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            It was a cheap gilly of a carnival, getting ready to open for the day’s business. A shrill wind whistled through the steel skeletons of the rides, rocking the seats of the Ferris Wheel and spinning the egg-beater arms of the Scrambler. It billowed the sides of the tents and made loud snapping noises with the garish posters surrounding the ten-in-one and the kootch shows, all announcing boldly, SEE… SEE… SEE… and ALIVE!, ALIVE!, ALIVE! It kicked up dust motes in the alleys between the trucks and trailers on the back lot and snatched a sign reading “office” from the side of a tan Winnebago that sat off to itself just beyond the edge of the midway.

            Inside the office, Jim Dandy looked at the woman sleeping in his bed, and decided to let her sleep a little bit longer. He was a short, lean, wiry man whose dark red sideburns and solid jaw added a feeling of stubborn determination to the depression-era look of his gray slouch cap and narrow suspenders. For him, this was a crucial time, a turning point. He had made the decision that his very identity as Jim Dandy—patch and part owner of the Jim Dandy Traveling Amusement Fair—depended on what happened at the meeting tomorrow. A flip of the coin, and if it came up heads—well then, everything was hunky dory. And if it came up tails… then, by tomorrow night he’d be somewhere else—someone else—doing something completely different. He had been “with it” for most of his forty-six years, and he knew there was always some place to buy a proposition. Why, in his time he’d agented almost every kind of alibi and hanky pank that had ever been invented, from the shooting gallery and guess-your-weight to a gaffed flat wheel that brought in hundreds of dollars a night. There were even a few with a wrinkle all his own. There wasn’t a carnival in this country he couldn’t walk into tomorrow and buy a proposition. This run of bad luck wouldn’t last long. Not for him.

            He had dressed slowly, making sure to observe all of his superstitions, like buttoning his shirt bottom to top, and putting on his right boot before his left sock, because even lady luck had to be coddled on occasion. Then, just as an extra precaution, he slid onto his finger the diamond studded horseshoe ring he’d won in the same poker game where he’d acquired his share of the carnival, rubbed it and turned it twice.

            The empty midway held a sad, sweet feel to it, like youth and beauty on a summer day. He smiled and adjusted the half a toothpick that always hung from the corner of his mouth. Off in the distance, ride boys were wiping down their equipment and agents were opening up booths that seemed to bloom like flowers in the late afternoon sun.

            From where he stood, the rides seemed to have been dumped in a disorganized clump in the middle of the lot. A sorry mess they were, too. The Airplanes needed paint, and so did the Zipper and the Tilt-A-Whirl. The seats on the Ferris Wheel had been patched so many times they almost seemed to be woven out of tape, and even the horses on the Merry-Go-Round—hooves raised and teeth bared in a display of wooden ferocity—were in need of a few dabs of paint, some brass polish, new leather for the halters and stirrups. But somehow at night, with the lights on and the music playing, it didn’t matter. Certainly the marks never seemed to notice. Still, it wasn’t really the rides that interested him; never had and never would, as long as they were kept in working order and reasonably safe. They were the core, the flash and bright lights and music that drew people in, but it was the oddly angled array of booths that were the real carnival. Arranged so that a sucker couldn’t hardly get halfway through the lot without shedding a good piece of change—hanky panks up front, nearest the entrance gates, alibis and grind stores in the back with the ten-in-one and the girly show, all sucking them in, turning them on, roiling them up and turning them away again with nothing but a bit of fluff and a great big grin. That was what the marks wanted. Rides they could get at an amusement park. No, they came to be gaffed. Every night, he watched them tender their dollars with sweating, anxious hands, to see a “giant” no taller than the average basketball player. Not that things were as good as they used to be. Dandy remembered a time when he could throw any old thing into a jar full of green liquid and have the marks begging him to take their two bits so they could have a glimpse of it. Those were the days.

            The first lonely strains of calliope music began to drift on the air as the early comers ambled onto the lot. Dandy watched Lucinda halfheartedly aim a pitch at two chubby kids who were wandering past. They smiled cynically and kept on walking, and suddenly Dandy wanted them desperately. He wanted every cent in their greedy little pockets. And he was just the man to do it.

