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For my mother.
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First Act

In the mornings, people aren’t in the mood to be entertained. They walk a wide arc around me, they avoid my eyes and the coffee can I have out for tips. They have to get into one of those gray-glass buildings and they don’t have time for some kid with greasy hair who refuses to get a real job. But I have a long reach. I have a million tricks to close the distance.

In this act, I hook the audience by offering someone an apple. If they reach for it, I pull it away. Today, the guy I hooked was a tie-wearing, briefcase-toting business man with a Tom Selleck moustache, and when I pulled the apple away, he actually looked a little surprised. I don’t know why. Here I am in whiteface, eyebrows arched up to my hairline, and he expects some kind of serious transaction to go on between us? No, no, guy. You’ve mistaken me for someone who doesn’t wear spandex bodysuits on the street. I’m not the someone who’s going to give you a snack-on-the-go and make it easier for you to get right to your boring job. I’m the someone who’s going to make you late. I delay reality. I don’t feed it to you.

This morning, with Tom Selleck, I spun the apple on the tip of my finger, Harlem Globetrotter–style, then balanced it on the tip of my nose. Two more people stopped to watch, and I offered him the apple again. Before he could get his hand on it, I popped it twenty feet into the air. At this point, the guy got mad, which was perfect, because people who won’t stop to watch someone’s amazing physical agility might still stop to see a potential fight. I bounced the apple around like a hackey sack. Heel-toe-knee-hip-elbow. I kept it knocking against all the edges of my body, got a nice rhythm going there, then let it hit me in the crotch. Everybody, especially Mr. Selleck, laughed.

All in all, about five people stayed to see the act to the end, which is pretty successful busking for me. I drew those five people into the space between themselves and the apple, and closed that space with a snap, and locked it, so they’ll never see another apple without thinking of me.

Also, I made a dollar fifty.

Christiakov told me writing down my ideas for acts was a good habit to get into, so I’m giving it a shot. The rule I made for myself is that I’ll write five, then I can say that I tried. I’ve never written an act down before but, lately, I forget my ideas, even the details of the shows I’ve already done. I’m too distracted by other things—like how to get to St. Louis. Like the letter that showed up a week ago in my PO Box. Like a backpack full of potholders.

So, I’m going to take Christiakov’s advice, and this apple act counts as the first.

It’s midnight and I’m hiding under a table at a McDonald’s where this girl I know is the manager. I’m eating a paper-thin cheeseburger and a really badly bruised apple. I’m so tired, I just want to stare at the wall and not even chew, let this burger disintegrate in my mouth. But once I make a rule, I try to follow it. Rules keep you out of trouble and, even if they don’t, if everything falls apart, in the end you can say, “I did what I was supposed to, so you can’t blame me for the way things turned out.”

That sounds bad, I guess. I should get a new motto. “Laughter makes the world go ’round”? “Love makes a family”? “A tomato is not a vegetable; it’s a fruit”?

Oh, well. Some people are born clowns, and the rest of us have to work at it. My own mother thought I was a stick-in-the-mud and, one time, she actually said so. I think I was six. She made a bet with my brother: if she could make him laugh, he would owe her his first month of wages at his first job. We were eating dinner, some sort of noodle with gravy on it that we spun on forks with wooden handles. No sign of our father.

Andre said, “What do I get if I don’t laugh?”

And she said, “A Corvette.”

And my brother clenched his jaw. “You’re on,” he said.

My mother went back to eating her noodles. Every so often she would make a face, cross her eyes, burp. My brother kept his face tight as a drum. We were good at that. Being real tough shits. My mother was never intimidated by our tough-shittiness.

So, she picked up her plate with one hand and pulled out the neckline of her blouse with the other. With a deadpan stare at my brother, she dumped the whole plate down her shirt. Andre fell out of his seat laughing.

But I was scared. I said, “You wasted all that food!” I watched the doorway; I was sure the worst would happen.

My mother peeked down at the noodles in her shirt. “William Henry, you’re a real stick-in-the-mud sometimes,” she said. “Besides, if you wanna be pragmatic, what’s the price of a few noodles to the price of a Corvette? Honestly, kid.”

If it weren’t for my mother, there would be a place for me in one of those gray-glass buildings. I wouldn’t have minded that sort of life, not even a little. It’s the ghost of her that keeps me from following rules like “Don’t sleep in a McDonald’s” or “Don’t walk barefoot on a city street wearing lightning-blue lipstick and flying an imaginary kite.”

Now the only rules I have are the ones that I hold myself to:

One. Breathe.

And two. Stretch.

And three. Write.

And four. Keep going.

Five. Open wide. Eat this reality so someone else doesn’t have to, so someone else has a story about why they were late to work. It’s when I can do this that I feel her the most. Like she’s hovering in that space between me and an apple and a stranger, waiting for me to close the gap.


CHAPTER 1

St. Louis
April 1990

CALEB HAD A SPECIAL WAY of interviewing candidates, which involved getting to know them as little as possible on a personal level. He had a list of questions he never updated or deviated from, and he tried to keep eye contact to a minimum, in case his interviewee was prone to interpreting eye contact as an invitation to go on tangents about their childhood, their last marriage, or their substance abuse problems. The template interview was the fair way to do things, since the more he got to know performers, the more they generally frustrated him. They were criminally narcissistic, unhappy people. If it weren’t for them, his job would be just like any other business manager’s. He would take inventory, hire the employees, choose the dates, crunch the numbers, count out the register, call it a day.

