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May 1, 1910

Seventeen Days


till the End of the World.




News Headline

Earth Will Pass Through Comet’s 24-Million-Mile-Long
 Tail on May 18



Cross-Eyed Jane poked her head into the tent. Her kinky yellow hair puffed in after her.

“We gots fifteen more minutes with the tarot cards before she and Nick go on.” Cross-Eyed Jane addressed me as “she,” even when she was talking directly to me. This, coupled with the fact that she was cross-eyed, often made it difficult to know who Jane was talking about. But I was the only other person in the tent, so I assumed her “she” was me. I smiled.

Jane smiled back, her wrinkled face carving into deep ruts, and gazed over my shoulder. I moved my head up and to the left to where I thought she was looking, but those crawly eyes of hers crept right past me. Erm…left past me.


I’m tellin’ ya, the old gal was so cross-eyed, when she rolled her eyes, she hit her ears!



Huck. There it was—the surest sign that I needed to leave this vaudeville circuit once and for all: those awful wisecracks. I guess everyone has a little voice inside his or her head, pointing out all of the things that are funny and fantastical and odd. But my internal voice? Equipped with the kind of one-liner jokes that made vaudeville famous. Not exactly the conscience of your average thirteen-year-old.

I adjusted my robes, the ones I had “borrowed” from the costume trunk, so I’d look more like a true medium. The robes were crafted of a thick red tapestry and weighed upward of twenty pounds. It took half my strength just to keep them draped across my tiny frame. But the robes added an air of mystery to our booth, accented by the massive candles, which threw skipping yellow light across the canvas walls, dripping colorful wax on the dusty ground beneath. Did I know how to put on a show! I should—I’d learned from the best.

Jane and I had set up shop—and by shop, I mean our little canvas booth—next to the other peddlers, just outside the vaudeville theater in Des Moines, Iowa, our latest tour stop. There was a row of us who made a little extra green that way. The actors and stagehands peddled everything from sheet music to medicinal elixirs to stuff they’d purchased in the last town, plus 20 percent. The theatergoers loved this makeshift storefront; for them it was part of the vaudeville experience. And too, Mr. Whitting and the other managers took a healthy cut of our profits, so they saw our little side businesses as just fine and dandy.

“Lead the first Coin in,” I whispered to Cross-Eyed Jane. She clicked her tongue at me; she hated it when I called them that. I began to hum, quietly at first, then letting it grow into a noisy, low moan. I told myself I was getting into character. Plus, the moaning sounded good to the Coins. That’s what I called our customers—the Coins.

Hummmmmmm. Farewell, Hope McDaniels. Greetings to Mademoiselle Ari, Gifted Child Medium and Foreseer of the Future.

Cross-Eyed Jane ducked out of the smallish tent, then back in again, goading a female Coin before her. Jane cupped her hand about the Coin’s elbow, trying to lead her to the table where I sat. The Coin yanked her arm from Jane’s grip and shot her a look of utter disgust, as if she might somehow contract Jane’s crazy eye “disease.” This particular Coin was so big, she almost knocked over three of my candles entering our booth.


I’m not sayin’ the gal was overweight, but she was plump in places where most folks don’t have places!



Jane jutted her chin at me. “That’s her,” she whispered to the Coin. “She’s young, doncha know, but her youth allows her channels to be fully open to the future.” Jane tried winking her spacey eye at me, but it appeared as if she were winking at the heavens instead. I cleared my throat to stifle a giggle. That “open channels” bit always got me.

I had to hand it to Jane. When she came up with this idea of a “child medium,” I was skeptical. Adults forking over a jitney to hear a thirteen-year-old talk about money and love and death? Most of the adults I knew didn’t even pause to hear me discuss the weather, much less pay an entire nickel to hear it. But Jane was right—the Coins loved me. I relaxed them, as though I was simply peeking ahead in a lighthearted parlor game of Ouija board, as though I couldn’t possibly be the bearer of bad news. And I must admit, I loved the power that came with telling adults what they should worry about.

Our partnership was a good one, mine and Jane’s. I asked her once why she didn’t just read the cards herself and keep all the money, instead of just half. She’d snorted, she’d laughed so hard.

