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Chapter One


Arlene Rogers snapped her
fingers. “If you don’t slow down, Mommy’s
going to take away the stuffed snake I won for you.”

Cynthia rolled her eyes
and charged toward the red and white carnival tent, undeterred. A
neon sign flashed: Freak Show
above the entrance. The eleven-year-old’s braces
reflected the artificial light as she chomped down on a cinnamon
churro.

Wanda Whipple sat on a
bench watching the approaching duo as they returned from Cynthia’s
third trip to the bathroom. The girl had downed an iced lemonade in
thirty seconds flat. It was either that or the drink was
getting tossed into the
garbage, warned the carousel operator who
banned sticky drinks anywhere near his precious
ride.

Cynthia plopped down beside Wanda, out
of breath. A ring of cinnamon outlined her mouth. Curly brown hair
framed her slender face, which was made up similarly to Arlene’s.
Black eyeliner and blue eyeshadow transformed the preteen into an
adolescent Queen of the Nile.

“Like my t-shirt?” Cynthia
asked, puffing out her chest. Two sugary churros stood in parallel
like Roman columns supporting a platform with Juanita’s Churro Factory printed
across the top.

“Very elaborate,” Wanda
said, smiling.

“Juanita the churro lady
gave it to me,” the young girl bragged.

Arlene took a seat on Wanda’s other
side, squishing the stuffed green and yellow snake between them,
and pulled out a cigarette.

“That’s number ten!”
Cynthia shouted over Wanda’s lap. “That’s your last cigarette of
the day and it’s only five o’clock. Good luck surviving the rest of
the night, Arlene.”

Arlene sighed and stuffed
the cigarette back into the pack. “First of all, call me
Mom. I didn’t adopt a
roommate—I adopted a daughter. Otherwise, I’ll exchange you for one
of those younger models, who won’t know any different.”

Cynthia rolled her eyes. “They’re
called babies—not models,” she corrected. “We’re not robots—we’re
human beings.”

“That’s debatable,” Arlene
quipped, gripping her cigarette pack. “You’re more like monsters in
cute little people suits who eat you out of house and
home.”

“Stop your bickering, both
of you,” Wanda refereed. “We’re at the Couch Carnival to have fun
and so far you two have been barking at each other to the left and
to the right.”

“You mean, to the right
and to the left,” Cynthia corrected.

“That’s what I said,”
Wanda argued.

“No you didn’t,” Cynthia
persisted. “You said to the left and to the right.”

Wanda held up her hands. “What does it
matter, Cynthia?”

Arlene snorted. “You see what I have
to deal with. It’s a wonder I don’t smoke twice as much, just to
relieve the stress this kid causes me.”

“I cause
you stress?” Cynthia
barked back.

“That’s what I said,”
Arlene approved. “For once, the kid listens to me.”

“It’s definitely the other
way around,” Cynthia disputed. “Listen to this, Wanda. So, Arlene
came to—”

“Mom!” Arlene interrupted. “Call me, Mom!”

“Fine—Mom!” Cynthia gave in.

Arlene flashed a satisfied
smile.

Cynthia continued. “Momma Arlene came
to my school to participate in a social awareness group
lesson—”

“Oh, geez, not this
again,” Arlene groaned, shaking her head.

“Quiet,” Cynthia demanded.
“Anyway, my assignment was to demonstrate empathy for an overweight
girl who other children were making fun of. I needed to find a way
to make the girl feel safe and less afraid.”

“Here we go!” Arlene
complained. “And don’t you mean horizontally challenged?”

Cynthia shot Arlene a
testy look and then continued her story. “I suggested we find the
girl a safe place—where she can get away from the bullies. That’s
when Arlene—excuse me, Mom—yelled out: ‘Take her to a donut
store!’.”

Wanda suppressed a smile.

“What’s wrong with that?”
Arlene protested. “I know a boatload of chubby girls who
practically live in donut stores. And they’re perfectly safe and
bully free. So there!”

