


At the top of the handbill, three times the size of any of the other acts, is a man’s face. His moustache is curled into two sharp brackets, cane held like a thunderbolt. ‘Jasper Jupiter’, she reads, ‘showman, presents a dazzling troupe of living curiosities –’


‘What’s a living curiosity?’ Nell asks her brother.


He doesn’t answer.


As she stands there, she forgets the endless cutting and tying of violets and narcissi, the numerous bee stings which swell her hands, the spring sun which bakes her skin until it looks parboiled. Wonder kindles in her. The circus is coming here, to their small village. It will pin itself to the salt-bleached fields behind them, stain the sky with splashes of exquisite colour, spill knife jugglers and exotic animals and girls who strut through the streets as if they own them. She presses closer to her brother, listens to the racket of questions. Gasps, exclamations.


‘How do they make the poodles dance?’


‘A monkey, dressed as a tiny gallant!’


‘Does that woman really have a beard?’


‘Mouse pelts. It will be mouse pelts, fixed with glue.’


Nell stares at the handbill – its scrolled edges, its fierce colours, its shimmering script – and tries to burn it into her mind. She wishes she could keep it. She would like to sneak back when it is dark and pull loose the nails – gently, so as not to rip the paper – and look at it whenever she wants, to study these curious people as carefully as she pores over the woodcuts in the Bible. 


Tenting shows have often pitched in nearby towns, though never in their village. Her father even visited Sanger’s when it set up in Hastings. He told stories about boys with painted lips, men who rode horses upside down and fired pistols at pint pots. Marvels you wouldn’t believe. And the doxies – oh, they’d do you as cheap as a Brighton girl. In the fields, news of circus disasters passed gleefully from mouth to mouth. Tamers eaten by lions, girls who tiptoed across high wires and tumbled to their deaths, fires which consumed the tent whole and roasted the spectators inside, boiled whales in their tanks.


There is a lull in the shouting, and into that a voice calls, ‘Are you in it?’


It is Lenny, the crate builder, his red hair falling into his eyes. He is grinning as if he expects everyone to join in. Those around him fall silent and, encouraged, he speaks more loudly. ‘Show us a handstand! Before the other wonders arrive.’


From the way her brother flinches, at first Nell thinks Lenny is talking to him. But it is impossible; there is nothing unusual about Charlie, and it is her who Lenny watches, his gaze sliding over her hands and cheeks.


The silence hangs, broken only by whispers. 


‘What did he say?’ 


‘I didn’t hear!’ 


A shuffling, fidgeting.


Nell can feel the familiar burn of eyes on her. When she glances up, they startle, focus too intently on their fingernails, at a stone on the ground. They mean to be kind, she knows, to spare her the humiliation. Old memories split open. How, two years ago, the storm cast salt on to the violets and shrivelled them, and her father pointed at her with a wavering finger. She’s a bad omen, and I said it the day she was born. How her brother’s sweetheart, Mary, is careful not to brush her hand by mistake. Is it catching? The bare stares of passing travellers, the mountebanks who try to sell her pills and lotions and powders. A life of being both intensely visible and unseen.


‘What did you say, Lenny?’ her brother demands, and he is poised, taut as a ratting terrier.


‘Leave him,’ she whispers. ‘Please.’


She is not a child, not a scrap of meat to be fought over by dogs. It is not their fight; it is hers. She feels it like a fist in her belly. She covers herself with her hands as if she is naked.


The crowd moves back as Charlie pounces, his arm pounding like the anvil of a machine, Lenny pinned beneath him. Somebody tries to pull him off, but he is a monster, swiping, kicking, flailing.


‘Please,’ she begs, reaching for her brother’s shirt. ‘Stop it, Charlie.’


She looks up. Space has opened around her. She is standing alone, fidgeting with the hem of her cap. A jewel of blood glints in the dust. Sweat circles the armpits of her dress. The minister hovers his hand over her shoulder as if to pat it. 


Her bee stings throb, her hands bruised purple with sap.


Nell forces her way through the crowd. Behind her, the grunt of fighting, fabric tearing. She starts to walk towards the cliffs. She craves a swim, the unbearable pull of the current, that low ache as her limbs fight it. She will not run, she tells herself, but her footsteps soon hammer the ground and her breath is hot in her throat.










Toby



Toby should be riding back to camp, careering down these twisted hedgerows before dusk sets in. But he never can resist the way people watch him as he puts up the advertisements, nails held between his lips. He takes longer than he should, as if this is part of the show. His brother would laugh at his theatrical wielding of the hammer, how he steps to one side as if he might be whisking away a cape. Ta-da. But the villagers look at him as if he is important, as if he is somebody, and he pulls back his shoulders, straightens the dandelion crown he made for his horse.


As soon as he arrives back at the camp, he will seep into the background. He is a mere enabler of others, his brute strength the only way to repay the debt he owes his brother. He lifts hay and ferries king poles and oils ratchets. He is tall, but not tall enough. He is wide, but not fat enough. His strength is useful, but it quails compared to those who make a living from it – Violante, the Spanish Hercules, who can lift an iron cannon weighing four hundred pounds by the hair on his head. 


As he stands by the inn, and people eye the handbills poking from his saddlebag, sweat dampens his collar. The day is too clear, too hot, to be real. It hovers, as still and perfect as a glass bauble, as if it is about to break. 


He watches a blonde-haired girl as she runs towards the sea, dust rising behind her like smoke. A freckled boy limps round the corner of the inn, blood on his nose and mouth. They were so excited about the show that a fight broke out. That is what he will tell his brother Jasper tonight. At least news of such frenzied anticipation will do something to ease Jasper’s temper, which will surely come as soon as he sets foot in this – well, even village would be generous. Timber cottages hunched like dowagers, rib-thin dogs. He thinks of Sevastopol and the burnt husks of dwellings, and the scent of flowers cloys. His fingers shake, the reins clinking. The gulls scream like mortars. A reek of stale bodies, of dried manure. He rubs his cheek.


He clambers on to his horse (Grimaldi, named after the clown), digs his spurs into its side, and begins to head back to their current pitch, an hour’s ride away. Tonight, they will pack up the wagons, yoke the zebras, and begin their slow procession to this settlement. He has arranged a field where they will set up their tent, instructed the grocer to provide cabbages and old vegetables for the animals.


Just past the turnpike, Toby decides to take the longer coastal lane, where the girl ran. As he rides towards the cliffs, he passes tiny walled gardens carpeted with violets and realizes that this village is a flower farm. He hears his first cuckoo of the year, canters past a wheatear settled on a branch.


The sea is gin clear, rocks as sharp as bayonets. Sea meets sky in a pale blur. He stops, turns his fingers into a rough square, as if he might capture the scene with his photography machine. He lowers his hands. Pristine images have held no charm for him since the Crimean war. Instead, he draws out a cigar and a pack of lucifers.


