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Synopsis: 
In a lowly sideshow fair in eighteenth-century England, teenager Mim is struggling to find her place. The illegitimate daughter of an aristocratic lady and a black servant, Mim was sold to the troupe as a baby. Not black enough to be truly exotic and, without any special talents, she doesn’t have an act to use on stage and worries she is useless. 

But Alex, the one-armed boxer boy, sees Mim differently. A similar age to Mim and also sold to the fair as a young child, Alex is the closest Mim has to a friend. But the two are approaching adulthood and feel newly interested in each other. 
Then a gentleman, Dr Fox, joins the troupe with his scientific kit for producing ‘electrickery’ – feats of electrical magic audiences have never seen before. To complete his act, Fox chooses Mim to show off the magical effects that simple electricity can produce. Styling herself as the Electrical Venus, she is charged with static electricity and gentlemen pay a penny to receive an electric-shocking kiss from her lips. 

Mim’s overnight popularity means she has found a role for herself at last. At this impressionable age, her growing feelings towards Alex transfer to Dr Fox, who after all has introduced her to this spark of love.

Then Fox’s true intentions are revealed: he is so desperate to have a lord become his patron – freeing him up to practise as a scientist, without needing to perform in the sideshow – that he is prepared to offer up Mim to the lord and his friends to experience an electric kiss on other parts of her body than just her lips.

Mim quickly has to choose what she wants from life. Rather than be Dr Fox’s beautiful piece of electrified flesh, the past weeks of being inspired by Fox and doing her own scientific studies have allowed her to believe that she has something to offer the world.

And so Mim absconds, taking Fox’s equipment, and returns to the troupe, seeking out Alex once more. Mim wants to take a lead in returning electrickery to the show, but their first performance, on a disastrously rainy night, results in Alex falling from a great height, with life-threatening injuries. Mim, feeling guilty and responsible to him, doesn’t leave Alex’s side. And her love for him pulls him through.

So Alex and Mim, once the two lowliest performers in the lowly sideshow, take their lives into their own hands and depart for Venice with their own show: The Lady Electric and the Amazing Tumbling Man.

Style:
The story is told in three different voices, rotating across the chapters: Mim and Alex each speak in the first person, revealing the story and their thoughts as they directly address their pet animal. The third voice is an omniscient narrator who speaks in the third person. Set in eighteenth-century England, each of the voices is peppered with slang of the era and shows the class of each character.

In addition, the different stages of the novel are punctuated by illustrated ‘handbills’ showing the running order of the sideshow entertainments, which also reveal the changing fortunes of the troupe. Other parts of the story are filled in by styled newspaper clippings and bawdy ballads, which show another perspective on the developing action.
Author motivation:
The first spark (ha!) for this story came while stuck in a traffic jam listening to Melvyn Bragg's In Our Time on BBC Radio 4. 

The programme’s scholarly chat usually bamboozles me, but that morning I found myself not only understanding everything, but entranced by it, as the contributors explained early electrical discoveries and the inventive ways natural philosophers demonstrated them to royalty, benefactors and the general public. 

Immediately I was transported back to my secondary school science lab, that physical memory of my hand on the shiny dome of the Van de Graaff generator, the peculiar sensation of my hair flying skywards, the painful delight of zapping a friend with the poke of a finger.

My favourite childhood books, returned to over and over, were never fiction but ones that explained how things worked. Why do clouds form? Where does lightning come from? What makes a light bulb glow? 

The programme described in detail Nollet's hanging-boy experiment with its silken threads and floating feathers. Then came an explanation of a salon trick where a woman was placed upon an insulated block, charged with static electricity, before kissing the men in the room so they might feel the thrill. 

I was stunned. Was this obscure moment in history the reason we describe love the way we do today – as a spark, a charge, as a current of electricity flowing between two people? I had to find out who this woman was upon the block and know her opinions on love. Had they been shaped by her visceral experiences – did she think of love as nothing but static, or as powerful as an electric shock? 

With this book I wanted to speak directly to any girls or young women. If you are, like I was, fascinated by how clouds form and where lightning comes from, or what silent women from the past would have said if they'd been given more of a platform to speak, I hope you might think about pushing forward with your interest in history or science. 

We have come a long way since the days when girls like Mim were kept in their so‑called place but we've also come no distance at all. In writing this book I had to ask myself, in all seriousness: why hadn’t I pursued my love of science and history early on? I think the unpleasant answer is that I believed, back then, that they weren't suitable subjects for girls. Or at least, they were only for the posh girls. This is, of course, bunkum. I am no historian or scientist. But you could be.
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Suggestions for classroom discussion and application: 

Themes include science and love; understanding the world through observing and putting things in order; the role of women and girls and the voice available to them – both in the 1800s and today.
· The story is told from three points of view – Mim’s, Alex’s and the narrator’s. There are also handbills, newspaper cuttings and songs that add to the story. What are the benefits of hearing the story from so many points of view? What are the problems with it?
· Mim and Alex both tell their stories to animals – George the parrot, the pig, and the sparrow. Why do you think Julie Mayhew chose to show us their stories through these one-sided conversations?
· Choose a character in the story who doesn’t tell their own side of the story – such as Dr Fox, Lizzie or Grainger – and write a short additional chapter from their point of view. 
· Mim isn’t sure if love is like her feelings for Alex, or like the spark of her kiss with Dr Fox. Imagine you are Mim and write a list of her feelings towards Alex and one for Fox. Who do you think she feels the truer sense of love for?
· Before she is the Electrical Venus, Mim is advertised as a ‘girl-exotic’. What do you think Grainger meant audiences to feel when they heard this description? What do you think audiences today would feel if they saw an act with this description?
· Mim thought that her route out of Grainger’s troupe was by marrying Dr Fox, but instead Fox betrayed her. Imagine you are Mim, fleeing the lord’s house with the electrickery equipment, and write a letter to Dr Fox to explain yourself. What emotions would Mim be feeling and how would she express that in her letter?
· If you were one of the members of Grainger’s troupe, who would you choose to be? Write a paragraph about the best things in your life, and a paragraph about the challenges in your life.
· Thinking about the novel as a whole, write a list of seven things that are different between the eighteenth-century setting and today, and a list of seven things that are still the same.
· Electricity (and the ‘electrickery’) seemed like magic to eighteenth-century audiences because they had never heard of electricity before, or any of the things it could do. Can you think of something that you have seen in your lifetime that seemed like magic to you? Write a page about what it was like to see and how it made you feel.
