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Dedication

To Lisa, who has guided, guarded and inspired all the journeys, including The Road to Gundagai; and to Jack: welcome to a wondrous world. May all the roads you travel bring happiness, and magic around
 the next corner.
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Chapter 1

WILLOW CREEK, VICTORIA, 2 NOVEMBER 1932

Blue stared at the monster in the mirror.

Her scalp showed through straggly red hair. Scars like patches of red clay on her neck. Eyes peered from smudges in a dead white face. Wrists like chicken bones, too thin for the silver bracelet Mum and Dad had given her on her fifteenth birthday, a year ago today.

The old house breathed heat around her. The only sound was the scrabble of mice in the attic.

‘Happy birthday,’ she whispered to herself. She ran the comb through her hair again. Even that was enough to pull more strands from her scalp. She’d be bald as well as crippled soon.

Aunt Lilac said that hair fell out when you’d had a shock. Blue supposed that losing her family, her home and the full use of her legs qualified as a shock.

Six months earlier she’d have cried if her hair had fallen out. Six months earlier she’d waited at home for Mum and Dad and Willy to get back from Cape Town. She still had tears to cry, back then.

And then the world had cracked into ‘before’ and ‘after’. Mum and Dad and Willy were drowned with all the other passengers who had gone down in the Southern Star. The night of the funeral their house burned down, like a bonfire marking the loss of its owners.

Blue had woken to smoke, the snicker of flames dancing through her bedroom wall. She’d run to the door. It stayed implacably shut. She’d pounded and yelled. She’d run to the window, but the shutters wouldn’t open either. She bashed them with a chair, feeling the heat sucking at her lungs. Another wall crashed open, a dragon lashing flames across the room. She felt the whiplash of fire across her neck.

Then suddenly a yell shredding the smoke: Mah’s voice, beyond the flames. Mah never yelled. She had that night.

Then nothing. Blue woke in hospital, with Aunt Daisy knitting a grey stocking on one side of her and Aunt Lilac rigid in her corsets on the other, reading from a book of sermons.

Her home was gone. Her neck and legs were no longer hers, but burns and blisters. And the pain. Always, from that time on, the pain.

Later, in one of the short intervals when the aunts left her side, a nurse had let Mr Jones the gardener in to see her. He carried a bunch of chrysanthemums, wilting in brown paper.

‘The little Chinese lass picked these for you,’ he muttered awkwardly.

Blue stared, trying to focus through the pain. Mr Jones never let anyone but Mum pick his flowers.

Mr Jones shifted his boots. ‘Reckon Mah saved you. Smelled the smoke, she did. Woke us all up in the servants’ wing. Ran up to your room with a wet blanket over her head. Covered me with one too, while I bashed in the door.’

‘Then you saved me too,’ whispered Blue. It hurt to talk.

‘Wasn’t me who wrapped you in that wet blanket. I want to say how sorry we all are, Miss Blue. We’ll all be in to see you, soon as your aunts say you can have visitors.’ He shrugged. ‘Me aunt’s one of the nurses here. She said if I came after visiting hour she’d make sure I got in to give you these.’ Mr Jones looked helplessly around the room, as if expecting to see a vase appear for the chrysanthemums. He put the flowers on the bedside table instead, next to the five-pound box of chocolates from Uncle Herbert.

So Mah the kitchen maid had rescued her. Funny little Mah from the orphanage, who Mum had let join some of Blue’s lessons. Without Mah and Mr Jones she’d be dead. ‘Thank you,’ Blue managed. It seemed too little to say to someone who had saved your life. ‘Thank Mah too.’

‘Tell her yourself,’ said Mr Jones, and there was Mah in the doorway, serious and silent. She hesitated as Mr Jones went out, kissed Blue on the forehead, quickly, as though she wasn’t sure it was the right thing for a servant to do, then sat in the chair by her bed. Mah was still there when Blue drifted back into the sleep threaded through with pain.

Mah was there when the aunts returned too, with a wheelchair to take Blue away.

‘To a lovely house in the country,’ said Aunt Daisy, too brightly. ‘Fresh air to make you well.’

A nurse appeared in the doorway. She looked at the wheelchair with alarm. ‘But Doctor said she has to stay till …’

‘I have no wish to hear what the doctor said.’ Aunt Lilac’s voice was rock. ‘My sister and I nursed our dear mother until she died. We can do whatever is necessary for our niece. We are all the family dear Bluebell has left.’

Except for Uncle Herbert, thought Blue. Uncle Herbert was her father’s uncle, just as the aunts were really Mum’s cousins. But none of them had visited often, and that only for stilted afternoon teas, or dinner once a year with Uncle Herbert.

Mah stood, slim in her black servant’s uniform, her black hair pulled back. ‘I come with Missee Blue,’ she said.

‘I’m afraid we can’t afford —’ began Aunt Daisy.

‘No wages. Me come with Missee Blue.’

Even through the pain Blue heard iron in her tone. Mah has no job now, she thought. Who’d employ a Chinese girl, when a quarter of Australia is desperate for a job?

‘Mah comes with me,’ said Blue, through blistered lips.

And at last she did, holding Blue’s hand through the agony of the trip from Melbourne, to this big bare stuffy house in its dusty garden and rabbit-cropped paddocks; helping Aunt Lilac wash her, and smooth lotion on the burns; teaching Blue to stand again, to learn to shuffle — that was the only way that she could walk, now the burns had melted the tops of her legs together.

And now her hair was falling out. She felt almost as ill as she had been back in the hospital. Blue shuffled away from the mirror and lay down on the bed again.

She should be grateful. Without Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy she’d be homeless. She remembered Dad’s solicitor reading Dad’s will, after the funeral. Everything left to his children, to be held in trust for Willy till he turned twenty-one, and in trust for her until she turned twenty-five, or married.

‘Everything’ was the house and its contents, and what the solicitor said was a few hundred pounds, after debts had been paid, but she wasn’t to worry her head about that now, it would all be taken care of for her, and Blue had nodded, numb with grief.

And now the house was gone. Dad’s income as manager of Laurence’s Shoes had vanished with his death. She supposed ‘a few hundred pounds’ might be enough to get a cottage somewhere, but it was a long time till she’d be twenty-five. If it wasn’t for Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy, she’d have had to find herself a position as companion or governess or maybe a typist, if she could somehow learn to type, because a girl who couldn’t walk properly couldn’t be a nurse, or even work in a factory or as a servant, and what other work could a woman do?

But who’d want to employ a shuffling girl with a scarred face anyway? She’d more likely have ended up in a home for cripples. Did homes for cripples still exist these days, when so many had so little?

The Depression was like a hungry bear stalking Australia, devouring laughter and prosperity. One man in four was unemployed, queuing for a hessian bag of food each week — just enough to keep him and his family from starvation. Women begged in the streets or stood with hungry children in silent lines of faded hope just to get a bowl of soup handed out by a church or charity.

Maybe Blue would have had to beg too, like the poor men near the railway station, with their signs that said Blind veteran, please give with a cap out for passers-by to toss pennies into.

Stop it! she told herself. She was in a solid house, even if it smelled of mouldy curtains, far from the sea that gave her nightmares of white drowned faces drifting in a land that felt no sun.

She should be glad of the small dishes of invalid food Aunt Lilac made for her, the liver custards and gluey rice puddings.

Instead she just felt tired, and a little sick. She always felt sick these days. Nothing mattered. Not her birthday, or the new nightdresses and embroidered hankies Aunt Daisy and Aunt Lilac had given her. Sensible presents, for what did a crippled girl want with dresses? Her world was this small high room, the narrow bed with the commode under it, the trays of tapioca or stewed apple and rice she didn’t want, and vomited up if she tried to eat, the pains that shivered up her legs and arms. Each day like the one before, consuming her life, unlived …

No! One day she would be well! She had to cling to that. She had a future beyond this room that smelled of mice.

A sudden sound shattered through the buzz of cicadas outside. It sounded like music. She had never heard music in this house before.

Blue shuffled over and opened the window. The heat slapped her face. She looked down at the quiet track to town.

Two men marched along the dusty road. Both wore evening dress and black top hats. Even their faces looked alike, solid and expressionless, with shaggy moustaches. One held a big embossed placard: The Magnifico Family Circus. The other puffed on a tarnished trombone — pom, pom, bleeert!

And between them paced an elephant.

It wasn’t much of an elephant.

She’d thought elephants were enormous. This one wasn’t much bigger than a large bull. It wore a sort of tablecloth in red with gold tassels, and a look that seemed to say, ‘I am old and tired, but I am still the biggest animal you puny humans will ever see.’

For a moment she wondered if she was dreaming, one of those too-bright dreams of pain- and fever-sleep that were now so familiar to her. But there was the elephant, large and gaudy and impossible, plodding between the parched paddocks and dusty thistles.

The man with the placard saw her at the window. He doffed his hat. ‘The Magnifico Family Circus! For one night only, just up the road! Come young! Come old! See the Tiny Titania, the fairy who flies! Have your fortune told by Madame Zlosky! Experience for yourself the House of Horrors! More chilling and more horrible than anything this side of the Black Stump!’

‘See the two-headed calf!’ The other man took up the cry, as though there were a bigger audience than one girl and the thistles. ‘The world’s largest grizzly bear! The Sultan’s Harem dancers! The Boldini Brothers on the flying trapeze! One night only! Fresh from a triumphant Melbourne season! Now on the road to Gundagai!’

Gundagai! She’d always loved that name, tracing the Murrumbidgee River it sat on in her geography book. Did they have typists at Gundagai? She never wanted to see the sea again. But the Murrumbidgee River! Even the name made her smile. She leaned out of the window and waved at the elephant.

The elephant seemed to look at her too. It raised its trunk, almost in a salute. Blue felt her smile grow. Silly, she thought. As if an elephant would really notice her. But it had been so long since she had smiled.

‘Bluebell?’ Aunt Lilac’s step had been so quiet Blue hadn’t heard her. ‘What are you doing at the window?’

Blue turned. ‘Aunt Lilac! It’s a circus!’

‘Is it?’ Aunt Lilac’s voice was gentle, though her eyes held worry, and what might be anger too. Aunt Lilac’s voice was always gentle. Only her black dresses were stiff, starched so they seemed to suck in all the light, high-necked with skirts almost to her ankles, just like the ones she had when she was young and Queen Victoria was still on the throne, and buttoned boots, the sort Laurence’s Shoes hadn’t made since the war. Times might change, Aunt Lilac said, but modesty and good breeding did not.

‘Please, can I go?’ If the aunts and Ethel and Mah helped her, she could manage it.

Aunt Lilac shook her head.

‘Please! It’s my birthday!’ She hated how forlorn that last plea sounded. ‘I … I’d like to see the elephant.’

The last postcard she’d had from Mum and Dad, posted at Cape Town, had had elephants on it. It had arrived weeks after it had been sent, while Blue was in hospital. It was the only thing she owned now from her old life, except the silver bracelet that never left her wrist.

Soon be home, the postcard said in Mum’s scrawl. (Mum said her governesses had never managed to teach her a ladylike hand.) Missing you so much. Hope you like elephants. We saw a man carving them in the market yesterday and bought you a set of them, all different sizes, from big to tiny. Dad says you can put them along your windowsill and pretend you are looking out at Africa. And then, in tiny letters, because she was running out of room, With love always, Mum. Dad had scribbled his and Willy’s names beside hers.

Her carved elephants had gone down with the Southern Star. But at least she could see — touch? — a real elephant …

‘Bluebell dear, you are not well enough.’ Aunt Lilac sounded preoccupied, as though life suddenly held a much larger problem than a niece who wanted to go to the circus.

‘I … I’m feeling better now.’

Aunt Lilac smiled, an Aunt Lilac wrinkled-prune smile of face powder and lavender water. ‘My dear, you know it is impossible.’

Because I am an invalid, thought Blue. Because I can only shuffle. Because everyone will stare at my neck, my balding head. Because now I am a family secret, to be hidden up in the top storey of the house and not seen, even by tradesmen, so I do not shame the family with my looks. Because …

‘Because your Uncle Herbert is coming to luncheon.’

‘Uncle Herbert!’ Blue hadn’t had a card from Uncle Herbert ever since she’d left hospital. There’d been no letters from anyone in her past life. It hurt, a little, that none of the girls from tennis or church had even sent her a get-well card.

‘For your birthday. He sent a telegram this morning to say he is arriving at half past twelve. You will be tired after his visit.’

Blue blinked at the edge in Aunt Lilac’s voice. She almost sounded nervous. But Aunt Lilac was never nervous. Ladies met life with a smile, and a back as straight as a ruler.

‘Do you feel well enough to come downstairs?’ Aunt Lilac’s fingers looked stiff, as though they wanted to pluck nervously at her skirt. But ladies never fiddled with their clothes. ‘I’m sure he’ll understand if you would prefer to have your luncheon here on a tray. We can give him your regrets.’

‘Thank you, Aunt Lilac, but I’ll come down.’

Suddenly, desperately, she wanted to see someone from the outside world. She looked at Uncle Herbert’s giant box of chocolates on the dresser. Mah had brought them from the hospital. They each had one a day. Mah liked the hard centres. Blue ate the soft chocolate creams. A nibbled chocolate seemed to stay down, when Aunt Lilac’s liver puddings just made her sick. But the chocolates were nearly gone.

Maybe Uncle Herbert would know how she could become a typist. He managed rental properties, so he must have an office, like Dad’s at Laurence’s Shoes. Women weren’t supposed to understand business, but Dad had taken her to his offices sometimes, he’d even shown her about the factories. Maybe Uncle Herbert might have a job for her. After she was well, of course. I will get well, she thought.

Aunt Lilac’s lips tightened. ‘Very well. I will send the girl up to help you get dressed.’

Blue glanced out the window. The elephant had vanished, leaving only an untidy pile of droppings in the middle of the dusty road. ‘Yes, Aunt Lilac,’ she said.





Chapter 2

Lunch was long, and dappled with silences, filled only by the chink of forks on plates and the bump of flies at the window.

The table was long too, and dark with carved legs. Uncle Herbert sat at one end and Aunt Lilac at the other, with Blue and Aunt Daisy facing one another across the middle. Aunt Daisy looked more like an ageing rose than a daisy, all faded pink cheeks and dressed in dusty grey, with fat little clutching hands that seemed to grasp her knife and fork as though they’d never let go.

Uncle Herbert was long as well, thin as a spider, wearing a black suit and blue striped tie and well-polished black shoes from Laurence’s last summer collection, with eyeglasses and three strands of hair over his scalp. Blue felt faintly jealous: a man could be bald and no one cared. A man could inherit at twenty-one. A man could run a business or be a lawyer. Then she felt sick again as the food on her plate stared up at her.

Long strips of roast mutton, long boiled carrots, long boiled beans, a long brown stripe of thin gravy …

Her stomach did a somersault. She bit her lip to stop being sick.

‘No appetite?’ asked Uncle Herbert. They were the first words he’d spoken since they sat down, except to ask Aunt Daisy to pass the salt. He glanced back at Aunt Lilac, as though aware he’d cracked the silence of the room.

‘Not very hungry, Uncle Herbert,’ said Blue, too hot in her long silk dress, its high collar rough against her still-tender neck. Why aren’t they talking? she wondered. Ladies always kept the conversation going. Ladies talked about the weather, or the state of the roads, or the flowers in the garden, to avoid silences like this. Never business, politics or religion, of course, but never silence either.

The aunts don’t want Uncle Herbert here, she realised. But the aunts couldn’t argue with a telegram. Nor could they have told Ethel not to open the door to him. For a moment she felt vaguely sorry for him, facing the aunts’ hostility, just to see his great niece on her birthday. He had brought her another box of chocolates, and a card with a ten-pound note.

Aunt Daisy stared at her baked potato. Aunt Lilac cut her mutton into small neat squares, adding a piece of grey bean before lifting each square to her mouth. Uncle Herbert gave Blue a worried glance.

‘I’d hoped you would be well by now.’

‘The fresh air will soon have her right again.’ Aunt Daisy looked like she wanted to gulp the words back into the silence.

Aunt Lilac’s prune smile was firmly in place. She reached over to pat Blue’s hand, the right one that was hardly scarred at all. ‘We are taking the best possible care of her.’

A hot bedroom at the top of the house where no one would see her. Meals on a tray. Blue looked away from her plate as nausea swept through her. ‘The fresh air isn’t making me well.’

Uncle Herbert met Aunt Lilac’s eyes. ‘What does the doctor say?’

Aunt Lilac ignored him. She rang the bell. Ethel appeared, sweat trickling down her cow-like face. Aunt Lilac would never have a Chinese girl wait at table.

‘Ethel, would you take Miss Bluebell’s plate away please? Bring her the liver custard. I make it myself.’ Aunt Lilac turned to Uncle Herbert. ‘So restorative.’

Blue closed her eyes at the thought of the liver custard. It was worse than wobbly blancmange or the tapioca that looked like someone had squashed maggots in a bowl.

‘And I’ve made tapioca for pudding.’ Aunt Lilac piled more grey beans and gravy onto her fork.

‘The doctor?’ repeated Uncle Herbert.

More silence. At last Aunt Lilac put down her fork, the silver polished into thinness over many generations. ‘There is no doctor at Willow Creek.’

Uncle Herbert flapped his hands, as though that might give his words more strength. ‘No doctor! Really! She has to see a doctor!’

As though I am a chipped vase, thought Blue, with no feelings to be hurt.

‘There is no need for a doctor. My sister and I can care for our niece perfectly well.’

‘Just look at her, woman!’

Blue blinked at the rudeness. But neither of her aunts answered. A lady does not notice rudeness.

‘Bluebell needs to come back to Melbourne. To a nursing home. I … I will make arrangements.’

Aunt Lilac ignored him. Her eyes were stone. Uncle Herbert bit his lip.

Ethel brought in the liver custard.

Blue stared at it, pale grey like congealed snot. The bitter tide rose in her throat.

She pushed her chair back from the table. ‘I’m sorry …’

Uncle Herbert rose politely to his feet.

Blue stumbled out the door. All at once Mah’s strong hands were there. Blue let Mah seat her on one of the upright hall chairs. She grabbed a vase for Blue to vomit in, scattering the roses on the floor.

Blue retched again, then gasped, trying to get her breath, hoping the spasms in her stomach would stop.

Words floated, half heard, from the dining room, as she vomited again, nothing to bring up now but the spasms kept coming.

‘… am shocked to see how ill she is.’ The rumble was Uncle Herbert. And then, ‘I fail to understand why you took it upon yourselves to take her from the hospital, much less bring her way out here …’

‘… better she be nursed by her own family.’ Aunt Lilac’s voice again. Iron had replaced stone.

‘At the very least you should have let me know where you intended taking her. It was by merest chance that one of my employees spoke to the chauffeur from the car hire company who brought you out here. What did you think you were doing, taking the girl away from everyone who knows her?’

More silence. Blue closed her eyes to stop the world fading in and out. ‘As Bluebell’s only male relative, I must insist she be brought to Melbourne to a nursing home next week. Tuesday.’ Announcing the specific day seemed to give Uncle Herbert courage. He spoke more firmly now. ‘I will pick her up myself on Tuesday. With a nurse. A proper nurse. It must be obvious to anyone that there is something gravely wrong with her. If she continues like this, then …’

Ethel dropped a dish, out in the kitchen. As the clang died down Blue caught Uncle Herbert’s final words. ‘… not long for this world.’

This world? What world? Were they still talking about her? Blue couldn’t think. The world was nausea, spinning around her. She could smell her sweat, bitter as her vomit.

At last Mah helped her up the stairs. She unbuttoned Blue’s boots as she lay on the bed, then helped her out of the silk dress into a nightdress.

Blue lay back gratefully on the pillows. ‘Thank you.’

Mah nodded. Mah rarely spoke. Once Blue had thought that she had little English. But slowly she realised that Mah just didn’t speak unless she had to.

Mah watched though, and listened. She’d seen enough today to be there at the door when she was needed, just outside the dining room. Now she knew that Blue needed a drink, pouring a glass of water from the big porcelain jug on the stand by the door, before Blue could reach for the Thermos of cold sweet milk that Aunt Lilac insisted she drink to build up her strength.

Blue sipped. The water tasted sour. Everything tasted sour these days, even Uncle Herbert’s chocolates. Mah must have put the new box by her bedside, as well as the card with the ten-pound note. Flies bumped at the window between the limp curtains, trying to get out. Even more clustered outside, trying to get in. Mah looked at Blue impassively, seeing everything.

‘Mah,’ Blue spoke impulsively. ‘Do you … think I’m dying?’

Mah looked at her silently. Then she shook her head. ‘No, missee. You not die. Not till you very, very old.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Sleep,’ ordered Mah. It wasn’t said kindly, like Aunt Lilac might have said it. It was just — obvious.

Blue needed to sleep.

She did.

It was dusk when she awoke. Shadows clung to the wooden furniture. Outside, the trees rustled as though relieved of the weight of the sun’s heat.

Somewhere, from far off, came the sound of laughter. Blue sat up, blinking. She had never heard laughter in this house before. Like Queen Victoria, Aunt Lilac was rarely amused.

Nor, she realised, did the laughter come from the house. The circus, she thought. The elephant! ‘For one night only, just up the road!’

Mum and Dad would have gone to the circus, Willy up on Dad’s shoulders and Mum in a new hat. Mum always said that the best things in life deserved a new hat.

One night only. She thought of the elephant’s small dark eyes, the strangely flat pad of its feet. She was glad her brother had seen an elephant before his tiny life was lost in the cold ocean.

One night before the circus took the road to Gundagai.

What would it be like to follow the road, and see where it led? One day, she thought, I’ll travel, like Mum and Dad did, just for the joy of it, even though they used the excuse of looking for new sources of leather for Laurence’s Shoes — crocodile skin from Darwin, Persian lamb from Christchurch, ostrich leather from Cape Town. She’d have been with them on that last trip, if she hadn’t caught chickenpox two days before the ship sailed.

If she hadn’t caught chickenpox, she’d have seen the elephants and the market place. She’d have slid down into the cold water with her family, away from the world of light.

‘… not long for this world.’ Uncle Herbert’s words floated back. Did Uncle Herbert mean that Blue might die?

She didn’t feel sick enough to die! She had been burned, but the burns had healed, even if the scars were still ugly and made walking difficult. She grieved, but you didn’t die of grief, or only in books.

Sometimes she felt hardly sick at all. If you were well enough to want to go to a circus, surely you were too well to die.

Why shouldn’t she go? The thought seemed to come from that far-off life when everything had been possible, from loving arms and ice cream (indigestible, said Aunt Lilac) to white and pink spotted dresses with flounces at the knee and pink straw hats, instead of the dark clothes of mourning. Why shouldn’t a sixteen-year-old girl go to the circus?

And if she was going to die (but I won’t, she thought — not till I am a hundred and four and have seen the pyramids and flown an aeroplane and gone to Timbuktu) she would have at least met an elephant, and visited the circus that would leave the faded houses of Willow Creek, still and dusty, behind, and travel up the road, the breeze at their backs, to places with strange names like Gundagai.

Money? She looked at Uncle Herbert’s ten-pound note poking out from the birthday card. Blue didn’t know how much it cost to go to a circus, but ten pounds should be more than enough.

But I’m hideous, scarred. People will stare. She bit her lip. Not in the high-necked dress, the long strands of her remaining hair carefully arranged, the velvet hat the aunts had brought her to wear back from hospital pulled down to cover her bald spots. The growing darkness would hide her shambling walk and, anyway, no one here knew her, only Ethel and Mah, and Aunt Lilac wouldn’t be letting either of them go to the circus.

Mah could help her downstairs …

No, not Mah. A girl of Blue’s class — even an orphan, dependent on her aunts’ charity — had every right to go to the circus. Blue could risk Aunt Lilac’s angry smile for herself, but a servant like Mah was vulnerable. If Blue was going to go to the circus, it had to be alone.

Strength seeped back into her, despite the nausea. If she felt faint, she could sit down. If she wanted to be sick, she’d find a bush.

She found her dress again, and slipped it over her head, buttoning it high up to her throat. No underwear: impossible to pull it past her scar.

She had no writing paper or inkwell, or even a pen and blotting paper. She’d had no need, with no letters to reply to. But Mah had brought up a pencil a few weeks ago with one of those new ‘crossword’ things from the newspaper. She used the back of Uncle Herbert’s card to write a careful note, propping it on her bed.


I have gone to the circus. I will be back soon.

Love,

Bluebell



She didn’t love her aunts. She was reasonably sure they didn’t love her either. But they had upset their lives to care for her. It might not be accurate, but they had earned more than Sincerely yours.

Buttoning her shoes left her dizzy. Blue waited till the room steadied, then shuffled to the door. The big house creaked as the day’s heat seeped from its crevices.

Down one flight, down the next. She paused, hearing Aunt Daisy’s voice briefly from the living room below. Uncle Herbert must have left, not trusting his automobile headlights to get him back to Melbourne in the dark.

The clock boomed in the hallway. She counted the strokes. One, two, three, four, five, six …

Six o’clock. The aunts dined at six, keeping early hours in the country. Dinner should keep them occupied for at least an hour, with their small ladylike bites, cold mutton and reheated potatoes left over from the lunchtime roast, then sipping the tea that Ethel would bring them on the silver tray. Ethel would be having her supper now too, in the kitchen, and Mah eating hers on the kitchen steps. (‘I’m a Christian woman,’ Ethel had informed Aunt Lilac. ‘I’m not eating at a table with no heathen.’) It would be at least an hour before Ethel gave Mah the tray to take to Blue’s room. Perhaps Mah might even say Blue was asleep, and she didn’t want to waken her.

What time did the circus start?

She was going to find out.

Blue shuffled through the dust and thistles at the side of the road. The scar that glued her thighs together was no bigger than the mouth of a teacup, but it was still enough to stop her taking all but the most ladylike of steps. Carts and sulkies and their hot horses passed in a dusty trickle, heading to the circus paddock. Here and there lamplight or candlelight flickered from farmhouses across the paddocks.

Only one light glowed, a universe of brightness in the twilight ahead of her: electric light, powerful enough to beat back the night. She felt as well as heard the beat of the generator.

It was more light than she had seen since she’d gone to the Royal Show at night the year before, just with Dad that time, as Willy was only two months old, too young for Mum to take him to the Show with people coughing polio or whooping cough germs all over the place. That light had almost eclipsed the moon and so did this, though on a much smaller scale.

‘Hurry, hurry, hurry! The Magnifico Family Circus! Tonight only!’ the voice boomed from the paddock gate.

More wheels sounded behind her. She melted back towards the barbed wire as a farm cart passed, two giggling couples in the back. The women wore bonnets — bonnets! In 1932! The cart stopped at the paddock gate so its driver could hand money to a shadowed man, then veered off to an area marked out for vehicles: carts, sulkies, a few shabby automobiles.

On the other side of the paddock the light spilled from a not particularly big Big Top with gently flapping canvas walls. Three smaller tents sat to one side with billboards out the front: a House of Horrors, its sides painted with ghosts and skeletons; the Freak Show tent next to it, its walls showing badly sketched dragons and sea monsters that Blue thought were unlikely to be inside; and there was a small queue in front of the one that said The Amazing Madame Zlosky.

A dwarf with a hunched back stood on a platform outside the Freak Show. ‘See the world’s biggest grizzly bear! Sixpence a time!’ His voice squeaked on the word ‘sixpence’.

Blue shuffled up to the gate, adorned now with a poster of a young man flying through the air towards a dangling trapeze. The ticket-seller was the man with the trombone she had seen earlier. He looked sharply at her dark silk dress, her velvet hat. Blue suspected she would be the only audience member in silk tonight.

His face became carefully blank again. ‘Three shillings for a front-row seat, two shillings for the high seats, a shilling for the stalls. Sideshows are extra.’ His voice was high and gruff as he gave her a practised grin under his salt-and-pepper moustache.

‘A seat at the back please. Not a high one.’ Blue held out the ten-pound note.

‘A shilling seat then.’ The man stared at the note, making no pretence now. ‘Blimey. Ain’t seen one of them for a while. I ain’t got change for ten quid, not yet anyhow.’

Blue calculated quickly. She couldn’t carry a hundred and ninety-nine shilling pieces without a handbag. ‘Could you give me five shillings now, and the rest of the change after the show?’

The man looked at her strangely. ‘You’d trust me to give it back then?’

‘Yes.’ Blue didn’t care if he was trustworthy or not. She had nothing else to spend the money on. ‘Never, if you’re going to die,’ said a whisper. Blue ignored it. She peered into the shadows behind the tent lights, trying to see the elephant.

The man seemed to come to a decision. ‘Here.’ He poured a small pile of sixpences and a couple of shillings into her hand. ‘That’s enough to see the sideshows and buy yourself some peanuts. Sit in the front row and someone’ll bring the rest of your change after the show.’

‘I’d rather sit at the back.’

‘Suit yourself, girlie. At the back then.’ He hesitated. ‘You from the big house, ain’t you?’

She nodded. ‘Please, where is the elephant?’

‘The Queen of Sheba? You missed the feeding.’ He grinned at her, showing missing teeth on either side. ‘A penny a carrot for the elephant. But she’s resting before the performance. She’s an old girl now.’ His voice gentled. ‘Too old to be jostled all day by strangers.’

Blue swallowed her disappointment. She’d hoped to pat the elephant, even perhaps have a ride on it.

‘Tell you what,’ said the man suddenly. ‘After the show’s over, I’ll introduce you. How’s that? You can give her a carrot.’

It felt like a birthday present, her only real one, more real than the box of chocolates. ‘Wonderful.’

The man with the moustache laughed. ‘You enjoy the show then. Don’t forget the House of Horrors.’

She’d had enough horrors of her own. But she grinned at him anyway. How long had it been since she grinned?

She stepped into the paddock that had become the circus.





Chapter 3

The crowd milled around the three sideshows, men in farmer’s hats and long-wearing Laurence’s Jumbuck boots, women in ankle-skimming pre-war dresses or slim flapper tunics with long loops of beads pretending to be pearls bouncing on bosoms too rounded and uncorseted to be truly fashionable. Boys with bare feet and cut-down shorts and shirts made from well-washed flour sacks wriggled and laughed between the adults.

A small queue still waited outside the fortune-teller’s tent. Muffled shrieks came from inside the House of Horrors.

The hunchbacked dwarf still yelled the Freak Show’s wonders at the crowd. His feet were bare too, small and grubby. ‘Step right up! See the bearded tattooed lady! All the way from the South Seas! See the world’s biggest grizzly bear!’

The dwarf leered down at two girls in straw hats. ‘Biggest claws you’ve ever seen! And teeth! Teeth like this!’ His small hands gestured about a yard wide. ‘That bear terrified the village back in the old country, till me grandpa captured it. Now you can see it for sixpence!’

The girls giggled. One nudged the young man beside them. He hesitated. Sixpence was a lot of money in times like these, especially after paying a shilling to enter. The girl nudged him again. He handed over six threepenny bit pieces. He followed the girls, still giggling, into the tent.

Blue didn’t want to see either the bear or a bearded lady. I’m a freak too, now, she thought. A shadow of something large moved, over behind the Big Top. The elephant. Blue looked around. The circus people all seemed occupied. She shuffled away from the crowd, towards the shadow.

Then, suddenly, there was the elephant, in a small courtyard made by three circling caravans, two rounded and with peeling paint, the third of carved wood, just like a gipsy caravan in books. A big truck and one side of the Big Top, broken by the performers’ entrance, completed the enclosure.

The elephant looked larger closer up. It peered out from behind a pile of hay topped with a big shabby teddy bear. All at once its trunk came up, as though it were smelling her.

Blue hesitated, then made her way past the nearest caravan into the courtyard. A voice inside snapped, ‘I don’t care what Madame says! I want to grow my hair long!’

A woman’s voice muttered something placatory.

The elephant dropped its trunk, curling it around a biscuit of hay. It lifted it into its mouth, and chewed. Blue edged closer, next to the straw. The elephant swallowed its hay. Slowly, very slowly, the big animal stepped forwards. The massive trunk rose again. Suddenly its pink tip stroked the fabric of Blue’s sleeve.

Blue held herself as still as she could. Elephants could be dangerous, couldn’t they? They could charge you, or gore you with their tusks. But this elephant didn’t have tusks. It didn’t even have a chain on its leg to stop it wandering into the crowd.

She should walk away now, in case it got angry because she didn’t have a carrot to give it. If she had to run, she’d fall.

But the elephant didn’t feel dangerous. The tip of its trunk gave her hand a final nudge. It felt moist and warm and friendly. The elephant stepped back. The trunk curled around another mouthful of hay.

Blue stared at it. ‘Were you shaking hands with me? You were, weren’t you?’

The elephant gave a long low snort. It sounded amused.

She’d shaken hands with an elephant!

‘What are you doing?’

A girl a year or two older than Blue scowled from the doorway of the caravan. She was beautiful, her dark eyes large, her smooth skin deeply tanned, her black hair as short as a boy’s. A long silk shawl hung from her shoulders to her knees, showing white silk stockings and small gold slippers. Only her fingernails were ugly, short and cracked as though from hard work. ‘No one’s allowed back here.’

‘I … I’m sorry.’ Blue turned. She shuffled as fast as she could towards the sideshow tents and the crowd.

Was the girl still staring at her? No one else was going into the Big Top yet. She hesitated, then handed the hunchbacked dwarf at the Freak Show a sixpence.

‘See the grizzly bear,’ he told her, his face peering at her from between his shoulders. He lowered his voice conspiratorially. ‘Me dad found it as a cub. It was brought up like one of the family. Blokes from the zoo have offered us a thousand pounds for that bear. But we wouldn’t part with it. Not old Bruin.’

‘You told the girls earlier your grandpa caught it.’

The dwarf looked at her for two long seconds, then grinned. ‘Well, it’s like this. It went savage when it grew older, see? Toothache, that’s what it was. That’s when it terrified the village and Grandpa caught it.’

‘I see,’ said Blue. The hunchback had obviously decided she’d like a story about a loved little bear cub, while the girls before preferred to scream at the thought of a savage bear. She lifted the tent flap and went inside.

It was hot, crammed with objects and filled with shadows. The only light came from a high kerosene lantern attached to the tent’s central pole. A young man and woman peered into a cracked glass cabinet. Blue wondered what story the dwarf had told them.

And there was the grizzly bear. It reared above her, its claws out, its jaws open, just as the dwarf had promised. It was also extremely dead and had been for at least half a century, if the worn patches on its coat were any guide. She peered up into its jaws. Those teeth were fake too: carved ivory, she thought. The poor dead mouth wouldn’t have been able to shut if it had really contained teeth like that.

She looked more closely. Two lines around the bear’s suspiciously long midriff looked as if they had been sewn together; two bears, or at least one and a half bears, had been made into one.

The young couple stood next to her now. ‘Look at it!’ whispered the young woman.

The young man put his arm around her. ‘Bet I could fight off a bear that big.’

‘It looks awfully savage.’ The girl sounded awed. She glanced around, then tentatively reached up to touch the bear’s giant teeth. She gave a squeal. ‘They’re sharp! What do bears eat, Stan?’

Stan thought for a moment. ‘People. But you’re safe with me.’

Blue looked at the bear again. It looks lonely, she thought. Bears should be in forests or caves, with other bears.

She limped over to the glass case with its two-headed calf. It was definitely a calf, and definitely had two heads, but she suspected a taxidermist had been at work there too.

She glanced up at the bearded lady. She was definitely alive, sitting on a chair on a small platform. She was a little taller than Blue and looked vaguely oriental, her long thin beard twisted into a dozen plaits, her arms covered in dark red and blue tattoos. The rest of the bearded lady was clothed in what Aunt Lilac would probably describe as an immodest silver lamé dress, tight across a broad bosom you could rest a cup on, with a wasp waist and plump hips, the silk-stockinged legs under the short skirt ending in feet enclosed in high-heeled silver sandals.

The bearded lady winked at the young man. ‘Like a tug, ducky?’ She put out her chin. ‘It’s good luck to tug a lady’s beard.’

The young man flushed, and shook his head. He and his girlfriend left the tent.

‘How about you, princess?’ The bearded lady grinned at Blue. ‘Like to tug my beard?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Blue politely. The stuffy tent was making her feel sick again.

‘Offer’s open any time, princess.’

Blue shook her head. She shuffled towards the exit, then stopped. The big bear looked so forlorn, standing there, spending its life in a small hot tent like she spent her life now in a small hot bedroom. She lifted her hand to pat it farewell.

Her bracelet! Blue stared at her wrist in horror, then at the ground. It must have dropped off! She tried to think. It had been on her wrist when she paid for her ticket. She must have dropped it somewhere here at the circus. But where?

She retraced her steps in the tent, searching the shadows desperately.

It wasn’t there.

‘You all right, princess?’ The bearded lady stepped down from her platform.

‘I’ve dropped my bracelet.’

The bearded lady looked at her oddly. ‘In here?’

‘I don’t know!’

‘Don’t think you were wearing it when you came in here.’ The bearded lady sounded genuinely concerned. ‘Better ask Ginger. He’s the one outside. Don’t worry, princess. I’m sure it’ll turn up.’

Blue nodded dumbly. She pushed aside the tent flap. ‘Excuse me?’

The dwarf looked down at her from his ticket-selling perch.

‘I … I’m sorry … I’ve lost my bracelet. My mum and dad gave it to me. They … They’re … It’s not really precious, but it is to me. If anyone finds it, I can give them a reward.’ She thought of the money the man at the gate owed her. ‘Nine pounds.’

The dwarf considered her. ‘Go see Madame Zlosky. She’ll know where it is.’

‘The fortune-teller? But fortune-telling is …’ She stopped. She’d been going to say nonsense. But if she offended the circus people, they mightn’t give her the bracelet back, if by any chance one of them found it. Probably someone in the crowd has already picked it up, she thought desperately. In times like these lots of people would be glad of the few pounds they could get for it.

She tried to smile at the dwarf. ‘Thank you. If you do find it, could you send it back to me? I live in the big house down the road.’

‘Madame will find it for you.’ The dwarf sounded confident.

Blue bit her lip. ‘Thank you,’ she said again. She shuffled back along the route she’d taken towards the elephant, hoping to see the bracelet’s gleam in the fading light. But there was no sign of it. Even the elephant was gone, somewhere beyond the caravans. She could hear the shuffle of its feet, the murmur of voices and the rustle of cloth.

The bracelet wasn’t in the hay either. The teddy bear stared at her, forever watching and uncommunicative.

Could the elephant have eaten her bracelet? She felt a chill of fear. Humans could choke on a fish bone. The elephant might choke on her bracelet. But it sounded as though the elephant was still all right.

She shuffled back into the crowd and stared at the fortune-teller’s tent. It was ridiculous to think the fortune-teller could help. The bracelet must be in someone’s pocket, or on another girl’s wrist.

But it was the only thing she could think of doing.

The queue had vanished. Only one girl stood waiting by the fringed silk shawl that covered the tent’s entrance. She wore a cheap copy in green cotton of the dresses in the women’s magazines. It seemed to have been made from another dress, the old seams faintly showing across the hem. Her shoes were too big for her, as though they’d been borrowed from her mother for the occasion. ‘You going in?’

Blue nodded.

‘Such things!’ whispered the girl. She had gaps in her front teeth, where a couple had already been pulled. ‘Madame Zlosky told Mavis that a man with four fingers would come courting her!’

Blue tried to look properly amazed. ‘Really?’

‘You don’t understand.’ The girl lowered her voice even more. ‘Mavis is walking out with Billy Griggs, and he’s only got four fingers. Oh, Mrs Rundle,’ this to a middle-aged woman coming out of the tent. ‘What did she say?’

Mrs Rundle’s eyes shone under her tattered hat. ‘She were wonderful. Said Andy’s dog wouldn’t win at the trials, but no use telling him not to try, none of my boys ever listens to their ma. And then she said …’ The woman hesitated. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you …’

‘Go on,’ prompted the girl.

The woman’s voice was a whisper in the noise of the crowd. ‘She said that our Ellen’s already expecting. A grandchild! Just think o’ that! The first of many, the fortune-teller said, and there’ll be one special, she promised me that, who’ll appreciate its gran more than anything in the world.’

‘Oh!’ The girl bit her lip at the wonder of it as she slipped under the shawl and into the tent. Blue felt dizzy and sick again. How long would she have to stand here?

How could she have been so careless with her bracelet? She hadn’t even let them take it off at the hospital. Mum had touched that bracelet, and Dad too. She had to find it.

Another wave of dizziness washed across her. She wished there was a chair, or even something to lean on.

At last the silk shawl was pushed aside. The girl came out, her face flushed. ‘His name is John!’ she whispered. ‘Might be his first name or his middle name.’

‘The fortune-teller said you’d marry a man named John?’

The girl nodded. ‘Maybe it’s his dad’s name or one of his brothers’ or friends’. But I’ll know he’s Mr Right when he says the name John.’

Hadn’t Dad said that John was the most common name in Australia? That had been when they were deciding what to call the new baby. William for a boy (Mum grew sweet williams in their garden), Primrose if the baby had been a girl.

‘Come in.’ The voice sounded old, foreign and impatient.

Blue stepped into the darkness. No light here, except a fat candle on the table, a frame around it draped with shawls so there was glow more than illumination. The seated figure was draped too, a shawl over her hair, another around her shoulders, despite the heat. The fabric glistened in the candlelight.

‘Zit down. Cross my palm wit ze silver. Zat means give me sixpence.’ The lips were rouged. The eyes were large and almost blue-white. They also looked slightly to one side.

Madame Zlosky was blind.

Blue sat awkwardly, her legs stretched in front of her. The woman in front of her sat still, as though she listened, then put out her hand. Blue slipped sixpence into it, then felt her own hand clutched. The old fingers were thin and hard, the nails sharp.

‘You are looking for somezing. I see a shine. Not jewels. Silver. A necklace … no, littler, ze bracelet. You search for ze bracelet …’

The dwarf must have already told Madame Zlosky about the bracelet while Blue looked for it by the Big Top. Or else he’d sent a messenger.

‘Yes,’ said Blue wearily, wondering how long the farce would continue.

‘You love zis bracelet very much.’

Blue nodded, then realised the old woman couldn’t see her. ‘Yes.’

‘Worry no more. Look under ze seat after the first act tonight. It will be there.’

Someone has already found it, thought Blue, giddy with relief. If the old woman wanted to make a mystery of it, she’d go along with it — as long as her bracelet really did reappear.

‘Shall Madame tell you more?’

Blue felt better sitting down, in the small darkness of the tent. ‘How much do I get for sixpence?’

‘I vill give you ze world for sixpence! You are named for ze flower. You live in ze big house.’ They weren’t questions, but statements.

‘Yes,’ said Blue. The man on the front gate must have told Madame Zlosky that too. When a girl shuffles in she’ll be from the big house.

‘You have had much, and have lost much.’

Blue said nothing. It was a safe guess about anyone in the Depression. Even the rich had lost much in the past few years, though few had lost as much as she had. ‘What else can you tell me?’

The blind woman considered. ‘You are at ze fork in ze road of life. You may go one way, or another.’

‘That’s true for everyone.’

‘But everyone is not called after ze flower, or lives in ze big house. You also think I am a fraud.’ Most of the accent vanished.

‘Like the world’s biggest grizzly bear?’

The painted lips smiled. ‘It is the biggest bear. Now.’

‘Your accent is a fake too.’

‘No. My accent is real. It is the way my mother spoke.’ A shrug in the dimness. ‘I can use one accent, or another. Both are mine. Speaking two languages is not a fake. So why is speaking with two accents a fraud?’

‘Are you a fraud?’ Suddenly it felt good to ask questions. She’d had six months of not asking questions: What is it like to drown? Do ships sink fast? Will my scars look like this all my life? And now, how long will my life be?

‘You want the truth?’

‘Yes.’

The blind woman nodded. ‘I think you are a girl who can hear the truth. Most want lies, sweet lies they can believe in, at least for a while. So. I am a fraud, and I am a true fortune-teller.’

‘You can’t be both.’

‘Why not?’

‘You’re cheating people out of sixpence.’

Madame Zlosky smiled. It was a genuine smile, showing teeth far too white to be real. ‘You heard the customers come from my tent. Do you think they got their sixpence worth?’

Blue was suddenly reminded of Mr Sanders, her violin teacher, demanding she play for him to see how much her previous teacher had taught her. This tent was as far from the scent of polished wood and Persian carpet of home as it could be, but the sense of being tested was the same.

This woman wanted an answer to her question. A good one.

Blue considered. The woman and the girl had looked happy. No, not just happy, enthralled. Blue shook her head reluctantly, then remembered the old woman was blind. ‘They had their money’s worth. But you didn’t really tell their fortunes.’

‘Believe me, I did. They will probably even come true.’

‘Only probably?’

‘There are many futures.’ Somehow the cliché sounded like the truth too. ‘There are the futures we can make, and the ones we can expect. Then there are the ones that jump on us like a thief in the night, taking all our happiness. There are also …’ the old voice spoke softly now, as though remembering something too far away ‘… the futures that creep up on us, bringing more joy than we could dream.’

‘Which sort of futures do you tell?’

‘The futures we can make, of course. Tell a bitter woman that she will find happiness, and she will start to look for it. Tell her a grandchild will love her, and she will treat each grandchild with love — in case it is that one who is to be the most adoring — and make the fortune come true. Tell a lad that if he saves his pay he will have a home and family, and he may stop drinking his wages, or spending his shillings showing off to girls he does not care about at the circus. Those who come to a fortune-teller want to be told they have a future, especially now. I do not give them lies. I give them truth.’ She shrugged. ‘Or what they can make become true.’

‘But you are telling me what’s true,’ said Blue slowly.

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you are the girl from the big house whose dress rustles when she walks. So I will tell you another truth. Soon — tonight, tomorrow — you must choose between life and death.’

‘Whose life and death?’ Blue heard her voice shake.

Madame Zlosky shrugged. ‘Yours, of course. And that, I think, is enough for sixpence. Go.’

Blue struggled to her feet. The blind woman’s head was tilted as though she were listening to hear her walk out.

Blue shuffled her way out of the tent past a young man and woman holding hands. Easy to predict for them, she thought. Marriage and a happy life, if they had hope and luck and worked hard. You just had to look at their faces, the way their fingers entwined, to see what they wanted to hear.

But Madame Zlosky couldn’t see. Whatever fraud was committed tonight, Blue was sure of that at least.

And life and death for her? Her white face, the smudges under her eyes, would tell the dwarf or the ticket-seller that she was ill. She had evaded death on the ship and in the fire. When it arrived for her a third time she doubted she would turn it away.

Or could she? She smiled into the darkness. Somehow just being told she had a choice made her feel better. I am not going to die! she thought. Or like Mah said, not till I am very old. She would go with Uncle Herbert next Tuesday. Or if Aunt Lilac had scared him, so he didn’t come as promised, she’d write to him, telling him she needed a doctor. Or maybe she could find a way to get to Melbourne, to see him there …

Oh yes, she thought. I’ve had sixpence’s worth. Or I will if they really do put my bracelet under my seat tonight so I can find it.

Figures were heading for the Big Top, each person as black as the night around them till he or she came near the light, then suddenly turning human — men, women, children holding their parents’ hands.

Blue handed her ticket to the dwarf — the Freak Show tent must have closed — then moved to the nearest seat at the back. She peered at the grass under her seat — no bracelet — then sat and looked around. A sort of tiered grandstand had been erected at the other side of the tent, but the seats here were just planks on stumps of wood. She moved aside to let a fat woman and her three children in to the seat next to hers, then inspected the circus ring.

It looked much like the circus rings she’d seen in illustrated magazines, though smaller. She hadn’t realised how much of the tent would be for seating. Wooden barricades stood between the audience and the ring itself. She had expected sawdust too — weren’t circuses described as all glitter and sawdust? But there was just the grass of the paddock, even a broken thistle.

A passageway stretched between the seats on either side of the tent, the one on this side for the audience to enter, the other leading out into the shadowed area between the caravans and the truck. Shapes moved, impossible to distinguish.

All at once the lights outside blinked off. She heard small screams, a few giggles and the sound of feet as those lingering outside hurried into the light. The crowd shifted and the newcomers sat. Children climbed onto laps or off them. A few boys clasped the barricade, peering over.

The Big Top lights went out too. The darkness clung to the crowd, heavy and impenetrable. More screams now, with a note of fear.

The lights blazed again.

Magic, thought Blue, as the gasps changed to cheers. It’s magic.

Or perfect timing and amazing lighting. For the circus ring was now no longer dry, dusty grass. Instead it was black, lit by a hundred tiny stars. In the middle, in a single spotlight, stood the man who had carried the placard that morning. He now wore a red coat, a tall black hat, a red waistcoat sprinkled with sequins and held a whip with a red handle, three times as long as himself. He cracked his whip once, twice, three times.

The audience sat silent. Music blared from beyond the performers’ entrance. Pumptiddly, pump pump, pump pump pump …

To Blue’s ears it sounded like a phonograph and not a very good one either, the record old and worn, and the needle needing replacing. But most of the audience would never have heard a phonograph, never seen the black record going round and round while the needle etched out music. Few would even have heard a wireless, magically bringing music from far away. This would be the first time they had heard more than a tinny piano or a fiddle or the harmonium at church.

‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ The ringmaster’s words were a roar. ‘Tonight, for one night only, the most amazing, the most incredible, Magnifico Family Circus! You will see sights never before witnessed! The Amazing Alonzo, magician extraordinaire! The Dance of the Seven Veils by the Sultan’s Harem, brought to you, and you alone, all the way from Persia! The Boldini Brothers on the high trapeze, the most daring and amazing act ever seen in Australia! But now! The one and only — the Queen of Sheba!’

Drums rolled on the scratchy phonograph. The elephant plodded into the ring.

She still looked tired. She looked old too. Her ears were cracked and dusty. She looked at her feet, not at the crowd, as she trod obediently around the ring.

The audience gasped, but not at the elephant.

A girl stood on the elephant’s back, one silk-clad leg raised high in the air. It was the girl Blue had seen at the caravan, who had ordered her away. But she wasn’t just a girl now. She was magic. Her short ballerina skirt glittered with sequins. Her face shone with intensity and beauty. She began to twirl, vivid and exquisite above the bulk of the elephant. Then suddenly she was tumbling over and over in endless cartwheels on the elephant’s back as it lumbered around the ring.

The audience gasped again. And then they cheered, as much, thought Blue, at seeing a girl’s legs in flesh-coloured silk tights as at her cartwheels.

The girl stopped, caught her breath for only a second, the spotlight sparkling on her face and dress, then flung herself down on her hands again. She lifted one hand and waved at the audience, balanced now on a single hand as the gold ballet slippers pointed at the tent roof. She began to switch hands, now balanced on her right, her left, and then her right again, each time her legs staying tall and straight in the air, the pointed feet making her legs look even longer.

‘The Glorious Gloria!’ yelled the ringmaster. He cracked his whip. Glorious Gloria — and the elephant — ignored the lash, though those closest in the audience gasped again.

‘And now, straight from the court of the King of Spain: the Tiny Titania!’

A fairy with gold wings dived headfirst from the tent roof.

Blue bit back a scream as the flying fairy miraculously stopped, inches above the hard ground, then twisted upright. Tiny Titania was nine years old perhaps, with golden curls and a pink ruffled skirt.

Now Blue had recovered from the shock of the child’s dive she saw that the little girl held a rope. She twirled her body around it, then pulled herself up until she was halfway to the roof again. Blue searched the ceiling. Yes, there was a dark space up there, between the lights, where a child might have hidden, and her rope too.

Tiny Titania looked down as the Queen of Sheba approached, Glorious Gloria standing astride her back. More lights dimmed. Only one spotlight lit the girls and the elephant, a small gold world in the darkness.

The fairy let go of the rope. She seemed to fly, straight down onto Sheba’s back. Glorious Gloria reached out to steady her. For a moment both stood there, the tall girl and the small, then Titania leaped again, onto Gloria’s shoulders. She began to turn perfect somersaults, over and over, steadied by Gloria’s hands, her wings glittering in the light of the tiny stars.

It was as though the audience shared a single stare. Even the starlights seemed to glow brighter.

This is real, thought Blue. The grizzly bear, Madame Zlosky and the rest: they are a show for those who want to believe, like the woman coming out of Madame Zlosky’s tent wants to believe in loving grandchildren. But there is no trickery in this.

Round and round the elephant paced, the spotlight following her. Gloria pirouetted, her arms held out like a ballerina, while the fairy balanced on her shoulders.

Then suddenly it was over. The music creaked to a halt. The two girls jumped down, neat and graceful, onto the crushed dry grass. They curtseyed, then ran off through the passageway between the seats into the darkness. More lights flared in the ring. The Queen of Sheba lumbered a few steps into the middle.

Suddenly Blue heard a rustle behind her. She held herself still till the rustle vanished, then bent down and looked under her seat. Her bracelet lay on the grass. She picked it up and held it to her cheek for a moment, then slipped it back over her hand, pushing it far up her arm so it wouldn’t fall off again.

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen!’ The ringmaster had seemed invisible while the girls danced. Now he cracked his whip again. ‘The Magnifico Family Circus brings you … the Queen of Sheba, the Acrobatic Elephant, in the “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”.’

Blue jerked forwards to protest, then stopped herself. The ringmaster couldn’t make Sheba dance! The elephant was too old! Too tired!

The music creaked into the ‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’. Blue tried not to think of the last time she had heard that music, at the ballet with Mum and Dad for her fourteenth birthday. And now for her sixteenth she was going to watch an ancient elephant try the steps …

The Queen of Sheba lifted one giant leg —

‘Aaaaaaaaayyyy …’ A man raced out of the darkness. His face was painted white, his nose red. His trousers were red and white too, with black pom-poms, and there was a long red-and-white-striped nightcap on his head. His shoes were big and flapped. He glanced back just as he reached the elephant, then thump! he stumbled over her lifted leg, somersaulted twice, then sat with legs apart, gazing around as though he had never seen a crowd before.

The audience shrieked with laughter. The Queen of Sheba put down her leg. The ringmaster cracked his whip. ‘Boffo! What do you think you’re doing?’

‘The wife! She’s after me!’

Giggles from the audience.

‘Why is she after you?’

‘Me mother-in-law died last night.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Boffo. But she’s gone to a better place.’

‘That’s what I told me wife. I said, “Thank goodness she’s not at our place!”’

The audience roared. The ringmaster cracked his whip again. ‘Heartless villain! All these fine people are here to see the Queen of Sheba dance. Off with you!’

‘But me wife! She’s got the rolling pin out!’

More giggles from the audience.

‘Be gone!’ Another whip crack.

‘Arrrrrgggh!’ The clown scrambled to his feet. He ran behind the elephant. ‘Can’t catch me! Can’t catch me!’

‘I’ll catch you, you oaf!’

The elephant moved just enough to cut off the ringmaster’s charge. Boffo peered out at him from under Sheba’s trunk.

In and out and round about. Blue found herself laughing with the rest. It wasn’t really all that funny. And yet it was, because she wanted to laugh. Everyone here needed an excuse to laugh, the farmers stung by drought and low prices, the blokes working for a pittance or their food, the women trying to make ends meet with rabbits trapped by their sons and potatoes from the garden. They’d spent more money than many of them would see in a month to come here tonight, for the glory of spangles and giggles at a clown.

And it was worth it, thought Blue. Worth even Aunt Lilac’s gentle anger when she got back. Worth anything to sit here with laughter all around her.

At last the clown jumped on the elephant’s conveniently bent and raised foreleg and from there onto her back, still making rude gestures at the ringmaster. The Queen of Sheba plodded from the tent.

The ringmaster wiped imaginary sweat from his forehead. ‘Sorry, ladies and gentlemen. It looks like the “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy” won’t be happening tonight. But we still have the most amazing, the most stupendous sights ever seen in an Australian circus here for you after the intermission — Alonzo the magician and then, the one and only, the Boldini Brothers on the high trapeze!

‘But first, for all the gentlemen in the audience … yes, you sir, and you, and you …’ The ringmaster pointed out blushing men in the audience, then singled out a stout woman in a green straw hat. ‘I reckon you’d better chain up your husband, madam, because he’ll be trying to get into the ring for this one. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you: the Sultan’s Harem, and the Dance of the Seven Veils!’

All but one light blinked out again. Music wisped into the tent, slow and sensuous. ‘Crikey,’ whispered the man in front of Blue. His wife nudged him to be quiet.

The last light blinked off. The tent was in darkness.

Blue could hear the audience’s breath around her, a child squirming in the next row, a mother muttering to him to hush.

A light shone at the far side of the ring, then another and another. These weren’t the high bright lights, or the glittering spotlight that was used for Gloria and Titania. These stars shone soft and gold. The ring was a land of shadows.

Slowly, rhythmically, four women stepped into the ring, each face hidden by a gold veil hanging to their waist; their wide gold satin trousers were tight at the ankles. Their sequinned gold slippers twinkled.

The women began to dance. But it wasn’t really a dance, at least not any dance Blue had ever been taught. They swayed to the music, their arms circling their bodies as their hips made slow circles too.

The women were covered from head to toe, but Blue knew Aunt Lilac would most definitely say they were Not Decent. The audience agreed with her. The men stared, their hands clasping their knees. The women glanced at their men, and then the figures in the ring.

The music beat faster. The dance quickened too. Suddenly, in unison, the women ripped the veils from their heads. Small cries erupted around the tent.

They still wore more than any of the women in the audience. Scarves even covered their necks, and the curve of their waists. But the scarves suggest what lies under the clothes, thought Blue, even if they aren’t showing it.

The music changed again and again and again, growing faster every time. At every music change another veil or scarf was cast onto the ground.

At last the women wore only their wide satin pantaloons, and tight blouses revealing the shape of what those less refined than Aunt Lilac would call their bosoms. Their dance was still the same, the swaying hips, the waving arms, just faster and faster and faster, their feet still, only their hips, waists and arms moving to the beat.

It was impossible to look away. Golden hips in shining satin, golden hair, arms that looked like they had been dusted with gold too …

Blue stared more critically now. She had seen pictures of Persian ladies in The Illustrated News. Persians had dark hair. Wasn’t the shortest dancer Glorious Gloria? Though Glorious Gloria had black hair.

Blue peered at the ring. The third woman looked faintly familiar. The bearded lady, without her beard? And there was something about the fourth’s wide blue sightless eyes.

Madame Zlosky!

But that was impossible. Madame Zlosky was blind and old …

A blind woman could dance to the beat of the music, thought Blue. A blonde wig over the grey hair, lipstick and eye paint and rouge, the dim lights that shone only on the dancers’ feet and legs and hips, leaving the faces shadowed. But this woman’s body was straight, her waist and arms firm. Could an old woman be as fit as that? And … what was that word? Alluring?

‘Crikey,’ repeated the man in front of her.

The music rose to a crescendo. The dancers touched their waists. The silk pantaloons fell in shimmering heaps on the ground. More gasps from the audience, at a second’s glimpse of shadowed legs and shimmering gold underpants, and then the dark.

Blue counted to five. The lights flashed back on — the harsh bright lights at the top of the Not-Very-Big Top.

‘Peanuts or lollies!’ The moustached man who’d played the trombone lumbered around the ring, a laden tray suspended from his neck. ‘Fresh roasted peanuts!’

It was intermission.





Chapter 4

The smell of freshly roasted peanuts mingled with elephant dung, dust, sweat and canvas.

Most of the audience stood to stretch their legs. A small crowd clustered around the peanut and lolly man. Blue tried to force back her nausea at the smell of hot roasted peanuts, and considered what she’d seen.

It was … interesting. She had forgotten what fun tasted like. But mostly she enjoyed working out how it had all been done.

Half of sales is showmanship, Dad used to say. The factories her grandfather had founded made good shoes, from high heels for ladies to workboots for shearers. But Dad said most customers couldn’t tell the difference between a flashy boot with a glued-on cardboard sole and one stitched properly out of well-dressed leather. You had to show them they were getting quality — arrange the ladies’ shoes on draped velvet in the window, with ostrich feathers and perhaps a string of what looked like pearls, and ask your saleswomen to dress in black silk blouses. The advertising banner for Laurence’s workboots showed a prosperous farmer, with a hundred sheep in the background and a glamorous woman with short fashionable hair and jodhpurs looking over his shoulder. ‘Look at what you’ll get when you buy our boots,’ the poster whispered.

Dad’s boots were solid leather. The circus was lights and promises. How many illusions had she seen tonight? She’d worked out some of them, but which had she missed?

‘Peanuts or lollies, lady? Show starts again in a minute.’

Blue looked up into the man’s face decorated with its shaggy grey moustache. ‘Good peanuts, lady. Nice and hot.’

Her stomach lurched.

‘No, thank you,’ she whispered, hoping she wasn’t going to retch again. Take them away, she thought. Please take them away.

‘You sure? They’re still hot.’

Maybe if she bought some he’d take the rest of the tray away. She could give them to a child or put them under the seat. She reached for one of the coins hidden in the folds of her dress.

‘Here …’ she began.

‘Bluebell!’ Aunt Lilac stood in the open tent flap, in her black dress, sensible black shoes and her evening black hat, Aunt Daisy like a fluffed-up grey hen behind her.

She should have sat on the other side, where she might have hidden in the crowd. But Blue suspected even then they’d have found her. She struggled to stand up without bumping the seat in front of her. ‘Aunt Lilac, I’m sorry. I just wanted to see the circus.’

The man with the peanuts moved away. Aunt Lilac’s gentle smile tightened. ‘We were worried. Your Aunt Daisy was about to call the police when that Chinese girl said you had left a note.’

‘Her name is Mah,’ said Blue. ‘I … I’m sorry I worried you. But Mum and Dad would have let me come to the circus.’

‘Alone? I think not.’ Aunt Lilac’s smile looked like it had been pasted onto her face.

No, thought Blue, not alone. They’d have been here as well, or sent Mah with me, and Mr Jones the gardener too.

‘Not at all the behaviour of a young lady.’ Aunt Daisy glanced around to check that no one had heard her imply that a member of her family had been unladylike.

‘And not when you are so ill,’ added Aunt Lilac. ‘Who knows what you might catch in a crowd like this, in your weak state.’ Her eyes flicked over the farming families around them as though they were fleas on a dirty dog.

Blue took a breath. They were acting like she was five years old. All right, she shouldn’t have worried them. But she wasn’t a child either.

‘The circus is really good.’ She didn’t add that the best bits were working out why it was so much fun. ‘Why don’t you stay and see the second half?’ She wondered if Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy had paid a shilling each, just to fetch her, or if the man on the gate had gone.

Aunt Lilac’s smile faded, as if it had at last been used up. ‘I think it best if you come home now. We have Mr Thomas’s taxi waiting for you at the gate.’ Her voice held the unspoken accusation: you have cost us the expense of a taxi.

Blue took another breath. ‘I’m feeling fine, Aunt Lilac.’ It wasn’t true. She felt dizzy and sick. Her feet kept knotting up with spasms and pain ran up and down her legs. But she wanted to see the circus, the flying trapeze. She wanted …

I want to be myself, she thought, just for a night. Not Aunt Daisy and Aunt Lilac’s niece, hidden away up in their attic, the poor girl who had lost her family, her home, who was scarred and sickly.

Suddenly she was aware that the ringmaster was just outside the tent, watching, listening. Was he going to give her the change from her ten pounds? Because if he did that would mean she had to go, the evening was ended. The circus people wouldn’t want a girl who might faint, disturbing the audience.

The ringmaster stepped forwards. ‘Let the lass stay.’ His voice was soft and husky after the strident tones he’d used in the ring. ‘Let her see the Boldini Brothers on the flying trapeze, at least. Nothing like it in the whole of Australia.’

Aunt Lilac didn’t even glance at him. ‘Daisy, fetch Mr Thomas. Tell him Miss Bluebell needs to be carried back to the taxi.’

‘No!’ She’d rather leave than have the embarrassment of being carried away.

‘Tomorrow,’ said Aunt Lilac clearly, ‘we are going to the Ladies’ Temperance Spa in the mountains. The cool air will be so good for you. You need a sound night’s rest before we leave.’

Away again, thought Blue. Maybe they wouldn’t even take Mah this time. They wouldn’t need a kitchen maid at a spa. When Uncle Herbert arrives on Tuesday we will be gone.

All at once she realised that people were staring at them. Blue flushed. Now that they were really looking at her they’d see the scars on her throat, the straggle of hair under her hat, the eyes that looked as if they’d been shoved in her face with a spadeful of dirt. She was also aware of her lack of knickers, as though the watchers could detect that even under her long dress.

‘I’ll walk,’ she whispered, looking at the distance between the Big Top and the waiting taxi, the crushed tussocks and thistles, the crumpled tickets.

‘You will be carried,’ said Aunt Lilac. She gestured to the taxi driver.

Blue submitted.





Chapter 5

The house still exhaled heat. The scent of last winter’s mould battled with lavender polish. Blue stood as Aunt Daisy unbuttoned her dress and replaced it with her nightdress. Aunt Lilac stood by the door. There was no pretence of smiles now.

They don’t love me, thought Blue. They don’t even like me. They smile and say, ‘Dear Bluebell.’ But it isn’t real. It was what everyone wanted to hear, what I wanted to hear, the loving aunts who take in an orphaned niece. But it is less real than the grizzly bear at the circus.

Why did they take me in? Because it was their duty? A duty to care for a sick niece? To pretend they cared?

‘Get into bed,’ said Aunt Lilac. Blue shuffled as quickly as her scarred legs would allow and lay down. Aunt Lilac nodded at the flask of milk on the bedside table. ‘Now drink your milk.’

It was easier to do as she was told. It had been easier for months. She could manage to do it now too. Blue drank. Her stomach clenched. But she was able to hold down her gorge for the few seconds it took for the aunts to leave the room, shutting the door behind them. Blue heard the snick of the lock.

‘No! Don’t lock me in! Please!’ She hated how her voice trembled, but couldn’t help it.

Nausea took over. She reached for the washbasin.

She retched till nothing more would come, then rinsed her mouth out with water, over and over to get rid of the taste. She lay back and looked at the ceiling.

She was trapped.

Stop it, she told herself. There won’t be another fire. Aunt Lilac will unlock the door tomorrow. And I won’t let her shut me in again. I’ll write to Uncle Herbert from the spa. Someone will post the letter for me. I’ll ask him to take me away.

There had to be somewhere else she could go. Anywhere, except this stuffy house and its liver custards and aunts who dragged her back from the circus, who locked her in her room like a naughty child.

Trapped …

She forced her mind away from that thought. Could the aunts really force her to live with them till she was twenty-one? She didn’t even know if they were her legal guardians. She had simply done what she was told, like a child, ever since the fire. No wonder they treated her like one.

Uncle Herbert had mentioned a nursing home. A nursing home would be better than this. Patients in nursing homes might be allowed a night out at a circus …

But it would be better to be well. I will get well, she told herself. She’d go to a nursing home and drink warm milk and … and whatever else it took.

But she would get better. And she’d leave this house that smelled like a long-closed linen cupboard. After she had got well, Uncle Herbert might help her find somewhere else to live. Maybe there was some way of getting her money before she was twenty-five, if she really needed it. Uncle Herbert would know. It was the sort of thing men did know.

But what if Uncle Herbert didn’t answer her letter? What if there were no post offices near the Temperance Spa to even send the letter? What if Aunt Lilac had just said they were going to a Temperance Spa, where people might hear her, but they were really taking her somewhere else?

No. She was being hysterical, just because she was scared of a door that wouldn’t open, no matter how much you tugged at it, or how loud you screamed. The aunts had no reason to hide her away, except from those who’d stare at her. They’d just never thought to tell Uncle Herbert where they’d gone.

And if Uncle Herbert didn’t come and rescue her, she’d manage somehow. How did women who had no husbands survive, and who couldn’t work? Invalid women took in sewing, except she was no good at sewing. Ironing then: she’d never ironed anything, but it couldn’t be too hard. Or washing. Would people bring their washing to a girl who was scarred and bald? She could buy a scarf to hide the scars on her neck. If her hair stopped falling out, she could have it shingled. It wouldn’t look so bad if it was cut short …

She shut her eyes and tried to think of hair salons, and not of locked doors and fire.

She woke when someone pulled her toe. She opened her eyes, then opened her mouth to scream.

A small hand pressed against her lips.

‘Shh.’ Someone looked down at her. It was the dwarf from the circus, except there was no hunched back. It was Tiny Titania, but without her wings and blonde hair.

The dwarf and Titania turned into a nine-year-old boy with cropped hair. He gave her a crooked grin. ‘If I take my hand away, will you promise not to make a noise?’

Blue nodded. The boy stepped back.

‘What are you doing?’ whispered Blue. He was obviously not doing what a grown man might be doing, up in a girl’s bedroom. Neither was he trying to steal Aunt Lilac’s silver tea service, not if he’d taken the trouble to wake her up.

The grin grew wider in the moonlight. The curtains had been opened and the window too. ‘I’m kidnapping you. That all right with you?’

‘What! Why?’ She’d read about kidnapping in The Girl’s Own Annual. ‘No one is going to pay a ransom for me,’ she added, though she supposed that the aunts or Uncle Herbert might.

‘Not for ransom,’ said the boy scornfully.

‘Then why?’

‘Because Madame told me to.’

‘Madame from the circus?’

He nodded. ‘And me mum says we have to do what Madame says.’

This was unanswerable. Blue evaluated her rescuer. He was small and she was tall. He was strong for his age and she was an invalid, but she still didn’t see how a little boy could carry her off unwillingly. Or even willingly. ‘You couldn’t even carry me down the stairs.’

The grin reappeared. ‘Can’t get to the stairs anyway. The old cows have locked the front door. And your bedroom door.’

‘How did you get in then?’

He gestured at the window. ‘You got to go out that way too.’

She almost laughed. It was a dream. But dreams didn’t smell faintly of face powder and elephant. ‘I can hardly walk. I can’t climb out of a second-storey window.’

‘Don’t have to. I’ll lower you down. Got the pulley set up and everything.’ The boy nodded through the dimness of the room at a contraption of ropes and wheels already tied around the solid bureau.

‘You’re joking.’

‘Nope.’ He looked at her, suddenly solemn. ‘Are you gunna come, or what? ’Cause if you ain’t, someone might catch me here and say I’m a burglar.’ He pronounced it ‘burg-you-lah’.

It was impossible. Not even worth considering. And yet … ‘What happens when you get me down on the ground?’

He shrugged. ‘Have to ask Madame.’

What have I got to lose? she thought. Except my life, my life, my life …

If Uncle Herbert was right, then she didn’t have much of that to lose. If a small boy could dive from the roof of the Big Top, she thought, she could survive being lowered from a second-storey window. Suddenly even that seemed better than being trapped in this hot little room.

