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More Praise for The Circus


‘A fascinating setting, heart-cracking writing and a big bold friendship at the centre’


Sue Wallman, author of Lying About Last Summer


‘A biting and beautiful examination of why we run, what makes a home and how we find who we are’


Kiran Millwood Hargrave, author of The Girl of Ink and Stars


‘The Circus pulls you in. Beautifully written, with a compelling heroine. A story of survival, family, friendship – and fire.’


Patrice Lawrence, author of Orangeboy
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Dedicated to my boys, Sam and Louis




• Rule #1: Don’t stay in the same place too long. Keep moving.


• Rule #2: Alter your appearance. Use a disguise.


• Rule #3: Never spend money unless you absolutely have to.


• Rule #4: Never tell anyone where you are. Never contact home. Don’t rely on friends.


• Rule #5: Have no plan. Be spontaneous.


• Rule #6: Never display interest in other people. Do not draw attention to yourself.


• Rule #7: Always be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.


• Rule #8: If possible, hide in full view.


• Rule #9: Never give in to paranoia.








Act I





Aerial


I suppose you could say it begins with the buttons. That’s when I have the idea; I mean, with the first snip. Because you can’t go back, can you? Not after doing something like that.


There is a row of buttons, satin-covered, from the throat of the dress (low-cut, of course, the way the Handbag likes it) down to the lowest point of the bodice. Then there are handfuls of ivory silk, the dress heavy and new out of its plastic case, but I don’t touch them. I want it to be subtle, what I’m doing.


I take the point of the scissors and ease it beneath the nub of the button, wiggle it until I get it to meet around the thread. And then, snip. The button pings over the carpet. I note where it lands, by the mirrored dressing table. It will go in my keepsake collection, to mark a Significant Moment. There’ll be more of those to come.


It is easy then, to do the rest.


Have you ever felt like that, Beanie? Like your life is finally going to start over, like you’ve taken it by the reins and headed firmly in a different direction? It’s a rush. My heart’s skittering by the time I finish cutting off the last button, and I wonder whether I should take one of my tablets, just to calm down.


I don’t, in the end. I decide to go with the buzz. I’ll need that spike of adrenaline soon.


I hang the dress up carefully in its wrapping, place it back on the door and walk across her dressing room to look out of the window. They’re arriving already, in twos and threes. A horrific pink limousine belches out a tumble of her shrieking friends, shocking high shoes in various colours of candy teetering on the gravelled drive.


Trust her to invite half of Southside. A whinny from the back makes me crane out further, but not too far. I don’t want them to see me in the Handbag’s room. It’s Spook and Spotty, all dolled up like they’re in a pantomime, feathered pink plumes bouncing on their heads. I feel another sting of rage. I told Daddy not to use Spook for her carriage. I told him.


But it doesn’t matter now.


None of this does, I remind myself. I am dealing with it. I have a plan.


I leave the Handbag’s room and make my way past the stink of lilies (funeral flowers – not for weddings, surely? But the Handbag likes them, so of course the house is full of them) to my own room. Inside, I slide off my strappy heels, look around for my trainers. There’s no time to change properly, not while they’re all arriving. I leave my necklace on; it might come in useful for selling later. I grab my black jacket and put it on over my cocktail shift dress.


Next, my bag, which is already packed and ready. I tug my journal from under the window seat and stuff it in too. Then I take your Little Kit of Happiness. (Yes, it was me who took it from your dressing table that time. I’m sorry, but I need it more than you, don’t you think?) I take the first ivory button that I cut off and place it inside the yellow drawstring bag.


As I make my preparations, a wild-eyed mad girl keeps catching my eye in the mirror.


Today I’m supposed to be a bridesmaid.


I look more like an assassin.



One Arm Hang


It’s easy to swing myself down the wisteria outside my bedroom window. I have thick wrists and thick ankles, and they are made for moments like this. Our wisteria’s not going anywhere. It’s as ancient as the rest of our house is new, gripping the stone ledge and reclaimed bricks with fleshy little claws. From below, I hear chattering and laughter. It’s a sunny day, perfect for a wedding. The Handbag’s friends are grabbing champagne and wheelie cases to fit all the make-up and hair extensions that she’ll need to use to transform herself into Cinderella.


I hang from the side of the house and from here I can see right over our grounds. Far away, behind our summer house, one of the gardeners is doing something to the rose trellises. Over the lake, the willows sigh and hang their heads. My mother named me after them, did you know that, Beanie? Daddy said that she was sitting at her favourite window, stroking the bump that would become me, and the delicate branches silvered and shivered so beautifully in a sudden breeze that she named me after them, right there and then.