But circus business was not like any other business, namely because the performers were not like any other people. The boy who sat across from him was supposedly twenty-four and had several years of performing experience, though his splotchy stubble and overeager, damp handshake pegged him at about eighteen. His application said his name was William Henry Harrison Bell, and the fact that he blushed when Caleb said his full name aloud assured Caleb that it was his given name, and not some kind of terrible pseudonym. Caleb noticed that he was antsy and smelled like he had slept in his clothes, which were all frayed around the edges. He needed a new pair of shoes; the tongues lopped out of his Converse high tops, and half the rubber on the toes had peeled off.

“Could you just call me Henry?” the boy asked.

“Of course,” Caleb said, drawing a line through the three other names.

The boy, Henry, was a candidate to fill the position of “clown.” There were two open clown positions, in fact, and in order for the performers to have enough practice time before shows began in June, Caleb had to make the hires by mid-month. It was April 5. He had already done fifteen interviews, and none of the candidates so far had been satisfying.

“So, first,” Caleb began, “can you do any sort of aerial stunts?”

“I can do everything,” he said, leaning back and smiling, pleased with his answer, no doubt certain that Caleb would be pleased with it, too. His eyes were soggy and hopeful. Delusions of grandeur and an iron deficiency.

Goddamn performers.

Caleb had worked for Feely and Feinstein’s International Circus for ten years, hiring the talent and managing the finances. He made sure everyone got their checks and submitted their tax forms. He kept track of their sick days. He took the receipts for their travel expenses and made sure the talent got their travel schedules and all their paper work up to date. Considering the circus was a mobile one, which traveled to about ten different cities every summer, managing the travel alone was a heavy workload.

When Seamus Feely, his childhood friend, offered him the job, he had said, “Caleb, how would you like the most boring job in the circus? You’ll have your own office.”

At the time, Caleb was thirty-seven years old and managed the Louisville Hanky Panky Party Shop. He’d asked, “Why would I want a boring job at a circus when I can keep the boring job I have now?”

And Seamus said, “Well, there’s the office thing. Like I said. And you won’t get a lot of lip from the talent, because they don’t know anything about tax forms or work visas, so they’ll do what you say, and they’ll respect you. You’ll meet interesting people. You’ll wear a suit.”

It had seemed like a move up. Before he’d been sidetracked by death, by money, and by an endless parade of needy weirdos in his life, he had once wanted to be a museum curator. He’d gone to college for this, majored in art history, and had barely grown his beard out and learned to eat cereal for two out of three meals a day when his father got sick. He left school to take care of his dad, and by the time he died, Caleb couldn’t remember what was so important about school. In fact, he couldn’t seem to drum up a reason why anything was important but continuing to breathe, to eat, to shit, to ward off nonexistence. Living itself was success, and bully for him, he kept on succeeding, day after day, and there was no sense in taking risks that would only complicate the goal. He did his own mediocre paintings and worked wherever he could, until he ended up at the Hanky Panky Party Shop, a place with a horribly frank combination of supplies for bachelor parties and children’s birthdays: G-strings and plastic Mickey Mouse flatware.

Managing a circus was a lot more like being a museum curator than selling Magic 8-Balls to grown men and edible bras to little girls. And besides, he missed his native St. Louis. Louisville, Kentucky was not the same, even if the two cities did happen to be named for the same French guy.

So here he was, in a wood-paneled office in a portable building on a big desolate stretch of dirt in St. Louis, interviewing some transient high school dropout, and wearing a very nice suit that was too tight around his arms.

“Do you have experience with animals?” he asked.

“I don’t like animals,” said the boy, pulling his worn-out shoes underneath him, so that he was sitting cross-legged in the chair. He couldn’t stay still—Caleb kept thinking that any moment he would lean back just a bit too far, hit the wall, and knock down the framed print of Beckmann’s The Acrobats that Caleb’s wife had given to him two Christmases ago.

“You don’t like them, or you’re afraid of them?”

As soon as Caleb asked this question, he knew he shouldn’t have. It opened a space for the boy to squeeze in personal details. Fortunately for Caleb, the boy only shrugged, as if he didn’t know the answer.

“So go back to the aerial stuff, then. What exactly do you have experience with?”

“Aerial silks. I’ve done stuff suspended, on a hoop. Never tried the trapeze, but I could probably do it.”

Caleb made notes on his clipboard. Few people claimed to be as well-rounded as this kid, but it was obvious he was stretching the truth. Caleb started to doubt the wisdom of even letting the boy come in for an interview—he had no tapes, no portfolio. But the applicant pool was shallow, and he had decided to interview anyone who applied, even if they seemed like a long shot. And then, of course, the boy had the Russian’s recommendation, which Caleb couldn’t ignore.

“Ever been shot from a cannon?” This question wasn’t on the list, but Caleb was bored with the conversation, already convinced that the boy would be a bust, as they were all busts.

“No. Once I jumped out of the bed of a truck, though. It was moving pretty fast at the time.”

“Okay.” Caleb pretended to write “no” beneath the imaginary question. He took a deep breath. “So, tell me about your act.”

“Well. I mean. I’m just going to show it to you, right?” said the boy. His eyes had dropped, and Caleb knew that he had succeeded in sounding so uninterested that the boy lost confidence.

“Yes. But I want to know where you got the idea for it. How did you come up with it?”

Here, he brightened again. As the boy talked about the inspiration for his act, his admiration for Charlie Chaplin and Jackie Chan, Caleb still found himself only half-listening. It had been a long afternoon, searching for new clowns. The last two that worked for him were good, two Finnish cousins, not a word of English between them. They’d gotten an offer from a circus in Finland, and how could they resist a position that would take them back home? Caleb didn’t hold it against them, even though they’d left him in the lurch. Adrienne told him to see it as an opportunity, and he tried to take his wife’s advice because she was always right about these things, about ways of seeing.