            “Come here, boys,” he said, nodding them over with a jerk of his head. He whispered to them conspiratorially, and within a minute he knew they were his. “That ain’t no game for you,” he said, hooking a thumb toward Lucinda’s Ring Toss. “Now I got a real game here. A game where a smart young fella can win somethin’ worth havin’.” He led them to a booth deep in the rear of the lot. It was a game called The Swinger, Shingo-Shango’s proposition, and Dandy knew that the agent wouldn’t be opening up for a while. He lifted the awning, slid it into place, and hopped neatly over the counter. The prizes arranged on the back wall included several small appliances, nestled among the purple dogs and chartreuse plush snakes. “Now let me tell ya what I’m gonna do…” he started his spiel, hooking the boys with promises of Walkmen and Watchmen. The game was easily gaffed so that a mark couldn’t win unless the agent wanted him to. A bowling ball tied to a string from the top of the booth and a bowling pin standing on the counter. All that the player had to do was swing the ball so that it missed the pin on the way to the back of the booth and hit it as it returned to the player. Easy enough for the agent to do during the demonstration, but a twist of the wrist when setting up the pin turned the simple trick into an impossibility. Dandy let the ball go, watched it swing to the back of the booth in an easy glide, reach the end of its tether, and turn in one smooth motion, knocking over the pin. He picked up the pin and turned to the boys. “See,” he said. “Easy as fallin’ off a log.” He allowed the mark to try it and smiled as the pin went down. “Hah, a winnah!” he said excitedly, pulling a plastic key ring from under the counter. “Now we’re gonna try for something bigger.” He replaced the pin on the peg that held it in place, only this time turning it that half turn that moved it sweetly out of the path of the ball. Nobody checked to see if the hole in the bottom of the pin was centered. In fact, the bottom of the pin was painted in such a way that it would be hard to tell the hole was off center even if you looked.

            The boy took the ball and released it with a jerky motion, but it steadied as it turned and glided back, missing the pin by a fraction of an inch. “Aw, gee. Looky that. You almost made it. The first time you swung it a little smoother, though. Now let me tell ya what I’m gonna do…” he said, getting ready to up the ante. By the time Shingo-Shango came to open his booth, Dandy was sporting a fat roll of bills, and the booth was surrounded by the largest crowd on the midway. He turned them over to the Swinger agent raring to go.

            Dandy was a man who lived by his luck, and until recently that lady had clung tenaciously to his side. He was a roller of sevens, a recipient of aces—a winner at everything he turned his hand to. But in the three short weeks since this season had begun, all that had started to go sour. Accidents, fights, woman trouble—that was the standard bill of fare at the carnival, but somehow it seemed he was having more than his share. He’d never been one to burn the lot. In fact, he ran a fairly decent show as carnivals go. No Percentage joints with their big money gambling, and Sam’s girls never worked any stronger than whatever deal he could buy from the locals. Even the ten-in-one was mostly legit. But in the last three weeks he’d been shut down by the cops four times, and if anyone ever found out that he’d been hustled for big bucks on a sucker bet, it would be all over for him. But this last thing, losing a three-day slot in Richmond, with no real time to pick up a replacement… that had been the real kicker. A sure sign that Jim Dandy’s luck was gone.

            But then he had found a replacement. Jeb Marcus, patch on the Lowell Bros. Carnival, had gotten in touch with him about a date that his show was offered and had to turn down. Just the right weekend, for just the right number of days. Jack Martin had gone ahead to try and swing the deal, and tomorrow Dandy would work out the details. Well, hell, he could do it. His magic was coming back. He could feel it already, coursing through his veins like whiskey on a winter afternoon. True, Somerset wasn’t really that great a deal; too far north, and a hick town to boot… but it was an omen. That was the important part. Besides, being spang up against Philadelphia might be a real advantage. City marks, without the city cops. And they wanted him. Wanted him so badly that he might not get hustled for more than a couple of free passes.

            “Hey, Jimbo,” he called, noting his daytime security man over by the main turnstile, leaning back in his chair with a copy of Field and Stream open across his lap. He walked over and offered a Lucky Strike, taking one himself. “Trouble?” he asked.

            “Not tonight, Mr. Dandy. Thought I saw someone acting funny over by the kootch tent, but it was just one of the posters hangin’ down. Took me a while to tack it back up though. You goin’ out now?”

            Dandy cupped his hand around a match and lit both cigarettes, taking a deep drag and blowing out a lazy plume of smoke. “I’m headin’ up to Pennsylvania. Got some business to take care of. No need to hold things up, though. Give Sam the key to the cashbox and tell him I said to take care of things while I’m gone. Any trouble, you handle it. Anything you can’t handle, get Sam. He’s runnin’ the whole she-bang ’til I get back.”

            “Sure thing, Mr. Dandy. Oh… Esmerelda said to remind you that we have to pick up some supplies tonight or tomorrow. You know… the beer and stuff we collected for… for the G-top,” he added, noting Dandy’s quizzical look.

            “Right,” Dandy replied. He pulled a large wad of bills from his pocket and peeled off a pair of twenties. “Have one of the roughies take care of it, would you, Jimbo?”