It is in that moment, as he strikes a match and inhales its fresh scent – camphor, sulphur – that he sees the girl poised on a rock, as though she is about to walk on to a stage. The drop to the water must be six, ten feet high. He cries out, ‘No!’, as she throws herself forwards, toes pointed, pale hair streaming behind her like a flame. The sea swallows her, gargles. She rises briefly, arms high, fighting. He loses sight of her. Waves thunder.


She is, he is quite sure, drowning. She has been under for too long already. He tumbles from his horse, charges forwards. Down the steep cliff path, stones skittering, ankle twisting beneath him, Grimaldi staggering behind. No sign of her. Pain like a blade. Her hand appears as if grown from the sea itself. He tugs at his shirt, and crashes into the shallows. It is cold but he does not care.


And then, she surfaces, and her arms slice the waves. She twists with the sea, basking as easily as a seal. She kicks her legs, dives down and then breaks the water, hair stuck to her face. It feels private, somehow, as if Toby is intruding; but he finds himself arrested by the quiet ecstasy of her movements, how she carves through the water as smoothly as a hot knife in butter. She cuts her way to the boulder she jumped from, waits for a swell, and clings to it, dress stuck to her. He half-expects a scaled tail to emerge, not legs.


When she is on the rock, she notices him, and he sees himself as she must, calfskin jerkin half-off, water soaking his trousers. His shirt open, his belly so loose and pale. A foolish bear of a man. He blushes, shame spreading up his neck.


‘I – I thought you were drowning,’ he says.


‘No.’


She cups her chin in her hands and glares at him, her face half-shadowed. But he realizes that something lies beneath her anger: a yearning, as if this place is too small for her, as if she wants more. He feels a corresponding tug in his own chest. 


She looks away from him, towards the horizon, and there is something about her which he cannot explain. The shadow, he notices, has fallen on the wrong cheek. He must be mistaken. He peers more closely. A crackle of electricity seizes him. He steps forwards, waves swilling around his knees.


It is as if someone has taken a paintbrush and run it from her cheekbone to her chin, splashed tiny flecks of brown paint across the rest of her face and neck. He should look away, but he can’t. He cannot believe that this quiet village could contain someone so extraordinary. Here, among the nettles and the dirt and the crumpled cottages. 


‘Have a long look, why don’t you?’ she says. There is challenge in her eyes, as if waiting for him to flinch. 


Her words rip a hole in him. He flushes. ‘I –’ he stammers. ‘I – I didn’t –’


Silence takes over. The waves spit at him and thunder over the stones. The sea sits between them, as if protecting her. He should leave. Already, the sun is lowering and he will have to ride an hour in the dark. He doesn’t know these parts. He touches the knife at his thigh where it waits, ready to sink itself into any brigand who might pounce from a tree.


There is a shout from the cliffs, a man’s voice. ‘Nell-ie! Nell-ie!’ 


She slips behind the rock, out of sight.


The man might be her husband; she looks old enough to be married. He wonders if they have argued, if this is why she is hiding down here.


‘Well, goodbye,’ he says, but she does not reply.


He ambles towards the shore. Sea anemones flaunt themselves in rockpools. He mounts Grimaldi and, as he crests the path, he comes across the man calling her name. He raises his cap.


‘Did you see a girl down there?’ he asks.


Toby pauses, and the lie is easy. ‘No.’


As soon as he is at the top, he glances back, but she is gone. Slipped into the water, perhaps, or still crouched behind the boulder. Spray lifts from that small hip of rock. He shakes his head and presses his horse into a gallop.


He races as if pursued. He races as if to outrun himself, his own thoughts, as if to open up the distance between him and her. Little flies lodge in his throat. The saddle creaks. He wants to leave her there, like a child who has lifted a stone and replaces it without killing the woodlouse beneath it. He wants to forget her. But she lingers, as though pressed on to glass.


Have a long look, why don’t you?


He blinks, rides faster. He misses his brother with a sudden ache, a need to be with him, to winch himself back in, to be assured of his silence and protection.


Scutari, Scutari, Scutari. 


Those cold nights, the screech of bullets. Soldiers shivering beneath ripped tarpaulins.


That is the past, he tells himself; nobody knows what he has done except Jasper. Nobody knows. But his heart is racketing, and he leans closer to the horse for fear he will tip himself off. A gull eyes him, shrieks as if to say, I know – I know – I know – 


He is a coward, a liar, and a man died because of him. A thousand more might have perished by his hand.


Sparrows dash from low branches. He passes a single carriage. A hare is almost caught under Grimaldi’s hooves. Toby, who is usually so cautious, has never ridden so fast in his life. 


He will bring his brother news about the girl, and Jasper’s face will crease into simple delight. It will ease his debt, just a little. That is the first thing he will do when he arrives back at the camp. If he doesn’t, he knows his brother will guess anyway. Sometimes, it feels as if Jasper holds his mind in a jar. He is a book to be read, a plain machine whose parts Jasper can easily assemble. He ducks to miss a low branch, his thighs burning. He has a memory of Jasper, prising silver rings off dead soldiers, gripping a bagful of Russian crucifixes. I snatches whatever I sees! This will make our circus! 


If he tells Jasper about the girl, about Nellie, what then?


Others could appreciate her worth too. She’d earn far more than she does here.


But as a pheasant scrabbles out of his path, he has an image of himself as a wide-eyed bloodhound, fetching his brother a dead bird in his mouth.










Nell



‘Nell-ie, Nell-ie.’


Her brother is calling her name, but Nell does not reply. It is the man she watches, galloping across the clifftops, neck bent to his horse’s mane. She has a contrary urge to beckon him to return, to have him look at her as he did before. The sight of him, water crashing around his knees, his startled horse with its saddlebag of handbills. I thought you were drowning. The memory is so acute it is a surprise when she looks at the beach and finds it empty. And then she digs her knuckles into her thighs, remembers how he watched her fooling around in the water. He might be laughing at her even now, just as Lenny did.


Show us a handstand! Before the other wonders arrive.


It is only her here, only her and a thousand barnacles and a rockpool of scuttling crabs as transparent as fingernails. Her brother’s shouts fade. The brine has made her birthmarks itch, and she lifts up her sodden skirts and inspects them, longing to rake them with her fingernails. Some are the size of freckles, others so large she can span them with her fingers. They cover her torso, her back, her arms. She has never thought of them as blots or stains as her father calls them. Instead, she likes to think of them as rocks and pebbles, tiny grains of sand, a whole seashore dimpling her body. 