Caleb interrupted the boy, who was still talking about Jackie Chan.

“All right, then. Let’s see your audition. Follow me,” he said.

The boy sprang up from the chair and picked up his prop trunk, which had rested near him during the interview. He knocked it against the wood paneling of the office before stepping out into the hall.

Outside, the squat portable building that housed Caleb’s office was a small rehearsal studio with a rounded roof. Clustered near it were the blue-and-white trailers that carried the circus from city to city during the summer. They were rusted around the windows, and the roofs peeled up at the corners. Someone driving by who didn’t know that this was Feely and Feinstein’s International Circus might think this was a depressing place, and they might not be wrong, not on this particular day. Once the tent was up, though, the lot would stop looking like a good place to get knifed by a hobo, and more like a child’s craft project, shoddily put together, but charming. Or so Caleb liked to think. The sky would get blue again, the kids would come, and everything would smell like funnel cake.

He led the boy into the studio, which had wooden floors, badly in need of refinishing, covered partially by forest-green rubber mats. Mirrors hung along the walls on either side, and the room was damp, smelling slightly mildewed. Caleb probably could have gotten rid of the smell with a little Pine-Sol, but he liked it.

“Don’t mind me. Just relax and do your stuff,” said Caleb, as he unfolded a metal chair close to the stage. He sat, clipboard and pen in hand, careful not to smile.

The boy closed his eyes.

Caleb watched as the boy then opened his trunk and took out a plate of spaghetti covered in plastic wrap. It was real, the meat and spice pungent and fresh, probably from one of the Italian joints on The Hill. Caleb had no idea how the boy had managed to keep the sauce from leaking out all over the rest of the props, and then realized that he probably hadn’t. The boy uncovered the plate and placed it and a fork on the mat, took his place behind the plate, rolled his neck a few times, and took off his shirt to reveal a face painted upside down on his back in permanent marker. Then, he flipped his ass in the air and tucked his knees next to his ears so that the marker-drawn face turned right-side up.

“Don’t worry, I’ll clean up when I’m done,” he said.

For a second, hope crept up on Caleb and he thought there might be a slender chance that the boy would be as good as he said he was, a thing that people would pay to see. God, kid, if you could just be good, please be good. If people didn’t start paying to see things, then this season would be Feely and Feinstein’s last.

And this was the other reason, difficult to admit for Caleb, that he had taken to getting to know his interviewees as little as possible—if the circus fell apart, and odds were it would, Caleb did not want to feel the weight of the lives he’d undone when he fired them all.

HENRY HAD COME TO THE circus with a prop trunk, a letter from his brother, and the black spiral notebook where he kept his ideas for sketches. He’d had thirty dollars, but he spent it on a plate of spaghetti and a room at a motel where even the front-desk clerk looked like a hooker. This was the first time he had auditioned for anything, and he was terrified. He also hadn’t eaten in a very long time—the thought of the spaghetti wrapped in a grocery bag in his trunk made him salivate like a thirsty dog.

The wind blew so hard as he searched for the circus grounds that he had to crouch and pin his map down in order to read it. His map was hand-drawn on a napkin by the hooker motel clerk. He’d asked her if she knew where the circus was, and she said, “Yeah, I been there once.”

He followed her directions to what looked like an abandoned trailer park. At the entrance was an electric sign, cursive letters filled with little, red, unlit bulbs that said FEELY AND FEINSTEIN’S INTERNATIONAL CIRCUS set above a metal arch. Henry walked beneath the arch, toward the cluster of trailers. He lowered his head and pressed against the wind, the pulse of air rushing past his ears, deafening him before subsiding into stony quiet.

When he lifted his head, he saw a man standing next to a huge white horse not twenty yards away. Henry froze. The man was short and muscular with translucent hair and eyelashes. His skin was probably once just as fair, but now it was the kind of ruddy tan that people with his coloring only achieved working day after day in the sun. His eyes were an unusually light shade of blue, and he wore a shirt with no sleeves and black work pants splattered with drying mud. The horse beside him must have avoided the mud that the man had not because it was spotless, nose to hoof.

Henry had never been this close to a horse. He’d visited a friend once, when he was very little, who lived on a farm and had goats and cows. And he’d gone deer hunting a couple times with his brother and Will Miller and nearly brushed shoulders with a doe that had sprinted past them. But the only horses he’d seen were from car windows, as he drove by their pastures. They were far in the distance, flicking flies, indifferent to Henry. This one was only a few footsteps away and looking right at him.

“Can I help you?” asked the man who held its reins.

“Hi,” said Henry. “Are you Mr. Baratucci?”

“No,” said the man. “I’m Lorne. Who are you?”

“I’m Henry Bell. I have an audition.”

The man seemed to consider this for a moment. He said something that Henry couldn’t quite understand because the wind kicked up again and silenced him. Then the man raised his wiry arm and pointed to one of the trailers.

“Thanks,” said Henry.

The man nodded and jerked the horse’s bridle, leading it away. When it moved, he could see the muscles undulating beneath its skin—just one neck muscle, Henry thought, looked larger than the biggest muscle in the human body. In spite of how firmly Lorne held its reins, the horse still craned its great neck to look back at Henry.

His hand was slick with sweat when he offered it to Caleb Baratucci, this hawk-nosed, green-whiskered man he’d been told to find. But he did the best he could to be cool, be sharp, be older—so the man didn’t ask questions. He did not want to spend another night under a table at a McDonald’s or in the bed of some idiot girl or lying in his prop trunk, half-awake all night for fear someone might shut him in it and bury him. He wanted a cozy trailer or train car, to wake up to the same faces more than one day in a row. He wanted someone to mash up some potatoes for him and slop them onto a plate once or twice a day—he’d eat it like it was birthday cake.