‘Let’s get one thing straight. It’s not a kidnap. If I come with you, it’s because I want to.’ For some reason that seemed important.

The boy glanced at the window impatiently, his eyes bright in the moonlight. ‘Well, do you want to come then?’

‘All right,’ said Blue.





Chapter 6

Dangling, wrapped up like a bundle of lamb chops, halfway down the side of a peeling country house wasn’t the best place to have second thoughts. The dangling itself was strangely reassuring, cocooned as she was in a canvas sling, with two ropes securing her at either end. The descent was slow, even, not the sudden plunge and jerks she’d expected.

But what waited for her below?

White slavers? Nice girls weren’t supposed to know about white slavers, men who kidnapped girls to be sold to brothels or sultans’ harems overseas — real harems, not the golden dancers from the circus. But no sultan would pay for a half-bald girl with scars.

Ransom? Even if Aunt Lilac could be persuaded to pay a ransom to get her back, she and Aunt Daisy were far from rich. They might rent a large house, but only because it was relatively cheap now in the Depression, and by observing what Aunt Lilac called ‘necessary economies’, which meant only two servants, and no cook or gardener, like they’d had at home, not even their own automobile and chauffeur.

Had the circus people been misled by Blue’s ten-pound note and the size of the house? No, she decided. Rich girls arrived at circuses in automobiles, with companions, not shuffling alone along a dusty road. Local gossip would have told them that the old women at the big house bought liver and shoulder of mutton, not leg of lamb and loin chops. Uncle Herbert had money, of course. They might have seen his car and chauffeur. Maybe that seemed riches enough to a barefoot boy. But she was sure he hadn’t been lying when he’d said that she wasn’t being taken for ransom.

The cocoon inched down the wall. Blue glanced down into the garden. The world was shadows: a rose bush, a lilac tree; she could see no people. Surely this couldn’t all have been engineered by a nine-year-old boy?

Maybe he was mad. Maybe every night after the circus the boy broke into homes and lowered the inhabitants out of their windows.

The ground met her, hard. She twisted like a caterpillar in a cocoon, trying to get free.

‘Shh.’ A shadow parted from the lilac tree. ‘Lie still,’ it whispered. Hands untied her, then pulled her to her feet.

Blue stared. She’d expected the ringmaster, or the peanut-seller. This was a woman, tall and wide-shouldered but with a timid rabbit-like face, in a long old-fashioned dress almost to her ankles, and a neat straw hat garlanded with what looked like ancient silk pansies.

The woman put her finger to her lips. She looked up and tugged on the right-hand rope. It fell neatly into her arms. The other followed.

A small figure appeared at the window, pulleys and straps secured about his waist. As Blue looked, the boy edged along the windowsill, reached out, then grabbed the drainpipe that led from the gutters into the water tank below. The boy clambered down, spider-like, until he was just above the tank, then leaped swiftly and neatly, avoiding the tank and a possible clang, landing on the ground by her feet.

It was a feat worthy of Tiny Titania.

He looked at her, grinning, then pulled her shoes out of his pockets and held them out to her triumphantly. He’s waiting for applause, she thought. He’s just got a girl out of a locked second-floor room …

Suddenly she grinned back at him, imagining Aunt Lilac’s face in the morning. Her niece had vanished from a locked room! A girl with scarred legs who couldn’t climb out a window and down two storeys into the garden. It was as good a mystery as any in The Girl’s Own Annual, and she was part of it.

The woman beckoned impatiently. She headed out the gate.

Blue bent down and slipped her shoes on over her stockingless feet. She shuffled after the woman, her knees wobbly with weakness, clumsy in her nightdress. I should have changed, she thought. Put on my dress, petticoats, hat …

The woman hesitated. She came back and put a firm arm under Blue’s shoulders to help her along.

It was embarrassing. It was also necessary, Blue realised. The faster they were gone, the less chance they would be seen.

She let herself be half dragged into the unknown. The boy — or dwarf or Tiny Titania — followed them.





Chapter 7

The lights, the crowds, the carts and the automobiles had vanished, as though they had all been part of the circus’s illusions. Only the trampled thistles and scattered tickets and peanut shells showed there had ever been a crowd here.

The Big Top hung limp in the moonlight. As Blue watched, it collapsed on itself. Two dim figures moved purposefully about its folds.

A single lamp shone in the window of the old-fashioned caravan. The other two caravans were dark. The elephant still stood by her pile of hay, making no effort to get away, even now the Big Top was no longer closing her in. As Blue looked, the big animal curled her pink-tipped trunk, inserting the hay neatly into her mouth. She turned as Blue and the others approached, her ears flapping back. She raised her trunk enquiringly, then lowered it again, and picked up the teddy bear.

‘She’s beautiful,’ Blue breathed.

The woman looked at her. For the first time emotion flickered over her rabbity face. ‘Yes, she is.’

The elephant took two paces towards Blue. The grey trunk held out the teddy bear. Blue took it automatically.

The caravan door opened.

The woman took her arm away. ‘Go in there,’ she said, and then to the boy, ‘Bed.’

‘But Mum!’

‘I said bed. Now.’

The boy made a face. It was such a normal ‘I don’t want to’ face that Blue felt strangely reassured. Up till now the boy had seemed part elf. Now he was just another kid who didn’t want to miss out.

But he obeyed, vanishing into one of the round caravans. He shut the door behind him.

The elephant watched with her small bright eyes. Blue cradled the teddy bear. ‘Do you want me to have it?’

The elephant didn’t reply. Of course she won’t answer, Blue told herself. She’s an elephant. But the elephant didn’t look away either as Blue clumsily made her way up the four steps to the caravan door, the bear in her arms.

No one moved to help her. She peered into the caravan nervously. The light inside was dim, but bright after the darkness outside, its glow enough to see shelves, pots and shawls hanging from hooks, a most domestic-looking broom, the woman seated on the bed, the girl cross-legged on the floor. The woman was unquestionably Madame Zlosky, dressed much as she had been in the tent but without the shawls. The girl’s hair was short and black again, not blonde, but she was still recognisable as Glorious Gloria.

Blue stepped inside the caravan. The girl got up and shut the door behind her. But at least, thought Blue, there was no sound of a key in the lock, or a bolt.

‘Sit down.’ Madame Zlosky’s accent was almost gone. Blue sat on the bed. She’d have preferred to sit on the floor with the girl, but doubted she could manage it. The girl scowled up at her.

‘Why have you brought me here?’ Blue found her voice wobbling with tiredness.

‘We didn’t. You came yourself.’

‘I didn’t lower myself out a window!’ Better, she thought. Her voice sounded stronger now.

The girl snickered. ‘Scared, were you?’

‘No,’ said Blue. She suddenly realised she was clutching the teddy bear like a child.

‘You should have been. If there’s not a corner of you that’s scared when you’re up on the ropes, you’ll make a mistake. Mistakes can kill. That’s what my pa used to say. Pa was the greatest trapeze artist in the world.’

‘Be silent, Gertrude.’

The girl stilled at Madame Zlosky’s tone.

Gertrude? Blue hid a grin. So Glorious Gloria was really a Gertrude. ‘What’s Tiny Titania’s real name?’

‘Ginger,’ Madame Zlosky answered.

‘No one calls a boy Ginger.’

‘Nor did his parents. But he is Ginger now.’

‘Why am I here?’

‘You wanted to come.’

Blue felt a prickle of anger overcome her unease. ‘Stop being a fortune-teller. Why did you help me to come here?’

‘Because you are being poisoned. This is a chance to save your life.’

The chill seemed to sweep from her toes upwards, despite the heat of the caravan. ‘I’m not being poisoned.’ The words were automatic. And then, as the dreadful possibility began to prickle: ‘How do you know?’

‘The same way I knew about the four-fingered lover, that the woman called Mrs Rundle would have a grandchild.’

‘The Great Madame Zlosky knows many things,’ intoned Gertrude.

Blue glanced at her, then back at Madame Zlosky. ‘You have spies, don’t you?’

Madame Zlosky smiled. It was a real smile, not the seer’s. ‘We listen. Ask questions at the gate sometimes. “You’re looking blooming today, my dear.”’ Suddenly the old voice was that of the ticket-seller. ‘And then the girl whispers, “I’m expecting, but no one knows yet, not even my mum.” And Ephraim tells me.’

‘Someone told you I’m being poisoned?’ asked Blue slowly.

‘Yes.’

‘Who?’

‘That I can’t tell you. One day perhaps. Not yet. ’

‘I don’t believe it.’ And yet she did. Or accepted it might be happening, which was almost as bad. Because she was young, had been healthy, and should be getting better, not worse. Because grief and burns didn’t cause nausea and retching day after day, or hair to fall out every time she brushed it. ‘How am I being poisoned then? Who by?’

‘The poison is arsenic, I suspect.’ The voice was matter of fact. ‘Arsenic makes hair fall out, like yours. You feel ill in your stomach, do you not? You vomit, you cannot eat?’

‘You know all about arsenic poisoning then?’

‘Anyone who read about the Glintock poisoning case in the newspaper last year knows about arsenic.’ The voice was dry. ‘Arsenic is easy to buy at any chemist shop, for killing rats or slugs or weeds. It can kill quickly. But small amounts, day after day, it can make someone sick, till it seems that death comes naturally.’

‘You … you think that’s what they are doing to me?’

The thin face nodded to where Blue’s voice had come from. ‘You don’t scream “No, it is impossible” now? Mr Glintock gave his wife too large a dose too suddenly. The coroner even said so. The coroner was a fool too. He might as well have told the whole of Australia: this is how to poison your wife and not be found out. But men are so often fools. Did you know the police believe that the fire at your house was set deliberately?’

‘No! I … They never told me.’

‘You were too ill, I imagine,’ said Madame Zlosky. ‘Truly ill, back then.’

‘But why would anyone want to kill me?’ I’m a nuisance, she thought. But you don’t kill someone because they are a bother to you. And I wasn’t such a nuisance before the fire, before I was burned and disfigured.

‘I can’t tell you that either.’

‘Can’t or won’t?’

‘A little of both. If I told you, it would be a guess, not truth.’

‘You could be lying,’ said Blue. ‘Making all this up.’

‘Do you think I am?’

Blue tried to think. Her stomach spasmed again. She wiped the sweat from her forehead. ‘I think … I think you believe it’s true.’

Gertrude snorted from her spot on the floor. ‘Madame doesn’t lie.’

‘Of course I do. Well, Bluebell Laurence? You have a choice. You can come with us or go back to your big house. Mrs Olsen will help you in through one of the ground-floor windows. I do not think we could haul you back up to your bedroom. You will have to explain to your aunts how you got out of a locked room. I suggest you say you walked in your sleep and woke up on the sofa. It is obviously untrue but also cannot be argued with. So, what do you choose?’

‘Where are you going? Gundagai?’ Gundagai, she thought. It had an opera house, didn’t it? And a wide sweeping river and paddle boats …

‘Not to Gundagai.’

‘But the ringmaster said —’

‘The punters have no need to know where we are going,’ said Madame Zlosky. ‘Just where it will please them to think we go. We never go to Gundagai.’

‘Why not?’ She didn’t really care. Her brain was full. She was so tired …

‘There was a fire at Gundagai. Yes, all I loved I lost in a fire too. But I made the choice to build my life again. I had a choice, and you have a choice. There is always a choice, but few have the courage to choose. Now I need your answer. We must be gone by morning, when you’ll be missed.’

Blue tried to think. She couldn’t just vanish. It wasn’t fair on the aunts. They had done their best …

Or tried to kill her. She thought of the bitter liver custards, the flasks of curdled milk. They had taken her away from Melbourne, hidden her even from Uncle Herbert.

Women like Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy didn’t kill people. Murderers looked like …

Like anyone else, she thought, thinking of Mr Glintock’s face in the newspaper. He was such a nice man, the neighbours said. But Uncle Herbert would be concerned, and Mah. Mah had put a rose on Blue’s tray that morning because it had been her birthday …

She thought of her hair, falling out. Someone is poisoning me, she thought. Even if I go to Uncle Herbert, he wouldn’t believe the aunts might be trying to kill me. Even if he did … She shivered. If someone had really burned down a house to kill her and then fed her poison, perhaps nowhere she was known would be safe.

A thought floated unbidden into her head: if I go back to that house, I will die.

It felt … real. On this strange day when nothing was as it seemed that was as solid as an old stump. It was simple too. Stay and die. Leave and live. But there was something deeper. She had been trapped in that musty bedroom, imprisoned even before Aunt Lilac turned the key in the lock. Today she had chosen to leave it to see a circus; had made her own decision to let Ginger lower her to the ground.

This was her choice too.

‘Could you put a note in the letterbox?’ she asked slowly. ‘To say that I am all right and not to look for me?’

Gertrude snorted. ‘Don’t be stupid. Of course they’ll look for you.’

‘Yes,’ said Madame Zlosky. ‘We can do that. Gertrude is right, they will look anyway. But we can leave a note.’

‘Can I feed the elephant?’

‘Certainly.’ Did she imagine pleasure somewhere in the old voice?

‘Then I will come.’

A smile crept under the faded eyes. ‘You’re not going to say, “Thank you, Madame, for saving my life. Thank you, kind people of the circus, for putting yourselves in danger to help me”?’

Blue considered. ‘Not yet,’ she said frankly. ‘Not till I know why you’re doing it.’ Not till I really believe someone actually tried to kill me, she thought. ‘If I recover and become healthy, then I’ll know I was being poisoned.’

‘That is a sensible decision.’ Madame reached towards one of the cupboards. Her hands folded over a bottle. She held it out. ‘Take a mouthful of this before you sleep, and then another six times through the day. I will give you more when it is finished.’

Blue took it cautiously. Could this be yet another poison? But it didn’t make sense. These people had no reason to poison her. No reason to help her either. ‘What is it?’

‘Mostly garlic. A little yarrow, chamomile, valerian, powdered bark of the slippery elm …’

‘I don’t know what those are.’

‘But I do.’ Madame stood, then felt for the quilt at the end of her bed. ‘You will sleep in this bed. Gertrude, use this as a mattress for me please, and make me a bed on the floor.’

‘I can’t take your bed!’ protested Blue, as Gertrude said, ‘But no one else ever sleeps in your caravan.’

‘Futures change,’ said Madame Zlosky, in her seer’s voice. ‘I see a girl asleep in this bed, and an old woman in what you will make into a comfortable mattress on the floor. I may be old, but I can get to my feet from the floor easier than this girl can. Now drink your medicine,’ she added to Blue, almost but not quite looking at her face. ‘Gertrude, make my bed, then tell the others the girl is staying.’





Chapter 8

Sleep claimed her swiftly, despite the strange narrow bed, the scents of herbs and wood and elephant. Sometime in the night, she woke to thumps and bumping.

‘What’s happening?’ Her voice felt blurred. Darkness had sucked in the world around her. Where was she?

A voice below her said, ‘The truck has come back for us. We have only the one truck, so it must make several trips. Our caravan is the last to leave. Go back to sleep, girl.’

She did.

She woke to heat, the tattered teddy bear on the pillow next to her. There was no sign of Madame Zlosky. Light shattered through the thick glass of a small window, turning it blue and green and red. Blue squinted through it. The glass distorted the view, like trying to see through a boiled lolly. It must be late morning. How had she slept so deeply and for so long? She looked at the bottle next to the bed. Had they drugged her?

She waited for the morning’s nausea. But for the first time in months there was none. She held out her hands. They were steady, and there was no dizziness when she slowly got out of bed, just a feeling that her knees weren’t quite up to keeping her erect. But they managed.

She looked around the caravan. I need clothes, she thought. I can’t go outside in my nightdress. I need a chamber pot.

No chamber pot. Clothes that were obviously Madame Zlosky’s hung on a wooden peg. She didn’t feel she should put on someone else’s dress. She settled for a shawl to cover the absence of underwear under her nightdress, and slipped on her shoes. She grasped the door handle.

The door was locked.

No! The first emotion was panic. The second was anger. How dare they lock her in, like Aunt Lilac had? Then fear. She suddenly realised that even a ransom of a hundred pounds might seem like a fortune to a barefoot boy and a circus woman in tattered shawls.

Anger returned. If they thought she was going to wait here obediently, then they were mistaken!

She banged on the door with both fists. ‘Let me out! Now!’

The door opened at once. A boy scowled at her, but with Gertrude’s face. She was dressed in patched shorts and a faded check shirt, the trimmed ends of her hair tucked up under a hat, her feet bare. Her bosom had vanished, bound perhaps by a tight camisole. ‘Shut up! Do you want to bring the coppers down on us?’

‘I will if you don’t let me out!’

‘You were willing to come last night. What do you want to go out for now?’

‘Why did you lock the door?’

‘To stop any strangers wandering by coming in while you were asleep, of course. What are you getting your knickers in a knot about?’

Blue flushed. ‘I need a chamber pot.’

She expected Gertrude to sneer. She didn’t. ‘I’ll get you one. Just don’t let anyone see you. Or hear you,’ she added.

‘Why not?’ demanded Blue.

Gertrude looked at her with annoyance. ‘Because they’ll be looking for you, stupid. Your aunts. The police.’

‘The police! But I said I was safe in the note!’

Blue suddenly wished she’d asked them to give a note to Mah too. But Mah heard everything. She’d learn about the note to the aunts. Surely she will, thought Blue desperately.

‘You really think those aunts of yours will let their niece vanish? If they don’t report you missing, the coppers might think they’ve done you in.’ Gertrude looked at her steadily. ‘I don’t want you here. You’re not circus. You’re not even family. But you are here and … well, whoever was poisoning you will still want you dead. And anyone who doesn’t will be worried. So you need to stay hidden. If they find you, it’ll be bad for you, and even worse for us. We’re risking a lot for you. All right?’

Blue nodded.

‘Thank goodness you’re showing some sense. Are you hungry?’

To her surprise, she was. She nodded again. She shut the door, then looked at the bottle on the table and took another swig. It tasted horrible, bitter and mouldy at the same time. But it made her feel better, stronger, as though she could cope with anything.

She sat back on the bed, and wondered exactly what she was going to have to cope with, and when.





Chapter 9

Gertrude brought the chamber pot, with a cloth to cover it, and a chipped white plate of strange-textured bread and sweaty cheese, and a jug of water.

Gertrude waited outside while Blue used the pot — she was glad she could use the bed and the table on the other side to help lever herself down onto it and then haul herself back up — and covered it. Blue handed it to Gertrude — somehow it seemed worse to give your chamber pot to someone who didn’t like you, instead of someone like Mah, who did, especially someone who wasn’t a servant. Blue shut the door again, and looked at the bread and cheese.

The bread was fresh, cut in big white doorstops and slightly doughy, with a pale brown top instead of a black crust. There was no butter. Of course, she thought, a circus wouldn’t have an ice chest and maybe not even a Coolgardie. The cheese looked hard and moist, but tasted good.

She ate slowly, waiting for the nausea to come. But apart from a few faint spasms of pain after the first few mouthfuls, her stomach felt better for the food, not worse. She drank some water even more slowly. And then she waited.

It wasn’t as boring as she had expected. There were no books or, if there were, they were hidden under clothes and shawls or in the chests under the narrow bed, and she didn’t like to forage too much among a stranger’s possessions.

I should have brought the crossword puzzle, she thought, then remembered with a pang that she had left Mum’s postcard behind too. All she had was her bracelet. And my life, she thought.

The caravan’s windows looked out onto more brown grass and thistles. She was wary of lingering in sight though. If she could see out, then someone could maybe see in.

She listened instead: the creak of timbers, the flapping of canvas that she supposed was the tent being erected again, hammers, the swish of rope, voices yelling and laughing, someone shouting, angry. Gertrude, she thought, as the angry voice too became a laugh. But there was no sound that might be Sheba.

A man yelled in the distance. It was the call she’d heard yesterday: ‘One night only! The Magnifico Family Circus!’ and the blare of the trombone. The calls drew closer. She focused on the sound, waiting for the heavy plod of elephant feet.

And there they were, the rhythmic thud, the flapping of ears, the rumbling murmur that was almost too low to hear. A man’s voice — or was it a woman’s? — said, ‘There you are, old girl. Lucerne hay today and, look, a bag of carrots.’

The elephant gave a snort, an about-time-too sound. Suddenly the sound of crunching just outside the caravan overpowered the other sounds, and the plop! of what must be dung.

Blue grinned, despite the heat, the strangeness. She was sitting next to an elephant. She couldn’t see it, couldn’t touch it. But it was there. And she was on the road to Gundagai …

No, the old woman they called Madame had said not Gundagai, anywhere but Gundagai. But it didn’t matter. Nor did the possibility that the aunts and Uncle Herbert might be worried matter either. They wouldn’t be very worried, she told herself. It wasn’t as though any of them really cared for her. She was a duty. And if the aunts were really trying to kill her …

It should have felt impossible. The fact that it didn’t frightened her more than anything else.

Time passed. The sounds changed — the splash of buckets of water now and, all at once, a giant ‘Arggg hoo’ that she knew had to be the sound of an elephant laughing.

The door opened. Madame Zlosky stood in the doorway. She wore a black dress that did not look at all like the respectable mourning dresses of Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy, the neck too low, showing a glimpse of wrinkled bosom between the fringes of her shawl, the cloth faded till it was almost rusty. Her hair was covered in another shawl, tied in a triangle across her forehead and hanging down her back. She shut the door behind her, then sat on the edge of the bed. She looked almost straight at Blue as she said, ‘We must talk.’

‘How did you get in here?’ asked Blue, then realised how stupid it sounded. ‘I mean, no one showed you the way.’

Madame gave a faint smile. ‘It is fourteen steps from the Big Top to Sheba’s hay, which I can feel under my feet. It is five steps from the hay to my caravan. It is twenty-one steps from the hay to where I must stand in the ring, and fifty-two steps and then turn right and ten more steps to the tent where I tell fortunes.’

‘You do that all the time?’ Every day, thought Blue, counting and counting.

‘Always, no matter where we go, the tents and the caravans and Sheba’s hay are placed in exactly the same positions, so I can find them. And I listen,’ Madame added. ‘When you are blind — if you are not stupid — you listen. You learn to feel with your skin, to judge by smell. There are no clouds today, I think. Deep blue sky.’

Blue had seen a cloud when she had looked out the window. But it was a small one, too small to make a blind woman wrong. ‘You weren’t always blind, were you?’ she asked softly. ‘I mean, you said the sky was blue.’

‘Even a blind woman can learn the names of the colours. But you are right. I became blind slowly, slow enough to learn how to manage the loss of sight. Slow enough to drink in everything I saw so it would last the rest of my life. Sometimes I think that being blind is almost a blessing, for I see only in my memory now, and my memory is filled with those who I love, those who have gone. But there are more urgent matters. The police will be here soon. We must be ready.’

‘The police!’

‘Looking for you.’ The voice with its faint foreign inflection was impatient now. ‘What did you think, that you could just sneak away into the night?’

‘I … I don’t think I was thinking properly last night.’

‘But you feel better now.’ It wasn’t a question. ‘You will keep feeling better, though it will be months, I think, before you are properly well. But now — the police. They will come to the circus. When a hen goes missing, a diamond tiara or a girl, the police always come to the circus first. We of the circus are thieves and vagabonds, you know.’

‘Stupid,’ said Blue.

‘Of course. Why would we take a tiara? Far too difficult to sell. And by the time someone notices that a hen is missing it has been eaten, and the feathers are already in a quilt.

‘So, are you prepared to fool the police? It will be hard, the hardest thing that you have ever done. If you cannot do that, tell me now. Ebenezer can drive you back. As before, you can say you were sleepwalking. In your nightdress you will be believed. It is your choice. Always,’ said Madame Zlosky, ‘it is your choice.’

Blue weighed the words. Madame hadn’t said, ‘Only a fool would go back to where someone was poisoning her.’ She hadn’t even said, ‘You will be safe with us.’ She had said, ‘It is your choice.’

It had been six months since Blue had had any choice at all.

‘I will do what you tell me to,’ she said slowly. ‘Where should I hide?’

‘Hide? In a circus?’ Madame’s thin lips twitched. ‘Under the bed perhaps? Even if Ebenezer drove you into the bush, there would be someone to see him and the truck. A circus is in plain sight, always. There is nowhere here where you can hide from the police.’

‘But you said the police will come —’

‘And they will see you. There in the ring, this afternoon, rehearsing the Dance of the Seven Veils.’

Reality crashed on her like a wave. This woman could have no idea of how much the girl she’d rescued was handicapped.

‘I can’t dance,’ said Blue desperately. Only a blind woman could have come up with a plan like this. ‘Madame, you don’t understand. I’m crippled. There’s a scar …’ It was hard to say the words without crying. ‘After I was burned the top of my legs sort of stuck together. That’s why I shuffle. The police will see my other scars, my hair …’

‘They will not see your scars, or your hair. That is how you will fool them. And you will dance,’ said Madame Zlosky. ‘Or every one of us will be arrested.’

Mrs Olsen arrived to dress her — a new Mrs Olsen. The dull dress was gone, replaced with the gold harem pants and camisole. Her rabbit face had been given new contours with rouge, the thin little mouth reshaped with lipstick. She almost looked pretty, even without bright blonde hair.

Blue stared at the harem pants. ‘They won’t fit over my … my scars …’ Nor could she wear any knickers.

‘They don’t go all the way up, like ordinary trousers.’ Mrs Olsen’s voice was kind, but there was a thread of fear too. For the first time Blue realised that she really was endangering these people. ‘It’ll be easier if you let me dress you.’

It was as though the woman didn’t notice the lack of underwear. She did look at the scar, evaluating without disgust and with only a nod of sympathy. ‘Only that one spot, just like we expected,’ she said to Madame. ‘We can work with it.’

‘Who told you what my scar was like?’

Neither woman answered her. The pants slipped over her legs, loose and strangely cool, the join between her legs hanging at about knee level. Mrs Olsen fastened them just above her hips. Gold silk slippers. Blue waited for the camisole. Instead Mrs Olsen fastened a stocking around her. ‘Pardon me,’ she said, as she pushed two semi-hollow halves of a rubber ball over Blue’s breasts, then slipped the camisole over them. Blue looked down. Her real bosom seemed to grin up at her, looking six times its real size.

‘Better take the bracelet off,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘It might be recognised.’

‘No!’ Blue put her hand over it protectively.

Mrs Olsen looked even more like a nervous bunny. ‘The police might be looking for it too.’

Madame held up her hand. ‘If we can hide a girl, we can hide a bracelet.’

‘I’m not taking it off.’

‘Be quiet. We hide a girl among other girls. We hide a bracelet among other bracelets.’ Madame nodded in the vague direction of Mrs Olsen. ‘Get the jewellery out. Bracelets for all of us.’

Mrs Olsen cast Blue another worried glance. She pulled out a small box from under the bed. It was black wood, with a keyhole but no key. Mrs Olsen opened it. The box was partitioned into three: the first two held necklaces and bracelets, the last held earrings and brooches. Mrs Olsen piled the bracelets and necklaces into her lap. She shoved some onto her own wrists, then handed a small heap each to Madame and Blue.

Blue looked at the collection of gold and silver chains, the blue and red stones. This would be a treasure fit for a maharajah if the stones were real. ‘This one’s a necklace.’

‘Necklaces can be wound around the wrists,’ said Madame. She held out her wrist to demonstrate.

Mrs Olsen bit her lip. ‘Gertrude won’t like wearing bracelets, even in the dance. Jewellery gets tangled.’

‘Gertrude will do what she is told,’ said Madame calmly. ‘But she will not dance this time. We must have only four dancers, not five. Do the make-up. Hurry.’

Mrs Olsen opened another old black box. Blue sat still as a sponge coated with some sort of pale paste flowed over her face, her neck, down to the top of the camisole. Mrs Olsen dabbed a brown V between her bosom, and more pale brown strokes at the side of her cheeks and nose. A small brush scratched and shaped her eyebrows.

Mrs Olsen reached for a jar. She brushed rouge onto Blue’s cheeks and then a little on the sides of her forehead. Another pot came out, this one holding blue-black paste. Mrs Olsen used her little finger to smear a dash of it under Blue’s eyes and over her eyelids.

Mrs Olsen sat back and studied her. She added more of the pale paste to Blue’s neck, and some rouge to the top of her bosom, and two light strokes down the front of her neck. Blue felt the tickle of lipstick, even brighter than the rouge.

Mrs Olsen picked up a pair of scissors and lifted a lock of Blue’s hair.

‘No!’ Blue flinched back as the first lock was cut, close to her scalp. Hair was a woman’s crowning glory. She had lost too much of it already. This was far shorter than fashionable shingling.

Madame’s head was tilted again, as though trying to follow the operation by hearing alone.

‘She doesn’t want her hair cut,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘We do not have time for this.’ Madame turned, almost but not quite facing Blue. ‘You will let Mrs Olsen continue or you will go back. Your hair is too easy to identify.’

Blue nodded at Mrs Olsen.

Snip. Snip. The long red locks fell onto the floor.

‘Your hair will grow back,’ said Mrs Olsen softly. ‘Properly, won’t it, Madame?’

‘In a few months, perhaps, when the poison is out of her system.’ Madame held out her hand. Mrs Olsen carefully gathered up the red strands and handed them to her. Madame reached down and pulled out a box from under the bed, then wrapped the locks in a silk handkerchief. ‘Hair has power,’ she said. ‘You must keep it safe.’

Blue did not let her opinion of the superstition show. She ran her hand over her scalp. Her head felt ridiculously light, the remaining fuzz of hair as soft as velvet. She shook her head, enjoying the coolness, then stopped as Mrs Olsen began to run something dark into the stubble that was left.

‘You’re slim enough to pass as a boy most of the time. No one will think that a black-haired boy could be a red-headed girl, or that a dancer could be a girl with a limp. There, all done. Better give the make-up a few minutes to dry before we put the wig on. Now, you need to learn the dance. It’s a simple one.’

‘No, it’s not,’ said Blue helplessly, ‘I’ve seen it!’

Mrs Olsen looked at her with surprising patience. ‘It’s simple when you know the pattern.’

Blue was silent. Didn’t they realise how impossible this was?

‘Stand up,’ said Mrs Olsen.

Blue stood, steadying herself with a hand on the bed.

‘Now take a step forwards, like this, knees together. Put one foot exactly in front of the other. See?’

Blue tried it. To her surprise the new step was easier than her shuffling walk.

‘A new walk, a disguise also,’ said Madame. ‘It will make your hips sway, like the dancer you are supposed to be.’ She shook her head. ‘As soon as we could walk, we all were trained in the dance. Dance makes you graceful. It teaches you where your body is. Trapeze, tightrope, acrobats, we all needed the discipline of the dance. Ah, I have seen such dancers in my time. But your moves will be enough to fool the punters.’

‘Punters?’ asked Blue. She vaguely recalled hearing the term last night, but she’d been too tired to ask what Madame was referring to.

‘Audience,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘There are always four dancers. You’ll be the third in line. It’s dark when we walk in, so you need to count your steps. It will be forty paces exactly if you walk the way I showed you. Turn right after forty paces. Count to ten before you lift your arms. You count like this. One and two and …’

‘One and two and …’ repeated Blue.

‘That’s it. The beat of the music will help. Everything is to the count of eight. The dance really only has four movements. Move your hips, arms up, arms down, turn as you cast off a veil. Then do it all again. You sway your arms up, like this.’

Blue copied Mrs Olsen’s gesture as Madame tapped a beat. It was surprisingly easy.

‘Put your arms down, and sway them again. That’s right. Now sway your hips, like this. You try it.’

Blue moved her hips to one side, then back and around. To her relief they moved without pulling her knees apart. Her legs still felt like blancmange, but it was good to move her body again, after so many months of trying to keep it still.

‘You almost have it. Pretend your hips are doing a figure of eight, not a circle. Yes, you’ve got it.’ Mrs Olsen nodded approvingly. ‘You’ve got some muscle on you. Haven’t spent your whole life on a sofa, I reckon.’

‘I used to bicycle, and play tennis. We had a tennis court at home.’ Blue tried to keep the longing from her voice. ‘And riding, and dancing lessons.’

‘Don’t think the tennis will help you much. The rest, well, possibly. We dance for ten minutes. Can you last that long?’

‘Yes,’ said Blue.

‘No,’ said Madame. ‘It will be five minutes tonight, and every night until she is stronger. We cannot risk her collapsing, or even looking faint. Drink your medicine again,’ she added to Blue.

Blue obeyed, then drank some water to wash away the taste. ‘Is there a drug in it? I slept so soundly last night,’ she added apologetically.

‘Of course there are drugs in it. I told you. Garlic, for that is good to take away the poison, chamomile, valerian … but not, I think, the kind of drugs you mean. The valerian, the hops, the passionflower, they all help you sleep and calm your nerves too, as well as your stomach. They relax you, if you like. You slept because you relaxed, and because you were tired. I remember …’

Someone knocked on the door urgently. Ginger’s face peered in. ‘Mum! It’s the coppers. Three o’ them.’

Madame stood up calmly. ‘Then it is time the dancers rehearsed. Your name is now Belle. That way if you look up when someone says the name Bluebell it will not look suspicious.’

Blue stared at them, the old woman, the younger one, the boy. They seem so used to this, she thought. The police, the deception.

Mrs Olsen pulled another trunk from under the bed. A scent of mothballs and lavender filled the caravan as she pushed away an assortment of faded clothes and brought out four bright gold wigs. She put one on herself, adjusting it with the ease of long practice, put two on the bed, then placed the third on Blue’s head.

It felt heavy, and almost immediately hot. It also itched. Mrs Olsen pulled aside a shawl that hung on the wall, revealing a mirror. ‘What do you think?’

Blue gazed at the mirror. A woman stared back at her, a — what was the word? — a voluptuous woman, at least in her twenties. She looked beautiful, exotic and completely unfamiliar.

‘Smile,’ ordered Madame. ‘Smile and keep on smiling. Look the policemen straight in the eye. Fools think a liar never looks you in the eye. You want to charm them too. Put your chin down, then look up at them through your lashes. Do it. Now.’

Blue put her chin down, looked up, smiled. The dancer in the mirror gazed up at her seductively. It’s me, she thought. That’s really me. I’m beautiful.

No, the make-up and the rubber-ball halves had created the beauty, and the gold silk costume. But she was part of it nonetheless. Yesterday’s monster had vanished.

Mrs Olsen let the shawl fall over the mirror again as Madame said, ‘Mirrors have power. Never make an ugly face in a mirror. The image in a mirror lasts forever, even if you cannot see it. Never leave the mirror uncovered.’

‘No, Madame.’

‘Remember to smile. Do not speak unless you are spoken to. If you feel faint, breathe slowly and deeply. You must on no account show weakness. They are hunting for a weak girl, not a strong one. Look at where the audience would be as you dance, not the other dancers. And keep on smiling. Always, always smile. Your name is Belle Olsen. You are Mrs Olsen’s youngest daughter, Gertrude and Ginger’s sister. You have always been with the circus. You were born on the road to Gundagai.’

So I have been, in a way, thought Blue.

‘Now go outside. I must change too.’ Madame made a shooing gesture. The harem dancer followed Mrs Olsen out of the caravan.





Chapter 10

The smell of brown grass and canvas hit her, overpowering the scent of greasepaint and a strange mouldy odour from the wig. She blinked, trying to take it all in.

The circus looked exactly as it had the day before: the high Big Top and the three small tents, though as yet there was no dwarf — or Ginger — describing the Freak Show’s wonders outside, or anyone at the gate selling tickets.

Even the paddocks around them looked the same, bare and brown and full of thistles, edged with barbed-wire fences. The only difference was a farmhouse on one side, its pale yellow paint peeling, heat shimmering from its tin roof. Cabbages and silver beet wilted in a small garden plot. Hens pecked as though they did it from long habit, rather than any expectation they’d find something good among the dust.

Best of all, there was Sheba, her grey hide wet from her recent washing, standing in the scanty shade of a tarpaulin. Her ears flapped back as she gazed at Blue. Did elephants grin? she wondered. It almost seemed as if the giant creature smiled at her.

‘Poor old girl,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘No real shade for you today. Not even a creek to paddle in.’

‘She’s not tethered,’ said Blue. The ground felt hot through her slippers. ‘Why doesn’t she wander off?’

‘Tether Sheba?’ The voice behind her sounded as outraged as if she’d suggested tying up a baby. Madame stood on the caravan steps, a new Madame, her face pale with make-up, the blonde wig covering her grey hair and much of her wrinkled neck, and what Blue suspected was a bosom as fake as her own pushing up the flimsy camisole. But Madame’s now erect posture was real. Her waist looked like a young woman’s, and the wiriness of her arms would pass for youthful slimness in dim light. She lashed a shawl around her neck, covering the last of the wrinkles. ‘You do not tether your friends.’

‘Sheba stays where she’s loved,’ said Mrs Olsen simply. ‘Where would she go?’

‘I … I’m sorry.’ Blue wasn’t quite sure why she was apologising. Horses had to be tethered sometimes. Why not an elephant? Suddenly she was aware that Sheba was watching her. The grey trunk reached out towards them.

‘She wants her teddy bear,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘I … I thought it was a gift.’

Mrs Olsen smiled. ‘A loan. I’ll get it for her.’ She nodded to a sack under Madame’s caravan. ‘Give her half the carrots while I get changed. One at a time. And no more questions,’ she added softly. She nodded towards a vehicle Blue hadn’t noticed: a long black police car.

How did you feed an elephant?

Blue stood helplessly as Mrs Olsen fetched the teddy bear, then strode off with Madame into the main tent. It was impossible to tell that Madame was counting her steps. Was she really blind? But, as Blue watched, the old woman’s hand touched the bales of hay. She turned slightly, then walked in a straight line into the tent.

Blue looked at the elephant, still eyeing her from its canvas shelter. She walked, carefully swaying with tiny steps, and held out the teddy bear. The grey trunk reached for it. The tip looked strangely soft and moist. It felt soft too, as it curled around the toy, then tenderly placed it on top of the pile of hay.

Blue pulled the sack of carrots out from under Madame’s caravan.

‘Ahhhgg,’ sighed the elephant quietly.

Blue filled her arms with carrots. She tried to look as though she fed an elephant every day of her life while wearing nothing but a wig and slippers, harem trousers and a camisole that didn’t quite cover her waist.

The elephant took a step towards her and then another. Slowly, delicately, as though the vast animal knew she was nervous, the trunk stretched out. It wrapped around a carrot and coiled back towards its mouth.

Two crunches and the carrot was gone.

Blue laughed. She wasn’t sure where the laugh had come from. How could she laugh, with tragedy and terror all about her? Someone was trying to poison me, she thought. I have lost my family. Lost my home. I am scarred and misshapen.

But somehow that was a world away. Now there was only today, the breeze on her bare waist and an elephant — an actual, real, breathing, living elephant — grinning at her. Yes, definitely grinning.

She held out the carrot this time. ‘You’re beautiful, do you know that? The most beautiful elephant in the whole world. You deserve a whole sack of carrots. And apples …’ What else did elephants like? ‘And buns,’ she added. ‘How would you like a sack of buns?’

‘Excuse me, miss?’

She hadn’t noticed the young constable behind her. She felt his gaze on her bosom — or, rather, on her bosom perched on top of the rubber-ball halves — then he looked back at her face. She put her chin down, looked up through her eyelashes and smiled, and heard him catch his breath. ‘Yes, officer?’ She tried to flatten her accent so it sounded like Mrs Olsen’s.

‘You seen a girl? Sixteen years old, long red hair, scars on face and neck.’ His boots had dust on their polish. Laurence’s boots, made for the whole Victorian police force.

Blue shook her head, heart thumping, half fear, half delight at the obvious admiration on the young man’s face.

‘She’s crippled-like too. Walks funny, they say.’

The elation vanished. ‘Yesterday, at Willow Creek,’ said Blue slowly. ‘I think there was a girl like that last night. I caught a glimpse of her before the show began.’ She tried to keep her voice steady. That had been the right thing to say, hadn’t it? Too many others would have seen her last night to deny that she’d been at the circus.

‘Not since then?’

Blue shook her head, feeling the unfamiliar sway of the wig against her neck. ‘What’s happened to her?’ Mrs Olsen had said not to ask questions, but it would look strange if she didn’t ask that one.

The constable shrugged. ‘Run off with a boyfriend, most like, though don’t know what he’d want with the girl if she’s so badly scarred like they say. But she’s some bigwig’s niece so we have to do our duty. If you wouldn’t mind going into the tent with the others, miss. The sergeant wants you all to wait in there while we search the caravans, then he’s goin’ to ask you some questions.’

‘Yes, of course.’ She smiled at him again, put the rest of the carrots in the shade, near Sheba, then on impulse patted the elephant’s side, hoping the elephant wouldn’t object and ruin the pretence that she knew what she was doing. To her relief the elephant ignored the pat, her attention on the carrots.

Blue swayed into the tent.

The seating had been arranged, but the barrier between the audience and the ring wasn’t yet up. Gertrude sat in the front seats, still in her boy’s shorts but with her hat off, her hair fluffed girl-like around her face. The top two shirt buttons were undone, showing a hint of bosom. Real, thought Blue enviously, not rubber balls. Two dancers sat next to her looking almost like sisters with their identical blonde hair and the skilfully applied make-up. Mrs Olsen was the first, thought Blue. Who was the second?

A wide mouth under slightly slanted eyes grinned at her. It was the bearded lady, now beardless once more.

‘Freshen your lipstick, Frederika.’ The ringmaster sat opposite, in his dinner jacket, his top hat by his side. Ginger sat next to him, looking like the innocent nine-year-old Blue suspected he could never be, with the moustached ticket-seller/Boffo the clown in overalls on the other side.

Mrs Olsen passed Frederika the lipstick. The young woman applied it. She winked at Blue as she handed it back. Gertrude ignored Blue. She looked bored, and a bit angry too.

Madame sat as straight as if she was at a duchess’s dinner party. ‘Ginger, go and see what the police are doing.’

‘Yes, Madame.’ He ran out, then was back a few seconds later. ‘On the last caravan now.’

‘Then we shall begin. If you please?’ Madame inclined her head towards the ringmaster.

Blue followed as the three other dancers stood up and walked back to the entrance of the tent. Somewhere a needle scratched on a record. The music began, tinny and even less like a real orchestra than the night before. Had the darkness given the music depth too?

Forty steps in, each foot placed precisely in front of the other, forcing her hips to sway, to move as her knees did not. Don’t look at the other dancers. Arms down, hips move. One, two, three, four, cast off a scarf …

Arms up, faster now. The loose silk brushed against her ankles. Surprisingly the hardest part was not looking at the others, to check that she was doing it right.

… five, six, seven, eight …

Faster, and faster again … The pain, slight when she had tried this in the caravan, was worse now, as though the scar had torn. She tried to keep her knees more firmly together, even as she swayed …

Turn, arms up. Dimly she was aware of three policemen standing at the entrance, staring at the dancers, their gaze intent. Could the sergeant see through her disguise? And then she realised that his look was the same as the young constable’s.

It was desire.

She had read about desire, in the novels on her parents’ top shelf, sneaked down and read at night. Now she knew its face.

He was looking at them all, at Madame, Frederika, Mrs Olsen …

He was looking at her too.

… eight, one … two, sway, arms down, turn …

It was as though none of the policemen could look away. She remembered the faces of the men last night, the women in the audience caught up too in the beauty of the dance. And I am beautiful as well, she thought. They are watching me.

The ugly girl had vanished in the caravan. This girl controlled the audience. They see only what I let them see, she thought. Nice girls don’t wave their hips, or wear lipstick. I’ve been a nice girl all my life.

Suddenly even letting the scarf fall to show her waist was freedom.

The pain vanished to a small corner, where it could be ignored. Strength burned through her bones.

The dance ruled the watchers.

She no longer had to think about the moves. There was just the music, the beat of gold slippers on dusty grass, the audience of three, staring, staring …

… seven, eight, arms down …

Suddenly she realised. During last night’s circus performance, the dancers had stepped out of their harem pants! Surely they wouldn’t do that now. She had no knickers on. Even if she could wear them, the policemen would see her scars …

The music stopped.

‘That’s enough practice for today, girls.’ The ringmaster stepped into the ring. ‘Go sit down,’ he added to the dancers and then, turning towards the policemen, ‘Well? Find anything?’

The sergeant ignored him. Like the ringmaster is a flea, thought Blue, despite his dinner jacket and top hat. She concentrated on getting to her seat. Smile, she thought. Smile. Her thighs screamed as she sat. Her legs poked out in front of her in what she hoped was a casual way. Dimly she was aware of Frederika putting her legs out too, so hers didn’t look so obvious.

The sergeant nodded to the constables. They took up positions at either entrance to the tent. ‘Names?’

The ringmaster answered first. ‘I’m Ebenezer Jones. This is my brother, Ephraim.’ The moustached man nodded. ‘The lad here is Ginger Olsen. That’s his mum, my younger sister, Mrs Olsen, and his two sisters, Belle and Gertrude.’

Blue was already smiling, trying to ignore the pain, the sweat trickling down her face. Gertrude gave a smile of confident long practice, meeting each of the policemen’s eyes in turn.

‘And that’s our aunt, Madame Zlosky, she’s our aunt on me mum’s side, and that’s me daughter, Frederika. Her poor mum passed away ten years ago.’ Frederika’s smile was a long one and involved batting her lashes.

‘A family affair then, this circus?’

‘Yes, sir. Always has been. Never any trouble with the police before. Just family, all respectable.’

The sergeant sniffed. He had not even given his own name, Blue realised.

‘Now let’s go through this again.’ The sergeant sounded more bored than suspicious. ‘You just so happened to be in a town where a young girl vanished last night. You just happened to pack up and leave that very night. Am I right so far?’

‘Yes, sir.’ The ringmaster’s voice was gruff but soft. ‘We don’t usually stay anywhere more than a night or two, unless there’s good pasture and a creek. No grass for Sheba.’

‘Who the blooming hell is Sheba?’

Blue had never heard a man swear in front of a lady before, though she had heard swear words when a man hadn’t realised she was listening. Of course. Even if he had looked at the dancers with apparent desire, this man thought so little of the circus women that he’d use a word like ‘hell’ in front of them. We are not ladies to him, she thought. We are … hussies. It was an Aunt Lilac word. But it fitted. We are painted and show our bosoms. Our waists are bare. The sergeant might desire us, but he doesn’t like us, or trust us either. She felt a true smile behind the fake one. We can fool you, she thought. We hussies are fooling you right now.

‘And none of you saw this girl after she left last night?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You sure about that?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. ‘What if I said someone saw you outside the girl’s house last night?’

The ringmaster’s face didn’t flicker. ‘Impossible, sir. We were dismantling the tent at the Willow Creek site. It’s a huge amount of work and takes a lot of people.’

‘I’m supposed to take your word for that, am I?’ The sergeant’s voice showed exactly what he thought a circus man’s word was worth. Blue felt a shiver of indignity at the assumption that the ringmaster would lie, and then the realisation that the sergeant was right.

The ringmaster was lying. They were all lying, each one of them. No, not lying, she thought, just like Madame’s predictions weren’t lies either. The ringmaster hadn’t said they were all at the site. We’re just letting them see what we want them to see.

‘Where are the rest of you then?’

‘We are all here, sir.’

‘Don’t give me that. Where are,’ the sergeant looked down at his notepad, ‘the Boldini Brothers? They was here last night. And a bearded lady and a dwarf with a hunched back too.’

‘That’s me,’ said Ginger. He almost managed to sound polite. He held up a harness. ‘Makes me a great hunchback. Put on a half-bald wig and Bob’s yer uncle. I’m Tiny Titania too.’

‘I’m the bearded lady.’ Frederika gave the sergeant another flirtatious look. He ignored it.

‘My oldest daughter and I are the Boldini Brothers, sir,’ said Mrs Olsen.

Blue managed not to stare. The sergeant snorted. ‘Pull the other one, will you. Come on, where are they? Them brothers were the ones seen outside the house last night.’

But they weren’t, thought Blue. It was a woman and a small boy.

‘They can’t have been, sir, for they don’t exist,’ insisted Mrs Olsen.

‘None o’ your lip —’ began the sergeant.

‘Gertrude? Untie the ladder,’ said Mrs Olsen quietly.

‘Yes, Mama.’ The words were meekly obedient. Gertrude unselfconsciously unfastened her baggy shorts and stepped out of them. She wore tight woollen shorts underneath. She unbuttoned her shirt too, showing a singlet underneath, and a lot of what was simply Gertrude. Gertrude let her smile linger on each of the policemen. She glanced down at her bosom. ‘Have to keep myself bound when we perform.’

‘To disguise yourself?’ The sergeant still sounded incredulous.

Gertrude’s smile was all too innocent. ‘Oh no. Because they bounce. Even a small weight can tip the balance when you’re trying something new. And I’m not small, am I?’

The sergeant’s jaw dropped. Frederika chuckled. Gertrude moved over to the side of the tent and untied a knot.

Two swings and a long narrow rope ladder bobbed down from the top of the tent. Gertrude thrust her hands around the ladder, grasping it from behind in some way too fast for Blue to follow. She climbed it like a monkey, hand over hand. A fairy monkey, thought Blue, trying to look as though she had seen Gertrude climb like this a thousand times.

Mrs Olsen waited till Gertrude was sitting on the swing, holding onto its rope sides, then she climbed the ladder too, her harem trousers still billowing around her hips. The ringmaster, Ebenezer, pulled the ladder back out of their way.

For a moment mother and daughter sat on the swing, motionless, then slowly each bent forwards and then back. The swing moved, arcing higher and higher each time.

Suddenly Gertrude swung herself down, almost too fast to see what she had done, or how. She hung on the swing by her legs, her arms stretched loosely down.

Back and forth, back and forth. The swing’s highest point almost reached the roof of the Big Top now.

All at once Gertrude was on the swing no longer. For perhaps three impossibly long seconds she flew, across the tent, before grasping the other swing with both hands. She hung there for a moment, then hauled herself up in one swift motion, the muscles bunching in her slim arms. A few seconds later she plunged down again, once more hanging from her knees.

Mrs Olsen grasped the bottom of the swing she was sitting on. She suddenly let go, in a small neat dive, to hang by her knees too. Back and forth went the swings, the two women swaying like pendulums. Blue counted ten swings. They both reached out their arms. Once again Gertrude flew across the tent. Blue bit her lip to stop the scream as Mrs Olsen grabbed her daughter’s wrists. They hung there, mother dangling from the swing, holding daughter, muscles bunching, smiles firmly in place …

‘Ladder,’ called Gertrude.

Ebenezer pushed the ladder so it swung back to the two women again. Gertrude caught it, twisted it till she found a foothold and began her descent.

‘End of the free show,’ she called to the watchers below, giving each of the policemen a smile. ‘If you want any more, you can pay a shilling.’ The smile vanished suddenly. ‘Except it’s extra for coppers. Ten bob for the lot of you.’

‘Gertrude,’ said Mrs Olsen sharply, as the sergeant said, ‘None of your lip, girl. All right, so you two are the Boldini Brothers, and,’ pointing at Frederika, ‘you’re the bearded lady. Fakes, the lot of you then.’

Gertrude leaped off the last two yards of ladder. She landed neatly beside the sergeant. ‘If you think what we did up there is fakery, you try it.’ She offered him the ladder.

‘Gertrude, sit down.’ Madame sounded like a duchess now. ‘Can we help you any further, sir?’

‘Yes. You two,’ he nodded at Blue and Frederika, ‘take off them wigs. Now.’

Ebenezer stepped forwards. ‘Sir, you can see we’re not hiding anyone.’

‘That’s as may be. But I like to know who I’m dealing with. The wigs.’

Blue lifted her wig off, then, inspired, pulled out the rubber-ball halves from her front too. The sergeant gave a bark of laughter. ‘Look at that, Foster,’ he said to the young constable. ‘That girl you was so stuck on is nothing but a lad. What’s your real name, eh? Bert instead of Belle?’

Blue flushed. The constable had thought she was beautiful. The sergeant looked down the row of dancers, then stopped as he stared at Frederika, with blonde hair now as short as Blue’s. Suddenly the dancer was revealed as a young man, in his early twenties perhaps, wiry and firm-muscled, but still with those laughing oriental eyes.

‘The name’s Fred,’ said Frederika/Fred helpfully. He pulled two whole rubber balls out of the top of his camisole and began to juggle them idly. ‘Ain’t bearded, ain’t a lady.’

‘I see.’ The sergeant seemed to be trying to think of a law that said that women couldn’t pretend to be men on a trapeze, and a young man couldn’t play a harem girl. ‘Just a mob of fakers, like I said. Don’t suppose you have an honest bone between the lot of you. Any of you care to tell me how a family circus comes to own that truck out there? Don’t come cheap, trucks like that.’

‘I sold jewellery,’ said Madame.

‘And where did you get that then?’ He’s trying to make us angry, thought Blue. And then, he knows his job.

‘It was a gift, long ago.’

‘Was it now? And it was just coincidence that the circus might have been in town when there was a jewel robbery?’

‘Once I was beautiful,’ said Madame, and suddenly listening to her voice you could believe it. ‘More beautiful than Gertrude, or any girl that you have seen. I had no need for theft, for men gave me jewels.’

‘No one has ever accused us of jewel robbery.’ There was a touch of heat in Ebenezer’s voice now. ‘Except that lady back in Geelong. Lost her bracelet. Ginger here noticed she’d dropped it in the House of Horrors.’

‘All innocent-like, I suppose. And if she hadn’t reported it missing, it would have been another “legacy”?’

‘We gave it back to her before she knew it had dropped off,’ said Ebenezer stolidly.

‘We are an honest family, officer.’ Madame’s voice quivered with age and honesty. All trace of a foreign accent had vanished. ‘We are just trying to do the best we can in these hard times. Is it a crime to brighten people’s lives with a little pretence and glitter? For that is all it is. They laugh at the clown, they scream in the House of Horrors, they gasp at Mrs Olsen and her Gertrude. We make a few performers seem like many, to give them value for their shilling. The audience go home happy. Do we do wrong?’

‘How much did you make back at Willow Creek?’

‘Seven pounds, four shillings and sixpence,’ said Ebenezer. And my ten pounds, thought Blue. ‘Enough to pay for the petrol for the generator and keep the truck running. Not enough for new tyres, although we need ’em. We also got two bags of carrots, a sack of spuds, a side of mutton and all the hay we can carry. Some folks pay in kind.’

‘Satisfied, sergeant?’ asked Madame. She didn’t wait for his answer. ‘Boys, we have a show to put on. Ginger, Fred, on with your costumes. Ephraim, Ebenezer, take Sheba down the main street again. Only half an hour mind, in this heat, but we need to let people know we have arrived. Bert, put on your wig again, you must be Belle. I want you to ride Sheba today. Smile and wave, dear, you know the drill. Young man,’ to the constable, ‘could you show me to my caravan? I am feeling … a little faint …’

She didn’t look faint, although her voice wobbled authentically. The constable ushered her out.

Blue blinked hard to force away her own faintness. Sweat trickled down her face and her legs. She looked down and saw a small rose of blood soaking the fabric at her knee. For the first time that day nausea rose. She pressed her knees together and hoped no one would notice.

How did you ride an elephant? She didn’t think she could even walk back to the caravan, much less ride through town. But at least the police were leaving, walking far too slowly out of the tent, still casting suspicious glances at each shadow.

Ebenezer bent down to her. ‘You all right, love?’

‘My scar. It’s bleeding. I think … I feel a bit …’

‘Here.’ He pulled a flask from his pocket. ‘Take a swig of that.’

‘More herbs?’

‘Whisky. Well, they called it whisky. But it’ll dull the pain.’ He spoke with the assurance of a man who was used to pain, and how to dull it. ‘Don’t you worry about riding Sheba. The old girl is quiet as a lamb. We’ll heave you up on her, and give you a rope to hold. You sit side-saddle, smooth as if you’re resting in an armchair. Just wave and smile, especially if you see a copper.’ He patted her hand. ‘Best way to hide something is in plain sight, that’s what Madame keeps tellin’ us.’

‘Is she really your aunt?’

‘She is now. Yours too.’

‘Great-aunt,’ said Blue slowly. ‘If I’m your niece or nephew, and she’s your aunt.’

‘She’s great all right.’ There was curious emotion in the man’s voice.

‘She saved my life,’ said Blue, still halfway between belief and incredulity.

‘She saved my life too. Saved all of us,’ said Ebenezer.

He was gone before she could ask him how.

Half an hour later she sat on a red cloth with gold tassels on top of an elephant, holding a gold braided rope, waving to the women who peered from the general store, the blokes outside the post office, the children calling excitedly as they peered over the school fence. Even the weary bagmen carrying their swags lifted their tattered hats to her.

Smile, she thought, smile! She forced back the pain and nausea.

The red cloth was worn and stained. But Sheba trod as gently as Ebenezer had promised. The faces on the footpath glowed with wonder as they passed, at the elephant, the men in dinner jackets and top hats, the trombone and the placard, and the blonde harem dancer, waving down at them.

For a while, at least — till her wig and greasepaint were removed — she was the most beautiful girl in all their town.





Chapter 11

The police car had gone when Sheba slowly plodded back to the circle of caravans. Blue grabbed the rope to steady herself as the elephant sat on her hind legs then slowly lowered her front half down.

She had to get off. But her muscles wouldn’t move. The world felt cold suddenly, and dark at the edges.

‘Better grab her, Fred.’

‘Come on, princess.’ Arms reached up to her. She let herself slide into them. Someone carried her up the stairs of the caravan, into the heat inside.

‘I’ll see to her.’ It was Mrs Olsen’s voice. Strong hands lifted off the wig, stripped off the harem pants and then slid off the camisole.

Blue shut her eyes with the pain. ‘I’m sorry. There’s a stain on the pants …’

‘Not to worry.’ The words were gentle. Not Aunt Lilac’s gentle, which seemed to be reining back an inner anger, but the statement of a simple truth. She was not to worry …

‘Blood comes out easy enough in cold water. Just don’t you eat peanuts in that costume. Peanut oil leaves a stain for good.’ The hands propped her up, slipped the nightdress down to her waist, then offered her more of Madame’s medicine. She sipped and felt a little of the nausea and shakiness ease. Mrs Olsen lowered her to the feather pillow. ‘Shut your eyes now.’

A damp cloth wiped the stains from her legs. Another dabbed them dry. She felt the coolness of some sort of cream on the broken edge of scar tissue. Now the cloth dabbed at her face, soothing as well as cleaning off the make-up. She heard the caravan door close, voices outside, something about carrots, and peeling potatoes, and squished flies.

Squished flies? She must have misheard.

Once again she dropped over the cliff into sleep, sudden and deep despite the heat. The caravan windows were bright when she woke, but it was the gleam of electricity, not sunlight, the thud of the generator making the whole caravan vibrate.

The performance in the Big Top had begun. She could tell what was happening by the sounds outside now, the thud of Sheba’s feet, the mutter of Gertrude’s voice, the softer tones of Mrs Olsen, the shout of Ebenezer as the ringmaster.

She could even hear the crowd’s gasps from here as Glorious Gloria thrilled them, then Tiny Titania enchanted them; she heard their laughter as Boffo the clown interrupted the ‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’, and the heavy plod of Sheba’s feet as she came back. Did Blue just imagine the big animal was glad to get back to the peace between the caravans?

The harem dancers’ music floated from just outside the performers’ entrance. She hoped they hadn’t expected her to dance tonight. She would have forced her body to do it, but was glad not to have had to try.

The dance music ended. The dancers must be outside again now. For a moment someone spoke in a language Blue didn’t understand. She sat up, and peered through the window. A shadow stroked the big beast’s trunk, while Sheba crunched what must have been a carrot. She thought it was Madame’s shape and Madame’s voice, but could not be sure.

Blue lay back again.

‘Peanuts or lollies?’

Blue smiled. That was Ephraim, the ticket-seller who played the trombone and was also Boffo the clown. The crowd noise had broken into individual voices again now, chattering and laughing.

The sounds faded again. A whip cracked once, twice, three times. Intermission must be over.

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, the Magnifico Family Circus gives you the one and only, the most astounding: the Boldini Brothers!’

The audience became one again. Screams and then cheers. Blue wished she could go out and look. But she’d need more make-up to cover her scars, and something other than a nightdress to wear.

She had also learned enough, even in the past twenty-four hours, to realise that she might get in the way. Even Boffo’s act demanded perfect timing. If she accidentally interrupted Gertrude’s concentration as she made her extraordinary flight across the tent, it might be deadly.

How many years had it taken to be able to soar from one swing to another? How much practice did it take to be so precise that mother and daughter could grab each other’s wrists as one flew through the air? How much courage must it take, night after night, to know that any slip was almost certain death?

And could a girl with scarred legs ever learn to …?

Stop it, she told herself. You can’t even stay on your feet for a whole day. Ridiculous to think of flying on the trapeze.

And yet …

The music changed. More laughter — Boffo must have another act. Then Ebenezer’s voice offering ‘the Amazing Alonzo, magician extraordinaire’. Blue wondered who the Amazing Alonzo might be. Fred or Ephraim?

At last a soft voice said, ‘Come on, Sheba girl.’ Sheba plodded past her caravan again as the needle scratched its way through yet another record.

The trombone blared. The audience gasped and cheered, and laughed at whatever the next act must be. And then applause, over and over and over, and a burst of noise that meant the whole performance was over at last, then the crowd was bumping its way out of the Big Top, over to the carts and automobiles and bicycles, the young men arm in arm with their girls, the mothers holding their children’s hands.

She could almost see her own family out there, her tall father, with his ginger hair, holding the little boy in his arms, the girl with one hand tucked under her father’s elbow, the other in her mother’s fingers, happy and laughing at the show they’d seen.

‘I wish you could be here,’ she whispered. ‘Just once, I wish we’d seen the circus, all together.’

An automobile hooted. A boy yelled. Then, surprisingly quickly, there was silence, except for the gentle chomping of the elephant.

‘Hey, Belle? You awake?’ Ginger’s head appeared at the door. He was the small boy again, not Tiny Titania or the hunchback. ‘Madame said youse got to take your medicine again, then come have supper. We’re over there.’ He nodded to a newly made fire in the circle of the caravans. The circus family sat around it, on bales of hay, while Sheba munched slowly behind them. Mrs Olsen stirred a large black pot suspended from an iron trivet over the flames.

Blue tried to control a shiver. ‘Isn’t Sheba frightened of the fire?’

‘Her? Course not.’ Ginger sounded insulted. ‘Can’t have dinner without Sheba. Come on. It’s mutton goulash tonight, not rabbit. It’s good.’

He vanished.

What was goo-lash? It sounded disgusting. Blue shoved her shoes on, rather than the gold slippers, then glanced down at her nightdress. She found again the thin knitted cotton shawl she’d used that morning — only that morning?! — and tied it around her waist. At least the nightdress was cool and, anyway, the camp was shadowed, the generator off. Only the fire and a single lamp gave light now.

She stepped awkwardly down into the darkness, then found she could walk slightly more easily than she had done before. The dance must have ripped her scar, allowing her a half inch more freedom.

It was sore, but a long way from real pain. The night’s coolness stroked her skin. Something smelled good, of meat and strangely of aniseed balls too. How long was it since she’d been really hungry? She forced herself towards the fire. It’s safe, she told herself. Even if the flames spread to the caravans, we’ll be outside. We can run, escape.

Fred stood up as she approached. He wore neither beard and tattoos or harem pants now, just worn moleskin trousers and a blue shirt, his blond hair combed back with hair oil. ‘Good to see you, princess. That sleep’s given you roses in your cheeks again.’

Gertrude snorted. ‘No, it hasn’t.’

‘Sit down, Belle.’ Ebenezer moved to make room for her on a bale of hay. ‘Feel up to a plate of tucker?’

‘Please,’ said Blue. She sat down next to him.

‘Goulash and dumplings,’ said Madame, as Mrs Olsen scooped out a plate of food, then picked up a vast frying pan filled with small lumps of dough and held it over the flames. ‘It is my grandmother’s recipe. It is good.’ The accent was slightly stronger as she spoke of goulash.

‘What is it?’

‘Mutton stew,’ said Gertrude.

‘With paprika,’ said Madame reprovingly, as Ginger passed Blue a tin plate, heaped with shadowed meat and gravy and what looked like lumps of vegetables, and a tin spoon. ‘Lots of paprika. The best that Melbourne can provide. And garlic from an Italian farmer four camps ago.’

‘Lemon rind from the tree we passed last night,’ added Mrs Olsen, stirring the pot again. ‘And potatoes and lots of that wild fern stuff that grows along the railway line. What’s its name again, Madame?’

‘It is fennel. You must smell it before you pick it, in case it is hemlock. If you eat hemlock, you die fast.’

Blue halted the spoon halfway to her mouth. Madame smiled, as if she knew exactly what Blue was thinking. ‘Your dinner is safe to eat. If it was hemlock, we all would be dead by now. Goulash is made from what you have. Nettle tops, sometimes, carrots or celery, tomatoes in autumn, or when we go north.’

‘Always hard to get enough fresh vegetables,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘We need to put up a sign at the gate maybe. Wanted: carrots and celery. Sometimes I think I’d give my eye teeth for a box of onions.’

Madame nodded. ‘Or sour cream. Goulash is best with sour cream. But the farmers give their cream that turns sour to their pigs before it is at its best. How is your stomach?’

Blue flushed. One didn’t talk about one’s stomach in public. ‘It’s fine.’ It was true. Both the cramps and the nausea had vanished.

‘That is good. Now eat.’

Blue ate. It was strange to eat meat that tasted of black jellybeans and aniseed balls. It was delicious, after the first shock of new flavours, but a little was enough.

‘If you don’t want your bones, I’ll have ’em,’ said Ginger. Blue passed him the plate and spoon. He picked up the bones in his fingers and began to gnaw them.

She had never seen anyone eat bones with their fingers before, nor adults eat anything but soup or pudding with spoons. But then nor had she ever eaten seated on a bale of hay, with an elephant slowly chewing beside her.

‘Try a biscuit,’ said Mrs Olsen. She picked one off the dented frying pan, cooling on a bale of hay, and held it out to Blue. One does not pass food with one’s fingers, came Aunt Lilac’s voice. One picks it up with a fork and spoon, or silver tongs …

Blue shoved the voice into the part of her mind labelled ‘Ignore’ and took the biscuit. It was a circle of dough, flat on top and bottom, with a dark sweet filling leaking from one edge. She nibbled. The pastry was rich and sweet and scented with something familiar she couldn’t quite identify. ‘What is in it?’

‘Squished flies.’ Fred’s voice was innocent.

‘What?!’

He laughed. ‘Settle down, princess. Just looks like squished flies, that’s all.’

‘Stop teasing the girl,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘The filling is currants and jam. Raspberry jam this week. Sometimes it’s dates instead of currants, or sultanas. Crystallised ginger at Christmas. Whatever we can get. It’s an old recipe. A friend gave it to me years ago. You fry them instead of bake them. Useful on the road.’

‘They’re good.’ She was about to try another nibble when something soft and firm touched her hand. She dropped the biscuit in surprise. Sheba’s trunk delicately picked it up from the trampled grass, and inserted it neatly in her vast mouth. The elephant chewed with obvious pleasure. Sheba, it seemed, like squished flies too.

Madame eyed Blue critically. ‘Another week, perhaps two, I think, and your hunger will come back. Your strength too. So, the question now is, what to do with you?’

It was as though a cold wave had erupted from the shadows. ‘But … but I thought I was going to stay with you.’

‘Of course,’ said Madame impatiently, as though that had never been in doubt. ‘But to be with the circus you must work, firstly because if you do not someone will notice. A girl who does nothing, they will say. Is she a runaway? Is she a tart? A boy who does nothing, he must be a thief. Always people from the circus are suspected.’

Blue nodded, thinking of the sergeant.

‘Also it is good to work. To work at what you love, with those you love, that is the heart of life. It withers the soul to sit and let others work to keep you. But also you must work to earn your keep. Once …’ Madame waved her hands as though gesturing at the past. ‘We were rich, rich enough for the bracelets to be rubies, not red glass. But that was when my darling Monsieur was alive, before the fire at Gundagai, long before this beast they call the Depression ate away our lives. These are not good days. We are lucky to make enough for the petrol. A dozen eggs and a loaf of bread will let you see the circus now, and Mrs Olsen mends our costumes till they are more darn than silk. So, you must work. But as what?’

‘Put her in the House of Horrors,’ said Gertrude.

Silence fell. Even Sheba seemed to look at the older girl reproachfully.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,’ she said.

Yes, you did, thought Blue. Strangely the suggestion didn’t hurt. For she had been a monster when she’d looked in the mirror, back in the aunts’ musty rooms. But today, for a while, she had been beautiful, with the blue sky as her roof.

Gertrude poked the fire. ‘It isn’t fair! Me and Mum have the only real talent in this show.’

‘And me,’ said Ginger.

Gertrude gave her first real smile. She ruffled his hair. ‘All right, and you, brat. But we don’t even get any wages.’

Madame shone her sightless eyes through the dimness. ‘We share what we have. You’d like a star on your caravan perhaps? A sign that says The Glorious Gloria?’

‘Why not?’

‘Gertrude, leave it.’ Mrs Olsen’s voice was quiet. It was even almost afraid.

‘Why should I? If we’re supposed to be sharing things, then why don’t I have a say in who joins us? We could’ve taken on that juggler in Bendigo. Why take on a crippled girl?’

‘I have my reasons.’ Madame could have been Queen Victoria now, a thinner one with a hawk nose. ‘I always have my reasons, and they are good ones.’

‘You’re jealous ’cause Belle’s prettier than you.’ Fred reached for another squished fly. ‘Or she’s gunna be, when she gets some meat on her bones.’

For a second Blue wondered who he was talking about. Then she realised that Belle was her. Beautiful.

Gertrude glared across the flames. ‘I am not! And she isn’t! She never will be either!’

‘Enfants! Behave!’ Madame’s voice was a lash. ‘Gertrude, you are beautiful. Belle, you are also beautiful. Both are different beauties, and both are useful.’

‘She can take my place in the dance,’ said Fred. ‘Me muscles are getting too big to be a girl’s.’

Gertrude’s glare had razor edges. ‘All Fred does is the dance and lie around as the bearded lady. I do more work than anyone in the whole show.’

‘An’ you’re asleep while I’m taking down the Big Top —’ Fred began.

‘Silence! Fred, you will keep dancing for now. In the new year, I promise we will replace you. Belle, you will take Gertrude’s place in the dance. She is right. She must be fresh for the trapeze. If I could, I would put the trapeze on first. But the audience must wait for it. Belle, you said you used to ride a horse, but we do not have a horse, and it takes years to learn the tricks with one. Do you do anything else that might be useful?’

‘I used to play the violin. I haven’t played since … since the accident.’

‘Your hands are not scarred?’