She remembers the fair in the next town when she was a young child – the cart heavy with flowers, her and Charlie whooping as they bounced over potholes, the rattle of those tall metal wheels. Her brother was five; she must have been almost four. It was when they drew into the marketplace that she began to notice murmurings around her, stares, sudden drawings-back. Townsfolk she didn’t recognize and who didn’t know her. Hissed questions. Her father pulled to one side. What’s wrong with her? It’s a tragedy – she thought perhaps she was dying and nobody had told her. She asked her brother, her voice high in panic, and he shook his head. ‘It’s these,’ he said, pressing his fingers to her hands. ‘Only these. I hardly see them.’ But still, she did not understand, did not see her birthmarks as any particular sadness, any problem that needed to be fixed. A small crowd gathered, fingers pointing. Someone reached out and flicked her cheek. Her brother’s hand in hers, his fast breath. ‘Don’t listen to them,’ he whispered. But after that, she started to notice it more, to imagine her friends regarding her with mockery or confusion, until she began to isolate herself from the other children, to choose solitude. 


When they were a little older and had been taught to read by their minister, they found a battered copy of Fairy Tales and Other Stories on the shelves at the inn. She and Charlie read it carefully together. The Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen. They read about Hans My Hedgehog, half-boy, half-beast; about the Maiden without Hands; about Beast and his elephant trunk and his body glittering with fish scales. It was the stories’ endings which always silenced her, that made her pull her dress over her fingers. Love altered each character – Hans shucked his hedgehog spines like a suit, the maiden’s hands grew back, Beast became a man – and Nell pored over the woodcuts so carefully, staring at those plain, healed bodies. Would her birthmarks disappear if somebody loved her? Each time, Charlie nestled closer to her and raised his hands as if he were casting a spell to rid her of them, and it made her tearful in a way she could neither understand nor explain. 


She slips into the water. The cold stabs at her, so sharp it feels like a burn, but it soothes the itching. She gasps, works her arms and legs faster. She pushes past the breaking waves, into the deep where she knows currents lurk beneath the skin of the sea. The trick is to swim across them, never to fight. But when she feels their pull, she enjoys the dance with them. She twists, swims down, little pebbles whirlpooled against her. The horizon shimmers. That familiar longing for annihilation. When she was younger, she could swim all day, until her fingers and toes were as wrinkled as old apples. Even now, the cold tug of the sea reminds her of the childish stories she told herself. That the sea might pull her into an underwater kingdom, to palaces made of cockle shells and seed pearls, a secret place where only she and Charlie could go. She begins to picture it as she did then: plates of mackerel longing to be eaten, the ring of laughter, the brush of an arm against her own – she swallows a mouthful of seawater, coughs. When she looks up, she finds she is further out than she realized, the cliffs as small as wheatsheaves.


‘Nell-ie! Nell-ie!’


In the gap between waves, she glimpses her brother, standing on the edge of the cliffs, beckoning her in. His fear is infectious. Cold stipples her skin. She feels suddenly tired, worn out. Her arms ache, her dress sodden and pulling her down. Her wrists are wrenched like wishbones. She has a terrible thought that she will never see Charlie again. She pictures her bloated body washed up in a week’s time, eyes pecked out by fish, her brother weeping over her. She kicks her legs, beats the current with cupped palms. The sea sucks at her. Each slice of her arms a small victory. The beach grows closer, and she knocks her ankle against a rock, feels the quick score of blood. The boulder is in reach, the waves slurping, the tide rolling her against the pebbles.


‘What are you doing?’ Charlie demands, seizing her by the arm. His trousers are soaked to the knees. ‘You frightened me.’


She turns from him, to hide how out of breath she is; to hide, too, her satisfaction that he cares.


‘It isn’t funny,’ he says, nursing his bruised knuckles. ‘It isn’t funny at all.’


She wades back into the water, then dives for his ankle and gurns like a monster. ‘I’m going to eat you up!’


‘Stop it,’ he says, shaking himself free.


But she sees a grin tugging the corner of his mouth, and soon she is making him laugh again. Soon, she has almost forgotten the cut of Lenny’s words, the stares of the other villagers. She forgets, even, that Charlie has a child on the way and will soon be married, and that nobody will want her. Right now, it is just her and her brother, larking in the water, skimming stones. Each pebble fits her hand perfectly, as if this beach, this village, this life, were made for her. Charlie fetches her shoes and she shivers in the cool of early dusk.


‘Let’s try and catch a squid,’ she says.


They keep a net and an old rusted lantern hidden behind a rock, and Charlie retrieves them and lights the oil.


‘I don’t want to go to the show,’ he says, so quietly she only just hears him.


‘Why not?’


‘I’ve been thinking,’ he says, ‘and I just – I just don’t like it.’ 


Her relief is a surprise to her. She rests her head on his shoulder. ‘Nor do I.’


They watch the water for a while, the sun sinking until it is boiling in the waves.


‘There!’ she shouts at last, the shadow of a squid pulsing in the shallows. Charlie sweeps it into the net and the creature thrashes, tentacles tangling in the strings. 


She grasps its slippery body, as soft as offal. It is so pristine and helpless. She thinks of the fossilized plesiosaurs that men of science dug from the earth thirty years ago, winged and scaled creatures twelve feet long. She tries to imagine a creature like that swimming into her hand, the money men would pay to exhibit it. She has heard rumours of mermaids made of fish skin and monkey pelts, displayed in museums beside two men linked at the waist. 


An age of wonder, somebody called it, and Charlie added, And an age of tricks and hoodwinking.


Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders.


The squid throbs, its tentacles suckering her hand.


‘We can cook it on coals,’ Charlie says.


Her stomach growls. It is a struggle not to pounce on it raw, to feel the comfort of anything in her belly. It has been a slow week with their wages paid late, and they’ve eaten only vegetables and pease pudding.


But Nell arches her back and throws the squid into the water, as far from their net as she can.


‘What did you do that for?’ Charlie demands, and he frowns and hurls the net across the stones.










Jasper



Jasper Jupiter’s shirt is ringed with sweat, the handle of the whip slippery in his hand. It reminds him of those hot days in Balaklava, how they bore down on deserters, the squeak and crack as leather met skin. The man moans, each lash parting the meat of his back. Jasper stops, dabbing his forehead. It gives him little pleasure, but he must keep a grip on his troupe. He recruits his labourers from slums and rookeries, from the dregs cast from the gates of the Old Bailey: wretches who are grateful for any work, any sense of family. It’s hardly a surprise that he needs to discipline them from time to time.


‘You won’t be doing a bunk again, will you?’ Jasper asks, cracking his knuckles. ‘Not until the end of the season. Good man.’


The man limps back to the other labourers, cussing under his breath.