Cynthia shook her head and gave Wanda
a you-see-what-I-mean look.

Just then a tall man with sandy blond
hair and cow brown eyes strolled up to them. He wore black slacks
and a long-sleeved white button-down shirt, the top half
unbuttoned, exposing his smooth chest. Around his waist he sported
a thick red belt which sheathed six knife-throwing
blades.

“Well, hello, handsome,”
Arlene purred, fluttering her eyelids. “What brings you to our side
of the tent?”

“An invitation from a
couple of lovely maidens,” he replied smoothly.

“But of course, you only
have eyes for one,” Arlene tested.

“This is true,” he said,
placing his muscled arm around Wanda’s waist. “May I have a kiss
from my beautiful red-haired maiden?”

Wanda chuckled. “Yes, you may. But
only if you promise never to call me your red-haired maiden again.”
She smiled and accepted his kiss.

Wanda and Lonny Fellows had been
dating for nearly a month. They’d met at the Coffee Table Café
where Wanda had a standing gig playing guitar and singing on Monday
and Wednesday evenings.

Lonny and his brother owned Two
Fellows Carnival Company and had been shopping for a location to
install their temporary funfair when they stopped in for coffee.
They ended up staying for Wanda’s full set. Afterward, Lonny bought
one of Wanda’s CD’s and handed her his business card.

The two had hit it off
from the start. Wanda felt an immediate attraction to the confident
gentleman with a sexy Sam Elliott voice and a Patrick Swayze gait.
He was the cast of Roadhouse
all rolled into one fine specimen. When Lonny
smiled, comforting crinkles formed around his brown eyes,
convincing Wanda that he was in the habit of smiling.

Wanda had shown Lonny around Portland,
taking him to all the must-see sites: Pittock Mansion, the Japanese
Gardens, and hiking nearly every trail in Forest Park. Lately, he’d
been teaching her the art of ventriloquy—how to throw her voice
across a room—something Wanda had never imagined she’d have any
interest in. Lonny’s hope was that she’d one day have her own act
in the Two Fellows Carnival Company and join him on the
road.

She’d also been helping
him set up his death-defying
knife-throwing act—Lonny’s claim to fame in the
carnival’s nightly performance lineup. His brother, Burt, had his
own act as a skilled fire eater. Of the two acts, Lonny’s was least
likely to cause bodily harm to the performer—for this Wanda was
thankful.

“You three ready to go
in?” Lonny asked.

“Yes!” Cynthia jumped up,
launching her churro into the air in a Lady Liberty
pose.

A line of carnival guests was
beginning to form at the entrance. Lonny nodded toward the ticket
taker who promptly removed the rope stanchion, letting them pass
through.

“Look at us,” Arlene
bragged as they entered the expansive tent. “The VIP
experience.”

Cynthia’s eyes were as wide as silver
dollars as she took in the colorful scenery.

They passed four waist-high wicker
baskets and a banner depicting a man in a turban playing a
flute-like instrument. A giant cobra curled around the man’s
waist.

“What’s in the baskets?”
Cynthia asked, stepping over a ring of orange safety
cones.

“Stay back!” Lonny said
urgently. “Unless you can play the pungi and charm
snakes.”

“Snakes?!” Cynthia cried,
hopping back over the caution cones and grabbing Arlene’s hand. She
eyed the wicker baskets warily.

“Indian cobras to be
exact,” Lonny said. “One of the most poisonous in the world. They
kill thousands of people a year. You’ll get a good look at them
tonight during Rishabh’s snake charming act.”

“I can’t wait,” Cynthia
said unconvincingly.

In the center of the tent was a
circular arena facing a crescent-shaped stadium. The stage was
already set for Lonny’s knife-throwing performance—the first show
of the evening. A large wheel, painted with a red and white archery
target, stood on one end of the stage. A bright yellow bullseye
marked the target’s center. But Wanda knew the bullseye would
eventually be covered by a human target—Lonny’s sassy assistant,
Polly Kowski.