Blue had forgotten Madame was blind. She glanced at Ebenezer. He is the ringmaster, she thought. He should be in charge. But he was scraping up his second helping of goulash as calmly as Ephraim, content to let Madame decide.

‘No,’ said Blue. ‘They’re not scarred. I could be a clown.’

‘No, you couldn’t,’ said Ephraim. ‘Takes more work than you think, getting folks to laugh. A clown needs to move his whole body too, arms and legs all over the place. That’s what makes it funny.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Not saying we couldn’t work you into the act, but it might take months to get it right. Nothing has a crowd throwing tomatoes faster than a dead-fish clown.’

‘Dead fish?’

‘A stinker,’ said Ephraim.

The group was silent, apart from a burp from Ginger, and the slow munch of Sheba at her hay.

There’s nothing I can do, thought Blue. If I had a whole body, I could learn. But not with the tops of my legs fused together.

‘A mermaid,’ said Mrs Olsen abruptly, out of the darkness.

They all stared at her.

‘Makes sense, don’t it? Can’t move her legs much, and pretty as a picture in the blonde wig.’

‘We can’t have a mermaid in the harem dance!’ objected Gertrude. ‘The punters’ll recognise her.’

‘Time we changed the wigs for the dance anyhow. I’ll dye them dark as soon as I can find some walnut husks. Belle’ll be blonde as a mermaid — mermaids have golden tresses —’

‘And bare breasts,’ added Fred wickedly.

‘None of that language here,’ said Ebenezer.

‘It is a good suggestion,’ said Madame. ‘No,’ as Blue began to object, ‘the circus must always be most respectable. You will be covered, but in silk, the same colour as your skin. The long wig will cover anything that should not be seen. No proper clothes, just the tail up to your waist, and the silk to the top of your neck. You can do this?’ she asked Mrs Olsen.

Mrs Olsen nodded. ‘I can use that old sequinned evening dress to make the tail. Stuff it with straw.’

‘Not too much.’ It almost seemed as though the blind woman could already see the costume. ‘They must see the shape of her hips. She has good hips, does she not?’

‘Too right,’ said Fred.

Madame ignored him. ‘The tail must fit tightly about the hips, but padded just enough to hide that she has legs.’

‘Some geezer’s going to try to get his paws on her first town we come to.’ Fred suddenly sounded protective. ‘She ain’t used to that. Why don’t we —?’

‘She will sit on a rock, in a tub of water — Ephraim, you will see to that.’ Madame’s tone did not allow for discussion.

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘And if anyone tries to reach across the tub to touch the mermaid, the bearded lady will push them in.’

‘That’d be good for a laugh,’ said Ephraim.

Fred grinned. ‘Or a punch-up.’

‘Either,’ said Madame comfortably, ‘as long as it pleases the punters. Belle, you will also help Ginger wash the Queen of Sheba each morning. He will show you how. You will help Mrs Olsen with the sewing. You can sew?’

‘I’m not any good making patterns or embroidery, but my hemming and blanket stitch are all right.’

‘As long as you can sew a seam and put back a button or repair a hem. That will save Mrs Olsen’s eyes by lamplight. And that is enough for tonight.’ She turned to Blue. ‘Off you go to bed.’

‘Please, one more thing. Could I write a letter? It’s to someone who might be worried about me. A girl called Mah. I should have thought of her last night, but I felt so sick.’ She tried a smile. ‘My brain turned into marshmallow. She’s a maid at my aunts’. She saved my life during the fire.’

Ebenezer shook his head. ‘Your aunts will see any letter afore it gets to one o’ their servants.’

‘I’ll write it,’ said Fred. ‘I’ll tell her what she needs to know, but make it look like it comes from me.’

‘What do you mean?’

Fred grinned. ‘How about this then? Dear Mah, Just to say the work is going bonzer. Never thought I’d like growing cabbages and spuds, but it’s the life for me all right. Even the rose bush you gave me is looking good, pretty as a picture. I’ll sign it, Your loving brother, Daniel, no address. If she’s got any sense, she’ll know the rose bush means you.’ He winked at her. ‘You’re pretty as a rose too.’

Blue blushed. ‘That would work,’ she said hurriedly to cover her confusion. ‘Mah doesn’t blabber either. Thank you.’

He grinned. ‘Any time, princess.’

‘By the way,’ Ebenezer reached into his pocket, ‘here’s your nine pounds, fourteen shillings.’ He smiled at her. ‘Didn’t charge you for the Big Top show, seeing as you only saw half of it.’

How could she take money? ‘No, really —’ she began.

‘Take it,’ advised Fred. He flashed his grin at her again. ‘You ain’t gunna see no wages.’

Mrs Olsen nodded. ‘What we have we share. Or as Madame thinks best.’

‘Quite right. And now to bed.’ Madame, as ever, expecting obedience.

Blue stood, suddenly an outsider again. ‘What do you all do now?’

‘Wash up and go to bed too,’ said Mrs Olsen. Her smile was kind across the firelight. ‘Ephraim stays awake, in case any locals come looking for trouble. Ebenezer takes over the watch at two o’clock.’

‘You put the fire out too?’ The question was spoken before Blue could stop herself.

Ephraim looked at her steadily. ‘The fire goes out each night. It’s cold tea for us in the morning, and no porridge neither, just cheese and damper.’

‘I have not allowed a fire to burn all night since my Monsieur died,’ said Madame. ‘And that is also why we use an expensive generator to light the Big Top now, and not acetylene gas. No flames will hurt anyone in my circus. Now go to bed.’

Blue went.





Chapter 12

She woke in the night, half in a dream at first. She was at home, with Willy in the nursery next door, the scent of toasted crumpets and honey lingering from Nurse’s supper, shared with her charge and his older sister.

No, she was in the hospital; no, in the bed in the small hot room at the aunts’. She could hear the footsteps as the poisoner grew closer. If she could open her eyes, she’d see their evil gloating, see the spoonful of white powder …

She wrenched her eyes open and lay still. Madame snored on the floor below her, a high-pitched whistling sound. Someone else snored too, lower and louder.

The elephant, sleeping on her hay.

A light shone through the boiled-lolly windows. Ebenezer’s watchman’s lamp?

No, it was starlight. A million tiny pinpricks of light. Suddenly the tiny caravan seemed roofed by the universe.

Tomorrow she’d help wash an elephant, dressed somehow as a boy. Blue didn’t know how Mrs Olsen would manage to get trousers over her scars, but if her make-up magic could turn Fred into a harem dancer and a bearded lady, she’d be able to make Blue look like a boy.

She reached for the medicine and took a swig, quietly, so as not to wake Madame. But the whistling snore suddenly ceased. ‘You are in pain?’ The voice was as composed as ever.

‘Not too much,’ said Blue.

‘You will sleep again, when the medicine takes effect.’ Again it was a statement, not a hope. ‘I dreamed,’ Madame added. ‘It was a good dream.’

‘I’m sorry I woke you. What was it about?’

‘Monsieur. The dead come often in dreams. At my age only the wicked have nightmares. I dreamed of the day we met.’

Outside, the rumbling snores ceased. A vast creaking of joints and then a quiet chomp announced that Sheba had woken and considered it time for a midnight snack. ‘How did you meet him?’ asked Blue softly.

‘Because he was a gentleman. Gentle and a man, but more than both of those. I was with the Empire Circus then, on the trapeze, as the Boldinis are now. We forded the river at Gundagai. Gundagai gave him to me, and then took him away …’

Madame’s voice faded. For a moment Blue thought she might have gone to sleep and then she said, ‘The river rose in the night. When we woke up that morning, the sky and ground were water. The men of the town helped drag the animal cages to dry ground while we waded to safety. But the water kept on rising. I was strong back then, but the current grew far stronger. It tried to claw me under. I climbed a tree as the water eddied around me. And that is where Monsieur found me, in my damp nightdress.’

‘Did he carry you to safety?’

‘Of course. What man would have done less, a pretty girl in a wet shift that showed her body? But that was not why I loved him.’ Blue could faintly see Madame’s smile in the starlight. ‘He took his big white handkerchief and he tied it around his eyes, there as he stood waist deep in the water, so he could not see my near nakedness. I had performed in silk tights before a thousand audiences, but that is not the same, and Monsieur knew it. I had to tell him where to go. Turn left, I said, turn right, watch out for the drifting log. Then when we reached the dry ground he put me down, and took off his coat. He didn’t remove his blindfold till I had put his coat on.’

‘He sounds … remarkable,’ said Blue.

‘Oh yes. Men gave me jewels quite often, for I was beautiful. They gave me passion, and once a fur coat, but the moths ate it, past Deniliquin. But Monsieur gave me respect and then he gave me love. And when the circus travelled down the muddy road later that week Monsieur came with us.’

‘So he wasn’t with a circus when he met you?’

‘No. He was respectable. Most respectable, with a shop and a good house. But he knew I needed the road, the silence of the audience before they cheer. He sold them both, the house and shop, to come with me. What other man would do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Blue, and then, because Madame seemed to be waiting for more comment: ‘What sort of shop did he have?’

‘He was a taxidermist.’ Madame sounded as proud as if Monsieur had been a jeweller to royalty. Blue was glad Madame couldn’t see her smile. So that was where the stuffed bear had come from, and the two-headed calf.

The old woman’s voice was soft from the floor below her. ‘The others have heard this story too many times perhaps. It has been most pleasant, telling it again.’ She rolled over in her makeshift bed. ‘And now you will sleep. You will dream of good days to come and wake up stronger and relaxed and happy.’

It was not so much a command as a confident prediction. Blue lay back and looked up at the blurred stars again. Soon she would travel down the dusty road, just as Madame had with Monsieur. One day she would be well and strong. Strong enough to lift buckets of water to wash an elephant.

Outside, Sheba reached for another mouthful of hay.





Chapter 13

HOPE CREEK, NEW SOUTH WALES, MAY 1933

Hope Creek meandered past Hope Town susso camp, then through the sand hills, green at the edges, brown as it slid down the beach to the sea. Blue hadn’t been down to the waves yet. She hoped not to. The ocean still brought nightmares. A line from a poem Mum had loved seeped into her mind: Sand-strewn caverns, cool and deep, where the winds are all asleep. It would be good to think of Mum and Dad and Willy, living in a sand-strewn cavern, instead of struggling, gasping …

‘Hey,’ said Ginger impatiently, up to his ankles in the slimy creek. He held out the bucket of water. Blue took it, lifted the second bucket in her other hand, and began the long sway-stepped walk back through the dunes to the paddock where the circus had set up camp the day before. Behind her Ginger filled another bucket. Sheba loved bathing in the waves, but she needed fresh water to drink — a lot of it. Filling Sheba’s water trough was the first job of the day.

Blue edged carefully down the last of the dunes, glad when she’d reached the flat again, despite the occasional prickle on her bare feet. The soles were tough enough to cope with bindi-eyes now, after six months of going barefoot, but uneven ground still jarred the scar between her legs. It was hidden in the cut-off, too-big trousers that hung so low they didn’t rub, for when she wasn’t being a mermaid or a harem dancer she was still a boy, in a tattered, high-collared shirt with a wide-brimmed felt hat pulled down low.

‘Here you go, old girl.’ Blue watched Sheba’s trunk suck up the entire bucketful, then squirt it into her mouth. Blue tried not to resent the precious drops that escaped and soaked into the dry ground. She’d already made two trips for water today, with more to come.

Mrs Olsen looked over at her as she crossed from the Big Top to her caravan, still dressed in her Boldini costume after her early morning practice with Ginger and Gertrude. No practice hours were too long for Gertrude. Or perhaps, thought Blue maliciously, she’d rather practise on the ropes than lug buckets of water or glue clumps of fur back on Bruin.

Mrs Olsen nodded at the buckets. ‘Don’t you go drinking that unless it’s boiled. Who knows what susso-camp muck’s got into it.’ She shook her head. ‘Whoever named this place Hope Town needs a flogging. Never seen anywhere with less hope about it.’

Blue glanced at the shantytown across the dunes.

Hope Town stank. Blue and the circus had passed several susso camps on their journey north, squat hastily erected villages of tar-paper and flattened kerosene tins and scavenged, rusty corrugated iron. Each one was just far enough away from a town or city to stop the townsfolk demanding the police move the squatters on. But Hope Town was the largest camp they’d seen yet, a refuge for the homeless of Sydney, with the sand and the flies and the southerly wind, a greasy creek for water and the thin soil beyond the dunes to try to grow some vegetables.

‘Don’t know why Madame had to land us here.’ Gertrude appeared, dressed in a pair of tights topped with a long-sleeved man’s shirt, straps around her wrists, her short hair damp with sweat. She had taken off the chalked slippers she wore to help her grip the rope; her feet were as bare and calloused as Blue’s and Ginger’s. Even in rehearsal clothes she still looked beautiful.

Blue tried to stifle a pang of envy. No matter what Fred said, or how much greasepaint and blonde hair she wore, she’d never have Gertrude’s glamour. ‘Madame says that punters will motor down from Sydney. Anyway, the Hope Town people deserve a bit of fun.’

Gertrude shrugged.

‘And Sheba likes playing in the waves,’ Blue added.

Gertrude’s sullenness softened. She reached up and patted Sheba’s flank. The elephant gazed down, as though hoping for a carrot, apple or squished fly.

‘Bath water ready in the Big Top!’ called Fred. ‘Ladies first, but you’d better hurry.’

‘Thanks, Fred! Throw us a towel, Mum.’

Gertrude grabbed the towel and headed back into the Big Top. In places like this, when water was scarce, one tub had to do for all of them. Gertrude got first go, as the circus star, then Mrs Olsen, Blue, Ebenezer, Ephraim, Fred and Ginger, in order of circus rank. Madame washed privately, with liberal additions of gardenia-scented ‘toilet water’ sent up from Melbourne to the various railway stations along their route, as well as her precious herbs and spices.

Blue sighed. Gertrude would take an age. She always did, soaking till the water was almost cold. There’d be time to eat breakfast before the tub was free. She climbed the stairs to the Olsen caravan.

The food was laid out under fly covers on the hinged shelf that covered Gertrude’s bed during the day. Everyone helped themselves to food whenever they had spare time. The only meal the circus folk ate together was dinner, a proper meal after the performance, when the crowds had trickled away, leaving the circus once more their own.

Today’s offering included the usual damper baked in the fire’s ashes last night, the inevitable cheese under fly netting, a vast billy of cold sweet tea topped with a flyproof doily, and a plate of squished flies. There were tomatoes too, massive and misshapen, as though they didn’t know the correct shape to grow in this coastal soil and battering wind, a jar of pumpkin chutney and a plate of sliced cucumbers.

Blue helped herself liberally, shoving cheese, chutney, tomato and cucumber onto a vast damper sandwich. Tomatoes and cucumbers were a treat. Most country towns had few vegetables even for those who lived there, much less for a visiting circus, except for the everlasting potatoes and pumpkins, unless a Chinese market gardener had made it his business to supply the town.

But meat was usually plentiful — no matter how far out in the sticks they were, there was always a cockie farmer willing to swap a side of elderly mutton for tickets for his family, and if that failed there were bunnies by the hundred for Ginger to trap. Flour was bought by the sackful, tea in a chest, and jam and golden syrup in the largest tins a general store might stock.

But they kept no sugar, as it dissolved each time the caravans had to cross a creek or when the roof leaked, which somehow it always did no matter how often the cracks were plugged. Both the billies of tea and the squished flies were sweetened with golden syrup. Big slabs of damper with an ooze of golden syrup across the top, combined with mugs of tea strong enough to dissolve a spoon, gave energy before a performance.

Blue took a big bite of sandwich, enjoying the crunch. At least autumn in a shantytown meant tomatoes and cucumbers, as well as potatoes and pumpkin and maybe a cabbage or two. Blue closed her mind to how they might have been fertilised. She took the sandwich outside and sat on a bale of hay to eat the rest of it, watching Sheba shove trunkfuls of fodder into her mouth, careful not to disturb the teddy bear that sat watching them all.

‘Penny for your thoughts, princess?’

‘Not worth a penny.’ Blue moved over to give Fred room to sit too. ‘I thought you were off to get Madame’s package from the station.’

‘Got to help you get set up in the tent first.’

‘Ephraim won’t start selling tickets for an hour yet. And I can manage.’

‘And strain yourself trying. Not while I’m around you won’t.’ Fred stood as she swallowed the last of her sandwich, and held out his hand to help her up. ‘You go get into your costume. The first of the punters’ll be here early, I reckon.’ He looked across at the shantytown. ‘They’ll want their money’s worth at the sideshows. Most of those poor sods ain’t got nothin’ else to do.’

Blue nodded. She slipped into Madame’s caravan — even after six months it was still Madame’s, not hers as well — and quickly applied the rouge, kohl and lipstick to make her look alluringly like a mermaid, then picked up the hessian sack that contained her wig and costume. Changing in the Freak Show tent was a nuisance, but the top half of a mermaid couldn’t go walking across the paddock on human legs where a member of the public might see her.

Fred was waiting by the Freak Show tent. He grinned. ‘I won’t peek.’

She grinned back. He made the same promise at least twice a week. ‘You’d better not.’

She fastened the Freak Show tent flap behind her, then quickly slipped out of her shirt, pulled on the tight silk top, then arranged a pair of soft rubber balls to push up her breasts so they seemed bigger, though not as large as the ones she wore in the dance. But the dance was performed under artificial starlight. Here the punters could examine her more closely. And did. Now to arrange the wig, the necklaces and bracelets …

She had to sit down to wriggle on the sequinned tail. It clipped with invisible fasteners to the underside of the silk just above her navel, and was skin tight across her hips and thighs, stuffed with straw below. ‘Ready!’ she called to Fred.

Fred appeared suspiciously quickly. He grinned at her again. ‘You’re pretty as a picture. And I didn’t peek. May I never eat another squished fly if I tell a lie.’

‘I believe you.’ She was sure he hadn’t. Fred might flirt, or openly admire, but he’d never stare at a girl furtively through a slit in the tent. Nor would Madame have what she called ‘doings’ at her circus.

‘Upsadaisy, princess.’ Fred lifted her, his wiry arms strong, up onto her ‘rock’ — a mound of hessian over chicken wire, roughly plastered and painted brown, in the middle of the big tub of water.

Sheba would drink the water later, warm but still welcome. It smelled like the creek, like Hope Town itself, thought Blue, as she arranged her tail in a graceful curve. Next to her the grizzly bear reared up, ancient and ferocious, immune to the odour of too many humans and no privies, of poverty and worry.

You could see the first of the humpies of the susso camp from the door of the tent. At least at Hope Town there were no bailiffs to turn a family out onto the street if they couldn’t pay the rent or mortgage, keeping the furniture, the clothes, even the baby’s toys to help pay the debts. And at least tonight the people of Hope Town would have glamour. The circus silks and spangles might be as darned as the susso-camp cottons, but the performers — and Ephraim’s hand on the lighting switches — made them magic.

‘You all right, my beautiful mermaid?’

‘Yes. Thanks, Fred. You’d better head off.’ He really was getting too muscular to play the bearded lady and the harem dancer, she thought. ‘I’ll yell for Ginger if there’s any trouble.’

‘There better not be.’ Fred glanced out the door, then stretched luxuriously. ‘Nice to have an afternoon off. It gets to be a real drag drawing on them tattoos, and the beard’s giving me the itch. Wish I could grow a real one. Give us a kiss before I go.’

Blue laughed. Fred had made the same request ever since she’d become a mermaid. She made the same answer she gave every punter who asked. ‘No funny business with the mermaid.’

‘An’ don’t you forget it.’ His grin grew wider. ‘I got a surprise comin’ on the train for you too.’

‘What?’

‘You’ll see. Be a good girl now.’

‘Mermaid,’ corrected Blue. Fred winked at her as he left the tent.

Blue curled her tail more comfortably. It was a good life. Most importantly, it was a life.

It still seemed impossible that someone had really tried to poison her. But there was no denying that from the first day at the circus she had felt better, the nausea fading, the cramps vanishing.

Even her hair had grown back, though Mrs Olsen still kept it cropped short, and coloured it black.

There had been no more pursuit, or none that had involved the circus anyway. Sometimes Blue felt a pang for any worry that Uncle Herbert might have felt. But at least Fred’s letter would have reassured Mah. As for the aunts … Well, that life was gone, vanished along with the scarred invalid who’d been hidden in that upstairs room. In its place was a member of the Magnifico Family Circus, harem dancer and mermaid …

Ginger poked his head in. He was dressed as the hunchback, with artful make-up giving him wrinkles where he had none and talcum powder adding grey to his hair. ‘Ready to go, Belle?’

‘Let her rip,’ said Blue.

‘Roll up! Roll up!’ yelled Ginger, voice carefully gruff. ‘See the mermaid, straight from the South Seas, bare as the day the sailors caught her. See the world’s biggest grizzly bear! See the bearded lady … oops! See the mermaid,’ he amended, realising the bearded lady was off to the railway station, minus her tattoos, beard and bosom. ‘See the only mermaid in captivity! The most gorgeous creature any man here has ever set eyes upon! Not a stitch on her, except her treasure! Fabulous treasure from the ocean depths.’

Blue straightened Madame’s costume jewellery, the long glass beads that helped disguise the fact that her supposedly bare skin was really covered in tight flesh-coloured silk. The glass beads on her bracelets gleamed even in the dimness of the tent.

‘See the two-headed calf!’

Blue grinned at the bear. ‘Just you and me and the cow today, Bruin.’

‘The mermaid, sir?’ said Ginger’s voice. ‘Sixpence a ticket. No, I tell a lie, today it’s a halfpenny for the whole family. No touching the mermaid, but you can pat the grizzly bear.’ Ginger lowered his voice. ‘If you dare.’

‘I ain’t scared of no grizzly bear.’ It was a small boy’s voice.

Blue made sure her hair covered what needed covering, then glanced under her lashes at the four entering the tent. A man and a little boy and a girl, both with the thin legs of hunger, and a very pregnant woman, with eyes like marbles in a shadowed face and a faded floral dress stretched over her belly.

They’d have been better off putting their penny towards a loaf of bread, Blue thought, then saw the happiness shine from their faces.

She blinked away the sudden tears. It always got to her, how much magic a tawdry show like this could give to those who had so little. The men with pocket watches and the women in furs and smart hats would laugh and clap sarcastically in their three-shilling ringside seats. But those who had to scrape to find sixpence — or the penny today — would remember this all their lives.

Outside, Ephraim began his sales patter. Madame had told him to accept whatever he was offered today — a penny, a cheese sandwich, a rabbit skin. Not charity — that did folks no good, said Madame — but to accept whatever they had to give.

‘Come one, come all! Whatever you can pay! Make it a penny, make it fifty pounds or a pound of tomatoes or a jar of jam! See the great Boldini Brothers! See the mermaid!’

Blue smiled to herself, then at the Hope Town family, staring at her. Even Gertrude had to admit that the lure of a ‘real live’ mermaid brought the punters in.

‘Excuse me, lady.’ The little girl’s voice was soft with awe. ‘Can you swim?’

‘O’ course she can swim. She’s a mermaid.’ The boy next to her had to be her brother.

‘I can swim too,’ offered the girl.

‘Good,’ said Blue. ‘It’s important to be able to swim. That way if a boat sinks —’ She stopped. This family had come for laughter, and only the safely tame terrors in the House of Horrors next door, with its dangling skeleton and cotton cobwebs, its elderly stuffed bats and the ghost made out of old mosquito netting that floated past when Mrs Olsen pulled the wire. ‘When you can swim,’ she said instead, ‘you can lure sailors to give you all their treasure …’

The girl giggled.

‘Have you got any other treasure?’ the boy demanded, absently scratching a bite on his leg. ‘Or just them rubies and diamonds?’

Blue thought of her narrow bed in the caravan, the bed Madame insisted she still use while she slept on the floor, the plentiful food from the big stewpot after the performance and fresh fried squished-fly biscuits, all of the circus folk laughing together, or listening to Madame’s stories. The Magnifico Family Circus …

She stroked the worthless glass beads. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘I have treasure.’ She wanted to add, ‘I’ll wave to you during the show.’ But during the show she’d be a harem dancer, with long black hair, not blonde. She blew them a kiss instead. ‘There. It’s good luck to get a kiss from a mermaid.’

The man put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. ‘Thanks, miss. Could do with a bit of luck.’

The family went out, the pregnant woman walking almost as awkwardly as Blue. Others wandered in, an older man in a threadbare suit with a woman in a faded dress, handing Ginger a small jar of jam for their entry. A young man and his fiancée maybe, looking more at each other than at Blue. A woman with two small girls, and half a pumpkin as an entrance fee, teenage boys offering trapped rabbits wrapped in newspaper, four younger boys with a penny carefully untied from a grubby handkerchief …

Blue smiled at them all, and fluttered her lashes as alluringly as possible, keeping herself still so that her hair covered her bosom. She hoped there’d be a break soon, so she could stretch and Ginger could bring her in a mug of sweet tea and a squished-fly biscuit.

‘Sixpence each? You charged those boys a penny!’ The new voice was male, well bred, not the working-man’s tones she had heard today. Blue’s skin prickled. Had she heard that voice before? No, she was sure she hadn’t. The accent was familiar, that’s all, like Dad’s and Uncle Herbert’s.

‘Sorry, my mistake.’ Ginger sounded like a mouse laughing at a pussycat. ‘I shoulda said a shilling for each of you.’

‘A shilling each?’ The voice sounded more amused than angry.

‘To see a real live mermaid? Too right. You ask the lads there. You paid a shilling each, didn’t you?’

‘Too right we did.’ The cheeky voice sounded like one of the teenagers who’d been in earlier. ‘She’s worth it too.’

‘Joseph, stop teasing the yokels.’ The young woman’s voice sounded impatient. ‘Pay the man. It’s only two shillings, after all.’

Yokels, thought Blue. That’s us.

‘If that’s what you want. I don’t know why you want to see the sideshows anyway. The trapeze is supposed to be quite good, but I bet the rest is as fake as a three-guinea note.’

‘But interesting fakes, darling. Besides, why else did we drive all the way down here so early?’

‘For the view? My fascinating company?’

‘Susso shacks spoil the view. But my doctor told me I needed a run in the sea air.’ The voice was flirtatious. ‘I’m just following my doctor’s orders.’

‘I’m not your doctor. Just an overworked medical student.’ The young man’s voice had laughter in it now. Blue hoped Ginger had signalled Ephraim to pass on this bit of information to Madame. A medical student, a self-centred young woman with money who wanted the young man, an automobile, they lived in Sydney … all useful information for a fortune-teller.

‘Not mine at all then?’ The young woman pushed the curtain aside and stepped into the tent as she spoke. Tall, wearing a perfect hat, green straw and tilted, brown curls that had seen a maid’s curling tongs, a green linen dress that Blue instantly envied, a fox fur thrown over one shoulder, its very dead eyes staring forlornly, silk stockings, and green calfskin shoes with a small heel. Blue felt a flash of disappointment. She’d wanted the young woman to have chosen something she could feel superior about: white shoes with a dark dress perhaps, or diamond earrings during the day. But the small pearls in her ears were in perfect taste.

The young man with her was taller, his hair brown as he took his hat off, grey flannel trousers and a tweed jacket that bespoke ‘money’ and the knowledge of where best to spend it. A gold watch chain hung from his waistcoat. He cast Blue a dismissive look, as though he saw past the mermaid costume to her usual clothes of baggy shorts and a shirt run up by Mrs Olsen, made from the faded cotton of a dress big enough to have clothed a whale from a bag of old clothes they’d been given by the farming family who’d also let them use their paddock, back at that tiny town along the Murray.

The mermaid was beautiful. So was Belle the harem dancer. But Bluebell Laurence was still a scarred monster. She was nothing compared to this young lady’s elegant prettiness …

No, she thought, putting her chin down and preparing to smile as charmingly as she was able. Bluebell is gone. The loving daughter, the invalid niece. I am Belle, and I am beautiful.

But the young man hadn’t looked at her again. He ran his hand over the bear’s fur. ‘Look, see where it’s sewn together. Very well, admittedly. Even I couldn’t make a better job of it than this.’

‘Ugly brute.’ The young woman moved over to the cabinet with the two-headed calf.

Blue felt a moment’s anger. She’d grown fond of Bruin, even if they did have to keep gluing his fur back on.

‘Joseph, look at this! It really does have two heads!’

He laughed. ‘What? Another obvious fake. See the join in the neck?’

The young woman gave a tinkling laugh. ‘You are so clever, darling. Now, what about her?’ She shrugged an elegant shoulder towards Blue.

As though I have been stuffed like Bruin and the calf, Blue thought. She forced herself to keep smiling.

The young woman gazed at Blue’s tail. ‘Even I can see the fake here. Cheap sequins.’

‘A girl has to wear something, even over her tail.’ Blue used the husky voice Madame had trained her in, making the standard response to anyone challenging the sequins, or noticing her flesh-coloured silk.

The young man — Joseph — glanced at Blue, then looked back at his companion, a smile on his face. ‘I can prove the tail’s a fake.’

‘Really?’ The young woman gazed up at him.

Ha, thought Blue. I can do fake admiration better than you. And flutter my eyelashes better too.

She fluttered, at both of them. ‘I’m as real as you, miss.’

And that’s the truth, she thought. I bet you wouldn’t be giggling and smirking at him if he was broke and living in the susso camp. Those women bringing up their kids in shacks of hessian and kero cans are worth a hundred of you.

The young woman’s smile slipped. ‘Everyone knows mermaids aren’t real.’

‘Everyone except us mermaids, miss.’

‘Everything all right in here?’ Ginger peered in through the tent flap.

Joseph glanced back at Blue, then confidently at Ginger. ‘If I can prove she’s not a mermaid, will you refund our ticket prices?’

You bounder, thought Blue. I bet your car cost more than we earn in a year, and you want to grab back two shillings.

‘What about when you lose?’ Her voice was sharper than she intended. ‘If you can’t prove I’m not a mermaid, what then?’

‘Belle,’ said Ginger warningly.

Blue ignored him. How could anyone prove she wasn’t a mermaid, except by ripping off her tail? Even as she thought it Ginger said, ‘No pulling at the mermaid’s tail neither.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Joseph. ‘All I need is to give her one little tap.’

‘Just one?’ Ginger still sounded wary.

‘Just the one. Nothing more, I promise.’

‘Let him,’ said Blue. She met Joseph’s eyes. They were the kind of blue that was almost green. His eyes widened suddenly, as though seeing her as a person, not an exhibit, for the first time. ‘And if you lose, you have to pay …’

She thought quickly. How much would a young man like this carry in his wallet? She tried to remember Dad’s wallet, when he gave her ten shillings to spend at the Royal Easter Show. A fiver, at least four pound notes … ‘If you lose, you have to pay ten pounds.’

‘Ten pounds? Darling, these people are hucksters. Come on.’ The young woman’s gloved hand tugged Joseph’s arm, clearly annoyed that her young man was noticing another girl, even one in tatty sequins.

‘In a minute.’ He still stared at Blue. ‘Agreed. If I can prove she’s not a mermaid, I get my two shillings back. If I can’t, then I pay you ten pounds.’

‘And just one tap is all you get,’ warned Ginger. ‘I’ll be watching. I’ll be yelling for help too …’

‘No need.’ Joseph grinned at Blue. ‘Ready?’

Blue put up her chin. ‘Ready.’

‘It’s quite simple.’ He looked like he was enjoying himself enormously, despite his girlfriend’s distaste. ‘I’m going to tap one of your knees.’

‘Mermaids don’t have knees.’

The smile grew, showing slightly uneven white teeth. ‘But girls do. It’s called a reflex. When your knee is tapped in a certain spot your foot jerks up. You can’t help it, or stop it. If you’re a mermaid,’ the grin became a confident chuckle, ‘your leg won’t jerk if I tap where I’m pretty sure your knee is, because mermaids don’t have knees.’ He leaned over the tub. ‘I reckon your knee is about … there!’

His hand made a sharp chopping motion.

‘Ahhh!’ Blue shuddered as the blow jerked her right leg up, tearing the scar above her knees.

‘What the …?’ Joseph stared at her obvious agony.

The young woman clapped her gloved hands. ‘She moved her leg! Darling, you are so clever.’

Blue felt the pain-sweat cold on her skin. She fought to keep herself steady. ‘He took me by surprise. That’s why I jumped.’

The young woman laughed. ‘Admit it! He’s proved you’re not a mermaid.’

‘No, I didn’t.’

Blue stared at the young man through her pain.

‘A girl’s leg shouldn’t move like that. Or hurt her either.’ He stared at Blue’s tail, then at her face, puzzled.

‘You hurt her! Belle, are you all right? I’ll fetch Mum …’ Ginger was using his real voice now, not the old-dwarf tones. But the young man and woman didn’t seem to notice.

‘No. I’m fine.’ Blue tried not to pant with the pain. ‘Go back out, Ginger. He’s finished here. Haven’t you?’ she challenged.

‘Darling, you don’t mean she really is a mermaid?’

‘I’m real,’ said Blue, trying not to grit her teeth. The scar had definitely torn; there was a hot trickle of blood along her skin. At least blood was easily washed out, though if the wound kept bleeding she’d have to get Ebenezer or Ephraim to carry her to her caravan before anyone noticed a bloody mermaid. She couldn’t change out of her tail here now, with so many people about. And that would mean leaving the gate and House of Horrors unattended, as well as no main attraction for the Freak Show, all because this stupid young man wanted to show off to his girl. She met his eyes again. ‘You owe us ten pounds.’

The man pulled his wallet out of his jacket pocket. He counted out single pound notes. He hesitated. ‘I’m sorry, I only have eight.’

‘You shouldn’t bet with what you haven’t got.’ Blue held out her hand. ‘You need to send us the extra two pounds.’

The young man handed the notes over. Blue rolled them up into a small bundle she could keep hidden in her hand. There was no way she could slip them down into her chemise without them seeing.

‘Enjoy the show,’ said Blue.

The young man glanced back as they went out.





Chapter 14

Blue sat on the bed where Ebenezer had deposited her and slowly wriggled the tail down. She inspected the damage to her scar with relief.

Not bad at all, just a tiny tear. Not even a stain on the tail either, just a long smudge of blood down her leg. Which meant she could be part of the dance tonight, which was important, as Fred would get back too late to perform. Gertrude would take his place, but that meant there was no one who could replace Blue.

She hadn’t seen the young doctor and his girlfriend among the crowd watching Sheba eat her hay and carrots. She wondered if they would be at the show, given the young woman’s disgust and the young man’s humiliation when he had lost his bet. Except he hadn’t, she thought. Her reflex had worked exactly as he’d said it would. Why had he agreed he’d lost it?

It didn’t matter. They’d paid their three shillings each to see the show even if they were back in Sydney now. She grinned, despite her aching scar. And she’d made eight pounds. That would go a long way to covering the money they hadn’t made from the people at the susso camp today. Eight pounds would pay for petrol for the five trips that would move them to the next camp.

She nibbled another cheese and tomato sandwich — none of them ate much before the performance — then slipped on her harem costume, the pants, the camisole, the slippers and then the seven veils draped at her head, shoulders and waist. Thank goodness the breeze from the south was cool. Some nights in the Big Top she’d felt she was turning into a puddle of yellow silk butter.

She pulled on the dark wig, then lifted the shawl from Madame’s mirror to check her make-up. Funny superstition, not leaving a mirror uncovered. Madame was the wisest woman she knew, most of the time. She supposed even the wisest head had freckles of silliness.

She slipped out of the caravan. The other dancers were already there, including Gertrude, dressed in the harem outfit again. She looked annoyed, but then she usually did.

‘Belle?’ Madame’s sightless eyes turned towards her. ‘You had some trouble this afternoon?’

‘Nothing I couldn’t handle. And I won us eight pounds.’ She doubted they’d ever get the other two. ‘I gave them to Ebenezer.’

‘So he told me. It was well done. But do not bet with the customers again.’

‘Why not? It’s good money.’

‘Men do not like to be made fools of. The young man this afternoon does not sound like a troublemaker. But it is not good to make enemies.’

‘No, Madame.’

Over the past six months Blue had slowly realised how vulnerable they all were. Ebenezer and Fred and Ephraim, and Mrs Olsen and Gertrude and Ginger too, for that matter, could deal with one or two locals who wanted some sport at the circus’s expense, trying to steal a harem costume as a trophy, or in a more planned crime, their precious generator.

But everyone at the circus knew all too well that if a small town’s policeman had to choose between local lads and the circus in a real scrap, he’d choose the locals every time. If any one of them was locked up on a policeman’s whim, the circus would have to wait till they were freed.

They were also dependent on continuing goodwill, for the paddocks they needed to put up the tents, with a dam or creek or spring for water to drink, and grass for Sheba to graze.

‘Ready, girls?’ Ephraim cranked up the gramophone and put the needle on the record.

The audience gasped as the lights in the Big Top went out.

A curtain of stars above them, a cloak of night around them. Blue counted out the steps as the four dancers began to move, foot in front of foot, hips swaying, arms crossed in front, their veils drifting in the wind from the sea, wind smelling of salt and seaweed, the smell of greasepaint and sweat, the expectation as thick as honey from the crowd.

Out by the entrance Ephraim pulled the levers that slid sheets of metal with cut-out tiny holes over the floor lights, then clicked the light switch to turn them on again. The starlights seemed to float around the ring. Blue heard the audience gasp again, as they had gasped at every performance since Willow Creek.

She would never get used to this. Never. It was as though energy flowed from her to the audience. They wanted beauty so much that they needed only the smallest of illusions — the lighting, the greasepaint, the costumes — to transform an elderly woman, a rabbit-faced younger one and a scarred girl into a song of dreams. Tonight at least they’d have Gertrude, with her genuine beauty, instead of Fred. Blue counted again, under her breath, as she began to rotate her hips to the music.

Arms up. One, two, three, four …

Sway, sway … seven, eight, turn …

You could almost touch the silence. The audience was intent.

We are magic, thought Blue. Every day and every night, we give them magic …

Three, four, five …

Turn. Sway. One, two, three …

Blue caught a glimpse of the pregnant woman at the back, her eyes glowing, her hands resting on the faded dress stretched across her stomach. The little girl sat on her father’s knee, to get a better view.

This is for you, thought Blue, letting her arms be one with the music. For these minutes you and your unborn child are in a far-off harem, where women dance in gold silk, then lie on cushions by a fountain, eating Turkish delight …

Arms up … arms down … six, seven, turn …

And then she saw him. He sat in the expensive front-row seats, just as she’d imagined he would, his tweed-jacketed arms resting on the barrier between the audience and the ring. She didn’t think his girlfriend was with him, but there was no time to stare.

Turn … seven, eight … turn … arms up … cast off the first veil …

Her back was to him now …

Seven, eight … cast off the second veil … one, two, three …

Seven, eight, turn …

She could see him from the corner of her eye.

He stared, like all the other men. No, not like the others. His stare was for her alone. Then she realised he wasn’t looking at her face or even her bosom, but her legs.

She felt a moment’s panic. Had he recognised her as the mermaid?

She forced her eyes to look away, her body to follow the beat and the music.

It doesn’t matter if he has recognised me, she told herself. What could he do? Call out in front of everyone, ‘That’s the girl who was the mermaid! But she’s not really a mermaid, she has two feet! Give me my eight pounds back!’

They’d laugh at him. No one would stop Ephraim and Ebenezer hauling a troublemaker away, not this crowd anyway, with their shadowed faces and faded clothes. She felt her practised smile melt into something real.

The susso camp was the safest gig they’d had.

… the sixth veil slid to the ground. One more veil and then the ‘blow off’, the finale that left them gasping.

… six … seven … eight …

The music reached a crescendo. Blue undid the clip on her harem pants. They pooled at her ankles. For a second only, the audience saw a triangle of silken underpants above two long straight legs …

It was another silken body stocking, worn down to her knees, laboriously designed and stitched by Mrs Olsen, marked out with paint to show two legs and a gap, to make it seem that she was normal, not a freak. It wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny. But here, in the twinkling of the tiny lights, with normal legs on either side of her, it was enough to briefly fool the eye.

Then darkness cloaked them. Blue bent and piled the veils and harem pants into her arms, then ran with small steps out into the night, with the others.

The cold wind hit them as they came out of the Big Top, chilling the sweat from the dance. Blue could hear the sea mutter beyond the dunes. She shivered, but not from cold. The Big Top lights glowed again. Mrs Olsen and Gertrude hurried into their caravan to change into their Boldini Brothers costumes.

Madame walked slowly and deliberately back to her caravan too. Sometimes she liked to sit with Sheba during the intermission, but tonight the old woman shivered in the damp south wind. Blue watched to make sure she made it to the caravan steps — Madame hated anyone leading her, but sometimes a bucket or other obstacle might have rolled into her path. The door closed behind her.

‘Peanuts and lollies,’ called Ephraim from the Big Top.

There wasn’t really room for two to change at the same time in the caravan. Blue pulled the harem pants on again, then wrapped all the seven veils around her arms for warmth, and sat on a bale of hay near Sheba. ‘What do you think of the crowd tonight, old girl?’

Sheba waved her trunk expectantly. She still wore her covering of silk and tassels. Blue laughed. ‘No treats till after the show. You know the rules.’ Sheba was inclined to eject droppings when she was fed. The audience might laugh at the wrong moment. Or worse, a performer might slip and hurt themselves badly.

The trunk went down, as though Sheba understood her. She did know the rules, as well as Blue, or even better. How old was Sheba? Had she always been with the circus? Maybe Sheba’s mother had been the Magnifico Family’s elephant too. Generations of performers and elephants. She would have to ask Madame.

‘Excuse me?’

Blue struggled to her feet. It was the young man from this afternoon, Joseph.

‘The audience isn’t allowed back here,’ she said curtly, glad that Madame wasn’t here to witness her lack of charm. Madame always knew if anyone was smiling or not. The smile is in the voice, she said.

The young man came no closer. ‘I know. I just wanted to apologise for this afternoon.’

Blue bit her lip. She was a harem dancer now, not a mermaid. Never tell the punters your secrets. She compromised: ‘I heard you had a bet with the mermaid. Not wise. Mermaids always win their bets.’

‘I … see.’ Joseph did not smile. ‘It was a stupid bet. Could you pass on my apologies to her?’

‘Yes,’ said Blue. ‘Where’s your friend?’

‘I took her home, drove back myself to see the show.’ He hesitated. ‘Look, there’s no easy way to say this. I’m a medical student. Not qualified yet, but I’m boarding with one of Sydney’s best surgeons.’ He gestured at her neck. ‘I couldn’t help noticing the scars.’

Blue’s hand went up to her neck automatically. The thick greasepaint seemed to be still in place.

‘I don’t think anyone else could see them,’ he said hurriedly. ‘It’s just the faintest ridge when you turn side-on.’

Blue said nothing. Not only had he seen through the disguise, he knew the monster underneath.

‘They made me think. I wondered if … the mermaid … might also have scars elsewhere,’ he said gently.

‘What’s it to you if she has?’

‘My sister used to be crippled.’

Blue hadn’t expected this. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ve lost a brother too —’

‘No,’ he said hurriedly. ‘I didn’t mean that when I said “used to be”. Flinty’s alive and well. Very alive,’ he added dryly. ‘I wish I had half her energy. But she had bad medical advice, thought she’d never walk again. That was one of the things that made me want to become a doctor, one who actually looks at his patients as people instead of as symptoms he’s seen so often he doesn’t even really think about them.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Blue expressionlessly.

‘I don’t know how much medical care someone in a circus can get …’ He was obviously trying to find a polite way to put it. ‘I thought perhaps a second doctor’s opinion might help.’

Blue sat awkwardly on the hay again. How much should she tell him? Nothing, she thought. She should send him back into the crowd, where he belonged.

‘I was in a fire.’ The words flowed even before she knew she was speaking. ‘I’ve got the scars on my neck, the ones you saw. Another big one on my right shoulder — it’s no trouble. But my legs sort of got stuck together, above my knees.’ She stopped. He might be a medical student. He might even be kind, not the arrogant youth she’d thought this afternoon. But he was still a stranger.

And he knew about her scars. She suddenly realised that those scars could identify her. How many other missing girls would have scars like hers?

But this was Sydney, not Melbourne. Did the police in Victoria even talk to those in New South Wales? And why should a doctor talk about her scars to a policeman?

Joseph looked at her, frowning. ‘Scars shouldn’t bind together like that, not if each leg was bandaged and treated separately.’

But they weren’t, Blue thought. When the aunts had taken her from the hospital Aunt Lilac had unwrapped the bandages on her legs, and made a face at the sight of the blood and damaged skin. Let them dry out, she’d said. Blue had lain in the hot room, pressing her legs together because one big pain was somehow better than two slightly smaller ones …

‘They should have cared for you better!’ Joseph’s gaze took in the caravans, the Big Top.

She wanted to defend them, to tell him it wasn’t the circus people’s lack of care, but her respectable aunts’. But she had given too much away already.

‘How long is intermission?’

‘About half an hour.’ The actual length of time depended on how well the peanuts and lollies were selling, and whether the circus was staying in a paddock next to a pub. A pub owner would pay a circus that attracted a good drinking crowd. She didn’t suppose it would be a long intermission tonight. ‘The ringmaster will crack his whip when it’s time to go back.’

Joseph pulled out his watch. It was round, and gold like its chain. ‘Another ten minutes then.’ He put the watch back in his pocket. ‘Look, would you like me to fix you up an appointment with Dr Gregson?’

‘What good would that do?’

‘If the scar tissue is as you’ve told me, I’m pretty sure he could do something. If you were able to move your legs after the fire, the fusing may be relatively superficial. I couldn’t guarantee an operation would give you full mobility — it would depend on the depth of the scarring — but certainly enough to let your legs move independently, at least.’

‘Really?’

He nodded.

It was as though the wind no longer blew the scent of rags and sewage towards them. To be able to walk! Or even run, and dance properly. A whole possible future would open up if she could move her legs. She could marry and have children. She could learn to soar like Gertrude on the trapeze …

Where had that thought come from? It took years to learn to do that, practice from babyhood maybe. But she could do something, many things …

And it was impossible. She knew enough about doctors to know they were expensive. Even if she didn’t have to worry about being identified, she couldn’t afford a surgeon’s fees. ‘No. Thank you anyway, but —’

‘No need to worry about the money,’ he put in abruptly. ‘Dr Gregson’s a good egg, a friend of the family. He’d do it as a favour.’

She stared at him and then up at the stars. They winked down at her, as though to say, ‘Life can be so much more than your small world down there.’ It was so tempting … But an operation like that, in a hospital by a well-known surgeon, might be noticed. Until she was twenty-one the aunts could claim her again.

‘I’m sorry.’ He’d never know how sorry she really was. ‘Thank you, but I can’t do it.’

‘Why not? I know it would mean pain, but it must hurt now too.’

‘It’s not the pain. I can’t, that’s all.’

‘Just let Dr Gregson have a look —’

‘No.’

‘Please,’ he said. ‘Give yourself time to think about it.’

She shook her head. There had been little chance Uncle Herbert or the police would accept she was being poisoned last year. Now she was well they’d be even more inclined to think she’d run off to the circus out of waywardness, not fear.

She suddenly realised that perhaps she would have run off even without the threat of poison. Could she really have endured the small life of Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy, embroidering or sewing petticoat seams, dressed in the clothes as well as the morals of the days of Queen Victoria, filling the time between meals, their only outing to church on Sundays? Day after day, till she was twenty-one and independent?

Twenty-one, she thought. When I’m twenty-one they’ll have no hold over me.

Joseph still watched her. She met his gaze. ‘Would you still take me to this doctor friend of yours in four years’ time?’

‘Four years? Why wait that long? I don’t understand.’

‘Please. Just promise you won’t speak of this to anyone.’ They had given up any pretence that she wasn’t the mermaid.

He looked at her steadily. ‘I promise,’ he said at last. ‘How long is the circus staying here?’

‘We move on tomorrow.’ She could tell he’d hoped to see her again.

‘Where to?’

‘We’re on the road to Gundagai.’ It was the answer they always gave. It was even true in a way. All roads eventually led to Gundagai or any other place on earth, though of course Madame had ordained that the Magnifico Family Circus would never actually go to Gundagai again.

‘I haven’t been there. They say the river’s lovely. Look, my name is Joseph McAlpine. I’ll write it down for you and my address — my home address, as well as Dr Gregson’s in Sydney, in case I’m not living there when you write to me.’

When you marry that flash tart of yours, she thought. Joseph scribbled on a page of a notebook, then held it out to her. ‘You can read?’

‘Of course I can read!’ She fought down the indignation. His assumption that she was illiterate was reasonable. Fred could read and write well, but the Olsens could hardly scribble more than their names. She didn’t know about Ephraim and Ebenezer.

‘I’m sorry.’ He smiled at her. ‘Sorry for this afternoon, sorry for thinking you might not read. Sorry I can’t help you now. But don’t forget. Please.’

‘I won’t forget. How did you recognise me anyway?’

‘The way you move. No, I don’t mean from the scars on your legs,’ he added hastily. ‘You disguise that well. I’m amazed you can dance as well as you can, from what you’ve told me. No, just the way you turn your head. Your smile.’ His eyes met hers. ‘I’ll never forget your smile.’

He broke the gaze and turned at a huffing sound behind him. The elephant stood, watching them both consideringly, as though to say, ‘You’ve given her enough attention. Look at me, now.’

Joseph stared at her in wonder. ‘She’s so tame. Can I pat her?’

Blue nodded.

Joseph reached over and stroked Sheba’s leathery hide. Sheba accepted it, her trunk curling in case carrots or squashed flies might be involved. ‘She feels warm!’

‘You expected her to be cold and stuffed, like the grizzly bear?’

‘Bears,’ he corrected, smiling.

She didn’t contradict him. ‘On hot nights we give her another bath, after the show. She loves it.’

‘You have a bathtub big enough for an elephant?’

Laughter gurgled before she could stop it. ‘Of course not. Ginger throws buckets of water over her while I rub her with a soft broom. She washes herself too, sucks up water in her trunk and squirts it all over. Over us too sometimes.’

‘I’d like to see that.’ His voice held laughter as well.

Sheba stepped over to her water trough, as though she had understood him, and dipped in her trunk.

‘Sheba! No!’ Sheba had never bathed herself while she wore her red cloth blanket in all the time Blue had known her. A dripping elephant blanket would look ridiculous in the finale!

Sheba gave her a glance. Blue almost thought that she was grinning.

Bluuurt! The water squirted to one side of the young man, almost, but not quite, wetting his jacket.

Joseph ducked automatically, then stared. ‘Did she know what we were talking about?’

Sheba gave a snort that might almost have been a laugh. She picked up a trunkful of hay. Blue hesitated. ‘Maybe. She understands words like “walk” and “bath” and “carrot”. She’s memorised her act too. And she plays jokes. She hid Ebenezer’s — the ringmaster’s — top hat once. We found it under her hay.’

‘Someone else might have put it there.’

She shook her head. ‘We all swore we hadn’t. And we don’t lie. Well, not to each other.’

He looked at her shrewdly. ‘But to others?’

‘Not really lying. Showmanship. Stories. People want to believe. So we let them.’

‘With flying fairies and blonde mermaids?’

She couldn’t let him know that the lies were sometimes much more than that. A whip cracked in the Big Top. The music crackled to life again. ‘You need to go if you want to see the next act. The Boldini Brothers truly are incredible.’

‘No, er, showmanship?’

‘There’s showmanship. But they really do exactly what you think they’re doing.’ Except they’re not a man and a boy, but the woman and the girl you last saw as harem dancers. ‘Then there’s the magician.’ She gave him a wry grin. ‘Now that is all just showmanship — a magic wand that turns into a bunch of roses and a rabbit pulled out of the ringmaster’s top hat.’

‘Stuffed, I presume,’ said Joseph.

‘A real one wouldn’t hold still long enough. Then after that there’s the Galah.’

‘A bird? What does it do?’

‘Sorry. It’s a sort of family joke. It should be gala. The gala closing act, but we call it the Galah. All of us performing at once.’

‘Sheba too?’

‘Especially Sheba.’ Blue patted Sheba’s side. The elephant flapped her ears towards the shadow.

‘You call them your family,’ said Joseph slowly. ‘But they’re not really your family, are they?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You don’t speak like them, to begin with. You did when we first began to talk. But not now.’

She flushed. He saw too much. Normally she tried to flatten her vowels, to lose her upper-class accent. It was easy when she spoke to someone who had a cockie accent too. But she’d forgotten as she spoke to Joseph tonight.

‘Belle! This bloke botherin’ you?’ Blue hadn’t seen Fred arrive. He strode around the side of the Big Top and shoved Joseph roughly on the shoulder. ‘This ain’t no place for members of the public.’

‘Fred!’ She couldn’t understand his sudden belligerence. ‘He wasn’t doing anything!’

‘Take your hands off me.’ Joseph’s voice was cold. The two young men eyed each other.

‘Don’t you go bothering our women, soft city boy,’ said Fred quietly. He raised his fists.

‘He wasn’t —’ began Blue.

Joseph raised his own fists. ‘I’m not soft and I’m not from the city and I’ve eaten better men than you for breakfast.’

‘Stop it!’ cried Blue.

Suddenly a long grey trunk tugged Joseph’s arm so abruptly he fell back into the straw.

Fred laughed. ‘Lord Muck, eh? We protect our own! Now get … gluurrp …’ A hard jet of water knocked him into the hay, soaking him from head to toe.

Blue giggled.

‘It’s not funny,’ spluttered Fred from the hay, heaving himself and his wet clothes up.

‘It is! You look ridiculous. And so do you,’ she added to Joseph. ‘This isn’t a boxing tent.’

Sheba rumbled approval.

All at once both young men grinned, though each carefully didn’t look at the other.

‘I’d better go,’ said Joseph. ‘If she decides I need a bath too, I might leave a water stain on the leather of Andy’s precious car.’

‘It isn’t your automobile?’

He shook his head. ‘My brother’s. He lent it to me to impress Hilda. I don’t think today gave her exactly the impression I’d intended,’ he added wryly.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m not. Good evening, Miss … I don’t even know your name.’

‘Her name is Belle Magnifico.’ Fred hovered damply and protectively again.

Joseph lifted his hat to Blue. ‘Goodbye, Miss, er, Magnifico. Don’t forget.’

‘I won’t.’

Fred waited till Joseph had vanished around the side of the Big Top, then turned to Blue. ‘What was that blighter doing here?’

‘He wanted to pat Sheba.’ Blue wasn’t sure why she lied. No, not a lie, she thought, just only part of the truth.

‘He was flirting with you! We don’t flirt with outsiders. Remember what Madame says.’

‘The circus must be respectable.’ Blue parodied Madame’s accent.

‘What was it you was supposed to not forget anyway?’

She grinned at him. ‘I’ve already forgotten.’

And his grin matched hers, all anger forgotten too. ‘Like that, is it, princess? Good-oh. I’ve got the surprise for you.’

A violin, she thought, so I can play with Ephraim. ‘Where is it?’

‘Here,’ said Mah, as she walked out of the shadow of the caravans.





Chapter 15

The world shifted, a breeze from the past, cold among the scent of greasepaint and sewage.

‘Mah!’ Blue looked at Fred, then back at Mah. She wore a dress that was strangely familiar, blue linen, creased from the journey. It’s an old one of mine, she realised. Discarded by Mum over two years ago as too small when my new summer dresses arrived. That suitcase is one Mum used to have too.

‘Mah! What are you doing here? I thought I’d never see you again! Are you all right?’ The words tumbled over themselves. Blue stopped and hugged Mah fiercely. Mah’s bones felt small but tough.

Suddenly Blue realised she’d never hugged Mah before. One doesn’t hug servants, even ones you love, except one’s nanny.

Mah allowed the hug. ‘It’s so good to see you, Miss Blue.’

Blue stepped back and stared at her. Miss Blue? That girl had gone. ‘I’m Belle. Or Blue. Not the Miss bit anyway. Mah, how did you get here?’ She looked at Fred. ‘Where did you find her?’

Fred grinned. He looked like he’d pulled the world’s greatest conjuring trick. ‘At the railway station.’

‘I came on the train,’ said Mah.

‘But how … why …?’ Blue stopped as Ephraim gave her a sharp ‘be quiet’ signal from over by the gramophone. He put the needle down on the record as Gertrude and Mrs Olsen slipped down the caravan steps and ran into the tent as the Boldini Brothers.

There was no time to talk now. As soon as the trapeze act was over, followed by Ephraim’s short magic act, she had to be in the Big Top for the Galah, dressed as the mermaid. Blue lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘I have to change. Will you still be here when I get back?’

‘Of course. Fred’s got to change for the Galah too.’

Blue stared. ‘You’re speaking …’

Mah still hadn’t even smiled. ‘Proper English? People don’t like it if a Chinese girl speaks better English than they do.’

Who was this girl? Had she ever really known her? ‘Mum and Dad weren’t like that.’ Blue kept her voice soft.

‘That Mrs Huggins was, especially when your mum let me share some of your lessons. You get enough slaps on the ear, you learn not to sound uppity.’

‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Blue inadequately. ‘Her arthritis was bad. That’s why she was snappy.’ And she didn’t like what she called foreigners either, she was forced to admit to herself.

The girl who had saved her life, who had emptied her chamber pot day after day, watched her with strangely familiar eyes. ‘I … I am glad you are safe, Blue. I missed you.’

It sounded odd to hear her real name again. ‘I really do have to change, Mah. You’ll still be here, after the show?’

‘Yes,’ said Mah.

Fred said, ‘She’ll always be here. She’s goin’ to be a member of the circus now.’

Ebenezer’s whip cracked. The audience burst into ferocious applause. The Boldini Brothers would be bowing inside, triumphant.

‘What! But how …? Does Madame know?’

‘Madame knows everything. Marjory’s me baby sister.’ Fred gave a final grin, and sprinted to the caravan to change.

Marjory? Fred’s sister? But there was no time for explanations now. She hugged Mah again, felt hesitation again, then a brief hug in return. She shuffled as fast as she could into Madame’s caravan.

Blonde wig, a touch of the greasepaint over her scars, a slightly browner face paint — mermaids must be suntanned — and a little glitter on her cheeks and forehead. The skin-tight silk top … She was just finishing fastening her tail when Fred knocked. ‘Ready?’

‘Yes. Come in.’

Ephraim followed Fred into the caravan. He was in his Boffo costume, red mop wig and all, big and loose and easily donned over his regular clothes. Fred was dressed as a pirate, in ragged canvas pants, bare chest with painted ‘tattoos’, a pirate hat, patch and a moulting stuffed parrot tied onto his shoulder.

The glass tank sat on its trolley on the sandy soil by the caravan steps. There was no sign of Mah. Blue wondered if she was in the Big Top, seeing the rest of the show, out of the way of the real work backstage.

The glass tank was about six feet long and a yard wide, filled with water. It had been Fred’s idea, though some of what had remained of Blue’s original ten pounds had paid for it when he found it for sale in a junk shop. A mermaid on a rock was all right for the Freak Show tent. But the Galah had to be truly splendiferous.

Blue shivered as they lowered her into the water. She rested her hands on the glass at the far end, to keep her head and wig out and dry for the entrance. Then Ephraim wound up the gramophone for the music.

Ginger and Gertrude — Tiny Titania and Glorious Gloria — already sat astride Sheba’s neck. Even now, Gertrude’s beauty in the spotlight still gave her a small shock each time she saw it. Gertrude was pretty even in a boy’s shorts and shirt. But somehow she seemed to absorb the glow from an audience. Madame and Mrs Olsen stood — a fortune-teller and a harem dancer — on either side of Sheba.

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, for the last time tonight …’ Ebenezer’s voice rang through the camp, ‘the amazing, the one and only … the Magnifico Family Circus!’

One, two, three … Sheba knew the routine as well as any of them. On the first beat of music the elephant began to plod slowly and evenly into the Big Top, with Ginger and Gertrude still sitting on her neck. Madame and Mrs Olsen strode in on either side.

One, two, three, four … Gertrude stood, her legs apart and slightly flexed. Ginger stood too. One, two, three … The boy — or fairy — vaulted onto his sister’s shoulders. She held his feet as Ginger raised his arms next to his wings, almost as if he was flying.

Ephraim, as Boffo the clown, followed, walking the first few steps, then pretending to slip and cartwheeling over and over. Fred gave the gramophone another quick wind, then began to pull Blue’s trolley.

Blue took a deep breath. She let go of the rim of the tank and plunged her head under the water as they entered the ring, her hair in a cloud behind her, the necklaces sagging, the red and blue glass shining in the electric light.

Someone screamed. Someone always screamed. The mermaid in the Freak Show tent was a game of pretend — the customers pretended, even to themselves, that the mermaid, the grizzly bear and the two-headed calf might be real. But a mermaid actually swimming underwater! Kids clambered down to the ringside for a closer look.

Blue imagined Gertrude forcing herself to keep smiling, up on Sheba’s back. She had been the star of the show before the arrival of the mermaid, the only one who drew gasps from the audience. She was still the circus’s real performer. Blue’s act required timing and practice, not skill. The audience might not even have fallen for it, without Gertrude’s all-too-real daring on the trapeze earlier.

But in the Galah, at least, Blue was the star.

Her lungs were almost bursting. She carefully blew the air from her lungs, a series of bubbles above her, then pressed her lips to the hollow glass breathing tube, and took a deep quick lungful. It would have been easier to breathe through it the whole time. But that would have broken the illusion. You couldn’t suck air and smile. She moved back from the tube, smiling again, wondering who watched her: Mah, the young man Joseph, the pregnant woman with the hopeful eyes …

Ephraim tumbled outside, unnoticed, as the audience stared at the mermaid, to wind up the gramophone again, before tumbling back in …

‘Harrup!’ called Ebenezer. He cracked his whip.

Sheba’s trunk came down. Madame put her foot on it and held one hand up to Gertrude.

‘Har … rup!’ Madame stood astride Sheba’s back while Sheba lowered her trunk for Mrs Olsen.

Now all four stood on the elephant, Madame and Mrs Olsen leaning out hand in hand with Gertrude, steadied by the young woman’s strong hands. Ginger slowly bent down and put his hands on Gertrude’s shoulders. He rose again in a graceful handstand, waving his pink slippered feet in the air.

‘Harrup!’ Ebenezer’s whip cracked again. Boffo the clown gave a final somersault, then leaped up onto Sheba’s back, sitting facing her tail.

The audience giggled.

Another leap, and Fred the pirate sat on Sheba’s head, keeping his legs carefully away from her eyes.

The music scratched to a crescendo. Blue flung her head with its wet streaming wig out of the water and took a deep gasp of air, then pressed her hands down hard onto the base of the tank.

It had taken her months to do this, to gain not just the strength but the coordination. Damaged legs made it hard to balance too. But this only had to work for a few seconds.

Down … up! The mermaid’s tail rose straight out of the water, scattering droplets as she waved it in the air, her head still underwater.

Gasps, another scream. Unnoticed, Ephraim slid down off Sheba and ran out to turn off the lights and to wind the gramophone once again.

Darkness fell like a blanket. Blue lowered her legs down, holding onto the edge of the tank, her head in the air, gasping great lovely breaths of air, her wet wig sticking to her back.

The lights came up. The music was different now, a gay polka as they circled the ring, Gertrude, Ginger, Madame and Mrs Olsen astride Sheba, Fred pulling Blue’s tank, then Ephraim and finally Ebenezer, all of them smiling and waving, waving and smiling, then out into the night, leaving the applause thundering behind them.

It was the loudest applause Blue had ever heard.

On and on it rang, with stamping, cheering, hoots of joy. Blue felt the grin slide over her face as she sat up in her tank. All around her the others’ faces glowed too. Even Gertrude smiled. The susso-camp families in there may have paid least at the gate, but they had given a more magical experience than any other audience ever had.

‘That was incredible!’ Mah sat on a bale of hay, her hands in her lap.

Madame smiled regally at her. ‘In two nights’ time you will be part of it.’

‘Really?’ asked Blue.

‘Yep.’ Fred looked pleased with himself. ‘I been practising a magic act. That’ll mean Ephraim don’t have to rush back and forth doin’ the lights and music, as well as be the magician. Marj can be my assistant. And take my place in that ruddy dance.’

‘Language,’ said Madame reprovingly. ‘And I will check this magic act tomorrow.’

Gertrude gave a snort. ‘Another bit of fool the eye.’

‘What does it matter?’ asked Fred easily. ‘As long as the punters applaud.’

‘Of course it matters! How could someone like you understand?’ Gertrude looked at the circle of performers. ‘How can any of you understand what Mum and Ginger and I do? We work like Trojans. Practising from the time we can walk, hour after hour, day after day …’

‘Gertrude,’ said Mrs Olsen quietly.

‘It’s true!’

‘We know it’s true,’ said Ebenezer quietly. ‘We’re your greatest fans, lass. You make the circus — and we know it.’

‘Hear hear,’ added Ephraim.

Blue nodded. ‘You’re wonderful. I wish I could do what you can. You make us all seem beautiful. I think everyone who sees you dreams that one day they could fly like you.’

‘Yes. Well …’ Gertrude looked unsure of what to do with the direct praise. ‘I’ll go get changed. It’s cold.’ She headed up to the Olsens’ caravan, Ginger at her heels, already stripping off his fairy wings.

‘How about dinner?’ Fred looked at Mrs Olsen, a shawl wrapped around her harem dancer costume. ‘I could eat a horse.’

Madame’s blind eyes looked around the group, almost but not quite at their faces. ‘It is too windy to risk a fire tonight.’

‘No firewood to be had neither,’ said Ephraim. ‘Every bit o’ driftwood’s been picked clean right along the beach.’

‘Hope Town needs firewood more than us. But now my package is here we will have goulash again, soon. What was the taking tonight?’

‘Eleven quid and threepence,’ said Ephraim, ‘but most of that is the eight quid from the rich geezer Belle had the bet with. We also got a couple of loaves of damper, eight eggs, two boxes of tomatoes, a bucket of buttermilk — there’s a dairy farmer a mile away who gives it away to anyone from the camp — a jar of tomato jam, half a dozen grilled bunnies — reckon most of the boys around here have rabbit traps — about four pounds of cold grilled sausages and a jam sandwich with a note saying For the elephant. I have my doubts them sausages was legally obtained.’

‘Sheba shall have her sandwich,’ said Madame. ‘As for the sausages,’ she shrugged, ‘we cannot give them back to the butcher they came from, so their legality is not our concern. Tonight’s meal shall be cold sausages and rabbit and damper and tomato jam, and do not forget to drink the buttermilk. Mrs Olsen, if you would bring mine to my caravan? This wind is too cold for my old bones.’

‘Yes, Madame,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘And tomorrow, Gertrude will ride Sheba with Belle through the shanties before Ebenezer takes her down to the sea for her swim.’

Gertrude’s face appeared out the caravan door. She gave them all a swift angry look. ‘I practise in the mornings.’

‘One practice cut short will do no harm. You will be Gloria and Belle will be a dancer.’ Madame shook her head. ‘The mermaid would please them more, but a mermaid on an elephant is not believable. Best they keep the image from tonight. But wear the jewels. They deserve another sight of jewels. The children will tell their children.’ Madame stared into the darkness. Her voice was soft. ‘When they talk about these years they will not say, “We shivered in the wind with sacking walls, we ate stale bread and drank buttermilk,” but, “One night I saw a fairy fly across a tent. I saw a mermaid swim, and wave her tail at me.”’

Madame turned neatly and accurately, and walked towards her caravan.

Blue looked at Mah, still unable to believe she was actually here. ‘I need to get out of my wet things and hang them up to dry.’

‘I’ll be waiting,’ said Mah. She sat on her bale of hay, her suitcase next to her, her hands still in her lap, seeming to feel as little emotion as the moon.





Chapter 16

Mah was still sitting there when Blue came out of Madame’s caravan, back in her shorts and shirt, bare feet, and an old woollen beanie to keep off the chill of the wind. Fred sat with her, a plate of sausage and chutney sandwiches next to him. Over in the Olsens’ caravan shadows moved in the lamplight through the window. Ephraim and Ebenezer were shadows too, checking the Big Top’s guy ropes, in case the wind grew stronger in the night.

Sheba stood by her pile of hay, steadily eating. There was no sign of any manure — Hope Town’s vegetable growers must have taken it after the show. Blue looked for the teddy bear, then saw it perched on the hay bale, between Mah and Fred.

So Sheba had accepted Mah, she thought. For a second she felt jealousy, then thrust it away.

The tents rustled in the darkness, the canvas creaking and flapping a little in the wind. Mah said nothing, just nibbled her sandwich, her eyes on Blue. Blue took a sandwich too.

‘I don’t understand. Not any of it.’ She looked at the blond-headed Fred and the dark-haired Mah. ‘How can you even be brother and sister? Mah is Chinese, and you’re …’ a bit exotic looking, she thought, but didn’t know how to say it politely.

Fred shrugged. ‘I reckon our gran must have been Chinese. Marj and me, we’re orphans. I was only six when Ma and Dad died, Marj just a baby. We were sent to an orphanage. No one else wanted to claim us. My hair’s black, like Marj’s. I looked more Chinese before I dyed it. Bein’ blond were part of my disguise.’

Blue stared at him. ‘Why did you need to be disguised?’

‘Got into a bit of trouble up in Brisbane,’ said Fred airily.

Blue looked at him suspiciously. ‘What kind of trouble?’

‘Nothin’ much.’

‘He robbed a bank,’ said Mah flatly.

‘What?!’

‘What else were I to do?’ Fred made it almost sound reasonable. ‘The orphanage was bad enough, but at least they gave us three meals a day, even if it was mostly porridge and bread and scrape.’

‘It sounds terrible.’ Blue thought of her own childhood, walking in the park, Mum on one side, Dad on the other, licking ice cream from the ice-cream truck. Servants, like Mah, to do anything unpleasant or boring. Servants to tidy her toys when she tired of them, fetch Mum’s shawl if she felt cold.

‘They did their best,’ said Mah quietly. ‘There are so many orphans, so few to care for them.’

Fred shrugged. ‘Anyhow, they chucked us out of the orphanage when we was twelve. Nine years ago, that was for me. Girls went into service, like Marj. They got me a job sweeping the floor in a shoe factory — not one of your dad’s. Blimey, but it stank. If it wasn’t the hides being tanned, it was the glue. Made enough to share a bed with two others in a boarding house, more porridge and bread and scrape, and Irish stew on Sundays. And then the factory closed down. Couldn’t get a job no matter how hard I tried. A quarter of Australia unemployed — who’s going to give a job to a skinny twelve-year-old who looks Chinese?’