Jasper glances at Toby’s wagon. Still unlit. His brother is late. He should be back, helping dismantle the great skeleton of the tent, readying to move the wagons. Jasper sighs, walks through the field, shouting commands. All is activity, and everyone works even harder as he passes them. His own face smiles back at him from a dozen boards, from parasols for sale and a handbill trampled underfoot. He picks up the leaflet and dusts the footprint from his cheek. ‘Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders.’ The monkeys gibber more loudly. Huffen Black, his clown and one-armed wonder, scatters bread and cabbages on the cage floor. The triplets are plucking stolen chickens, white puffs of down lighting the air, guts slapped into a bucket for the wolf to eat. Without the king poles holding her in place, the tent’s vast belly billows. 


‘Hold her down!’ he cries, and men wrestle with the corners of the fabric, begin to fold segments of white on blue, white on blue.


Forty wagons, ten performers, a growing menagerie, and eighteen labourers and grooms – not even counting their infants. All his. They are a village on the move, a whole community at his command.


He spies Toby trotting into the field, and he hurries to him. His brother’s hair is wild, his face pinked. Jasper decides to make light of his concern. ‘Had you written off for dead. You should be careful, out so late. If a troupe of travelling pedlars found you, they’d pull out your fingernails and teeth and sell you as a dancing bear.’


Toby doesn’t smile. He is fidgeting with his cap, his eyes skittish. With his long evening shadow, he looks even bigger than usual. Their father always said it was God’s greatest joke to assign this hulking shape to such a timid creature.


‘Come,’ Jasper says, softening a little. ‘A glass of grog? Leave the tent to the labourers.’


Toby nods, follows Jasper into his wagon. It contains all the comforts of a hotel. Goose-down mattress, an ebony bureau, shelves of books. Every surface is papered with handbills as if the very walls are proclaiming his name.


‘Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders!’


‘Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders!’


‘Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders!’


He presses a thumb to where one advertisement is beginning to peel, and smiles. The decanter chimes as Toby fills his glass.


‘What was the village like?’


‘Small,’ Toby says. ‘Poor. I shouldn’t think we’ll fill the tent.’


Jasper scratches his chin. One day, he thinks, he’ll storm London.


The drink rattles in Toby’s hand. 


‘Is something the matter?’ Perhaps guilt has settled on his brother as it often does, weighing down his mood. He reaches out and squeezes Toby’s arm. ‘If it’s about Dash—’


‘It’s not that,’ Toby says, too quickly. ‘It’s just – I saw someone –’


‘And?’


Toby turns his face from him.


‘You saw who?’ Jasper smacks his fist on to his ebony cabinet. ‘Was it Winston? Damn it. I knew it. He beat us to our pitch again. We can fight him. Send in the labourers.’


‘No,’ Toby says, twisting a hangnail. ‘It was nobody. It was just –’ He waves his hand. His voice is high, as it always is when he is exercised. ‘Nobody.’


‘Nobody, eh?’ Jasper says. ‘You can tell me. We’re brothers, aren’t we? Linked together.’


There is a sheen of sweat on his brother’s neck. His leg jiggles up and down.


Jasper grins. ‘It was a girl, wasn’t it?’


Toby looks down at his drink.


‘Aha! Who was she, then? Did you have your wicked way with her? Have a tumble in the hedgerows?’ He laughs.


‘It wasn’t like that,’ Toby snaps. ‘She wasn’t – I – I don’t want to talk about it.’


Jasper frowns. It irks him, this realization that Toby exists apart from him, that he has his own thoughts and secrets. He remembers when he was a boy and he saw the sketch of the Siamese twins, Chang and Eng Bunker, and how it stopped his breath. There on the page was a manifestation of how he felt about Toby. A link so close it felt physical. They might have shared a brain, a liver, lungs. Their hurts were each other’s.


‘Fine,’ Jasper says at last. ‘Keep your sordid little secret.’


‘I – I should help with the tent.’


‘As you please,’ Jasper says.


He watches Toby leave, hurrying to be away from him. His brother, a half of him, as closed as an oyster. His drink is untouched on the counter. What is he hiding? The girl can’t have been special; he’s barely been gone three hours. Jasper will puzzle him out. He always does. 


He inhales, pulls a face. The breeze carries a waft of rotting crab, of putrefying seaweed. The knacker’s van has arrived to feed the lioness and he can hear the drone of wasps from here. He fingers the ring in his pocket, runs his thumbnail into the engraved initials. E. W. D. It reminds him of what Toby is capable.


‘Stella,’ he calls, because he cannot bear to be alone. He can see her through his small window, pausing as she washes down his elephant. He named his ‘famed behemoth’ Minnie, and he parades her alongside a mouse called Max. ‘The biggest and smallest creatures in the world!’ Last week, on his thirty-third birthday, he bought Minnie for £300, pleased to liberate her from the traders whose hooks had cut her ears to ribbons. It’s curious, he thinks, how he can stand human suffering but not animal. In the Crimean war, it was the wounded horses which disturbed him the most, while he scorned the screaming of the soldiers. ‘What use is that racket?’ he would comment to his friend Dash. ‘As if elegiac wailing will coax their limbs back on to their torsos.’


‘Come, drink,’ he shouts to Stella, and she puts down her bucket. He longs to bury himself in her, to possess and enter and satisfy. To feel that by having her, Dash has forgiven him. When he lifts his glass to his lips, he is surprised to find he is trembling.










Nell



Nell is candying violets in her cottage. As she dips the flowers into the egg white and spins them in sugar, the cat watches her lazily, his ears pricked. All day, in fact, she has felt as though someone is watching her. In the walled gardens, her back aching as she picked hundreds of posies, she felt the burn of other labourers’ eyes on her. When she walked home with Charlie, the hedgerows seemed lit with a thousand eyes – pheasants and field mice and a single spider in its web.


Her fingers pause, glittering with sugar. She hears a faint noise, like the air being forced from a pair of bellows.


Oompah, oompah.


‘What’s that?’ Her father, in the corner of the room, startles from his nap.


‘Must be the circus trumpets,’ she says, allowing herself a glance through the window. She can see only the top of the tent, its blue-and-white stripes. She wishes Charlie were here with her, that he hadn’t decided to work the fields this evening.


‘I’ll cut the throat of that damned lion if it roars all night again.’ He sits up. ‘I caught a three-clawed lobster once. Could have pickled the bastard and sold it for a pretty penny.’


Nell frowns. The village has been struck with ‘circus fever’, as Charlie calls it. Nobody can talk about anything but giants and dwarves, pig-headed boys and bear-girls. Piggott, the overseer, even showed them the little cartes-de-visite and porcelain figurines he’d bought of several performers: strongman, butterfly man, Stella the Songbird. ‘A shilling each,’ he announced proudly, tapping his silver fob. But in the morning, he found his hens missing from their hutch and his smile fell away. Someone had laundry pinched from their line. There are rumours of travellers robbed on the roads, of a girl attacked. When Nell went to bed, she heard shrieking, laughter, the scream of a fiddle. Her heart quickened with fear and excitement.