“Me, read fortunes?” she’d said with a cough. “People want to see their futures as fresh and lively, like Hope, lassie. A withered old grouch like me don’t exactly set the proper backdrop for a prosperous road ahead, eh?”


Yes, Jane was no spring chicken. She was so old, she looked like she gave her pallbearers the slip!



Jane and I split all money fifty-fifty. And there was nothing like having a wad of cash stashed in your grouch bag. Because I would never—never—not have money again.

Jane now folded herself out of the tent, and the Coin she’d procured perched on the caned chair opposite me. Her knees wouldn’t fit under the tiny folding table between us, so she sat sidewise. I began flipping tarot cards onto the shimmery tablecloth, placing the worn papers into a large, deliberate cross. The middle of the cross I left bare, for the moment. I’d come to discover that flipping that middle card is the Grande Finale and should be coaxed slowly. Coax and hoax rhyme. Huh.

The pips that I turned for this Coin were all minor characters, like The Page and The Queen. What. A. Bore.

“Mmm. Mmm-hmm,” I muttered, and nodded knowingly. The Coin shifted, and the tiny chair moaned. I flipped another card: Judgment.

“Oh!” I said. The Coin gasped.

Did I mention? I didn’t know the first thing about reading tarot cards. The cards themselves were beautiful—blues and purples and reds and oranges that swirled and twined in inky vines, taking forms such as The Empress and The Hanged Man and Death. Each card was a masterpiece. The worn, beloved deck belonged to Cross-Eyed Jane, but she always said, “Lovey, these cards tells me they belong to her.” (That would be me.) When I was ten, she’d allow me to play with them like they were paper dolls. Now I played with them for money.

Next from the deck: The Magician. One of my least favorite cards, not because my father was a magician, but because his love of magic rendered me essentially homeless. I groaned.

The Coin’s eyes grew wide. “What is it?”

The cross of cards was complete, except for that final middle card. Now for The Show.

I placed the remainder of the cards on the edge of the table. Then I rubbed my hands together and blew on them, as if they were icy cold. I swirled my hands mere inches above the incomplete cross, feeling their energy. The Coin ate up this hooey like, well…apparently like she ate up everything: with gusto.

“You are…” I closed my eyes for a moment. “Unhappy.”

The Coin nodded.

Zing. Well, honestly, that one was common sense. The only people who went to a medium were unhappy people. I always started with that one, and I always got it right.

I narrowed my eyes and studied my Coin. Wedding ring, decent clothes, furrowed brow. Pretty, in a plump sort of way.

“You’re worried about something.”

The Coin nodded again. She leaned forward in the tiny chair, and her brown eyes widened. She apparently thought I was on to something.

“You’re worried about your marriage.”

But the Coin shook her head and her shoulders slumped ever so slightly. I knew I’d guessed incorrectly before she even spoke. “No. No, I have a wonderful husband.”

“Yes, yes, of course. You’re worried about money.” Always the next one I tried.

The Coin shook her head again, more fervently this time. Her eyes blazed, and her face screwed up like a twisted dish towel. “No, money’s not an issue, you imp!” she shouted, and pounded the table with the palm of her hand. “I knew this was a waste of my time!”

Money’s not an issue? Fancy that! Money’s an issue for everyone, lady. I felt a little flame of anger ignite inside me at this sudden turn. No money problems! Pah!

But I needed this nickel. “You’re worried about…,” I continued. My hands hovered over the bland cards that this Coin received for her reading. I wasn’t quite sure what to try next. Awful marriages and money problems covered almost everyone. “You’re worried about…your health.”

The Coin drooped in her chair, and I thought for sure that I’d lost her, that she’d had enough of this hoax. But she surprised me. “Yes,” she whispered into her lap. “Is it going to kill us all?”

My mind whirred. It? Kill us all? The only thing that could be was…

“Halley’s Comet?”

“Yes!” The Coin bolted upright and gripped my wrists so tightly my skin turned white beneath her fingers.

“Let go, please.” I said it softly, so as not to alarm Cross-Eyed Jane, who might very well enter the tent with a cocked pistol if she thought I was in danger. The Coin tightened her grip, her fingernails piercing my skin. Her eyes shifted between my face and the cards sprawled on the table between us, and there was a black spot of—fear?—that hadn’t been there before. My heart raced like a locomotive.