A delicate, slender tree. How wrong she was.


There’s nothing slender about me. I’m not exactly the fairy tale princess in the picture books, am I? Not like you. But I’m strong, and I can cling to the sides of houses all day if I need to. I can climb and swing and cling to things. What fairy tale girl can do that?


Anyway, there I cling until the last of the Handbag’s friends giggle their way into our house. I wait until Martyna, our housekeeper, sighs and heaves herself back inside, after shouting something at the new Polish girl who grooms for us. I am glad of my Hi Tops. The wisteria is sturdy and strong, and I have climbed it in bare feet before, many times, but not in clumpy trainers.


Below me, the Polish girl rakes over the gravel where the gigglers have scuffed it, muttering and probably cursing under her breath. I wait until she straightens the headdresses on the horses and kisses them on their noses. She starts talking to one of the caterers and they disappear into the ridiculously big marquee on our lowest lawn. No doubt to admire the pink swags on the gold chairs, or to watch the events staff blow up yet more balloons for the love arch.


I swing myself down the wisteria before I literally vomit. I think of the Handbag knocking back Daddy’s champagne and letting her friends glue on her fake nails and eyelashes. I wonder if she’ll notice all the satin-covered buttons stuffed in the plant pot by the window. I think of her rising in her too-tight shoes and taking the dress from the back of the door, easing it out of its plastic casing.


The thought makes me shiver.


My dress is too long, and I hitch it up as I run, past the lake, past the willows, to where the woodland starts. I pass the copse where my au pairs would sometimes take me to play while they smoked dark-smelling cigarettes and texted their boyfriends or sisters or mothers.


There’s the Goblin Tree, ridiculously small now, but the first tree I climbed, trying to reach for the clouds. There’s Snake Pit, where I performed death-defying feats with my dolls and teddies. I once stayed the whole night in this wood, but I don’t want to think about that right now. That was one of the first times I tried to run away before, but of course I was far too young.


I didn’t know the rules, not then.


I know them now, of course. I’ve spent a long time preparing.


Rule #1: Don’t stay in the same place too long. Keep moving.


Rule #2: Alter your appearance. Use a disguise.


I expect the police know all of this, don’t they, Beanie? Scally will, naturally – she’ll have been on courses. Probably raised an ironic eyebrow and enjoyed the free lunch, made sarcastic comments under her breath about the newbie course presenter, because she’s been around the block; she knows a thing or two.


I have everything I need for #2, but will need to do that properly later. I’ll use the train toilets. For now, I wriggle out of my bridesmaid dress and shove it into a hole in the Goblin Tree. Shivering in my bra and pants, I pull on a dark sweater and black jeans. Stuff my hair into a hat.


Now I really look like an assassin.


I grab my jacket and reach the road, bursting out of the secret world of our land into ordinariness and traffic.


Then I stick out my thumb for #1.


I keep walking, keep my thumb out, but pull it in when I see the catering vans and string quartet arriving for the wedding. There’ll be press too, probably. The Handbag’s biggest ambition is to get into Hello! magazine.


After twenty minutes or so, a lorry stops.


‘Where to, love?’


‘London,’ I say.


It’s a man. Early sixties and looks like Santa Claus. Or a fisherman. He puffs out his breath when he sees me. He has a gold stud in his ear.


‘I can take you as far as Oxford. That’ll do you?’


‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’


I ignore his outstretched hand and climb up into the cab, squeaking around in the plastic seat until I find the seat belt. I put my backpack by my feet. In the wing mirror, I can see Daddy’s car arriving, his red Porsche with its blacked-out windows and personalised number plate: GAS 1. Gary Allan Stephens. I used to cringe on the few occasions he would pick me up for exeat weekends.


All the other girls’ parents drove beaten-up Land Rovers that had been in their families for decades. Like yours, for instance.


‘You all right, love?’


The driver’s staring at me, a concerned look on his face. He has photos of his kids plastered all over his cab, stuck on the dashboard and on the ceiling. There are ones of teenagers on family holidays; a young man and a woman in graduate gowns; photos of them with melty looks on their faces as they hold babies of their own. I turn away.


I wriggle round, stare at Daddy’s car as it moves slowly down our drive. He’s gone. It’s over.


I make myself smile brightly at the driver.


‘I’m fine. Perfect,’ I say.


The driver’s a talker, but not a listener, which suits me fine. I gaze out of the window as he talks about his daughters, who are both studying to be doctors, and his latest grandchild – who was born premature but is a real trouper, a fighter, tough as nails – and his wife, who has just been diagnosed with Parkinson’s but doesn’t let that get in the way of their dream, which is to do up a narrowboat and retire on water, under the stars.