            Essie’s battered old woody was parked across the street from the fairgrounds. It hadn’t occurred to Dandy to ask if he could use it—he’d merely lifted the keys from her purse the night before. He wondered if she knew. Damn broad wouldn’t say a word if she did. She’d just wait and get even later.

            Even this late in the day, the Virginia sun made the inside of the car feel like a sauna. He hated to roll into Pennsylvania bathed in sweat like a backland yahoo, but a few hours on the road would cool him off. He climbed inside, punched the middle button on the radio, and sang along with Ferlin Husky as he steered the car’s bulky body out toward the highway.
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            Sam Dollar stepped out of the shower and shook himself, spraying water all over the tiny cubicle. He could smell frying bacon just outside the curtain that cordoned off the sleeping area. He toweled himself lightly, careful not to jostle the small carved dragon that hung from a leather thong around his neck, tied the towel around his waist, and followed his nose toward the heavenly aroma. The Viking was standing by the propane stove wearing nothing but one of Sam’s old T-shirts, which emphasized a figure that didn’t need any emphasis. He patted her tenderly on her bottom and leaned over to kiss her on the neck. He was a huge man, most often compared to a grizzly bear, but she was almost as tall as he was.

            “Morning, Doll,” he said. “This is nice. I could get used to this.” He smiled at her soulfully, looking down through thick, black lashes with eyes so dark brown that it was hard to see the pupils. There had been few mornings when he hadn’t had someone there to feed him. Sam hated to sleep alone. For a long time, Katie had taken very good care of him, but she had gotten so possessive lately that he’d asked her to stay with the other girls for a while. Just once, he had gotten that close to a woman. Never again. It was better to keep your distance. And, besides, tall, good-looking Nordic types didn’t often come his way. While the Viking cooked, he hurriedly threw his clothes on. A pair of jeans and a T-shirt was all he ever wore. Sneakers and his watch completed the picture. He sat down at the table to add them. “Ten o’clock… Too early for a decent human being to be awake.”

            “Wanna go back to bed?” she asked, turning around and throwing her arms open in an inviting pose. He put his arm around her waist and drew her toward him, gently kissing her right breast.

            “Love to, Baby, but I can’t. The patch is away for the day and I gotta play mother hen. You know what it’s like around this joint with Dandy gone… suddenly, ain’t nobody can figure out how to fart without checkin’ with me.”

            She set the breakfast out on paper plates and squeezed into the seat across from him. “So, why do you have to do it? Is he planning to make you a partner or something?”

            “Partner? Sometimes I think this’s too damn much work. But I do like ownin’ you girls, so I’ll just go on payin’ privilege to keep my little proposition, just like everybody else, and he can get someone else to do the partnerin’ if he wants. I’d make a lousy owner, and an even worse patch,” he added, remembering the time he’d tried to break up a simple fight in Memphis and wound up spending three weeks in the slammer. He was never sure just how he’d managed to last out two years in the Army without getting into serious trouble. Sam reached out and patted her hand. “Dandy just trusts me, I guess. Be glad I don’t usually have nothin’ to take care of but you girls. Gives me more time to take care of you right. Got any complaints? Didn’t think so,” he went on without giving her a chance to answer. She giggled. It was strangely endearing to see a woman who was almost the size of a halfback giggling like a little girl. “Listen, Baby. No need to spoil both our days. You go on back to bed and get some more sleep, and if I get the chance, I’ll come back in and give you somethin’ wonderful to dream about.”

            “Sam? Before you go, I want to ask you something.” He knew what was coming. The only surprise was that it had taken her this long. He arched an eyebrow and waited for her to speak. “I figured with Mystic running off to get married, you were stuck without a lead girl. Now, I know I’m the newest one, and maybe I’m talking out of turn, but I am a real fast learner, and you can’t say the guys don’t like me. Anyway, I was wondering…? “She chewed at a thumbnail and appealed to him with her eyes for help, but he just continued to look at her as if he had no idea in the world what it was that she wanted. Eventually, she walked around to his side of the table, sat down on the edge of the seat, put her hand on his chest, and traced the carnival logo on his shirt as she spoke. “What I was wondering was… maybe you could give me a shot at the job? I could do it, Sam. I know that I could.”