Oompah, oompah. 


Her fingers, dipping, sifting, twirling, pressing the flowers into a cardboard box. ‘Bessie’s Candied Violets’. A crate waits by the door, marked ‘London Paddington’ in thick black script. Sometimes, she traces her thumb across these words, imagines the violets like a set of actresses in puffy purple skirts, hungering to be somewhere else. Their glee as they racket through the country and wake up in a different landscape. Eyes peeping open, scattering themselves out across the city. There, they’ll wriggle their purple skirts into towering white cakes, kick their little legs. They might be pinched between the fingers of the Queen herself. Meanwhile, she – who seeded and weeded and cut and packed them – will forever pace the small stone cells where they first sprouted, her hands reeking of the manufactured perfume she spritzes over the petals to make them smell more appealing.


Her father starts to snore, dribble linking his chin to his collar. The sea-glass he is sorting patters to the ground. Their cottage is full of these things: useless trinkets he hopes a passing tinker might give him a penny for. Old rusted farm machinery, holed stones, a sparrow skull, mussel shells that he threads on string. 


Oompah, oompah.


The other villagers will be gazing at feats so strange she cannot imagine what they are. Magic, spells, tricks. As astonishing as miracles. She feels a twinge of panic, as if everything is changing while she stays still.


Earlier in the day, she heard the showman bellowing from a speaking trumpet.


Step up, step up! Wheezes ever charming, ever new! Step up and see the most astonishing wonders ever gathered in a single show –


She glances at her father and wipes her hands on a cloth. It is only three paces to the yard.


It is a surprisingly cool evening for late May, and she shivers a little when she steps outside. The lavender shakes, the nettles flattened by a sudden breeze. She pulls her bonnet tighter around her face.


The large man in the leather jerkin will be there. She wonders if he is a performer, though she could not find him on the handbill. A juggler, perhaps, or a fire-eater.


Oompah, oompah.


It would not hurt to take a closer look. Nobody will see her. And before she can change her mind, she is clambering over the stone wall and racing towards the field.


Wagons are scattered like dropped toys. It smells of burnt sugar and orange peel, of animals and sour bodies. The music grows louder. Outside the tent, it is almost deserted, just a few men sharing a cigar, a three-legged dog pissing against a carriage wheel. The grass is littered with cooking pans, pipe ends, blackened patches where fires were lit. Brackish water the colour of gravy. Her heartbeat knocks against her ears.


Each caravan is painted in a different colour with a name in looping script.


‘Brunette, the Welsh Giantess’


‘Stella the Songbird’


‘Tobias Brown, Crimean Photographist’


‘The World’s Smallest Museum of Curious Objects’


It is this wagon that she wanders towards. She waits until the men are looking the other way and darts inside.


The walls are lined with shelves. There are glass jars and polished fossils and a tank with a gleaming fish in it. A white crocodile head swims in cloudy fluid, its eye tracking her around the room. She touches a pair of vast trousers, reads the sign beneath it. ‘Owned by the celebrated Daniel Lambert, fattest man in the world.’ Beside it, a tiny teapot, ‘Used by Charles Stratton, General Tom Thumb.’ For a moment, she thinks of slipping it into her pocket. 


She knocks her head on the skeleton of something small – a mouse? A rat? – and jumps, steadies herself on a shelf. The creature swings like a convicted soul. All she can hear is her breath, the wet sound as she swallows. She thinks, for a second, that the crocodile is not dead but is about to rear out of the jar and tear out her throat. She puts her hands to her neck, backs away, trips down the steps. The men are gone.


She should return to the cottage and sugar more violets. She could have made a farthing in the time she has already been here. But there, at the back of the tent, she sees the canvas half-open. Nobody would notice if she peeped in. Nobody would care.


The fabric is heavy, waxy, and she pulls it to one side. 


In a burning circle of light, she sees a tall man in a military suit, a gold cape at his shoulders, a three-foot topper planted on his head. It is the showman from the middle of the handbill, his mouth pulled into a grin. He is sitting on one of those grey creatures, an elephant. It is the largest thing she has ever seen, its skin painted with flowers. She bites her lip. His arms swirl, as if he is stirring a vast pot, whipping the crowd into hysteria. 


‘We present a sight never witnessed before, a sight that will leave you reaching for your spectacles, that will make you question everything you have ever seen or known or heard before. You will not believe your own eyes –’


The scale of it; the sound; the light. This is louder than storms, than steam trains; brighter than the sun in water. There are hundreds of lamps around the ring, throwing out red and blue and green light. Tallow candles are mounted on hoops and chandeliers, pine knots blazing in brackets. Nell never imagined such a sight might be possible. It is horrifying, enchanting.


‘The newest, the best, the strangest.’ He intones each word, and the crowd shrieks louder, hungry for more. She tries to pick out Lenny’s red hair, but everyone blurs together. Someone throws a pot of liquid into the ring, another hurls a rotten cabbage where it bursts like a wound. She has known these people since she was born, Hector and Mary and Mrs Pawley, and yet they all move as one, a great laughing, snorting mass of bodies.


A crash of cymbals, a thundering of drums, and a loud smack as a woman soars across the tent, gripping a bar on a rope. ‘Stella the Songbird!’ Her legs are creamy and dimpled and her tiny crimson doublet flashes. Her ruff makes her look as if her face is being served on a platter. All the while, she twitters. She caws like a gull, chirrups like a blackbird. With every turn, she pushes higher, faster, until she is a flash of red, her body twisting like a fish. How must that feel – the rush of air, balancing on a slim bar by a hand alone, as if the rules of weight do not apply to her? And then, Nell sees it – a beard, falling over the edge of her ruff, blonde and thick. 


She gapes, stares. Deep in her belly, she feels the slightest of recoils. It is as if she has seen something unexpected but stunning, like a dead kingfisher in the reeds. She knows, then, how others feel when they gaze at her. 


Show us a handstand! Before the other wonders arrive.


Nell cannot stop looking, cannot draw herself away. She wishes her brother were here, that anyone were here with her, even her father. She watches as a tiny woman in an open coach is pulled into the ring by four poodles, a baby in her arms. A man begins to juggle, loose skin hanging from his shoulders like wings, his back painted like a red admiral. A monkey dressed as a soldier rides a horse, a hunchbacked woman cooks an oyster on hot coals in her mouth, and a giantess slicks beef fat on to a pole and hangs a piece of meat from the top of it. ‘Who can climb it for the prize?’ the showman shouts from his perch on the elephant, and she watches as villagers push themselves forwards, as they slip and slide on the grease. 