‘Beachy Head,’ he says. ‘Best canal system in the world. Wake up to see a heron on your deck and a fox through your bedroom window.’ He rustles inside his glove compartment and pulls out a much-folded picture.


‘That’s her,’ he says. ‘That’s our Brown Betty.’


I take it and make ooh-ing noises at the reclaimed wood and the stripped and tarred hull and the log burner found in a French street market. But I’m not listening, not really. I refold it and pass it back, turn to look out of the window. We’re passing through the Cotswolds, juddering past chocolate-box villages and green, summer-soaked fields.


I fiddle with the button in my hand and wonder whether, back home, all hell has broken loose yet.


I drift off, and when I wake up the driver is pulling his lorry into a lay-by.


‘This is it. Oxford. I always stop here for a fry-up and a snooze.’


He’s indicating a bus that has been converted into a snack bar. MAUREENS BITES it says, no apostrophe.


I unsnap my belt and get ready to open the passenger door, but he’s already out and opening it for me. I watch him swing my bag down onto the tarmac.


‘You take care now,’ he says. ‘Always stop for young girls like you, I do. To prevent undesirable types picking them up. I’d like to think the same thing would be done for my daughters and granddaughters.’


He’s staring at me with sharp blue eyes.


‘Thank you for your help,’ I say stiffly. I take my bag. ‘I’m afraid I can’t pay you.’ Rule #3: Never spend money unless you absolutely have to. I withdrew all my savings for my gap year a week ago, and have them in a padded brown envelope stuffed down the lining of my bag. I can’t let anyone – even someone as nice as this driver appears to be – see me take it out.


He looks hurt. ‘Wouldn’t dream of taking your money,’ he says. I feel his eyes on me as I cross the road to the train station.


Another adrenaline spike.


Because this is the part where I travel all the way to London without buying a ticket.


Remember you are an accustomed fugitive. You have run away many times before.


The first time I ran away, I was nine.


That first time, it was all because of the mouse ear.



Schoolgirl Missing, Aged Seven


Sheila chatters all the way home. She’s interrupted all the time by her satnav, which tells her to turn down lanes in some old Doctor Who’s voice, which Beanie’s brothers say makes her a saddo.


I don’t really listen, because I’m thinking of Daddy and Storm’s faces when they see me back home. It’s an exeat weekend and Daddy has promised he’ll drive me to his offices with him and take me to Hamleys and I’m so looking forward to seeing Storm again. On the way home I’ve imagined over and over his face and his whicker when he sees me; how he’ll leave his grass-pulling, and come trotting over to nudge and snort and probably knock me off my feet, he’ll be so excited.


Daddy’s paid for Sheila, the house mistress, to drive me home. They do that sometimes. Get paid by the parents to do extra duties. I mean, they probably don’t earn much looking after us, do they? Even if they get their own flat and everything.


Martyna lets me in. She’s our housekeeper. She’s in charge of food and me. She’s bad at both, but Daddy hasn’t sacked her yet.


‘Oh, you’re back,’ she says, as Sheila waves me goodbye and sails off down the drive with Doctor Who. ‘I thought it was tomorrow.’


‘Where’s Daddy?’ I ask, pushing past her. This isn’t easy because she takes up most of the doorway. I leave all my bags for her to take upstairs and run from room to room, breathing in all the smells of home. New carpets and new LG TVs and Martyna’s scented plug-ins. Beanie says that those sort of things are naff. Her house smells of beeswax and cut flowers and coal ash.


Daddy’s not in the drawing room or library or kitchen. He’s not in the games room.


Martyna is standing in the hall, scowling down at my bags.


‘Where is he?’ I demand.


Her eyes narrow so that they disappear into her sullen face. ‘We thought you were coming tomorrow,’ she repeats.


Daddy’s country office is in a converted stable. I crunch over the gravel and hum to myself as I stroke all Spook’s rosettes in the stable lobby. He’ll be in his field, of course, waiting for me. I frown at the dollops of dung in his straw. Nobody’s cleaned him out yet. I hurry past the other stalls to the new stable block, which is all glass and steel and cedar cladding.


Daddy’s office.


The door’s not locked. Inside, it smells of new-sawn wood, because it was only completed a few months ago. Daddy has his main offices in Greenwich in London, but he often has meetings at home too. That way, he can still spend time with me when I’m back from school. I know that his work makes him an awful lot of money (more than both Beanie and Miffy’s parents put together) and it has something to do with entertainment.