            “Hmm?” Sam said. He kissed the top of her head and pushed her gently out of his way. “You still got some things to learn, but I’ll think about it,” he said as he got up to leave. Damn thing was that he had considered it, ridiculous as it was. She was first-of-May and the other girls hated her, but she had a pretty good figure, she knew how to tease, and she was willing to do almost anything. Esmerelda should have the job, damn her. Even crowding forty she could still wring a mark inside out. No one was ready to call her “grandma” yet. But the dumb broad wouldn’t take it. “Sorry, Sam,” she had told him, “but this is just one last tour before I retire, and I don’t want to spend it fighting off a bunch of rangy teenagers.” He didn’t really believe her. No carny would ever ask such a personal question unless invited to, but he was sure that she must have suffered a major set-back to keep her touring at an age when most dancers had been retired for years. Her grouch bag had been pretty full the last time he’d worked with her. Probably some man. He had often thought that none of his girls had any taste in that department, although what that said about Sam Dollar had never occurred to him. Just look at Katie. Katie should have been the logical replacement for Mystic. All the girls got along with her, and she drove the marks crazy, but there were just too many things that Katie wouldn’t do. “Too futzy,” Essie had called her. But not too futzy to spend all of her time hanging around with Gregor these last few days. A lousy ride boy, and a foreigner to boot. He grabbed the final piece of bacon from the plate and ate it as he walked across the lot.

            People had begun to stir by the time that Sam went out to check in with Jimbo. Roughies were out playing with their rides, greasing parts, testing motors, tightening bolts. Randall, the Gnarly Man—one of the last true freaks on the circuit, his ancient body covered with large hanging sacks—was enjoying a moment of sunshine in blessed anonymity. By ancient custom, freaks were the only carnies who didn’t stir into town. “Hey, Sam,” he called in greeting.

            “How’s it goin’? Seen Jimbo?” Sam asked. Randy pointed toward the gate and rolled his eyes. “I know,” Sam said. “Where else would he be?”

            Lucinda’s daughter was playing a game of jacks in the middle of the lot. He knew that she wasn’t much older than eleven or twelve, and he was startled to see how good she was starting to look at that age. He smiled at her, ashamed of what he’d been thinking. Cinda was going to have to start keeping an eye on her. She was already one of the best shills in the business. “Jen, whyn’t you take that in the back lot where you won’t be in anyone’s way?”

            “Aw, Sam, I’m not in the way,” she looked up at him stubbornly. He raised an eyebrow and said nothing. She started gathering her things together, pulling her mouth to one side in a look of disgust. “Can’t see anything from back there,” she muttered under her breath as she stood up. Sam smiled and tousled her straight blonde hair as she went past.

            Jimbo was by the gate, reading his magazine. Jimbo was always reading. It made Sam suspicious. It was something he’d learned in his Nam days—people who read were trouble. Katie always had a book shoved in her face, and it had taken Sam a long time to break her of the habit. How the hell could you trust anyone who read all the time? How could you tell what they were thinking? It was okay, Sam supposed, for one of the girls to pick up a love story once in a while… as long as they didn’t take it too seriously. He leaned his hip up against the turnstile and began to clean his fingernails with his pocket knife. “Everythin’ goin’ okay this mornin’?” he asked.

            Jimbo did not bother to look up from his magazine. “Couple of kids tried to get in. I took care of them.”

            “That all?”

            “Just about. Some of your friends coming now, though,” he added. There was a touch of venom in his voice.

            Sam did not need to turn around. He could hear Katie and Gregor’s voices as they approached the lot. He moved back from the turnstile just long enough to let Katie through, then leaned back again, effectively blocking Gregor’s entrance. “Mornin’, Doll,” he greeted her. It was easy to tell where they had been. Katie’s arms were loaded with grocery bags.

            “Bit early for you, isn’t it?” she asked. She stopped and raised her leg to shift one of the packages with her thigh.

            “But not for you, huh?” he ogled her outfit—a pair of shorts and a backless halter—shook his head, and laughed. “I swear, I try to sell it, and you just give it away. Seems like no matter how hard I try, I ain’t never gonna make you carny, girl.”

            Katie turned around and thrust the bags at Sam, forcing him to take them from her. Then she pulled the scarf from her chestnut hair, stuffed it into a pocket, and, with a voice so tightly controlled that no one but Sam could hear her, said, “My life is my own, you son-of-a-bitch. You gave it back to me, remember? So, now, what I do with it is nobody’s business but my own, unless it concerns my act. Is that clear? When you are around me, you will act like a human being. So, either you let Gregor through with the beer for the G-top, or not a single one of us will work for you tonight.”

            Sam turned toward Gregor, an exaggerated look of surprise on his face. “Oh… Gregor… I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there,” he said a touch too sweetly. Gregor smiled insincerely as he passed the kootch show agent. Sam smiled back, a huge cat-and-canary smile.

            “Still got a thing for her?” Jimbo asked with a chuckle.

