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A smoke juggler herded his ghostly menagerie out the auditorium entrance and past me. Applause swelled for his performance. I fidgeted by the entrance until the houselights began to dim, then I entered the concealing gloom. The sparse orchestra struck a flourish; The opening burlesques were about to begin. At the far side of the theater, a baby cried. The fashionable mother of the infant passed the tiny bundle to a young usherette, who took it to the back to comfort it. Before the theater fell completely dark, I read the ticket and saw that it was only one seat in from the aisle. I stood staring at the slip of paper in the dark, frozen. A pall seemed to clear from my mind. Standing there in the dark, hearing the flourish and then a baby’s cries; it all seemed somehow familiar.

Life had been impossible since my breakdown, and since I had tried to harm myself. My mind had been a blur for weeks, and I had been filled with all sorts of dreamings. Indeed, I barely remember my doctor having given me this ticket with the admonishment. “Watch the show. It will be good for you to get among people. You do want to get better, don’t you?”  

From the back of the theater came a voice. “This way, sir. I’ll help you to your seat.”

From the dark came a tall, burly usher. He grabbed my elbow. My nerves jumped. I fumbled at the pocket of my coat and touched the cold single-shot pistol.

I thought, The usher’s just doing his job! Steady!

I flicked my hand out of my pocket and adjusted my thick ascot. I rued bringing the pistol; in it I had imagined comfort and safety, but now saw my nerves could cause some poor innocent dire harm.

The usher led me to my aisle. We stood at the edge. There was something about the half-lit row of people that brought a gout of fear.

“Your seat, sir,” the usher said, strangely loud, glancing at the other patrons as if something was amiss.

They seemed like rows of cadavers, the way the stared forward as one. I fought an urge to flee.

The usher stared, as if prompting me for a line in a play. “Your seat. Sir.”  

I could hesitate and delay no more. I resigned myself, braced my nerves and plunged in.  

Fate tweaked me and I stepped on the toes of the puffy, taffeta-wrapped matron who was seated on the aisle. Anxious to almost trembling, I begged her sincerest pardon and fell into my seat. I looked to the stage. 

Another brash sting from the orchestra made up for loudness what it lacked in members. I knew from my own failures to get acting work that theaters didn’t pay quality performers a decent wage. It’s cheaper to pay for the lurid, and the masses love the lurid. The unions are no help, not when abominations and even the reanimated dead are now considered sport. 

The chime organ and brass pixiepipe struck up the lively old ditty Saunter To The Dance Floor.

My guts chilled.

I thought, Please don’t let it be...

Upon the orange-lit curtain writhed huge white letters, projected from behind by a Livid Lantern: “The Genteel Ghoul”.

An anguished groan escaped my lips. The matron beside me snuffled into her handkerchief.

I wanted to scream, What is wrong with you –- with this world –- that you tolerate horrors like this?

But that would have been my anxiety speaking. I was the one who was ailing and out of step. It wasn’t they who were cruel, but I who was too nervous. It was so wearying to keep that always in mind.

I smiled weakly. “I thought this act got old a long time ago.”  

The old peahen said nothing. Something about how the orange light struck her made me anxious. Did I know her from an audition? No. She looked familiar, and her disdain was obvious. I turned back to the stage and gripped the arms of the seat. The wood creaked.

“The Genteel Ghoul” has been a burlesque stand-by for years. Why audiences enjoy “The Genteel Ghoul” always has been a source of mystery and disgust to me. 

A spotlight lit the stage, which now seemed far too close. I was conscious, so fatally conscious, of the weight of the terrible, comforting machine of destruction in my coat pocket.

Slowly, the light swung up a side promenade leading from the stage. It settled on the dark wooden doors. The doors opened and the performers entered. That these were featured performers who toured the nation, and who would be paid handsomely for this!

The scenario was as I remembered from countless viewings: the lady playing the tamer was a beautiful, tiny brunette with high cheekbones and cascading hair. Her large blue eyes shone in the light. Her bare arms glowed like ivory. She was sheathed, as always, in an evening gown cut deeply to show ample cleavage. The gown’s classic design was made even more fashionable by its color of deep autumnal orange, and that it was made from some sort of delicately tanned hide. Its ripples around her slim hips were at turns erotic, yet also disquieting as it suddenly made me think of a huge worm swallowing her. Her lips were frozen in a smile up at her companion.

The ghoul was stretched painfully to a fully erect posture. As always, he was dressed at the height of respectable fashion, with a suit so tailored that his hunched back was scarcely noticeable. The yellow of the suit seemed even more set off by the flaccid gray of the ghoul’s skin. A stylish matching fez nestled on his scaly head down to his long, pointed ears. Blue-lensed glasses perched on his sloping snout, which provided no protection for his blinking, rolling black eyes
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