As if on cue, Polly entered the tent
from the opposite side. She was in full costume—donning a silver
bodice with glittery gold fringe. A pink miniskirt hugged her
fishnet thighs. She sported a fresh hairdo. Tousled platinum curls
made her look like Marilyn Monroe reincarnate.

“I see my fan club’s
here,” Polly remarked in a nasally voice. She looked Wanda up and
down. “Did they have a sale at Goodwill again?”

Before Wanda could reply, Arlene
jumped in. “Yeah, but tramps weren’t invited. Maybe next time,
Polly.”

Polly feigned offense, then snapped
back: “Ouch! Sounds like someone woke up in her own bed, for
once.”

Arlene smiled thinly. “Beats waking up
in the back seat of your girlfriend’s muff-mobile.” She paused,
letting her jab sink in. “Speaking of Hannah, did someone cut the
umbilical cord or are you two on the outs? I’ve never seen you
without your satellite hovering nearby.”

“Hannah’s in the dressing
room,” Polly replied. “Tonight’s her debut performance as Lonny’s
assistant.” When she spoke, she slid her arm around Lonny’s waist,
nudging Wanda aside, and rested her platinum head on his shoulder.
“Be careful not to hurt my Hannah, Lon. Or I’ll make a eunuch out
of you.” She flashed her long nails and grinned
toothily.

Lonny raised an eyebrow and pulled
Wanda closer. “She’ll be fine. I promise.”

“I thought Juanita was
next in line for Polly’s spot on the wheel,” Wanda said to Lonny.
Juanita had been petitioning Lonny for weeks for a centerstage role
in the carnival. She’d had her fill of hawking churros and was
ready to advance into more exciting territory.

Polly scoffed. “Juanita couldn’t fill
my shoes if her life depended on it. I told her to stick to churros
and leave the risky performances to the more
experienced.”

“It’s not like he’s really
throwing knives,” Cynthia said smartly, skipping over to the large
wheel. She peeked behind the wooden façade and her forehead
wrinkled. “Where are the fake knives?”

Arlene snickered. “You’ll
have to forgive my daughter,” she said to Lonny. “The only
knife-throwing act Cynthia’s ever seen was on the
I Love Lucy show. You
know the one where the knives slipped through little slots in the
back…. And so the assistant—Lucy Ricardo—was never in any real
danger. Though, of course, Lucy didn’t know it at the time and
thought real knives were flying at her. It was a hilarious
episode.”

Lonny winked and pulled one of the
knives from his belt. “I can assure you, Cynthia—these babies are
real.” He flashed the sharp point toward the young girl.

Cynthia gave it a tentative tap and
winced. She whipped around to face Polly and cried out, “Are you
crazy? That knife will slice you to ribbons!”

Polly smirked, pinching Cynthia
lightly on the chin as she bent over her. “Little girl, that’s why
people come to watch. Secretly they’re hoping Lonny will make a
fatal error and the knife will plunge deep into my heart.” As Polly
said this, she pounded her chest theatrically, pantomiming the
knife’s lethal entrance.

“Yeah, Cynthia,” Arlene
added with a devilish grin. “With any luck we’ll be wiping what’s
left of Hannah off the floor by this evening.”

Cynthia’s jaw dropped. She said to
Arlene in a serious tone, “You’re deranged, you know that? How did
the adoption agency ever approve your application to be my
mother?”

“A stroke of bad luck, I
suppose,” Arlene rejoined with a dramatic sigh.

Cynthia gasped and regarded Wanda with
a pathetic look. “You see what I mean? What kind of mother would
say that to her child?”

“Oh, get over it,
Sourpuss,” Arlene soothed, pulling Cynthia over for a bear hug.
“You know I love you. Why else would I spend thirty bucks trying to
win you a five dollar stuffed snake.”