            Sam balanced one bag on his knee and reached up to finger the little carved dragon through the thin cotton of his shirt; he felt a calmness settle over his body. “It’s just insulting that someone who used to belong to me could ever settle for a lousy roughie, just because I dumped her. But then, you know Katie. She’s like a little kid. Trusts everybody. Dandy say what time he’d be back?”

            Jimbo repeated his instructions from Dandy, and Sam nodded. Nothing to do until eight o’clock, and the Viking was waiting, but somehow he wasn’t in the mood. He dropped the groceries off in the G-top and sat down to kibitz at the poker game that was a constant feature there.
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            Dandy woke up screaming. There were beads of sweat on his forehead, and he had a moment of panic before his fingers unlocked from a horrid dream paralysis. He flexed them repeatedly.

            Despite the comfort of a real bed, Dandy hadn’t gotten much sleep. It had been months since he had slept anywhere except the Winnebago, and he had been looking forward to a night in a motel, but there was just too much riding on the deal for him to enjoy it. That surely was what had caused the nightmare. He couldn’t remember what the dream had been about. He wanted to go over the details, examine them for portents and omens, but immediately the dream had begun to fade in the sunlight like early morning fog. He lit a cigarette to steady his hands. “Scarin’ yourself with booger men,” he said. Well, one thing he knew. Despite the obvious, nightmares were often good omens. He took a long, leisurely shower in a tub that felt like a palace compared to his own tiny stall, then, without even the customary toast and coffee, he hit the road again.

            Somerset was too small a community to show up on the road map that Dandy had picked up on the highway. He had taken the appropriate exit from 1-95, and pulled over to consult the directions he had written on the back of an envelope the other night. It wasn’t much farther—just a little way up 222, over Folcroft Road to Rampo Street.

            It was a vast, empty lot, fenced in by a twelve-foot, iron-spike fence that got even higher in places. It was the sort frequently used in nineteenth century school yards. Across the street was another lot, choked with weeds, which would be perfect for parking. Inside the fence was about a half acre of utterly featureless, baked-brown soil where nothing grew. He was curious about what had been there originally—an old mansion, perhaps? More likely, some kind of institution, like a church or prison, or maybe even a hospital. There remained not even a trace of the building’s foundation visible above ground.

            Jack Martin stood by the open gate, looking at his watch. He was wearing a suit and tie. “Hey man, do you always dress that way for a meet?” Dandy asked.

            “What the hell’s wrong with it?” Martin asked.

            “If you’re tryin’ for GQ, you come closer to Woolworth’s basement. Straight off-the-rack stuff. Bad fit—no class. You oughta let me take you to my tailor.” Dandy tugged at the hem of his corduroy jacket.

            “Oh, and who is this wizard with a needle? Cowboy Bob?” Martin asked, rolling his eyes.

            “Jack, you old son-of-a-bitch. Good to see ya.” Dandy thumped him on the back. “How ya been?”

            “Ulcer’s been bothering me, otherwise jake. You’re looking pretty good yourself. How’s tricks?”

            “Same ol’, same ol’.” Dandy looked around. “Okay buddy, what’s the story here? You work out a deal? I hope I don’t have to throw in my new shoes.” He walked into the lot and squatted down, feeling the texture of the earth with his hands.

            “Usual stuff. License, rental… I don’t think we’re going to have to pay much squeeze: they seem pretty anxious to have us here. Seems the townies are pretty superstitious about this lot. Supposed to be haunted or something. They want us to take the onus off the place so’s they can sell it at a better rate. I guess they figure if people’ll come here when it’s a carnival, they won’t be afraid to come when it’s a shopping center.”

            “So whaddya think, Martin? You think folks’ll be afraid to come out here?” Dandy asked warily.

            “That’s the beauty of it all. It don’t make no neverminds to us if these folks show at all. This burg has a population that wouldn’t even pay your gas bill up from Virginia if they went on every ride twice. You’re gonna make your nut off marks from Philly, and Norristown, and York, and Lancaster, whether these clowns show or not. But as far as the spook stuff goes, it’s gettin’ you a real good deal. Now, I checked out the codes. You shouldn’t have any problem with the freaks. There are a few local statutes that may give you some trouble with the kootch show.”

            “What about the local talent?” Dandy asked.

            “Local operator’s a man named Billingsly. I don’t think we’ll need to set up a meet.”

            “Nah. He’ll be around soon’s we open.” Dandy said, shaking his head. “Well, it all sounds pretty standard.”

            “I told you on the phone that I didn’t need you, but since you’re here, does the lot look a little short to you? They gave me the official measurements and they’re fine, but it doesn’t quite look right.”