He looked at Blue, the laughter gone from his eyes. ‘I rode the rattler out of Melbourne. One of the older blokes on the road, Jim, took me under his wing. Showed me how to collect the susso rations “for me sick dad”, line me pants with newspaper so I didn’t freeze sleeping rough at night, how to pinch a shirt from some rich cockie’s washing line when mine wore out. Worked our way up from town to town …’

Blue thought of all the men they’d seen in the past six months, humping their blueys — the rolled-up tatty blankets, the dangling billy — allowed to collect their weekly rations at a town’s police station as long as they were well down the road by sundown, not allowed to linger even when footsore or sick, some with beards like magpies’ nests, with years of grime darkening their skins, others with faces painfully bare from shaving in whatever water they could find in a dam or creek or storm-water drain. Fred had been one of those …

‘Got to Brissie finally, but there were no work there either. So Jim came up with a plan. Just one bank, on payday, when they’d have plenty o’ cash, an’ we’d have enough to set ourselves up real nice. Start up a little shop maybe. Marj too.’

‘Don’t you dare say it was for me,’ said Mah fiercely. ‘I knew nothing. What you did was wrong. Bad.’

‘Yeah, well.’ Fred gazed out towards the sea. The waves hushed faintly beyond the dunes.

‘What happened?’ asked Blue.

‘Jim had a pistol. Old German one. He’d brought it back from the war. No ammunition. Don’t think it even worked, but they weren’t to know that. Covered our faces in balaclavas. Got the money too, four bags of it, everyone lyin’ on the floor. But the manager had a pistol. An’ his was loaded. He got Jim as we was going out …’

Fred’s gaze was still on the sand dunes.

‘Killed him?’ whispered Blue.

Fred looked back at her, his face blank. ‘Didn’t die for two days. But he told them my name, what I looked like. They had a sketch of me in the newspaper. We had this hidey-hole in the shed of an old sugar factory. Snakes as big as your arm and the cockroaches … Anyhow, Jim didn’t tell them about it. I laid low till I was too hungry to hide any longer. Dug a hole for the money. Planned to come back for it later, when the fuss had died down.

‘Didn’t dare go near the train line. I knew they’d be watching the rattlers. Walked as far as I could that night. Slept under a bush, and then next morning, there were these sideshows in a fairground. I thought I could hide in the back of one of their wagons when they moved on, but soon as I got there I saw two police. I ducked into the fortune-teller’s tent …’

‘Madame,’ said Blue softly.

He nodded. ‘She could see in those days. Took one look at me and knew just who I was. “You are a thief,” she told me. “The question is, are you a good thief or a bad one?”’ He shook his head. ‘Thought she was magic for a while, she knew so much, all about the orphanage and Jim. Found out later the coppers had already been in to see her. They’d checked on everyone at the carnival too.

‘Madame offered me a deal. Her Big Top had burned down at Gundagai. That was why she and the Olsens were with the carnival. She and Mrs Olsen were doing the Dance of the Seven Veils too, just the two of them — Gertrude was still too young, and Ginger just a baby. But before her Big Top had burned Madame had been on the trapeze.’

It still seemed impossible to imagine Madame flying like Gertrude across the tent. ‘What was Madame’s act like?’

‘I never saw her,’ said Fred regretfully. ‘She was gettin’ too old for it even then and she knew her eyesight was goin’ too. Anyway, you can’t do the trapeze without a Big Top and the right ropes and pulleys. Gertrude was only eight or nine years old, but Madame and Mrs Olsen were training her up. Knew she was goin’ to be something good. So Madame offered me a trade. She knew how much I’d got in the bank job — enough for a new Big Top and a decent truck. If I told her where the loot was, she and Mrs Olsen would make sure I weren’t found. Never, not so long as I pulled up me socks and stayed on the straight and narrow.’ Fred shrugged. ‘So the Magnifico Family Circus got going again. Me and Madame and Mrs Olsen and the kids.’

‘And Ebenezer, Ephraim?’

‘Nah, they came later. Had some others with us before them too.’

Blue stared at him. So the circus she loved had come from stolen money. There was something more he wasn’t saying. Something big. ‘And Sheba?’

‘Sheba was there, of course.’ Fred gave the elephant a grin. ‘Think Madame wanted that truck mainly so Sheba didn’t have to walk from town to town any more.’

Blue looked at Mah. ‘Did you know what he was doing?’

‘I was still at the orphanage. I saw his picture in the paper. Not a good picture, but there was his name. I knew it was him. I was so ashamed. He wrote to me, but I wouldn’t answer.’ She shrugged. ‘Then when I was twelve I was sent to your parents’ house. Mrs Huggins was hard, but your mother was kind. She gave me your dresses when you grew out of them. Even the blue coat with the rabbit-skin collar. And new shoes from your factories where someone had made a mistake, so they couldn’t be sold.’

Blue flushed. Charity. She’d had so much, and Mah so little. She’d never even noticed. She thought, you scrubbed the hall floor while I went to tennis parties. I thought of you as my friend, but you share with your friends, you don’t just give them the things you no longer need.

‘I’m sorry.’ She met Mah’s gaze. ‘You did everything for me back then. And I just took.’

Fred looked from one to the other, puzzled. ‘I thought you’d both be happy. Being together again and everything.’

Blue ignored him, looking at Mah. If only she’d smile. She attempted a smile herself. ‘You can share everything I have now, though that’s only two pounds, fourpence. Everything else belongs to all of us. Or Madame.’

Mah considered. ‘So if I stay here …’

Fred said, ‘Of course you’re goin’ to stay here!’

Mah kept her eyes on Blue. ‘If I stay here, you’re not going to say, “Mah, please fetch my sandwiches?”’

Blue looked at the sandwich in her hand, then back at Mah. ‘No. Well, no more than I might say, “I’m getting a sandwich. Do you want one too?” There are no servants here, Mah. We work hard, but we work together.’

‘That’s what I told her.’ Fred bit into his own sandwich. ‘Eat up, princess,’ he added to Blue. ‘Marj ate while you were changing.’

‘Mah? Do you hate me?’

‘Hate? No.’ Mah considered. ‘Envied. Resented.’

Blue looked at her helplessly through the darkness. Behind them Sheba munched her hay. ‘I thought we were friends. Sort of friends.’

Mah picked up the teddy bear and cuddled it absently. ‘Not at first. You were a young lady and I was the servant who got your cast-offs. But you let me read your books,’ she said softly. ‘You said, “You’ll like this one.” When you went into town and came back with chocolates you would give me one. You didn’t pick out the ones you didn’t like. You offered me the whole box to choose from. But I didn’t know we were friends till I found myself in the flames to find you.’ Mah met her eyes. ‘If we hadn’t been friends, you wouldn’t have hugged me now.’

‘You didn’t hug me back.’

Mah grinned. Suddenly, magically, her face was Fred’s, with a touch of Fred’s wickedness too. Any housekeeper seeing that grin on a housemaid would have been automatically suspicious. She hugged Blue sharply, her wiry arms strong, then sat back. ‘There you are then.’ She wrinkled her nose at Fred. ‘You can stop worrying, big brother. I’m staying, just as you planned.’

Sheba gave a satisfied rumble behind them. A pink-tipped trunk edged over their shoulders and grabbed the teddy bear. Mah gave a sharp cry as it was plucked from her hands.

‘She only lends it to you.’ Blue bit into her sandwich. The greasy meatiness was good. ‘Pass me another, Fred. I’m starved.’

‘Your word is my command, princess.’ Fred passed her the plate, then offered it to Mah.

Mah took a sandwich and started eating. When she could, she said, ‘If you hadn’t been my friend, I wouldn’t have written to Fred, saying he must save you.’

‘I … don’t understand.’ But suddenly she did, the pieces of the jigsaw coming together. The servant who heard everything, the brother at the circus …

The wind sneaked over the dunes, smelling of ice and sea. Mah shivered. Fred took off his jacket and put it over her shoulders.

‘After the fire …’

After you saved me, thought Blue.

‘… I heard Mrs Huggins say the police had found a couple of kerosene tins in the nursery next to your bedroom. The police came down hard on us, but why would servants want to do such a thing? Your family were good to us. Even if they hadn’t been, jobs were hard to get.’

Blue tried to think who might have had access to the nursery. So many people had come back to the house after the funeral service, not just the aunts and Uncle Herbert but the factory managers, Mum’s friends from church and tennis, and men Dad had been at school with, as well as his friends from the business world.

Blue shook her head. ‘Someone would have noticed if any guest carried kerosene tins.’

‘Reckon someone was paid to torch the place,’ said Fred.

Blue felt the hairs rise on her arms. Fred knew about things like theft and arson. Kind, laughing Fred. Fred who had robbed a bank, with a pistol. Had it really been unloaded? She blinked.

‘Easy enough for someone to come in through the window. They could leave a couple of candles burning near the cans, nice fat ones, so they could get away afore it all flared up.’

He’s talking like it was a circus trick. He doesn’t seem to realise it was my life, thought Blue. ‘So you came to the hospital to look out for me,’ she said to Mah slowly.

Mah shrugged. ‘Partly. Mostly I needed a job too. Even a decent bed and my meals till I could find another one. Stupid Chinese girl, not speak English much. Work for nothing. At least I got to eat your liver custards.’

‘You had to eat my leftovers!’

‘Better than burned porridge at the orphanage. But I got worried,’ said Mah. ‘The burns healed, but you got sicker. Every day you got sicker. I watched. I listened. And then I heard your aunt say “arsenic”.’

Blue sat as though the air about her had turned to ice. She had accepted intellectually that the poisoning story was probably true. She had even accepted that her aunts might have been responsible.

Almost.

This was different. ‘Did they really say they were going to kill me?’ she whispered. ‘Are you sure?’

Mah looked at her with sympathy. ‘It was about two weeks before you left. I was outside the door. “That Chinese girl is absolutely not allowed in the dining room,”’ she mimicked. ‘I heard your Aunt Daisy say, “How long does arsenic take to kill?” Then your Aunt Lilac said, “Who can be sure? One more dose, or twenty, and she will be dead. Weedkiller can kill bluebells too.” Then Ethel saw me. Gave me a fat ear for eavesdropping.’

‘Weedkiller can kill bluebells too.’ How could Aunt Lilac have said that? thought Blue. How could they poison their own niece? What had I ever done to them? ‘Did they say why?’ Her voice trembled.

Mah shook her head.

‘For money,’ said Fred flatly. ‘It’s always for money.’

Blue shook her head. She wasn’t rich, not with the house burned down and Dad’s salary gone. Even if the aunts had inherited after she died, was being Mum’s cousins close enough so they’d inherit automatically? A few hundred pounds wouldn’t turn them into murderers. It might seem like a lot of money to people like Fred and Mah, but not to Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy. The pearls and silverware Aunt Lilac had inherited from her own mother had to be worth more than that, though Aunt Lilac would probably never sell them.

‘Evil old witches, that’s what I think. It’s all right, princess. You’re safe with us now.’ Fred picked up a shawl from one of the bales of hay and wrapped it around Blue’s shoulders.

Blue tried to push her thoughts into order. ‘That’s why you brought my water up to me. And the dry toast …’

Mah nodded. ‘I drew that water out of the well. No one can poison dry toast, not if it’s from the loaf we all ate in the kitchen. I kept trying to think how they were doing it. It couldn’t have been in the liver custards or tapioca either, ’cause the old girls knew I ate them too, and I didn’t get sick. It might have been the milk. I poured it out the window, as often as I dared. But who’d have believed me? Not the police. Probably not even you. If I’d spoken out, I’d just have been homeless and you’d have had no one at all. I knew I had to get you away, somewhere safe. I had to get a job so I could rent a room and convince you to come with me. I went to the library on my half day off, read all the job notices in the newspapers. There was a bit in one of them saying that Magnifico’s was in Ballarat. I sent a telegram to Fred care of the circus there, saying I needed to see him urgently.’

‘First time she had written to me in nine years,’ said Fred. ‘I read it to Madame. Madame said, “Family’s family.”’

‘And so the circus came to Willow Creek,’ said Blue slowly.

‘You didn’t just happen to be there. You came for me.’

‘Too right,’ said Fred.

‘No.’ Mah looked from Fred to Blue. ‘They came for me. Fred thought I was finally going to join him. I slipped out the night they arrived, found Fred, explained it all to Madame.’

‘And Madame came up with a plan,’ said Blue slowly. They had risked so much for a stranger, all because Fred’s sister had asked them to.

Fred nodded. ‘Madame wouldn’t let me tell you about Mah though, not till she was sure you wouldn’t tell anyone. If you was really being poisoned, Mah didn’t need no police questioning her. Specially if their questions led them to me.’

‘I wouldn’t have told anyone!’

‘Yeah, but Madame wasn’t to know that back then. An’ if you’d got any crooker, we’d have had to take you to hospital. You mightn’t have known what you were saying. Best you knew nothing,’ said Fred. ‘Like Madame says: “What you do not know you cannot tell.”’ He imitated Madame’s tones well.

He squeezed Mah’s hand. ‘Anyhow, she’s here at last. It’s good to see you, sis. You belong here. With me. An’ I’m reformed, now.’

Mah gave what might have been a sniffle. ‘If I’d vanished at the same time as you,’ she told Blue, ‘the police might have thought I was part of the kidnapping. “Bad Chinese white slavers.” They might have found you too. So I stayed for a few weeks, while the police buzzed around looking for you, then your aunts fired me. I went back to the orphanage after that — they let me stay in return for working. But Madame says it is safe for me to be here now.’

So Mah had waited six months, first in that airless house and then in the orphanage, thought Blue. No wages, porridge and bread and dripping, when she could have been here, eating goulash with an elephant. And all for me. It was more even than saving her life in the fire. That had taken minutes. Mah had given her twelve months of her life, six while she had been at her aunts’, six months while Blue was with the circus. Pretending. Always pretending, at first for her own survival, and then for Blue’s.

‘Blue … did I do the right thing? Are you happy here? I kept wondering, should I have gone to the police, tried to get them to believe me?’

Was she happy? Of course she was. Suddenly Blue realised something else too. She missed her family, a deep-etched scar that would never entirely heal. But this life stretched her in a way that would never have been allowed in the safe confines of her home. She’d never have felt a hundred eyes on her, marvelling and wondering and admiring. Never have felt the challenge that each new day an audience brought. Mum and Dad made me Bluebell Laurence, she thought. But I made Belle the mermaid.

‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘It was the right thing, Mah. So right I can never, ever thank you enough. I’m happy.’

‘We’re happy as pigs in mud, the lot of us. Belle too. She got me, ain’t you, princess?’ Fred gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, then laughed as she shoved him off. ‘Marj is gunna do the harem dance, an’ I can grow a real beard for the bearded lady. An’ show her what else you can do, Marj.’

Mah grinned. That’s why it’s such a familiar grin, thought Blue. It’s Fred’s too! Why had she never noticed the resemblance between her two friends?

Mah stood. Suddenly she was cartwheeling around the camp, over and over.

Sheba eyed them calmly, as though whatever humans did would not surprise her. Mah finished back where she had started. ‘I’ve been practising!’

‘She’ll do that in the Galah. I’ve worked out a bonzer magic act for us. I’m goin’ to saw Marj in half.’

‘You’re what?!’ Even Sheba looked up at the yell.

‘Nah, don’t worry. Marj is small-boned, like a sparrow. If we dress her up in lots of layers, she’ll look bigger. I’ve made this long cardboard box. She’ll lie down in it, then when I shut the lid she’ll curl herself up small into the top while I saw off the other half. No one’ll guess she could fit into just half of the box. Look better if it was wood,’ he added regretfully, ‘but that would cost too much, using a new wooden box each night. And I’m going to make her vanish from a pillar too. She’s gunna stand on the top of it with this great enormous vase, then I’ll cover her with the magic cloth and wave me arms and poof, she vanishes, and the vase too.’

‘Down into the pillar,’ said Mah. ‘The vase is made of rubber, like a ball. I bought it at a special shop in Melbourne, on my afternoon off. I just have to squeeze tight and let the air out.’

‘Ain’t it bonzer?’ Fred grinned at Blue.

‘Bonzer,’ she agreed. She should be happy. Mah was with her now, a friend her own age, a friend as Gertrude could never be. But she felt numb. My aunts really wanted me to die, she thought. Dead, like Mum and Dad and Willy …

‘Marj can bunk in with me tonight in the Freak Show tent. Tomorrow Ebenezer and Ephraim will move out of their caravan. They’ll sleep in the fortune-teller’s tent, and you and Mah can have their caravan, snug as a bug in a rug.’

‘I can’t take their caravan!’

‘Well, you’re goin’ to. Madame says so. Two girls your age can’t sleep in a tent. You need a door you can lock and solid walls. An’, anyway, Ephraim and Ebenezer are up half the night on watch or moving us.’

Blue suddenly woke up to what he was saying again. ‘But all their things?’

Fred shrugged. ‘What have any of us got that won’t fit in a chest? They can leave it under Madame’s table during the day.’

He’s right, thought Blue. Her own possessions would fit in a shoebox. Their costumes, even their shirts, the boots Fred had worn today, were all common property. At least Mah had a suitcase. Blue wondered if everything in it would be as familiar as the dress.

Fred chewed the last sandwich with satisfaction, then held the crusts out to Sheba. ‘I’ll show Marj the magic routine first thing tomorrow. All she’s got to do is lie there, or stand there, and then go “Ta da!” Mrs Olsen can fix her up with a costume while you’re showing off on Sheba. The blokes’ eyes will be hanging out on stalks when they see you in your seven veils up riding an elephant on the beach.’

The beach, thought Blue. But of course — the easiest way to get to Hope Town was along the beach. She shivered, not just at the bite of the southerly. Today had been too much: the young doctor, Mah, proof that her aunts had wanted her dead, the revelation that the circus she had thought eternal — or at least several generations old — was relatively new, risen from the ashes of fire, just like her own new life.

Tomorrow she had to face the sea.





Chapter 17

It was hard to lead an elephant along the main street of a susso camp when the camp didn’t really have one. The shanties clung to the edges of the dunes, wandering along as the sand allowed, rather than in the straight lines of an ordinary town. In some places sand had drifted down, half covering a tin wall.

The most substantial huts were nearest the tiny creek that meandered down towards the sea, edged with green scum now and thick with water weed. Further back, where sand became soil, small gardens shone green with tomato bushes still laden with red fruit despite the chill, cabbages and carrot tops. Pumpkin vines wandered over the allotments, even conquering the nearby sand hills.

But the lanes between the shanties were empty. Everyone, thought Blue, sitting sideways on Sheba’s back, had run to see the elephant, complete with Glorious Gloria and one of the harem girls on her back. Ebenezer marched beside Sheba, calling those who still lingered under the corrugated or tar-paper roofs to see the sight. Even Gertrude seemed friendly this morning, smiling and waving and enjoying the admiration of the crowd.

‘Hey, lady?’ A vaguely familiar small boy wriggled to the front of the crowd. He peered up at Gertrude. ‘Miss, could you give this to the mermaid?’ He held up a potted geranium. The pot was a rusty tin can, but the flower was red, the brightest colour in the whole faded shantytown. Except for us, thought Blue.

Gertrude’s smile grew fixed at the mention of her rival. She ignored the boy, turning to wave at the crowd on Sheba’s other side. Ebenezer tapped Sheba’s leg, the signal to stop. The elephant halted, her eyes flicking along the crowd. Blue leaned down towards the boy.

‘Ze mermaid is a friend of mine.’ She tried to make her voice exotic, as unlike the mermaid’s as possible. ‘Why do you want ze mermaid to have ze flower? Give it to your mama,’ she added, remembering the pregnant woman’s smile.

The boy shook his head. ‘Me mum had the baby last night.’

For one dreadful moment Blue thought the boy meant his mother had died in childbirth. But he was smiling. ‘It’s a girl. Ma wants to know the mermaid’s name. Me baby sister’s goin’ to be called after a mermaid!’ He jigged from one foot to another in joy at the thought of it.

‘Belle,’ said Blue softly. ‘Ze mermaid’s name is Belle.’

The boy considered this, tasting the sound. ‘Belle. Yeah. That’s a good name.’ He held up the geranium in its tin can again. ‘You’ll give her this? Ma said the mermaid’s kiss was real good luck for her. Took her a day and a night to have me. But it was like the mermaid helped her last night. The baby popped out as easy as swimming on a wave. So you got to give the mermaid this.’

Blue reached down and took the geranium. ‘I’ll give it to her.’ She hesitated, then slid off the simplest of the glass-beaded bracelets on her wrists, the one with the gold-painted chain and three small red paste gems. It belonged to Madame, but she couldn’t bear to part with her own bracelet. Madame’s had probably only cost threepence.

‘Ze mermaid let me wear some of her treasure today. You give your mama this from her.’ The faded woman deserved something bright, she thought. The bracelet might be just glass and painted tin, but it was pretty.

The boy took it as though it were worth a thousand pounds. ‘Are they real rubies?’ he breathed.

‘Real as ze mermaid,’ said Blue softly.

‘You tell your mum congratulations from all of us, all right?’ said Ebenezer. He tapped Sheba’s leg again. They began to move, climbing the sand hill towards the beach.

Blue looked back. The crowd followed them, all except the boy, who was still staring at the bright glass on its tarnished chain.

Sheba usually bathed in the privacy a female of her age expected, in whatever dam or creek was available. But there was no privacy here. It seemed the whole of Hope Town either sat along the sand hills watching, or helped Ebenezer throw buckets of water onto her back, taking turns to scrub her hide with the broom while Sheba dashed her trunk in the spray and let the waves run back and forth between her legs, then squirted sea water all over herself too. She seemed to be enjoying both the sea and the attention. Now and then she squirted the children, who squealed in happiness and pretend terror.

Gertrude/Gloria wandered along the tide line, her slippers in her hand, avoiding both salt water on her costume and the crowd.

Blue looked at the sea. The sea ignored her, the waves pushing in and pulling out. This was the water that had killed her family. But it was also the shore where the barefoot children played, the reason perhaps the camp had grown here, instead of back on more fertile land.

When you had nothing but rags and susso rations, the sea was your riches, the source of driftwood for your fire, fish for supper, or oysters or cockles or the wild spinach that Madame had told Ginger to gather yesterday. Here you could build sandcastles and pretend you were a princess, dive through froth-topped surf and know that even if poverty rode the wind outside your shanty, here you were ruler of the waves.

She glanced back at the crowd. There was still no sign of the little boy. She imagined him handing the bracelet to his mother, slipping it onto her thin wrist as she held the baby in her other arm.

Blue sat awkwardly on the sand, scratching absent-mindedly at a bite on her leg.

What had it been like, giving birth in a shack of corrugated iron or hammered-out kerosene tin, a hessian sack for a door? Had there been anyone to help? A nurse, perhaps, who lived in Hope Town too, even a doctor …

No, a doctor wouldn’t have to live in Hope Town, no matter how bad the times had become. She thought of the young man yesterday, Joseph McAlpine. I’m just a medical student, he’d said, but he drove a shiny green car that had to be expensive. Even if it was his brother’s, not his, he had driven it all the way down here, probably without even thinking of the price of petrol. His jacket looked almost new and his shoes were good. She smiled, wondering if they were from Laurence’s factories.

Well, at least his eight pounds would pay their petrol bill for the next little while.

She wondered how Mah and Fred were doing, back at the camp. Mrs Olsen had decided that Mah should stay in the harem pants for Fred’s new magic act — their soft billows would make her legs seem larger — with the harem camisole and several of the veils, as well as hollow rubber balls to create a bosom, all making her look bulky but possible to remove quickly, so she could squeeze into the hollow pillar and the end of the cardboard box.

It will work, she thought. Fred had instinctive showmanship and Mah was pretty enough to please the audience, especially when she smiled. And, of course, there was the rubber-ball bosom.

That was how she missed the resemblance between Fred and Mah. I wasn’t looking for it, she thought, just like the audience doesn’t look at us too closely, doesn’t see the darns and turned seams under the glamour. We see what we expect and want to see. I wanted to forget my past life, and so I did. All the anguish, all the fear …

She looked at the waves, gentle playmates for the children and an elephant. The wind came from the sea. It smelled of cold and salt and places far away.

And her terror of the sea fell off, as though it were one of the veils in the dance. The wind ripped another veil away, and there was the life she had shut away for the past year. Mum passing Willy to her, the day that he was born, and her holding him all small and wrinkled in his bunny rug, like the boy that morning would have held his new sister. Curled in Dad’s lap on the leather sofa in his study, listening as he read Treasure Island to her.

Her life was whole again, not compartments of ‘before’ and ‘after’, like Fred and Mah’s magician’s box. I am both Blue and Belle, she thought, rubbing another bite. And now I have a past, I can think about a future too.

Strange that it had taken Mah’s arrival to make her think about that. But of course to plan a future you had to think about the past. In less than five years she would be independent. She would be free to see a doctor about her legs. Free to make a will too, because now that she had finally faced up to the reality that she’d been poisoned, she realised the only reason anyone might have to kill her was for any legacy Dad and Mum had left.

In books people murdered to inherit a title, the Kingdom of Ruritania maybe, or to stop dark secrets from their past getting out. But her family had no titles and the only dark secret she knew was that the boy next door picked his pimples when he thought no one was looking.

A few hundred pounds wasn’t worth murdering her for. But maybe she had more than that. Perhaps Mum had left jewels in a safe at the bank when they’d gone to South Africa. The land their house had been on would be worth money too. And what about the factories? She had assumed that Dad hadn’t owned Laurence’s Shoes because the solicitor hadn’t mentioned leaving it to her in his will. Her grandfather had started Laurence’s Shoes, but a company owned the factories and the shops now. She vaguely knew that companies were owned by shareholders — she remembered Dad saying what a nuisance shareholders’ meetings were. Had Dad owned shares in Laurence’s Shoes? Dad’s shares in the company might be worth a great deal more than a few hundred pounds.

She simply didn’t know. Nor could she think of any way to find out. But on the day I turn twenty-one, she thought, I’ll find a solicitor and make a will. I’ll leave everything I own to a charity, one for elephants perhaps, if there is such a thing, and to Fred and Mah and everyone at the circus. They were her family now. And that would make her safe.

The wind carried the sound of children’s laughter and the low rumble that Sheba made when she was happy.

Sheba was almost submerged in the sea, only her back and big-eared head showing. Blue hoped there wasn’t a rip out there. It would be impossible to rescue an elephant.

But even as she watched, Sheba seemed to have had enough. Slowly she emerged, dripping and grinning, her trunk waving in the air. The children waited, obviously hoping she would squirt them again. But instead the old elephant plodded up the beach to Blue. She stopped and held out her trunk.

Blue grasped it, and let Sheba haul her to her feet. Blue kissed the crinkled hide between the elephant’s eyes. ‘Thanks.’

The old girl stood still while Ebenezer arranged her gold-tasselled cloth, then hoisted Blue up onto her back. Blue looked down the beach. Gertrude was a small figure, far away down the sand. ‘Should we wait for her?’

Ebenezer shook his head. ‘She’ll come back in her own time. Come on, lass,’ he added to Sheba. ‘Time to go home.’

Most of Hope Town — at least the younger residents — followed them back to the circus. But they lost interest once they saw the Big Top had been dismantled. Ephraim had already driven it to their next camping spot the night before, as well as his and Ebenezer’s caravan.

Tonight it’ll be our caravan, thought Blue, as the big man helped her down from Sheba’s back. Mine and Mah’s!

A caravan of their own! Two years ago — only two years, thought Blue — she had redecorated her room, or rather had told Mum and Mrs Huggins what she wanted. White ruffled curtains with blue spots, a bedspread to match, and new wallpaper with faint green leaves.

There would be no wallpaper now, nor any money to buy new curtains. But there might be spare fabric in Mrs Olsen’s costume trunks. Ebenezer and Ephraim’s caravan had two narrow beds. She and Mah could make patchwork quilts — and maybe one each for Ephraim and Ebenezer too, to thank them for giving up their caravan. A braided rag rug for the floor — Mrs Olsen would show them how — and at every camp they could put the potted geranium on the step. Geraniums grew from cuttings, didn’t they? Mah might know. Perhaps they could have a tiny garden of geraniums in tin-can pots …

‘Sheba have a good swim, princess?’ Fred grinned at her, dressed in his old overalls. Blue nodded, scratching another bite, this one on her arm. ‘Where’s Mah?’

‘Went back to sleep after we ran through the act for Madame. Didn’t sleep much on the train from Melbourne.’

‘Did Madame like the act?’

‘She said, “It will do well.” You know how she goes.’ He shook his head. ‘You’d have thought she could see us. Just sat there with her head on one side, listening to me give the patter …’

‘That’s all she’d need to tell if the act will work,’ said Blue. ‘She’d believe you if you said it’d look like Mah had vanished. But she’d need to know you could make a show of it. She was listening for the showmanship.’

‘You reckon?’

‘I reckon. Your patter’s the best in the world, Fred.’

‘Thanks, princess.’ He pulled out a pocket watch. ‘Ten o’clock. I better wake Marj up and make sure she gets some grub.’

Blue frowned at the pocket watch. It was round and gold, with a gold chain. ‘When did you get that?’

Fred met her eyes. ‘Yesterday.’

Blue held out her hand. ‘Can I see it?’

Fred hesitated, then placed it in her hand.

Blue turned it over. To Joseph, on his 21st birthday, with love from Flinty and Sandy, she read. She looked up at Fred. ‘You stole it!’

‘I did not.’

Blue put her hands on her hips. ‘I know you did! I saw that young medical student with this yesterday. See, that’s his name, Joseph! And he said he had a sister called Flinty.’

‘I did not steal it.’ There was no laughter in Fred’s face now. ‘Well, princess, are you going to believe me or not?’

She looked at him. Would Fred lie to her? No, she thought. Not to her. Or to Mah either, she suspected. But he might not tell them everything.

Fred looked at her, curiously intent. ‘Well?’ he prompted.

‘I believe you,’ she said slowly. ‘You wouldn’t lie to me.’

Fred nodded, his face still strangely serious. ‘Thanks, princess.’

‘But where did it come from, if it wasn’t stolen?’

‘I didn’t say it wasn’t stolen. I said I didn’t steal it.’

‘Who did?’ Ebenezer? No! Nor Ephraim. Madame … possibly. But a blind woman couldn’t even have seen the watch, much less stolen it from a waistcoat pocket. Blue remembered how she had lost her bracelet six months ago. Had someone stolen that too, then given it back?

‘Sheba,’ said Fred, scratching a bite on his neck.

‘What do you mean?’ Blue still held the watch defensively.

‘I mean she pinches stuff. Just sometimes. Mostly from people she likes.’

‘Like Ebenezer’s hat, under the hay?’ And my bracelet, she thought. That’s how they knew they could find it for me.

Fred nodded.

‘And then you give them back again.’

Fred’s eyes held laughter now. ‘Not always.’

‘Well, this pocket watch is going back to its owner.’

‘Can’t. He’s gone.’

‘I’ve got his address.’ The laughter vanished. ‘How did you get that?’

‘He’s going to be a doctor,’ said Blue tiredly. ‘He wanted me to see another doctor who might be able to fix my legs. I said no, so he gave me his address in case I change my mind.’

‘I don’t want you writing to him.’

She wanted to say that she’d write to whoever she wanted to. But if she wrote to Joseph, it might lead to more than just an exchange of letters, and she and Fred both knew it.

Fred was her friend. Mah was her friend. She owed them her life and her happiness. Nor could she risk Joseph trying to find out where she came from. ‘I’ll just send his watch back. No letter with it. No forwarding address.’

Fred watched her. ‘What about your legs?’

‘I … I don’t know. Doctors must talk to each other. Even another patient in the hospital might mention it.’ She tried a smile. ‘It might even get into the newspaper if anyone learns that they’re operating on a circus mermaid. There can’t be too many injuries exactly like mine.’ She shrugged. ‘I was reported missing, Fred. I can’t risk the police finding me. Not till I’m twenty-one anyway, and the aunts can’t take me back.’

‘People die in operations,’ said Fred flatly. ‘You’re fine as you are. You’re beautiful.’

He had called her beautiful before, but never without laughter. He really does think I am beautiful, thought Blue.

‘Fred.’ She hunted for the words. ‘I can hardly go to the toilet by myself. I can’t run. I can’t even get married —’

‘Don’t see why not,’ said Fred.

‘I’m not going to show my legs to any man. You think I’m beautiful now. But if you saw my scars, well, every time you looked at my face you’d be thinking of them.’

‘No,’ said Fred. He took her hand. ‘It’s not just your face that’s beautiful. It’s all of you. And I’ve imagined what your legs must look like, scars and all.’ He held his hand up as she began to protest. ‘Of course I have. An’ I know there’s nothing you could show me that would make you less lovely.’

Tears prickled. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

She turned and hobbled up the steps of Madame’s caravan before he could see her cry, the watch still in her hand. She stopped and knocked, then opened the door. ‘Excuse me, Madame. I need to get changed.’ She wiped her eyes, hoping the old woman didn’t hear the tears in her voice.

Madame nodded from the bed, her big feet with their knotted veins lying up on a pillow. She rested more often now during the day. Blue was glad that soon she would at least be able to sleep in the comfort of her own bed again.

‘Did Sheba enjoy her swim?’

‘She loved it. The kids from the camp helped wash her.’

‘She would have enjoyed that too. She loves the waves. I remember …’ Madame’s voice drifted into silence.

‘How long have you owned her, Madame?’

‘All her life.’ Blue noticed Madame did not say how long that had been. ‘But you do not own a friend.’

‘I’m sorry.’

She nodded: the apology was accepted.

‘How did you come to meet then?’ Blue knew enough now of circus life to know that skills were passed on from one generation to another in the circus. If Madame had been a trapeze artist, then at least one of her parents probably had been too. But had the other had an act with elephants?

‘You are wondering who my parents were and if Sheba’s mother lived with them?’

‘Yes.’

‘My father was Leonardo, my mother Ludmilla. My father worked the trapeze until his death. He fell,’ she said simply, ‘when I was nine years old. My mother and I did the act after him.’

‘But … but how could your mother keep going up on the trapeze? I know she must have needed to make a living. But how could she risk your life too?’

‘Because that is what we do. Money? Pah! A clever mind can always find ways to make money. But to fly, to defy the ground, to hear that gasp of the crowd — that is different. To feel the joy of the great height you must also accept that one day perhaps you will fall. But my father also was stubborn. He was forty-two when I was born. My mother was eighteen. He should have retired from the trapeze when his joints began to stiffen.’ Madame shrugged. ‘But he did not. My mother turned to telling fortunes when she was thirty-eight. I became a fortune-teller too when the edges of my eyesight began to turn to shadow. My mother, she lived till ninety-four.’

Blue tried to calculate. If Madame’s mother was only eighteen years older than Madame, and if she had died at ninety-four …

‘Now you are working out how old I am.’

‘Yes,’ said Blue.

‘I will tell you this instead. I will die on the birthday of my Monsieur. And Sheba will still be with me when I die. Ah yes, I can tell my own fortune too.’ The old face gentled into remembrance. ‘Sheba was born when the Empire Circus was at its winter camp on the Murray. We stayed there every year for three months, to work up the acts, repair the rigging. Sheba was born too small. For many months she staggered when she walked. We had only carts, in those days, pulled by the horses and the elephants. No place for a baby elephant who couldn’t walk.

‘I loved her,’ Madame said simply. ‘Monsieur found me sobbing when I knew she must be left behind. I had never carried a child to term, you see, much as I would have loved one, a child of Monsieur to hold and love. Monsieur said, “We will stay and we will keep her.” Monsieur worked in Mildura for two years, while Ludmilla and I camped by the river, and Sheba grew strong, even if she did not grow big. And then we started our own circus — Monsieur still had the money from selling his house and his shop, which we used to buy a Big Top — and we were happy, and then it ended, at Gundagai. But love does not die …’ Madame stopped, and listened as Blue scratched yet another bite under her camisole.

‘Fleas,’ said Madame resignedly. ‘From the children of Hope Town. We will all have fleas. Tell Mrs Olsen to hang the costumes in the sun before we pack them, or we will never be rid of them. And boil the everyday clothes and everyone must bathe before they put them back on.’

Blue looked at the bites on her arms and legs. A small brown body hopped out of her camisole. She squashed it quickly between her fingernails.

‘Oh, I forgot. I hope you don’t mind. A woman who was here last night had a baby afterwards. She wants to name it after the mermaid. I gave one of your bracelets to her son to give to her. Is that all right?’

Madame looked towards her feet, or possibly at something, someone, from long ago. The silence grew uncomfortable. ‘I’m sorry …’ said Blue. ‘We have so many bracelets in the chest. I didn’t think you’d mind.’

Madame waved a hand. ‘It is no matter. It was a good thing to do. A woman needs some brightness at a time like that. Queen or pauper … which one was it?’

‘The smallest, the gold chain and those little red glass beads.’

Madame nodded. ‘I thought it might be. I hope she wears it with joy or, if not, takes it to a good jeweller, not a rogue of a pawnbroker.’

Blue stopped, the camisole in her hands. ‘It … it wasn’t valuable, was it?’

‘They were rubies,’ said Madame calmly. ‘Small but real.’

‘Madame! I didn’t know! I thought the bracelets were all fake!’

‘Most are fake. Or rather, not fake, just beautiful in a different way, valuable only for their shine. But some are real. Where better to hide gems than among glass beads?’

Madame had mentioned that men had given her jewels. Or had Sheba stolen the bracelet? Blue wondered. Had someone once taught the elephant to steal? ‘Madame, I don’t know what to say. I shouldn’t have —’

‘Did you ever give my bracelets away before? No. And today you did. So I think it was the right thing that you did, the right person and the right time. It has been a good year for us,’ said Madame. ‘Children starve in Melbourne, families are being locked out of their homes in Brisbane, banks in Sydney fail. But our bellies have been full and we even have new tyres for the truck. We have been lucky. It is good sometimes to pay the price for luck. Now go and find your friend, child, and let an old woman sleep.’

‘You will never be old, Madame,’ said Blue softly.

‘And you will never learn to flatter, child. Now go.’

Blue went.





Chapter 18

DECEMBER 1933

Their luck ran out the next summer, at Berrima. They’d run into a mob of sheep on the road, at least two hundred of them, skinny and bleating and baaing and criss-crossing from one side to the other. It had taken Ebenezer an hour to drive through them each time; and it was impossible to sleep in the caravan with the animals bumping and complaining.

It had been midnight when Ebenezer unhitched the girls’ caravan and headed back to the paddock outside Mittagong for another load, muttering under his breath that the best place for a sheep was in a stew.

It would have been easier travelling during the day, but the truck wasn’t registered. ‘Why pay five pounds unless you have to?’ said Madame. Time enough to pay the registration if and when the police noticed. There was less chance of a policeman noticing if they could do most of the trips necessary to move the caravans, tents and equipment in the early hours of the morning. Besides, Madame preferred the circus to look to have appeared as if by magic when the locals woke up.

Late arrival or not, they were up in the pre-dawn light, as soon as Madame struck her gong. This too was a necessity. Gertrude, Mrs Olsen and Ginger needed to practise their routines each day — even one day without exercise might mean that muscles stiffened or perfect timing slipped. They had to fix their harness to the nearest sturdy gum tree until the Big Top was erected.

A woman and a girl and a boy perspiring with the cumbersome harnesses on their backs was a long way from the magic the Boldinis and Tiny Titania would show that night in the Big Top. The worst thing a performer could hear, pronounced Madame, was the shout, ‘I saw them practising that under a gum tree! You should have seen them sweat!’

Blue did her own exercises, chinning herself up on the exercise bar, and then handstands, with Fred steadying her, careful to keep her legs together so as not to tear her scar, then the harem dance with Madame and Mrs Olsen and Mah, while Fred lugged up water from the creek for Sheba, collected firewood and started the cooking fire.

The harem dance was slowly becoming more complicated and demanding. Every few years the circus came back to places it had visited before and by then the acts needed to be different enough to give the punters their money’s worth, while keeping their favourite bits.

Breakfast was served when Ebenezer came back with the last but one load, the three smaller sideshow tents. Today was for setting up only, a rare chance to breakfast slowly and together.

They sat on bales of hay around the cooking fire, holding out thick slices of yesterday’s damper to toast, then slathering them with butter — the Mittagong farmer’s wife had a cow in milk — and the apple jelly Mrs Olsen had made from apples picked along the roadside the previous autumn. The circus had only one big cooking pot, a Dutch oven with a lid that could bake damper in the ashes, or cook a stew, or heat water for tea or a bath, but not at the same time. The only other cooking implements were the billy that had once held golden syrup, and the battered frying pan. A circus couldn’t carry more equipment than was absolutely necessary.

Mrs Olsen fried eggs in dripping, and they ate them on more buttered toast, to save the washing-up, with big mugs of sweet black tea.

‘Any chance of making some squished flies?’ asked Fred hopefully.

Mrs Olsen looked at him indulgently. She poured the last of the tea out of the billy, and began to mix the pastry, melting the butter, then adding the flour and golden syrup, with the filling coming together in the old tin mug that had held her cuppa, apple jelly today, and chopped dates instead of currants.

Blue and Mah took turns holding the frying pan over the embers of the fire, breathing in the scent of smoke and hot gum leaves, slowly cooking both sides of the biscuits, then carefully lifting them from the pan to cool on a bale of hay when they were brown.

‘How about a taster? Blooming heck!’ Fred dropped the biscuit as it fell to bits in his hand. ‘You’ve made it crumbly,’ he said to Mah. He grinned up at Mrs Olsen. ‘Should’ve left them to the queen of cooking.’

‘Language,’ said Madame.

‘Blooming heck ain’t bad language.’

‘It is coarse,’ said Madame. ‘Monsieur would never have used words like those.’

‘Monsieur didn’t have a hot squished fly crumble in his hand.’

‘Monsieur was patient. He had charm.’

‘I got charm,’ said Fred.

Madame smiled. ‘Perhaps.’

‘It’s your own fault it crumbled,’ said Mah. ‘Leave them to cool a bit and they’ll firm up. No,’ she added to Sheba. ‘They’re too hot for you too. Give her a piece of toast,’ she said to Blue.

‘None left. She can have my crusts,’ said Blue.

‘I’ll eat ’em if you don’t want ’em,’ said Ginger.

‘Too late.’ Sheba’s pink-tipped trunk had already deposited the crusts in her mouth.

‘Ah, the boy is growing,’ said Madame.

‘Two inches since last Christmas,’ said Ginger proudly. He looked from his mother to Madame, then said quickly, ‘I don’t want to play a fairy no more.’

Mrs Olsen bit her lip. Madame reached out till she found Mrs Olsen’s hand, and patted it. Blue looked from one to the other. Why should Ginger’s suggestion make his mother so nervous?

Madame turned towards Ginger. ‘Would you like to be a prince instead?’

‘What would I have to wear?’ asked Ginger suspiciously.

‘Ah, what does a prince wear? Black tights. Black velvet shirt trimmed with gold. A gold crown — there is one in my chest.’

‘Really? You mean it! Coo,’ said Ginger happily.

‘You think it will be all right?’ Mrs Olsen spoke to Madame.

‘I see no reason why it should not be,’ said Madame gently.

‘Then I want to grow my hair,’ said Gertrude. ‘If Ginger can stop being a girl in the show, I want to stop looking like a bagman.’

‘Long hair gets in the eyes. It can be dangerous.’

‘I know that! I can tie it back.’

‘I will consider it,’ said Madame.

‘I don’t see what it’s got to do with you anyway. It’s my hair.’

‘And it’s Madame’s circus.’ Ebenezer grabbed one of the thick fried-egg sandwiches that Mrs Olsen had made to take back to Ephraim. ‘See youse all in a couple of hours.’ The truck rumbled back down the road to Mittagong.

‘I’m going to practise,’ said Gertrude shortly.

The day grew hotter. Madame retired to rest. Blue sat on a bale of hay in the shade of the caravans with Mah and Sheba. The old elephant lay on her side, her head arched with pleasure as the girls rubbed wet brooms back and forth over her body. On the other side of the paddock Ginger hammered in the guy ropes for the House of Horrors, while Fred chatted to a couple of bagmen, standing at the side of the road with their rolled-up blankets and billies. He knows how to get rid of them kindly, thought Blue. Almost every day men and even boys and women would ask hopefully if there was work for them, or even a bed overnight and a meal and a lift to the next town.

But the Magnifico Family Circus only just made enough to feed themselves and Sheba, and get to the next town. Without petrol the circus couldn’t travel or run its generator. Sheba could forage some of her own food, her big trunk pulling up tussocks of grass, tearing down branches and even bark, but most of the paddocks the circus used were bare of all but thistles. What farmer would give a paddock of good feed to an elephant, instead of his own stock?

Fred clapped one of the bagmen on the back. It was a gesture of solidarity, but also farewell. The man nodded. He and his friend began to walk away, with the slow measured tread of men who have no energy to spare, except for a final glance at Gertrude, dressed in thin tights and a camisole, working on a new routine.

This new routine would be a solo act. So far all Blue had seen was Gertrude standing alone on a narrow swing as its arc grew wider and wider. Blue was pretty sure the girl had something more dramatic planned. She had been practising when the others weren’t looking. According to Fred, Gertrude always kept the details of a new act secret until she had perfected them.

‘She’s good, isn’t she?’ said Mah, her wet broom in her hand. ‘I’d love to do that.’

Me too. Though I’d love to be able just to run, thought Blue. When I’m twenty-one … the young doctor would be married by then, probably to the girl with the fox fur … ‘Would you really rather do a rope act or the trapeze?’

Mah laughed. ‘No, not really. I think it’s too late for me to learn the trapeze. I’m scared of heights anyway.’

‘But not of fires,’ said Blue softly.

Mah looked at her sharply. This was the first time either of them had referred to the fire since the night Mah had arrived at the circus. ‘There wasn’t time to be scared. Afterwards, when they’d taken you to hospital, then I was scared.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Mrs H even gave me a nip of brandy and put cold butter on my burns …’

‘Mah! I didn’t know! Were you badly hurt?’

She shook her head. ‘The blanket protected me. The fire was only really bad around your bedroom, so I was only exposed for a minute or two. Mrs Huggins made tea for the firemen and gave them some of her ginger cake. Mrs H always liked a handsome man.’

Blue smiled, remembering that cake. Then she frowned. ‘Wait on. How could she have given them ginger cake?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Where did it come from? Or how did she bake it? The house burned down.’

Mah looked surprised. ‘The servants’ wing and the kitchen and the main part of the house weren’t touched. It was only the bedroom wing that went. Some of the conservatory glass was cracked, but nothing bad.’

‘Then why did they pull it all down?’

Mah put a hand on her arm. ‘They didn’t.’

‘But I thought …’ All this time I thought my home was gone, thought Blue. No one had ever told her that most of the house was undamaged, but then she’d never asked. She had just assumed that the inferno around her had been as bad in the rest of the house. ‘Do you know what happened to it?’ she asked quietly. ‘Did Uncle Herbert sell it?’

‘No. I went to see it when I went through town on my way up to the circus. The builders had fixed it up real nice. I went to the kitchen door and explained that I’d worked there. The cook said the family only rented it.’

‘I don’t suppose it’d be easy to sell a big house, in times like these,’ said Blue. Had the aunts actually said her house had burned to the ground? Blue tried to think back. Everything had been blurred — grief, then pain, and then the growing nausea. Aunt Lilac’s words came back to her: ‘You’ll never be homeless while you have us, Bluebell dear.’

‘A house like that is valuable,’ she said slowly. ‘I thought I didn’t have any money, not enough to kill me for. But if there’s the house too …’

Mah put down her broom and stared at her, brushing her hair from her eyes. She dressed like a boy except when she was in costume, like Blue and Gertrude, but instead of cutting her hair she kept it up under her hat with a scarf. Blue still kept hers dyed black. It was as thick and shiny as if it had never straggled and fallen out.

‘Blue, you’re rich.’

‘No, I’m not. I have two pounds, fourpence.’ But she knew what Mah meant. ‘And a few hundred pounds when I’m twenty-five. And now the house too.’

‘You’re richer than that,’ said Mah flatly. ‘There’s Laurence’s factories. You get the money from them too.’

‘No, I don’t. The solicitor who read Dad’s will didn’t mention the company.’

Mah shook her head incredulously. ‘What?! I can’t believe you didn’t know. It was in the newspapers after you left. Ethel bought a copy. There was a photo of the house and everything. It said “Missing Heiress”, and all about your family and the factories. Your grandfather set up a family trust. I don’t know how it works, the paper didn’t say. But somehow with your dad and your brother dead you inherit the factories.’

‘From Grandpa. Not from Dad.’ So the company wouldn’t be mentioned in Dad’s will, she thought. No wonder the solicitor had told her ‘not to worry’. ‘But they are my aunts! How could they want to kill me just for money?’

‘It’s a lot of money. People do many things for money.’ Mah met her eyes. ‘You have never been without money. You can’t understand.’

‘I’ve spent more than a year being poor.’

‘You think this is poor? With a caravan and beds to sleep in, and all the food we want, good food, meat and cheese and biscuits? Have you ever even been hungry?’

‘No,’ said Blue. She thought of Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy’s economies: only Mah and Ethel to do the work, and roast shoulder of mutton, not legs of lamb. Stewed prunes instead of fresh peaches. The aunts had never been hungry either. But to them, perhaps, two servants and prunes and custard was poverty.

She was going to be rich. Was rich, even if she couldn’t use any of it now. She should feel different. But she didn’t. ‘I never even asked the solicitor exactly how much money I had. Girls aren’t supposed to talk about money, or think about it. That was Dad’s business, or my husband’s after I married. Mum didn’t even carry money most of the time. She just put everything on accounts, at the tearooms, the dressmakers, everywhere. You’re not supposed to know how much money your husband has. It wasn’t good manners even to ask about how much something cost.’

Mah laughed. ‘You just bought what you wanted, without asking its price?’

Blue shrugged. ‘If Mum thought something was suitable, then I could have it. Music lessons, or a new bicycle. Not things like, well, a diamond tiara or a racehorse.’

‘Your mother had a tiara.’

‘She did, didn’t she? But that would have been a present, from Dad or maybe my grandpa. She wouldn’t have just gone out and bought it.’

‘When you’re twenty-one you can find a lawyer to look after your money. And your tiara,’ said Mah. ‘He’ll find out what you own too. Once you make a new will you’ll be safe.’

So Mah had worked that out too. Blue nodded. The money and whatever property might be involved could be sorted out. But the attempt to poison her? Who’d believe that two respectable women had tried to poison their niece? It would be their word against Blue’s and Mah’s, and Blue had been sick and grief-stricken.

Just under four more years, she thought. When I am twenty-one a lawyer and a surgeon will change my life. Even if she didn’t inherit the company till she was twenty-five, as in Dad’s will, she was pretty sure that she could ask for an income — and a good one. Enough to rent a house to live in with Mah, or the most splendiferous circus caravans in the world. Or buy an aeroplane, as she’d once dreamed, or travel to India … Suddenly she was almost glad she couldn’t have the money now, didn’t have to choose what life she wanted till she was twenty-one. Until then … She smiled as she looked at the caravans, the Freak Show, the House of Horrors and the fortune-teller’s tent. She had a new family now. The Magnifico Family Circus, with an elephant.

As though on cue, Sheba lumbered to her feet. She reached out her trunk for more hay. The door of Madame’s caravan opened.

Madame paused at the top of her stairs, listening, then walked safely over to them, halting only to feel the bale of hay with her hand before she sat down.

‘Did you have a good rest, Madame?’ asked Blue.

‘Ah, Belle, and Marjory too. You are not practising?’

‘Fred’s putting up the House of Horrors, Madame.’ Mah shrugged. ‘I can’t practise our act without him.’

‘You are both lucky you are not real circus.’ Madame nodded towards the faint creaking of the harness that told her where Gertrude was still working. ‘That is what a real performer does. Hour after hour, day after day, all your life until your body stops and you can do it no more.’

Blue felt curiously forlorn. ‘What are we if we’re not circus, Madame?’

‘Family,’ said Madame, as if she knew what Blue had been thinking a few minutes earlier. Sheba waved her trunk as if agreeing. ‘Ah, when I was young. Up at the first grey of dawn. My father taught me tumbling first, and dancing. Every child in the circus was taught to dance the ballet, true dancing, not the dance that you do now. Dancing makes you graceful.’ Blue grinned at Mah, unseen by Madame. Madame told them this at least once a week. ‘You learn where your body is, when you dance. Later he would put cans of jam down around the practice area. If we made a mistake, we hit the can and not the sawdust. It hurts, to hit a can of jam.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Blue.

The old woman shrugged. ‘It was a kindness in the end, for we learned well.’

‘We, Madame?’ asked Mah. ‘Did you have brothers or sisters?’

‘Two brothers, older than me. They went to America with a Wild West show, ah, forty years ago it is now.’ She shrugged again, her shawls rustling against her ancient silk dress. ‘We lost touch. Perhaps they are dead. Perhaps they think I am dead. Who knows?’

‘Didn’t they write to you?’

She turned her sightless eyes to Blue. ‘Even when I had my eyes I could not read, nor could they write.’

‘I … I’m sorry, Madame.’

‘Why? What use are words on a page? I read the voice,’ said Madame grandly. ‘I read the world, not scribbles from a pen. Did I ever tell you how Monsieur got the best of a bushranger?’

‘No, Madame.’ Mah winked at Blue. It was Fred’s wink, with the touch of wickedness in it.

Madame sat on her bale of hay as though it were a throne. ‘Up by Armidale it was. We had teams of horses in those days, but our caravan lingered behind the others. Out he rode on his big black horse, that bushranger, with a pistol in each hand. “Your money or your life,” he said.

‘Monsieur just stood there. So handsome. There never was a man as handsome as my Monsieur. He told the bushranger that the money was not ours to give. Did the bushranger want the elephant to starve, and the lions too?

‘The bushranger laughed. He said that he didn’t mind what a lion ate, as long as it wasn’t him. So Monsieur said he would trade information for our money. There was a delivery for the bank, coming a few hours behind us. All the bushranger had to do was to wait and he would get far more money than he would get from us.’

‘And the bushranger let you go?’ asked Blue.

‘No. He took our money, and my jewellery too. But he said that if there really was a bank coach coming, then he’d send them back to us.’

‘Was there a bank coach coming?’

‘Of course.’

Blue didn’t ask how Monsieur had known. She supposed that back then too everyone in the circus had gathered what scraps of information they could to give to the fortune-teller. Madame insisted that she did have the sight. Knowing who was in love with whom, or if someone’s husband was riding with the bank coach the next morning, simply helped her understand what her visions told her. Blue thought she might even mean it.

‘What happened then?’

‘We set up the Big Top. Just as we had finished a boy ran up to Monsieur. Oh, I can see him now, a boy like a plucked rooster, and Monsieur in his silk topper. A gentleman had asked the boy to give a box to the handsome man in the top hat. That was Monsieur,’ said Madame complacently. ‘Always the most handsome in any town we visited.’

‘All the money was in the box? And your jewellery?’

‘Of course. We of the road do not cheat each other. And it was the bank’s fault that the money had been taken. I had told the bank manager’s wife that I could see a shadow looming about her husband. Tell him to stay home with you for the next week, I told her.’ Madame raised both hands, her rings gleaming. ‘Perhaps she did not listen. Perhaps the husband did not listen to her. How many men listen to a woman? And now my ears tell me that Ebenezer is finally coming, and you two lazy girls must work.’

Blue got to her feet as a small cloud of dust approached trailing the big circus truck, with Ebenezer driving and Ephraim next to him, and a big tarpaulin covering the poles and sides of the disassembled Big Top on the tray. They’d all be needed to haul on the guy ropes to keep the framework steady and upright, while Fred, Ephraim and Ebenezer did the heavy work, putting the metal poles together and hauling up the canvas sides.

Blue began her awkward shuffle over to the big truck, then stopped. Instead of untying the tarpaulin, Ebenezer walked towards them, his face grave. Ephraim strode over to Fred and Ginger.

‘What is it?’ Mrs Olsen looked out of her caravan, her sewing in her hands.

‘Bad news,’ said Ebenezer shortly. He sat on one of the hay bales. He waited till the others had clustered around, Fred between Blue and Mah, Mrs Olsen and Ginger, Ephraim at his side, Gertrude standing a little apart, still in her practice tights and slippers. Madame sat alone, on the bale nearest to Sheba.

Even the elephant seemed to be waiting.

‘Well?’ demanded Madame.

‘The Mammoth played Goulburn last week,’ said Ebenezer heavily.

‘Ah,’ sighed Madame. She seemed to sag.

‘Wouldn’t it rock your socks,’ said Fred.

Blue looked at the others. Only Mah seemed unaffected. ‘What’s the Mammoth? Why is it so bad?’

‘The Mammoth is the biggest circus in Australia just now, that’s what’s bad,’ said Ebenezer. ‘They’re over from America. Just came from New Zealand, and I think they’re heading home after they’ve done Queensland. Got their own train carriages, even. Did a three-week stint in Goulburn. Only went back to Sydney on Friday.’

‘I don’t understand. What’s so bad about that? Goulburn’s miles from here.’

‘Only an hour by train. That’s how they got a three-week season. Everyone from Wollongong to Queanbeyan will have gone to the Mammoth. They won’t be wanting to see Magnifico’s, not so soon after.’

Madame nodded. ‘And even if they did,’ she said, ‘it would not be good.’

‘Why not?’ asked Blue.

‘Because everyone would see what a little tin-pot circus we really are.’ Gertrude’s voice was bitter. ‘They applaud because they ain’t got nothing to compare us to. But if they’ve seen the Mammoth …’ She shrugged her pretty shoulders. ‘The Mammoth has two rings. Six trapezes, not two. Tigers, lions, a high-wire act, a proper bandwagon with euphonium and trumpets, even monkeys in the menagerie.’

‘How do you know so much?’

‘Saw the pictures in a newspaper.’ Madame said newspapers were an extravagance. But often one would be left behind by someone in the audience.

‘No point even unpacking the Big Top,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Nor goin’ on to Goulburn as we planned neither.’

Madame nodded slowly. ‘We need to go where the railway doesn’t reach. Bilgola, Hunter Creek, Maracatta …’

‘They’re small,’ objected Ebenezer.

‘Enough is all we need. Bilgola is near Gibber’s Creek. There is a factory at Gibber’s Creek. A factory means wages. The Bilgola publican will pay us thirty shillings a night to stay in the paddock next to the hotel, as long as we have an hour’s intermission for the men to drink. Two or even three good stops will get us back near Melbourne.’

‘Mammoth’s been there too,’ said Ephraim gloomily.

‘Then we hope the memory has faded by the time we get there,’ said Madame crisply. ‘We will stay here a few days. The grass is good for once, and so is the water. Ginger, put out the rabbit traps tonight.’

Ginger grinned.

‘Bunny for dinner again,’ said Mrs Olsen resignedly. ‘And damper instead of bread.’

‘Better than no dinner at all. Is there firewood?’

‘Plenty around, Madame,’ said Ebenezer.

‘Good. Ebenezer, you go around the farms. Ask if they can spare a quarter of mutton, a case of apples, a sack of potatoes, whatever they have in exchange for visiting the sideshows. We will open them tomorrow. Ephraim, you will play the ghost in the House of Horrors, give the punters an extra thrill for their money. Mah and Gertrude, you will dance in the Freak Show tent. Take off two veils only. The men must pay an extra penny if they want you to take off more.’

‘You make us sound like night-club dancers,’ said Gertrude angrily.

Madame shrugged.

‘No parade with Sheba?’ asked Ebenezer.

‘No parade. Tell anyone who asks that we are resting, practising new acts. And that,’ said Madame, her sightless gaze moving around the circled watchers, ‘should be the truth. I want something new, from all of you, by the time we leave here. But for now we are just the sideshows, and when they come, you must be good.’

No one will come, thought Blue, as Madame made her way back to her caravan. Or hardly anyone. Maybe a few travellers might stop from curiosity. If we make five shillings, we’ll be lucky …

She followed Mah towards their caravan to get changed, then stopped as someone touched her arm. It was Gertrude. Blue looked at her, surprised. In all of the last year the girl hadn’t sought her out once.

‘Come to the circus with me,’ said Gertrude abruptly.

Blue blinked. ‘The Mammoth? But it’s gone back to Sydney.’

‘We can get the train. Please? I need to see what a proper circus is like!’

‘But you’ve been with the circus all your life.’

‘The Magnifico isn’t a proper one. Not like the Mammoth. I can hardly remember the one when I was small.’

‘Why did your mother leave it?’ asked Blue curiously.

Gertrude shrugged. ‘She won’t talk about it. I think they may have asked her to leave, after Dad died. She probably couldn’t give a show by herself, till I got old enough to join the act properly, and then Ginger. Did you know Dad was Spanish?’

Blue shook her head.

‘That’s why I’m so dark. I take after Dad’s side of the family. Señor Zamorano,’ said Gertrude proudly. ‘The greatest trapeze artist in the world. Well, will you come with me?’

‘Why do you want me to come with you?’

‘Because you’ve got enough money for the tickets,’ said Gertrude frankly. ‘And because I bet Madame wouldn’t let me go on my own. But you’re her pet. She’ll let us go if you ask her. Will you do it?’

Tigers, thought Blue, lion tamers and a high-wire act. Sydney. They could even stop at a café and have ice cream.

It had been more than a year since she’d eaten ice cream.

‘Can Mah come too?’

Gertrude shrugged as if she didn’t care what Mah did.

‘I’ll ask Madame,’ said Blue.





Chapter 19

The air inside Madame’s caravan was composed of heat mixed with greasepaint and rice flour, gardenias and the strange perfume that was perhaps the essence of Madame herself.

‘Well?’ demanded Gertrude. Her fingers twisted nervously. She really wants this, thought Blue. The silence stretched.

Madame stared into nothing. As though she is listening to someone we can’t see, thought Blue. At last the old woman nodded.

‘You may go tomorrow. But you will take Fred with you. It is not respectable for three young girls to go alone. Fred will find out the train timetable.’

‘Thank you, Madame.’ Blue exchanged a delighted glance with Mah. Gertrude said nothing, but her fingers stilled.

Madame bent down and pulled a small tin out from under the bed. She opened it, then held out three ten-shilling notes. ‘It is good for performers to see other acts. But you do not have to use your last two pounds. The circus will pay for the tickets. Belle, take these.’

Gertrude flushed. ‘Why does Belle get to keep the money?’

‘Because she is used to handling money and you are not.’

Blue glanced at Gertrude. In the year she’d been with the circus the only people who had spent any money were Ebenezer, who bought petrol, and Mrs Olsen, and that was just to buy the peanuts and lollies at the nearest general store, to be resold at intermission at marked-up prices, the groceries and Sheba’s hay, or the money orders at the post office to pay for Madame’s herbs sent up from Melbourne. In fact Blue had never handled more than a few shillings that her father had handed her to buy fairyfloss, or a ride on a merry-go-round, before she’d had the ten pounds from Uncle Herbert. But she thought it best not to tell Madame that.

‘You will all stay together. Do I have your word on this, Gertrude?’

Gertrude hesitated. ‘Yes.’

‘I want to hear truth in your voice.’

‘Yes!’

‘You will go straight to the show. You will not speak to anyone, especially men. Is that understood?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ said Mah.

‘After the show you will go back to the train station and stay in the waiting room where it is well lit until the milk train arrives.’

Milk trains ran just before dawn, to pick up the milk from the stations along the line. If the circus finishes at ten, thought Blue, we’ll have to wait about five hours.

‘Buy a return ticket at the station here. The station guards in Sydney will let you sleep in the waiting room if you show them your return tickets.’ Madame nodded to herself. ‘You three will all be girls this time. No wigs. Punters expect strange clothes and wigs in a circus, and greasepaint too, but in the city they attract the wrong attention. No rouge, no lipstick. What is respectable at the circus is not proper in the city. But tell Fred he is to put on the blond moustache. Mrs Olsen will give you dresses. Now off with you. And Belle?’

‘Yes, Madame?’

‘I do not know how much the Mammoth tickets cost. But whatever is left you may spend as you wish. Some supper perhaps. But take sandwiches too.’

‘Yes, Madame. Thank you!’

‘Enjoy yourselves,’ said Madame. It was an order.

The train rattled its way through the countryside, white steam and black smoke trailing behind it. Paddocks with horses, paddocks with sheep, apple orchards, the sudden darkness of a tunnel and then erupting into light once more.

It was strange to see so much country pass and change so quickly. Blue had travelled across south-east Australia in the past year, but mostly at night. She had seen little except the paddocks they camped in.

The train chuffed past a stationmaster’s house, stained with heat and years, limp garden beds of petunias and boxes of dusty geraniums, the children lined up along the fence, waving at the train.

Gertrude put her head out the window and waved back, as though she was Glorious Gloria waving to her audience. She flopped back onto the hard second-class seat opposite Mah and Blue, her eyes bright. ‘We’re going so fast!’

It was so obviously the first time she had been on a train. Maybe she’s never even been on a tram either, thought Blue. It was the first time she had sat in second class. ‘Careful putting your head out the window. You don’t want a smut on your face. Or your clean dress either.’

They were pretty dresses, white and trimmed with lace, though with old-fashioned waists instead of the new straight-up-and-down look. Blue’s had a high collar, to hide her scars. The three girls wore patent leather shoes too, slightly cracked with age. Blue’s shoes were a size too big.

‘Wearing the same clothes makes you look like sisters,’ Mrs Olsen had said, as she threaded a blue ribbon into Blue’s hair, then Gertrude’s and Mah’s.

Blue supposed it might, at a casual glance anyway. They all had black hair, though hers was dyed. Gertrude’s skin was naturally darker than hers and Mah’s, but they were all so tanned from days out of doors that no one would notice unless they looked carefully. Both Mah and Gertrude had brown eyes too. But their features were different: Mah’s fine face with its oriental eyes; Gertrude’s face broader and stronger.

Fred had been outfitted in a laboriously starched and ironed white shirt. Mrs Olsen had sweated over the fire as she heated up the iron again and again, but the smooth stiffness helped hide the frayed bits at the collar and cuffs. He wore the circus’s one good pair of men’s shoes, and pressed grey flannel trousers. His bleached-blond hair was neatly oiled. He could never have been taken for their brother, but Blue supposed he could easily be the boyfriend of one of them.

Gertrude patted her still-short hair into place. ‘What’s a smut?’

Blue took her handkerchief from her belt and wiped Gertrude’s cheek. She showed her the black soot. ‘This is. From the engine’s smoke. You can even get a burn from a cinder if you’re not lucky.’

Gertrude touched her cheek in horror. Thinks she might end up looking like me, thought Blue.

‘You look pretty,’ Fred said to Blue softly, as Gertrude shut the window. He always knew when she began to feel hideous again. He let his slow smile wander from her to Mah and Gertrude. ‘You all look bonzer. I’m goin’ to be with the best-looking girls in the whole of Sydney.’

Blue looked at Mah and Gertrude, staring out their respective windows. Both had the straight carriage that resulted from regular exercise, the sort of poise that teachers of deportment strained to teach the more indolent of their wealthier pupils. Yes, they’re beautiful, thought Blue. Maybe I am too, with my scars covered. And Fred is handsome.

She looked out the window again. They passed a factory, its smoke darker than the train’s. She thought fleetingly of Laurence’s factories. Mine, she thought, or partly mine. It hadn’t really sunk in till now. It had always been Willy who was going to take over after Dad. Blue rarely even saw the factories, except for the Christmas parties where she and Mum handed out presents to the workers’ children. Grandpa must be turning in his grave to think a girl might manage the factories.

Could she? There must be another manager now. Maybe she’d only ever get the income. Suddenly she wanted to see the factories again, and the offices too. They were a link to her family. But there was something more.

Factories were … interesting. A challenge like the circus, and for a well-brought-up girl, almost as foreign. Could she ever learn enough to manage them, like Dad had done? Would she even get the chance? Four more years, she thought. What then?

The houses out the window were closer together now. It was strangely fascinating to glimpse bits of other people’s lives through kitchen windows, the curtains open as though they didn’t realise that the train passengers could see in, as well as the dog panting on a back verandah, and vegetable gardens with cabbages, leeks, spinach, the tops of beetroots and carrots.

The houses huddled as though they were afraid, probably of the landlord demanding the rent, thought Blue, thinking of the stories of evictions she had read about in the paper. Then all at once, for a flash, there it was, just as she had seen in the newspaper photographs. Furniture, piled on the road, four policemen struggling against six burly men in the faded pants and shirts of the unemployed, a child, wide-eyed, sitting on the sofa, holding a doll, a woman’s face torn between anger and terror …

… and then the tiny tragedy was gone, the train huffing past a greengrocer’s shop, with boxes of cabbages on one side, and crates of apples on the other.

‘Did you see that?’ whispered Blue.

Mah nodded, her face white.

‘Bloomin’ coppers,’ said Fred. ‘Ain’t none o’ their business if poor sods can’t pay their rent.’

‘Not our business either,’ said Gertrude, as the train arrowed into another tunnel. The outside world vanished in smoke and darkness.

Central Station was — big, thought Blue. Even bigger than Spencer Street Station. Passengers walked purposefully to different platforms, women in fur tippets mingling with girls in faded floral dresses, barefoot boys with others in neat sailor suits. But the men here all wore suits, or at least a jacket, hat and tie. Blue supposed any able-bodied man who didn’t have the money for his train fare would be trying to sneak under the tarpaulin of a goods train instead of being in here, paying for a ticket. She was glad Madame had paid Fred’s fare. He might have jumped the rattler safely a dozen times, but almost every newspaper she was able to find and read spoke of men injured or dying as they jumped off moving trains before a station.

Guards blew their whistles; the rabbitohs yelled their wares, holding up roast rabbits in brown paper bags. Next to one wall a man juggled three oranges behind the sign I’m doing this for my wife and four children. Blue longed to give him a penny, or even sixpence, but she didn’t know how much the tickets to the Mammoth might be. Perhaps when we get back, she thought, if he’s still there.

For the first time since she had known her, Gertrude looked almost timid, gazing around at the sheer size of the buildings, the complexity of shops and streets outside. ‘How do we get to the circus?’

‘Taxi,’ said Blue.

Mah smiled. ‘We catch a trolley-bus.’

Three hours later they sat together in the cheap seats towards the back, clutching each other’s hands, all enmity forgotten. For the Mammoth was amazing. They had wandered for hours among the menagerie, the monkeys chattering in cages, reaching out for the peanuts that the customers bought in little white bags from the peanut cart, the lions with tangled manes, prowling back and forth, as though a hundred lengths of their tiny cages could make up for the loss of an African plain to roam on, a bear sitting in an even smaller cage, staring at nothing. Blue dashed tears from her eyes, thinking of Bruin’s ferocious gaze. That is how a bear should look, she thought. Fierce, or happy, or … or something. Anything but the dejected ruin before her.