‘Daddy?’ I call. There is a scuffling noise from upstairs. I climb the glass steps to the mezzanine and poke my head round the reclaimed brick partition.


Daddy is fighting with a lady.


He has her over the desk and they are wrestling with each other. They are both struggling and snorting, and it looks like neither of them is winning. I watch until I can’t stand it anymore, and one of them knocks a paperweight off the desk.


‘Daddy, stop it!’


They swing round. All that fighting has made some of their clothes come undone.


Daddy’s face is red so he must be really angry at the lady. She has her hand over her mouth and is straightening her dress.


‘Oh, god,’ she says.


I stand firm. ‘Daddy, what are you doing? You knew I was coming home today.’


Daddy whispers something to the lady, and she gives me a strange smile and hurries out. I am glad she is gone. The air in the room smells funny, sort of hot and urgent mixed with the new wood.


‘Did you remember the tickets, Daddy?’


He comes over and gives me a hug. He smells strange and I wriggle away. ‘Willow,’ he says. ‘And how is school?’


I look at him. ‘You haven’t remembered?’


‘I’m sorry, Willow.’


‘You promised!’


Daddy always keeps his promises.


He never forgets to pick me up from school on an exeat weekend.


He is never too busy to take me out.


I watch him pick up his phone, which has been knocked to the floor. He jabs at the phone buttons with one hand, and does up his shirt buttons with the other. On the phone he speaks rapidly. It takes him two minutes to book tickets to the ballet at Sadler’s Wells, and another two minutes to organise Martyna to go with me.


‘There,’ he smiles. ‘All done.’ His tie’s still crooked from where the lady pulled it.


I stare at him, and then I run away.


The mouse has been on our mantelpiece for as long as I can remember.


It sits with its tail coiled round its haunches, and every detail is painted carefully, from the delicate long toes of its feet to the thin hair-like flicks of its whiskers. The mouse is clutching a china cotton reel, and it looks just like it’s sniffing the air, nose quivering.


It is probably a priceless antique or something, because literally everything in our house is. Daddy pays someone to buy all our china at auction in Mayfair. The mouse is made of porcelain and has huge ears so delicate and thin that it would take a puff of air to snap them. Martyna, who is so clumsy she’d knock down a tree if she wasn’t looking where she was going, is not allowed to touch it. Nor am I, nor is anyone.


Daddy used to tell me stories about the mouse. He said that it belonged to Mummy when she was a little girl like me. That her mother gave it to her, and her mother before that. But Martyna sniffed when I told her and said that it came from the auction house like everything else.


After I run from Daddy’s office, I sit in the drawing room, which is cold because this is the older part of the house, the bit Daddy hasn’t extended. No one comes here because there isn’t a TV in this room. I sit on the sofa and watch the mouse. Sometimes, if I really look hard, I can make its head move and look at me.


Today, though, it’s not working.


‘Stupid mouse. Stupid Martyna. Stupid Daddy,’ I say aloud.


Then, heart skittering in my chest and head feeling hot so that I can hardly breathe, I stand up and walk over to the mouse. I look at my hands and they are rising up towards the china figurine. I watch my fingers as they curl over the mouse’s ear.


Snap.


There’s one.


Snap.


There’s the other. Easy as that. The bits of porcelain in my hand are tiny and frail like pieces of broken seashell. The mouse looks really stupid now, with no ears. Its head looks shrunken with little broken spikes.


I am glad.


I start off by hiding in the car.


It’s not far, but it still counts as running away.


I choose Daddy’s Jag, because it is the comfiest, and climb into the back seat. Daddy’s cars are hardly ever locked because Simon, his chauffeur, doubles up as a security man. He’s almost as lazy as Martyna, and spends most of the time he’s meant to be securing things and waxing cars watching box sets in his little office. He also smokes a lot of those flattened cigarettes he likes, the ones he rolls himself that smell funny.


I’ve packed my second biggest suitcase, so they’ll know I’m serious. I’ve emptied all my drawers and wardrobe of everything I own: my spare riding clothes, my party shoes and party dresses, my second-best designer clothes, my spare wax jacket and Hunter boots and padded gilets. I’ve literally cleared my room.


So they’ll all know that I’ve left home.


And Daddy will have to call the police and they’ll put me on the news and even Martyna will feel guilty, for being so dull and boring and never paying me any attention when Daddy’s away working.


I couldn’t lift my case into the car, so I’ve hidden it in the space behind the pool machinery in the changing hut. I lie on the cream leather back seat, curled up, waiting. I chew on a sandwich that I took from Martyna’s fridge shelf.


I can wait all afternoon and all night if I have to.