The manager didn’t ask questions about where he came from or where he’d worked before or why he wanted to join a circus, thank God, but he also didn’t laugh at the act. The manager gave him a “We’ll be in touch” and another cold handshake, and, that fast, Henry was alone again, outside in the cool, wet air, in a strange city. It should have devastated him. He had one more night at his motel and no money to go anywhere after that, no idea where street performers did their busking or how to get there. He should have felt hopeless, but he didn’t.

Without anxiety to keep it stifled, hunger ripped through him straight up his gut, a slash of pain. He realized he was shaking. Had he been shaking when he performed? If he had, it would be no wonder the manager hadn’t laughed. He knew he had to eat or he would black out, so he opened his prop trunk to see if there was any spaghetti sauce to scrape up.

He pulled scarves and grease paint aside, rifled through red rubber noses and stained spandex. And this was when the miracle happened. He felt a hand on his shoulder and when he jerked around to hit whoever it was trying to push him into his prop trunk and bury him, he saw the tallest woman he’d ever seen, wearing cutoffs and holding what looked like sandwiches in white wrappers in her arms. The woman had high cheekbones and full lips, which pulled back into a smile. Her blond hair was long, freshly washed and staticky, clinging to her back, except for a few oppositely-charged strands that lifted themselves off her shoulders. She was something out of a fairy tale, queen of the giants, a post-cake Alice.

The giant pried the electrified strands of hair from her face. “Hi. You must be one of the clowns. Sorry to startle you.”

He stood up straight. “I didn’t know anyone else was here.”

“Just got here,” she said. She offered him one of the paper rolls in her arms. “Sandwich?”

“Don’t you want it?” asked Henry.

“No,” she told him. “I went overboard at the deli. I got these poor boys for half-price, ten of them. I can never look at another poor boy. Here, take it.” She waved the sandwich at him. She must have taken great care to have beautiful hands, he thought. Her nails were long, squared, freshly enameled, looking hard as jewels. Her hands themselves, though, were large, easily big enough to palm a regulation-size basketball. She moved them daintily in spite of this, and the skin he touched as he took the sandwich from her was soft.

He unrolled the sandwich from the paper in a clumsy way and devoured it in front of her. She didn’t try to make conversation with him while he ate but pulled a pack of cigarettes as thin as sucker sticks from her purse. As she stood there, watching him, smoking her cigarette and smiling, he wished he could stop eating and say something to her, something grateful or funny.

She had deep dimples in her cheeks, which for some reason looked strange on someone of her height. Her clothes were all tight, fitting her badly and wonderfully at once, and her breasts were huge, big as fat cats curled under her T-shirt, stretching the words “Southern Blue” across her chest. When he finished, she offered him a cigarette.

“No, thank you,” he said.

“You want a stick of gum?” she asked.

“What kind?”

“Big Red. I only chew Big Red.”

“Oh, man, that’s my favorite,” said Henry, holding out his hand. “It’s so juicy and super cinnamony.”

She unwrapped the gum before she handed it to him. He couldn’t remember anyone ever doing this for him, certainly not a stranger. In fact, strangers usually held out the pack and let him get his own piece. He considered that she might be coming on to him, but while it was hard to pin her age, he felt certain she was several years older than him. It seemed more likely that she was just weird.

She said her name was Adrienne and asked what his was.

“William Henry,” he said, and then added, “Harrison,” and then added, “Bell.”

“That’s a hell of a name.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s very nice.”

Henry noticed that one of the rings on her finger was a wedding band. Cheap-looking silver, like his mother’s. A poor woman’s wedding band.

“Your mother is patriotic, then?” she asked, dragging from her cigarette.

“I guess. She liked the Fourth of July.”

“Are your brothers and sisters named for presidents?”

“Just me. My little brother is named after Frank Zappa, but his name is just Frank, not Frank Zappa.”

“I love that,” she said, smiling and grinding the ember of the cigarette into the ground with the toe of her canvas shoe. She tucked her purse in her armpit. “Alright,” she said, “I need to go. Hope I see you around.”

“Yeah,” he said, “thanks for the sandwich.”

She turned and walked toward the building with the rounded roof he had just come from, her hips swaying with her enormous strides.

“Hey,” he said. “It’s just Henry, okay? People just call me Henry.”

It was the second time that day he’d been called by the name that had only ever been used by his mother, and it didn’t sit right with him.

“Yep. Got it,” she said, and kept on walking.

WHEN HE FINALLY GOT BACK to his motel, he took a hot bath. The ink and spaghetti sauce on his back soaked off, turning the bath water the color of vomit.

He dried with one of the thin motel towels and searched for a space big enough for him to stretch out. There were things that needed to be worked out, toxins that were settling in his muscles and organs; toxins caused, for example, by the circus manager. Henry still couldn’t believe he hadn’t been impressed by the bit, even though Henry had perfected it, studied the movements of his facial muscles for weeks and then spent hours with his ass in the air and his knees tucked next to his ears as he practiced mimicking those movements with the muscles in his back. His body was wrecked from practicing it.

Then there was the toxin caused by regret and hunger. He wished he’d had the wherewithal to get that giant woman’s number, and maybe ask for another one of those poor boys for the road.

In the space between the end of the twin bed and the television, he sat down on the rug, legs straight out in front of him, and folded himself in half. The carpet was rough and coated with a mixture of humidity and nicotine that had settled into the fibers. The whole motel smelled like semen and stagnant water. There was hardly any room to stretch, even though the only things Henry had cluttered the room with were his prop trunk, his own body, and a grocery bag that held a change of clothes, a toothbrush, a spoon, and the letter from Andre.