The sideshows were better, although they didn’t waste their money on trying to throw a hoop over a block, or shoot the ducks that bobbed along in a line at the back of the marquee, or lob a ball at a coconut.

‘Fixed,’ said Fred shortly, then, as Blue looked at him enquiringly, ‘I worked the sideshows back before Madame got herself that new Big Top. Them shotguns have crooked barrels, and the blocks are too big for the hoop.’

Even the clothes of the people milling around them were fascinating. Most wore much the same as they did: faded frocks long out of fashion; trousers that had been taken up and let down; and shirts with collars turned to hide the frayed edges. But there were men in black or grey and blue suits too; men in satin waistcoats; women in silk or linen dresses that finished daringly just above their knees, showing silk stockings and good leather shoes that matched the colour of the frocks, long strings of dangling pearls, pearl earrings, gold bracelets … Blue smiled to herself, wondering if any of the jewellery would have caught Sheba’s eye.

The cheapest tickets cost three shillings each. A ringside seat cost a whole guinea. They found a spot in the front of the cheap seats, then moved when a woman in a big purple hat blocked their view, then moved again when a man built like a dunny sat in front of them. At last they found seats looking over the heads of children, and simply stared.

The ring was at least six times as large as theirs, thickly spread with fresh sawdust, with two hinged places on either side so it could be divided into two smaller rings. The barrier between the audience and the performers was painted alternately with cowboys and Indians and jungle scenes with an unlikely miscellany of tigers, hippopotami and giraffes, each scene fresh as if they were regularly touched up, not even a few of the inevitable scratches that happened when the equipment was regularly dismantled and put up again.

The circus began.

No dimmed lights to create an atmosphere here. The Mammoth Circus began with noise: a German marching band, distant at first, so the audience rose in the seats with anticipation. Oompah oompah, in they marched, the band all in formation, in blue shirts and flowered braces and dark brown leather shorts, with red socks and neat brown boots below.

A bandwagon followed, trimmed in green and gold, carrying Negro musicians in red-and-white-striped uniforms playing trumpets and trombones.

The ring was so big that the band and bandwagon were only halfway around when the first of the horses appeared: sixty of them, counted Blue, each one pure white, each with an equestrienne in a pink camisole and frilled pink skirt sitting sideways on its silky white back; then ten elephants, every one of them more than twice the size of Sheba; clowns, leaping and somersaulting, assorted small dogs with jewelled collars or ruffs at their necks cavorting around them; the ringmaster, his brilliantined hair and moustache shining in the footlights, proper footlights, not just four lights hauled up on pulleys …

Blue glanced at Gertrude. She expected wide-eyed amazement. Instead Gertrude’s gaze was intent. She is studying this, thought Blue. Mah and I are just enjoying it, and Fred too. Yes, Gertrude was truly circus, and they were not.

The Wild West horse act was first: four cowboys in leather chaps and tall, brimmed hats that somehow never fell off. The men stood on two cantering horses at a time, one foot on each rump, cracking their whips as the band kept playing.

Clowns in white overalls and red pom-poms ran out to divide the ring in two, then dragged out two big cages. One held a tiger, who lay down at his master’s command, opened his mouth, and let the man put his head between the giant teeth before being rewarded with a hunk of red meat. In the other ring the lion tamer yelled and lashed his whip till the cowed and resentful big cats finally crept up onto their stools in the cage, and sat growling at the crowd through the bars.

Three men on a tightrope with balancing poles; one on the slack rope (even harder to walk on a slack rope than a tight one, whispered Gertrude) walking slowly back and forth — and then a gasp as he steadied himself and somersaulted, landing somehow on the fine wire again.

That was when Gertrude clutched Blue’s hand. ‘It’s impossible,’ she whispered. ‘He can’t see the wire when he’s in the air. Except he’s done it.’ Her voice was full of wonder.

Intermission, with ice creams as well as peanuts, lollies and apples. Blue shook her head when Mah looked at her hopefully. ‘They’re all only half the price back at the station.’

They ate their sandwiches instead. One day I’ll buy us anything we want, thought Blue. Not just ice creams. An automobile for Fred. She bet he’d like that. And Mah … no, not an extravagant gift for Mah. Mah had lived on charity most of her life. The friend who had saved her deserved a share in her inheritance, to do whatever she chose with it.

Would that be the circus, if Mah had a choice? She glanced at the others, chewing their cheese sandwiches, Fred eyeing one of the young women in the next row, Mah gazing at the fashions, Gertrude silent, intent, waiting for the next part of the show to begin. Perhaps, she thought, but not forever, nor for me either. It’s fun. But it’s not the heart of our lives, like it is with Gertrude.

The second act began: clowns who juggled; clowns who sang; Professor Fortescue from Oxford, England, who declaimed a speech from Shakespeare; the equestriennes, standing and jumping in much the same act as Gertrude’s. But here there were sixty of them, on white horses cantering anti-clockwise around the ring, so much faster than an elephant, and their backs narrower too.

‘The girls lean in to the ring,’ whispered Gertrude. ‘It helps them to stay on as the horses go around.’

‘How do you know?’ whispered Mah.

‘Back from when I was small. I trained on horses too.’

‘Riding an elephant must be easier,’ said Blue.

Gertrude shook her head, her gaze still on the blaze of horses and riders. ‘Not really. The horse’s speed helps you stay on, if you know how to do it. It looks more impressive too. It’s harder to impress an audience on an elephant. The audience looks at the elephant instead of you half the time.’

‘Not when you’re on Sheba,’ said Blue. ‘You can capture an audience even better than an elephant.’

Gertrude glanced at her, for once no animosity in her face. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I can.’

A magician in a black-and-red silk cloak came on next, with an assistant in a short blue skirt and spangles. Now Fred sat forwards, watching intently as the magician locked the girl into a trunk, then got a member of the audience to check that the chain and locks were solid. The lights dimmed for just a second, then suddenly the magician stood there, his arms raised, his black top hat in one hand, the empty trunk open at his feet, its chains and locks in pieces in the sawdust.

Fred snorted softly. ‘False bottom in the trunk. The assistant is just curled up in there.’

‘Shh,’ said Mah, then giggled as a pigeon exploded out of the top hat and flapped its way dazedly up above the audience and out.

False bottom in the hat too, thought Blue. Every city had pigeons to trap, she supposed.

The magician undid his cloak and threw it into the air. The air glittered, exploding into small white puffs. And suddenly the assistant stood there, the cloak in her hands, curtseying and smiling.

‘That wasn’t just a false bottom in the trunk,’ whispered Mah.

‘Might have been,’ muttered Fred. ‘Smell that? It’s firecrackers. She could have rolled out while we all watched the smoke and the sparkles. It’s all in the timing …’

‘And now,’ yelled the ringmaster, ‘the Great Mondino will make his assistant float in mid-air …’

Two clowns rolled in on a wooden table, then fell off. The assistant lay down, her head and feet level with the table edges.

‘Ahhhhh … one!’ yelled the ringmaster.

The magician wrenched off one of the table legs. The audience gasped as the table didn’t even shudder, still standing firm on the remaining three legs.

‘Aaand two!’

Another gasp, as yet another leg was torn away.

‘Aaand three! And four!’

Somehow, magically — no, not magically, thought Blue, there’s some technique here that fools the eye — the assistant’s pretty blue skirts hung over the sides of a table top that floated in the air. The audience sat in the silence that was harder to win than any applause.

‘Aahhh one, aahhh two!’ roared the ringmaster.

Swish! With a flash of cape the magician pulled the table top out from underneath the girl. She hung rigid in the air.

‘She’s lyin’ on glass,’ muttered Fred.

‘Hush!’ said Mah, as the magician picked up two hoops and passed them around the assistant’s body.

‘You can’t pass a hoop through glass,’ whispered Blue.

Fred gazed, intent. ‘Gotta be glass. Nah, there’s a trick there. Has to be the angle he’s holding them hoops. An’ she’s holding herself absolutely straight — look at the tightness of the muscles in her throat. Tell you what, though, I need one of them capes.’

More clowns tumbled in, dressed like English Lords in ermine capes. The audience roared its approval.

‘I say, I say, I say.’ The posh drawl was almost perfect. ‘Do you know I’ve gone one hundred days without sleep?’

‘I say, old chap, you must be half dead!’

‘Not at all, dear man. I sleep at night instead. Haw! Haw! Haw!’

More somersaults, while the audience giggled.

‘I say, I say, I say, if it takes twenty ordinary men a total of twenty days to build a bridge, how long will it take fifty members of the House of Lords to build it?’

‘Don’t know, old chap.’

‘No time at all! The twenty ordinary fellows have already built it! Haw! Haw! Haw!’

The final act was traditionally the flying trapeze. At the Mammoth six men — all men, Blue noted — swung from hand to hand and swing to swing above them, as the marching band below played a roar of triumph with every catch and swing.

‘My father was better than them,’ Gertrude whispered. ‘He could somersault three times before the catcher grabbed him. Thee times!’

‘Amazing,’ said Blue, partly because she knew Gertrude wanted her to say it, and partly because it was amazing.

The trapeze artists swung down on their ropes — no ladders for them. They bowed in unison and ran out.

The musicians raised their instruments. The sound of a waltz burst across the tent for the finale.

It was like the entrance all over again, the horses and equestriennes, the elephants, the trapeze men swinging on their ropes, the clowns all prancing, striding, capering and marching around the others as the band played and the ringmaster cracked his whip.

‘Blimey,’ whispered Fred. ‘Their Galah is more like a ruddy emu!’

Then, suddenly, with one even louder crack from the ringmaster’s whip, the music stopped and each animal and artist fell down, the horses and elephants on their sides, the girls in their spangles, the clowns and the cowboys. Even the rope and trapeze artists hung limp in the air.

Another crack, and suddenly the noise and the animals and performers were up again, marching and waving as the cheering echoed around the canvas. Blue and Mah cheered with the rest. Even Fred clapped, though he still looked preoccupied. Trying to puzzle out the table trick, thought Blue.

Only Gertrude was silent. Her hands were clasped in her lap now.

‘Come on,’ said Fred as the applause still thundered about them and the circus started to file out the backstage entrances. ‘Let’s get out of here before the crowd. Don’t want Blue jostled.’

‘I’m all right —’ Blue began as Gertrude said, ‘No. I want to stay till the end.’

‘But it has ended,’ argued Fred.

Gertrude just shook her head.

Fred shrugged. Madame had said they had to stay together. Blue was happy to stay longer too. The more time they spent here, the fewer hours they’d have to wait at the station.

The audience left surprisingly quickly. Out in the backblocks there were delays as too many buggies and carts tried to get out a single gate. But here the audience caught buses or trains, or had chauffeurs waiting to pick them up, driving round and round the block, just as Wilkins had done for Mum and Dad, pulling into the kerb and opening the door for them when they finally appeared.

The last members of the audience trickled out. Suddenly Gertrude leaped to her feet. She hauled off her dress, showing the camisole she wore for her trapeze act. But this time her breasts were unbound, and instead of dark tights, she wore Gloria’s ballet skirt and silk stockings that showed the shape of her legs. This was a girl, not a Boldini Brother. She dropped the dress on her seat and ran down to the now empty ring.

‘Stop her!’ hissed Mah.

Fred sat where he was. ‘How? Drag her back kicking and screaming? They’d call the cops.’ He nodded at Gertrude, now vaulting nimbly over the barrier. ‘Let the Mammoth folk kick her out.’

Already a man in overalls was running over to her. ‘Hey, miss!’ he yelled.

Gertrude ignored him. She grasped one of the still-dangling ropes, twisted it about her waist and began to climb, arm over arm.

The labourer grabbed the end of the rope and shook it. ‘You come down, young lady. Now!’

‘Leave that gal alone.’ It was one of the trapeze artists, drawn back from the offstage area by the racket. He looked older now, his brilliantined hair slightly mussed. He still wore his tights but with a blue cardigan flung over his silk singlet. ‘She’ll fall off if you do that.’ His voice sounded just like the American accents Blue had heard on the radio.

‘Serves her right.’

Blue gasped.

The trapeze man gave the labourer a glance. ‘If she breaks her back, it’ll be in all the papers. Bad publicity.’ He looked up at Gertrude. A smile crossed his face. ‘I want to see what that little gal can do.’

Gertrude reached the top of the rope. She hung for a moment, then unwrapped the rope from her waist, let it go and grasped the swing. One quick move and she was sitting on the trapeze. She bent down and threw off her shoes, then stood, holding onto the ropes on either side. She began to swing, standing on the bar in her bare feet, each swing longer than the last, getting the feel of the apparatus. Then she let go.

For a few seconds she stood with her arms outstretched, a small figure in the vastness of the tent, still perched on the swing, balancing by strength and perfect timing. Back and forth and back and forth …

She began to dance. It was the harem dance, the simple swaying of arms and hips that looked so complex until you knew its secrets. But this was performed sixty feet up in the air, on a thin piece of wood that swung above the ground.

She was beautiful, her short hair gleaming in the lights, her arms graceful. She was extraordinary, a lone girl dominating the vast space of the Mammoth’s Big Top.

Blue tore her gaze away as the man below nodded. A small crowd of performers had gathered at the entrance, all looking up at the slender figure above them.

All at once Gertrude stopped. She dropped, like a diver plunging into a swimming pool. Blue clutched Mah’s hand. But instead of crashing to the sawdust ring, Gertrude grabbed the swing with one hand. She twisted, so that both hands held the swing, steadied herself, then began to somersault, heaving herself over and over the wood …

So this was what she had been rehearsing, when none of them were around to see?

… over and over the slim body swung, till even Blue felt giddy, then up onto the swing again. For a moment Gertrude stood erect and still, then she grabbed the rope, twisted it around her waist and wrist again, and slowly let herself down, as graceful as a waterfall trickling down the rocks.

At last she stood in the sawdust of the ring. She met the trapeze artist’s eye. She curtseyed to him, carefully and daintily, holding out her skirts, then bowed to the Mammoth crew standing in the wings too.

Someone clapped. The clapping grew. Gertrude ignored them. She looked at the trapeze artist, a small smile on her face, as though to say, ‘Well?’

‘You want a job?’ he asked slowly.

‘Yes,’ said Gertrude.

Blue froze. She heard Mah’s intake of breath beside her. ‘Bloomin’ traitor,’ muttered Fred.

The trapeze artist didn’t even pause. ‘Solo act or work with us?’

‘Either. Both,’ said Gertrude.

‘Twelve dollars a week. I don’t know what that is in your pounds. Eight? You’ll be paid from when you join up, though might be a few weeks till we can get you up there in a show. You pay your board out of your wages.’

Eight pounds was a fortune. Blue waited numbly for Gertrude to accept.

The ringmaster stepped out of the cluster of cowboys and equestriennes. ‘How old are you, young lady?’

Gertrude hesitated. ‘Twenty-one.’

‘She’s eighteen,’ called Fred.

Gertrude flashed him a furious glance. ‘All right. Eighteen.’

‘We’ll need a note from your parents giving you permission. What circus are you with now?’

He takes it for granted she’s with a circus, thought Blue. Of course only someone trained daily over most of her life could do what she had just done.

‘It’s Mum and me and my younger brother. My dad died years ago. We’re with the Magnifico.’

‘I don’t know much about the local outfits. Small, is it? Your mom and brother as good as you?’

Gertrude shrugged. ‘Mum’s all right. Ginger’s going to be good.’ She raised her chin. ‘But not as good as me.’

‘Twelve dollars American a week for you then. Five each for your mom and brother, though I’m prepared to raise it when we see what they can do. I gotta say, you’re really something special, sister.’ He looked at the trapeze artist. ‘So you found us a dame after all, Tony.’

Tony held his hands out wide. ‘She found us!’

They’ll be rich, thought Blue, and then — I’m rich. How much a week did she have? Was it enough to pay people eight pounds a week?

And yet she also had nothing, except the ten-shilling note and a few pennies change left from the money Madame had given her, and of course her own two pounds. Her life was the circus.

But without Gertrude and the other Olsens, would they even have a circus? There were plenty of unemployed people who might take a place in the dance, or as labourers helping to set up the tents. But Magnifico’s needed the Olsens’ core of real talent to shine their glamour over the other acts.

‘Mrs Olsen won’t leave,’ whispered Mah. ‘She won’t let Gertrude go either.’

‘Dunno,’ said Fred. ‘This is Gert’s big chance. And all that money.’ He gave a slow whistle.

The ringmaster flicked his fingers. A young woman came running. She handed him a notebook and pencil. He scribbled something in it, and handed it to Gertrude. ‘We’re heading north. This will reach us while we’re in Australia. We sail from Cairns to San Francisco at the end of March. Cable us before then if you’re interested. We’ll wire you the fares to meet us before we leave.’

‘Interested,’ muttered Fred. ‘She’s like a fish about to grab the hook.’

Gertrude smiled and nodded.

No one said anything while Fred and Mah helped Blue up the steps of the bus. They sat in silence too, Fred and Blue and Mah on the long seat behind the driver, Gertrude in solitary splendour in the next row. At last Fred said, ‘You oughtn’t to have done that.’

Gertrude shrugged. ‘Well, I have.’ She turned to look out the window.

What else was there to say? thought Blue. She looked out the window too. Gertrude must have been planning this for months, waiting for the chance to show a bigger circus what she could do.

The trolley-bus travelled slowly, stuck behind a horse and cart. A line of people stretched down the road. Another circus? she wondered. Or maybe a moving picture show. She’d only seen one, a silent film called The Sentimental Bloke. It had been funny and sad in bits, with the captions flickering up in between each scene. She’d read that there were moving pictures with sound now — talkies.

She stared at the crowd. They didn’t look like they were going to the moving pictures. They didn’t look like they were going to anything good or fun.

She leaned forwards and spoke to the bus driver. ‘What are all those people queuing for?’

The driver flashed her a look, then turned back to the road. ‘Soup kitchen. They’re waiting for a meal.’ He spoke with the dispassion of a man who still had a job; a man who knew just how precious that job was.

Blue looked at the crowd as the bus slowly passed them. Each person was curiously colourless, wearing clothes so old they were almost grey; the faces were grey too in the electric streetlights.

Children clinging to their mothers’ hands; women with hopeless faces; and men who looked both tired and angry, ready to punch the world, knowing they had failed to keep their families fed. Old women, in black with shabby shawls; old men in suits that drooped at the knees, their grey whiskers untrimmed. Here and there was a good suit and hat above a face blank and desperate. The line moved slowly, step by step.

How long had those people been waiting there? And what would they get when they reached the end of the line? ‘Soup kitchen’ — not mutton stew kitchen, she thought, or even cheese sandwiches kitchen. How hungry did you need to be to wait like this for a bowl of soup?

Money, she thought. Money could feed them. I have money. No, I will have money.

Four years to go until she was twenty-one. But maybe she could write to Uncle Herbert. He probably wouldn’t believe that the aunts had tried to poison her, but once she’d made the accusation maybe she’d be safe. They wouldn’t dare to hurt her again. Uncle Herbert would help her find somewhere to live …

But not with the circus. Respectable girls did not travel with a circus. And they were her family now.

‘You cold?’ Fred put one arm around her and the other around Mah. It felt good, solid and safe.

If Gertrude left, the circus would need her act even more. Her mermaid mightn’t be a ‘real’ circus act, one that needed years of practice and training, but it was popular. She wondered if she could come up with a new clown act too. She couldn’t cartwheel or turn somersaults on her hands, but she could curl herself into a ball perhaps, and roll with her legs together.

Maybe she wouldn’t have to do any acrobatics at all, just come up with funny patter. It’s the idea that makes a good act, she thought. Whoever dreamed up the concept of turning upper-class men into clowns was brilliant. Maybe you could even run a circus where the ideas for the act were as important as the training. Perhaps they could advertise for a new trapeze act in the newspapers. It might never occur to Madame to do so, but surely there were trapeze artists and other performers out of work, like so many others.

The bus pulled up at Central Station.

The white of the sideshow tents shone dimly in the dawn light. A shadow stepped towards them. It was Ephraim. ‘Have a good time, kids?’

‘Wonderful, thank you,’ said Mah.

‘Madame said youse is all to sleep in. No punters till tomorrow.’ He stretched wearily. ‘I’m going to get the fire going. I’m parched for a cuppa.’

Gertrude nodded without speaking. She ran past Sheba and up the stairs of her caravan. Her mother’s sleepy voice greeted her.

Fred walked Blue and Mah over to their caravan. Blue stopped at the steps. ‘Fred … are you going to tell Madame about Gertrude’s job offer?’

‘Dunno. It’s Gertrude who should do the telling, but I bet she won’t.’ He looked at his sister. ‘What do you think, Marj?’

Mah spoke with no hesitation. ‘Don’t say anything.’

‘But we owe it to Madame …’ Blue hesitated. Madame must have guessed why Gertrude had been so eager to go to the Mammoth. Madame seemed to see everything, with those faded eyes, sorting the facts and reaching conclusions. Of course, she also expected all information, no matter how small, to be brought to her.

‘If she asks, we tell her the truth. But Gertrude deserves a chance to make a life beyond this.’ Mah’s gesture took in the laden truck, the small sideshow tents with their faded images.

‘Good-oh.’ Fred wandered off, past Madame’s caravan and the House of Horrors to the Freak Show tent. Blue followed Mah into their caravan.

Fred had found some paint a few stops before — Blue carefully hadn’t asked him where. The outside of their caravan was now a fresh yellow and red, the inside pale cream. The patchwork quilts hadn’t turned out quite the way she’d expected: it was harder to make something straight and flat out of fabric scraps than she’d thought. But she was proud of her new home, the potted geranium on the step, the rug of plaited rags sewn together, the curtains made out of washed and ironed flour sacks. Mrs Olsen had even added a ruffle.

She sat on the bed out of the way while Mah changed into her nightdress, then changed herself, carefully folding the white dress to go back into Mrs Olsen’s trunk. She pulled the curtains to keep out the growing daylight and prying eyes, then lay down. But even though she’d only had a few hours’ doze on Fred’s shoulder in the railway station and on the train, sleep eluded her.

‘Mah? Are you asleep?’

‘No.’

‘You know, what you said before, about Gertrude deserving a chance to make her own life — if you could be anywhere in the world, would you be here?’

‘Of course not.’

Blue blinked at the certainty in Mah’s voice. ‘You’d rather be a servant?’

‘No!’

Blue felt relief melt through her. She’d been afraid Mah might say she’d only left service and come to the circus because of her, and Fred. ‘What then?’

‘A kitchen of my own.’ Mah’s voice was dreamy. ‘A kitchen I could bake in every day, every sort of cake or biscuit in the world. And a house to go with it. A strawberry patch and apricot trees.’

‘A husband and kids?’

‘Maybe. Don’t know. I’ve changed too many nappies to think about kids for a while. What about you?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Blue honestly. ‘If someone offered me eight pounds a week, I wouldn’t leave here.’

‘Easy for you to say.’

‘Perhaps. If … if nothing had ever happened, I’d be going to parties. A ball at Government House, being presented to Lady somebody or other. I couldn’t go back to that now.’

‘There’s other things to do.’

‘Like what?’

‘We could be taxidermists, like Monsieur. We could set up a shop in Gundagai. Pet dogs stuffed half price on Tuesdays.’

‘Throw away your china ducks flying up the wall. Buy our stuffed bats instead. Why wear a fox-fur coat when you could wear the whole fox, sitting on your shoulder?’

‘Mmm.’ Mah’s giggle was a sleepy one. ‘G’night, Blue.’

‘Good night.’ Blue lay back, staring at the pale ceiling.





Chapter 20

They stayed at Berrima over the Christmas week, enjoying the coolness of the Highlands in midsummer, as Sheba munched the grass, her droppings turning green and sloppy. They rode in the back of the farmer’s cart to the Christmas service in the church, the girls in the white dresses again, and Madame in rusty black. Christmas dinner was pot-roasted chicken, the hens a gift from the farmer. To Blue’s surprise the farmers around gave them other gifts too, home-grown strawberries, toffee, loquat jam, soft-fleshed white peaches, even a giant Christmas pudding, all making the day special. But they gave each other no presents. Most had no money to buy them, or privacy to make them. And what they had, they shared.

Nothing more was said of Gertrude’s job offer. Blue supposed that the older girl had told her mother and was trying to persuade her to either let her go, or come herself as well, with Ginger.

Blue felt guilty about her silence. But Mah was right. Gertrude’s life was darned costumes and rabbit stew. The Mammoth not only offered her good wages, but a chance to become a true star, in vaudeville perhaps, filling theatres, not just circus tents. Blue suspected Gertrude longed for stardom even more than the eight pounds a week. Once a performer became a star she might stay a star, even through her forties, and have enough to live well even when it was all over. But you needed to be young to achieve that stardom. Ginger too would have opportunities with the Mammoth that he’d never get travelling the backblocks of Australia.

Mrs Olsen had to choose between loyalty to Madame and a future for her daughter. It would not be an easy choice. Blue felt she owed it to Mrs Olsen to let her make the decision with no interference from the old woman.

By January they were back on the road, to small towns and small audiences, but enough — just — to pay the petrol bill, buy the hay for Sheba and a sack of flour for the damper. And still Gertrude had said nothing about leaving. Nor had Mrs Olsen. Had Gertrude even told her mother? Blue couldn’t tell. She was sure Ginger knew nothing. The boy took pleasure in tricking the audience, but he couldn’t keep a secret from his friends.

The small towns gave way to even smaller towns, where the streets were deserted at midday, except for dogs panting in the shade. But the more isolated the town, the more the locals longed for anything to break the monotony of work and sleep and sleep and work. The audiences were as large as they had been in the bigger centres and they left smiling too.

They rarely stayed more than two nights in any place, trading off a higher petrol bill for a fresh paddock for Sheba and a new audience. Ginger set his rabbit traps each sunset. Ebenezer, Ephraim and Fred foraged for young branches of wattle and kurrajong and other greenery to add to Sheba’s diet. The truck needed new tyres again, but Ebenezer used his pen-knife to carve new treads into old ones he’d found at a dump. They needed new brakes too, but a log tied onto the back could be rolled out to drag along the road and slow them down on the steep hills. And every morning Gertrude practised, practised, practised, even before Madame woke and struck her gong, refusing to meet Blue’s eyes.

The truck chugged down onto the plains, the mountains to the left of them, travelling south now. The towns were further and further apart, so that it took two days’ travelling to get the circus from one to the next. Thin cattle wandered the ‘long paddock’, the stockmen and women on their wiry horses tipping their hats as the circus truck passed, the mob slowly parting to let the truck through, then closing behind it again.

Paddocks eaten out by rabbits, more holes than grass; fence lines where erosion had left silt piled halfway up the posts; silent crews of road gangs on relief work, thin-legged in ragged shorts, too starved to even natter as they swung their mattocks. Even here bagmen tramped, looking for work, or perhaps having lost all hope of finding it, hats with drooping brims, and tattered swags, faces brown with dirt and sun.

At last they met the train tracks again, but it was a branch line now. Bunyagong, Samuel Waters, Gibber’s Creek …

Gibber’s Creek was the biggest town they’d been in since they left the coast: six pubs, new houses along the road to town, the big factory that made wirelesses and miraculously seemed to be employing as many men as it had before the Depression.

They camped at the showgrounds, well out of town, opposite the train station. The police sergeant had made it clear that no circus performers, swaggies or bagmen were welcome in the park on the main street. But the people still came, in their carts and buggies and automobiles. The Big Top was packed for the first two nights, and almost full the next.

‘Twenty-four pounds, two shillings and sixpence,’ said Ebenezer, as they sat around the fire on the third night. It was goulash again. Madame had finally had new spices sent from Melbourne, flavouring the mutton that seemed to be the only non-rabbit meat that people west of the Great Divide ever ate. But at least Gibber’s Creek had vegetables, the first ones they’d had for weeks except for the watercress Mrs Olsen picked in the creeks they passed, and boiled well to kill the liver fluke. Tonight’s stew was rich in carrots, potatoes, hunks of pumpkin, chokos and leeks.

Blue picked up a bone with her fingers, to gnaw the last of the meat, then caught Mah’s eye. She grinned. The Blue of two years back ate with a silver knife and fork, and never with her fingers at the table, except for the wafer on top of an ice-cream sundae that for some reason the rules of manners said you could pick up. The Blue of two years back slept in a carved wooden bed, not on a thin feather mattress with costumes stored under it.

But she was happy, Blue realised. Without even noticing it happiness had grown, like the bluebell for which she was named slowly unfurling under the soil before it sprang up into the light.

Mah made a quick calculation. ‘That’s eighty-nine pounds for the three days.’

‘This is good,’ said Madame. Sheba flicked her trunk in agreement. Madame’s accent had been growing stronger lately. It came and went like the moon, thought Blue, or some tide only known to Madame. ‘It will take us four days and much petrol to get to Willawar.’

Blue glanced at Ephraim. The next days would be hard on him and Ebenezer, with all the trekking back and forth. But Ephraim just nodded.

How many camps has he made in his life? Blue wondered. How old was Ephraim? Fifty? Fifty-five? Had he never wanted to be more than a clown and roustabout? Had he ever dreamed of flying on the trapeze like Mrs Olsen and Gertrude, as Madame and her parents had once done? Or had he once twisted on high ropes, but stopped when his joints grew stiff, like Madame’s mother?

‘One of the women swapped her old curtains for half a dozen tickets.’ Mrs Olsen’s hands busied themselves frying more squished flies. ‘Green velvet,’ she added with satisfaction. ‘Faded in places, but I can cut out some good bits.’ She smiled at Fred. ‘How’d you like a green velvet cloak for your magician’s act?’

‘Couldn’t make it red?’ asked Fred.

Mrs Olsen shook her head. ‘Need beetroot to make a red dye. Don’t think we can get enough of it. Green don’t dye well either. Might end up with a mud colour. But there’s some gold cord in the trunk. That’ll brighten it up.’

Blue watched her flip out the squished flies to cool. Suddenly she realised that Mrs Olsen was even more the heart of the circus than Gertrude. She teaches us the tricks with greasepaint and rouge, she thought. She makes and mends the costumes; she feeds us. She loves us … doesn’t she? Surely that’s why she stays here, in this small circus.

The breeze blew a faint whiff of desolation. Mrs Olsen’s loss would be a hole in the heart of their lives. No more Ginger either, she thought, the ruffian hunchback of the Freak Show, the small boy triumphant when his traps had caught a dozen rabbits. She’d even miss Gertrude …

No, they couldn’t leave. They were family!

She forced her mind away. ‘Tell us a story, Madame.’

Madame smiled with satisfaction. ‘You want one of Madame’s stories, eh? A ghost story?’

That breeze had been too chilly for ghost stories. ‘No. A true story.’

‘Ah, what shall I tell you? About the flood on the Burdekin perhaps. I was ten years old. The sun so hot the iron tyres melted as we rolled across the plain. We had iron tyres back then, on wooden wheels, not soft like the rubber tyres now. We had to wire the tyres back on the wheels till we came to a town with a blacksmith, to weld them on again. And then it rained. Oh, how it rained. Like the angels tipped buckets from the sky. We had joined up with an American circus, the Pioneer, big wagons with low wheels. Those wheels sank into the mud and would not move. He went broke, that American, but we went on, leading the horses through the water. Sometimes the way was so deep the horses swam, and the caravans almost vanished under the water. We children had to sit up on the caravan roof and bang every saucepan in the camp …’

‘Why?’ asked Ginger.

Madame’s voice lowered dramatically. ‘To scare the crocodiles! There were snakes too,’ she added, ‘but they did not bother us. Big fat snakes. Auntie Elsie caught one and chopped it up, and fried big chunks. Some of the men would not eat snake meat, but we children gobbled it up. My brother made a necklace of the bones. And then the water went down and there were the fish, flapping about. Bull Charlie the contortionist showed us how to kill them with a nullah nullah, like the blackfellows use. And then —’ She stopped to listen …

‘An automobile’s coming down the road,’ said Ginger, peering into the darkness with interest.

Blue turned as the rumble of an engine grew closer. Not one, but two automobiles, their headlights tunnelling through the dark. No, she thought, one car and a motor wagon.

It must be nearly midnight, she thought. No one travels at this time of night, unless someone is ill. Even as she thought it the two vehicles pulled up at the railway station.

‘Train must be due,’ said Ephraim. ‘Pass us the bread if you’ve left us any, Ginger. Expecting passengers maybe.’

‘No.’ Fred’s voice was sharp. ‘They’re police. That’s the paddy wagon.’

‘If they are coming here,’ said Madame with dignity, ‘I shall inform them that we leave tomorrow, as promised.’

The dim figures in blue uniforms got out of the automobile. Blue froze, as she always did when she saw police. But of course they wouldn’t be looking for her. She’d been gone too long and, anyway, it didn’t need a paddy wagon and six policemen to bring in a runaway girl.

She glanced at Fred. He ran a hand over his blond hair as though reassuring himself his disguise was in place. He’d grown a beard in the last few months. The bearded lady was truly bearded now. Of course he bleached it blond too.

But Fred’s crime was about ten years ago, she thought. She looked at the others. Every person was utterly still, focused on the police across the road, except for Gertrude, who was cleaning her fingernails with a stick, and Ginger, who was unconcernedly slathering a vast hunk of bread with golden syrup. Now he too looked up. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ said his mother, as the police vanished into the railway station’s waiting room. Mrs Olsen took Ebenezer’s empty plate. ‘Everybody finished? Gertrude, it’s your turn to wash up. Ginger, bed time, and don’t forget to wash behind your ears.’

‘Can’t I stay and watch the train come in?’

‘Might not even be one,’ said Ephraim. ‘Maybe the police just want a word with the stationmaster.’

‘Then why are the platform lights on if there’s no train due?’ argued Ginger. ‘I can hear a train anyway.’

‘No, you can’t. There’s nothing to hear.’

‘I can so too. And Sheba. Look.’

The big animal’s head was turned into the darkness, her massive ears flapped back. She raised her trunk and gave a small cry.

Now Blue could hear the rumble too, more a vibration than the noise of an engine. Tiny twin moons appeared across the plain, coming closer and closer. The beat of the train engine grew. The sharp whistle as it approached the station pierced the darkness.

‘Goods train,’ said Ebenezer.

‘How do you know?’ asked Blue.

‘No lighted windows,’ he said crisply. ‘All right, you young ’uns. Hop it. Ginger, Gertrude, Mah, Belle, into the caravans with you. No need to wash tonight.’

‘What’s the hurry?’ demanded Gertrude.

The train halted at the station. Ebenezer had been right. Blue could see more than a dozen carriages, covered in tarpaulins. Almost at once shadows emerged onto the empty platform. Why were the police there, wondered Blue, if this wasn’t a passenger train?

Ebenezer tried to push Ginger towards the Olsens’ caravan. The boy twisted away, staring at the station.

A door slammed. Someone yelled. Suddenly there were more shadows, hauled out from under the tarpaulins. Men, thought Blue, bagmen, unemployed, hiding in the train. Maybe they’d hoped there were jobs at the factory here, or just had to reach another town to get their rations tomorrow.

A scream ripped through the night, and then the sound of blows. One of the shadows turned into a puddle on the platform, a policeman kicking him while another rained blows with what looked to be a length of wood.

‘Dear Lord in Heaven,’ breathed Mrs Olsen. ‘They’re attacking them with four-by-twos.’

Blue glanced at Ebenezer. He sat, his face carefully blank. He’d expected this, she realised. He’d guessed there’d be men hiding on the goods train, that the police would be waiting for them, not just with handcuffs, but with blows.

Fred surged to his feet. ‘We got to help them.’

‘You will not.’ Madame’s voice was sharp. ‘We look after our own.’

‘They’re killing them!’ Another scream. Black shadows wrestled blue uniforms.

Blue struggled up too. ‘Why don’t the police just arrest them? Oh no! Sheba!’

The elephant was lumbering across the showground.

Madame stood, her hands out as though her fingers might see where her eyes could not. ‘Sheba!’ she cried.

‘Stay with Madame.’ Fred pushed Blue back onto a bale of hay. ‘You too,’ he added to Mah.

‘No,’ said Mah. She ran after Sheba. Ebenezer grabbed the lantern and followed them. Blue watched the light bob towards the station.

What was happening? Why was it happening?

She couldn’t wait here. She struggled to her feet again. Ginger glanced at Madame, then at the shadows in the darkness. He managed two steps towards them before Gertrude grabbed his shirt. She held his arm in her strong grip. ‘You’re staying here,’ she said. Mrs Olsen whimpered, her hands over her mouth.

‘Sheba,’ whispered Madame.

‘They’ll bring her back,’ said Blue breathlessly. ‘Just stay here, Madame.’

Blue shuffled into the darkness, her bare feet slipping on a blob of elephant dung, thistles pricking her ankles. If only she could run …

Sheba had reached the station platform now. Her trunk rose, then lashed down. One of the policemen yelled an order. Another slashed at Sheba’s head with his length of wood.

Sheba roared, in anger or in pain. She rose on her back legs, striking down. For a moment as Blue stumbled closer the bulk of the railway station hid everything from view. Blue hobbled through the waiting room, onto the platform.

But it was over as suddenly as it had begun. Sheba stood to one side, her trunk waving wildly in the shadows. Blue uniforms hustled sagging men past the circus people to the waiting paddy wagon. Slumped bodies were thrown inside. The doors slammed. Blue grabbed Ebenezer’s sleeve.

‘Sheba,’ she panted. ‘Is she all right?’

‘They hit her.’ Ebenezer seemed in shock. ‘They hit Sheba.’

‘That your elephant?’ The man had a sergeant’s stripes on his uniform, though he wasn’t the sergeant who had visited the circus when they arrived. He looked over at Blue. ‘You lad, you from the circus too?’

She nodded numbly.

‘Count your lucky stars we don’t take you lot in as well. You keep out o’ what don’t concern you. And get that creature tethered. It’s dangerous.’

She’s not, thought Blue. You are. ‘What have the men done?’ she asked quietly, watching out of the corner of her eye as Fred and Ephraim tried to calm Sheba, her head and trunk still waving back and forth.

‘Troublemakers. Unemployed Workers’ Union, from Sydney. And that’s all you need to know, lad. Now you take a message back to your circus from me. I want the lot of you gone by tomorrow morning.’

‘We’re going anyway. But it takes hours to pack up.’

‘By tomorrow afternoon then. And you keep your trap shut about tonight.’

She nodded.

The wagon roared off into the night. The sergeant slid into the passenger seat of the long black automobile. Its tyres spun the gravel for a moment, then it too was gone. Behind her the train whistle blew again. The engine grew loud once more, chugga chugga chug, as it moved on its tracks into the night, only its steam visible against the stars.

‘You all right, lad?’

Blue turned. The stationmaster, middle-aged, white-moustached, looked at her. He shook his head. ‘Didn’t know that was gunna happen. Never been any trouble at my station. Bagmen on every train, these days. Give ’em a cup o’ cocoa and a cheese sandwich, an’ off they go. Never any trouble …’ His voice died away. He looked back at Sheba, suddenly plodding into the darkness, away from both the station and the circus. ‘You better catch your elephant afore it runs away.’

‘Sheba!’ Blue tried to hurry into the darkness. The elephant must have become disoriented, she thought. ‘Sheba, come back! The circus is back this way!’

Sheba didn’t look around. Blue could hear the plod of her great feet on the grass.

‘Sheba!’ Ebenezer gave his ringmaster’s bellow. Sheba ignored him.

‘Better grab her before she gets any further away,’ panted Fred. He had a cut over one eye.

Ephraim’s shadowed face looked anxious in the light of the platform. ‘Old girl could run into barbed wire out there. Get her foot stuck in a wombat hole.’

The men ran into the darkness, with Mah following. Blue shuffled after them, then found the stationmaster next to her, staring at her odd gait. She flushed. ‘Had an accident,’ she muttered. ‘Can’t run fast.’

The stationmaster nodded. ‘Got a bad ticker meself. Not that I can’t do the job,’ he added hurriedly.

Along the concrete platform, across the train lines — Blue pushed her feet to move as fast as possible. If only she could run. Had Sheba been hurt? Maybe she was running away in terror. But that plodding had looked purposeful, not panicked.

A grey elephant in a black night. Above them the stars wheeled and glowed. It was impossible to see Sheba now there was only Ebenezer’s lantern bobbing past trees and tussocks. And then the lantern stopped.

Sheba had stopped too. In the dim ring of light Blue could see a middle-aged man lying on the ground, unconscious, blood on the grey whiskers of his face. Fred and Ephraim kneeled by him as Mah watched and Ebenezer held the lantern. Sheba raised her trunk as though protecting the stranger, gazing into the night.

‘Oh, my giddy aunt …’ whispered the stationmaster.

‘Is he still alive?’ whispered Blue.

Fred nodded. ‘He needs a doctor. Come on. Let’s get him back to the circus.’

‘No!’ Ebenezer stared at them all. ‘Can’t take a stranger back.’

‘But he’s hurt,’ said Blue.

‘No.’ The ringmaster looked strangely stubborn.

To her surprise Fred nodded. ‘Ebenezer’s right. Can’t take him back to the circus.’ He looked at the stationmaster. ‘Anyhow, he needs a hospital. Is there one in town?’

‘Nearest one’s at Willawar.’ The stationmaster hesitated. ‘There’s a phone at the station. If you can carry him to the waiting room, I’ll call a doctor.’

Ebenezer nodded, relief plain on his face. Blue gazed at him, then at Fred and Ephraim. They had rescued her. Why wouldn’t they take in a stranger now? Was it because she was a girl?

No. Something else was happening here. She stepped over to Sheba and patted her trunk soothingly. ‘Sheba led us to him. She tried to save his friends. She won’t want us to abandon him in the waiting room. Madame will know how to help him till the doctor gets here, and Mrs Olsen too.’

‘She’s right,’ said Mah hotly. ‘He needs proper care.’

‘What if the police come looking for him?’ asked Ebenezer. ‘Hard to disguise him, hurt like that.’ He met her eyes, the words unspoken: you know why we don’t want police looking at us too closely.

‘Fred’s a magician,’ said Blue shortly. ‘If he can hide a girl in a pillar, he can hide a bloke. And, anyway,’ she added, ‘the police probably don’t even know he was on the train too.’

‘All right. You hop up on Sheba,’ said Ebenezer abruptly. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’

‘I can walk back,’ said Blue.

‘If you’re on Sheba’s back, she’s more likely to go back of her own accord. Can’t look after this bloke and control her.’

Blue nodded. She let Ebenezer heave her up, then scrambled into her usual side-saddle position balancing on Sheba’s neck, behind her big flapping ears.

The elephant trembled beneath her. A thin trail of blood trickled down past one eye. ‘She’s bleeding,’ said Blue sharply.

‘The sooner she’s home, the better. Madame will know what to do.’ Ebenezer’s voice sounded more hopeful than confident. He slapped Sheba’s side, in the old signal to move on.

For a moment Blue thought she would ignore him.

‘Come on, Sheba,’ said Mah softly. She stroked the lolling trunk.

At last the elephant moved through the darkness, one heavy foot after another, her head still waving in agitation. But this time, at least, she moved towards the circus.

Blue looked around at Fred, Ephraim and Ebenezer picking up the injured man, then back towards the firelight as Sheba plodded wearily home.





Chapter 21

They laid the man on Fred’s swag in the Freak Show tent.

‘Better move Bruin,’ said Fred shortly. ‘He’ll think he’s gone to the Bad Place if he wakes up and sees a bear looming over him.’

‘Doctor’s coming.’ It was the stationmaster, puffing after them into the tent. ‘This any use?’ He handed Fred a wagga blanket, made from chaff bags stitched together and washed till soft.

‘Wha— what happened?’ The man on the ground blinked up at them.

Blue kneeled awkwardly next to him. ‘Fetch Madame,’ she said to Fred, who hesitated, clearly wanting to hear more first. ‘And you lie still,’ she said to the man on the ground. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Atkins. Ben Atkins.’

‘Well, Mr Atkins, you’re safe here.’ She hesitated. But was he really? Had he and his friends committed a real crime, or just jumped the rattler?

He guessed what she was thinking. ‘Ain’t no criminal. Dunno what that was about. Coppers are all on the take though. Always someone willing to make something extra when times are like this.’ He was bitter and hopeless. Blue’s heart ached for him even though his anger was frightening.

‘Our Sergeant Patterson isn’t like that,’ said the stationmaster defensively as Fred slipped out into the darkness to get Madame.

Blue looked back at the man on the ground. Some colour had seeped into his cheeks again. She wondered if he was hungry. Best wait for the doctor before giving him anything to eat or drink, she thought, as a car turned in the paddock gate, then drew up by the lighted tent.

Footsteps muffled by the dirt, then: ‘My patient in here?’

It was Joseph McAlpine.

Blue stepped back into the shadows. What was he doing at Gibber’s Creek? The addresses he had given her were in Sydney, and a place called Rock Farm, in a valley she’d finally found on Ebenezer’s map, feeling guilty and a bit embarrassed to even be doing that.

Joseph didn’t notice her, or Fred, slipping back in his wake, his gaze on the man on the ground. ‘Sorry, Dr Thomas is out the other side of town. Mrs Flanagan’s having a baby. It’s her first, so he might be a while. I’m only a medical student …’ He had already kneeled and taken the man’s hand, feeling his pulse as he spoke. ‘But with a bit of luck you won’t need more than I can do for you.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’

‘Not doctor yet. I just came down from Sydney today to spend a few days with my brother.’ He put the man’s hand down, held up the lamp, checked one eye and then the other. He looked professional and competent, dressed much the same way as when he’d come to see the circus, in grey flannel pants and a tweed jacket, though this one looked softer and more worn. ‘No sign of a concussion. You feel giddy? Nauseated?’

The man shook his head. ‘Hungry,’ he admitted.

‘Cocoa?’ Joseph McAlpine looked up at Fred.

Fred nodded. ‘I’ll go get some.’

Fred hasn’t recognised him, thought Blue. He had only met him the once, and the light is dim …

‘Better just make it the cocoa for now,’ said Joseph. He smiled at the man on the ground. ‘Don’t think there’s too much wrong with you, but you need keeping an eye on. You feel well enough to lie down in the back of the car?’

‘Where are you taking him?’ asked Ebenezer sharply. ‘Not the gaol?’

Joseph stood up. ‘Do I look like a policeman?’ he said evenly. ‘In any case, I don’t think this man has anything to fear from Sergeant Patterson. This has happened before, I’m sorry to say; my brother was talking about it at lunch. The wheat farmers down Mooloola way bribe their police to bring in bagmen from the rattlers. They pay the poor blighters ten shillings a week when the award is thirty. Once they have you there, there’s no way to escape, except on foot, and even then you might die of thirst before you can walk to the next town.’

‘See?’ said Atkins. He drew his collar tighter around him and tried to sit up. Joseph restrained him until he relaxed. ‘Can’t trust the jacks. Can’t trust no one.’

‘I knew those police weren’t from round here,’ said the stationmaster. ‘Look. I gotta go. Can bring you some cabbages afore you leave. I’ll come back tomorrow and see how he’s doing.’

Joseph shook his head. ‘I’ll take him back to Drinkwater. It’s a sheep station,’ he added to Ebenezer. ‘A bit out of town, but it’s the best place for him. There’s a spare bed in my room. I can keep an eye on him till the morning. If he gets any worse, we’ve got a phone to call for Dr Thomas. Then if you’re all right tomorrow,’ he added to the man, ‘we’ll see what we can do for you.’

‘A job? Heard they might be hiring at the factory.’

Joseph shrugged. ‘Can’t tell you anything about that. But things are pretty well organised around here. We’ll find you a place to stay, at least.’

‘What about me mates? If those coppers have taken them down to Mooloola to haul the wheat — there’s not even a post office down there to send their wages to their families.’

Joseph nodded. ‘You tell Miss Matilda tomorrow. She owns Drinkwater, the place where we’re going. She’ll sort it out. Now let’s get you up.’

He turned to hand the lamp to Ebenezer … and stopped and stared at Blue. ‘Miss Magnifico.’ The smile grew on his face. ‘I thought the tents were familiar. You didn’t tell me you were coming to Gibber’s Creek.’

She flushed, conscious of her bare grubby feet, her baggy shorts and short hair. He had last seen her as a harem dancer, in full make-up, and as the mermaid before that. She was amazed that he even recognised her. ‘I didn’t know we were going to. I mean, why should I?’

‘How long are you staying?’

‘Leaving tonight,’ Ebenezer answered for her. ‘Town rules say three nights only, and we’ve had our three.’

Besides, thought Blue, the police they’d fought might be back. Best to get away from the railway.

‘Well, I can borrow Andy’s car again. I’ll motor over to wherever you’re going next, see the show again. Perhaps I’ll see you again too.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Good evening.’ He tipped his hat to her, then helped Ebenezer lift up the injured man. They carried him out into the car.

Blue watched from the tent as Ebenezer and Joseph settled the injured man into the back of the car. She should feel tired. Instead she felt like she’d had three cups of strong tea, her emotions battling each other. Horror at what men could do to each other; despair that authority could be corrupted, as it had been with the police tonight; a strange elation, helping someone as she had been helped, and at the stationmaster’s kindness with his offer of a wagga blanket and the cabbages; and happiness like a small bright star at seeing Joseph McAlpine again …

She stopped, surprised by the realisation. No, she told herself. You’re Belle Magnifico for another four years. There are no young doctors in your future.

She smiled. Perhaps she should ask Madame to tell her fortune.

Madame! Why hadn’t she been here? Was Sheba all right? She shuffled out towards the campfire.

‘Belle!’ Mah flew through the darkness. ‘Has the doctor gone?’

‘He’s not really a doctor yet — what is it?’ she asked, looking at the fear on Mah’s face. ‘Is it Sheba?’

‘She’s lying down, sort of gasping! She’s still bleeding too.’ Mah ran past Blue. ‘Doctor! Stop!’

Joseph turned. ‘What is it?’

‘Sheba! There’s something wrong!’

‘The elephant? What’s wrong with it?’ He began to stride towards the campfire, Mah at his side.

‘She,’ said Blue desperately, trying to keep up with them. ‘Sheba’s a she. Over there …’ Ebenezer had caught up with them now, carrying the lamp.

Sheba lay beyond the firelight. Mah’s right, thought Blue in terror. There was something unnatural about the way she was lying, her legs shaking, her big mouth open, gasping for air. Madame sat next to her on the hay, her hands clutching Sheba’s shoulders. Fred kneeled next to her, the pot of cocoa at his side.

‘What is happening to her?’ the old woman cried.

‘Heaven help us. I’m not a vet. I’m not even a doctor yet …’ Joseph kneeled down by Sheba. ‘Come on, old girl, let’s have a look at you.’ He touched the wound on her head as the shuddering continued. ‘What caused this?’

‘The police had four-by-twos, back at the station. Sheba tried to stop them hitting the men. They hit her instead.’

‘She is my friend,’ said Madame, into the night. ‘My oldest friend.’

Blue sat by her and took one of her hands. It felt small and cold and wrinkled. The others clustered about them.

Joseph took the lamp from Ebenezer. He peered at Sheba’s eyes, the same way he had peered at the injured man’s, then shook his head. ‘I just don’t know. I suppose elephants can get concussion too.’

‘What’s concussion?’ demanded Fred.

‘Swelling of the brain after an injury.’

‘But you get over it?’

‘Yes. Mostly. Sometimes there’s bleeding on the brain.’

Blue drew in her breath. ‘But that would kill her!’

He cast her a look, half reassurance, half frustration at his inability to help. ‘Not always. Often the bleeding stops. There can be some paralysis.’

‘Paralysis!’ cried Madame.

‘I said can be,’ put in Joseph hurriedly. ‘This might be a kind of fit. Has she ever done anything like this before? Has she vomited tonight?’

‘No,’ said Madame. ‘Who could do this to an elephant? The wisest of God’s creatures. She has lived only to give joy …’

And steal bracelets and watches, thought Blue. But even that had been endearing.

‘How can we help her?’ she asked Joseph quietly.

‘Truly? I don’t know. If she was a human, I’d say keep her warm, but maybe an elephant should be kept cool. Look, it seems to be easing.’

Blue looked back at Sheba. The vast shuddering had stopped. But Sheba still lay with her eyes closed, breathing in sharp pants.

‘Just keep her quiet. Don’t try to get her to her feet, but don’t stop her either. I’d better take that bloke to Drinkwater. But I’ll drive straight back and see how she’s going. It’ll only take me about an hour.’

‘She must recover,’ said Madame clearly. ‘If she does not recover, I cannot go on. The circus cannot go on. I lived after Monsieur died, after a fashion. But without her I am dead.’

‘Madame, no one is going to die —’ began Blue.

Sheba shuddered again. Madame gave a stifled cry and collapsed next to her.





Chapter 22

Blue sat on the caravan steps with Mah as Joseph examined Madame. They had carried her back to her caravan. Ephraim had run to the stationmaster’s to call Dr Thomas’s house again, to ask him to come as soon as he returned from delivering the baby. Ebenezer was driving the injured man to Drinkwater, with directions and a note from Joseph explaining who he was and what had happened.

Gertrude made cocoa while Mrs Olsen and Ginger and Fred sat with Sheba. The elephant’s convulsions had stopped again, at least for the moment. Blue shivered, despite the hot breath of the breeze, smelling of rock and sheep paddocks.

‘Want a blanket?’ asked Mah.

Blue shook her head. ‘No. It’s funny, a few hours ago the world was just as it should be. And then it cracked …’ Like it did when Mum and Dad’s ship sank, she thought, or when I was burned. She shivered again. Nothing was solid. You thought it was, and then it slipped away.

‘You all right?’

Mah stood as Fred approached. ‘How is Sheba?’

‘Breathing all right again. She tried to stand up, then lay back down. Too shaky, I reckon. But she’s looking better. How is Madame?’

Blue shrugged as the caravan door opened.

‘She’s had a stroke,’ said Joseph shortly.

Fred glared at him. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It can be bleeding in the brain. It can be a blood clot on the brain. It isn’t good,’ said Joseph quietly.

‘But you can make her better?’

‘No.’ Joseph held up his hand as Fred began to protest. ‘I’m sorry, I should have said, she may get better by herself.’

‘Like Sheba?’ Fred’s voice was hopeful. ‘She’s looking better already.’

‘No. Not as fast as that. Weeks. Months maybe. She needs to be kept quiet.’ He glanced at Blue, then said, ‘The most dangerous time is the next day or two. She might have another stroke. A fatal one this time.’

‘You’re not a real doctor,’ said Fred. ‘You said so yourself. Maybe Dr Thomas will tell us something different.’

‘Maybe. I don’t think so.’

‘We have to tell Madame that Sheba is all right,’ said Mah.

‘She’s unconscious,’ said Joseph gently.

‘She’ll understand, conscious or not,’ said Blue fiercely.

Joseph looked at Fred. ‘Want me to have another look at Sheba?’

Fred considered him, then nodded.

Joseph turned to Blue. ‘The most important thing is that Madame not be moved,’ he said. ‘The circus has to stay here.’

‘But we can’t! The sergeant said we had to move on.’

Joseph sighed. He suddenly looked unbearably weary. He said he had come from Sydney today, thought Blue. How long is it since he’s slept?

‘I’ll go look at Sheba,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll come and check on Madame and you can tell her how her elephant is doing. That suit you? And tomorrow morning I’ll bring Matilda back here.’

‘Matilda?’ Blue thought of the young woman in the fox fur.

‘Mrs Thompson. She owns most of the land around here. People still call her Miss Matilda. She asked me to call her by her first name when I started studying medicine. My brother is her manager. She’ll sort things out with Sergeant Patterson.’

‘But he said we had to leave —’ began Blue.

Joseph held up his hand. ‘No one out here argues with Matilda. Now let’s have a look at Sheba.’

The elephant lay on the tussocks, with Mrs Olsen sitting by her side. Gertrude sat next to her. Blue was surprised to see the girl’s eyes swollen with tears. Ginger sat there too, holding Sheba’s battered teddy bear. Blood had trickled from the gash in her forehead over her ear and down onto the ground. Sheba struggled to her feet as Blue and Joseph approached, with Mah and Fred behind them.

‘She should stay lying down,’ said Joseph.

Blue sighed. ‘How do you get your patients to lie down?’

‘I ask them to.’

‘Well, go ahead and ask.’

Sheba raised her trunk, as though to examine them, then lumbered slowly over to Madame’s caravan. She subsided onto the grass again, though this time it looked deliberate, not as though she had collapsed.

Joseph stared at her. ‘Don’t you tie her up or anything?’

‘No,’ said Blue shortly.

‘She’ll be all right, won’t she?’ There was a quaver in Ginger’s voice.

Blue waited for him to tell the boy the elephant would be fine, in that too-bright voice that adults used to reassure kids. But instead Joseph bent and stroked Sheba’s giant feet, one after another. The elephant watched him, curious but accepting.

‘What are you doing?’ demanded Fred.

‘Seeing if she can feel my touch. She can, and she wasn’t limping. Her eyes look the same as before, and the same as each other, not that I’ve ever looked at an elephant’s eyes closely before.’ Joseph looked up at Ginger. ‘That means there shouldn’t be any damage to her brain. I think your elephant is going to be all right. She just needs to rest for a while after the blow to her head.’

‘Are you sure?’ challenged Ginger.

‘No,’ said Joseph gently. ‘You can’t ask an animal if it has a headache, or if its vision’s blurry.’

‘How do you know anything about it?’ Fred still sounded belligerent. ‘You work with humans.’

‘I grew up with animals. We had a horse farm.’

‘Wait a minute.’ Mrs Olsen vanished into her caravan. She came back with a handful of squished-fly biscuits. She held them out to Sheba. The elephant’s trunk twitched, then curled around the biscuits, twisting to bring them into her mouth. She crunched them slowly. The trunk reached out again and gently took the teddy bear from Ginger.

‘She is going to be all right,’ said Ginger. ‘She’s got her bear again.’

Joseph stared at the massive animal and the small worn bear. He looked entranced. ‘She’s beautiful,’ he said softly.

Fred gave him a reluctant smile. ‘She is that. I’m going to bunk down with her here tonight. You lot had better get some rest.’

‘I’ll stay with Madame,’ said Blue.

Mah touched her shoulder gently. ‘Best let me.’

Blue hesitated, then nodded. If Madame took a turn for the worse, Mah would be able to run to the stationmaster’s to call the doctor.

‘Let’s see how she is now.’ Joseph looked at Blue. ‘Things will look better in the morning. They always do.’

Not always, thought Blue. Sometimes they look much, much worse.

Miss Matilda arrived at kookaburra call next morning in a cloud of dust, which turned into a dark blue automobile with brown leather seats. The circus was packed up — they’d risen before dawn, though there was no Madame to strike her gong. Gertrude practised on a rope strung from a gum tree. The others sat by Madame’s caravan with Sheba, waiting for something, anything, to change.

Blue seemed to be nominated by silent consensus to greet the newcomers. She limped towards the car, wishing she had thought to put on a dress and shoes.

Miss Matilda wore a parchment-coloured linen skirt to just below her knees, a mauve linen blouse, matching leather shoes with small mauve leather bows, a mauve straw hat trailing a flowered silk scarf, and an expression that said everything could be sorted out, as long as it was done her way, and done now.

Joseph followed at her heels, looking as if he’d had as little sleep as Blue. He gave Blue a small, reassuring smile. ‘How is Madame?’

‘The same.’ Madame still lay unconscious, her eyes shut, her breathing rough and uneven. ‘Dr Thomas finally got here an hour ago. You just missed him. He said the same as you. A stroke, and to keep her quiet.’

‘And Sheba?’

‘Eating hay. She keeps staring at Madame’s caravan. I think she knows Madame is … ill.’ She couldn’t say dying. ‘Dr Thomas had a look at her too.’ The doctor had looked even more tired than Joseph. ‘He said Sheba might have had a sort of fit, with the blow and the excitement. She’s getting pretty old.’

‘How old is she?’

Blue shook her head. ‘Only Madame knows.’

‘And Madame can tell us nothing,’ said Miss Matilda crisply. She seemed prepared to overlook Joseph’s failure to present Blue properly. ‘Good morning, Miss Magnifico. I’m Matilda Thompson.’ She held out her hand. Blue shook it automatically, though she had never shaken a woman’s hand before. Only men shook hands.

‘Good morning, Mrs Thompson. How is Mr Atkins?’

‘Fine. Slept like a baby. We’ve found a place for him to stay. I’ve had a word with the police. Constable Higginbotham is going down to Mooloola to see if any of the men down there are being held against their will. Sergeant Patterson agrees that you can’t move on today, but we think it best …’

‘We’, thought Blue and smiled. She could just imagine this woman telling the sergeant exactly what it was best for him to think.

‘… for you to move the circus to Drinkwater.’

‘But Madame can’t be moved.’

‘The truck can pull her caravan,’ said Joseph tiredly. ‘I can look in on her regularly at Drinkwater. And Sheba,’ he added. ‘There are nurses at Drinkwater too.’

‘Nurses?’ Was Drinkwater a hospital as well?

‘My husband had a stroke last year,’ said Miss Matilda calmly. ‘He is recovering, I’m glad to say, but he still needs help. Which means we are well equipped to care for your Madame there. What is her other name, if you don’t mind?’

‘I … I don’t know.’

Miss Matilda sighed. ‘My dear, I don’t think this is the time for secrets.’

‘I really don’t know! Mrs Olsen might know. She’s known her the longest. Madame calls herself Zlosky to tell fortunes, but I think that might just be a stage name.’

‘Like Magnifico?’

‘I don’t think anyone is really called Magnifico,’ said Blue.

‘Very well. Tell your driver to bring Madame’s caravan first. You and Joseph travel in the caravan with her, in case she wakes on the way —’

‘What about Sheba?’ interrupted Blue.

Miss Matilda looked as though she wasn’t used to interruptions. ‘I beg your pardon?’

Blue flushed. ‘I don’t think Madame and Sheba should be parted.’

‘Sheba is the elephant?’

‘Yes. I know it sounds silly. But Madame was … upset … last night because Sheba was hurt. And Sheba knows Madame is ill.’

‘The elephant knows?’

‘Yes,’ said Blue stubbornly.

Miss Matilda seemed to gather up her patience. ‘Can your truck carry an elephant and pull a caravan at the same time?’

‘I don’t think so.’

Miss Matilda sighed. ‘Then we’ll make your Madame a bed in the back seat of my car. You come in the front with me. Joseph and your driver can follow in the truck with the elephant. Heaven help us, just what we need now. A temperamental elephant. The others can bring your luggage with them.’

What luggage? thought Blue. Everything I own belongs to the circus. But she nodded anyway. Madame should have someone with her who loved her, and just now the best person was probably her. This woman was overwhelming, and she couldn’t imagine any of the others knowing quite how to talk to her.

‘And then,’ said Miss Matilda calmly, ‘we will have breakfast.’





Chapter 23

The car swept along the dusty road, the truck with Sheba lumbering behind. Sheep paddocks edged with taut barbed wire, and then, far wider than the creek that gave Gibber’s Creek its name, the glint of a river, silver in the sunlight, and the blue leaves of red gums along its banks. Here and there small houses of painted wood or fibro sat next to orchards and vegetable gardens, tangles of tomatoes, tall stalks of corn, and apple trees with red or green fruit.

They turned off the highway onto the Drinkwater drive. Hills rose on one side of the track now, the crags streaked with eagle droppings. On the other side the river still curved between its banks. Miss Matilda turned a corner and there was the house, its high roof glimpsed between oak and birch trees, so like the garden at home Blue felt a lump in her throat.

But this house was bordered not by other suburban gardens or tennis courts but by wide paddocks of corn, other green crops Blue didn’t recognise and an orchard as big as a city block. Between the main house and the river, corrugated-iron sheds and horse- and sheep-yards rippled in the growing heat of the day. Smaller houses sat in their own gardens, almost like a village.

‘Home,’ said Miss Matilda, as they slowly bumped down the driveway. Miss Matilda was obviously trying to minimise the jolting for Madame. Blue glanced back at her again. Madame lay propped on pillows, her best shawl over her as a blanket, her mouth still open, her eyes shut. Now and then she gave a grunting snort.

At least, thought Blue, she is still alive.

A man in moleskins and workboots strode around the side of the house to the car. He stared at the truck with its cargo of elephant, bumping down the road towards the house.

‘Fetch Nurse Blamey please, Ringer,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘And someone else to help carry a stretcher. We have a sick woman in the back. Then could you tell Mrs Mutton we have guests? Hanson,’ as another man appeared, ‘the truck is from the Magnifico Family Circus. Tell Joseph to show the driver down to the river paddock and tell them the rest of the circus can camp there. They may need a hand moving the elephant out of the truck. She hasn’t been well. The rest of the circus arrives later.’ She spoke as though invalid elephants and visiting circuses were nothing unusual. ‘Better move the ewes. What do elephants think about sheep?’ she asked Blue.

‘Not much,’ said Blue. Sheba usually ignored the stock in the paddocks near the circus. ‘But I don’t think sheep like elephants.’

‘We’ll keep them separate then,’ said Miss Matilda.

Blue reached into the back seat and took Madame’s hand. It still felt cold and lifeless. She waited for Miss Matilda to say conventionally, ‘Don’t worry. She’ll be all right.’

She didn’t.

The nurse arrived swiftly, in her white uniform and veil, well starched even out here in the backblocks, the men with the stretcher behind her, as Ebenezer slowly and carefully drove the truck past the house and down towards the river. Madame was carried up the wide steps, across the verandah and into the house.

Blue followed with Miss Matilda, acutely aware of her ungainly shuffle, her bare feet on the Persian runner in the hall, the saggy shorts that hid her scar, her worn and faded shirt, all in stark contrast with the elegance around her. She reminded herself that the most important thing was that Madame was in good hands. She began to follow the nurse up the stairs, then stopped, as Miss Matilda laid a hand on her arm.

‘Best let Nurse Blamey and Nurse Timmins get her into bed and settled. They get cranky with onlookers. But they know what they are doing.’

Blue nodded dumbly, as a door opened down the hallway. An old man shuffled out, leaning on a walking stick.

But he wasn’t old, Blue realised, as he came closer. It was only his walk that made him seem that way. One leg lagged uselessly, pulled along by the other. The left side of his face sagged too. ‘Get it sorted out?’ It was difficult to make out his words.

‘Yes, my darling.’ Miss Matilda kissed his cheek. ‘This is Miss Belle Magnifico, of the Magnifico Family Circus. As I thought, they’ll be staying here for a while … Miss Magnifico, this is my husband, Thomas Thompson.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Thompson,’ said Blue politely.

Half of Mr Thompson’s face gave a polite smile. ‘Good morning, Miss Magnifico.’ He said the name without even pausing at the absurdity of it. ‘I’d shake hands, but if I let go of my stick I’ll probably fall down, which would embarrass us all.’

‘We’re going to have breakfast,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘Will you join us, darling?’

He shook his head. ‘Had something on a tray. Think I’ll have a nap.’

‘Are you sure? You wait till you see what’s being unloaded in the river paddock …’ Her words trailed away. Mr Thompson was already limping up the carpeted staircase, pulling himself up with one hand on the bannister, his walking stick awkwardly under one arm.

Miss Matilda watched him go, her face unreadable.

‘How long has he been ill?’ asked Blue softly.

‘Five months. He’s getting better every day. But he doesn’t seem to notice. Doesn’t seem to care …’ Miss Matilda forced a smile. ‘I don’t know why I’m bothering you with my problems.’

‘You’re taking on ours.’

‘True. Breakfast is in here.’

Blue followed her into the dining room, then stopped, smiling with sheer pleasure at the room. Polished dark wood floors; rich mats of blue and red; a sideboard of the same rich wood as the floor, carved with sheaves of wheat, topped with covered silver dishes on warming plates. The long table would be able to seat perhaps twenty diners. It too was polished to a high dark shine, set for two people, with silver toast rack and cruet, butter dish and three kinds of jam.

‘Help yourself,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘No porridge I’m afraid in summer.’

Blue took her plate — cream china, with a thin green rim, not chipped enamel — and went to the sideboard. She lifted the silver dishes one by one. Scrambled eggs, creamy and flecked with parsley, crisp bacon, kedgeree — it had been so long since she’d seen kedgeree — lamb’s fry in gravy, grilled tomatoes. She helped herself to everything but the kedgeree — it might remind her of home, but she’d always hated it — and sat down.

‘Toast?’ asked Miss Matilda, smiling at the heaped plate.

‘Please.’

Blue took her toast and helped herself to butter. The heavy silver knife was the same pattern they’d had at home. Miss Matilda passed her the apricot jam, looking amused.

‘Thank you,’ said Blue. ‘This is wonderful.’ It was so good to sit at a table again, a shining polished table; to choose food from covered dishes, instead of accepting what was splashed onto a tin plate.

She tried the lamb’s fry. Perfect, moist like Mrs Huggins’s, not tough like Ethel’s had been, the gravy rich but not fatty. Ethel’s gravy had burned flecks in it. Crisp toast — the big hunks of bread they toasted on the fire were good, but thinly sliced hard toast was a different dish entirely, especially with apricot jam. The scrambled eggs were moist and orange.

A woman in the ironed overall of a housekeeper opened the door. ‘Tea or coffee, Miss Matilda?’

‘Coffee please. Miss Magnifico? Or would you prefer orange juice or milk?’

‘Tea please.’ She had grown used to strong black sweet tea at the circus. It helped wake you up at four am, and kept you going after a long performance.

The housekeeper vanished down the corridor.

Miss Matilda took another bite of her scrambled eggs, then put down her fork. ‘How long have you been with the circus?’

‘Circus people are born to the life,’ said Blue evasively. She took another bite of crisp toast.

‘But you weren’t. You haven’t been there very long either.’ Miss Matilda carefully buttered a corner of toast, then added, ‘I am afraid I manipulated you, to get you alone. I’m curious.’

Blue swallowed. Perhaps she hadn’t been as clever as she’d thought. Instead of her finding a way to get Miss Matilda on side, it seemed that the older woman had an agenda of her own. ‘I … How do you know I haven’t been with the circus all my life?’

Miss Matilda smiled. ‘You know how to use a butter knife. Your toast is torn, not cut, and you take small mouthfuls, just as my mother insisted all ladylike girls should do. Do you have many butter knives at the circus?’

Blue thought of their meals around the campfire, sitting on bales of hay, the enamelled tin plates, the spoons and fingers to eat the bones. ‘No. Nor fish knives,’ she added.

‘I could tell by your accent too. Those clear English vowels in an Australian circus. You can look like the others, but now and then you forget to sound like them. So, how long have you been with them?’

‘Just over a year.’

‘Do your parents know?’ The words were gentle.

‘My parents are dead,’ said Blue flatly.

‘My dear, I am so sorry.’

Blue shrugged. What could this woman know, with her comfortable house and her comfortable life?