I want them to notice that I’m not down for dinner.


I want them all to notice that I’ve gone.


I want them to notice me.



Clown Face


My face ghosts in and out of the window. I breathe, watch it fade, watch it reappear. My face, but not my face. I’m losing who I am.


‘Tickets, please.’


I jump, and stuff my journal back into my bag. I am sitting in the corridor, on a pull-down seat outside the toilet. I don’t know what is wrong with me. I must have been on this train for ages and I haven’t even done Rule #2 yet.


The loos are engaged. I glance down the corridor and it’s all right: the conductor’s busy talking to some students dressed as superheroes. Batman needs to buy a ticket, and so, it turns out, do all the others.


Superman and Batgirl are pulling out their money, swigging cheap white wine from a bottle. It’s definitely not the sort of wine Daddy would keep in our cellar. Iron Man and Wonder Woman are sitting opposite them, laughing at something on their phones. Students. I think of the A Levels I’m supposed to be sitting soon. The future I’m supposed to have. My personal statement not filled in.


The conductor’s looking a little harassed now; she’s lost her good humour from earlier. The red clicks to green and the door opens. Spiderman comes out, smirking. He winks at me, and shakes his wet hands to dry them. Some of the water goes on me.


I hurry inside, slamming the door shut behind me.


My bag’s so stuffed with the things I need, it will hardly squeeze in, and I don’t want to put it on the floor, which is all wet and gross-looking. In the end I balance it on the lid of the lavatory. The train sways and grumbles. Outside the tiny window, trees fly.


First, my hair.


I rummage inside the front pocket of my bag and pull out the scissors I used to cut off the Handbag’s buttons. They’re just big enough for what I’m about to do. I pull my hood away from my head and plait my hair quickly, tying it with the hairband I have around my wrist. It’s the last time I’ll need that.


I stare into the speckled mirror above the tiny steel washbasin, or, as the Handbag would call it, sink. I trace my finger over my high cheekbones, my too-heavy jaw.


‘Goodbye, Willow,’ I say.


Slowly I lift the scissors and widen them at the hinges. I let their little jaws close over the top of my plait, where it reaches the nape of my neck. There is a sort of crunching sound as the plait is cut and comes away in my hand. I am left staring into the mirror with my plait in one hand and my scissors in the other.


I take the plait, look at it for one last time, and drop it out of the tiny window. It whips past like a bird and disappears.


I rake my fingers through my hair. It’s not bad. I cut away at my fringe too, so that it sweeps low over my eyes and makes them look wide and huge.


In the mirror, a teenage boy looks back at me.


I get out the liquid eyeliner that I took from the Handbag’s dressing table. I draw out flicks at the corner of both eyes and then outline the inside lids, so that my eyes are dark and smudged and dangerous-looking.


Better.


I am the Runaway Bridesmaid. I am the Fugitive.


Humming under my breath, I wash my hands with tepid train water and slimy soap and wipe them dry on my jeans. I pick up my bag and shut the door with a click behind me.


The conductor’s left Coach A, where the superhero students are. None of them gives me a second glance as I slide into an empty seat.


I stare at my new face until it disappears, ghoulish in my window breath.


I wonder whether they’ve called off the wedding yet.


I wonder which of them will notice that I’m gone first.


I could have killed the Handbag once. Saw her hair extensions floating over the water of that ghastly hot tub and it would have been so easy to have pressed both hands over her face and pushedpushedpushed her under.


I didn’t kill her. But they kill me, every day.



Candy Crush Saga


I was prepared to go through with the wedding before everything changed.


I would do it for Daddy, I thought: smile and smile and talk and talk to the guests, even the ones the Handbag’s invited from Southside. There wouldn’t be any need for me to hand out drinks or devils on horseback or the mini pizzas she’s got the caterers to make. They have dozens of hired staff on call, hovering around in smart black skirts and trousers and bow ties. They’re having the works: pig roast, the poor thing turning on a spit, a skewer thrust through it, mouth to arse. There’s the string quartet, and the DJ for later. I’m surprised the Handbag’s not got living statues scattering gold dust over everyone as they line up to pay her tribute. Maybe a couple of baby dragons perched on her shoulders as she simpers and air kisses and flutters those hideous eyelashes.


In my room, I have laid out my bridesmaid dress on my bed, and unballed the tissue paper from inside my new shoes. I’ve refused to match the rest of the bridesmaids, so my dress is black, which is obviously more appropriate than the baby-pink mermaid dresses she’s making all of her friends wear. I suppose that I’d better shower.