He’d gotten the letter several weeks ago, and Henry had still not answered it. He was beginning to doubt that he was even capable of writing Andre back. With every week that passed, Henry thought of a thousand more things that he could absolutely not live without telling his brother, and so the very idea of starting to write became impossible. There was just too much to say.

The last time Henry saw Andre, he was twelve. Andre was seventeen. His brother left at night with nothing but a duffel bag, and Henry had watched him go, too small to keep him from leaving, too afraid to wake their father so he could stop him. Besides, it had seemed so unreal that part of Henry figured a cop would drag Andre home before he even got out of town. His brother did not get caught, though. Henry spent the next two years thinking his brother was dead, occasionally finding himself doubled over with stomach pains in the school nurse’s office. He’d thought this all the way up until he’d received the letter, in fact. But the stomach pains were the worst in the beginning, when he was first getting used to the idea of his brother not being in the world, and they didn’t even begin to subside until Christiakov, his Russian clowning teacher, taught him to stretch.

Christiakov said that if Henry couldn’t stop himself from being anxious (which created the toxins in the first place) he ought to at least be able to stop the physical pain that the toxins eventually caused.

And so Henry stretched in his smelly motel now and told himself he would get to his brother’s letter as soon as everything wasn’t so uncertain. Moving onto his hands and knees, he lifted his back leg and grabbed the ankle with his left arm, making a hoop of these appendages that strained his spine again but relieved his stiffness. He knew just when enough was enough, like a violinist knows how to tighten the strings on an instrument to produce the right note. It was all about balance.

It occurred to him now, for the first time, that he should have asked his teacher: Where does the poison go once you move it out of your muscles? Do you piss it out? Sweat it out? Or does it just recirculate and poison some other part of you?


CHAPTER 2

IN JUNE, CALEB ARRIVED AT the circus grounds on the first official day of the season. Adrienne accompanied him, as she always did, having baked about four dozen thumbprint cookies to welcome back the performers. They parked in the lot, which wasn’t much more than a muddy hole at the moment, and Seamus met them at the busted sign that marked the entrance, smirking as he shook Caleb’s hand.

“Well, hello,” he said. “Are we ready for this?”

“Don’t say ‘we.’ You sound like an asshole.”

“Fine then.” He continued to smirk, obviously not the least bit bothered by Caleb’s insults. He was used to them, for one, and for another, Caleb knew Seamus didn’t care if he came off like an asshole or not. “Are you ready for this?”

“Yes,” he said, though he felt anything but ready. At least he had hired the clowns: a young woman from the West Coast, and, at Adrienne’s urging, the high school dropout. There was nothing left to do on that front but pray, and since Caleb wasn’t in the habit of that, there was nothing left to do but hold his breath, watch, and see if two weeks was enough time for the two newbies to figure out how to work together.

Seamus turned to Adrienne and reached up for a one-armed hug, avoiding her plate of cookies.

“How’s my girl?” he asked. “Beautiful as ever.”

“You’re so full of crap, Seamus. Do you want a cookie?”

“No, thank you, though I imagine they’re wonderful. Watching my figure.”

Caleb rolled his eyes. Because of his father’s investments, Seamus was now reasonably well-off and had the luxury of taking good care of himself. He looked nearly as fit as he had as a teenager when he and Caleb had lived in Dogtown and spent their every free minute playing baseball. Caleb thought if he had Seamus’s money he’d have a bit less of a gut, too, but he also had Adrienne and would never have turned down her cookies, no matter how much money they made.

Seamus owed his good position in life largely to his grandfather, Alastar Feely, and the 1904 World’s Fair. The neighborhood where Seamus and Caleb grew up, Dogtown, got its name from an incident that occurred during the Fair. According to that legend, Igorot tribesmen from the Filipino exhibit would sneak into the neighborhood of Dogtown and steal dogs from the residents, mostly blue-collar Irish families, the fathers of which were often absent, working long days and nights. The Igorots ate the dogs, which St. Louisans found disgusting, but the fact didn’t stop them from going in hoards to the Fair’s Igorot village.

While it was true that the Igorots ate dogs, and obtained them from that neighborhood, it was not the Igorots who did the actual stealing of the dogs. It was done by a very young man, Alastar, the son of a bricklayer who lived in the neighborhood. An Igorot tribesman knocked on his door one night and asked, in battered English, about the availability of dogs for hunting and eating. Alastar, who did not want to be a bricklayer like his father, explained that all the dogs around here were pets, and if the tribesmen got caught taking them from people’s yards, they could be in a lot of trouble. If they wanted dogs, Alastar said, he could provide them, but not for free. They would have to pay for their meat with work. After the Fair was over, Alastar wanted the men to stay on for a few months as an attraction in a show he was assembling himself.

The tribesman agreed, perhaps because he wasn’t exactly sure what he was agreeing to, and Alastar brought them dogs upon dogs—his neighbors’ dogs, his cousins’ dogs, dogs he knew by name, whom he untied from trees and made off with in the night. Meanwhile, he bought a realistic-looking mermaid tail for a woman in his neighborhood whose husband had died, and who was scrambling for money. He also purchased a preserved fetus from a medical school, outfitted it with shark’s teeth and clay horns, and attached a modified rubber toy snake for a tail. And this was how Alastar Feely began his circus—with one sideshow of small, muscular brown men, a mermaid, and a demon baby.

By the time Alastar died, the circus had ten good freaks, two elephants, and three pretty trapeze artists. Alastar passed the circus on to his son, Conall, who partnered briefly with the Feinsteins, grew the troupe into its heyday, and passed it on to Seamus Feely. Who really didn’t do much with it at all.