“Are we all going to die?” she said. “Will the poisonous gasses suffocate us? Will the comet ram into our world? Why, the impact alone would…”

I shook my head in disbelief, wriggling to free myself from her grasp. Sure, I knew Earth was going to travel through the tail of Halley’s Comet later this month; everyone had been talking about it since the turn of the new year. But kill us? Pah! The newspapers said the world’s top scientists didn’t believe that, so neither did I.


This Coin is such the fool! What a shame I’m not a mind reader. I could charge her half price.



I freed myself quickly from her grip. My “real job” as a magician’s assistant required me to don handcuffs quite often. That rarely had its benefits, but this was indeed one of those times.

My wrists were tender to the touch, perhaps bruised. I rotated them in circles to regain feeling in my fingers.

The Coin had commenced to gripping the edge of the table and swaying to and fro in the tiny, groaning chair. I picked up the deck of cards and shuffled through them in my lap, hand-selecting the Grande Finale card:


The World.

I flipped it into the center of the X and widened my eyes like I truly saw death and destruction in this Coin’s future. “It’s—it’s…too black! Too black! No light! I…can’t…breathe!” I raised my hands to my throat, gagging and choking and making an all-too-obvious spectacle of myself.

The Coin leapt to her feet, toppling the table of cards and kicking aside the tiny chair. She shoved her way under the wall of the tent, rather than ducking through its flap, and dragged down two burning candles in the process. Blazing candles touched dry canvas and the tent ignited. Flames were soon eating our booth from the bottom up.

I had one pitcher of water, which I threw on the fire, dousing part of the blaze.

“Jane!” I yelled. “Water! Quick!”

Cross-Eyed Jane came in but moments later with a bucket of water, and the fire was soon nothing but a steaming pile of wet, reeking canvas. I was shaking, partly the result of being so near a large fire, and partly the result of having to defend my self against this unstable Coin.

“Lovey! She’s all right?”

I had a gaping hole in my booth caused by a desperate Coin who thought the world was going to end in seventeen days, and my funds would be largely depleted after I paid Jane for the damages. I lived in teeny railroad cars and shabby boardinghouses scattered about the country, and my best friend was a fifty-two-year-old cross-eyed gypsy. I wore twenty-pound robes that stank like smoke, and now my father needed my help performing magic tricks, a feat that he believed might allow him to someday change the course of the world. Honestly, he believed his sleight of hand was a gift that could unite the masses. Illusion or disillusion? You tell me.

I threw off my charred costume, revealing the next costume underneath.

“I’m the candy, Jane. Really,” I sighed. “Does Nick need me onstage yet?”

 

I loved backstage. It was quiet, except for the occasional burst of howling laughter from the audience that penetrated the lush, velvety curtains. Stagehands rushed on tiptoe and communicated with gestures and pointing. The illumination was secondhand, provided solely by the few rays of light that bent around corners from the searing-hot stage. If only the entire world were like this—muffled and dark and once removed.

I had this little routine that I conducted before I went onstage. I didn’t do it for good luck nor to ensure a good performance. No, I did it so I could remember the things I felt I was in danger of forgetting.

I unfolded the square of red flannel and rubbed it against my cheek. It was gritty, not as soft as it once had been. Likely from years of absorbing apologies.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I whispered into it. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”

I smelled the flannel, too. It smelled like…well, grubby fabric. Still, I imagined I smelled my mother in there. I do not remember what she smelled like.

I worried about this, but Cross-Eyed Jane assured me that I would be a marvel if I remembered anything about her. I was only eight when she died. Nick never discussed her. Never. I had a gritty red square of quilting fabric that was hers. Everything else was pawned before we left. One must travel light on the vaudeville circuit.


Speaking of traveling light, did you hear the one about the boy who did just that? All he packed was kerosene and matches!



Oh, thank you, folks. Thank you. No applause, please. Just throw money.