I meet the Handbag coming out of the bathroom, looking pale and sweaty. For once, she’s not tottering around in spray-on jeans and spike-heeled shoes, but is still in her dressing gown, a pink one with white love hearts all over it. She pushes her hair out of her eyes and gives me a sort of twisted smile. She looks awful without make-up. There’s a spray of spots on her chin, waiting to be smothered in foundation.


‘All right?’ she says.


She’s lost weight and it doesn’t suit her. I don’t know why she’s nervous. I mean, it’s not as if she isn’t getting everything she wants, is it?


I give her a bright smile to freeze her out. One day, if I smile hard enough, I will magic her out of my life altogether.


We have three bathrooms, but this was always the one I used before she came, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t use it now. But like in the rest of the house, she’s left a trail of pieces of her, like she’s shedding skin. There are bubbles on the floor. Tweezers by the basin.


And she’s left her phone on the side of the bath.


Probably for playing Candy Crush Saga, in between applying false toenails.


It’s pink (of course), in her favourite zebra-print case in pink and white. A fluffy animal thing hangs from the corner like she’s ten or something, not however old she is, which is at least half the age of Daddy. Turns out to be a penguin.


How sweet.


The Handbag’s left it where it could slip and smash, and, remembering my plan to be nice, I sigh and reach for it, meaning to move it to a safer place. I’m not so nice that I’m going to trot after her and return it.


It buzzes. A message pops up in its green speech bubble:


Oh my godddddddd! Congratulations!!!!!!!!!!!!! Still can’t believe it!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


It’s from Cheryl, her best friend from Basildon.


I frown, and pick up the phone.


There’s a photograph attached to the Handbag’s original message, and I tap it to make it fill the screen.


It’s instantly recognisable: grainy, blurred, a black and white image that’s out of focus. The Handbag’s phone is the latest super-sized Android, and it seems that, as I stare, the bean shape in the middle of the photo shivers and quickens.


The phone buzzes again. Another text from Cheryl:


You’ll be a GREAT mum!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx


Quickly followed by another:


Shame about You Know Who!


I have a spare box of my tablets in the cabinet. It takes me a long time to pop two out of their tiny blisters, and even longer to get my breathing back to normal. It won’t do to collapse on the tiled floor. Martyna or someone would find me, and then there’d be a fuss, and it would be much harder to make my escape.


Because that’s the only option left to me now, isn’t it? They don’t want me. Daddy will have a new son or daughter, one that’s shiny new, not bitter and difficult.


There isn’t a place for me here, not any more.


I know when I’m not wanted.



Now You See Me


I didn’t think about the barrier at Paddington Station, but in the end it didn’t matter. I just shrugged and looked sort of hopeless, and the guard opened the barrier and let me through without even checking my ticket.


I took my hoodie off and stuck on some lipstick, and it was that easy. But now there’s a camera, watching me with its single eye, and I’m regretting uncovering my face. I feel hunted. I am hungry and tired.


I root around in my bag until I find some coins. I don’t dare pull out the brown envelope because there are people everywhere, and I need to tuck myself away in some place quiet, to get my bearings, to decide what to do next. I’ve never got this far before.


I find enough change for a sandwich and a coffee, and eat slumped down on the floor, watching the station pigeons fight over a bag of crisps and listening to the hum of the passengers. In the end, I surreptitiously slide out the envelope and run my fingers over the crisp notes. One thousand, two hundred and eighty pounds. My entire gap year savings, from when I pretended to care about such things.


‘You eating that?’ a girl asks.


I flinch, and stuff the envelope back inside my bag. The girl is sitting with her back against the wall, dirty red bobble hat pulled low over filthy hair. She has broken teeth and sores around her mouth.


She could have once been pretty, but it is difficult to tell. In silence, I pass her one of my ham sandwiches. I watch her as she pulls out every bit of ham and feeds it to the pigeons.


‘Veggie,’ she explains. She yawns widely, showing off those jaggy teeth, and stuffs the bread and butter into her mouth in one go. ‘Got any ciggies?’


When I shake my head, she shrugs and hollers at a passing man. He’s not much older than me, bearded. He takes out a cigarette and lights it for her as she thanks him profusely. ‘God bless you,’ she calls.


The next time I look at her, she’s fallen asleep, dirty parka swallowing her like a grubby duvet. Then I notice the paper cup. Her hands are filthy, blackened around the nails. The girl looks an awful lot like me: same firm chin, same dark eyebrows that almost, not quite, meet in the middle.