‘My parents died when I was twelve. It was … not easy.’ Miss Matilda smiled reminiscently. ‘Not easy at all. But I still remember much of that time with joy. Good flowed into the empty spaces.’ She looked back at Blue. ‘How did you arrive at the circus? You don’t have any relatives? Forgive me, but a girl who knows how to use a butter knife and is not intimidated by silver serving dishes usually has a relative or two who can afford to look after her.’

Blue looked down at her lamb’s fry and eggs. Suddenly she trusted this woman, who had taken in an unknown circus fortune-teller, would let a circus camp on her land, and seemed not even to notice that her husband dribbled from one corner of his mouth as she kissed him, except to worry he did not want to join an interesting guest for breakfast, or meet an elephant.

‘You might begin by telling me your real name,’ added Miss Matilda gently. ‘You admitted that no one is really called Magnifico.’

‘It’s Laurence. Bluebell Laurence, but I prefer to be called Blue.’

‘I don’t blame you. Well, Miss Laurence? Why are you with a circus and not safely with some member of your family?’

Blue met her eyes. They were good eyes, with laugh wrinkles and the wrinkles that came from gazing into the distance. ‘My aunts tried to poison me,’ Blue said abruptly. ‘The circus people rescued me.’

Miss Matilda regarded her for a moment. ‘You know, I doubt that very much. Not that the circus people rescued you. They seem good people. But in my experience aunts rarely murder their nieces, except in novels.’

‘It was arsenic. It had to be arsenic!’ Suddenly it all poured out: the fire, the aunts taking her from hospital before her legs had healed, the big old house far from anyone she had known, even Uncle Herbert, the growing nausea, her hair falling out, her steady recovery once she’d left …

Miss Matilda listened intently, interrupting a few times for more detail, waiting till the housekeeper had left the tea and coffee pots before Blue resumed her story again. At the end she pushed her chair back.

‘Another cup of tea in the living room?’ She led the way, then waited till Blue was seated on a silk-covered sofa, soft and firm all at the same time. She had forgotten how good it was to sit on a proper sofa too, inside a house, protected from wind and sun and rain.

‘Do you believe me now?’ Blue asked.

‘Strangely enough, I do. Tea, this time, for both of us,’ Miss Matilda added, as Mrs Mutton peered in. ‘Or rather, I believe that you believe it, and possibly the circus people do too.’

‘There’s no possibly about it,’ said Blue hotly. ‘Why should they help me if it isn’t true? I’m crippled.’ She gestured to her legs, her awkwardness on the sofa. ‘People ask the circus for work nearly every day. They could have got someone much more useful to be a mermaid, or to dance. There was a woman who’d been a ballerina a few months ago …’

Miss Matilda held up a hand to stop her. ‘There is also the fact that you are probably a very rich woman. Even I know of Laurence’s Shoes. I believe I read something about a lost heiress a year ago too. You will be inclined to help your benefactors, won’t you?’

‘Of course I’ll help them all in any way I can, but —’ She stopped. ‘You’re saying they planned it all to make me grateful?’

‘It’s not impossible,’ said Miss Matilda gently. ‘Perhaps the nausea was a result of your injuries. An infection can make you feel very ill indeed. Then you got better naturally at the circus.’

Blue shook her head. ‘I was feeling worse and worse. But after just one day at the circus I felt much better.’

‘Very well then. This Mah you speak about, whose brother is with the circus. She could have fed you something harmless every day to make you feel sick, something as common as castor oil perhaps.’

Blue met Miss Matilda’s eyes. ‘No,’ she said simply. ‘Fred … well, Fred might do something like that to someone he didn’t know, especially if he thought no one would be really hurt. But not Mah.’

‘This Fred of yours might like the idea of a rich wife. He might have convinced his sister it was for the best.’

‘No. Fred’s like a brother.’ She stopped. At times Fred’s behaviour was not at all brotherly. But Mah … ‘Mah is a rock. She saved my life back in the fire.’

‘She may think she deserves payment.’

‘Not Mah. Miss Matilda, you don’t understand the circus — these people, I mean. They trick the audience in little things, like pretending a bear and a half is one bear, or that I’m really a mermaid. But they don’t trick each other.’

Miss Matilda looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Do you truly trust them? Or do you just feel you have to trust them, because you have nowhere else to go? Because I am sure we can find you a place of safety, no matter what has happened.’

‘I trust them.’

‘And you want to stay with them?’

Blue nodded. ‘For now anyway. When I’m twenty-one, well, I don’t know what I want to do then. But they are my family …’ She hesitated again. What would happen to the circus — and her life — if Madame died, if Sheba was too frail to perform, if Mrs Olsen and Ginger and Gertrude went to America?

‘What is it?’

Blue shrugged helplessly. ‘Gertrude — she’s one of the Boldini Brothers, except they aren’t brothers, they’re mother and daughter … Gertrude has been offered a good job in America. And the circus belongs to Madame. At least I think it does … But maybe Gertrude will leave now, and her mother and brother will go with her.’ She shook her head. ‘If the circus can’t perform, we won’t make any money. Mrs Olsen might have no choice. If she leaves us as well, there won’t even be a circus.’

‘No one is leaving.’

Blue hadn’t heard the door open. She turned. Joseph stood in the doorway, his eyes even more shadowed than when she’d seen him last.

‘What is it?’ she cried.

He looked at Miss Matilda, not at her. ‘The caravans are here. The elephant is down by the river.’

‘Is Sheba all right?’ interrupted Blue.

‘Seems fine,’ said Joseph shortly. ‘I left her having a drink in the shallows. They’ve put up a couple of the tents there too, for the men to sleep in.’

‘Is the Big Top under cover? And the equipment? It’ll rust if it gets wet —’

‘Everything else is down at the police station. Including your House of Horrors.’

She stared at him. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘There’s been a murder. At your circus.’

Miss Matilda looked at him sharply. ‘Joseph! Are you sure?’

‘Very sure. Sergeant Patterson will be here soon to tell you himself.’

Blue struggled to her feet. For a moment she could only think of arsenic; arsenic in the tea or cocoa, Mrs Olsen or Mah or Ginger ill like she had been, so ill they died. ‘Who’s been poisoned?’ she asked desperately.

Joseph looked at her strangely. ‘I didn’t say anything about poison. This chap’s head’s been cut off. With one blow, by the look of it.’

Miss Matilda made a muffled sound of horror.

‘Chap?’ Not Fred, she thought. Please, not Fred. Nor Ephraim or Ebenezer. She tried not to think of them lying headless, bleeding. ‘Please, who is it?’

Somehow Blue found herself sitting next to Miss Matilda, her hand clasped in the older woman’s. ‘Joseph, don’t keep her in suspense. Who has been killed?’

‘I don’t know. And if any of the rest of the circus know, they aren’t telling. I went back to help them load up the rest of it. You know the skeleton in the House of Horrors?’

Blue nodded, though she had only seen it briefly when she’d helped with the unpacking. Only those who had never known anguish could find pleasure in a House of Horrors.

‘It’s real,’ said Joseph.





Chapter 24

They sat in the Drinkwater living room, Mrs Olsen, Gertrude and Ginger on one sofa, Blue, Fred and Mah on another, Ephraim and Ebenezer clearly uncomfortable in their armchairs, the Gibber’s Creek sergeant facing them, with Miss Matilda and Joseph slightly behind.

‘Let’s go through this again,’ said Sergeant Patterson wearily. He was greyhound thin, with a cap of close-cropped, woolly grey hair. ‘You say none of you knew the skeleton was there?’

‘We knew it was there,’ said Gertrude impatiently. ‘We thought it was fake. Like the giant bear.’

‘Even though it is clearly made of bone?’

Fred nodded. ‘If we thought about it at all, we probably all reckoned it was made from cow bones or horse or something. But we just didn’t think about it.’ He looked around at the others for support. ‘It’s been there forever.’

‘And forever is how long?’

Fred hesitated. ‘I’ve been with the circus eleven years. But the House of Horrors was part of a sideshow before that. Nothing’s been added to it since then. Well, Ephraim plays a ghost sometimes …’

Blue carefully didn’t look at Fred. Ten years, she thought. Fred has only been with Madame ten years.

The sergeant raised an eyebrow. ‘In an old sheet?’

‘A mess of mosquito netting. I think Ephraim touched up the paint on the gargoyles a few years ago too.’

Ephraim nodded. ‘Just them, but. The skeleton never needed nothing doing to it. It’s all wired together, right and tough. Good fencing wire …’ His voice trailed off, as if he realised exactly what the fencing wire was holding together.

The sergeant looked back at Fred. ‘And your name is …?’

‘Fred Smith,’ said Fred easily.

The sergeant looked at Mah. ‘So your name must be Marjory Smith, as you’re his sister.’

The room seemed to become slightly stiller. He’s no fool, thought Blue. He’s been checking up on us already. Telegrams to other police stations perhaps, as well as the hurried conversation with Miss Matilda when he arrived.

‘My name is Marjory Malloy,’ said Mah clearly. ‘I was brought up at the Orphanage of St Matthew. I’ve been at the circus since last May.’

‘She’s my cousin, not my sister,’ said Fred, his eyes meeting the sergeant’s in artless truthfulness. ‘But being brought up at the orphanage together like, well, it seemed easier to tell everyone at the circus she was my sister.’

‘So you’re also the … cousin … of the Robert Malloy who is wanted in connection with a bank robbery up in Brisbane, ten years ago? According to the records, he had a sister at St Matthew’s Orphanage.’

Fred gave the sergeant his best, most open gaze. ‘That’d be the size of it, sergeant. All families have a skeleton in their cupboard. Cousin Robbie is ours. Sorry,’ he added. ‘Bad joke.’

‘Indeed.’ The sergeant looked at Mah, then at Joseph. ‘This particular skeleton is at least ten years old. Isn’t that right, Mr McAlpine?’

‘I’d say so,’ said Joseph. ‘So does Dr Thomas. Maybe a lot older — depends on how it’s been kept. Pretty sure it’s a man’s skeleton. You can tell by the hips, as well as the size of the bones. He was short too, about five foot. No signs of injury except for the severed vertebrae at the neck. The bones are a bit brittle in places.’

‘It might be a hundred years old,’ said Blue. ‘Madame might have bought it with the rest of the equipment in the House of Horrors.’

‘Possibly.’ Joseph’s face was expressionless. ‘We have skeletons that we study at university. One of them was a professor of medicine. He left his body to the university … Well, anyway, you get to be able to tell how old a skeleton is. I shouldn’t think this one is more than twenty years old. But it could be much less, with all the travel and heat it’s been exposed to. Ours are kept in wooden cases when they’re not in use.’

The sergeant looked at Blue. ‘You are Bluebell Laurence, also known as Belle Magnifico, and Belle the mermaid?’

It made her sound like an American gangster. Miss Matilda must have told him her real name, in their short conversation when he arrived. ‘Yes.’

‘You joined the circus …?’

‘November before last.’

‘Of your own free will?’

Blue met his eyes. ‘Very definitely.’

‘What relation is this Madame to you?’

Protector, friend, thought Blue. ‘No relation.’ She flushed as the sergeant evaluated her, comparing her educated accent with her shorts and old shirt, her bare feet with their calluses, her hair’s red roots showing among the black. I’m going to look like a rooster if Mrs Olsen can’t dye my hair again soon, she thought.

‘You got any family in the circus?’

She shook her head.

‘So they just took you in from the goodness of their hearts?’

‘Yes.’

‘You know you were reported as a missing person?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you didn’t think to let anyone know you were safe?’

‘No.’

The sergeant stared at her, waiting. Blue looked at Miss Matilda. The older woman gave a slight nod.

Blue told her story again — the fire, the illness, her swift recovery at the circus. Joseph stared at her, from his chair. Neither he nor the sergeant showed any shock as she repeated the tale she’d told Miss Matilda. Miss Matilda has already told them, she thought. Told them the whole story.

The sergeant nodded as she drew to a close. ‘This Madame sounds like she’s a bit too good at picking out people who’d be too scared to leave her circus. Got you undressing in front of men, showing half your bare body. Reckon she’s got you doing just what she wants you to in fact.’

‘It’s not like that! More of me is covered as the mermaid than … than your wife would be covered at church. And we don’t show more in the dance than we would bathing. It’s all respectable!’

The sergeant cocked his head. ‘Don’t seem like that to me. You got any evidence — any real evidence — you were being poisoned?’

Blue shook her head.

‘You leave her alone.’ Fred squeezed her hand. ‘There’s never been any funny business with Belle. She’s been through enough without you badgering her.’

Ebenezer and Ephraim said nothing, their faces expressionless. Mrs Olsen looked like she was near tears. Only Gertrude and Ginger seemed unaffected, Gertrude examining the furnishings from her sofa, Ginger quietly finishing off the biscuits he’d found on the tea tray.

The sergeant ignored them all, watching Blue.

‘Her hair,’ said Joseph suddenly. ‘Arsenic shows up in hair.’

‘You learn that at this medical school of yours, did you?’

‘No. From the newspaper last year,’ said Joseph. ‘But I asked the professor when I read the article, and he said it’s accurate. There’s what’s called Marsh’s Test. It’s pretty simple. We could test her hair …’

Blue fingered her red and black hair. ‘This has all grown since I left. Will arsenic still show up? My hair was falling out,’ she added. ‘That’s why it was all cut off when I arrived.’

‘I don’t know. Probably not. We could take a sample anyway. Pity you didn’t keep it.’

Gertrude snorted. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen it. Looked a real mess.’

‘I did keep it!’ Blue suddenly remembered Madame neatly wrapping her hair in a hanky. ‘It should be in Madame’s caravan, in the trunk.’

‘Then we can get it tested,’ said Joseph.

The sergeant shut his eyes briefly. ‘I suppose you know how to do that?’ he asked, in the voice of a man who has dealt with punch-ups on Saturday nights and cattle-duffing, but not murderous aunts and disguised mermaids.

‘I can find out,’ said Joseph.

Fred cast him a look that was half gratitude, half suspicion. ‘Doesn’t matter anyway. Belle can’t have anything to do with the skeleton if it’s more than a couple of years old. Mah neither. Or Ephraim and Ebenezer or Ginger and Gertrude if it’s ten years old,’ he added as an afterthought. ‘Madame owns the House of Horrors. She’s the one you should be asking about it.’

‘If I could, I would. But it seems that none of you are even sure what this Madame’s name is.’

‘She told fortunes as Madame Zlosky when I joined,’ said Blue. ‘But she never uses the name Zlosky. When she speaks of her late husband she just calls him Monsieur. ’

‘I first met her as Madame Fratinelli,’ said Mrs Olsen quietly. ‘But that isn’t her name either. She took turns with two other Madame Fratinellis at the sideshow. She bought the tent she uses now from another Madame Zlosky. She just uses the name because it’s on the sign.’

The sergeant looked at her without speaking for a moment. ‘I gather that you and your daughter perform as the Boldini Brothers.’

‘It’s safer for women to pretend to be men on the road,’ said Blue.

‘But you also dance as females. That right?’

Mrs Olsen nodded.

‘Seems to me,’ said the sergeant, ‘that people’d pay more to see good-looking girls up there on that trapeze. Took the wife and kids to see the show, and very good you were too. But men like a pretty leg more than men in knee-length costumes.’

‘There was a reason for that,’ said Mrs Olsen slowly.

‘I imagine there was.’ The sergeant looked at her, no hurry in his voice. ‘Your name is Mrs Olsen, isn’t it?’

Mrs Olsen nodded, her mouth taut. Ebenezer and Ephraim carefully didn’t look at her.

‘And this must be Gertrude, or Gloria as she is otherwise known, and Ginger.’ He gave a half nod towards Ginger. ‘Who also plays a hunchbacked dwarf and Prince Alfonso.’

Ginger gave a biscuit-crumbed grin. He’s the only one enjoying this, thought Blue. ‘I’m growing. Next year I’m gunna be Alfonso the Great.’

The sergeant gave a slight cough. ‘Congratulations. How long have you been with Madame, Mrs Olsen?’

‘Just over ten years. Gertrude was eight years old. I was pregnant with Ginger.’

‘And their father?’

‘My father was Señor Zamorano, the greatest trapeze artist who has ever lived,’ said Gertrude proudly. ‘He died in an accident — not on the trapeze,’ she added quickly. ‘No one beheaded him either. He dived into a flooded creek to save a boy from drowning.’

‘Heroic,’ said the sergeant. He looked at Mrs Olsen. ‘Perhaps you could tell me where this act of valour happened? And, if you would be so good, where you were married and where your children were born, and why you choose to use the name Olsen, and not, er, Zamorano.’

‘Ginger was born near Ballina,’ said Mrs Olsen. The tip of her nose had turned pink. ‘But you won’t find a record of that.’

The sergeant waited.

‘Come on, Mum,’ said Gertrude impatiently. ‘Tell him what he wants to know and get this over with.’

Mrs Olsen gave Gertrude a pleading look, then put her arm protectively around Ginger. She took a deep breath, as though to give herself courage. ‘I’ve never been married,’ she said quietly.

‘What?’ Gertrude frowned. ‘Of course you were married. You’ve got a photograph of Dad and you on the trapeze when you were kids.’

‘That wasn’t your father. That was my twin brother, Ronald. He died just after the photograph was taken.’ Mrs Olsen seemed to shrink into the sofa. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to Gertrude. ‘I’m sorry.’

Gertrude looked from her to the sergeant. ‘What do you mean? What have you got to be sorry about?’

The sergeant waited for her to continue.

Mrs Olsen looked at the floor, not at the sergeant. ‘My name is Sophie Smith,’ she said quietly. ‘Or that was the name I was given at the orphanage. A man called Lenny Frearson bought me and Ronald when we were five years old. And I do mean bought us. He was with a big outfit that doesn’t exist any more. They were terrible to their animals and after a while the punters can tell that sort of thing. Lenny paid money every few years for another orphan or two. He trained us for the high wire and the trapeze.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘Trained, tortured. If we were too scared to go up the ladder, he burned our buttocks with his cigarette. Always where it wouldn’t be seen. Don’t want to mark the goods.’

‘Mum!’ Gertrude stared, half in protest, half in horror. Blue felt Mah and Fred still and silent beside her. Over in the armchairs Ebenezer and Ephraim seemed to shrink into the cushions. They know about this, thought Blue. Or some of it.

Mrs Olsen looked at the carpet, not her daughter or the sergeant. ‘Kept us half starved too, so we didn’t grow too big. Easier to catch a featherweight up on the trapeze. Tied us up if we tried to run away, and after a while we knew there was no point running, because the circus was all we knew. A quarter of the children died in the first year. Weeding out the weaklings, Lenny said. That’s how Ronnie died, falling off the high wire.’

‘Don’t cry, Mum.’ Ginger pulled out a crumpled hanky from his shorts and wiped her face. Mrs Olsen took the hanky and twisted it in her hand. ‘Ronnie broke his head. There was blood coming out of his ear, but Lenny wouldn’t take him to a doctor. Children are cheap. Cost less than a doctor’s fees. Took him two days to die. Only six years old, he was then. Maybe half of those who Lenny bought ended up crippled before they were ten. Lenny’d leave them at the door of the next children’s home. Told them he’d be back with his knife to cut out their tongues if they said how it happened. The ringmaster didn’t care. No one did.’ She met the sergeant’s eyes. ‘I can show you the scars if you don’t believe me.’

The sergeant nodded. ‘Go on.’

Tears ran down Mrs Olsen’s face unheeded. ‘Ginger is Lenny’s son. That’s what we girls were good for too, once we were old enough. Sometimes he threw us out, soon as we were showing, but if we were good enough he kept us till we could work again. He called me to his caravan one day. I was three months gone by then. He said, “You’re in luck. I’ll keep you on. A good cow throws a good calf.” And then he smiled and said, “Reckon a sprog out of me and you will do well up on the high wire.” And then I hit him with the axe,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Hard as I could.’

Blue stared. Sometime in the last few minutes Fred had taken her hand and Mah’s. She clutched it as though if she let it go a flood might sweep her away. Had they been travelling with the skeleton of a torturer, Lenny Frearson?

Even the sergeant took a moment to speak. ‘You cut his neck with an axe?’

‘No. His hand. His right hand. Smashed it to pulp with the back of the axe. Smashed it so he could never swing on the trapeze again.’ The voice was unemotional. ‘And then I ran. Out into the night. Sheltered under a bridge for two days. Drank from the creek and had nothing to eat. No idea where to go or who might help me. All I’d ever known was that circus, and Lenny made sure none of us knew more. Madame found me. She was doing the sideshows back then, telling fortunes while Sheba gave rides to the kiddies. She said a dream told her to cross the bridge, and she found me. Lying by the side of the creek, she said I was. I don’t remember. All I know is I woke up safe in Madame’s caravan and she fed me her potions with bread sopped in them, and I still had my baby safe within me.’

‘And Lenny Frearson?’ The sergeant’s voice was gentle.

‘I didn’t kill him. I swear I didn’t kill him. But he never rode the trapeze again. Last I heard he was cutting cane up near Cairns. Magnifico’s never went that far north. But that’s why I called myself Olsen, and did the act as a man. I knew Lenny’d be looking for me, asking any circus who passed about girls on the flying trapeze.’

‘But what about my father?’ Gertrude’s voice held anguish as well as anger. ‘Where does my father come into it? And if you’re not my mother …’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Mrs Olsen again. ‘I’m so sorry, Gertrude.’

‘But I remember him!’

‘You remember Lenny. The kids called him Dad. Lenny said making it seem like family stopped anyone asking questions. If one kid asked, another would take their place.’

‘But he wasn’t cruel!’ Gertrude was silent suddenly, as though remembering. Blows perhaps, thought Blue. Or scars of her own, on her buttocks perhaps.

‘Lenny bought you from a mission up in Queensland when you were tiny. That’s why your skin is dark.’

‘You mean I’m Aboriginal, not Spanish?’

‘He was hurting you,’ said Mrs Olsen desperately. ‘Gertrude, you have to understand. The scars on your back — that’s how you got them. I couldn’t leave another child to be tortured. Madame and I crept back one night and took you. Next morning I told you your dad had been killed, that we had to work at the sideshow now. Madame told you stories of the great Señor Zamorano and you began to remember them as true. And I’d been a mother to you. I really am your mother, all you’ve ever known —’

‘It’s not true.’ Gertrude sprang to her feet. ‘It can’t be true! I don’t know why you’re lying, but you shouldn’t lie about my father, about me. I can remember him on the trapeze. He wasn’t any Lenny Frearson! I’m the daughter of Señor Zamorano.’ She stared around at them all. ‘I have to be! I’m going to be the most brilliant trapeze artist in the world. A baby from a mission can’t be that!’ She ran towards the door.

Mrs Olsen jumped up too, and ran after her and grabbed her arm.

‘Let go of me!’

‘Gertrude, you have to understand.’

‘If you’re not my mother, then you have no rights over me.’

She’s using her anger to stop herself from crying, thought Blue. Gertrude would never cry in front of others.

‘I’m leaving. I can leave, can’t I?’ she demanded of the sergeant. ‘I’ve got a job offer. A good job! I’m going to America! Far away and as fast as I can.’

The sergeant hesitated, then nodded. ‘You can leave, if you really do have that job. Whoever that skeleton is, you’ll have been too young to know anything about it. We’ll need an address for you though.’

‘Care of the Mammoth Circus,’ said Gertrude proudly. She flung herself away from Mrs Olsen and out the door. Mrs Olsen followed her. Blue could hear their voices, getting fainter as they left the house, and headed down towards the caravans near the river.

Blue wanted to go after them and help. But this was something mother and daughter had to sort out without an audience. And the sergeant was waiting.

Ebenezer and Ephraim sat motionless. Why don’t they look shocked? she thought. And Fred — how much of this did Fred already know?

Blue shuffled over to Ginger, alone now on the sofa, and put her arm around him. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked quietly. Ginger nodded. Most of the horror of the story seemed to have passed over him. He’s only known kindness, thought Blue. Ginger had always lived in a small kind world that visited many towns, but he was never part of them.

‘I’m glad she’s not my sister. She makes Mum cry. Don’t care who my father is neither.’ He looked around the room. ‘Don’t need a father, do I? I got all of youse. An’ Sheba too.’

‘Yes. You’ve had us.’ Ebenezer’s voice had a tone Blue had never heard before.

‘You’ll be as great a trapeze artist as Gertrude is. Better,’ she said.

‘I’d rather be an engine driver,’ said Ginger.

Blue blinked at him. It had never occurred to her that someone with talent and skills might not want to use them.

‘You don’t have to practise every morning to be an engine driver. You just go “Toot toot” and the engine carries you away. I want to live in a house. Like this,’ added Ginger. ‘So does Mum. She wants a pink house. Every time we pass a pink house she says, “That’s what I’d like to live in.”’

Blue felt as if the air had been sucked from her lungs. She had lived with these people for over a year, but never really known them. Yet somehow the morning’s horrors had solved one problem. Gertrude could go to her hoped-for stardom. And if the Magnifico Family Circus ended here, it might not be a tragedy for Mrs Olsen — impossible to think of her by any other name — or Ginger.

But what about the rest of them? She looked over at Ebenezer and Ephraim, sitting so still in their armchairs. The sergeant did too.

‘You got any wild tales to tell?’ he asked them.

‘No,’ said Ebenezer.

‘Don’t know where we was born,’ said Ephraim solidly. ‘Never asked. Only ever known the circus. Joined up with Madame about seven years ago; she’d had the new Big Top a few years by then. Well, it were second-hand, but new for us. Fred here and Mrs Olsen were already with her.’

‘That’s right,’ said Fred.

‘And the skeleton?’

Ebenezer shrugged. ‘We were the ones that put it up each time. Knew it was real bone. Never thought about it, no more than I thought about Bruin.’

‘The bear,’ said Fred.

‘And your full names are?’

‘Ephraim and Ebenezer Jones,’ said Ebenezer.

‘Good common name, Jones,’ said the sergeant. ‘Nearly as common as Smith.’

Ebenezer shrugged. ‘Can’t help that.’

‘Where did you work before you joined Magnifico’s?’

‘The Jones Family Circus. Small outfit. You won’t have heard of it,’ said Ebenezer.

The sergeant stood up heavily. ‘Someone will have. If it exists. I need to do some checking.’ He looked around the room. ‘None of you are to leave the district. Is that understood? That Gertrude, whatever her real name is, can go if she wants to. But no one else.’

‘They can camp here as long as necessary,’ said Miss Matilda quietly.

‘We ain’t goin’ nowhere till Madame gets better,’ said Ebenezer. ‘And Sheba shouldn’t be travelling neither.’

If Madame does get well, thought Blue. She shut her eyes. Best that Madame sleeps through all of this. Let her wake up when it’s all sorted. We owe her that. It’s her turn to be protected now.

She opened her eyes. ‘Come on,’ she said to Mah. ‘Mrs Olsen needs us.’





Chapter 25

They left Joseph and the sergeant with Miss Matilda. Blue half thought Joseph might walk down to the caravans with them. But when Fred put a protective arm around her shoulder and Mah’s he turned back to the others.

They walked in a huddle down to the river paddock. It felt strangely wrong to leave the solid certainties of the house, to go down towards the tents and caravans again. I am a house person, she thought. So’s Mah. We eat with knives and forks. Read books …

Suddenly she longed to curl on a sofa and read a book. To sing around the piano after dinner, or sit at the living-room table planning the family’s next adventure, to New Zealand or Tasmania. To choose a dress from a wardrobe, and not a musty trunk. She looked at her dusty toes, the soles of her feet so hard now that even the bindi-eyes in the lawn didn’t bother her; her heels cracked and ingrained with grime.

Fred held the gate to the river paddock open for them. Sheep stared at them across the barbed wire. Blue suspected that other eyes did too, from the sheds and cottages. The river ran smooth and endless between its sand and trees. The caravans and tents looked shabby next to it. Gertrude’s voice echoed up to them, yelling something indistinguishable.

‘I’m goin’ down to Sheba,’ said Ginger abruptly. He ran through the tussocks, ducking under the wire to the elephant’s paddock instead of opening the gate. Sheba plodded towards him; one eye looked slightly swollen, but she walked steadily, her trunk waving as Ginger approached her.

Blue moved out of the shelter of Fred’s arm. ‘Did you know any of that?’

He shrugged. Doesn’t want to lie outright, thought Blue. Or maybe he didn’t want to say what he knew in front of Ebenezer and Ephraim. He had known Madame the longest, after Mrs Olsen, after all.

She turned to the brothers. ‘What about you?’

‘People have a right to their secrets,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Madame knows what’s best.’

Blue looked at them helplessly. Madame might never wake up again. ‘Someone was killed. Murdered. His head cut off. Don’t you even want to know who did it?’ It had to be someone from the circus, she thought desperately. An outsider might kill someone, but they couldn’t put a body in the House of Horrors.

Or could they? Madame was blind. If someone had hidden a skeleton, she might never have even known it was there. Or even a body. She shuddered. How long did it take for a body to become a skeleton? That poor man … or had he been a bad man, like Lenny Frearson? But no one deserved a death like that.

Fred put his arm around her again. ‘Need to get you a jumper, princess. Wind’s cold off the river,’ he said.

Blue shook him off. She didn’t want to touch anyone. She had thought she had left murder behind. Instead it had travelled with her, all the way from Willow Creek. Was Miss Matilda right? Could Fred have planned to get her to fall for him, marry him? Mah might even have told him that Blue would get her inheritance when she married. Mah would never have knowingly hurt her, but …

She bit her lip. She couldn’t think. It was as though a huge knife hung invisible in the sky, waiting to slash at her life.

‘Wind’s getting up. Better check the guy ropes on the tents,’ said Ephraim heavily. Ebenezer followed him down to the tents by the river.

Fred gave Blue and Mah one of his best grins. ‘It’ll be right,’ he said. ‘Whoever that poor bloke is, you two are in the clear. Don’t you go worrying about the future neither. Things’ll turn up. Always do.’

Like robbing a bank? Blue tried to smile back. She followed Mah up the steps and into the Olsens’ caravan.

Mrs Olsen sat cross-legged on one of the beds, her eyes and nose red, twisting Ginger’s handkerchief between her fingers.

‘I’ll walk to the train station if I have to.’ Gertrude didn’t look up as she stuffed clothes into a shabby carpetbag. She was packing all three white dresses, Blue saw, as well as the costumes from her three acts. It still seemed a pitifully small bag, compared to the trunks and hatboxes Blue’s mother had travelled with.

I have even less, thought Blue. But at least I’m who I’ve always known I am. I’ve got more futures to choose from too. She looked at Gertrude. The girl was white-faced, her tears resolutely unshed. Mrs Olsen looked small and defeated beside her.

Mrs Olsen seemed to force herself to speak. ‘Gertrude, please. At least wait till I can come with you, make sure you are happy with Mammoth.’

‘I don’t need you with me! If I don’t like it, I’ll find somewhere else.’ She turned to face them all. ‘I’m good! Vaudeville, sideshows — anyone would be glad to have me. And you can’t come with me. The police won’t let you.’

‘It will all be sorted out soon …’ There was no conviction in Mrs Olsen’s voice.

‘It won’t be! Who knows what the old witch has been up to? And you too! Lying to me for years …’

‘I did my best,’ said Mrs Olsen helplessly.

‘You shouldn’t have lied!’ Gertrude hunted through the trunk for a moment, then looked up again. ‘I need some money. Where does Madame keep it?’

‘You can’t take Madame’s money,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘It’s ours too! More ours than hers. We earned it! Never mind! I don’t need money anyhow! I’ll get to Sydney somehow. Jump the rattler or get a lift.’

Gertrude fastened the bag, then looked down at her bare feet, shorts and shirt, as though suddenly realising she wasn’t dressed for a dramatic exit into a new life. She gave a small shrug and shoved past Mrs Olsen, past Blue and Mah, then down the caravan stairs.

‘Gertrude, wait.’ Mah grabbed her arm.

‘Let go of me!’

‘We just want to say goodbye.’

‘And good luck,’ said Blue. To her surprise she meant it. Gertrude had been like a butterfly trapped in her cocoon too long. With her wings unfurled she might be different. Worse perhaps, thought Blue wryly, playing the queen or star. Or maybe not.

Gertrude hesitated. ‘Thanks,’ she said abruptly.

‘Your mother only did her best for you,’ added Mah quietly.

‘She isn’t my mother.’

‘She’s more a mother than I ever had. You’re lucky.’

‘More than I have now too,’ said Blue.

Gertrude stared at them. She glanced up at Mrs Olsen, standing forlornly at the top of the caravan steps. Gertrude flung down the carpetbag. Suddenly now the tears did come, as she scrambled up the steps and into Mrs Olsen’s arms. ‘I’m sorry. Mum, I’m sorry. I was just —’

‘Hush, lambkin. I know. I know,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘I do want you to come. And Ginger too! Please? Just for a while.’ Gertrude stepped back, rubbing the tears with a fist. ‘We can save up for a house for you, just like you’ve always wanted. It won’t take us long, not at eight pounds a week! And I can stay with you there in between tours. But I’ve got to go. Don’t you see? I’ve got to!’

‘Yes, love. It’ll be all right, love.’

‘Do you think the sergeant will let Mrs Olsen go too?’ asked Mah quietly.

Blue nodded. ‘I think so. He’ll know where they are, if he needs them.’ But he won’t call them back, she thought. Mrs Olsen had managed one violent act in her whole life, striking the hand of the man who had tortured her and the children she loved. She might have had the strength to cut off a man’s hand, but she would never have killed a man.

Nor would Mrs Olsen ever feel the gruesome glee needed to wire her victim’s head to its skeleton and place it in a House of Horrors, or the callousness to leave it where others would touch it, even her children. Blue shivered. It wasn’t just the skeleton they had travelled with, she thought. It was the hatred that had hung it there.





Chapter 26

Blue sat outside Madame’s room while Gertrude and Mrs Olsen and Ginger said goodbye to the still-unconscious old woman. Nurse Blamey wouldn’t let too many people into the sick room. Blue caught only a glimpse of Madame, lying on her back, neat in a white nightdress Miss Matilda must have provided, her face dark against the white pillow, her claw-like hands on the white sheet. She looked small without her shawls, defenceless without her black dress.

The hall was strangely similar to the one they’d had at home. No, she thought, it’s not strange. Because what else can you do with a hall, except put Persian runners on the polished boards, add a side table with a vase of roses and a bowl of potpourri, and hang paintings on the wall?

A door at the other end of the corridor opened. The man she had met earlier limped out, a walking stick held awkwardly in his hand. She stood up politely, again conscious of her grubby bare feet, her sagging shorts and tattered shirt. But if he found anything odd in having a ragamuffin in his hall, he didn’t mention it. Instead he looked at her with a kind of wonder.

‘Good morning, Mr Thompson,’ said Blue. She hadn’t heard the grandfather clock in the hall below strike noon yet, so she supposed it was still morning.

‘Good morning, Miss, er …’ He had clearly forgotten the introduction that morning.

‘Blue Laurence,’ said Blue. There seemed to be no point in continuing to use an alias when both this man’s wife and the sergeant knew her real name. Besides, there was a solidity about this house and the woman who owned it that gave her a feeling of security and trust again. The police might take her from the circus to put her back in her aunts’ care, but she doubted they’d do so from the home of the largest property owner in the district.

Mr Thompson politely ignored her bare feet and sagging shorts. ‘Miss Laurence, I know this may seem odd, but I thought I glimpsed an elephant down by the river.’

‘That’s the Queen of Sheba,’ said Blue.

‘So I wasn’t seeing things.’ He gave a sudden smile. It wasn’t much of a smile, with only half his mouth, but his eyes had the wrinkles of a man who had laughed a lot and happily. ‘I always wanted to ride an elephant to work when I was a lad.’

She smiled at him, sharing the delight in Sheba. She’s brought him back from whatever vague place he was this morning, thought Blue. Just like she did for me, back when I was vague with pain and sickness. ‘You can ride her, if you like.’

He shook his head, gesturing at his leg and cane.

‘No, really,’ Blue assured him. ‘I … I can’t walk properly either, but Sheba’s back is so broad it’s easy. Ephraim and Ebenezer will help you get up on her.’

‘And they are …?’

‘We’re the Magnifico Family Circus. Mrs Thompson was kind enough to let us camp here for a while. Things … things aren’t so good just now.’

‘And my wife has taken control?’ He gave his half grin again. ‘Matilda is good at that. So now we have a visiting elephant.’

‘You can feed her, if you like.’

He looked down at his walking stick. The smile sank back into his face. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Mr Thompson …’ she spoke impulsively. Men knew about money and wills. Men like Mr Thompson anyway. ‘I … I need help.’

‘Help?’ Once more it was as if he stepped back to her from his world of invalidism. ‘My dear girl, of course.’

‘I … I need to know if I have any money. I know that sounds silly. My parents died …’

‘My wife told me.’ His voice was gentle. She held his whole attention now. ‘Wait a minute. Laurence. Any relation to Laurence’s Shoes?’

‘My grandfather started the company. Dad managed it. Dad’s will didn’t mention the company. And then … I was hurt the night after the will was read. I never had a chance to ask questions, or have things explained to me. Dad’s will said I only inherit after I’m twenty-five, or if I get married. But is there any money I can use now? Can … can my aunts claim me back if they find out where I am?’ She stopped, unwilling to burden him with even more. But he didn’t seem burdened. The glint of interest he’d had in his eyes when he spoke of Sheba was even brighter now.

‘I should be able to find out that for you. Do you know the name of your father’s solicitor?’

At least she knew that. ‘Mr Cummins.’

‘I’ll get the operator to find his office number and put a call through to him. Better still, I’ll put my own solicitors onto it. Mr Cummins is more likely to be open with them than a stranger. Excuse me for asking, Miss Laurence, but how old are you?’

‘Seventeen. But please call me Blue.’

‘From what I know of the law, unless you are in moral danger your aunts can’t force you back. And even then if you don’t wish to live with them, the court can appoint another guardian.’ The grin was back, almost as cheeky as Fred’s, despite the grey hair, the wrinkles, the drooping mouth. ‘I can promise you that you are in no danger here, moral or otherwise.’ The grin grew wider. ‘My wife would never permit it.’

It was as though Blue had been carrying pails of water and had at last put them down. ‘I … I can’t thank you enough.’

‘A pleasure. Damsels in distress have always been my specialty. Especially if they arrive with an elephant. Is my wife downstairs, do you know?’

‘I think so.’ She’d last seen Miss Matilda in the hall, making no pretence of not listening while the sergeant made phone call after phone call, drinking cups of tea and eating cherry cake while he waited each time for the telephonists to connect him to other police stations.

‘Thank you.’ He nodded politely. She watched him limp carefully down the stairs, a step at a time, pausing to lift his unresponsive left leg each time.

Someone moved downstairs. Fred bounded up the steps, then paused to let Mr Thompson pass. ‘Good morning, sir.’

Mr Thompson nodded.

Fred climbed the rest of the stairs and pulled a straight-backed chair up next to Blue.

‘You all right, princess?’

‘Yes. Fred, did you know about Mrs Olsen?’

He looked at her carefully. ‘Yes and no.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I knew enough not to ask questions. And that the Señor Zamorano stuff was all malarkey. I did think Mrs Olsen was too young to be Gertrude’s mum. Gertrude doesn’t look like her and Ginger neither. Knew Mrs Olsen was scared of someone too. But like I said …’

‘You didn’t ask questions. Fred?’

‘What is it, princess?’ he said gently.

‘That first evening after you all rescued me. You said I was pretty. Prettier than Gertrude.’

He looked at her, serious for once. ‘You are.’

She let that slide. ‘I wasn’t then. I know how I looked in the mirror. I looked horrible. Did you … did you just say that because you knew that I might have money?’

‘Yes,’ said Fred flatly. He took her hand, kissed it briefly and put it back in her lap. ‘Marj never said you were going to be rich. But when she told us we had to rescue you I talked with Madame and it only made sense if you were going to be rich. Why’d the old biddies want to bump you off if it weren’t for money? Then a few days later there it was in the paper, calling you an heiress.’

‘So you thought you’d charm the ugly rich girl.’

‘I’d have charmed you anyway,’ said Fred. He grinned at her.

That’s probably true too, thought Blue. Fred could charm the cockatoos out of the trees. She looked at him, wanting to find the right words for her next question. Had the whole past year of his friendship been a lie?

Fred watched her, no smile now. ‘We’d have saved you anyway, even if you’d never had a bean. I’d have done it for Marj, and Madame, well, she likes making the world to fit the way she wants it to be. The money you might inherit was just icing on the cake. Do you remember the second time I told you that you were beautiful?’

‘The day I put on the mermaid’s costume,’ said Blue slowly.

‘Well, it was true then. And it’s been true ever since. Yeah, I wondered if I could get myself a rich wife, for a while. But not once I’d got to know you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Because you’re special,’ said Fred. ‘The most special person I’ve ever known. And because I’d be no good for you as a husband. I don’t just mean with what I did hanging over me. When I came up the stairs you looked like you belonged here.’ He gestured at the hall, the gold-framed paintings on the walls. ‘Yeah, bare feet and all. And I don’t. Don’t want to neither.’

He met her eyes. Blue was startled to see what might be a tear. But when she looked again it was gone.

‘I’m a rover, princess. Got to like seeing what’s over the horizon. Having a wife means having kids, settling down. It’s not for me.’

‘Fred.’ She lowered her voice, in case the nurse inside overheard. ‘I’m pretty sure the sergeant doesn’t believe you’re Mah’s cousin.’

‘He’s no fool. But he ain’t arrested me either. Reckon he’s more interested in finding out who cut the head off that bloke. A murder’s more important than an old robbery that wasn’t on his patch.’

‘You really don’t know anything about someone being beheaded?’

‘Course not. Gives me the willies to think of it hanging in the next tent every time I went to bed. I must have brushed past that skeleton a thousand times.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t see any of the others putting it there either. Circus folk is superstitious. And there’s a lot safer ways to get rid of a body than hanging it up for every customer to pay sixpence to gawp at.’

‘Hidden in plain sight,’ said Blue softly. ‘Like you and me.’

‘And the Olsens. Nah, I reckon it was someone else put it there, before Madame even bought it. Her eyes were none too good for a long time. Probably never even looked at it closely. Good thing she don’t know about it now either,’ he added. ‘She’s been telling fortunes next to it all these years. Probably give her the willies too. But look, it’s gone now, princess. Nothing for you to worry about. And you’re with good people here. You let them take care of you.’

Suddenly he bent over and kissed her. His lips were cool on hers, and softer than she had thought a man’s lips would be.

‘There,’ he said lightly. ‘I’ve kissed the mermaid. You goin’ to the station to see the Olsens off?’

She touched her fingers to her lips, then nodded.

‘Wish them good luck from me. I need to see a man about a dog. Got things to do,’ he added, when he saw she didn’t understand the term. ‘See you later, princess.’

Blue watched him lope down the stairs. He didn’t look back.





Chapter 27

Joseph’s brother Andy drove the Olsens to the station to catch the ten to four train, with Mah and Blue squeezed into the back with Gertrude and Ginger.

Andy McAlpine was as tall as his brother, with the same craggy build. His hair was sandy, well greased to keep it neat, and his wide moustache was waxed to two points. His eyes had shadows that his brother’s lacked, but they had kindness too. He asked no questions. Perhaps, thought Blue, as the car turned in to the station, his brother had already told him all he knew.

The wind whipped grass seeds along the platform. Blue brushed the flies from her eyes and looked down the empty train track. There was no sign of the friendly stationmaster.

‘Train’s usually a bit late,’ said Mr McAlpine. ‘Hang on,’ he added to Mrs Olsen. ‘Mrs Mutton packed you some dinner. It’s in the boot. Back in a sec.’

Mrs Olsen nodded wordlessly as he vanished back through the waiting room. She looked nervous, but younger somehow, as though the weight of secrets falling away had taken the years with them. Gertrude looked apprehensive too, realising perhaps the work, and luck, needed to make her dreams reality. Even Ginger was subdued, despite the joy of anticipating his first train ride.

‘Do you think they’ll let me help steer?’ he asked hopefully.

‘No,’ said Blue. ‘I’ll miss you all,’ she said to the three of them, for the hundredth time.

‘We’ll miss you too. I’ll get someone to write,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘Write us lots,’ said Gertrude. She wore one of the white dresses now, and the black patent leather shoes, though Ginger still wore his shorts and bare feet. Blue doubted he’d ever worn shoes in his life, except the slippers he needed as Tiny Titania and Prince Alfonso.

‘Give Madame our love when she wakes up.’ Mrs Olsen had said that countless times too. She wore a big straw hat that Blue had never seen before, with roses around its crown. ‘Tell her I’m sorry to leave her like this. But she’ll understand.’

‘Of course she will,’ said Mah.

And she was right, realised Blue. Madame, of all people, would know how life’s tides might bring you together, and then drive you apart.

‘The train’s coming!’ Ginger gave a small dance of excitement. ‘Can we go in the carriage behind the driver?’

Suddenly the stationmaster appeared. Mrs Olsen vanished into the station with him to buy the tickets. She had raided Madame’s cash box after all. Blue didn’t know how much she’d left. But she knew that whatever Mrs Olsen had taken would be fair.

‘Here you are.’ Mr McAlpine appeared, a wicker basket in his hand. He passed it to Ginger. ‘You look after that, youngster. There’s a cherry cake and a Thermos of tea and some of Mrs Mutton’s special lemonade. She said the sandwiches are mutton and chutney, and cheese and lettuce.’

‘Cherry cake! Ain’t never had that.’ Ginger peered down the track at the train, basket in his hand. ‘It’s coming, it’s coming, it’s coming,’ he chanted.

‘Oh, shut up.’ Gertrude hugged Blue hard, then Mah. ‘Good luck to you too,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I hope you both get rich husbands. Furs, automobiles, everything!’

Blue hid a smile. Trust Gertrude to assume that neither she nor Mah would ever achieve success as a performer. But there were other futures. When she was ten she’d wanted to explore down the Amazon. Perhaps she might even work out what she wanted now.

She could feel the vibration of the train now, as well as see it, its plume of black smoke three times as long as its carriages. Mrs Olsen bustled out as it drew into the station with a shriek of brakes.

Mr McAlpine and the stationmaster helped them on with their luggage, a big trunk for the luggage van, as well as two carpetbags and three hatboxes. Blue wondered if there would ever be anyone to magically produce clothes for her and Mah again. Whatever costumes were left in the circus trunks, she and Mah would have to make them fit themselves, without Mrs Olsen’s sewing.

‘Goodbye.’ She kissed Mrs Olsen, then Gertrude, then Ginger, despite his squirming, then Mrs Olsen again. She could still feel the warmth of her hug as the whistle sounded.

The carriage door closed. Ginger leaned out the window. ‘We’re off!’ he yelled.

Blue waved. She and Mah were still waving as the train’s roar faded.

‘Time to go home,’ said Mr McAlpine quietly.

Your home, not ours, thought Blue. Our home is crumbling.

The three caravans looked forlorn among the tussocks. Over in the next paddock, sheep the colour of rocks gazed at them curiously, in case the new humans might produce hay or anything else important. Only Sheba looked happy as they opened the paddock gate, rumbling at two sheep across the barbed-wire fence, as though pointing out her superior size. The elephant turned as Blue and Mah approached, and plodded over to them. She touched Blue’s neck gently with the pink tip of her trunk, and then stroked Mah’s arm. She held up her trunk enquiringly.

‘Sorry, old girl, no carrots,’ said Blue.

Sheba lowered her trunk in disappointment. Blue wondered if Miss Matilda would mind if they picked some apples. And what would they do about food? Mrs Olsen had done all the cooking, even making up Madame’s concoctions on her orders. All Blue knew how to do was peel potatoes and chop carrots. But the flour sack was full. Mah had helped Mrs Olsen make damper and dumplings and squished-fly biscuits. Maybe Ebenezer and Ephraim could trap rabbits, though these well-tended paddocks seemed free of burrows. But they knew how to fish and catch eels too — and do the messy bits like taking the guts out.

Should they use some of the money in Madame’s box to buy food? But they’d have to drive to town to get it. Petrol was expensive. She hoped Mr Thompson could find out soon if she had any money she could use now.

The Olsens’ caravan door opened. Ebenezer looked out. ‘Thought we may as well sleep in here,’ he said. ‘No one else using it now. Rain’s coming,’ he added. ‘Saves using the tents, just to get them wet.’

Blue looked at the sky. It was still blue, even and cloudless to the horizon.

‘Knees are aching,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Always do before a big rain.’

Blue nodded. ‘Where’s Fred? Is he going to sleep in Madame’s caravan?’

Ebenezer glanced back at Ephraim. ‘Fred’s gone,’ he said quietly.

‘I don’t understand. Gone where?’

‘Gone. Really gone.’

‘No.’ For a moment she felt as dizzy as she had back at Willow Creek. But her world still stood, even if he had gone.

Mah stood still for a long frozen moment, then slowly nodded. ‘Thought he might.’ She glanced at Blue and added, ‘Nothing to keep him here now.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Blue helplessly.

Mah shrugged. ‘Been without a brother most of my life.’

And you’ve been a servant too, thought Blue. You’ve had to survive prejudice and jealousy, only employed because people think they can give a Chinese girl her board and keep, not even wages. It shouldn’t be like this …

Ephraim looked at them with sympathy. ‘He left these for you and Mah,’ he said, taking two folded pages out of his pocket. He handed Blue the one marked Marjory. They swapped notes silently, then scanned them quickly.


Dearest Belle,
 
Had to go north to that job I told you about with my friend with the fishing boat. Sorry I had to leave without saying goodbye, but in times like these a good job doesn’t come along every day. I can’t afford to let it go. Remember me and don’t worry, I’ll turn up again like a bad penny. Look after Marj for me, will you? I know she’ll look out for you. You be happy. Wish it didn’t have to be like this. One day maybe it won’t be, and I’ll be back as
 
Your ever loving,

Fred



She looked up as Mah finished her own note. Wordlessly, they swapped them. Mah’s was almost exactly the same as hers.

‘What’s he say?’ asked Ephraim.

Blue told him. Ebenezer nodded. ‘He’ll want you to show the sergeant the letter. It’s writ for him as much as you.’

‘Yes.’ Wherever Fred had gone it wouldn’t be to the north, nor to a fishing boat. A new name, a new place, new girls to grin at …

They are all leaving, she thought. Madame, Fred, Mrs Olsen. She caught Mah’s glance. It said, ‘At least we are still together.’

‘The Olsens get off all right?’ asked Ebenezer. He seemed smaller somehow in these vast stretches of paddock and river, as though as the circus dwindled he too shrank.

‘Yes. You really didn’t know anything about Mrs Olsen’s past life?’

Ephraim hesitated. ‘Enough not to go talking about it. You can say too much without realising it, once you get talking. Best say nothing.’

She looked at him sharply. ‘You mean there’s more?’ She put her hand up to her mouth. ‘She didn’t really kill him, did she?’

‘Of course not,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Not a nice woman like Mrs Olsen. She wouldn’t chop off no one’s head.’

Blue stared. Did Ephraim mean that someone else would kill? Madame perhaps? Blue tried to think. Madame could be ruthless, had no compunction about breaking the law of the land and of convention whenever she felt that what she wanted or needed was right. Like Mrs Olsen, Madame had the broad shoulders of a woman who had trained for decades for the trapeze. Ten or twenty years ago Madame might have had the strength to cut off a man’s head. But could she actually have done it?

No. Madame’s sense of right and wrong is as firm as tree roots in a rock, Blue thought wearily. The branches might wave whichever way the wind blows, but Madame would never do what she thought was wrong.

But if Madame thought a man should die? If for some reason she felt his bones should stay unburied? Hair has power, she’d said, as she tucked Blue’s locks away. Did bones have power too? Blue had a vague memory that the remains of evildoers had once been buried at the crossroads. Was there some evil that meant that a body deserved no burial at all?

She thought of the potion Madame had given her. If Madame ever killed, it would be like that, she thought. Not with a sword or an axe, but poison. Like I was poisoned …

No! Madame wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Blue was too tired. Too battered by too much. It was all too much. She glanced back at the house, secure in its green trees. She couldn’t even sit with Madame unless she knocked politely on the door and asked permission. The nurse would probably make her scrub her feet next time before she came in.

‘Miss Matilda said we can eat with the men,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Said we should go up to the big shed when we hear the bell.’

Blue nodded, with a vague sense of relief. At least they would be fed. They had roofs over their heads. There were many worse off.

It was little consolation.





Chapter 28

Mah changed into a dress for dinner, an old one of Blue’s she had brought with her, a pale green shift with a flounced hem. She slipped on her shoes and fluffed her hair. ‘What do you think?’

‘You look pretty.’ Somehow seeing Mah back in a dress made it seem as though the circus was gone for good. We’re just a huddle of people and a truck with a Big Top on it, she thought. The magic has gone. She smiled. And an elephant.

Mah held up another of Blue’s old dresses. ‘Don’t think this will fit you any more.’

‘It didn’t when Mum gave it to you.’

‘I had a look in Madame’s caravan. Gertrude’s taken all the dresses that might fit you.’

‘I thought she might.’ Blue shrugged. ‘If it’s a choice between harem pants and shorts at dinner, I’d better stick with shorts.’

‘Wait a minute.’ Mah pulled out a skirt. ‘Try this.’

‘It’ll be too short.’

‘Wear it low down. There, that’s right. Now tuck your shirt in and tie the scarf around your hips. There!’

Blue looked at herself in the mirror. It wasn’t Bluebell Laurence, the nicely brought-up young lady. It wasn’t a scruffy circus brat either. The dye was washing from her hair already, leaving it red partly streaked by black, tiger-like, strange but not unattractive. Sunlight and time had faded the scars on her neck, leaving them almost unnoticeable. I may not be quite sure who that girl in the mirror is now, she thought, but I like the look of her.

Mah handed her the shoes she had worn when she had escaped from her aunts’ house. Blue slipped them on.

Dinner was served in a big room off the men’s quarters, next to the kitchen. It held a motley collection of chairs from at least six dining suites, an upright piano in the corner and a table that looked like it could seat fifty, and possibly did during shearing season.

Now there were a dozen men seated at it, including to her surprise Joseph and Mr McAlpine. She had thought they’d have had someone cook for them down at the manager’s house. It was unmistakeable, large with a wide verandah opening onto a conspicuous lack of garden — it was the only one of the Drinkwater houses without one — and it boasted a solid coach house that she supposed housed the car.

Both men stood up as she and Mah approached. ‘Good evening,’ said Mr McAlpine. He held out her chair for her. Joseph held out a chair for Mah.

The courtesy almost made her cry. Everything makes me feel like crying just now, she thought. How long had it been since a man or boy had held out a chair for her? For the past year she had mostly perched on bales of hay. ‘Thank you.’

She sat as vast platters of food were plonked on the table by a man with a grey beard that could hide an emu’s egg, a potato-sack apron, and the trousers, faded check shirt and workboots that all of the Drinkwater men seemed to wear. Even Joseph had lost the flannel trousers he’d worn earlier, and replaced them with what were undoubtedly work clothes, and his own.

Somehow it felt good that he owned clothes that fitted into her new world, as well as ones from her old one.

The food in front of her wasn’t like either the careful creations of Mrs Huggins or the fragrant stews that Madame had decreed were what her circus dined on. Here were giant piles of charred chops, oozing juice and fat, two vast mounds of mashed potatoes, another two of weeping cabbage boiled with hunks of carrot, glistening with melted butter, and more butter in coolers along the table, along with baskets of black-crusted white bread, already sliced, as well as three-quarters of an enormous sweating cheese.

The men ate quickly and efficiently, some with knife and fork, others with knife and fingers, using their forks as spoons to scoop up the mashed potato.

Joseph carved the meat from his chop, neatly slicing away the charred bits. He smiled at her. ‘Cookie’s puddings are better than his chops.’

‘I heard that!’ The whiskered man peered out of the next room, a wooden spoon raised. ‘You got any complaints about my cooking, you say them to my face.’

Joseph held up his hands in mock surrender. ‘Just saying how good your puds are, Cookie. That’s why I come and stay with my ugly mug of a brother. Just to get a piece of your pie.’

‘Yeah. Well.’ Cookie subsided back to his oven.

‘Last bloke who gave Cookie any lip got a mouse sandwich.’ The man across the table had three teeth, all of which had made quick work of five chops, now only well-chewed bones on a last scraping of potato. Like most of the men, he’d left the cabbage and carrot alone. ‘All neat on his plate that sandwich was, innocent as corned beef and chutney. Then he bit down on it.’ The three teeth showed again in a grin. ‘You could have heard him roar all the way to Sydney.’ He held out a hand, all ingrained grime and muscle. ‘I’m Ringer Higgs.’

‘Belle,’ said Blue automatically. She glanced at Joseph and Mah, then added, ‘It’s Bluebell actually. You can call me either Belle or Blue.’

‘Me aunt grew bluebells,’ said Ringer. ‘Or it might have been dahlias. One o’ them flowers anyway.’

Blue concentrated on her food while Ebenezer and Ephraim quietly introduced themselves. She was hungry. No lunch and a long day, and the chops were tender, even if they were charred, and the mashed potato was rich with butter.

Something thudded on the table next to her. ‘Apple pie and cream,’ said Cookie, ‘and if our flash Mr Joseph has seen a better pie in Sydney I’ll be glad to take it up with him outside.’

Joseph grinned. ‘It’s the best in Australia. All right?’

‘You ain’t tried it yet.’

Joseph took a slice, tasted, and waited five seconds, all eyes upon him. ‘The best in Australia. Official.’

Someone clapped ironically. Cookie saluted with his spoon. Blue found herself grinning too.

The pie was as good as Joseph had said — if not the best in Australia, at least a contender for the prize. She was just scraping the last off her plate when one of the men sat at the piano.

‘She’s my love bird,’ he sang.

‘My tweet tweet love bird

She’s so sweet

Goes tweet tweet tweet

My sweetie pie love bird …’

It was as unexpected as if the dogs outside had begun to baa like sheep. She had been so used to thinking that all the fun in the world was enclosed in their small world of the circus. Yet here it was, springing up in a shed full of men. She blinked as Cookie appeared, minus his apron, carrying a ukulele. He strummed along with the piano.

‘Tweet tweet sweet

My sweet sweet sweet

Ladyyyyy bird!’

Mr McAlpine stood up and bowed to Mah. ‘Would mademoiselle care to dance?’

Mah grinned. He swept her into an energetic Charleston, arms and legs flying, as men stood and clapped the beat, and the piano and ukulele players pounded on.

‘Belle?’ Joseph stood too and held out his hand.

Blue flushed. ‘I can’t dance. Not like that anyhow.’

‘Oh, crikey, I forgot.’

He looked so stricken she tried to smile. ‘Really, it’s all right.’

‘No, it isn’t.’

‘It’s fun to watch anyway.’

And it was. Tune after tune, Mah with partner after partner. The Charleston gave way to polkas, some of the men dancing with each other, first bowing with elaborate courtesy. Ebenezer and Ephraim watched, as silent as they’d been during the meal. They looked small among the farm workmen, without the height of their top hats, lost in this new world, without the easy expertise they had at the circus.

The electric lights came on, the generator out the back thudding not quite in time with the piano. Mah leaned against the piano, out of breath, pretty and flushed as Ringer began to sing in an almost tuneful baritone.

‘It’s all for me grog

Me jolly jolly grog

It’s all for me beer and tobacco!

For I’ve spent all me tin

In the shanty drinking gin

And across the western plains I must wander …’

Was Fred wandering across the western plains? Did they do this every night, Blue wondered, or was it just for her and Mah?

Perhaps a bit of both, the usual few songs around the piano after dinner extending into an impromptu dance. Did Miss Matilda and her husband ever join in? But not now, she thought. Not after his stroke. And she had forgotten Madame, up in her bedroom. How could they enjoy themselves, while she lay there?

Joseph caught her looking towards the house. ‘They’ll call you at once if there’s any change. One of the nurses will be with her all night. Nurse Blamey might be a tartar, but she knows what she’s doing. One of the best with stroke patients.’

She nodded. ‘Thank you. Mr Thompson — how is he really? Sorry,’ she added. ‘I don’t want you breaking any confidences.’

‘You’re not. I’m not his doctor. He’s getting better. Didn’t know if he’d pull through at first, but every day there’s an improvement. He was overdoing it last year. Seemed to think he could fix Australia’s whole unemployment situation with a few new inventions. But he and Matilda are both a bit alike in that. They take on everyone’s problems with enormous energy.’

‘Including the circus’s?’ said Blue.

‘And my family’s. I’ll tell you about that one day. Just now you look all in. Andy?’ His brother looked around. ‘We need to see the girls back to their caravan.’

‘We can do that.’ Ebenezer and Ephraim stood up. They looked uncomfortable, not so much out of place as wishing they were far away.

‘We’ll walk you down too.’

The McAlpine brothers collected a couple of lamps at the door. Outside, the dogs chewed the last of the dinner scraps, their ears pricking up as the strangers passed. The moonlight had found the river and turned it into a golden highway between its sandy banks. The night smelled of sheep droppings and dog and the lingering scent of chops. Above them diamond lights shone a wagon wheel of stars. It was as though the whole universe turned on its axis from this paddock by the river.

All her life she had longed to travel, the family holidays or business trips, the adventure of the road ahead with the circus, the dreams of Gundagai. Suddenly, absolutely, she wanted to be nowhere else than here. It was almost as if her feet had grown roots into the ground, as if the heartbeat of the earth pounded into her body.

Joseph had let the others get a little way ahead. He looked at her curiously in the lamplight. ‘Penny for your thoughts.’

Blue shook her head. ‘I’m not sure what I’m feeling. I just feel, I don’t know. The river, the hills. I’ve never been here before, but somehow I feel …’

‘Like you belong?’

‘Yes. Does that sound silly?’

‘No. It’s what my dad felt when he first saw Rock Farm. That’s where I grew up. Flinty, my sister, feels that way about it too. I don’t think it has to be where you’re born. Do you know the old Shaker hymn?’

She shook her head again.

He began to sing, his voice light and tuneful.

‘’Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free

’Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be,

And when we find ourselves in the place just right,

’Twill be in the valley of love and delight.’

‘That’s it,’ said Blue. ‘Exactly. It’s not a valley. But it feels … right.’

‘I love the river too.’ He seemed quite unembarrassed as another young man might be, talking of the land he loved. ‘Andy’s like me as well. We love the plains and the hills. It took Flinty a while to realise that Andy didn’t just want the job down here. He loves the place too.’

They walked slowly through the dew-damp tussocks. Once again Blue wished she could stride properly. A walk that looked seductive in harem trousers was just awkward in a skirt.

‘I’ve got to go back tomorrow morning, early,’ said Joseph abruptly. ‘I’m sorry. I wish I didn’t have to.’

She was astonished at the wave of bleakness that filtered through her. Even this small bit of familiarity was going …

‘I need to take the bag of your old hair up to Sydney. I know how to do the test, but it needs to be witnessed properly. It’s a beautiful colour,’ he added.

‘I was half bald. I looked like a monster.’

‘You could never be a monster. I hope you won’t need to dye it any more.’

Blue touched her hair self-consciously. ‘Not much point now.’

‘I’m glad.’ She thought he might have flushed, but it was hard to tell in the dark. ‘Look, I’ll be down next weekend. I’ll get the night train, be here first thing Saturday morning. You’ll be all right till then?’

The coldness vanished, bringing both relief and a strange irritation. Everybody seemed to think she needed to be looked after.

I learned to stand on my hands as the mermaid, she thought. I was a star of the circus! Only a small circus, true, but the wonder in the audience’s eyes had been real nonetheless. She looked around to find Joseph’s eyes on her, concerned.

‘I’m sorry. Last night and today have been, well, too much.’ Like the circus, she thought, act after act. But there at least you knew that the Galah was coming, and it would all be over.

‘I wish I didn’t have to go.’

‘Nothing else is going to happen.’ She forced herself to smile. ‘Or maybe Ephraim is going to turn out to be the lost King of Ruritania.’

He shook his head. ‘No, it’s the skeleton who is the lost King of Ruritania. Put in your House of Horrors by an evil chancellor after a palace coup.’

‘And all Madame’s jewellery is real, looted from the palace treasury by the revolutionaries who deposed the chancellor …’ She stopped, remembering that one bracelet, at least, had been true gold and tiny rubies.

They paused at the caravan steps, where Andy was waiting. Mah had already gone in. The lamplight glowed soft from the windows. Joseph hesitated, then reached over and squeezed Blue’s hand. ‘You look after her,’ he said to his brother.

‘I will,’ said Mr McAlpine. Blue bit off a retort. They were being kind. And, if she was to be honest, she did need looking after. She wouldn’t have even known how to cook her own dinner tonight.

‘See you Saturday morning,’ said Joseph.

She smiled. ‘Yes.’ She turned at the caravan door to watch them both climb the hill to the manager’s house. Someone had lit the lamps there too. If she craned to see past it to the big house, she could also see the light from the window she thought was Madame’s room.

Down by the river Sheba pulled at the lush grass.





Chapter 29

The days fell into a pattern: breakfast up at the men’s quarters, more chops or what Cookie called pigs in a blanket — slices of last night’s roast mutton fried with onions and gravy — big hunks of bread with butter and cheese or jam. The men were friendly, but not too friendly. As Madame would say, all most respectable. Blue wondered if having a woman boss next door made the men a little more than usually polite to stray females.

They visited Madame after breakfast, Blue and Mah together and then Ephraim and Ebenezer. Nurse Blamey wouldn’t let them linger in the sick room, nor allow more than two to visit at once. Like a dog barking to keep its backyard for itself, thought Blue, glancing up to see the sister in her spotless white watching from the door. Even Ephraim’s trombone couldn’t wake Madame now, much less disturb her. If they thought it might have, they’d have tried it.

The sick room seemed too silent for a woman who had been the centre of a circus. The whole homestead was silent, except for the occasional voice of a servant or Miss Matilda, and footsteps muffled on the rugs. Mr Thompson was either in his room or the library.

The next job was carrying buckets of water up to their caravan to wash. Ephraim and Ebenezer had taken even the small tents down and packed them safely under the tarpaulin in the back of the truck now they weren’t being used. It was impossible to fit the tub in the caravan, so they made do with washing the bits they could reach.

‘We used to call it a “possible” at the orphanage,’ said Mah, her legs up on the bed to give Blue room to wash. ‘Wash up as far as possible and then down as far as possible and then someone would always say, “What’s poor possible done to be left out?”’

‘You don’t talk much about the orphanage.’

Mah shrugged. ‘Not much to tell. Every day was like every other day, except when they let us go to school. Of course all the other kids there avoided us. Easy to pick us out — we all had to wear blue gingham, even the boy’s shirts. Said we had nits.’

‘That’s unfair!’

‘Well, we did have. All the time. They said we stole the other kids’ lunches too. Some of us did that too.’

‘Not you,’ said Blue.

‘No. But I ate the ones that Fred shared with me.’ She looked out the window. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to be hungry. Not just “I want my dinner” hungry. The sort that’s like an animal gnawing your insides.’

‘No.’ She’d been scarred, poisoned, hurt. But there had always been food and someone to provide it for her. ‘I suppose half of Australia is hungry now.’

‘Do you think the Depression will ever end? Maybe it’ll go on like this forever,’ said Mah. ‘Men with their swags looking for work and sixpence a week and your keep if you’re lucky.’

‘I don’t know.’ Blue towelled her back, then began the difficult task of hauling on her shorts so they hung just below her scar. ‘The other depressions lasted for about ten years, I think. This one’s been about four so far.’

‘What other depressions?’

‘The 1890s one, and the one in the 1840s. The banks went bust then too. Didn’t you learn about them at school?’

‘Didn’t go enough to learn much, except how to read and write and do some sums. That’s all we were supposed to need.’

‘What did you do all day then?’ Blue had a vision of the orphanage kids playing hopscotch behind the kitchen.

‘Scrubbed,’ said Mah. ‘Every blinking floor had to be scrubbed every day. Helped look after the younger ones. I never want to change another nappy in my life.’

Blue looked at her in surprise. ‘You’ve said that before. You really don’t want to be married and have children?’

‘Not unless I can have a nanny to do the boring bits. Used to think I’d like to be a cook, but Mrs Huggins would never let me help. Learned a bit watching her though.’

‘You wouldn’t want to have learned any of Ethel’s recipes,’ said Blue with feeling.

Mah grinned. ‘She thought the carrots would jump up and strangle the old ladies if she didn’t boil them to death first. Blue, if Madame … if the circus doesn’t keep going, have you thought about what you’d do?’

Blue sat next to her on the bed. ‘I asked Mr Thompson to find out if I have any money — money we can use now, I mean. I need to write to Uncle Herbert too, I think. I probably should have written to him before. But I was so sick at first, and then when I got better, well, I wasn’t sure about the poisoning till you arrived, and after that … I just didn’t, that’s all. But maybe there’s enough money to give me an allowance …’ Miss Matilda had said she was probably a wealthy young woman. ‘I’m older now too. Maybe you and I could rent a cottage together.’

‘What about Ebenezer and Ephraim? And Sheba?’

‘Maybe two cottages. And a paddock for Sheba.’ Where could an elephant go except to another circus or a zoo? She thought of the caged animals at the Mammoth, the elephants with chains around their legs, and shuddered. Sheba belonged with people who loved her.

‘We need Madame to tell us our future,’ Blue said slowly. She gave a slight grin. ‘And to make sure the right future happens too.’

‘All will be well,’ intoned Mah, in a reasonable imitation of Madame’s accent at its strongest. ‘Ze elephant will live in ze big paddock wiss her friends, and all will be happy.’

Blue glanced out the window. Sheba stood on the sand by the river, squirting herself with water. She had already eaten most of the grass in her paddock. Mr McAlpine had started sending a man down with fresh hay for her each day.

Hay cost money. How long would Miss Matilda’s generosity continue?

The sergeant arrived back on Wednesday. So did the rain, sheep’s fleece clouds at first, drifting from the south-east, turning to bruises that looked over the land, then a sudden squall of hail and one of rain, so heavy each drop stung the skin. Blue and Mah raced for their caravan. Ebenezer and Ephraim were already in theirs.

Blue peered out the window at Sheba. Ebenezer and Ephraim had fixed a couple of tarpaulins into a shelter for her, but for now she seemed to enjoy the rain, letting its freshness pour over her back, gazing in a superior fashion at the sheep slowly turning sodden in the next paddock.

‘I thought she’d be mourning Madame,’ said Blue.

‘Maybe she knows Madame is being looked after.’ Mah tucked her feet up on the bed. The old woman still lay up in the big house, neat and straight in the starched sheets and satin comforter, her eyes shut, her skin waxy, her arms where they had been placed at her sides, almost as if she was already in her coffin.