            Dandy wrinkled up his face and looked around, measuring the lot with an expert eye. So much room for rides, so much for joints, aisles so big, the tents in the back. Plenty of room left for generators, not a whole lot of space for the trailers. The cars and the big rigs would go over in the parking area. “It’s a squeeze, but I think we’ll make it. Sounds pretty sweet,” Dandy said with a smile. “So tell me, Jack, what’s botherin’ you?”

            “Nothin’, Dandy. What makes you think—”

            “Save it for the marks. I know you a long time. Somethin’s eatin’ you.”

            “We’ve got to meet Walter Redd pretty soon.” Jack Martin said as he looked around uneasily. “Listen, Patch, I’ll level with you.”

            “What? And set a precedent?”

            Martin smiled. “Didn’t know you knew any words with more than four letters in it. No, there’s nothing wrong here… at least nothing I can put my finger on. I just have a bad feeling about this.” Martin looked away, not wanting to see Dandy’s face.

            “What’s this… psychic time?” Dandy scoffed, “You want me to have Aunt Aggie up here to read your tea leaves?” And yet, he knew what Martin meant. He had been feeling something of the same thing himself. There were two frame houses on the far side of the lot; obviously abandoned buildings—boarded up and in total disrepair—but Dandy couldn’t shake the feeling that there was somebody inside them, watching. A few people who had taken a shortcut through the weeded lot across the street stopped dead when they saw the two carnies, and stood there like statues. Not moving, not talking. They watched mutely, like a jury ready to give sentence, staring… staring… staring…

            “That’s what’s gettin’ to you,” Dandy said, pointing them out to Martin. “Small towns,” he muttered under his breath. He turned toward the group and shouted, “What the hell are you staring at?” Most of them had the good grace to look embarrassed. One woman tugged at her husband’s arm and the group began to disperse. “Leazets geazo,” he added to Martin, saying “let’s go” in the carny idiom which was always used in front of outsiders.

            “Okay,” Martin said, “but let’s take my car, huh? Better P.R.”

            Dandy didn’t have to be talked into it. The burgundy Mercedes was air conditioned, and the cold air felt great on his sweat-drenched body.

            “I hear Lutzy’s taking all comers on the Yankees this year,” Martin said as they turned onto Station Street, past the depot that gave it its name.

            “If they come in over .500, he’ll do okay,” Dandy answered, noting with enterprising interest the used-car lot that swung past his window. Most of the cars had been large and fairly new, and a few had been very, very old. Whistling a chorus of “We’re in the money,” he pointed it out to Martin.

            “Not bad,” Martin said. “My son Jim would really like that Alpha-Romeo.”

            “When he gets out of law school, he might be able to afford it,” Dandy said, his conversation becoming a little more animated; the next few blocks contained nothing but rows of frame houses, neither particularly big nor especially luxurious. “Seein’s how he takes after his father, he’ll probably do pretty good in the law. Just a different kind of conman’s all.”

            The street widened out, pushing east-bound traffic to the right of a small center strip which housed four benches and a statue. This was the business district of Somerset: two blocks of stores, offices, meeting halls. Dandy noted that a large, modern CVS Drug Store sat right next to the dingy corner building that housed Miller’s Pharmacy, with its dusty plate-glass window full of ancient trusses and hot water bottles, broken, only partially operational neon signs that offered Breyer’s Ice Cream and Delicious… Refreshing… Coca Cola, and a three-inch Christmas tree that had probably been put there when Santa was a boy. “Twenty to one that place has the best malts and the worst dogs in town,” Dandy offered.

            “Sucker bet,” Martin responded in mock seriousness. “Probably has the only malts and hot dogs in town. How can you lose?” He pulled the car into a slantwise space in front of the Jewel T Market. Dandy jumped out and tossed a couple of slugs into the meter. He hooked a thumb toward the miniature park in the middle of the street.

            “I’ve played a few lots like that in my time,” he said. He kept up a steady patter as they walked past Milly’s Dress Emporium, Zei-Dee’s Shoes, Doctor K. MacCourtney, D.D.S., and into a stone faced building that was a combined J.C.C. office and Knights of Columbus meeting hall. The meager collection of shops would have depressed Dandy if Jack Martin hadn’t pointed out that just outside of town was the Sweetbriar Mall, which contained everything that the local heart could possibly desire including a Sears outlet and a 3—count ’em, 3—theater movie house.