There is Mary, caught in profile, laughing, pushing a boy forwards. He must be one of Mary’s brothers. But then they bow their heads together and Nell’s heart lurches. It is Charlie. Nell staggers back. As she hurries away, across the field, over the wall, into the cottage where her sugared blooms are laid out by the stove, she feels a shame so sharp it is as if someone is pressing her chest.


Her brother does not want to be around her. He pretended he didn’t want to go to the show, but it was a lie, a sham. He wanted to share it with Mary instead. He has already begun to craft his life without her in it.


She spies the violets on the table, candies she spent all afternoon making. She picks up the tray, and the flattened boxes too. A spike of fury stabs at her. She shovels them into the stove, watching as Bessie the cherub’s face catches and shrivels to ash.
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Charlie returns an hour later, stinking of beef fat, his eyes bright with all he has seen.


Nell says nothing. She cleans grit from the carrots and slices them into boiling water. She is nineteen, she tells herself, and her brother is twenty. There is no reason why he can’t go somewhere without her. Soon, she will have to grow used to it.


‘How was it?’ she asks at last.


‘It was just me in the fields. Everyone else was at the show.’


‘Oh,’ she says.


‘I don’t think we missed anything. I heard their squeals, though, like a sty of badly butchered pigs.’ He looks around him. ‘Where’s Pa?’


‘Trying to sell some old glass and a broken wheel.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing.’ She forces herself to smile.


But all through dinner, she cannot look at him. Their father doesn’t return and she ladles his portion to one side. It cools quickly, fat whitening the surface. The carrots are so soft they dissolve between her teeth. The broth is gritty and tastes of earth. Charlie fiddles with his sleeve, his knee hopping as if in memory of a circus tune. 


‘What is it?’ he asks at last. ‘Tell me.’


She puts down her spoon. ‘I don’t mind, you know.’


‘Don’t mind what?’


‘If you want to go to places without me –’ Her voice catches, sounds too high. ‘Just please – please don’t lie to me.’


He puts his head in his hands. ‘I was going to the fields, but I saw the tent and Mary told me to come and – and I couldn’t resist it.’


‘Why didn’t you fetch me?’


‘I – I thought it would upset you.’


A thought occurs to her, and she bows her head as if he has hit her.


‘You think that I’m like them. You think I’m a – a living curiosity. A wonder.’


He says nothing, and she keeps talking, louder and louder. ‘You think Lenny was right, don’t you? That was why you hit him. Because you saw the truth in it.’


‘What?’ he says, hand over his mouth. ‘How can you think that? You know I see you as just the same as the rest of us.’


‘The rest of us,’ she echoes.


Charlie holds up his hands. ‘I was just trying to protect you –’


‘Protect me? I could have a husband and my own children by now.’


The truth hangs, unspoken. She can see it, shimmering between them. But nobody will have you.


‘You’re frightened, aren’t you, that other people will see me like you do? As a – a – a –’ she can barely say it – ‘a freak of nature?’


Her own words land like kicks. She wants to tear them away, to pack them back down her throat. She wants him to say, You’re wrong. You’re wrong, Nellie. But she has made these thoughts real, and when he reaches for her arm, she flinches as if he has burnt her.


‘Nellie,’ he tries.


She cannot bear it. She wants to scrunch her fists and bawl; she wants to upend the table and hurl the bowls against the wall. But she can’t; she never can. Only once has she lost her temper, only once has she given voice to the rage she has seen others express so carelessly. It was a small thing, a girl who stole the smooth stones she had gathered, and claimed they were her own. She remembers the minister’s cool voice, the way he said so calmly, And why would she want to take what belongs to you? The way he lingered on that final word, as if she had nothing worth having. It all boiled over, slights real and imagined, and she picked up the stones and started to throw them into the fields, her back aching, a roar coming from within – but when she turned around, everyone had paused, more horrified than she had ever seen them. A child began to cry. The girl was aghast, the minister too, as though they did not understand that they had driven her to it. She realized that she had frightened them, her monstrous fury matching the person they believed she was. Ever since, she has tried harder to be good, to be liked, always to appease, to defy their expectations of her.


When she stands – as calmly and slowly as she can manage – Charlie does not try to stop her. She opens the door, and he is still sitting there, hands covering his face.


Outside, she is alone. Her feet are quick, hurrying through the main street, down the coastal path, her tears blurring the hedgerows. Buttercups are flowering, and the last dregs of sun light the yellow buds like candles. A deep puddle gleams, the moon’s reflection drowning in it. She raises her skirts and kicks the moon and slices it into a thousand shards, water dampening her legs. She stubs her toe and suppresses a small scream of fury.


She presses on to the cliffs, her breath fast and hard. There is a light bobbing on the ocean: a paddle steamer carving west. Hundreds of people will be tucked inside, embarking on new beginnings, fresh lives unfurling. She picks at the cut on her ankle where the rock sliced her, enjoys the sharp pain of it. Words ricochet – the rest of us, trying to protect you – and blood runs down her foot.


Footsteps behind her; she cowers, makes herself small, but it is only her brother.


‘Another steamer,’ he says. ‘To Boston? Or New York?’


He looks so sad that her anger dissolves. ‘New York, I think.’


It is their way of making up with each other: this indulgence in a dream Nell pretends to share with him. America. Charlie talks about it constantly. The farmstead they’ll own, the fat harvests just waiting for them to pluck down. It is a harmless fantasy because she knows it will never happen, that they will never be able to save enough money for it. She is safe in this village, with people who know her.


He rests his head on her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘No need,’ she says, and he pulls her towards him, so suddenly that she almost stumbles. It is as reassuring as when they were children and slept against each other like piled kittens. Now they have their own mattresses, but sometimes she’ll wake in the night and she will scarcely be able to resist reaching out and touching his cheek. 


‘The old swing’s still there,’ he says, pointing at the oak tree which grows a little inland. Even in the dark, she can see the tattered rope hanging from its bough.


‘I know.’


Charlie runs towards it and grasps the rope. ‘I’ll go first,’ he says.


It was their favourite game as children, but as they’ve aged, they’ve forgotten about it.


‘I’m Stella the Songbird!’ he shouts, and he looks awkward as he clings on, too big. He yelps as he swings over the dip.


‘My turn,’ she says. She takes the rope from him and flies far further than he did, back and forth, the air in her cheeks and hair. Her heart scuds. She is filled with that familiar feeling, an inchoate longing to be someone else.


‘I’m alive!’ she cries. ‘Alive!’


‘Don’t go so high,’ he says, but she doesn’t care. She lives for that punch of fear, as heady as gin. She imagines Lenny seeing her, marvelling at how she swings further than he would dare.