Caleb, Adrienne, and Seamus slid between the flaps of the circus tent, which Caleb had paid a team of ex-cons (in cash) to erect. Inside, they found the performers already at work. Lola, Remy, and Chuck, who made up the Flying Delaflote family, were on the trapeze. The Nigerian fire-eater, Azi, had a woman on each shoulder, Vroni on the left, Jenifer on the right, and each woman had a lit lantern on a chain that they spun until they were white wheels of light. Lorne, the trick-rider and animal handler, rode the horse around the ring at a trot, back arched, chin lifted, the pale blue color of his eyes made all the more otherworldly looking by the way the lighting was rigged at the moment. He kicked his commands into the horse’s sides with his heels.

Lola fell from her brother’s grip then, shrieking and giggling as she dropped into the net. Her fall distracted Lorne, who nearly slipped from the horse’s back.

“Christ, Chuck, you have the hairiest forearms! I can’t hold on because I can’t stand to touch them. Shave! Please!” she moaned.

“Always has to fucking scream when she falls,” Lorne said, shooting Lola a glare. The aerialists ignored him and continued arguing.

“I am not shaving my forearms,” said Chuck. “It will itch like fucking death. I won’t do it!”

Caleb had known the Delaflotes for five years. They were French-American and he never got tired of hearing them curse and insult each other in French accents.

Remy shouted from the scaffolding, “Hey, look at this guy! Nice of you to show up, Baratucci.”

Seamus chuckled, stroking his chin with his gloved fingers. “What a bunch of consummate professionals.”

A loud crash kept Caleb from returning either Seamus’s or Remy’s snarky remarks, as the lantern Jenifer was swinging hit the ground. The lamp oil spilled, creating a small ribbon of flame that snaked along the dirt floor.

“Oops!” she said, jumping from Azi’s shoulder and running for the fire extinguisher.

“Way to go, butterfingers,” said Vroni, who remained perched on Azi’s other shoulder.

“Well, get off your ass and help me put it out!” said Jenifer.

The newly hired clowns, Henry and Kylie, had, up until now, been holding their own quiet rehearsal in the north corner of the tent, away from the hub of action. Kylie paused for a moment to watch the scene, but Henry motioned for her to continue. She seemed annoyed but went back to their practice.

Kylie, whom Caleb had offered a job shortly after hiring Henry, was a graduate of a theatre program in San Francisco that offered a clowning arts “emphasis.” She was the first college graduate he’d ever hired, and her audition and portfolio had both sparkled, in Caleb’s opinion. And here was this guy, who Caleb suspected was not even out of his teens, trying to boss her around.

A short woman with a helmet of white curls rushed toward his wife then. “Adrienne!” she shouted. Adrienne, who seemed a little pleased with all the chaos, was nearly knocked over by Sue, the circus’s poodle trainer.

“Adriennnnne!” the rest of the performers yelled out together, unable to resist doing their best Rocky impersonation.

Adrienne thrust her plate into Caleb’s hands to hug Sue, whose dogs swarmed and circled them as the two women embraced. Sue was in her early forties, only seven or eight years older than Adrienne, though the white hair made her look older. Adrienne and Sue had been especially good friends when Adrienne was still performing with the troupe as the resident giantess, taking lunches together, coming up with weird hand jives to pop music, teasing Azi by occasionally replacing his lighter fluid with glitter-spiked Kool-Aid.

Adrienne pinched one of the white curls on Sue’s head. “Still wearing your hair like this? I though you wanted to be a brunette.”

“Ah, people think it’s funny,” she said. Caleb offered her a cookie, which she took.

“You could wear a wig,” said Adrienne. “It’s not all about the audience.”

“It is kinda all about them, Adrienne,” said Caleb, thinking about their tight budget, his duty to make the circus stop hemorrhaging money. He hadn’t told his wife about their precarious position yet because Adrienne was Adrienne, and it made her an absolute lunatic to have something to say and not be able to say it, to want to take an action and not be able to take it immediately. Playing card games with her was like being in hell—she always went out of turn, always blurted out her hand. She couldn’t know about Feely and Feinstein tanking. All the performers would know within the hour, and the sinking morale would seal the circus’s fate.

He felt guilty, though, keeping it from her. These were her friends. Besides, Adrienne may have had a big mouth but at least she was honest, almost 100 percent of the time, and he wished he could be honest with her in the same way.

Sue waved off the suggestion of a wig. “They give me headaches. Besides, this is me, really. It’s authentic.”

Again, their reunions were interrupted by noise. Someone laughing—but not a laugh that Caleb was familiar with. He turned to see Azi, bent forward, hand at his mouth. He straightened quickly when he realized he was getting looks, especially from Vroni and Jenifer, whose eyes had narrowed, cat-like and disapproving.

He let out one last muffled chuckle, and then Caleb saw the source of his entertainment. Henry was pretending to sleep standing up, while Kylie tried to keep him from slumping to the side. When she would finally get him propped up, his knee would cave beneath him, and he would topple, stiffly—but when Kylie caught him, his body went soft as a worm’s, impossible for her to hold on to. It was disorienting to see a body move like that, and the only possible reaction was to smile at how weird he looked and how miserable Kylie seemed.

Adrienne linked arms with Sue and moved toward the clowns to get a better view. She’d advocated for Henry to Caleb when he was considering whether or not to bring the boy on. He’d told her that the boy was talented, but that he had a bad feeling about him, like he might also be crazy. Adrienne had given him a sidelong look. “Oh, and suddenly crazy is a problem? Is he a good clown or what?”