            Walter Redd’s secretary was an unimpressive, just barely post-adolescent who wore too much makeup and chewed her nails to the quick. She announced his callers, making sure they knew they were interrupting her crossword puzzle, then pulled her Walkman earphones back into place and picked up her puzzle again. A moment later, the other door opened, and Mr. Redd ushered them into his office. It was a small but neat room, carpeted and furnished in a comfortable, business-like style, but the man inside it obviously yearned for a bigger desk. He was the polyester man of the eighties: quiet, neat, coordinated—his shiny, professionally styled brown hair just long enough to curl around the bottoms of his ears. He offered a firm handshake and directed the two men to a pair of imitation leather armchairs opposite his desk. Dandy noticed with amusement that Redd’s own chair was just enough higher than the ones they were given to make visitors feel they were facing a figure of authority. Somehow, on the slender young Walter Redd, it defeated the purpose, making him look even smaller and younger.

            “Actually, Mr. Dandy, Mr. Martin, it worked out very well for us that you happened to be free. This is a special weekend for us. Somerset’s bicentennial. We had already planned a celebration, but it just didn’t seem quite grand enough. I wanted the town to do something special. A carnival in Morgan’s Field seems like just the right way to precede the ground breaking that we’ll be doing there this summer. I take it that you’ve seen the land and that it meets your specifications?”

            “Well… not quite,” Martin said, playing Redd for a reaction. He got it. The young man was not able to hide his disappointment. “But perhaps if we could also use the little lot across the street for parking and storage?”

            Walter looked relieved. “I think we can even have the weeds cleared out for you. Gentlemen, I understand that you run a good, clean show.”

            “I don’t like my operators gamblin’ for money on the lot,” Dandy said. “What we got is a few games of skill, a few rides, and some exhibitions.”

            Walter Redd nodded. “Tell me about those exhibitions.”

            “Well, what we’ve got is your standard side-show—sword swallower, snake handler, tattooed man, giant and a couple of unusual people—”

            “Freaks?” Redd asked.

            “We don’t like to call them that,” Dandy answered, keeping his voice even, although he felt that “I don’t like your lousy, condescending tone,” would have been a better answer. “It’s all in the name of good, clean fun.”

            “And your other exhibitions?” Redd continued.

            “We have some exotic dancers,” Dandy added.

            Walter Redd held up his hand like a cop stopping traffic. “If we’re talking about strippers, I’m afraid I’m going to have to draw some lines. I’ve heard about carnival strip shows. This is a small town, Mr. Dandy. This carnival will be attended mainly by children—”

            Martin interrupted. “Mr. Redd, it’s not that sort of thing at all! Men have certain interests. We like to think that we cater a little bit to the interests of everyone. Carnival folk have a great love for children. Why, there’s not a carnival man anywhere who’d allow a child into the kind of show you’re talking about. We know that you have a strong interest in keeping this town clean, and to prove our sincerity, we’d like to offer a small donation toward your campaign.” He took out a thick envelope and laid it on Redd’s desk. It was a small bribe by carnival standards—much smaller than the one they had paid for their current date. Ridiculously smaller than the one they would have to offer the local crime boss to keep from being rousted. Redd looked warily from the envelope to Dandy and back. Had the young pup never been offered a bribe before? For a moment, both the experienced pitchsters were afraid that they had run into that legendary contradiction in terms, the honest politician.

            “Now look, Mr. Redd,” Dandy started in, using the same tone he used in spieling marks, “we’re all businessmen here. We’re not out to corrupt young kids or shock old ladies. What we offer is no worse than what can be found in those joints out on the highway. No different than what can be had from almost any video tape place. The only real difference is that we’re very careful about who we admit.”

            Redd nodded, and put the envelope into his pocket. “A campaign contribution, that’s all, but if you run the kind of show you say that you run, there won’t be any trouble,” he said.

            Dandy smiled. “Now why don’t you come around on Friday night, and I’ll show you around the place. I think you’ll be pleased with the operation I run. I think you’ll find that even the dancers are well within the standards. They’re actually very nice girls, Mr. Redd.”

            “There’s one more thing I think I ought to tell you before you leave,” Redd added as they started from their seats. “There’s a bit of local superstition about the lot where you’re setting up. There’s a local rumor that the lot is haunted. I guess every town has a place like that, only it’s bad for business. We’re hoping that having your carnival out there will break down the superstition, so we can get a good price for the land. We’ve already had one offer, but I think we can do much better. I don’t think it will affect your business too much, because even if the locals don’t go, and I think they will, you’ll still get all of the surrounding communities.” He stood to shake their hands. Dandy was amused by Redd’s crestfallen expression. If he stayed in politics, he would learn. Greed got them all in the end. Old P.T. was right: You can’t cheat an honest man… or buy one off, either.
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            There was always a coffee urn and an ice chest full of beer in the G-top, as well as the ubiquitous card game. When Katie came in, two games were going in different corners of the tent, but they were so noisy that it was almost as good as being alone. She poured herself a cup of coffee, and found a quiet corner where she could set up folding chairs for herself and Esmerelda. Essie was her confidant for all her problems with Sam, and Katie was still as hot as a smoking pistol over her run-in with Sam at the gate. “Where the hell does he come off talking to me like that? Who the hell does he think he is?” She turned to look at Essie, and suddenly started to laugh. “You know, I think he actually does believe I’m having an affair with Gregor.”