She links her arm through Charlie’s when they walk home, and he chatters about America. ‘If we work every evening, we’ll have saved enough in five years, and then – think of it – us leaning off the back of the steamer, the shores of America coming into view –’ She wants to bottle this moment, as if it has already passed. Just the two of them, laughing and kicking stones down the lane.


Soon he will have a baby and a wife, she thinks. Soon everyone in the village will pair up.


Villagers are spilling out of the inn. Someone is standing on a chair and hurling out a ballad. ‘Let’s join them,’ Charlie says. ‘There’s Mary.’


‘Come!’ Lenny cries, beckoning them over. ‘Piggott says we’re to have a dance tomorrow.’


Nell stops, heart thudding. She touches her arm where Lenny once ran his hand. Then she notices a man, hunched beside the oak tree. She recognizes the rickety turn of his legs.


‘What’s Pa doing?’ she asks.


‘Looking at the handbill.’


He is tilted forwards, stroking the advertisement as if it is a lapdog.


‘The circus’s over, you dodo,’ she says, trying to pull him away. He has been drinking, she realizes, and no longer carries his box of trinkets.


‘Don’t touch me,’ he growls, wrestling free.


‘He doesn’t mean it,’ Charlie says, too fast.


But he does; she knows it. 


His eyes do not move from the bright illustrations. The dwarf in her carriage. The crocodile in the jar. Butterfly man and strongman, the identical triplets and Stella the flying songbird.


‘I had a lobster,’ he murmurs.


‘Come, Pa,’ Charlie says, reaching out his hand.


He swats at him, then starts to run, staggering towards the circus. Lanterns dangle from trees like dead moles from a fence.


‘Let him go,’ Charlie says. ‘He’s a fool.’ 


‘Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders’, she reads, and Charlie puts his arm around her shoulder and pulls her away.










Jasper



Jasper is feeding his wolf scraps of red meat through the bars of its cage. It snaps them from his silver tongs, its teeth blunted and yellow. The hare is curled around the wolf’s feet, scratching its ear. They are his favourite creatures; occasionally, as he has done now, he will order a labourer to carry their crate from the menagerie into his own wagon.


‘There, girl,’ he says, picking at a paint blister on the ‘Happy Families’ sign.


These animals were his own initiative, a ruse he saw first in a street seller. The best part is there’s no trick. He’ll take a predator and its prey, and thrust them together when they’re babies, scarcely weaned. It amazes him that he can suppress nature and instinct in this way. Only occasionally will the owl exercise its power and eat the mice. The wolf and the hare are as close as if they were the same species.


He looks at his brother, hunched over in the velvet chair. They have always been so different, but here they are, nestled together. Inseparable. 


‘Who’s the wolf and who’s the hare?’ he asks, barking out his laugh.


‘Sorry?’


‘Me and you.’


‘You can be the wolf. You’re older.’


‘You would say that.’ Jasper bares his fingers like claws, then chuckles. ‘Do you remember when we found a bag of sheep’s wool and made ourselves moustaches? I must have been about ten.’ 


And with that, he is away, shuffling through childhood memories. When he was given a microscope and Toby was given a photography machine. The first time they saw a leopard. When their father took them to see Tom Thumb perform in Hop o’ My Thumb at the Lyceum Theatre.


He still remembers it so vividly: that humid, velvety room. Patrons murmured around them, their father pointing out Charles Dickens, the artist Landseer, the actor Macready, all sitting in the audience. The curtain lifted, the candles were snuffed. Jasper’s heart raced. They watched as the eight-year-old dwarf Charles Stratton rode a miniature horse, was baked into a pie and fought his way through a lid of pastry with a little broadsword. But Jasper’s eyes were only partly on the stage. It was the crowd he watched. Rage, delight, fear. The whole room shrieked with laughter when the little boy declared, ‘Though a mite, I am mighty!’ How would it feel, to hold a thousand people in your grip? 


Later, in Lambeth, they watched fifty horses charge around the ring of Astley’s Amphitheatre, rifles pop-popping. When Wombwell’s menagerie wintered in Bartholomew Fair, they sauntered between cages of lions, ocelots, rhinoceroses and kangaroos. Jasper began to seek out handbills for these shows, and Toby tagged along. They stood on the bank of the Thames when Signor Duvalla tiptoed across the river on a rope. Fireworks crackled in Jasper’s ears, his brain fizzing with possibilities. At school, he sold trick cards, firecrackers and magical hats, all of which he constructed himself, and he spent his time sketching machines and elaborate gewgaws. His purse grew fat. The world was an iced bun, his for the taking. One day, he said, he would have his own troupe, and it would be the greatest show in the country. It was Toby who took him seriously; Toby who said he would own it with him. Toby and Jasper Brown’s Great Show, Toby suggested, and Jasper pulled a face. Brown? They would have a new name: Zeus or Achilles or – he grinned – Jupiter. The Jupiter Brothers.


Their father smiled benevolently at this, convinced that the circus was a schoolboy whim Jasper was bound to outgrow. What Jasper needed was sturdiness, boundaries, he said. His own finances as a merchant were precarious and he did not wish his child to suffer from the same limitations. When several of his ships sank off Siam and they were forced to move to a smaller house in Clapham, he scraped and borrowed to buy Jasper a commission in an unfashionable rural regiment. Jasper was twenty, he said, more than old enough to abandon foolish notions about performing seals and a hundred rampaging horses.


Jasper’s disappointment lifted within days. To his surprise, he found that the military was filled with tricks and showmen, even in the wretched plains of the Crimea. He charged down the hillsides in his uniform with its fringed epaulettes and gleaming badges, Dash beside him. The parades, the bugles and brass bands, the shells like fireworks, the sense of belonging – it was circus. Circus was life, desire, amplified. When spring bloomed, ladies watched the battles from hills as they might a play, opera glasses pressed to their brows, a trousered Stella at the front of their petticoated pack. One morning, in those uncertain days before they stormed Sevastopol, he heard one woman say, quite coolly, ‘The way they flew through the sky when the mortars bore down, they might have been dying birds.’ Tourist steamers cruised the waters to spectate on naval combats, applauded as shells fell into the sea like fountains. It was said that when the attack at Alma closed in, a host of Russian ladies fled their picnic in carriages, leaving lorgnettes, a half-eaten chicken, champagne bottles and a parasol. Killing was a show, and sometimes as Jasper speared a Cossack with his bayonet, he expected the man to leap up and take a bow, for an audience to applaud. 


When Sevastopol fell in September, and Dash was dead, Jasper received news that his father too had passed into the next world. He bought up a dozen Russian horses, a few camels, and discharged himself. Showtime, he thought.