Looking at her gives me an idea. I take my pen and scribble on the paper napkin that came with my sandwiches. 7839. Daddy’s pin number. I still have his gold card, left over from when I went interrailing at Easter. He lets me have it for emergencies, but of course I can’t use it, not now. It will instantly inform anyone looking for me of my exact location. I know they have CCTV cameras behind every ATM machine; it’s one of the ways they get you, when they’re hunting you down.


Not that I’ve researched this or anything.


Heart hammering, I slide out Daddy’s card, and wrap it inside the napkin. Then I place both items inside her paper cup. She wakes then, when I am crouched over her. I see the flash of fear and violence.


‘Have a good day,’ I whisper.


Last time I checked, Daddy had over twenty thousand pounds in his account.


I break into a ten pound note and buy a tube ticket to wherever. End up at Charing Cross. Get off. Look around. Endless CCTV cameras. Hordes of homeless people gazing dull-eyed at other people’s lives.


I get onto the first train I see, just because there’s no way I can spend the night alone in London, and I need to sit down. I need to stop.


Stop.


Have you ever felt like that, Beanie? Like you want to step out of your life, just for a second, and take stock? I bet you haven’t. You have a nice, normal life, with nice, normal parents. A father who is boozy and brusque and humorous. A mother who’s something high up in some charity. A perfect home and a perfect life. You don’t come home to find the Handbag’s redecorated the drawing room so that it looks like Night of the Living Room Hell with matching swags and bows and cushions. You don’t have to remove your dad’s tart’s hair extensions draped over the back of the brand-new hideous sofa before you sit down. At exeat weekends, when it’s time to get collected, your family’s car always arrives first.


This train is headed to Ashford, somewhere in Kent. I squash in behind a lady with a little girl and take out my Little Kit of Happiness.


A plaster to heal you when you hurt.


A diamond to bring a sparkle to your eye.


A Love Heart sweet so you know that someone loves you.


A rubber to erase those little mistakes you make.


A piece of string to hold it together in tough times.


A marble for when you start losing yours.


I place them all neatly on the fold-out table. Then there are the extra things, the ones I’ve added. There’s your head girl badge. I don’t know why I took it. Sometimes I just take things. It’s like they’re little pieces of other people that make me feel like I’m someone too. Wearing the badge makes me feel like I belong somewhere.


I unfold the newspaper clipping of me and my pony, Spook, cheek to cheek after winning at the gymkhana last summer. I try not to think of him, with those ridiculous pink feathers bobbing about on his head. Will he be pulling her Cinderella carriage at this very minute, with her all squashed inside like a giant jellyfish?


And there’s the button, still with its little twist of silk thread where I cut it from the Handbag’s dress. But what I’m looking for is at the very bottom, tightly folded so that it is no bigger than a stamp.


There she is, the image of me.


My mother.


She’s staring a little past the photographer, as if there’s something of unfathomable interest beyond. She has my face, my jawline. My chin. She’s dark as a gypsy, beautiful and strong. You can’t really tell from this photograph, but I am sure that she has strong wrists, thick ankles.


My mother is wearing a gold sequinned dress that looks like it is made of fire. She is smiling, dimple-chinned, with bare brown shoulders. Around her neck is a plump-looking python, its head cradled in her left hand. Behind her, a pier stretches out to sea. You can just make out a building on it, which must be the circus. There is a gold label in the corner, with one of its edges curled and worn.You can only read one word, which is: stings. I have tried and tried to make out the rest of the letters, but it is impossible.


I know this much about my mother:


I know that she loved the circus. It was her life’s dream, and she gave it all up for me.


I know that her name was Bettina, and that she was partly Romanian.


I know that she named me Willow after the trees around our lake.


I know that, when I was three years old, she left us.


That’s all.


There aren’t many photographs of her. Daddy said he couldn’t bear to keep any, but there is this one. It’s all I have.


I have only one memory of her.


She is throwing me up to the sky, over and over again. Looking down, I can see her smiling face, the dark eyes half peering over my shoulder. I remember the rush of flying; my hands outstretched to find only air and space. I see the sun tilted on my mother’s face, her red painted lips, the golden hairs on her cheeks and upper lip. My mother always wanted me to fly.


‘Ready when you are, love.’


I jerk awake. My keepsakes from the Little Kit of Happiness are sliding over the pull-out table. I push them all back into the bag.


‘Sorry – can you give me a minute?’ I say. The ticket-checker shrugs and moves to the woman with her little girl. I grab my bag and slide out of my seat; hurry into the next carriage.


‘Hey,’ shouts the guard. ‘Where d’you think you’re going?’


So I jump out at the next station. Vault the ticket barrier. And this time I really do fly.



Contortionist


The first ones to stop are a family from Kent.