            “Well, good. Let him. The son-of-a-bitch. I hope it’s drivin’ him crazy. Sam’s a nice guy, an’ the best boss I ever worked for, but he’s got a real problem when it comes to you, Katie. All I can say is, you must be either a fool or a saint to wait around for him like this. Maybe someday he’ll appreciate it.” The older woman snapped the tab on a can of beer and began to drink.

            “Definitely a fool, Es. I just can’t help it. I know I ought to pack my bags and run for the nearest exit, but every time I make up my mind to go ahead and do it, I catch him looking all lost and lonely, and I just can’t do it.”

            “That, kid, is because he’s playin’ you like a mark. He knows exactly how long the show should be, and he’s got just the right timin’ on the intermission. Every time it looks like you’re not gonna put up with it any more, that’s when he comes around and tells you that he just can’t live without ya, so’s you’ll never be able to leave him without tellin’ yourself if you’da just stuck it out for a little longer, it woulda worked out.” She took a long pull from the can and reached for Katie’s hand. “I’ve known Sam a long time. He was just a snot-nosed punk didn’t know which end of a woman was up, when I went to work for his father. Was a time when he was the most considerate guy any woman could get her hands on. Then he went into the army. Now I don’t know that he met anyone while he was in Nam—maybe it was just the war—but he ain’t been the same since. And you, Katie. It’s worse with you. You want to know if Sam loves ya. I’ll tell you, yes, he loves ya. He loves you and it’s killin’ him, because the more he wants you, the more he has to prove that he can do without ya. And I don’t think that’s ever gonna change.”

            Katie looked over her shoulder. Essie had been talking softly against the loud conversation of the poker tables, but Katie felt uncomfortable knowing they were not alone. “You know,” Katie whispered, “I never minded much with any of the other girls, but Christ, this Scandinavian bitch is an insult.”

            Esmerelda smiled. “You think you hate her? Don’t even mention the Viking in front of Maggie. Imagine—that big slob practically knocking Maggie over to grab center stage!”

            “Maggie would have killed her too, if you hadn’t stopped her,” Katie giggled. “Maybe you shouldn’t have.”

            “I’ve got better ways to take care of… Oh, hi, Pritt,” Essie said as Peter Carger walked over to say hello, his bare chest displaying a full set of tattoos.

            “Private conversation, or can anybody join?” Pritt asked.

            “Sorry, Pritt. Private,” Katie answered. He winked and backed away. Katie watched from the corner of her eye as he grabbed a beer from the ice chest and went over to join the card players.

            “I just wish that Sam and I could be a little more like Pritt and Cinda.”

            “Yeah. I can see it all now. A cozy little ski lodge to winter in, and a restaurant with a back room so he could get a little action whenever he wanted. It wouldn’t be any different, Katie. Women come to ski lodges, too. Men! They just ain’t worth it. Now me, I’ve given up on men. End of this season, Grandma here’s gonna retire so pretty it’ll shock the neighbors when one of ya comes to visit. I’m gonna buy a little shop somewhere where the carnival doesn’t go, and I’m gonna sell flowers and seashells to the tourists, and I ain’t ever gonna raise my skirts to no man again.”

            “No man?” Katie asked with a laugh. “That doesn’t sound like a whole lot of fun. And besides, what will we do without you?”

            “Just the same as you’re doin’ now, only not as good. Come on back to the trailer. I picked up some material in town that’ll look real good on you.”

 

 

5

 

            The lot was a going concern when Dandy showed up, a bottle of Johnny Walker red in his fist. The rides were running about half full and some of the flats hadn’t opened yet, but both of the grab joints were crowded and the Bozo was doing a booming business. He had one poor man—balding early and more than a little bit paunchy, an easy target—riled up to the point where his face was red and he would have given his last penny to get even, but the rest of the crowd was laughing. Dandy clapped the Bozo agent on the back as he went past. “Everything runnin’ smooth?” he asked in the carny idiom, adding a z in the middle of every syllable.

            “Dry as a bone,” Maxie said, nodding his head in the direction of the young man who
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