Toby was dropped from running the show without discussion, their dreams of shared ownership forgotten. Dash’s name hung in the air between them like a foetid scent, never acknowledged. Toby hadn’t really cared about the circus, Jasper told himself; but it was more than that, and he knew it. His brother had changed. He was ruined by what he had seen and done. They had never exactly been equals, but now the imbalance had shifted forever. This was Jasper’s dream, and Jasper’s life, and his brother owed him. It was Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders.
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Jasper is startled, partway through an anecdote about a schoolmaster and a trick frog, by a knock on the door.


‘Come in,’ he shouts.


Jasper can’t be certain if he sees or smells the man first. He is as shabby as a stray dog, clothes so torn they look like mange.


‘I’ve no coins for you,’ Jasper says.


‘I’m no beggar,’ the man says, wringing his cap between his hands. ‘I had a lobster once – a lobster with three claws.’


As drunk as a Turk. Jasper exchanges a look with Toby, leans back, and smiles. He intends to have a little fun with this man. ‘And do you have this lobster now?’


‘I ate it.’


‘Oh-ho, you ate it. And you want to sell the memory of it to me as a – a curiosity, I suppose?’


The man shakes his head furiously. ‘Not the lobster. My daughter.’


‘Your daughter?’ Jasper laughs. ‘You want to sell me your daughter. Well, bring her here, and I’ll see if she’s to my liking.’


‘Not in that way,’ the man says, blushing. ‘She’s – she’s like your wonders.’


‘I doubt that.’


He turns to Toby to check he is laughing too, but his brother’s eyes are wide, panicked. There is something amiss. Something – he cannot put his finger on it. Toby has never been able to swallow his emotions. As a child, Jasper could sense his brother’s unhappiness through the wall at night, and would pad through to his bedroom to comfort him.


‘Come in. Properly,’ he says.


As the man crosses the threshold, Jasper sees the wagon as the villager must: the bright handbills, the wolf snuggled against the hare, the fine cut-glass decanters that he wraps in paper when they are on the move. The man bows his head.


‘And why is she like my performers?’


‘She – she has marks on her.’


‘Marks?’


‘She was born with them. One over half her face. Others on her legs and arms. Specklings.’


‘A leopard girl?’ Jasper asks, and his chest quickens. ‘Vitiligo?’


‘Not that. It’s birthmarks.’


‘Curious,’ he says. He has never seen a girl like the man describes, and human novelty is the opiate every showman chases. An age of monsters, Punch called the current craze for wonders. Deformito-mania. But where there’s mania, there’s money to be made. He smiles.


‘You’ll ask her,’ Toby says. ‘You’ll ask her first, won’t you?’


Jasper picks up a Havana and presses away the mould that blooms on the leaves. ‘You saw her on that other evening, didn’t you, Toby? That’s what you wouldn’t tell me.’


He tries to swallow the anger, brimming like bile. Hasn’t he given everything to protect his brother? He smooths a crease in his trousers, takes a breath.


‘How old is she?’


‘Nineteen.’


‘Is she married?’


The man laughs. ‘No.’


‘Then she belongs to you.’


Toby stares at him, and Jasper knows how to flex his power, how to remind his brother of the debts he owes. He thinks, too, of this girl, the variety she might add to his show.


‘How much do you want for her?’


Toby pulls the skin from his cuticles, and Jasper barrels on. The hare shrinks in its cage, its ears flattened. He can smell fresh shit; when the man is gone, he’ll have the animals sent back to their own wagon.


‘Twenty pounds.’ The villager says it tentatively, perhaps believing it to be an outlandish sum.


‘Very well. And when can we claim her?’


The man blinks.


‘You’ll ask her, won’t you?’ Toby says again.


The girl’s father looks at the floor. ‘She won’t come willingly,’ he says.


Toby shakes his head. ‘You wouldn’t.’


Jasper waves his hand to dismiss the man’s concerns, his heart pounding. ‘No matter, no matter,’ he says. ‘The Carolina Twins have been,’ he clears his throat, ‘taken several times. One showman even shipped them from America to England.’ He adds, ‘The Two-Headed Nightingale, you know.’


‘You’re a better man than this,’ Toby says, picking up his hat, and Jasper pretends he has not heard him. The door slams behind him. Who is Toby to preach to him about virtue? He watches the lemon slice bob in his gin toddy, and he reaches for it, downs it in one. He wipes his lips.


‘You’ll be good to her? She’ll be happy. She’ll belong with you,’ the old drunk says, as if he is trying to convince himself. 


‘Didn’t Tom Thumb’s parents sell him to Phineas Barnum at the age of four? And now look at him – his own yacht and a stable of pedigree horses.’


He thinks, too, of the Sicilian dwarf Caroline Crachami. Sold at three, dead at nine from exhaustion and consumption. Her skeleton sits in John Hunter’s collection. But there are always tales of heartbreak, wherever you turn. He clips the end off his cigar. 


‘There’s never been love between us. Never been affection. She’s –’ the man pulls a face – ‘she’s got no place here. My wife died because of her. Breathed her last when ushering her into the world.’ He looks at the wolf, then at the floor. ‘There were some who said she’s a changeling. That I should have left her in the cold when she was born, and the real child would be delivered back to us. They say that, don’t they?’


‘Folks have all sorts—’


‘I never did that,’ the father insists. ‘I never believed in that. I never wanted her hurt. Just tell me she’ll be happy.’


‘She’ll find her place with us. We’ll look after her. You say she won’t come easily, but perhaps I could speak to her, try to persuade her?’


The man chews his lip. ‘She’d never leave her brother.’


‘Her brother,’ Jasper echoes. He thinks of Toby, how he kept this girl a secret.


‘I want the money now.’


‘Not until I’ve seen her.’


He falls into the reassuring language of commerce. They will complete the transaction tomorrow evening, when there is a dance in the village. He ushers the man from his wagon, keen to be rid of him. He doesn’t like doing business with wretches. If you lie down with dogs, you rise with fleas.


He sits back in his chair and looks out of the window. Children laugh as Punch strangles Judy with a string of sausages, as he beats her head against the table. Stella is standing beside a small fire, shrugging off her doublet as villagers watch. He catches a flash of her pubic hair, darker than her beard, her breasts rolling in her hands. One of the triplets is riding a camel in circles. The moon glints like a guinea. Gulls call like hawkers. Yes, Jasper thinks, it is the right decision. Anything can be bought or sold in this new commercial world. He must grow his troupe; he must be constantly novel. If he scrapes his way through enough rural villages and towns, in a year’s time he will have saved enough to afford a pitch in London. And then, perhaps the Queen might even hear about him and request his company. After all, she is known as the freak-fancier par excellence, who has summoned Aztecs, pinheaded people and dwarves to her Palace. He imagines himself, arms spread wide, entertaining her in the Picture Gallery as so many performers have done before him, as Barnum has done several times over. Jasper Jupiter’s Circus of Wonders. The biggest, the best troupe in the country!
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