Of course, Adrienne was right. He had to hire the boy. To let him go would be negligent, and Caleb was anything but negligent. He couldn’t have cared less that Henry seemed like he could use a break. If that was all Henry had to offer, Caleb would’ve told him to take a hike. What Caleb couldn’t turn away was an excellent clown. During his audition, the boy had stabbed himself in the back with a fork for twenty minutes, splashing spaghetti sauce all over the stage and twisting his cartoon-back, never slipping out of character. It was absolutely bizarre the way he could move his back like a face, and funny, too. Caleb had needed to pinch his mouth closed with his hand to keep from laughing.

Any decent clown could play to an already excited crowd, but from Caleb’s perspective, the clown’s primary job was to stir the energy in a room of people who were not yet engaged with the show. Which was exactly what Henry had done at his audition and what he was doing at the moment, drawing all the energy in the circus tent to him and Kylie.

When they finished running through the skit, Henry held up a hand to acknowledge Caleb. He noticed Adrienne, too (because who couldn’t notice her), but he turned away quickly and ran to guzzle water from a hose that someone had stolen from the animals’ quarters and hauled into the tent.

“Good job, Caleb,” said Adrienne quietly, before liberating herself from Sue’s side and stepping forward to extend her hand to Kylie.

“Oh, I’m … I’m really sweaty,” said Kylie.

“That’s okay,” said Adrienne, and Kylie reluctantly shook her hand.

“Hey. I’m Kylie,” she said, the red flush beneath her freckles deepening.

“Adrienne.”

“I’ve heard about you,” she said.

Caleb smiled. Adrienne no longer performed, but she was still Feely and Feinstein’s queen.

Adrienne told Kylie that she looked forward to seeing their show, then went to greet Henry, who had his back to them all, overly focused on the hose. She laid her hand on his shoulder and bent forward to say something that Caleb couldn’t hear. Even though he didn’t quite catch Adrienne’s words, he assumed she’d complimented him because he saw the boy’s mouth form a “thank you” before he looked away from her. Though he hadn’t known Henry very long, Caleb recognized that the boy was being uncharacteristically humble and evasive and he felt a jolt of jealousy.

But the feeling subsided quickly, and he felt so ridiculous for entertaining such an idea that he laughed out loud to himself.

“Are you finally losing your mind, Caleb?” said Seamus, landing a light jab in Caleb’s shoulder.

“I think so.”

“What are you giggling about?”

“The clowns, I guess.”

“Yes, I think they’ll do great. I’m going to talk to that boy, see what kind of act he wants to do. Could give them quite a bit of ring time if he’s got a good plan,” Seamus mused.

Caleb thought it was unfair to ignore Kylie, who was also pretty clever in their skit, but he nodded and said nothing about it, knowing that Seamus had already made up his mind. Henry did seem to be the one directing the action. Besides, he didn’t want to argue with Seamus. He was sold on the clowns, and Caleb was too satisfied by that to split hairs over who did the selling.

AFTER ADRIENNE HAD FINISHED PASSING out cookies and Caleb made a game plan for the year with Seamus and the rest of the performers, he and Adrienne called it a day. In the closed space of their car, Caleb could smell Adrienne’s magnolia bath powder. It wasn’t an unpleasant scent, but it made him slow down. Caleb couldn’t quite explain how, but the flower smell meant trouble, maybe because she used it as a kind of aromatherapy for when she felt down.

“Adie, is there something on your mind?” he asked.

“Hm,” she said, as if she was trying to recall. “I haven’t felt so well, lately, I guess.”

“Like … physically?”

He hoped, he really hoped that she hadn’t convinced herself again that she was pregnant. It was too sad for him to see her fantasize about the realities of her biology taking a vacation. He knew when they got married they would not have children, and he was entirely at peace with it. She, on the other hand, seemed deeply grieved by this fact, and he had tried to fabricate some comfort for her. “The universe will work something out for us,” he’d told her once, but she’d taken it as a prophecy. Saying it had made him feel guilty, made him feel he encouraged these fantasies that always ended up hurting her.

“Yes. I feel weird, I guess, physically. But also … Nancy called and told me that Curtis is coming to town. And that he asked for my address.”

“She didn’t give it to him, did she?”

“She said she didn’t.”

Curtis was Adrienne’s ex-husband, and while Caleb tried not to vilify a man he’d never even met, the things Adrienne told him about the guy made him seem like scum, like absolute shit, shaped to resemble a human being. Which was probably how everybody’s wives’ ex-husbands came off, but Adrienne never actually bad-mouthed Curtis. Still, he came off like a creep in subtext.

At the red light, Caleb stroked the soft white hairs on Adrienne’s forearm. “He doesn’t know where we live, he doesn’t know where you work, he doesn’t know anything about us.”

“I know. It’s all in my head, but I don’t like the idea of him here,” she said.

“You’re right. It’s in your head. There’s no reason not to feel safe. You got me, all right?”

She sighed dramatically, and her unintentional insult made him chuckle.

“I see. You’re saying that I’m not a mighty protector?”

“It’s not that.”

“I see how things are,” he said.

“No, you’re totally a mighty protector. I feel very safe,” she assured him. It was funny to hear from her, given that she was almost seven-and-a-half feet tall, riding in the car completely folded over so her face hovered an inch above the dashboard. She realized this, too, and smiled back at him, which was what he’d hoped for.

Caleb happened to know that for protection, in addition to his mighty self, Adrienne had a sleek little handgun in a hatbox on a shelf in her closet. It was the one thing she was not honest about, the one thing she kept hidden. Caleb had found it and, perhaps having to prove to himself it was real, he’d taken it to the range one day while she was at aerobics. But he never let on that he knew about it. In her heart, she was a pacifist, and he knew she wanted him to think of her in these terms, as a woman who believed that birds and trees and car keys had souls, and everything was precious and that there was never a need for any sort of destruction. The notion that she counted an expensive killing tool as part of her personal property did not fit into the image.