I feel relief when I see them. They look like they’ve just come back from Disneyland, Paris; the kids on the back seat a re wedged in with Chip and Dale and Dumbo. The little girl’s dressed as Elsa from Frozen.


‘Rounded off the trip with a weekend in London,’ says the dad.


Luckily, it’s a people carrier, one of those vans that Happy Families usually take on holiday, so I find myself in the front with Happy Father. Happy Mother is in the back, trying to bottle-feed her baby. I am shoved between a pink broomstick and a flight case in the shape of a crocodile.


‘Call me Julie,’ the mum says. That’s all she says before she shoves the bottle back in the baby’s face and tells the boy off for wearing his sister’s Elsa tiara.


‘What’s he like?’ smiles the dad, rolling his eyes.


He asks me what music I like, and where I’m going.


‘Anywhere south,’ I say. I’ve decided to try to get a cheap ferry crossing to somewhere like Calais. Will I need a passport for that? I really don’t know.


‘And music?’


I tell him that I don’t mind. He ums and ahs, and finally settles on Ellie Goulding, sitting back with a pleased sort of sigh when he’s done choosing.


‘So what’s a well-spoken girl like you doing hitch-hiking, if you don’t mind me asking?’ he asks, in a low voice. ‘Can’t be too careful, you know.’ He winks.


I stare out of the window. Behind me, the boy and the girl are having a fight, and the Good Dinosaur keeps shoving its head through the seat well. We’re on the motorway, and I feel a surge of exhilaration at speeding further away from them all, from my old self, all the lies, the Handbag.


‘I’m actually taking part in a sort of game show,’ I say. ‘Like the one that’s been on television. I have to see how far I can get without being tracked. It’s for charity,’ I add.


I feel him rise to the challenge. ‘Do you hear that, Julie?’ he shouts, above the mayhem. His son’s still got his sister’s ti ara. Julie, of course, doesn’t hear anything, not with Elsa roaring to her brother to let it go. ‘We’ll have to see how we can help you, love.’ He winks again. ‘I’m sure we can think of something.’


‘Something’ is a sofa in their house.


The Carters live in a boxy-looking house on a housing estate. All the roads are named after detectives. It’s all very bijou, the sort of thing the Handbag would love. I’ve told them my name is Beanie, and that I’m at uni.


After they’ve shown off their new conservatory, and pointed out the units in their new kitchen, Julie goes upstairs to put the kids to bed and Terry comes into the sitting room with two glasses of wine.


‘How old are you, love, if you don’t mind me asking?’ he says.


‘Nineteen,’ I lie. I take a large slurp of wine. It’s disgusting, cheap plonk. ‘Yummy,’ I say.


‘Lovely,’ says Terry, and I’m not sure if he’s talking about the wine or me. I wish you and Miffy could be here, Beanie. You’d be pissing yourselves over Terry’s attempts at seduction while all hell breaks out upstairs. Julie sounds like she needs some help. There are high-pitched screams over the sound of running bath water.


‘Families, eh?’ smiles Terry. He leans back comfortably, his arm laid loosely over the back of the cream leather sofa. I’m sure if I look at him he’d be winking again.


I sip my wine.


When Julie comes back down, Terry sends her into the kitchen to put some dinner on. I go into the kitchen to help her and to escape from Terry’s trailing arm.


She’s pouring a jar of pasta sauce onto some cooking mince, yawning.


I help her put the spaghetti on and pour her a glass of wine, because Terry seems to have forgotten her.


‘So, how long have you got to be on the run for?’ she asks. She’s pulled on her night clothes, a horrible pair of droopy green leggings and a baggy grey T-shirt. She has a scratch on one cheek from where the baby’s probably clawed her mid-scream.


Julie rips open a packet of garlic bread and shoves some in the oven. The mince is burning, so I turn it down. I am playing the role of high-flying student, doing something zany for charity. I enjoy it while it lasts. It helps me to forget who I really am.


In the night, Terry comes down, as I knew he would.


He’s panting nervously, and there’s a creak as he sits on the sofa. I feel, rather than see, his hand grope for me.


‘Touch me and I’ll fucking kill you,’ I say in a clear voice.


Stupid old perv doesn’t know that I’m an old hand at dealing with this. I’ve run away many times before.



Schoolgirl Runaway, Aged Twelve


The fifth time I run away from school, it is raining, so I don’t stay out long.


By the time I get back to the school lodge, Mrs Threshbold is waiting for me by an unmarked police car with DC Scallion. I like DC Scallion the best. I call her Scally for short, because I feel like we’re old friends, we’ve known each other for so long. All the girls at St Jerome’s call each other by nicknames.
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