‘I suppose.’ Blue arranged herself on the other bed. She was bored. Usually when it rained there was dance practice to do in the Big Top, or exercises, or mending costumes or turning them into new ones, sitting on the bales of hay while Madame told stories of long ago. But the Big Top still sat on the truck. Would it ever rise again? And who would perform in it? Would they tell stories like Madame?

‘Remember Madame telling us how Monsieur saved that woman from going over the waterfall?’ Mah must have been thinking the same thing.

Blue smiled. ‘Up in the Blue Mountains. The silly woman bent over to see the falls and fell in …’

‘… and Madame said Monsieur not only held out the handle of the umbrella for her to catch hold of, but lifted his hat at the same time. The mark of a true gentleman.’

‘Can’t you just see him?’ said Blue. ‘I bet he had a striped waistcoat and a gold fob watch. One that Sheba had stolen from someone.’

‘Would Sheba have been with her then? How old is she?’

Blue glanced out at the elephant again. She stood in her shelter now. She seemed to grin at the sheep. ‘Madame said Sheba had been hers all her life, Sheba’s life that is. But she didn’t say how long that had been.’

‘How long do elephants live?’

‘Sixty years? Seventy? I read it somewhere. We need a library,’ she said regretfully. Sometimes they had camped near a lending library, but no librarian would lend a book to a barefoot boy — or a girl who looked like one — from a circus.

Someone banged on the door. Blue opened it. Mr McAlpine looked up at her from under a big umbrella, his hat and oilskin glistening with raindrops. He held another umbrella out to her. ‘Sergeant Patterson would like to see you all again, up at the big house,’ he said. He hesitated, then added, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be there too. And Miss Matilda.’

Blue felt a lump like half-chewed cheese in her throat. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

She and Mah dried their feet carefully on the doormat. Blue hoped they’d rubbed off any mud as they walked across the polished boards and bright carpets into the living room.

The others were there already: Miss Matilda, in what must be her favourite armchair, the armrests slightly worn; Mr Thompson in the chair next to her, wearing a tie for the first time since she’d met him; the sergeant business-like on a straight wooden chair; Ebenezer and Ephraim together on one of the sofas, their faces wooden. Ephraim’s white fingers clutched the edge of the sofa. Blue and Mah took the other, with Mr McAlpine, his hat and oilskin hung in the hall outside, standing next to Miss Matilda.

‘Good morning.’ The sergeant stood politely as Mah and Blue were seated, then sat down again. It felt odd to be treated as a young woman again. ‘First of all, Mr Joseph McAlpine has been in touch with me or, rather, his Professor Sanders has.’ The sergeant looked at Blue. ‘It seems that someone really was trying to poison you, miss.’

‘Oh,’ said Blue. I need to say something else, she thought. But what could you say when you had been told for certain that your aunts had wanted you dead, had watched you suffer day after day? Mah gripped her hand and squeezed it.

She had known that she really had been poisoned. She had always known it, known perhaps at some level even before Ginger had appeared through her bedroom window. But that was different from being told it by a policeman.

‘Not that it has any bearing on the present situation,’ the sergeant went on. ‘But believe me, it’s now a matter of police investigation. Apparently your aunts moved back to their home in town when … after you left. The Melbourne police are interviewing them today, and I expect they’ll want to talk to you too.’

‘Will I have to go back to Melbourne?’ Blue hated the quaver in her voice.

The sergeant looked fatherly. He probably has six children, thought Blue. All girls. ‘No, Miss Laurence. The police in Melbourne haven’t told your aunts where you are either, simply that you are well and safe.’ He nodded to Miss Matilda. ‘I think you’re best off here at Drinkwater for the moment. Is that agreeable to you?’

‘Yes, please, if it’s all right with Mr and Mrs Thompson. Thank you.’ She wasn’t sure who she was thanking, Miss Matilda for her hospitality and kindness, the sergeant or even the laws of Australia for trying to protect the innocent and find the guilty.

‘Don’t worry,’ said the sergeant, not looking police-like at all. ‘They’ll take good care of you.’ For a brief moment Blue imagined his expression if she said, ‘I don’t need taking care of. I’m going to jump in my biplane and explore the jungle.’

‘Now as for this skeleton of yours.’ The sergeant looked around the room. ‘We’ve found Mrs Olsen’s Lenny Frearson alive and well and cutting cane up north, just as she told us. We’ve also found a Mrs James Feehan. She says she worked with the Magnifico Family Circus as a juggler and clown eight years ago, until she married Mr Feehan. Is that right?’

Ebenezer and Ephraim nodded. ‘Nice man, Mr Feehan,’ said Ephraim, curiously expressionless. ‘Cabinet maker.’

‘Yes. Well. Seems the circus, er, acquired Mrs Feehan, or Miss Patricia Larson as she was then, when she was living with an uncle, who, er …’ the sergeant cleared his throat ‘… abused her.’

Ephraim and Ebenezer nodded again. ‘That was about the size of it,’ said Ebenezer. To Blue’s surprise his hand reached out and grasped Ephraim’s.

‘Mrs Feehan put us in touch with a Dolores Devine. She is on the stage in Melbourne at the moment. An act with snakes, I believe.’

‘That’s where she ended up? Good old Dolores. Always knew she’d do good with them pythons,’ said Ebenezer tightly.

‘She’s welcome to them,’ said the sergeant shortly. ‘The police have spoken to both Miss Devine and Mrs Feehan. Miss Devine, I gather, was once Annie Sproggs.’ He looked down at his notes. ‘According to the statement given by Miss Devine: The orphanage sold me to Mrs Atkinson’s boarding house as a maid. All we got was the scraps and a beating if we looked at a man sideways. Kept me down in the cellar when I weren’t working. I ran away and Madame said she’d make sure the old biddy would never find me again.’

The sergeant looked at Ephraim and Ebenezer. ‘That sound right to you?’

They nodded without speaking, still hand in hand.

‘Seems this circus of yours was in the business of rescuing girls. Funny thing is,’ went on the sergeant, ‘both women say the skeleton was already there when they arrived. Both of them just knew the poor lady upstairs as Madame. But neither of them,’ he paused and looked straight at Ephraim and Ebenezer, ‘knew anything about two brothers, one the ringmaster, one the clown. But Miss Devine did mention two sisters who joined the circus and then dressed as men.’ He looked at his notes again. ‘Mrs Euphrasia Pittkin and Miss Eulalie Green.’ He looked up. ‘Well?’

Ephraim looked at Ebenezer. Ebenezer nodded.

‘We want to confess,’ said Ephraim. ‘We’re murderers. The both of us.’

Women? Murderers? Blue sat stunned.

The door opened and the housekeeper brought in tea on a silver tray. Blue looked at the woman dazedly. Tea didn’t belong in the midst of this sort of drama. But there it was — the silver pot, the matching milk jug, the cups and saucers, the plate of cake.

The sergeant seemed glad of the interruption. The housekeeper handed around the cups, thin cream china with green rims and delicate saucers, so different from the tin mugs Blue had drunk from for the past year and a bit, held the tray so they could take milk and sugar, and small plates for the slices of sponge cake, oozing cream and jam.

She should have been too shocked to eat. But her last sponge cake had been nearly two years earlier. She broke off a little with the cake fork, felt the lightness, sweetness and creaminess mingle on her tongue, then looked at Mah and saw similar delighted memory on her face. Mrs Huggins might have been a racist and a disciplinarian, thought Blue, but the servants at home had eaten what the family did, sponge cake and roast chicken.

She glanced at Ebenezer and Ephraim, trying not to stare. Were they really murderers? They couldn’t be, no matter what they said. But women?

Two years ago she wouldn’t have thought it possible. But she’d lived with a man who was a bearded lady one minute, a harem dancer the next, and all the while her friend Fred. She’d seen Mrs Olsen and Gertrude as the Boldini Brothers, herself and Mah as boys.

Ebenezer’s and Ephraim’s voices were deep for a woman’s, light for a man’s, though Ebenezer’s (Euphrasia’s?) was hoarse from all the shouting. They were tall for women, even above average for men, and broad-shouldered. Was that why they slept by themselves, she thought, never sharing a caravan or tent with Fred or Ginger? Had Fred known?

‘Your moustaches,’ she said quietly to Ebenezer. False hair could look real, but Fred had said his fake beard irritated his skin. How had Ebenezer and Ephraim stood it for so long?

Ebenezer/Euphrasia looked almost apologetic. ‘They’re real. Our Aunt Dorothy had one even better. The women in our family always get hairy as we get older.’

Blue looked at the light-grey-and-white stubble on Ephraim’s chin. All at once she saw a woman, not a man, a woman with breasts bound up as her own had been.

Fool the eye. She had thought herself so superior, fooling a crowd into thinking she really might be a mermaid, when all the time she was fooled by two of those she thought of as family.

And still are, she thought. Whatever Ebenezer and Ephraim have done, whoever they are, they have been good to me. She shuffled over and sat next to Ephraim. Mah followed her. ‘Budge up,’ she said to Ebenezer.

They faced the sergeant together.

He nodded slowly and reached over to put his cake plate on the side table. ‘Start at the beginning,’ he said to Ebenezer/ Euphrasia and Ephraim/Eulalie.

‘We’re sisters,’ said Ebenezer heavily — Blue found she couldn’t think of her by any other name. ‘When Dad died we inherited the farm. Bananas. Hard work but we did all right. A good house. Syd was one of the pickers when he came courting. Seemed nice enough. Not many blokes want a woman who’s six foot two. I married him, and Lallie here, she lived with us. Three children I had.’ She looked at Ephraim, anguish in her eyes. ‘Married, all of them. Don’t know how they’re doing now.’

‘Broke our hearts it did, not being able to see them and their bairns,’ said Ephraim.

‘Syd was always a bit of a drinker. Got a temper on him then, but only Friday nights. We learned to keep clear of him then. Let him sleep it off. But after our Jean got married he began to hit the bottle proper.’

‘And hit us,’ said Ephraim. ‘Not just with his fists neither. With his belt.’ She pulled up her shirt a little, showing great gash-like scars on her ribs, as well as the old stockings binding her bosom flat.

‘You should have told the police,’ said Blue.

Ephraim snorted. ‘I did. “Don’t come between a man and his wife.” “A man’s home is his castle.” Didn’t want to tell the bairns, not that their own dad could do something like that.’

‘It got worse,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Whatever money we made he drank. Broke my jaw and three ribs, that last time. Wanted us to mortgage the farm. Well, I wasn’t doing that. Our granddad cleared that land. It’ll belong to the young ’uns after us. Then the circus came.’ She glanced at Ephraim. ‘Couldn’t afford to see the main show. But the man at the gate — well, he weren’t a man, he was Dolores, but we didn’t know that then — he let us in for nothing. We went in to see Madame together. Thought if she could tell the future she might tell us what to do.’

‘She asked us for silver,’ said Ephraim. ‘We stood up to go then, said we ain’t got none. She told us to sit down. She looked into her mirror and said she could see us leaving Syd, saw us with new lives and happy grandchildren.’ She took a breath. ‘That night when Syd came home we had our bags packed. Said we were going. He could have the farm for the rest of his life, but we weren’t selling. Euphrasia and I would move in with our Sally and her husband. “Not while I’ve got breath in my body,” he said. “What is mine I’ll keep.” He took off his belt.’

‘And I hit him on the head with the frying pan,’ said Ebenezer. ‘He fell down but his eyes were still open, so Lallie hit him with the lamp. Then he was still.’

‘We ran,’ said Ephraim simply. ‘Ran to the circus, waited in the dark to find Madame, to ask what she saw us doing next. An’ she told us she’d seen us travelling with the circus. That was our future now. And one day we could come back, and see the bairns and the farm run by the young ’uns.’ She took a deep breath. ‘But we ain’t been back to see them yet. Suppose now they’ll hang us, and we never will.’

The room was silent. Outside, a native pigeon gave a long series of hoots. The rain would be falling on wet paddocks, thought Blue, and Sheba would be happy in her shelter. But her mind kept arrowing back to that sad house among the banana trees, the frightened women, and the dead man on the floor.

‘Let’s get this straight.’ Sergeant Patterson’s voice was quiet in the hush of the room. ‘You bashed him with the frying pan. When did you cut his head off?’

The sisters shook their heads, almost identically. ‘Couldn’t do that,’ said Ebenezer. ‘Not to no one.’

‘There’s no warrant out for Euphrasia Pittkin and Eulalie Green. There would be if you were wanted for murder.’

Ebenezer/Euphrasia shrugged. ‘Don’t matter if there is or there isn’t. We done wrong. We need to face up to it. Can’t run forever.’

‘I’m going to have to arrest you,’ said the sergeant gently.

Ebenezer nodded. ‘We know. We’ve talked about that. We’ve had some good years in the circus, more than we deserved. It’s time to face our sins now.’

‘But it wasn’t your fault,’ said Blue urgently. ‘You just fought back! You didn’t mean to kill him!’

‘Self-defence,’ said the sergeant. ‘That’ll be taken into account.’

Ebenezer met his eye. ‘It weren’t self-defence. That first blow maybe. But not the second. If sister hadn’t done it, I would have.’

Miss Matilda came over to them, bent to look into their faces. ‘Don’t say any more,’ she said softly. ‘I’ll get a lawyer for you. Don’t say anything till you’ve spoken to him.’

‘Can’t afford no lawyers.’

Mr Thompson spoke from his armchair. ‘We’ll take care of that. Sergeant, can’t they stay here, till you’ve checked their story?’

The sergeant shook his head. ‘Not now they’ve confessed. But we’ll look after them. Me wife’s a good cook,’ he added to the sisters. He looked sympathetic. But it’s not him who’ll try them, thought Blue, not him who might condemn them to be hanged, for killing a man who beat them.

‘Just tell me who mutilated Syd Pittkin and put him into the House of Horrors,’ said the sergeant quietly.

Ebenezer looked surprised. ‘That ain’t Syd. Skeleton was already hanging there, like we told you. Saw it two days after we joined the circus, and it looked old then.’ She paused. ‘Not as old as it looks now,’ she added. ‘But not fresh-like. That weren’t our Syd. Madame will know who it is. Madame knows everything. Looks into the future and sees all the answers.’

Not now, thought Blue. Perhaps all Madame will see now is death.





Chapter 30

The rain had stopped, though the hovering clouds hinted that it was only resting. Blue had expected handcuffs. Instead the sergeant opened the door of his car and ushered Ebenezer and Ephraim gently inside, with the bag of women’s clothes Miss Matilda had packed for them.

She and Mah waved as the car drew away from the homestead, and kept waving till the car was lost as the drizzle thickened.

Blue turned to see Miss Matilda watching them. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Blue. ‘We’ve brought you nothing but trouble.’

‘Nonsense. Life had become far too boring,’ said Miss Matilda lightly. ‘At least I have something new to discuss with Tommy at dinner. Elephants, mermaids, arsenic poisoning …’ Her gaze softened. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, Miss Laurence.’

‘Could you call me Blue?’ Blue shrugged. ‘It’s my real name. The name I feel is me, I mean.’

Miss Matilda nodded. She looked from Blue to Mah and back again. ‘I think you should both move up to the house. You’re welcome to stay in the caravans, of course. The men will keep an eye on you. But you’d be alone down there now.’

Blue looked at Mah. The caravans were small and damp. Suddenly she longed for a real bed, a room with a dressing table and wardrobe.

Mah nodded. ‘If it’s not too much trouble …’

Miss Matilda smiled. ‘No trouble at all.’ She bit her lip. ‘You’re even getting Tommy interested in life again.’ She turned, as the sound of her husband’s stick came towards them.

‘Bad business,’ he said. ‘Hope we can sort it out soon. Miss Laurence, Blue, your Mr Cummins called me this morning. He plans to come up here next week to explain your situation to you.’

‘All the way up here for me?’

‘My dear girl, you are a considerable heiress. I suspect he’d travel to Timbuktu if you needed him to.’

‘You mean I really do own the factories?’

‘Yes and no. You inherit the income, under the trust. If your brother had lived, he’d have controlled the company, with a quarter of the income to you.’

Miss Matilda gave a small, unladylike snort. ‘Women, of course, are entirely incapable of managing a business.’

Mr Thompson patted his wife’s hand. ‘Yes, dear. But don’t worry. We forgive your little feminine weaknesses.’

Miss Matilda laughed. ‘Kind of you, darling.’

‘Anyhow,’ said Mr Thompson. ‘You can discuss all that with Mr Cummins. But he assures me that you will receive a quite adequate allowance. He will arrange all that next week. It will be enough for you to set up your own household, with a suitable companion, of course. But we’d be extremely happy for you to stay here, as long as you wish. Isn’t that right, my dear?’

‘I’m a poor helpless female. What would I know?’ said Miss Matilda. ‘Come on. Let’s find you bedrooms, then look at clothes. A suitable feminine activity.’

The clothes, it seemed, were to be suitable for young ladies, not circus brats. Miss Matilda sat in the chair by the dressing table as Mah and Blue tried on dress after dress, old ones that her stepdaughter had grown out of, others that looked suspiciously new, with silk stockings and jazz garters. Blue held up a pair of cream silk knickers enquiringly.

Miss Matilda grinned. ‘I ordered a few things from the Stores in town yesterday. I thought you’d both want to dress like young women again. I had to guess the size. The Lees will exchange anything that doesn’t fit. How are the shoes?’

‘You bought Laurence’s shoes,’ said Blue.

‘Of course. They’re the best.’

‘It’s all beautiful,’ said Mah. ‘I … I’ve never owned anything new before.’

‘Not even knickers?’ The words were out before Blue could pull them back. Surely people didn’t wear second-hand knickers?

‘Made them myself out of second-hand petticoats ever since I was six. Third- or fourth-hand maybe. Velvet,’ breathed Mah, stroking a cloche hat.

Blue thought of her wardrobe of new clothes burned in the fire. She was glad Miss Matilda had put Mah in the bedroom next to hers, and not in one of the servants’ rooms, though she suspected that in this house, as at her old home, the servants’ rooms were comfortable too. But which side of the green baize servants’ door you ate and slept on still mattered.

Miss Matilda watched them, a strange expression on her face. ‘I remember when a new dress was the most wonderful thing in the universe. All I had were darned frocks of my mother’s with the hems taken up. Then my great-aunt gave me a new dress — neither of us knew the relationship then; we thought she was simply a friend of another aunt — my mother’s sister, the other side of the family. White and lace that dress was. Every wool cheque after that I bought myself something pretty. My mother loved pretty things too.’

And now you’re enjoying watching us feel the same shock of pleasure, thought Blue.

Miss Matilda ran her finger along a V of lace, the only decoration on a long-waisted pale yellow dress. ‘I still like new clothes. Frivolous, of course, but what is life without a dash of frivolity? Men have cricket. Totally useless, time consuming and they adore it. I’ve never understood why a woman doing a man’s job has to wear old moleskins and a shirt. Pretty things make people happy.’

She grinned again. Suddenly Blue could see her as the girl with her first new dress. ‘Life would be a lot more interesting if men wore lace and velvet, as they did in Queen Elizabeth’s day. But I can’t get Tommy to agree.’

She stood up. ‘And none of this is getting the accounts done. Make free with the house, though you will have to get past Nurse Blamey to visit Madame. We are all bullied a bit by Nurse Blamey,’ she added wryly. ‘But we couldn’t have got through the last five months without her. There’s a good library downstairs — have you read any of Miss Sayers’s work? Or perhaps you shouldn’t,’ as Blue shook her head. ‘Perhaps murder mysteries aren’t quite what you should be reading now. The Jeeves series perhaps … I’ll look it out for you.’ Her look became serious. ‘No one will hurt you here, I promise,’ she said quietly.

‘You can’t be expected to look after us forever,’ said Blue. But she didn’t want to plan a future yet, even one with money. It was hard enough to take in the changes of the last few days.

Miss Matilda seemed to read her thoughts. ‘I think both of you need a holiday,’ she said. ‘Wait till your Mr Cummins arrives and we can talk about things then. Till then …’ She shrugged. ‘Read, go for walks, swim in the river — though ask me about swimming first. The water can come up unexpectedly in weather like this. Do either of you ride?’

Mah shook her head.

‘I used to,’ said Blue. She shrugged. ‘No way I could now.’

Miss Matilda looked at her speculatively. ‘Nice girls used to ride side-saddle when I was a girl. I wasn’t a nice girl, but there’s still a side-saddle in the stable.’ She smiled. ‘You might like to pack a picnic and go out with Joseph next weekend.’

‘Not me,’ said Mah. ‘Horses are too big.’

‘Sheba’s bigger,’ said Blue.

‘Elephants don’t gallop.’

Blue grinned. She wondered what Joseph would say about a picnic on an elephant?

She looked at herself in the mirror. A young woman looked back — a pretty young woman, with fashionably short hair curling in a way that didn’t make the new red growth look so strange. A blue linen dress that left her brown arms bare, matching blue shoes with small rosettes, and her own silver bracelet.

Mah grinned at her in the mirror, a different Mah too, in a deep red dress that looked perfect with her black hair.

‘We look beautiful,’ whispered Mah.

Blue wondered if Joseph would think so too.





Chapter 31

They telephoned the sergeant after breakfast the next morning. Blue felt guilty eating scrambled eggs and fried tomatoes when Ebenezer and Ephraim were in gaol. It was still impossible to think of them by any other names. She picked up the telephone receiver gingerly. She’d never made a phone call before. They’d had a telephone at home, but none of her friends had ever needed to telephone her.

‘Hello?’ she said tentatively to the operator. That was what you were supposed to say, wasn’t it? Not good morning? ‘Could you put me through to the police station please?’

‘Miss Laurence, isn’t it?’ The operator was a woman, sounding middle-aged. ‘I saw you at the circus. Right good acts they were, especially that trapeze. My heart was in my mouth, and no mistake. Putting you through now.’

‘Hello. Gibber’s Creek Police Station. Sergeant Patterson speaking.’

Blue held the receiver out so Mah could hear too. ‘This is Bluebell Laurence speaking.’

‘Ah, Miss Laurence. You’ll be wanting to speak to the sisters. I’m afraid they’re not here.’

‘What?!’ Had they already been taken to prison in Sydney?

‘My wife took them down to the Stores to get some proper clothes.’ She could almost hear his smile. ‘Don’t worry. They’re nice old ducks. Got them staying in our spare bedroom, not in the gaol. Should get a reply today about that husband of theirs.’

Old ducks, thought Blue. Ebenezer the dignified ringmaster and Ephraim with his strength and solidity were now ‘old ducks’. ‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll let you know as soon as there’s any news. I was going to ring you today anyway. The police in Melbourne have questioned your aunts and their servant.’

Blue felt the memory of nausea grip her stomach. ‘Have they arrested them?’

‘No. They deny having harmed you in any way. The police searched the house, but there was nothing that contained arsenic, not even weed killer. But of course a long time has passed since you were with them. The house where you stayed with them has now been rented by another family. The police searched there too. Nothing.’

‘But Mah heard my aunts talking about how I was going to die of arsenic poisoning!’

‘It’s her word against theirs, Miss Laurence …’

A servant’s word against that of respectable spinsters, thought Blue.

‘Have the police spoken to my Uncle Herbert? Herbert Laurence.’

‘Miss Matilda gave us his name. Yes, the police have spoken to him. He stated that he had grown … concerned … about your health and absence from Melbourne. But that is all he could tell us.’

Poor ineffectual Uncle Herbert, she thought. He probably felt guilty that he hadn’t protected her, that she’d had to escape herself. He would have done his best, perhaps, if Madame hadn’t rescued her first. But she wondered how good his ‘best’ might have been.

‘You didn’t hear your aunts speak about arsenic yourself?’

‘No. But I felt so ill, worse every day. Then I began to get better as soon as I joined the circus. Someone was poisoning me! They were the only people I saw.’

‘You’re forgetting the servants. Miss Ethel Stevens and your friend Miss Malloy.’

‘Ethel’s been with my aunts as long as I can remember. She wouldn’t do anything unless they told her to.’

She heard a quiet cough on the other end of the line. ‘The police in Melbourne are inclined to agree with you. Your aunts, however, state that they suspected that Miss Malloy may have been …’

Mah grabbed the receiver. ‘Now you listen here. If you think I’d ever have hurt Blue, you can think again. I got her out of there as fast as I could.’

‘But you didn’t inform the police.’ Blue could just hear the sergeant’s tinny voice from the receiver.

‘You’re taking their word for it now! You’d have taken their word for it back then!’

‘Miss Malloy, I did not say that either I or the police in Melbourne are taking their word for anything. Did you at any time see your employers or their servant put anything suspicious in Miss Laurence’s food?’

Mah hesitated. ‘No.’

‘And yet you were in and out of the kitchen all the time.’

‘Not always. They knew I’d be out of the kitchen when I was helping Blue wash in the mornings and evenings, and when Ethel made me eat my meals out on the back steps. They had plenty of chances to poison Blue’s food when I wasn’t there.’

‘They say that you too could have added anything to Miss Laurence’s food when you took it up to her.’

‘Could have. Didn’t. You’ve got rocks in your head if you think I did.’ Mah trembled in anger.

‘Did you ever taste anything, leftovers perhaps, that made you ill?’

‘No. Now you go and nick the miserable so-and-sos who really did try to kill her.’

A pause. ‘If you’d just get off your high horse for a minute, you could see we are trying. Could you put me back onto Miss Laurence please?’

Mah handed the receiver back to Blue. She held it so tight her knuckles showed white. ‘Mah saved my life. Twice. Leave her alone.’

‘The questions had to be asked.’

‘Then go back and ask my aunts again! They can’t just go free!’

‘The police are still investigating, Miss Laurence. I’m sorry. It’s all that we can do.’

And suddenly she did see. All she had — all the police had — was a ball of knotted wool, made up of things people said and the one indisputable fact of the arsenic in her hair. ‘I … I see. Thank you. But leave Mah alone.’ Blue put down the receiver. She looked at Mah. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be, isn’t your fault. Anyway, I’m used to it.’

‘That makes it worse.’

Mah hugged her, hard. ‘They can’t hurt you here. That’s what really matters. You’re safe here, and you’re going to stay safe.’

‘Yes.’ My brain believes, but my body doesn’t, thought Blue, trying to stop herself shivering. ‘At least Ebenezer and Ephraim are all right. For now.’

Mah nodded. ‘Mrs Mutton asked if I’d like to go into town with her to order the groceries. Mr McAlpine’s driving us. You want to come? Get our minds off it all.’

Blue shook her head. Suddenly she didn’t want to go anywhere, not by car or truck or even elephant.

‘You’re sure you’ll be all right on your own?’

‘Yes.’ Blue managed to make her voice firm.

She went up to Madame’s room once more, peering in and receiving a ‘No change, Miss Laurence’ from Nurse Blamey, then sat quietly in her own room, waiting till she felt calmer, trying not to think of Aunt Lilac and Aunt Daisy, still free to eat scones at the teashop, while they blamed Mah for their crime. At last she walked downstairs, then down the hall towards the library.

It was strange how good it felt to live in a house again, to walk from room to room, with lights that turned on when you clicked a switch, and a bathroom with a big mahogany-faced bath and an indoor toilet on its own mahogany throne. The bathroom she and Mah shared had monkeys on the wallpaper. Blue wondered if it had been added for Miss Matilda’s sons, who were at boarding school.

She wondered again what had happened to her old friends, back in Melbourne. But of course her last year there friendships had been nibbled at by the Depression, her closest friend forced to move to Sydney when her father found a job there; another vanished, her family possibly staying with relatives, unwilling to contact the old friends of their affluent days.

For the first time Blue wondered if the circus had passed near Anne’s new home in Sydney. But Anne’s family would have been horrified to find what looked like a barefoot boy on their doorstep. Nor were they likely to believe in a tale of murdering aunts.

She hadn’t realised how much she had simply immersed herself in her new world of the circus, casting off the old like a skin she’d worn out. Strangely, Drinkwater seemed like the destination she had been heading for the whole time, the circus the necessary vehicle to get her here. Of course she couldn’t abuse the Thompsons’ hospitality for too long. But the idea of a cottage by the river, with Mah and Sheba, seemed more and more attractive.

There was joy in looking out the wide window when she woke up, seeing the same broad sweep of paddocks each morning, the movement of the river, the quartz gleam of the mountains beyond, knowing that those who lived here had a commitment to the place that lasted for generations and not just a night or two.

She had spent her early life perched on the edge of the continent, in a city made up of European houses and gardens. She had travelled across this land, but mostly in darkness, seeing only the circus and small vistas beyond. Now, at last, she was glimpsing the soul of her country. Sitting with Mah as Sheba washed herself in the river was enough to bring about a strange and deep contentment. You didn’t need to travel to see new things — not when you began to look.

The land here changed each day — the grass not just greener, but spreading its fingers more thickly on the newly wet soil. Dozens of small wildflowers had sprung up, with tiny purple orchid-like heads or pink blooms no bigger than a fingernail clipping. Even the river grew each day, from its former silver trail to a powerful but smooth wide brown flow, and now and then a surge and swirl of brown and white.

My country, she thought, as she opened the door to the library. She’d already visited it last night. Most of the library seemed to have been ordered for its matching leather covers, but there were shelves of new books too or, rather, books bought in the past twenty or thirty years: The Girl’s Own Annuals, The Boy’s Own Annuals, the Dorothy Sayers books Miss Matilda had spoken of and many more besides. She plucked out a random book that looked interesting, Black Foot’s Last Stand, and limped over to one of the deep leather armchairs to read it, then stopped when she saw someone was already there.

Mr Thompson stood up shakily as she approached, steadying himself with one hand on his armchair. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Laurence. I didn’t see you come in. I must have dozed off.’

He seemed to have forgotten she had asked him to call her Blue. She hesitated, wondering if she should take the book upstairs or if he’d welcome company. Mr Thompson solved the dilemma by adding, ‘That’s one of Joseph’s sister’s books.’

‘She lent it to you?’

‘No. I meant she wrote it. She’s written quite a few.’

She looked at the author’s name: Felicity Mack. ‘Joseph said his sister’s name is Flinty. Has he got more than one sister?’

Mr Thompson lowered himself into his armchair. ‘He has two. Kirsty is supposed to be studying Arts at Sydney University.’

She caught the inflection. ‘Supposed to be?’

Mr Thompson grinned. He had a good grin. Blue hardly noticed the slackness of half his face now. ‘Joseph says she spends half her time at the aerodrome, learning to loop the loop. Flinty is short for Felicity, and she uses her married surname. She and Sandy didn’t marry until just after her first book was published, but she published it as Felicity Mack anyway.’ He smiled at the memory. ‘Flinty told me at the wedding breakfast she wasn’t going to let Sandy get away again. There’d be no backing out if she used his name on her book.’

Why would a woman want to marry a man who might be unwilling? ‘Did he want to back out?’

‘He was badly scarred in the war,’ said Mr Thompson briefly. He used his right hand to hold up his left one, showing a faint discoloured area across his hand and along his arm. ‘I was scarred myself when I was younger than you. An accident at a jam factory.’

The scars were hardly noticeable after so many decades. ‘Did your father own jam factories?’

The grin appeared again. ‘I was the odd-job boy. I repaired the canning machine, kept the boiler stoked. That’s where I met Matilda. She worked at the factory too. Long story and for another day,’ he added.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tire you.’

‘You haven’t.’ He was telling the truth, she thought. He looked interested. Alive. ‘I saw your elephant out by the river when I was shaving this morning. She was puffing sand all over her back. Fascinating. Does she do that often?’

‘Sometimes. I think it might be to get rid of flies. Or maybe just for fun.’

‘It was fun to watch her.’

‘Mr Thompson, do you know who is running Laurence’s factories now?’ She suddenly felt guilty. The factories had just been a source of income, something Willy would take over some day in the future, while she married, as women did. Now she knew they were places where people worked the jobs that kept their families fed. If the factories closed, those jobs would go.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know. I could find out for you, but your Mr Cummins will have all the details.’

It seemed strange to hear of ‘her’ Mr Cummins, as if she was important enough to have a solicitor. ‘I wonder if Uncle Herbert is managing them. Though he has his own business.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Your father had a brother?’

‘He’s my great-uncle really. My aunts are just my mother’s cousins too.’

‘You didn’t ask him for help?’

‘I was planning to, just before …’ Before a small boy arrived in my bedroom at midnight and dangled me out a window and down a wall, she thought. ‘… before I joined the circus. But I never knew him well. For some reason my parents never saw him much.’

‘Do you think he’d do a good job running your factories?’

‘I don’t even know enough about them to feel that they are mine. It’s been as if I had one life, and then the world turned into marshmallow for a while. And then I was with the circus, and well … life outside it was for other people, not us.’

‘A marshmallow world.’ He absent-mindedly wiped a drop of spittle from the corner of his mouth with a white handkerchief. ‘I like it. It’s what I’ve felt the last few months.’

‘You’re getting better,’ she said tentatively.

‘For what it’s worth.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘How could you? One day I was Mr Thomas Thompson, industrialist. The next day I was a cripple who could hardly speak.’

‘Perhaps I do know,’ she said quietly.

‘I’m sorry. Yes, perhaps you do.’

‘Is it interesting, running factories? Dad seemed to think so, but he was interested in everything.’

‘I think I’d have liked your father. Yes, it’s fascinating. You’d think it was just the same old thing, day after day. But there are always challenges. New markets overseas, new products. You can’t stand still in business. You need to reinvest, new machinery, new ideas —’ He stopped and looked out the window. ‘Everything I haven’t been doing for the past five months,’ he added. He looked back at her. ‘Like to come to the factory with me after lunch?’

‘Very much.’ She found that she meant it. ‘You make wireless sets, don’t you? How do you sell wireless sets overseas? I mean, people there wouldn’t even know about ones made in Australia.’

‘Find out who might be interested in selling them and write to them. Send samples. One of my biggest contracts is with the British Army. We’ve needed it the last few years, I can tell you. That contract has kept a lot of people in jobs.’

‘Unemployment is a difficult problem,’ she said tentatively.

Mr Thompson shifted in his armchair, one hand moving the other till it sat on the hand rest. ‘It’s not. It’s a simple one.’ The slurred words were easier for her to understand now. ‘People just have to be less selfish.’ He gestured at the polished wooden furniture of the room, the richly coloured rugs on the floor. ‘Most factory owners claim they can’t keep going in times like these without cutting wages. But how can a bloke live with himself if he lives in a house like this and runs two motorcars and then cuts the wages?’

‘But you still live in a house like this.’

He gave her his half grin. ‘Didn’t cut the wages though. Cut the price of wireless sets and phonographs — we make phonographs too. Profit isn’t as high with lower prices, but we sell three times as many, which means we employ three times as many men too. Five times, as some of them are on three-quarter time. And we only run one car now, not two.’ He wiped another bit of spittle from his chin. ‘Andy McAlpine runs a flashier car than we do. Buys a new one every two years.’

‘But you can’t employ everyone.’

‘Not even close. There are men knocking on the factory door every day looking for work. Matilda’s set up a camp for the unemployed down the river, out of town. Better than those susso camps near the coast, but it’s still pretty rough. At least we give them proper building material for their huts, not just hessian and kerosene cans. Matilda’s set up a lavatory block, proper pit dunnies and showers. There’s a school and a teacher.’

‘You’re good people,’ said Blue softly.

‘Are we? Sometimes what you don’t do feels heavier than what you do. Our boys go to a good boarding school, not a one-teacher shack. There’s always more needed.’

‘And you made yourself ill trying to do it,’ said Blue shrewdly.

He gave another half grin at that. ‘That’s what Matilda says. But she won’t stop either. Got the local chicken keepers to form a union — they were only getting sixpence a dozen for their eggs before, but now it’s one and three, and two and six for a plucked chicken. Every house in the district has a vegetable garden now, or she wants to know why.’

‘People don’t object to being told what to do?’

He laughed, holding his hanky to his mouth to stop the spittle escaping from the slack part of his mouth. ‘They’re used to her. Her great-grandfather was just the same. He was the first white settler out here. No one could hold a candle to him, except his grandson, Matilda’s father. Her dad got the Shearers’ Union going here, back in the nineties. The whole country still sings about him.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Blue.

‘Once a jolly swagman …’ The tune was wobbly, but recognisable.

‘The swaggie was her father? The one who died in the billabong?’

Mr Thompson nodded. ‘Wouldn’t give in when old Drinkwater — he used to own this place then — refused to let union labour onto his land. People remember how her dad fought to make things better …’

‘You’ll never take me alive, said he.’ The quiet voice came from the doorway, not singing, but giving the words more meaning than Blue had ever heard in them before. ‘I was there when he said that. There when he died too. I never knew my father for long, but he taught me not to give up. You do what’s right, and you keep on doing it.’

Miss Matilda came into the room. She looked tired, but love shone from her eyes as she bent down to kiss her husband on the forehead. She looked back up at Blue. ‘And his ghost may be heard as you pass by that billabong … That’s all it takes, enough people like my father who keep trying to make things better. There’s no scab labour at Gibber’s Creek or Drinkwater. We’ll get through this Depression, and we’ll do it by standing together. Now, my darling,’ she added to her husband, ‘it’s lunchtime. Mah is back. The dining room, or a tray in here?’

Mr Thompson looked from his wife to Blue, then back again. ‘The dining room,’ he said. ‘All in the dining room together.’





Chapter 32

Lunch was sheep, as usual, but sheep transmuted by an expert, a rib roast boned and stuffed with breadcrumbs, lemon and herbs, a thin sliver of meat around the stuffing, served with fresh lettuce, slightly wilted from the heat, radish roses, quartered tomatoes, thin rounds of orange and a moulded beetroot ring.

It was luxury to have salad again; and it was home-like to sit at a table, so much so that she felt a pang of guilt, with Madame lying so still and ill above them, as though by enjoying this so much she was insulting the life the old woman had created for the Magnifico family.

And yet, she remembered, Madame herself had said, ‘You are lucky you are not real circus.’ Madame would understand.

Mah helped herself to more beetroot. ‘There’s peach betty for dessert. Mrs Mutton showed me how to make it. We worked out a way to make squished flies in an oven too. It’s easier than making them in a pan.’

‘I hesitate to ask,’ Mr Thompson ate with one hand only, the food already cut up for him, ‘but exactly why are you squashing flies in my kitchen?’

Mah grinned. ‘They’re biscuits. Good ones. They’ve got a layer of currants and dates, ginger sometimes too. They last forever, even in summer. Mrs Mutton will bring them in with the tea.’

‘I’ll reserve judgement till I eat one then. I offered to show Miss Laurence the factory this afternoon. Would you like to join us, Miss Malloy?’

Miss Matilda looked at her husband sharply and then at Blue. A smile twitched, and was gone.

‘Yes, please. But call me Mah.’

‘And I’m Blue,’ said Blue. ‘Definitely not Bluebell.’

‘Why not?’ Mr Thompson swallowed the last of his meat with evident enjoyment.

‘Because it makes me sound like a small wilted flower.’

‘I should make a gallant rejoinder to that, but my wife might object.’

Miss Matilda laid her hand on his useless one. ‘Make all the gallant remarks you like.’ Her body seemed straighter, as though whatever weight she had carried had suddenly been lifted. ‘Enjoy the factory,’ she added to Blue. ‘Excuse me if I don’t come. I had enough of factories when I was young to last me all my life.’

It was hard to think of this woman ever working in the slums of Sydney. She looked as though she had grown from a seed under one of the big red gums near the river and had put down roots that coiled deep into the soil. But perhaps you didn’t have to be born on a patch of country to put down roots there, thought Blue.

Mrs Mutton brought in the pudding.

Mr McAlpine brought the car around, not his own green one, but the one that Miss Matilda had driven. Mr Thompson clumped down to it, managing to hold his stick in his semi-paralysed hand, dragging his useless leg. He paused by the car and looked down to the river. ‘The elephant,’ he said abruptly. ‘I know it sounds crazy, but it seems to be, er, signalling to you.’

Blue grinned as Sheba plodded up to the edge of her paddock, her ears back. ‘I don’t know if she was signalling or smelling us. She smells with her trunk, Madame said, and she hears better than she sees. I think she wants company. Or carrots.’ She hesitated. ‘Would you like to meet her?’

The right corner of Mr Thompson’s mouth lifted. ‘I’ve never been introduced to an elephant before. Would you do the honours?’

The four of them walked slowly down towards Sheba’s paddock. The elephant waited by the fence, her trunk still up, and gave a small sharp cry.

Mr Thompson looked from Blue to Mah. ‘Either of you speak elephant?’ Andy McAlpine grinned.

‘I think,’ said Mah, ‘that she’s saying she’s lonely and dreadfully neglected. She’s used to having everyone around her.’

‘And now she only has sheep.’

‘Nothing wrong with sheep,’ said Andy, as Mr Thompson doffed his hat politely to Sheba.

‘It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Sheba.’

‘She’s the Queen of Sheba actually,’ said Blue.

‘Ah, we are entertaining royalty then. How grand. Your majesty, then.’

Sheba gave a small huff. Her trunk reached out slowly enough for Mr Thompson to check his instinctive step backwards. He stood still as Sheba touched his neck gently and then his arm. ‘By Jove, I think she’s trying to shake hands with me.’

‘Or steal your watch,’ said Blue, then wished she hadn’t spoken. Confessing that they had an elephant pickpocket could confirm all Mr Thompson’s prejudices about circus people. But instead he laughed.

‘We might get her one of her own for Christmas. What’s that blue thing in the tussocks? Over there by the rock.’

‘Her teddy bear.’

‘I … see …’ Mr Thompson’s lips twitched again. He spoke directly to Sheba. ‘I promise I’ll visit you after dinner, your majesty. With carrots.’

Sheba trumpeted at them as they walked slowly back to the car.

The factory was smaller than Blue had expected. It seemed that while wireless sets were big, the actual wireless components were small. Her father’s factories included those big smelly sheds Fred remembered from his days in the industry, where hides were cured and trimmed and treated, as well as the factory itself and the warehouses.

This factory stood on its own small branch line of the railway. It seemed to be made of slabs of concrete, not wood or bricks. Inside, each wall was plastered and painted white. The benches were shiny stainless steel. Men and some women in white overalls and white scarf-like hats sat on high stools, each performing a single small process with the wireless components, then placing them on the conveyor belts that ran beside the benches. In a separate shed, cabinet makers made the polished wooden structures the electrical part would sit in.

‘Anything like your father’s?’ asked Mr Thompson, as they watched a man expertly plane she-oak wood to exactly the right width.

Blue watched the wood curls drop onto the concrete. ‘A bit. Conveyor belts and the storage areas and the offices, of course. I suppose those are much the same in every factory.’

‘By no means. Too many still have dirt floors. I’ve seen some places where the employees work sixteen-hour days and sleep under their benches. Many products are still made by piece labour.’

He saw that neither Blue nor Mah understood the term. ‘The women — and they are usually women — do the work at home, sewing shirts or packing chocolates or even making wireless sets. They’re paid by the piece, not by the hour. It sounds fair enough, but it usually isn’t. They can find they’re working for tuppence an hour. But it doesn’t have to be like that. And, as you can see, it isn’t here.’

The man who had been planing the wood smiled, then looked down at his work again. Everyone they had passed this afternoon had smiled and greeted them, been introduced. Blue had the feeling the employees were relieved as well as glad to see the owner on the premises again.

‘So a factory is more efficient than piecework.’ Mah gestured at the conveyor belts.

‘For most things, but it needs more capital to set it up. More importantly, you can keep an eye on quality in a factory, especially with something like wireless sets.’

‘Or boots, I suppose,’ said Blue slowly.

‘Your father’s factories can probably make cheaper boots than a cobbler because the factories can buy the raw material, like hides, in bulk. The more you buy, the cheaper the price. A cobbler has to do everything himself. It might take him days to make a pair of boots, even longer to sell them.’

‘Mr Thompson.’ Again she spoke impulsively. ‘Could you teach me all this? How to run a factory?’

‘No. I can teach you how to own a factory though, and choose good men to run it. I’m the ideas man here, not the manager. But my dear, I really do doubt that you will be allowed to be involved in Laurence’s Shoes. You’ll have to abide by the terms of your grandfather’s trust.’

‘I know. But I’d still like to know more.’

He nodded approvingly. ‘If you like, I’ll arrange for you to spend time with the manager here and the chief accountant. They can explain better than I can about the day-to-day business. Don’t worry,’ he added dryly. ‘They’re used to dealing with my wife too. They won’t have any reservations about explaining procedures to a girl. But I’m …’ He stopped as a young man approached. ‘Yes, Wilkins?’

‘Boss? We’ve had an enquiry from the British War Office about a possible tender. Didn’t want to bother you with it at home, but while you’re here …’

‘A new tender? Wonderful. If you young ladies will excuse me? Feel free to look around.’

‘Of course. Please, what’s a tender?’ asked Blue.

‘If the government wants an item, they ask various companies to see who is interested in supplying it, and how much they’d charge and when they could deliver it.’

‘They choose the cheapest?’ Mr Thompson was seriously underestimating his role in his company, she thought. Or maybe he was rediscovering it.

‘Only if there’s a dunderhead in charge, as there too often is. A sensible man goes for quality. Not necessarily the cheapest, but the best value for money. You get what you pay for, and expect to pay for what you get. But when a company has a confirmed order they can keep the prices down, as you know the whole order will be paid for.’

‘No need to advertise and persuade people to buy it,’ said Blue slowly.

‘Got it in one. Almost no distribution costs too. I won’t be long.’ Mr Thompson limped away.

Blue and Mah walked slowly from room to room. ‘It’s too quiet,’ said Mah, looking at the men focused on their tasks. ‘I’d have music playing.’

‘They mightn’t concentrate if everyone was singing.’

‘Not the sort of music you sing to. Listening music, like the “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”. Well, maybe not that one, but you know what I mean.’ Mah glanced at her. ‘You didn’t go to your dad’s factories much?’

‘No. Mum didn’t either, except for the Christmas party. It was men’s business.’

‘Your business now.’

‘Unless Uncle Herbert has sold them.’ Suddenly, deeply, she hoped he hadn’t. Once she had expected her life to be like her mother’s, school and then a year abroad, parties and balls and marriage, family and working for charities and good causes — the sort of work that was combined with lunch in a new hat, with time for shopping afterwards and afternoon tea, flower arranging and tennis parties.

But not now. Boots are real, she thought. People need boots. And wireless sets too. Boots and wirelesses matter to the world. Good, compassionate managers mean well-run factories. Well-run factories mean good jobs. Good jobs mean families are fed.

This would have been her world, if she hadn’t been a girl, or a world very like it. If he’d got to her age, Willy would have known all about tenders. She wondered if Dad had taken him along to see the hide suppliers at Cape Town, even though he was so little, while Mum had gone shopping.

But it was impossible to feel jealous of poor Willy. She hadn’t actually been forbidden this world. Perhaps, if she had expressed any interest, Dad might have included her in it, or at least introduced her to its edges. In her former life, women had only worked out of desperation, poor women, widows, deserted wives, those with feckless husbands. A well-bred woman might not even know how much her husband earned, or had inherited; would almost never handle money, but charge their purchases to their husband’s account; would never under any circumstances ask a friend how much something had cost. One didn’t — simply didn’t — talk money, or politics or religion. That was for men, in their clubs, or on golf courses, or once the ladies had left the room.

Mah watched the steady flow of the conveyor belt. ‘I suppose you could make biscuits in a factory too. If you bought the flour and stuff in big lots, they’d be cheaper than people could make at home. A sack of flour costs as much as a one-pound bag. And these days lots of women can’t afford cooks any more, but they don’t know how to make a good biscuit themselves.’

‘Like squished flies?’

Mah nodded. ‘It’s a bit like the circus here, isn’t it?’ She hunted for the words when she saw Blue didn’t understand. ‘Everyone doing one small part, all of them different, then it all comes together in a wireless, or the Galah.’

‘And Mr Thompson is the ringmaster?’

‘No. That manager is the ringmaster. Mr Thompson’s more like Madame.’

Blue hoped that Laurence’s Shoes had a manager with vision. But she would have to wait for Mr Cummins to arrive to find out more.

Suddenly domestic life in a cottage with Mah and Sheba felt limited, even with the far horizon of the plains around them. She wanted more than tennis parties, flower arranging, new clothes, planning holidays then arranging the photographs. She wanted to do something. Not nursing, or teaching, or other women’s jobs.

Could there be any chance at all to live a life like Dad’s? No, not Dad’s, but more like Mr Thompson’s, the ideas man, or Miss Matilda’s, not just forging her way in a man’s world, but making the men around her accept her on her terms, shoes with frivolous bows and all.

‘Come on,’ said Mah. ‘I want to see how they pack the wireless sets up so they don’t get broken.’





Chapter 33

There was still no change to Madame’s condition the next day, nor had Sergeant Patterson any news about Ephraim and Ebenezer, or the progress of the investigation in Melbourne. Blue and Mah visited Sheba for a while, petting her and feeding her apples, then left her to the company of the sheep.

Miss Matilda found Blue sitting in Madame’s room, reading another of Flinty Mack’s books. They were good, the characters not just people but animals and the land itself, the mountains that were the country Joseph had grown up in. Nurse Blamey knitted on the other side of the bed, one of an endless succession of brown socks.

‘Busy?’ asked Miss Matilda ironically.

Blue looked up from her book. Beside her, Madame slept again, a natural sleep, her face white, her eyes sunk. Blue shook her head. ‘Nurse won’t let me help feed her.’

Nurse Blamey looked up from her knitting. ‘Too much danger the patient might choke, as you know, Mrs Thompson.’ Madame could swallow, if a spoon with soup or water was put in her mouth. Nurse Blamey had explained that this was a good sign — it not only meant that Madame could swallow the liquid and food needed to keep her alive, but showed that parts of her brain still functioned.

‘Care to come for a drive? You might even be useful,’ said Miss Matilda.

‘Can Mah come too?’

‘If she wants to. But I think you’ll find she and Mrs Mutton are working on something involving toffeed almonds, chocolate and six layers of extreme richness for dinner tonight.’ She smiled. ‘Mrs Mutton is enjoying cooking for a household again. It’s been too quiet since the boys went back to school. Don’t wear white,’ she added. ‘It might be dusty today. And wear a hat with a broad brim and veil to keep off the sun.’

‘Mum used to say that.’

‘I suppose it’s something that all mothers say to their daughters. Life is more interesting out of the drawing room, but a woman still needs to guard her complexion, unless she wants to look like a leather boot by the time she’s thirty. No offence to your father’s boots intended. My old friend and teacher used to tell me that if a hat isn’t wide enough to keep off the flies, it won’t keep off the sun either. “If you’ve flies in your eyes, then the sun’s on your face and the wrinkles gathering like the flies.”’

Blue laughed. ‘I’ll get my hat. And the veil.’

Mah looked happy being in a kitchen again, and even happier to be there in the role of guest, not housemaid, with a kitchen maid to do the washing-up. It seemed that at Drinkwater no one cared about the shape of your eyes or the colour of your skin. She didn’t want to go with Blue and Miss Matilda, though she thanked them for the invitation. She was back deep in chocolate cream before they’d even made it out of the kitchen.

Blue pinned the veil onto her hat and regarded herself in the mirror. The blue dress hung in simple folds down to her knees, hiding both her scars and the garters that held up her stockings. The hat looked new, pale straw with a small bunch of white silk roses on a blue ribbon.

She wondered what Fred would say if he could see her now. Pretty as a princess, she thought.

For the first time she wondered if he’d taken any of the money Madame kept in her chest. Probably, she thought, but like Mrs Olsen he would only have taken a little. It would be hard for a man without a job in times like these. But Fred was strong. He’d learned a lot in his time with the circus, not just putting up tents and keeping the machinery going, but how to charm too. She suspected that Fred would do all right for himself.

She slipped on another pair of new shoes, black this time (black goes with everything, Miss Matilda had said), and shuffled downstairs.

Miss Matilda surveyed her as she came down the stairs into the hall. ‘Very nice indeed. Joseph will be impressed. He’s coming down tomorrow,’ she added.

Blue tried to stifle the lurch of excitement. ‘He told me. He and his brother are very close,’ she added.

‘Not as close as all that,’ said Miss Matilda dryly. ‘He usually goes home to Rock Farm for his holidays. He did come here more often after Tommy was taken ill. But I suspect he’s coming for quite a different reason now.’

‘He wants to find out about the murdered man. He was the one who found him. And see how Madame is,’ said Blue.

‘That too. Thank you, Hanson,’ she said to the man who had brought the car around.

She slid into the driver’s seat. Blue lowered herself more carefully in the other side.

‘Joseph’s bringing a friend too,’ added Miss Matilda.

‘Who?’ asked Blue carefully.

‘Dr Gregson. My stepdaughter married his son. Dr Gregson is an old friend of both families now. He’s hoping you will let him examine you.’

Blue said nothing. There was no reason why the doctor couldn’t treat her now, especially as she was sure that both Joseph and Miss Matilda would impress on him the need not to speak about the case, even in general terms. Her aunts still didn’t know where she was. She didn’t want any newspaper report of ‘Heiress Found’ to help them find her. But it was one thing to accept a hypothetical operation in about four years’ time. An operation might mean weeks or months of recovery. She didn’t want to enter the world of pain and invalidism again so soon. If Madame woke, she would need help to re-establish her life. If she didn’t, then Blue and Mah needed to find new lives of their own.

‘I’m sorry to intrude on your privacy.’ Miss Matilda steered the car out the gate. ‘But it’s hard to keep secrets around here.’

‘It’s the same in the circus,’ began Blue, then stopped. For the circus had been all secrets, every part of it something other than what she’d thought.

Miss Matilda made no comment. They drove in silence for a while. The rain had stopped but, down below the paddocks, the river still ran as though with a new determination to finally find the sea, so many miles away. ‘The river looks like it’s still rising,’ said Blue.

‘Probably will for a couple of weeks. We get the water from upstream days or even weeks later. My great-grandmother could have told you exactly when it would rise, and by how much.’

‘Didn’t she teach you?’

‘She taught me some, but I’ll never have her skill. I didn’t know enough to ask her to teach me more while she was still alive. I need to thank you.’ She was abrupt now, thrown off balance perhaps by the depth of her feelings. ‘Yesterday was the first time my husband has been to the factory since he had his stroke.’

‘They were glad to see him.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Miss Matilda dryly. ‘There are new wireless models coming out all the time. If the ones the Gibber’s Creek factory makes are superseded, they’ll all lose their jobs. We’re the only big employers around here. But Tommy was sketching a new valve or something last night. I had to remind him to come to bed. I can’t follow all those circuits and diagrams, but he seemed pleased with himself.’ She cast Blue a glance, then looked back at the road. ‘You woke him up.’

‘It’s having an elephant about the place,’ said Blue. ‘You can’t be depressed with an elephant in the home paddock.’

The car turned in at another big gate. Cars lined both sides of the driveway. A tent had been put up near the farmhouse — a comfortable-looking house but nowhere near the size of the homestead at Drinkwater — with tractors and other farm machinery scattered around.

‘What’s happening?’

‘An auction,’ said Miss Matilda crisply. ‘The Sawyers haven’t been able to pay their mortgage — not surprising with stock prices the way they are. The drought a couple of years ago didn’t help. The bank has foreclosed. Everything’s for sale today. Land, house, machinery, furniture.’

‘The poor people.’

Miss Matilda looked at her, amused. ‘Perhaps not,’ she said enigmatically. ‘Here.’ She handed Blue ten shillings. ‘You’ll need to register to make a bid. I’m going to register too. Bid on anything you like, but never more than threepence.’

‘Threepence? I don’t understand.’ What would be for sale here that might go for threepence? A chamber pot was worth more than that, even in times such as these.

‘You’ll see,’ said Miss Matilda.

Two hours later, she did.

‘And what am I bid for the potato harvester?’ asked the auctioneer wearily. ‘Pre-war but in good condition. Who’ll bid fifteen pounds? Fourteen? Twelve?’

‘Halfpenny,’ said a man nearby, dressed like most of the others in moleskin trousers, muddy boots, tweed jacket and wool tie. His skin was dark, Aboriginal dark, like many of the men here today.

Blue had never seen Aboriginal men in ties before, nor had she ever noticed any Aboriginal people in their audiences. The circus people wouldn’t turn natives away, but she knew that many in their audiences would either walk out if a black family had sat next to them or, even worse, have roughed them up before they even entered. Aboriginal families knew to keep away from white crowds.

The auctioneer looked at the bidder without speaking for a moment. He’d objected the first dozen times this happened, the tiny bid for a valuable lot. But now he’d accepted the inevitable. The one time someone had put in a bigger bid a small circle of men had closed in on the bidder till he managed a strangled, ‘Bid withdrawn.’

‘I have a bid of a halfpenny,’ said the auctioneer resignedly. ‘Do I have ten pounds? Nine?’

‘A penny!’ said Blue. It was the first time she’d put in a bid.

‘I have a penny? Will anyone make it eight pounds? Seven?’ The auctioneer paused. ‘Threepence?’ he asked ironically.

No one answered.

‘Going once. Going twice. Going three times. Sold to the lady in blue for a penny. Now this fine tractor …’

Faces grinned at her. Blue grinned back. It seemed she owned a potato digger. ‘What am I supposed to do with it?’ she whispered to Miss Matilda.

‘Wait and see,’ she said.

An hour later, the auction over, part of the crowd and the auctioneer gone, the rest gathered in the house for tea and scones with jam, pikelets, rock cakes and curried egg sandwiches, all served on a variety of plates. Presumably they’d been brought by women in the crowd.

‘Tea?’ The woman with the pot didn’t have a hat on, which made her one of the family here. But she didn’t look like someone who had just seen all her belongings sold, her home and all she owned lost to strangers.

‘Yes, please.’ Blue held out her cup.

‘Good turnout,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘Glenda, this is Blue Laurence; Blue, this is Mrs Sawyer.’

‘I can’t thank you enough for helping us today, Miss Laurence,’ said Mrs Sawyer, as she poured the tea. ‘Milk and sugar? It’s over there.’ She moved on through the crowd.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Blue.

Miss Matilda grinned. ‘You’re giving the potato digger back to them. Everything sold today is theirs again.’

‘I … see. But how did you make sure no one else would bid?’

The grin grew wider. ‘A spirit of gentle cooperation. Plus I suspect a little, er … persuasion … from Bluey and Ringer back there.’ Blue looked back to see two familiar stockmen devouring a gallon of tomato sauce on top of home-made meat pies.

‘It all comes right in the end,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘Another scone?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Blue. ‘I’ll get it. Would you like one too?’

‘Thank you.’ Miss Matilda turned to chat with a neighbour.

Blue looked at the faces of the crowd as she made her way to the tea table, the neighbours who would make sure that no bank dispossessed a family, a community that looked after its own and others too.

For the first time she understood that all the people saying ‘We’ll look after you’ weren’t necessarily saying that she was a poor, wilting flower who needed tending. Everyone needs help at times, she thought. Perhaps what they were really offering was a place in their web of friendship.

She ate her scone in silence, as Miss Matilda exchanged news with at least fifty people, pecking friends on the cheek or shaking hands — none of the men around here seemed to think it strange to shake hands with a woman. At last Miss Matilda handed her empty teacup to a girl in a well-ironed apron. ‘Thank you, Gladys. Tell your parents I’m so glad it’s all worked out satisfactorily.’

The girl grinned. ‘Yes, Miss Matilda.’

Miss Matilda leaned over and kissed the girl on the cheek. ‘You tell your dad from me it’ll be a good season next year. Good rain, good grass and prices up. Get the stock now, while they’re cheap.’

The girl nodded.

‘Come on.’ Miss Matilda turned towards the line of cars and sulkies.

‘Did you learn that from your great-grandmother?’ asked Blue. ‘About the good season next year?’

Miss Matilda grinned. ‘Auntie Love taught me about grass. My great-grandfather taught me about stock prices. Good grass means that the farmers who sold stock in the drought will be buying up again. The important thing is to stay out of debt. Drinkwater could afford to ride out the drought. We had plenty of hay, good water, and most importantly, no debt. The Sawyers had to borrow. It wasn’t just the repayments that crippled them, but the rising interest rates.’

The grin diminished to smugness. ‘But as soon as the bank foreclosed the Sawyers no longer had a mortgage to repay. Now they can start again, debt free.’

And you’ll keep an eye on them to make sure they don’t go into debt again, thought Blue. Exactly how many lives had Miss Matilda decided to manage? ‘Mr Thompson said you allowed a susso camp on your place.’

‘Not a camp,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘A settlement. They call it Riverview. Want to see it? I think the man you helped at the railway station is still there.’

Blue didn’t particularly want to meet him again. She was glad that he hadn’t been more badly hurt, but that evening had been too close to a nightmare. Nor did she want the heartbreak of another place like Hope Town. But there seemed no polite way to say so to this small, slightly ferocious woman.

‘Only take us fifteen minutes,’ said Miss Matilda crisply.

Riverview sat on a rise above the water, on a stretch of Drinkwater about three miles out of Gibber’s Creek. Miss Matilda was right: it wasn’t a susso camp, not the way Hope Town had been.

This was two rows of small square wooden houses — very small, each exactly the same, with a verandah that faced the river and a long stretch of vegetable garden below. On each side of the rows of houses were long low buildings, with long verandahs too, and beyond them paddocks with bony-hipped Jersey cows and scratching chickens. Out the front someone had inexpertly painted a large notice: Riverview Estate. Another hand had added in a small scribble underneath: No slackers allowed.

‘Single men in the dormitories on the left, women on the right. The houses are for families. All made from wood cut on the property,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘Most of the furniture too. My father built his house pretty much like these. Hardly a nail in it.’

Blue did a rough count of the houses. ‘Did you pay for all this?’

‘Not much that needed paying for. Even the shingles were cut here. They’re she-oak — easy to work with, even for a novice. Mr Sampson showed them how to do it all to begin with — he used to be Drinkwater’s manager. He’s in his nineties now, but he can still split a log or a shingle. Mr Lee helped them dig a water race from up the river, with channels down to each garden. Chinese market gardeners have been doing that for centuries. Well, maybe thousands of years.’

‘And everyone just pitched in and built all this?’

The grin appeared again. ‘No. Half the blokes didn’t want someone with a black skin — that’s Mr Sampson — or a Chinese man showing them what to do. Half of the rest said they had crook backs or some other excuse not to work up a sweat. Off they went. But the men and women who stayed — yes, they built all this. Kids too.’

‘What did you do for the ones who didn’t help?’

‘Not a thing. My land, my rules. Excuse me,’ she leaned out of the car and spoke to a couple of barefoot boys playing knucklebones in the dirt, ‘do you know where Mr Ben Atkins is?’

‘He the bloke the coppers knocked about?’ The boy spoke as if beatings from police were nothing new to him. ‘He’s got some relief work. They’re fencing the road across Muller’s Mountain.’

‘Thanks.’ Miss Matilda turned back to Blue. ‘Once the men have somewhere to live they can sign up for relief work. It’s only two days a week, but it gives them some cash in their pockets. With a roof over their heads here, and vegetables and milk and the susso rations, they do all right. It’s harder for the women.’

She shook her head. ‘What am I saying? Harder? It’s purgatory. Women don’t even get the susso rations, even if they’re widowed. No relief work either. The government says there’ll be no rations for women while there’s still a servant’s job going anywhere in Australia. How can a woman with three kids work as a maid, with a half day off a week and no one to look after her children? And a maid’s wages won’t support a family.’

‘So they come here?’

‘A few,’ said Miss Matilda shortly. ‘One of the charities up in Sydney pays their train fare. At least here they can help each other with childcare, and make a few bob selling vegetables and eggs and butter. And Sergeant Patterson is a good ’un. If the women send their kids to get the rations, he pretends there’s a husband feeling too poorly to come in.’

Blue nodded slowly. Everywhere they’d gone she’d seen bagmen, carrying their swags, but never a bagwoman. A bagman’s life must be hard, even dangerous, jumping the rattler. But she remembered the long line of women’s faces too tired even for sadness, waiting for soup in Sydney. How many of those women, and children too, would rather have been on the road, fishing by a billabong while their billy boiled, with rations in their sack to make a damper?

She looked at the boys in the dust, throwing their knucklebones up to catch them on the backs of their hands. ‘How can it be changed?’

Miss Matilda laughed.

Blue flushed. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘Most people say things like “The poor are always with us”. You assume that change is possible.’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘Of course. As long as enough people stop pulling their lace curtains across the windows so they don’t have to look at anything unpleasant.’ She started the car, then leaned out again to the two boys. ‘Hey, you!’ For the first time Blue heard the accent of a girl who had worked in a factory, not the owner of Drinkwater. ‘There’s a waterhole, two bends down Gibber’s Creek. Good fishing.’

The boys looked back at her blankly.

Miss Matilda sighed. ‘You can catch fish,’ she began. ‘Get a stick, tie on some string — ask Mrs Leaver how Auntie Mavis showed her how to plait string from stringybark. She’ll show you how to turn a mussel shell into a fish-hook too, or you can see if someone has a pin. Dig up some worms from the muck heap … Look, Mrs Leaver will tell you how to do that too. But I bet by dinnertime you two will have caught a fish this long.’ She stretched her arms out.

‘Coo! Really?’

The other giggled. ‘Ooey Gooey was a worm, a big fat worm was he … My mum won’t let me play with worms.’

‘She will if you can bring her a fish for dinner,’ said Miss Matilda. ‘Just don’t try fishing in the river till the flood goes down.’ She pulled the accelerator lever. The car spun away in a spurt of dust and gravel.





Chapter 34

The telephone call came while they were at dinner. The housekeeper answered it, then came to fetch her mistress.

‘Excuse me.’ Miss Matilda left the table, shutting the dining-room door behind her. Blue tried politely not to listen — or at least to pretend she wasn’t listening. The voices were too muffled to make out much anyway. At last Miss Matilda came back again.

‘Sergeant Patterson would like to speak to you,’ she said to Blue and Mah. ‘You are both excused. By the way,’ she added, ‘the operator will be listening to every word you say, so don’t say anything you don’t want the whole district to know.’

Blue pushed herself up from the table. Her scar ached. All this sitting in chairs and cars had torn it again. She’d had to ask Mrs Mutton for bandages, to wrap around her legs, hoping the blood would soak into them and not stain her new dresses.

‘Miss Laurence?’

‘Yes.’

‘Sergeant Patterson again here. I thought you would like to know that your friends have been released.’

‘But they said they’d murdered that man Syd!’ Too late, she realised that the word ‘murder’ would be halfway around Gibber’s Creek by tomorrow. And everything she and Mah had said to the sergeant before.

A chuckle from the other end of the line. ‘All he had was a bad headache, by the sound of it. I got onto the sergeant up there. He was charged with the disappearance of his wife and sister-in-law, but nothing came of it, as their bodies hadn’t been found. Sounds like everyone believed him guilty though.’

‘He deserved it,’ said Blue. She hoped Mah could hear the tinny voice on the other end.

‘That’s as may be. Anyhow, he died two years ago. Snake bite, nothing suspicious. His eldest daughter and her husband have the farm now. Sounds like the daughter’s preparing the biggest welcome the district has ever seen for the return of her mum and auntie.’

‘So Ebenezer and … I mean Euphrasia and Eulalie, are going back there?’

‘Just put them on the train. Their daughter wired the money for the tickets. First class too. Reckon that farm is doing all right. They said to say sorry for not seeing you before they left and they’ll get someone to write a letter as soon as they get home. But they were itching to get back,’ added the sergeant. ‘Turns out there’s eight grandchildren they haven’t seen. Plus Miss Eulalie said she’d like to dance on that blighter’s grave.’

‘I see,’ said Blue slowly.

‘You’re all right out there? Miss Matilda said she’s happy to have you girls stay there. A bit of company for them. And look, don’t you go worrying. I’ve told the blokes in Sydney that your friend is out of it. Miss Matilda says she’s a nice lass. So does Mrs Mutton. And Miss Matilda is a match for any aunts. You’re safe as houses at Drinkwater.’

But houses can burn, thought Blue. She nodded, then realised you couldn’t see a nod down a phone line. ‘Yes. They’re very kind.’

‘And no change to your Madame?’

‘No,’ said Blue. Nurse Blamey had said that she didn’t expect a change now. Except death, though she hadn’t used the word.

‘Perhaps it’s for the best,’ said the sergeant.

For a moment Blue didn’t know what he meant. And then she realised. ‘Madame isn’t a murderer!’

‘Don’t get on your high horse. That Madame of yours seems to have made a career of rescuing girls and women from bad men. In my experience people who take the law into their own hands one way will do it in another.’

Blue was silent. How could she explain Madame’s strength and integrity? She wasn’t even sure she fully understood it herself. But beheading an enemy? No. At last she said, ‘Thank you for telling me about Ebenezer, I mean Euphrasia and Eulalie, sergeant.’

‘My pleasure,’ he said, and she could tell he meant it. ‘The wife really liked them. Sweet old girls. You should have seen that Miss Eulalie combing her moustache this morning. Offered her my razor, but she’d have none of it. “You know you’re a great-aunt in our family when you’ve got a moustache,” she said. Glad to see them so happy. Good night, Miss Laurence.’

‘Good night,’ said Blue. She put the receiver back in its cradle. Old ducks and sweet old girls, she thought. Ebenezer and Ephraim with their wide shoulders and muscular hands too. She supposed you needed muscles on a banana farm.

She looked at Mah bleakly.

‘I heard,’ said Mah. ‘They’re happy. That’s the main thing.’ She hesitated. ‘We’re both better off out of the circus, Blue. But it was fun for a while.’

Blue nodded. The circus had been wonderfully, gloriously exciting. It had opened new horizons for her, inside and out. But it wasn’t her real life. Mah too had been with Magnifico’s only because Blue and her brother had been there and good jobs were impossible to find. Neither of them would ever have the skill for a good circus act, or the focus to develop one. All they’d had were youth and prettiness, to act as a mermaid, assist a magician and dance in a pretend harem.

Mah carefully avoided her eyes. ‘I’d better start looking for a job.’

‘Not if I really do have money. We’ll share it.’

‘I can’t do that! It’s yours.’

‘How about a job as companion then?’

‘No.’ Mah did meet her eyes now. ‘I’ve thought about you having money. Of course I have. I don’t want you to give me any of it. If you do, it’ll be like I was your servant, all over again.’

Blue felt strangely relieved. She had known Mah would say this. It was still good to have the words said out loud though. ‘What about sharing a cottage if I rent one? With Sheba too? I can’t look after her by myself.’

Mah allowed a small grin. ‘I’ll do that. Don’t want you spending your whole day elephant tending. But no money. Ever. Agreed?’

‘Agreed.’ She held out her hand. It felt a bit odd, but if Miss Matilda could shake hands, so could they. Mah’s hand felt small and muscular in hers. ‘I always wanted a sister.’