And this was just as well, because Caleb preferred not to think of this part of his wife, either, the part that was anxious—and armed.


CHAPTER 3

BEFORE OPENING NIGHT BEGAN, HENRY who liked each other, and neithersat in his trailer at something like a dressing table (it was really a metal shelf, where someone might keep their tools in a garage). He rubbed a thin layer of white grease paint over his skin and dabbed a flesh-colored shadow beneath his cheekbones. He lined his eyes with black and pinched his nose into a rubber bulb that was as shiny and red as a maraschino cherry.

He’d been sleeping in that trailer for the past three weeks, and he planned to keep sleeping there until the circus headed out of town. Of course, he’d expected to sleep in a trailer, but he had thought that the trailer would be air-conditioned and connected to some kind of water supply. Right now, his trailer was neither of those things, because no one lived in the trailers until they started moving. The other performers lived in St. Louis during the winter and had apartments, and so there was no reason to spend the money making the trailers habitable when they were still performing shows locally. Henry had not yet gotten a paycheck and had no money for an apartment. It would have been no problem, if it wasn’t so unseasonably hot.

It was almost time to go on, and so he stretched, but Caleb interrupted him before he got very far.

“Here’s a revised order for the acts tonight,” he said, trying to catch his breath. He looked for a place to put a blue scrap of paper, dropping it eventually on Henry’s dressing table among dirty tubes of makeup, a magnifying mirror, and a handful of toys that came from several years’ worth of Happy Meals.

“Thanks,” said Henry, not looking up from his stretch.

“On a scale of one to a thousand, how much does that position hurt your nuts?”

“Five,” said Henry. “Until you distract me, and then it’s more like thirteen.”

“I just spent an hour photocopying this set list, and another hour running around giving it to people in this weird heat, and you’ve got something snarky to say to me because you’re in the middle of your special breathing exercises or whatever?”

When Henry didn’t respond, Caleb lingered in the doorway, scratching his beard and jingling the change in his pocket.

“Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,” said Henry, thinking he might be waiting on an apology. “It’s just, I gotta go sit on my neck in a minute and I don’t want to go on cold.”

“No, no, you’ve got a right to be annoyed. Seamus is the one who changed the order at the last minute, though, not me.”

He was halfway out the door, but then popped his head back in. “My wife says to break a leg, but she couldn’t make it tonight. She isn’t feeling well.”

Henry raised his head. At the rehearsal, she’d encouraged him. He could smell the cinnamon from the gum in her mouth when she’d said his comic timing was impressive. “I love how patient you are,” she’d said. “I can’t wait to see your debut.” The giantess wanted him to succeed. He’d looked forward to having one person in the audience rooting for him and not secretly hoping for him to make a mistake. Now she sent her apologies through Caleb.

“Oh. That’s too bad,” said Henry. He tried to hide his real disappointment behind polite disappointment. “Is she okay?”

“Oh, y’know. Women have these mysterious headaches when they’d rather not be somewhere. She’ll recover.”

THE SHOW STARTED WITH THE Flying Delaflotes. Caleb watched as Lola entered the ring first in silver underwear and a space helmet. The speakers quaked with Also sprach Zarathustra as she ascended the scaffolding. It was Seamus’s policy that the show should always start with the most beautiful girl and the most dramatic music possible. Lola was beautiful, with her honey-colored curls and her aerialist’s body, but she seemed to have a hard time getting up the ladder with the helmet on. She had to lean her head back to keep it from clanking against the ladder, and even so the helmet hit the metal ladder twice, making a sound as loud and open as a brass bell. Caleb squirmed in his seat as the people around him fanned themselves with programs and looked at each other for a clue as to how to react.

Lola’s brothers, Remy and Chuck, followed her to the top of the scaffolding in their own silver leotards and space helmets. As the trumpets swelled, all three removed their helmets with a flourish because, thank God, it would be impossible to do an aerial act with them on. Those were Seamus’s idea, too, or the Delaflotes, who waved now with rigid arms and forced smiles, would never have agreed to it.

But when Lola finally took her trapeze and flew, she did look like something stellar, a white-and-silver flash against the dark of the tent. Between the hands of one brother and the hands of the other, she seemed free from the normal rules of physics. When her body went up, it stayed up for an impossibly long time; while she tumbled, she was a swirling galaxy, a child’s sparkler cutting runes into the darkness.

Later, the clowns would do their transitional improv, Caleb’s favorite circus tradition. The kids wouldn’t miss a beat, climbing that scaffolding in their own space helmets, clank-clanking all the way to the top.

Caleb felt it so keenly, the whiplash, the breathlessness of being jerked between the beautiful and the absurd. He shared this only with Adrienne, but in these moments, watching these performances, he felt a sense of relief that he had not become a museum curator. No gallery could generate this kind of dynamism, nothing still and contained in such a space could move him as this did.

BEFORE HE LEFT HIS TRAILER, Henry closed his eyes. He kept his hands on the grain of the wood paneling until he found the door, groped for the handle, and opened it. This was a game he played as a kid, the blindness game, where he pretended that he had suddenly lost his vision and tested himself to see if he could enjoy the world without it. Now he did it because he was nervous and couldn’t bring himself to meet the eyes of strangers—not yet, not until he was performing, safely in the skin of his character.

He stepped out of the trailer, eyes still closed. The night air was cool. The smell of fried dough, the sound of drunken voices, and the giggles of children led him toward the tent.

He heard a man say, “What’s with the clown? Is he high or something?” Popcorn crunched beneath his feet, and he ran his hand along the side of the tent until he felt the opening. A large hand pulled him inside.
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