“Anyway,” Lonny said,
slipping the knife back into his belt, “there’s nothing to worry
about. In eleven years, I’ve never so much as nicked an assistant.
Hannah will be perfectly safe.”

“Here she comes now,”
Polly said, nodding toward the slim woman dressed in an identical
flashy outfit as Polly. Only Hannah Donovan lacked her girlfriend’s
sensual curves and sexy strut. Watching the scrawny woman approach
made Wanda think of a baby horse testing its legs for the first
time.

“Dear lord,” Arlene said
to Wanda. “You’re going to strap that silver twig to the Wheel of
Death? People are going to be rooting for Lonny to put her out of
her misery.”

“I’ve never worn heels
before,” Hannah defended herself, apparently catching the
expressions of pity on their faces. “I’m a tomboy, what can I
say?”

“You sure you’re ready?”
Polly asked.

“How difficult can it be?”
Hannah said with a halfhearted shrug. “I just have to stand there
and cringe at the right moments.”

“That pretty much sums it
up,” Lonny said. “You’ll be fine, Hannah.

***

Lonny had reserved perfect viewing
seats for Wanda, Arlene and Cynthia—front row center—though Wanda
hoped she wouldn’t get a splinter from the vintage wooden
bleachers. Lonny had acquired the 1930’s gymnasium seats, along
with some outdated street signs, at a town auction for a steal of a
price. Lonny preferred using reclaimed items rather than buying
brand new—a quality Wanda found very attractive.

The half-moon stadium was nearly full,
a few foot-draggers filled the remaining seats. Lonny came out,
illuminated by a bright spotlight. Dust particles speckled the air
as the audience cheered and stomped their feet at his
prompting.

Meanwhile, Polly secured her
girlfriend to the Wheel of Death, tying her hands and positioning
her feet on the metal plank that supported her weight.

Hannah’s face remained expressionless,
but Wanda guessed the woman’s stomach was a flurry of butterflies.
Who wouldn’t be terrified? In a matter of moments deadly knives
would be hurled in her direction.

Polly flipped a switch behind the
wheel and it slowly began to turn. Wanda followed Hannah’s head as
it went round and round, turning the glittery assistant into a
blurry moving target.

The audience leaned forward in unison
as Lonny held up the first knife and took aim.

The suspense filled the
arena.

With a quick release the knife made a
full revolution in the air and struck the Wheel of Death, a few
inches from Hannah’s bare leg.

The audience gasped.

The wheel continued to turn, round and
round, as Lonny held up the second knife. He pivoted slightly on
his right foot then, in a flash, the knife pierced the wooden wheel
an arm’s length above the first knife.

The audience seemed to hold its
collective breath as Lonny pulled out the third knife.

But suddenly, the Wheel of Death began
to wobble.

The spectators exchanged confused
glances.

Lonny appeared visibly surprised and
Polly leapt from the seat she’d reserved on the
sidelines.

Hannah’s jaw dropped and a shrill
scream escaped her mouth.

The wheel continued its clumsy
revolution, wobbling as it spun like a warped vinyl
record.

There was a loud crack as the wheel
broke from its shaft and rolled across the stage.

A shrieking Hannah spun round and
round as the audience got to their feet to better observe the
frightening mishap.

Wanda angled her head in time to
witness the Wheel of Death crashing into the four wicker baskets at
the edge of the arena.

Like oversized bowling pins the
baskets toppled over.

The wheel wobbled for a moment before
coming to a rest in the middle of the four overturned
baskets.

Hannah ceased screaming and a
momentary look of relief spread across her face. The wheel had
finally stopped. She was safe. But relief quickly gave way to
terror as the baskets’ squirmy contents wriggled out.

Four Indian cobras slithered across
the wheel, weaving in and out of Hannah’s legs and across her
glittery torso.

The audience screamed in
horror.

The cobras reacted by striking the
nearest living thing
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