‘Me too. Now Madame has given us each other.’ Mah’s grin widened. ‘A cottage of our own. By the river, with a proper oven. Do you think we could have a refrigerator too, like they have here? It runs on kero. You don’t even have to buy ice for it. Mrs Mutton is going to show me how to make chocolate ice cream tomorrow. Ice cream! Mrs Huggins wouldn’t show me anything. You know what’s even better?’

Blue shook her head.

‘Someone else does the washing-up!’ Mah took her hand. ‘Come on. We’ve made chocolate caramel mousse with celebration sponge for dessert.’

Blue followed her back into the dining room.





Chapter 35

Mrs Mutton served tea and coffee after dinner in the living room. Blue just pretended to sip from her cup. There was no need now to force her body to stay awake while the circus packed up for its next move, nor the buzz of leftover energy that had made it so hard to sleep after a performance. But she liked the ritual, the small china cups on the silver tray, the blue damask curtains with their gold tassels shut against the night. She looked at the biscuits on the tray. ‘Squished flies!’

Miss Matilda smiled. ‘We’ll see if they are as good as you say.’ She took one and balanced it on her plate, just as the door opened. Nurse Blamey stood there, her uniform impeccable, her expression impossible to read.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Thompson, Mr Thompson, the lady is awake.’

‘What?! Is she going to be all right?’

Nurse Blamey didn’t answer. Blue leaped to her feet, then nearly overbalanced as her scar ripped a little again. Mah steadied her, then helped her up the stairs, even though she’d obviously rather have run ahead to Madame’s room. The Thompsons followed them, tactfully keeping their distance.

Blue sat on the hard chair next to Madame’s bed. Mah pulled up another chair beside her. The old woman looked exactly as she had before dinner, her face gaunt, her teeth prominent, the eyes sunk into bruised shadows. But as Blue took her claw-like hand those deep-set eyes opened.

‘Belle?’ The word was a croak, only the right side of her lips moving.

‘It’s me, Madame. We have been so worried.’

‘I have been visiting with death.’ The words would have been impossible to understand had she not spent the last week deciphering Mr Thompson’s slurred syllables. Trust Madame, thought Blue, to have the perfect opening line for her recovery.

‘We are so glad you’re getting better, Madame.’ Mah took her other hand.

‘You are good girls.’ It was more breath than words. ‘Not circus but good girls. And Belle will have money. So useful, money.’ The voice faded.

‘Yes,’ said Blue gently. ‘I will have money.’

Madame murmured something too low to hear, and then, ‘… circus? Need money now …’

‘Everything is fine, Madame. Ebenezer and Ephraim have gone home — they didn’t kill that horrible man, but he’s dead now. Fred is working on a friend’s fishing boat up north,’ or somewhere, she thought, ‘and the Olsens are with the Mammoth. But the Big Top is here. We can hire new acts as soon as you are well again.’

Except I don’t want to, she thought, and nor does Mah either. But we’ll stay with Madame as long as necessary to get Magnifico’s going again. In these times there must be many performers looking for work. She glanced up at Miss Matilda, wondering if she expected her to ask about the dead man in the House of Horrors. But Miss Matilda seemed to know that this was not the time to worry a desperately ill woman.

‘Sheba?’ The voice was even fainter.

‘Getting fat in a paddock by the river.’

‘Too old for travelling,’ whispered Madame. Blue wondered if she meant herself or the elephant. ‘Tell her she has my love.’

Madame shifted her head slightly. Her faded eyes looked into Blue’s, so precisely that for a moment Blue wondered if some magic of the stroke had allowed her to see. But then the eyes wandered to the left and she knew that whatever Madame saw, it was within her memory and understanding. ‘Sheba is yours now. You understand? I was with her when she was born. So small. No one wanted her, you see. So many girls are not wanted. So many trapped and hurt …’ The voice faded, till it was part of the crackle of the starched sheets.

Blue scrubbed the tears from her eyes. ‘I’ll look after Sheba. But you’re going to be all right, Madame.’ She glanced up again at Miss Matilda and Mr Thompson in the doorway. They were quiet, not intruding further into the room.

One side of Madame’s mouth curved in the gentlest smile that Blue had ever seen her give. ‘Death sits next to me,’ she whispered. ‘But death’s hands are kind. Death is a gentleman. I knew that when I killed Monsieur.’

No! Horror trickled down Blue’s back. Even her face felt cold. Could she really have been so wrong about Madame? ‘Madame! You don’t know what you’re saying! Monsieur died in the fire. Remember?’

‘Remember? I have lived in my memory all these years. I do not forget. Never, ever forget. He died in the fire, yes, but it was my hands that struck the blow.’ The old voice grew stronger at the memory. ‘The flames ate the Big Top. So fast it was. The audience screamed. They ran. I was high on the trapeze, with Lillian and little Susan. Only six years old she was. The ladder was black, then ash. We huddled on the swing. But Monsieur, he ran and brought a rope. He threw it up to us. I grabbed it. I tied it to the swing. So strong he was …’

‘Madame, don’t cry.’

‘I cry for happiness. I cry for pride. We climbed down, Lillian, then Susan, then me. And then the framework fell, burning teeth into the night. I rolled clear. And when I could see again there was Lillian, screaming, crying, the burning wreckage on the ground, all black and red.’

Mr Thompson made a small sound of shock behind them.

‘I saw Monsieur. I thought at first he was wreckage too, for he was red and black. I thought that he was dead. But then he moved, and there was Susan, covered by his body, almost unhurt.’

The words faded. Mah lifted a cup of water to Madame’s lips. A hand like stained parchment waved it away. ‘He did not scream. My Monsieur had no mouth left to scream. But his eyes, they saw me. So I took the axe and took away his pain. I smiled as I did it. I smiled for love, so the last thing he saw would be my smile. They all saw me, Lillian and Susan and Boldo the Strongman who held Sheba back, and the others. But no one ever told the police, “A man died here today.” No one ever mentioned it at all. For they honoured Monsieur. They honoured what I had done.

‘We pay our debts,’ whispered Madame. ‘Thirty-eight years of happiness we had. So much joy and so much love. Monsieur paid his debt to save the girl. And I knew I must pay my debt too.’

Blue stroked the old woman’s hand. ‘So you saved other girls.’ You gave me life, she thought, like Monsieur did for that child.

‘What a woman,’ said Mr Thompson softly. His good arm rested around Miss Matilda’s shoulders.

She looked up at him. ‘What a man.’ She might have meant Monsieur or her husband.

The sagging shawls of Madame’s eyelids covered the faded blue. Her face almost looked like the clay it would become. Her breaths grew longer, harsher. At last then she spoke again. ‘Mah?’

Mah held Madame’s other hand. ‘I’m here, Madame.’

‘It is all yours. The caravans, the jewellery. The gold necklace, it is true gold, and the sapphire bracelet.’ The pale eyes opened. ‘Bury me with Monsieur. Both together in one grave.’

Blue bent closer. ‘Of course. Where is he buried, Madame?’ She knew, but had to ask, in case the old woman had any surprises left. ‘Is he at Gundagai?’

‘Always with me,’ whispered Madame. ‘Always, from the day we met. In the tent next to mine …’ Her eyes closed again. Her hands gripped theirs feebly, then went slack. Her breathing changed, became dog pants, slow and hard.

‘She won’t wake again now,’ said Nurse Blamey from the doorway. She might have been reporting the weather.

Blue looked at her in fury. ‘You don’t know that!’

Miss Matilda touched Nurse Blamey tactfully on the arm. ‘Go and have some cocoa downstairs. We’ll sit with her.’

‘My duty is with my patient —’

‘Go,’ said Miss Matilda. She pulled up the small armchair and helped her husband into it, then sat on a chair from the hall next to him.

The old woman’s breathing filled the room, heavy and harsh, a laboured inhale, an almost sigh as the breath went out. Each time the seconds seemed to stretch further between one breath and the next. But each time another breath followed the last.

How many girls and women have you rescued, old woman? thought Blue, studying the craggy face.

Suddenly she could see them, the tall woman, the short man at her side in his top hat, a little portly and as handsome as Madame had said, the Big Top splendid behind them. She hoped Madame had glimpsed enough of her own future to have made the most of every day with her husband. Somehow, she thought she had.

They waited, Blue and Mah holding Madame’s hands. At last Mah whispered, ‘So he is the skeleton?’

‘Yes,’ said Blue. Madame’s face still almost seemed to smile at them, despite the laboured breath. ‘The Gundagai authorities may not even have known that someone died in the fire. Who knows how many people are in a circus? Monsieur was a taxidermist too. Madame may have learned how to … to prepare a skeleton from him.’

‘Good grief,’ said Mr Thompson, his arm tight around his wife. ‘You mean the old biddy kept him until —’

‘Shh,’ said Miss Matilda. She smiled at him, the love so deep it almost hurt. Blue watched him smile back. ‘It doesn’t matter now. I’ll explain it to Sergeant Patterson. There is no need for more questions now.’

‘Madame said she would die on Monsieur’s birthday,’ whispered Blue. She tried to smile. ‘But she didn’t ever say how old she was. Or what day was Monsieur’s birthday.’

An owl hooted, far beyond the river. Another answered from a tree near the house. Suddenly a long deep cry ripped through the darkness outside. Blue struggled to the window and looked out, but the clouds hid the moon. ‘That was Sheba! Is she all right?’

‘She is mourning Madame,’ said Mah quietly.

Blue turned. Madame was dead.





Chapter 36

The church was small, made from the rocks prised from the surrounding paddocks, its spire smaller than the row of night-dark pine trees along its front. On one side beyond the graveyard was a hard-grazed paddock for the congregation’s horses, for those who still came in cart or sulky. On the other side a fenced tennis court looked newly marked.

Sturdy wooden picnic tables sat under the pine trees. Wherever and whenever people gathered here in the bush, it seemed, it became a minor celebration, with luncheon and tennis after church. A wombat had dug a hole through the tennis fence, as though to state that regardless of tennis games or even elephants, her kind too still occupied this land.

It was a quiet funeral. Madame’s body and Monsieur’s remains lay side by side in their coffins below the altar. Miss Matilda had conjured black dresses and hats for Blue and Mah. The other mourners were Joseph and his brother, Miss Matilda and Mr Thompson, Mr Cummins the solicitor, arrived on the train just this morning, in a black tie that Blue wondered if he always carried, just in case he must attend a funeral in his duties for a client. The Drinkwater staff sat on one side, the men in black armbands. The stationmaster sat with a woman who must be his wife, and Sergeant Patterson, dressed in a dark suit and tie instead of his uniform, accompanied by a black-clad woman and three small boys. Joseph unobtrusively helped Blue to her feet as they rose to sing the final hymn.

She had been unable to tell the vicar what Madame’s favourite hymns had been. She suspected, in fact, that Madame had rarely been in a church, even to be married — the wedding might have been the informal ceremony practised by so many on the road, and not a legal marriage at all. But Blue hoped Madame would have approved of what she’d chosen. The song rose around her:

‘All things bright and beautiful,

All creatures great and small,

All things wise and wonderful,

The Lord God made them all.’

And elephants, she thought. Great and wise and wonderful.

She wished Sheba could have been here. She had almost suggested they bring her and leave her in the paddock next to the church. But that would cause too much gossip. Nor was she sure that Sheba would follow them or allow them to ride her, not with Madame gone and the life she’d known vanished. Sheba too had known more freedom in the paddock by the river than she’d known in her whole life. And the circus had never possessed an elephant harness. There had been no need while Madame had been alive.

The hymn ended. The congregation sat. The vicar spoke more words. The pallbearers stood: Joseph and Mr McAlpine, a dark-skinned man who had been introduced as Mr Peter Sampson and the sergeant. Mr Thompson had apologised for not taking part, in case his grip slipped.

The organ played as the coffin was slowly borne out of the church. Four more of the Drinkwater workmen rose and silently took the other coffin. Blue watched it go.

Did it really contain Madame’s husband? She thought it probably did. But she also wouldn’t have put it past Madame to have tricked them to the end.

Perhaps the man who would lie beside her for eternity had been a … a Russian count, escaping the revolutionaries. Something suitably, wonderfully dramatic, though admittedly a dead taxidermist hanging in a House of Horrors for two decades was theatrical enough.

Blue walked out with Mah and joined Joseph and Mr McAlpine. The air smelled of fresh soil from the grave and the flood that roiled and coiled its way down the river. She watched as the two coffins were lowered into the earth. Blue and Mah tossed handfuls of dirt onto each coffin.

‘Sleep well,’ Mah whispered.

Blue shook her head. ‘Not Madame. I bet her ghost sits on the fence waiting for customers, ready to tell their fortunes.’

‘We’ll put up a sign,’ said Miss Matilda dryly. ‘If you see a ghost, don’t panic. Just cross her palm with silver.’

‘And pay attention to her advice,’ said Blue. She watched as the sexton shovelled dirt onto the coffins. Later there would be a headstone to Madame and Monsieur Magnifico, as no one living, it seemed, knew Madame’s real name. But she had been magnificent in life. It seemed fitting she should remain a Magnifico in death. Under the names would be the words: They lived in joy together. They gave us happiness and wonder.

Mr McAlpine drove them back to Drinkwater in his shiny green car, Mah in the front seat next to him, with Blue and Joseph in the back. Joseph took her hand and squeezed it, then let it go.

‘So you own an elephant.’

And Mah owned three caravans, a Big Top and a necklace that might be gold and a bracelet that might be studded with real sapphires, she thought. Had Sheba stolen both pieces of jewellery? If so, it could have been anywhere — there would be no way to find the original owners. Or Blue hoped that was the case. She didn’t want to have to tell the sergeant that her elephant was also a thief.

‘I don’t know what to do with her,’ said Blue. ‘She can’t stay there by the river.’

‘Don’t see why not,’ said Mr McAlpine.

‘But she eats so much! Though of course she isn’t eating at all now. Not even apples. Do you think we should call the vet?’

There had been a little money left in Madame’s trunk, not much, but enough to pay a vet, and for two girls to live on for a few months, even without the hospitality of Drinkwater or selling Mah’s jewels or the caravans or Big Top, even without the allowance Blue expected Mr Cummins to arrange for her.

‘I don’t think the vet knows much about elephants,’ said Joseph.

‘Let her grieve,’ said Mah. ‘She’ll eat when she’s ready.’

‘But what if she doesn’t?’

‘Blue, let it be,’ said Mah gently. ‘We’ll spend tomorrow with her, just like we used to.’

‘May I come too?’ asked Joseph.

‘You don’t have to get back to Sydney?’

‘The professor gave me a week’s leave. Death in the family.’

‘But it’s not —’ began Blue, then stopped. For somehow the McAlpines had begun to feel like family, more than her aunts and Uncle Herbert ever had. And Miss Matilda and Mr Thompson too.

‘Never had an elephant in the family before,’ said Mr McAlpine from the front seat. His grin was comforting. ‘A few horses, a couple of dogs. But not an elephant.’

Blue nodded. The paddocks slid by, the sun glinting through the tussocks, a spider’s web turned to jewels on barbed wire.

The car drew up at the homestead. A crowd had already gathered on the verandah and under the shade of the rain-lush trees, for the sun was hot. The maids circulated with trays of tea and lemonade, plates of pikelets with jam, sliced honey roll, scones with cream, rock cakes and, yes, thought Blue with a lump in her throat, squished flies. Every funeral must have a wake, and this was Madame’s, even if only a few of those here had ever met her.

Blue let Joseph help her out of the car, then sat on a cane-bottomed seat on the verandah. She sipped her tea, trying to sort out her emotions — sadness and a feeling of desertion, but also a strange sensation of at last beginning a journey home, even if she had no idea what or where that home might be. Despite her loss, yet another loss, she realised that Madame’s death had freed her.

But today was for grief. She could almost hear Madame say, ‘The future is waiting for you, child, but sorrow must be attended to as well. Each to its season.’ Madame had looked so intimidating that first day in the tiny tent, with her blind eyes and secret amusement, as though she knew the world.

For a moment Blue wondered if Madame had really been able to read the future. Yes, most had been pretence. But had Madame’s true talent also been hidden in plain sight, under the fakery of shawls and whispered gossip?

Had Madame led the circus here, where the sisters would learn that they were free to go home, the Olsens to follow Gertrude’s star to America, where Mah would find acceptance and Blue perhaps love? Or had it just been an accident, their future changed unforeseeably when the Mammoth visited Australia? And Fred? Dear Fred. Fred the friend, but not a lover. She hoped he’d find a life of his own now, no longer hiding within the circus glamour.

Blue glanced across at Joseph, talking to some of the neighbouring farmers. He glanced up at her at the same moment and smiled, then looked back at the man who was speaking.

Surely it’s too soon for love, thought Blue. And yet from the first moment she had seen him he had been the … realest … person in her life. But Joseph couldn’t know how ugly her scars were … except he could, she thought. He was a medical student.

She had read in the back of one of the Felicity Mack books that she now devoured more details of how Joseph’s sister too had been crippled, and far worse than her, bedridden for the time she had written her first novel. Joseph would indeed understand the endless indignities that she had to face — that she found even using a chamber pot a challenge.

‘Miss Laurence, please do accept my sincere condolences again.’

She blinked her way back to the present and found Mr Cummins in front of her. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured.

‘Mr and Mrs Thompson have kindly offered me their hospitality. Perhaps we might talk tomorrow. Or in a few days’ time. Whenever you feel up to it.’

‘Thank you, Mr Cummins. You are very kind. Shall we say four o’clock this afternoon?’

He looked startled, then carefully wiped the expression from his face. ‘Of course, Miss Laurence.’

It was time to jump into real life, boots and all. Or rather, extremely pretty black shoes with small heels. Blue guessed that Madame hadn’t wasted a second of her long life, nor Miss Matilda either. She would do the same.

She looked at the spread on the white damask-covered table and suddenly realised that the most important mourner wasn’t here. She would take some squished flies down to Sheba. She would tell Sheba about the funeral. Sheba would listen, watching her with her small dark eyes, and even if she didn’t understand the words, she would know what Blue was speaking about — the ceremony to say farewell to the woman they both had loved.

She looked around for Mah. But Mah was being handed chicken sandwiches by Andy McAlpine. Joseph …

No, no Joseph. Joseph was her life tomorrow, and perhaps many tomorrows too. But today was for her old life, and Madame, and Sheba.

She slipped down the hallway to the kitchen. The housekeeper looked up from filling one of the giant teapots. ‘Can I help you, Miss Laurence?’

‘Thank you, Mrs Mutton. It all looks wonderful. You have done Madame proud. I wondered, though, do you have any more squished flies?’

‘Have they scoffed the lot already?’

‘Not quite. I just wanted to take some down to Sheba.’

She hoped Mrs Mutton wouldn’t feel her biscuits were wasted on an elephant. But Mrs Mutton just nodded. ‘I did just the same at my gran’s funeral. Made a sponge cake to her recipe. Duck eggs, to make it light, and passionfruit on top from the garden. But I kept a bit aside for Gloria. Gran’s dog,’ she added. ‘Every time Gran made that cake she’d keep a bit for Gloria. Here’s a tin of squished flies, Miss Laurence. You give them to the elephant with my respects.’

Blue swallowed before she could speak. ‘Thank you. You’re very kind.’

‘Kindness is as kindness does.’ The housekeeper patted her arm as she went out with the teapot.

Whatever that meant, thought Blue. But she appreciated both the thought and the pat. She tucked the tin under her arm and headed down the kitchen steps, past the lemon tree at the back door, and the hen house, through the orchard. Sheba saw her, or perhaps smelled her — or perhaps the squished flies — her ears back, her trunk in the air. She left the corner of the river paddock where she had been standing in vast superiority to the sheep and began to plod uphill to the paddock gate. Blue let herself into the first paddock, then looked back, at the dark dresses and suits and gleam of teapots. She grinned. It was a good thing Sheba couldn’t be among them. How many bracelets or pocket watches might she pinch today?

The grin faded, as another car rolled up the drive. It was black, the tyres were muddy, with the look of a hired car rather than a family automobile. The chauffeur sat in front, in grey cap and uniform. He parked neatly behind one of the neighbour’s buggies, then got out to open the passenger door. A woman emerged, tall and dressed in black that seemed to soak up the sunlight, a hat in not quite matching black, and clutching an elderly black handbag.

Blue’s breath ripped from her body. Aunt Lilac! Aunt Daisy emerged beside her.





Chapter 37

What were they doing here? How had they found her? How could the police have let them come?

She raised her chin. It didn’t matter. They couldn’t hurt her now. Miss Matilda, Mr Thompson, Mah, Joseph, Mr McAlpine, even Cookie and Mr Higgs — she had an army to protect her.

But she could also protect herself. She had charmed five thousand people, swum as a mermaid, ridden an elephant and waved at the crowd. She was no longer the girl they locked in that small stuffy room. Two elderly aunts couldn’t touch her now.

But this was not the time to tell them so, not at Madame’s funeral wake. Impossible to kiss them as protocol required. Impossible to say in public, ‘Go away. You tried to kill me.’ Later, she thought. Oh yes. I’ll tell them later.

Let Miss Matilda greet them as hostess. Miss Matilda would keep them occupied. She would almost certainly get them seated in the living room with cups of tea, away from onlookers, so that Blue could speak to them openly.

Sheba trumpeted, a small high noise. Blue turned and began to walk towards her paddock. Sheba was a hundred times more important than the aunts. Ten thousand times. She smiled, imagining Aunt Lilac’s and Aunt Daisy’s shoes slipping among the tussocks and hard black pellets of sheep dung. She stood at the top of the hill above the river, brown and foam-flecked, feeling the vibration of the flood under her feet, smelling the sweet-sour scent of old leaves and wombat droppings. Green paddocks, grey sheep, the barbed-wire fences that carved the world into manageable shapes, the high blue ridges far away. This is my world, she thought. The aunts and their shut-in lives had no place here.

Sheba lifted her trunk again. Blue began to make her way down to her, careful in her new heeled shoes.

‘Hey, Miss Laurence!’

She turned. It was the aunts’ chauffeur.

‘Wait up,’ he called. ‘Got a message for you.’

‘I don’t want to hear anything my aunts have to say at the moment. I am sure Mrs Mutton can give you a cup of tea.’ She turned away.

‘Ain’t from the old women. It’s from your uncle.’

Uncle Herbert! Blue stopped and waited for the chauffeur to come up to her. His face looked like it had been roughly cut out of a log of wood, the nose sharp, the mouth thin. Poor ineffectual Uncle Herbert. He had failed to protect her, but he hadn’t known what she’d faced either. It wasn’t his fault her aunts had turned out to be poisoners.

I should have sent him a letter, she thought guiltily, reassuring him that I was all right. But why hadn’t Uncle Herbert come here himself? If my niece had been almost poisoned, I’d have gone to her in person.

‘Did Uncle Herbert send you to keep an eye on my aunts?’

‘You got it. I do lots of little jobs for your uncle. Here, this is from him.’ He pulled out a small box of chocolate creams from the pocket of his uniform.

‘Thank you.’ She held the box on top of the tin of squished flies, wishing she had a pocket or handbag to put them in.

‘Ain’t you going to try one?’

She shook her head. She was full of sandwiches and scones. ‘How did my aunts find me here?’

The chauffeur leaned back against the paddock gate. ‘Followed your Mr Cummins in Melbourne, didn’t I? He got a ticket to Gibber’s Creek. Easy enough to find you once we got there. Your aunts just had to ask at the tearoom and they heard all about you.’

Blue took a step back, clutching the squished-fly tin. ‘I don’t understand. You told my aunts I was at Gibber’s Creek?’

He looked at her assessingly. ‘You really can’t walk properly, can you? Sure you don’t want one of them nice choccies?’

‘I want you to answer my question.’

She could smell his breath, like a dog kennel. ‘Your uncle told them.’

‘Uncle Herbert!’

‘Then I offered meself cheap as a chauffeur. Your uncle guessed they’d head up here when they found out where you were. Sharp man, your uncle. Been working for him for years. Any tenant what won’t pay up, he gets me to persuade them. Or get them out. He knows he can rely on me.’

She had to get away from here. Even as she realised it, Sheba stamped her feet in the adjoining paddock.

The chauffeur noticed her for the first time. ‘Blimey, what’s that?’

‘An elephant,’ said Blue shortly. What did he think it was? An oversized mouse? ‘Excuse me. I think I’m needed back at the house.’

The chauffeur grinned, showing white teeth all totally even, too obviously false. His nose looked like it had been broken and badly set. He clenched and unclenched his fists. She bet whoever had broken his nose had come off worse. ‘Don’t think your uncle would want you to do that. Not if you ain’t going to eat your nice choccies.’ The man was enjoying this, drawing it out.

She began to brush past him. ‘I’m sorry. I need to go.’

He stayed where he was, against the gate. ‘You don’t need to go nowhere, darlin’. Not ever again.’

She stopped, temporarily frozen. Where could she run? The gate was blocked. The barbed wire would catch her if she tried to get through the fence. The chauffeur grabbed her arm. The squished flies and the chocolates rolled on the ground.

She had to keep him talking. The longer they talked, the more chance that someone would come this way and see them.

‘Uncle Herbert burned our house?’

He laughed. ‘Not him. Left the details to me, he did. Always does. The fire coulda been an accident. Nearly worked too. Then those old biddies spirited you away. But it’s them who’ll get the blame if you drop dead of poison now. But I reckon I know another way too.’ The man looked down at the swollen river, at the logs fighting for position among the froth. ‘I reckon what you need is a dip in the river. Easy enough for two old ladies to push a crippled girl in. Might not even find the body in a river like that. And if they do, well, who’s to say when you fell? An’ your aunts was here all the time.’

She wrenched her arm away from him as he added, ‘All I need to do is … this …’ He grabbed her around both shoulders and lifted her into the air. She tried to scream. His hand shoved a handkerchief expertly into her mouth. She kicked, striking nothing. He began to stride down the paddock towards the river, his arms like sinewy steel around her.

She had to think! And suddenly it was as though Madame spoke to her, telling her exactly what to do now. ‘The man will see what he expects to see.’

He saw a cripple, a fragile Bluebell. Blue let her body sag in what she hoped was a convincingly female-type swoon. She felt the chauffeur’s body relax slightly in response. She let him take three more strides towards the river and then she struck, forcing her arms outwards, using the upper-body strength honed by more than a year of mermaid handstands.

He lost his hold for just a second. Her body hit the ground. She rolled as she hit the earth, a trick she’d learned from the circus people, spreading out the impact to lessen the jolt.

He reached down for her. She struck out with her strong hands again, at his neck, a side chop. The man fell, gasping. For a moment she thought of Ebenezer and Ephraim and their frying pan, Mrs Olsen smashing her tormenter’s hand. She wanted to hurt, kill, destroy, just as Euphrasia and Eulalie had. And then the rage passed and she knew simply that she had to get away.

She rolled, using the momentum of the slope of the paddock, and scrambled to her feet as he raised himself, trying to catch enough breath to come after her.

If she could get to the gate to Sheba’s paddock, she could head up to the men’s quarters from there. She just had to get back up the hill and someone would see her, hear her. He would not dare touch her if anyone could see. Vaguely she was aware that someone was screaming. Was it her? She plucked the handkerchief out of her mouth as she forced her body onwards.

No. It was Sheba, the trumpet cry echoing over the river.

‘Help!’ she yelled. The sound was hidden in the elephant’s roar.

She forced her legs to move. The scar hobbled her. And then she felt it rip.

The universe stopped. In the next instant it began again, but grey with pain. Sweat ran down her face, like the blood warm down her legs. But she couldn’t stop. She dared not stop. For the first time in nearly two years her legs could stretch, could run. She pushed her body, again and again …

The man was gaining on her. His fingers reached out. She flinched away, sidestepping. Her arms, her wonderfully strong arms, struck him again, so he cried out.

The gate was closer. His footsteps thudded behind.

Her shoes sloshed with water. No, not water. Blood. Her blood. Red and dripping into the tussocks.

She shouldn’t have looked. Nausea swept through her. The pain was so great it was no longer pain, just cold, the coldest she had ever known.

‘Help!’ Had she even said the word? There was no air left to speak with and none to cry. The gate to Sheba’s paddock was a mile away, shadowed with pain. She took another step and another, heard his breath behind her, felt the hands grab her arm. Once again she twisted, but the strength was gone now. The blood had swept away her strength.

A noise. Crashing, smashing. Thunder, she thought. A storm. A flood. I must be in the river …

She blinked away the haze of pain and fear.

Not a flood. An elephant, charging through Miss Matilda’s fence as though barbed wire didn’t rip into elephant flesh too, stomping, trampling, leaving the wrecked barrier behind …

The hands wrenched her down, onto the ground. She forced herself up, to look at her attacker. The cold hit her again, the blood-red cold. But a hard wet rage was all over her too, so strong a jet that it forced the man away …

Water. A jet from Sheba’s trunk.

The elephant screamed a challenge. Blue used the last of her strength to roll under Sheba’s legs; she held onto one leg as though it were a safe grey pillar, saw the wrinkled bulk above her, heard the elephant’s bellow, as Sheba kept her friend safe.

And that is what they found, the funeral crowd streaming down towards the river: the blood-stained girl, the elephant, and the bruised man, scrambling away.





Chapter 38

The world was pain. The world was blood. The world was her legs, a fire that flamed up when she moved.

The world was darkness, with a small lamp turned right down, and Joseph, sitting by her bed, with Nurse Blamey on the other side.

‘Blue? Blue, can you hear me?’ It was a man’s voice, not the nurse’s.

She nodded, too weak to lift her head. Nurse Blamey lifted it for her, gave her something to sip, so bitter she nearly choked, and then water, sweet and cold. Who would have thought that Nurse Blamey’s hands were so gentle? She shut her eyes for a moment, till the world stopped spinning, then opened them, to see Joseph’s face above her.

‘The man … from Uncle Herbert …’

‘You’re safe,’ he said. ‘He’s in the Gibber’s Creek lock-up. He’s talking like a parrot to save himself. And they have your uncle in charge, down in Melbourne.’

‘My aunts …’ she whispered.

‘It was your uncle and his henchman, not them,’ he told her softly. ‘They wouldn’t inherit anything on your death. The factories were your grandfather’s. They would all have gone to his brother, your great-uncle.’

‘Did the aunts know?’

‘They suspected,’ said Joseph. His eyes were red. He had been crying, thought Blue. Somehow that hurt more than her legs — that he had cried for her. ‘He’d lost a lot in the stock-market crash. Must have seemed a miracle when he had a fortune almost in his lap. Your aunts distrusted him from the start, as soon as the police told them that it looked like the fire at your home had been deliberately lit. That’s why they tried to keep you out of sight, away from him. But they didn’t suspect arsenic till a few weeks before your birthday.’

‘Must have been in the chocolate creams,’ she whispered. ‘Mah ate the hard centres.’

‘I found the ones you’d dropped today. The police have them now. There’s a mark in the base where the poison must have been injected.’

A heavy dose, to kill her fast, she thought. Uncle Herbert wouldn’t risk a slow poisoning again. Why bother, when the aunts were here to blame?

Nurse Blamey held up a warning finger.

‘I’m not supposed to tire you. You just need to know you’re safe now. One of us will be with you. Nothing will ever hurt you again. Nothing.’ It was a vow.

‘My legs?’

Joseph’s gaze met hers. ‘Dr Gregson stitched you up. Surgery would have been easier, darling. But you did a good enough job yourself. No real damage, he says, as long as we can stop them getting infected.’

‘Which we will,’ said Nurse Blamey, as though no germ had ever dared get into any sick room she commanded.

‘Would you mind leaving the room for a moment, nurse?’

‘And why would I do such a thing?’ Nurse Blamey looked at him with a long-perfected gaze designed to take doctors down a peg.

‘Because I want to kiss her,’ said Joseph. And did.





Chapter 39

It was morning, even though the sun outside said it was afternoon, because there was breakfast, a boiled egg and toast that she didn’t really want but was eating because Nurse Blamey told her to.

She had been bathed, a long painful business in warm salty water, her dressings changed by those strangely gentle hands, with Mah holding onto her while Blue pressed her lips together and tried not to scream. She wouldn’t let Joseph be there for that. Medical student or not, she didn’t want him to think of blood and pain when he looked at her.

She had slept after that, or perhaps the bitter medicine had made her sleep, just as it eased the pain. Now the world seemed slightly fuzzy and a little bright, which she suspected was a result of the medicine too, but didn’t really care.

‘May I come in now?’ Joseph looked pale, his eyes so shadowed she forced herself to smile at him. In fact the smile was easy; it was stopping it that was hard. Whatever the medicine is, it’s strong, she thought.

‘Yes,’ she said.

He sat and took her hand. Nurse Timmins was on duty now, more biddable than Nurse Blamey. She smiled and left them, even before he asked.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Very odd.’

‘That’s the morphia. They’ll cut back the dose a bit tomorrow.’

She nodded. Her body seemed to be floating somewhere else.

‘Are you up to visitors?’

‘Miss Matilda’s already been in. And Mr Thompson.’ He’d left a bunch of roses in a vase that Nurse Blamey had promptly relegated to outside the door. ‘Who else?’

‘My sister for one. Flinty. She and Sandy came down last night. She says she wants to meet the girl I’m going to marry.’

Blue found the strength to say, ‘But you haven’t asked me.’

He smiled at that. ‘I know. I thought we might wait for a better time. A better place too. There’s a valley I’d like to take you to one day, about twenty minutes’ drive from here. What do you say?’

‘To seeing a valley?’

‘To my asking you to marry me there.’

‘You have my permission to ask me anything you like, Mr McAlpine. And I’ll give you my answer then.’ She could hear a hint of Madame’s tones in her voice. You taught me well, old woman, she thought, and almost heard a chuckle.

‘I think you are going to get well fast,’ said Joseph. He held her hand, a little too hard, then seemed to force himself to relax and even smile. ‘But there are other people who want to see you. Your aunts.’

She had to see them sometime. Now would be best, when nothing was quite real, when her mind and body were floating somewhere else as well as lying here.

‘I’ll be here with you,’ he added.

‘I’m glad.’

They came in quietly, their perfectly polished black shoes soft on the carpet. They always had walked quietly. They sat, gloved hands in their laps, their erect bodies not touching the back of their hardwood chairs, leaving the armchair for those who indulged in such softness.

‘Good afternoon, Bluebell,’ said Aunt Lilac stiffly.

‘How are you feeling?’ added Aunt Daisy.

‘Getting better.’ It was a lie. She had no idea if she was better or worse — the morphia saw to that. But it seemed the right thing to say. ‘I’m sorry,’ she added. She didn’t say for what. For suspecting they had tried to kill her? For vanishing from their care? You didn’t love me, she thought. But you did your duty.

‘We tried to do our duty,’ said Aunt Lilac. ‘After the fire …’

‘We knew we had to get you away,’ said Aunt Daisy. Her starch was not quite as stiff. ‘We thought if you were away from Melbourne, Herbert might not be so angry that a girl had inherited the factories. Herbert was always such an angry man. Your parents never liked him.’

‘Was that why you took me from the hospital? But why didn’t you call a doctor when we got to Willow Creek?’

Aunt Daisy’s cheeks flushed under their dusting of rice powder. ‘To let a strange man examine you there, between your … your limbs! Besides, there was no need. Your burns healed.’

Blue looked from one to the other. You left me crippled, she thought, to preserve my modesty. Nearly two years of torture. And yet, if her legs had been whole, perhaps she would have run from them far earlier, and not to the safety of the circus. Would never have known the magic as an audience stared, in thrall; never have built up the muscles that helped free her; the confidence that would walk with her wherever life’s road now led. Never have known Sheba, Madame, Joseph, danced before men’s eyes with Mah and Mrs Olsen. Never had Fred convince her she was beautiful, so that when Joseph met her, she was …

‘We did our best,’ said Aunt Lilac, faintly exuding virtue, like the scent of lavender water. ‘At first we thought you were simply ill. When you grew weaker your Aunt Daisy remembered the Glintock case. But I could not believe a connection of ours would stoop to anything like that.’

‘Such a clever plot.’ Aunt Daisy looked slightly excited, as though she almost enjoyed this break from a life of dry toast and dried flowers. ‘Poisoning you day by day till you just grew sicker. The parsnips came wrapped in the newspaper, and there was the article again, reminding me.’

‘Poison,’ said Aunt Lilac witheringly, as though Uncle Herbert should at least have chosen a method of murder with a bit more class. ‘I never trusted that Mah creature either.’

‘She is my friend,’ said Blue coldly. ‘She had nothing to do with poisoning the chocolates.’

‘Yes. Well. It seems we were wrong,’ said Aunt Lilac, the prune of her lips circling into tight wrinkles. ‘Your Aunt Daisy finally convinced me someone was trying to poison you. From that moment on you never ate a thing my hands hadn’t prepared. We left our home for you. Spent our days caring for you.’ She paused, obviously waiting for gratitude.

‘Thank you,’ said Blue.

‘And how did you repay us? You took it upon yourself to leave. Quite unreasonably. Not at all suitable behaviour for a young lady, associating with people like that. I don’t know what your dear mother would have said.’

She’d have said, ‘Good on you,’ thought Blue. Suddenly for the first time in nearly two years her mother seemed real again. And Dad and Willy …

She felt the tears slide down her cheeks.

Aunt Lilac’s tone softened by a hundredth of an inch. ‘It is all water under the bridge now. You are safe, and Herbert is in prison and that man who called himself a chauffeur too. He put a pamphlet in the letterbox — car and driver for hire. Reasonable rates.’

‘Most reasonable indeed,’ said Aunt Daisy. ‘But it was all a plot to get to you and to blame us.’ Her nose turned faintly pink with excitement. ‘We had another plan to protect you,’ she added. Blue wasn’t sure if the reproach in her voice was because Blue had lost the aunts the opportunity for a dramatic rescue, or for not trusting them. ‘My dear friend Miss Eltherton has a boarding house up in the mountains and …’

‘Not a Temperance Spa?’

‘Oh no.’ Aunt Daisy seemed even more excited. ‘That was a ruse, to fool Herbert.’

Aunt Lilac waved one black glove for silence. ‘Given all that has happened, I am afraid …’ For once she struggled to find polite words.

‘You would be best not staying with us,’ said Aunt Daisy for her.

‘Of course we would always do our duty if you had nowhere else to go.’ Aunt Lilac recovered herself.

Blue felt her shoulders sag with relief. She could never have lived again with the aunts, in their small confined world and small confined rooms. She wanted the sky for a roof now, at least part of the time, needed to see the horizon and watch the moon rise. Let the river twist around her life. Let the wind do the travelling, bringing her the scent of dust or snow or gum leaves, while the world turned in its circle from its still point here.

‘She has a home with Mr and Mrs Thompson,’ said Joseph for her. ‘And other homes where she is welcome too.’

Blue looked up at him, caught his smile and gave it back to him, then met the aunts’ gazes. ‘Thank you for all your care, Aunt Lilac, Aunt Daisy.’ And for crippling me with your old-maid modesty, you silly women, she thought. ‘But I will be fine. Besides, you don’t have room for an elephant in Melbourne.’

‘Elephant?’ demanded Aunt Daisy.

‘She is my friend too.’ And eating again, thought Blue. Mah had told her. It was as though after rescuing her, Sheba had accepted that Blue owned her. Or at least, that she owned Blue.

This is my life, Blue thought, as she smiled fuzzily at her aunts, her poor silly aunts who had done their duty, their very best. Elephants and watching the moon rise and every challenge along the way. Madame was right. I have travelled the road to Gundagai. I have no need to go there.





Chapter 40

GIBBER’S CREEK, NEW SOUTH WALES, DECEMBER 1935


Dear Marj, Belle and Sheba,
 
This is just to wish you merry Christmas from your old Uncle Potifar. I’m doing the milking as usual, nothing ever changes here, but things are pretty good. Heard through the grapevine that things are good down your way too. I’m glad.
 
Always yours, your old
 
Uncle Potifar
 



Dear Miss Laurence and Miss Malloy,
 
Mum and Auntie Lallie say to give you their best love this Christmas. They hope you like the case of bananas. There will be twenty-eight of us at Christmas dinner this year …




Dear Belle and Mah,
 
I am going to be a talkie star! Mr Visconti says I am a natural and will be bigger than Theda Bara, who is an old hag now anyway. He has got me lessons in things, elocution and singing and swimming and writing. Ginger wants to be a cameraman. He says that is where the action is. Well you know Ginger. We have a house with a bathroom inside and Mum is happy. She says to give you her best love. Next year you will see me on the screen!!!!!!
 
Yours sincerely,

Gilly O’Gold (Gertrude)




Dear Bluebell,

Your Aunt Daisy and I wish you a most merry Christmas.

Aunt Lilac
 



To Marjory,

Wishing you the best Christmas ever. Hope Santa leaves something special in your stocking. You deserve it.

Yours ever,

Andy x




Dear Sheba,

Merry Christmas from Americca!

Ginger xxxxxoooooooxxxx




To Dear Blue,

Wishing you all the very best for Christmas and looking forward to seeing you again soon.

Love Flinty and all the family



The Christmas cards lined the canteen mantelpiece. The whole factory smelled of Christmas, from the big she-oak in the corner decorated with crepe-paper streamers and cotton-wool snow, to the baking sugar and spices. Of course, that scent would stay the year round now, not just for Christmas.

Blue stared at the packet of Empire Rich Tea biscuits on the table. The packaging was gold, with Empire-red wording. A small grey elephant held up the Australian flag.

‘The first off the production line, just in time for the holiday orders,’ said Mr Thompson, leaning only slightly on his stick. ‘Well, aren’t you going to try one?’

‘It looks too beautiful to open,’ said Mah softly.

Mr Thompson laughed. ‘Let’s hope the customers don’t think so.’ Blue picked up the packet and opened one end. She held it out to Mah. They both took a biscuit and nibbled.

‘A true squished fly,’ pronounced Mah. Her hair was shoulder length now. Her dress was red and white polka dots. The barefoot boy had vanished.

Blue shook her head. ‘No. They’re Empire Rich Tea biscuits now.’ She smiled at Mr Thompson. ‘When people buy these biscuits they’ll feel they’re getting prosperity and the whole British Empire.’

‘Speaking as your business advisor,’ said Mr Thompson, ‘I’m glad to note that we’ve had yet another order from that very Empire. From India, this time. It seems they like the idea of a biscuit that will withstand heat and humidity. Speaking as a customer,’ he selected a squished fly and took a bite, ‘you are also giving the world a dashed good biscuit.’

Blue looked around the canteen, with its tables and chairs, the pegs for coats, and fridges for the workers to store their lunches. And jobs, she thought. Thirty-two jobs so far, twenty-eight of them for women — jobs with proper wages, equal to a man’s, wages that could support a family, not the pittances most working women were expected to add to the ‘real’ money brought in by their husbands. A widow, a single woman, or one who had fled a violent husband, could earn a living wage here.

Another contract would mean even more jobs. The overseas agents for Thompson Electronics now also sold footwear by Laurence’s Shoes as well as the Empire Rich Tea biscuits from the new firm of Laurence and Malloy. Mr Cummins had gladly given funds for their cottage by the river and even the paddock next door for Sheba. But he had drawn the line at allowing Blue enough money to build a factory. For the rest of her life, it seemed, she would only have an income from Laurence’s factories. Even the money from the sale of her old home and her father’s other assets wouldn’t be under her control till she was twenty-five. Or married.

It had turned out not to matter. Madame’s jewellery and the sale of Magnifico’s Big Top had given Mah enough money to fund it all. Blue would pay her back over the next five years from her allowance. Or from her share of the company profits, she thought. She hoped the Big Top’s new owners brought as much enchantment to the backblocks as Madame had done.

The air hummed with the sound of the conveyor belts and the click of oven trays.

‘We’ll need to send a case of squished flies to Mrs Olsen,’ said Mah. She grinned. ‘Maybe she can be our agent in America. I’d love her to taste the new jam fancies before we start production too.’

‘To Ebenezer and Ephraim too.’ It was still impossible to think of them by their real names, thought Blue. She should also send a case to her aunts.

Mr Thompson took another bite of squished fly and looked around the clean white walls of the canteen. ‘A long way from the jam factory in Grinder’s Alley,’ he said softly.

‘Where’s that?’ asked Mah.

‘Another place and another time,’ said Mr Thompson. ‘And a story for another day perhaps. Jamie boy, what is it?’

The boy skidded to a stop. ‘She took my new watch!’ he panted.

‘Well, ask the girl to give it back.’

The boy grinned. It was his father’s grin and Miss Matilda’s too, as well as something all his own. ‘Miss Laurence’s elephant took it, not a girl.’

‘I’ll get it,’ said Mah resignedly. ‘You need to get changed,’ she added to Blue. ‘Joseph’s picking you up in a few minutes.’

Mr Thompson limped after his son. ‘I’m not entirely sure that having an elephant on the premises is really working,’ he called back to Blue. ‘Will you be in to dinner?’

‘I don’t know. Joseph said he wanted to show me a special place.’

‘Well, I’ll see you at the party tonight. Enjoy yourself this afternoon.’

‘I will.’ Blue strode into the women’s changing room. She would never lose the wonder of being able to walk properly, to run and dance. The scars on her legs were surprisingly small, given the anguish they’d caused for so long, each about the size of a squished-fly biscuit in fact. She smiled at herself. She had to get out of the habit of calling them squished flies. Though perhaps a less dignified nickname might help them sell even better …

She peeled off the white-and-blue overall that all employees wore, then slipped on dark green slacks. Joseph had asked her to wear trousers for some reason this afternoon. Maybe he’s got Mrs Mutton to make up a picnic basket, she thought. They might ride along the river before the party …

She ran a comb through her hair as the sound of an engine rumbled outside. She rose on tiptoe to peer out the window. Jamie and his brother, Peter, Mr Thompson, Mah and a small crowd of women were clustered around a man in black leather on a motorbike. She hurried out, intrigued.

‘Look!’ yelled Jamie.

She looked. Joseph grinned up at her. ‘Like it?’

‘I don’t know.’ She walked around the motorbike, then grinned back at him. ‘Do you expect me to get on this thing?’

‘Well, you’ve ridden an elephant. Why not a motorbike? It’s a graduation present from Flinty,’ he added.

‘Flinty bought you a motorbike?’

The grin grew. ‘Actually, she gave me the money to buy a second-hand car. She doesn’t know anything about King Solomon yet.’

‘King Solomon?’

‘A match for the Queen of Sheba.’

Blue laughed. ‘How does this thing stay upright anyway?’

Joseph grinned. ‘Speed.’ He waited while she put a scarf over her hair and under her chin, then flung her leg over the seat behind him. ‘Hold on!’

She did.

The air turned to wind, the wind to dust. She laughed. She couldn’t help it. Suddenly she felt as free as the day the circus had left Willow Creek, when she had looked at the line of the horizon and known that she would travel through it, and keep on travelling day after day.

Down past the railway station and the paddock where the circus had stayed, two years and what seemed like a lifetime earlier, up the road to Drinkwater. Trees shivered against a cloudless sky. The sheep watched them with the vague expressions of animals who had seen carts and sulkies, automobiles and trucks, and had no interest in any of them unless they carried hay.

The motorbike rumbled beneath her, moving too fast even for flies to gather in her eyes.

Suddenly Joseph turned the motorbike off onto a side track. They rumbled through the dust, around potholes, past a faded sign that said Moura, and then between two ridges, rocks hunched like guardians.

They were in a valley, small, the rearing cliffs streaked with eagle droppings. A creek muttered between round pink rocks, dappled with she-oak shadows. It was cool, after the heat outside. A breeze wandered up from the creek. Above them sat a house, solid and hand-hewn, the timber grey with age. The verandah about it looked more recent — replaced perhaps — as did a new wing that Blue suspected held a kitchen and dining area, a useful precaution in case a burning log tumbled from the stove onto the wooden floor. New-looking poles carried a telephone line on which the currawongs had already learned to perch.

Joseph turned off the engine. In the sudden quiet she heard what she had learned was lyrebird song, an alarm call to say humans were near. A lizard rustled between the thorn bushes. Above them an eagle hovered over the cliffs, then veered down into unseen ranges.

‘Like it?’

She nodded. ‘Who owns it?’

‘Matilda. It was her father’s land, long before she bought Drinkwater. He built the house. She lived here for years. Her cousin, Pete Sampson, lived in the house for a while, before he built his own place at the Overflow after the war. Come and have a look.’

It was a good house, made with love: two bedrooms and the sitting room, the verandah wide for watching the moon rise, the living-room windows angled to see a pool like a brown mirror in the creek, and the gleam and shadows of the valley down to the sheltering ridges. As she’d thought, the new addition was a kitchen, scullery and storeroom, and another room that might be a bedroom or office. She wandered back through the empty rooms. A leaf lay on the polished wood floor. Someone had opened the house earlier for them, had swept up cobwebs and dust, had polished and repainted. It needs a sofa here, thought Blue, and four armchairs there. A cane setting for the verandah …

Joseph had wandered out to the front steps again. ‘Used to be a vegetable garden down there.’ He sat on a step and gestured towards the creek. ‘Wouldn’t mind having one again, though I don’t suppose either of us will have time to tend it. One of the Drinkwater men could come up twice a week, do the garden, chop the wood. Need someone for the housework too. Not live-in servants, just coming up each day.’

She sat next to him. ‘You want to live here?’

‘Yes. Matilda offered it to us last week.’

‘Won’t her boys want it one day?’

‘She says not. She said her great-grandmother, the one she calls Auntie Love, would want you to be here. Says that you’ve spent two years learning a man’s world. Now it’s time to teach you women’s lore.’

‘Like what?’

‘She wouldn’t say. Not to me anyway. You know Matilda.’

How to tell if the land will be generous next year, thought Blue. How to sit and feel the heartbeat of the earth under your fingers. Miss Matilda had taught her a little already, despite her preoccupation with the factory. Now it seemed there would be more. Suddenly she remembered the hymn this dear young man at her side had sung her, two years ago, when she had still been crippled, dependent on charity. And when we find ourselves in the place just right, ’Twill be in the valley of love and delight. She had found the place, the love, the delight. Now Miss Matilda was giving her a valley too.

She grinned at him. ‘Just one problem.’

He looked at her with sudden concern. ‘What’s that?’

‘We’re not married. You haven’t even got round to proposing. And let me tell you, sir, Madame taught me to be most respectable.’ She could almost hear Madame’s approving laugh at that. Madame’s view of respectable was so gloriously different from her aunts’. I lost my mother, she thought, but I have been so rich in mothers too.

He smiled. ‘Do you want me to go down on one knee?’

She grinned again. ‘These steps will do.’

He looked serious for a moment. ‘I didn’t want to ask you when things were uncertain. You might have wanted to go back to Melbourne.’ His smile grew again. ‘Even off to Gundagai. Now it’s a real choice.’

She was touched, but shook her head. ‘I knew where I belonged two years ago.’ They had been good years, learning business management, working with Mah and Mr Thompson, even for a few months at Laurence’s Shoes, despite Mr Cummins’s disapproval and the manager’s apprehension. But she had won him round in the end, especially once he realised that no matter how much she learned, his job was safe. Those factories had been Grandpa’s empire, and her father’s. She and Mah would build their own.

She and Mah were part of Gibber’s Creek now, members of the Country Women’s Association, scone and sandwich makers for the bushfire brigade, regulars at the Sunday afternoon tennis matches. Even more importantly, they were threads of the tough fabric of the community. A piece might fray, or even break, but others would help to hold it together. Each member of the circus had finally found their Gundagai, just like Madame had when she had met Monsieur so many years before. Ebenezer and Ephraim wrote each month, via their daughters, telling of the talents of their grandchildren and the price of bananas. The Olsens were happy, over in California. Now and then postcards arrived, variously signed Your old friend Les or Your cousin Gladys, but each, she knew, from Fred. Perhaps, of all of them, Fred had not found the heart of his life yet. She hoped he would.

Only Sheba to settle, she thought. The old elephant had been lonely in her paddock with Blue and Mah away so much, but having her at the factory wasn’t working out either. This would make a good paddock for an elephant. Two elephants, or even three, old females too tired for the circus …

She heard Madame’s voice in the murmur of the creek. ‘No one wants the girls …’

You taught me well, old woman, Blue thought. Mah and I will give women jobs, with proper wages. When the squished flies make enough money we’ll fund scholarships for girls to learn law or medicine or accountancy, and all the subjects a nice young lady isn’t supposed to know.

‘You know, it’s usual for a girl to give a bloke her full attention when he’s proposing to her.’ Joseph’s voice had no complaint.

‘I am. I was … remembering. Happy remembering.’

‘Good. I have already told your next of kin that my prospects are excellent. As of this morning I am officially a partner in Dr Thomas’s practice at Gibber’s Creek.’

‘My next of kin?’ For a moment she thought of her aunts, remote and polite. No, not the aunts. Nor Uncle Herbert, resident of Pentridge Prison, his vague connection to the aunts a perpetual shame to them. Then she saw Joseph’s grin.

‘Sheba,’ he said. ‘Her majesty gave me her full permission, in return for a bag of carrots. Will you marry me, Bluebell Magnifico Laurence, also known as the Mermaid of the South Seas?’

She laughed. ‘Yes.’

‘And will you solemnly swear that if we have a daughter you won’t call her Poppy, Gladiolus or Magnolia?’

‘How about Daffodil?’

‘Never.’

‘All right then.’ She held out her hand. He slipped a ring on it, a sapphire — of course it would be a sapphire — almost the colour of the sky. ‘I had the jeweller measure the one Matilda lent you, to get the fit right.’

‘Clever, aren’t you? I suspected something was up when she so innocently asked me if I’d like to borrow a ring. Speaking of Miss Matilda, we’d better get back. The party is starting at six.’

‘No hurry.’ He bent and kissed her, his lips as warm as the soil, as the wind. He tastes of the river, she thought, and the mountains, of rocks and all good things.

It was late when they left the valley, the house creaking as its roof lost the sun. Darkness spread like a blanket across the paddocks. The headlights picked out a path in front of them. The air whispered hot against Blue’s face as the motorbike rumbled down the track, its sound deeper than an elephant’s.

Lights blazed along the Drinkwater drive, lined with cars, sulkies and carts. The whole of Gibber’s Creek, it seemed, was celebrating the coming Christmas with the Thompsons tonight. Long white tablecloths covered the trestle tables on the verandah, with punchbowls and silver cups on one side and, on the other, platters of cold chicken, turkey, ham, potato salad and all the other glories of Mrs Mutton’s kitchen, carefully placed under netting to keep off the flies. Over in the shed, garbage bins held ice and bottles of beer. The generator thudded beneath the song of laughter and conversation.

Blue stopped and looked at her slacks. ‘I forgot to get changed!’

‘You look beautiful. No one will notice.’

She shook her head, grinning at him. Nice girls did not wear slacks to parties. Except, perhaps, at Drinkwater, especially if they’d arrived on a motorbike. She shoved her scarf into a pocket and fluffed her hair.

They headed towards the shed. A couple of violins sang to the thump of the piano and the strum of Cookie’s ukulele. The long table had vanished. The space was filled with dancers: Mah in a silver lace dress, waltzing with Andy McAlpine, Joseph’s sister Flinty and her husband, each cradling a baby as they danced, Kirsty with a slightly bewildered beau she’d brought down from Sydney, Sergeant Patterson gay in a polka-dotted tie with his wife, Mr and Mrs Sawyer, the man, Ben Atkins, who Sheba had rescued, swaying with one of the women from Mah and Blue’s factory. Everywhere she looked there were friends, family, neighbours, the biscuit factory workers with their boyfriends or husbands, the wireless factory employees with their families too, stockmen and their wives and girlfriends.

Blue glanced up at the stars, jewels cut out of the fabric of the night. Beyond the music and laughter and beat of the generator she could hear a mopoke call and the faint complaint of sheep. This is my world, she thought. Mine to share and to create …

‘Look!’ She had to speak close to Joseph’s ear because of the noise.

‘What?’

‘Mr Thompson’s dancing! He doesn’t even need his stick!’

‘He’s waltzing Matilda,’ said Joseph. He held out his hand to her. ‘Do mermaids dance, Miss Magnifico?’

She put her hand in his. ‘All the way to Gundagai and back.’ There are many roads to Gundagai, she thought, for every one of us. Perhaps my journey has only just begun.

They stepped into the shed together.





Notes to the Reader

It is customary to state that no characters in a novel are based on any person, living or dead. The characters in this book are based on many people, and elephants, who most decidedly lived, and in some cases still do. To those who recognise themselves, thank you for enriching my life and the world.

Matilda’s Riverview Estate is based on Hammondville, a settlement at Liverpool, NSW, for families evicted from their homes, founded by Canon RBS Hammond of St Barnabas’s Church, Broadway. Although this and similar Depression settlements were usually near major cities, and easier for evicted families to reach, it seemed feasible that the radio factory at Gibber’s Creek might attract enough unemployed people to make a settlement likely there.

Jumping the rattler, the men shanghaied to work loading wheat for a pittance, the farmers who made sure no one would bid more than threepence if a fellow farmer’s property was being auctioned by the bank for failing to pay the mortgage, are all based on real events, as are the circus acts and the circus life at the time.

From the 1850s to the Depression, circuses, theatre companies, vaudeville acts and sideshows toured Australia. Even a small country town would have a theatre, with often a new touring company putting on a play every week, from musicals to Shakespeare or the romantic film melodramas of Australia’s fabulous Lottie Lyell, such as Why Men Love Women, Her Love Against the World and The Midnight Wedding. Along the main rail and river routes, there was a far wider choice of live entertainment than there is today, with dozens of circuses touring Australia at any one time.

Unfortunately for my Magnifico’s, the heyday of travelling circuses had ended with the Depression, or even with World War I. Although circuses still toured Australia — and do today — there were few of the ‘monster shows’ of former days in the 1930s.

Conditions on the road varied enormously, from circus to circus. Some paid good wages and, where possible, the members were put up at hotels so they could use a proper bathroom and hot water; others were more hand to mouth. While small children, including Indigenous children, were taken from orphanages to train early, and some trained with methods we’d think barbarous today, most circuses were genuinely family affairs, with much love and camaraderie.

THE DEPRESSION

Unemployment was a major problem in Australia from the end of World War I. Tens of thousands of returned servicemen had no jobs. In Melbourne on 14 March 1920, more than five hundred returned servicemen marched, demanding ‘a sustenance allowance’ till they found jobs. But the Minister for Repatriation refused.

In 1927 the economy and life in Australia took a sharp turn for the worse when the US stock market crashed due to speculation in stocks that had driven them up far beyond their value. When the stock market dropped a little, people panicked and started to sell their shares before the price dropped even further. Overnight millionaires became bankrupt.

Australia had borrowed from British banks to pay for sending troops to World War I. Now the British banks wanted the loans repaid. Much of Australia’s wealth came from exporting wool, wheat and minerals, but the prices for these dropped dramatically too.

As in all depressions, one ‘knock’ led to another — jobs lost meant less money to spend, less money to spend meant that demand for goods and services dropped further and even more jobs were lost.

In some areas one man in three or four was unemployed. There are no records of how many women were unemployed — in those days the ‘real’ jobs were held by men, even though women supported about a quarter of Australian families back in the early 1930s. Thousands of men went ‘on the wallaby’ — travelling around the country, hoping for a job. Many ‘jumped the rattler’, hiding on goods trains to get from one district to another, though they had to jump off while the train was still moving. Many were injured, and some killed.

Families who couldn’t pay their rent or meet their mortgage payments were thrown out onto the street. Long queues grew outside any factory that might have advertised a single job.

All the government could offer was a small unemployment benefit paid out as food rations, not money — ‘the susso’ (short for sustenance payment) or ‘dole’. The amount varied from state to state, but it was worth about ten shillings a week for married men and five shillings for single men.

Women were not eligible for the susso, even when they were the only support for their families. As Matilda told Blue, in 1932 Victoria’s Minister for Sustenance, Mr Kent Hughes, said that no women would get any help from the government while there were any jobs available as servants — no matter how badly paid or what the conditions were, or even if they couldn’t leave their children to live and work in other people’s homes.

Those ‘on the susso’ had to turn up once a week at the local relief station or police station with their hessian sacks for the flour, hunk of meat, golden syrup, sugar, tea and other staples. Many towns limited strangers to only one susso ration and then they had to move on, to stop a ‘susso camp’ growing up nearby.

But the camps did grow outside each major city and other areas where there was good soil and water, and a chance to make money either as casual labour picking fruit or vegetables, or, as in the susso camp that was once on the edge of our property, panning for gold. Huts were built from old kerosene tins (there were always lots of those around as kero was still used for heating, lights and cooking and even to run a fridge) or scraps of wood and bark and canvas.

Conditions slowly improved towards the end of the 1930s, especially as prices for wool and wheat rose again, and in most of Australia there was no return to the bad drought of 1930. But, for many families, regular work only began with World War II in 1939, when once again most of Australia’s young men vanished to the AIF and overseas.

THE WIRELESS (OR RADIO, AS IT IS NOW CALLED)

The first radio station in Australia to broadcast was 2SB (later to be called 2BL) on 23 November 1923 in Sydney. 3AR and 3LO went to air on 26 January 1924 and 13 October 1924 in Melbourne. The first ‘wireless sets’ made in Australia could only pick up one station. Tommy Thompson’s, of course, were more sophisticated and could be tuned to whatever channels were in range. On 1 July 1932, the Prime Minister, Joseph Lyons, formally launched the Australian Broadcasting Commission (now Corporation), the ABC, with twelve radio stations — 2FC and 2BL in Sydney, 3AR and 3LO in Melbourne, 4QG in Brisbane, 5CL in Adelaide, 6WF in Perth, 7ZL in Hobart and the relay stations — 2NC in Newcastle, 2CO at Corowa, 4RK in Rockhampton and 5CK at Crystal Brook. A wireless was a necessity now in well-off homes and a luxury in poorer ones, where neighbours would gather to listen to music and voices from far away, and even re-enactments of the cricket matches being played in England — the ABC commentators used cables from London to give them the scores and a running report of what was happening, and used sound effects in their studios to make it seem like they were there at the matches.

SCHOOL

By the 1930s all children were supposed to go to school — assuming there was one nearby. Many in the shantytowns of the Depression had no school to go to. Children could also be exempted from school to work, especially if their father was dead or ill or one of the many men who had returned from World War I shattered in body or mind.

Few Indigenous children were allowed into school, even though there were no official rules barring them. Principals often found an excuse so that ‘white’ kids didn’t have to sit near ‘black’ ones.

In some places Indigenous kids had their own schools, but the teacher usually wasn’t qualified, and they were only taught how to do ‘manual’ jobs or domestic work, or carpentry or blacksmithing, not given the sort of education where they could become a teacher or even work in an office, much less ever go to university. Children were even forcibly taken from their families to be trained as servants or stockmen.

EQUAL PAY AND JOBS FOR WOMEN

It is difficult for anyone born after 1970 to understand just how restrictive life was for Australian women until the 1970s. I worked in a hotel in the months between school and university, working three jobs, housemaid, breakfasts and laundry, fourteen hours a day for seven days a week. I was paid $19.50 a week. A man doing a similar cleaning job was paid $140 a week. The minimum wage at the time was $56 for an eight-hour day, five days a week, plus more money for ‘overtime’ — but only for men. There were few jobs where women had equal pay for equal work. A married woman could not even be a permanent public servant. In some places, like Broken Hill, a married woman was not allowed to work at all. Other trades, like being a mechanic, were barred to women. Unions fought against equal pay for women, on the ground that working women would compete for jobs with men, who had to support their families. But even then, as now, many women were their family’s breadwinners. They did not have it easy.

In wealthier circles women, like some of my mother’s friends, almost never handled money, had no idea of their family’s financial position, or knew how to drive. When they were widowed they were bewildered, having never even written a cheque. A woman cajoled her husband into giving her something expensive she wanted, like a fur coat or a television set — she had no way to save for it herself, except from the housekeeping allowance her husband gave her. Many of the girls I went to school with assumed they’d only work until they got married. Only those who passionately wanted a particular career thought they might work even if they had a husband. We’d talk about how important it was to marry the kind of man who would ‘allow’ us to do the work we loved. Society even as a matter of course blamed a woman who had been assaulted, as much or even more than her attacker.

By and large, women in the 1960s were referred to only by their husband’s names in public — a newspaper would talk of Mrs James Smith, not Jane Smith. Our headmistress told us bluntly that we had to choose between a career, and marriage and motherhood, and that she hoped we’d focus on the fulfilment of a career as she had done, for if she had married she would have had to leave teaching. (This had already changed, due to the shortage of teachers.)

This all changed dramatically in the 1970s. Women’s pay rates and ability to reach the top of their professions still lag behind those of men, and unconscious prejudice still hampers women’s careers. But our society has come a very, very long way in a few decades.

When we criticise societies in which women are oppressed and repressed, it is worth remembering how recently our own society was much the same. It is also worth remembering those who fought — and succeeded — to gain the equality women take for granted today, and how quickly social change can come if you work for it.

ELEPHANTS

Humans live closely with many animals — dogs, who we have domesticated to accept us as the leader of their pack; and cats, who have possibly domesticated us so we invented sofas for their convenience — as well as horses and elephants.

The elephants who live with humans are genetically the same as wild elephants, but have close bonds with their carers.

Elephants have almost the same life span as a human — sixty to seventy years. We both become adult at about twenty. Elephants are possibly the most intelligent animals that humans work with. They play, have superb memories, and grieve for those who have died or been injured, whether they are elephants or humans. They sulk, hold grudges, play jokes. They also form strong family bonds. Elephants in captivity have been known to form these bonds with humans. Humans bond equally strongly to their elephant companions, possibly because elephants form social bonds very similar to human ones.

An elephant family group of several related females and their young is dominated by the matriarch, who protects and leads her herd. She is usually the oldest and most experienced and she will face danger to protect those she loves. Elephants protect their injured. And, sometimes, when an elephant forms these bonds with people, as Sheba does in this book, she will do the same for them.

Sheba’s habit of removing items of jewellery is based on the habits of a real elephant.

THE HYMN ‘SIMPLE GIFTS’

‘Simple Gifts’ was written by Elder Joseph in 1848 while he was at the Shaker community in Alfred, Maine, USA. The ‘Shakers’ were a Christian sect, so called because one of their forms of prayer involved joyous dancing. They were also known for their superb woodwork and cooking. Each act was held to be a prayer, to be done simply and perfectly. The song has been adapted by many singers since, and other verses added to it by other writers. This one is probably the original, sung to be danced to.


’Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free
 
’Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be,
 
And when we find ourselves in the place just right,
 
’Twill be in the valley of love and delight.
 
When true simplicity is gain’d,
 
To bow and to bend we shan’t be asham’d,
 
To turn, turn will be our delight,
 
Till by turning, turning we come ’round right.
 


THE MATILDA SAGA

The Road to Gundagai is the third book in the series that began with A Waltz for Matilda and continued with The Girl from Snowy River. While all the books can be read by themselves, the thread of the same land, communities and families runs through them all.

A Waltz for Matilda begins in 1894 and ends in 1915, covering the journey to Federation and the acceptance that we were one nation.

The Girl from Snowy River is set from 1919 to 1926, but with flashbacks to World War I and the Snowy River Enlistment March, as well as glimpses into the future when on a rock below her house Flinty McAlpine meets a wounded soldier from 1969, who fought in the Vietnam War.

The Road to Gundagai is set from 1932 to 1935, in the Depression. The next in the series will be set in 1942, in World War II, and the fifth in 1969, where the stories — and the unanswered mysteries that readers may have glimpsed in the books — will come together.

The Joseph McAlpine in this book is the twelve-year-old Joey of The Girl from Snowy River and the ‘Mr McAlpine’, Drinkwater’s manager, is Andy, who had gone droving with cattle when The Girl from Snowy River opens. Matilda and Tommy are the protagonists in A Waltz for Matilda.

‘OOEY GOOEY WAS A WORM, A BIG FAT WORM WAS HE …’

My mother learned this verse as a child in the 1930s, and taught it to her children in the 1950s and ’60s. There are many versions, some of which are claimed by more recent authors. The original author is unknown.

‘ALL FOR ME GROG’

This traditional Irish folk song was adapted to an Australian setting before the early 1900s.

‘MY TWEETY PIE’

This is original, but contains the elements and phrases used in popular songs of the 1920s and ’30s.

MEDICAL ADVICE

Putting butter on a burn was done in the 1930s. Don’t do it. It will make it worse.

Also, these days medical advice suggests keeping a stroke victim cool.

SQUISHED FLIES

There were several biscuits around in the 1930s with similar nicknames, as well as ‘stuffed monkeys’ and ‘elephant ears’ and other vivid monikers. This recipe is based on an ancient one, where butter or fat was rubbed into ground wheat, barley, oats, rice or other grass seeds, sweetened with whatever fresh or dried fruit was available and baked on a hot rock by the fire. It evolved into Welsh cakes as well as pikelets and Singing Hinnies — so called because they ‘sing’ when the dough is poured onto a hot frying pan.

This is a recipe I adapted long ago, when I lived in a shed with no oven and cooked either on a wood fire or (till it blew up in the heat of one summer, luckily when I wasn’t near it) a single-burner kerosene stove. Makes about twenty-five squished flies.

Ingredients

Pastry:
 
125g butter (or dripping or lard in the 1930s)

2 cups plain flour (can be buckwheat for a gluten-free version)

½ cup brown sugar

Filling:
 
1 cup currants (or chopped crystallised fruit, dried dates or other dried fruit, including cranberries or blueberries, or a mixture of fruits; these can be soaked in orange juice for an hour, then drained if you like a softer filling)

½ cup jam (can be marmalade — different jams give different flavours)

Method

Rub the butter into the flour and sugar till you can roll it into a firm ball. If necessary, add a little more butter.

Take a walnut-sized piece of dough in your fingers — about as wide as a twenty-cent piece or, back then, a penny. Roll the pastry out between your fingers till it’s about as thin as a twenty-cent piece (or a penny). Put a little of the fillings in the middle, then press the edges together so the filling is wrapped securely inside. Repeat with all the mixture.

Heat a frying pan for about five minutes on a low heat. Add a little butter or oil so the ‘squished fly’ won’t stick. Place the biscuits in the pan. Cook on low until they look brown on one side when you lift them up. Turn them over and brown on the other side. They take about two to three minutes each side to cook. It’s important to keep the heat low or the outside may burn before the inside is cooked.

When both sides are brown lift them out carefully and leave to cool. They will be fragile at first, but firmer as they cool. Keep in a sealed container. They will last for weeks, or even months, especially if you keep the container in the fridge (or freezer), but if they grow mould or get soft spots that show there may be mould inside throw them out at once.

They are very, very good — as long as you don’t think about squished flies when you look at their insides.
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