 

Standing onstage was akin to standing in a box of sun: bright, hot, and full of squint and sweat. Beyond the perimeter of the stage dwelled the murky outline of the heads of the audience members. I stood next to my father in a pose that, if it were struck anywhere but a magic act, would be beyond odd: one arm lifted in the air, one arm outstretched toward the shenanigans, one toe pointed forward—a deranged ballerina. Absurd.

I suppose there is no need to underscore the fact that I was not a performer at heart.

My father, however…his eyes were shut and his fists were balled and raised to the heavens, as if he were gripping the air above his golden head. Nick was more alive here than anywhere else on the planet. Not here, as in Des Moines, Iowa, but up here, in the box of sun.

“If you live in doubt and fear,” Nick was saying. He tucked his hand behind the lapel of his jacket and rummaged around for his prop. While so doing, he shot me a quick wink. I smiled. I actually liked this bit; it was one of the few acts in which I was little more than another of his props—and, yes, being a prop was fine by me. It beat the alternative, by which I mean taking an active role.

“If you dwell in a state of constant fear and dread…” Nick was having some trouble with this trick. He fumbled around inside the breastplate of his jacket until…yes!

He pulled an object from his jacket. The audience strained to see it. It was…it was…

A snake!

“If you cannot break free from the shackles of fear and dread, you contribute naught! You bite and suck but give nothing! You are a drain on the kingdom!” He steered the black snake deftly toward the front row of attendees, and it hissed as if on cue. Wheesh. Nick was on fire tonight.

“But…” Nick jabbed the air with his finger, and his voice dropped to a near-whisper. The audience took its cue and hushed itself after the excitement of the snake. “If you accept goodness and light into your life…” I handed him a folded newspaper, which he flipped open with his left hand while still gripping the snake with his right. He gently wrapped the snake in newspaper and placed it on the table in front of him as if it were frankincense and myrrh.

“If you yearn for justice…,” Nick said.

Then he pulled a tattered book from—where? The audience murmured at this point, as they always did. Had that book been behind him the whole time?

A book. That was new. He usually used a brick in this bit.

Nick raised the book above his head, the title Leaves of Grass facing out toward the crowd. Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman, a poet, philosopher, and the reason why Nick believed that a two-bit magician and his daughter plodding about the country could alter the cosmos. “Alter the cosmos”—Nick’s words, not mine. Well, Walt Whitman’s words, actually.

“You. Can. Transform!”

At that, Nick slammed the text down onto the newspaper. The crowd shrieked. He then lifted the book and placed it gingerly next to the damaged package. He unfolded the newspaper piece by piece, reeling in the audience like a giant, singular fish gasping for air.

“You can…transform,” he whispered, and the wad of crumpled newsprint he held in his palm quivered, producing a sensuous white dove. It then flew, circling the wildly applauding crowd once, twice, thrice, before perching on Nick’s shoulder.

“Leaves of Grass?” I mouthed when we took our bows.

Nick beamed. “Brilliant, is it not?” he shouted above the applause. We bowed to the other side of the dingy theater. “Far better than the brick we used to use. A brick—what kind of message were we sending, anyway? Why, we might as well have shouted, ‘Use violence, you brute!’ No, indeed. But a book! The power of knowledge! To the masses!”

Nick thrust a fist in the air and practically floated offstage. I shook my head after him, but I couldn’t help but grin. Leave it to Nick to worry about educating the masses in a crummy vaudeville theater. And he truly believed it could be done, city by city. Nick was out to alter the cosmos.

My father was a river rock, worn soft and smooth by years of tumbling water. Not like me, a rock that had been chipped and chiseled into something other than its original form.

Yes, Nick was flowery and flighty and, I believed, fragile. And yet here we were, in the midst of a band of con artists traipsing about the country.

Good thing he had me.









May 2, 1910

Sixteen Days


till the End of the World.




News Headline

Entire World Eagerly Awaits Comet



The dining car swayed as the train chuffed around a bend, and the gas chandeliers overhead flickered and tinkled. I gripped the back of one of the Cherry Sisters’ chairs and shuffled sidewise to avoid toppling. Matilda Cherry smirked at me as if I’d just stolen one of her awful jokes, rather than simply righting myself. Blasted railways! If I ever break free from this vaudeville circuit, I’m never stepping foot in another railcar again.

I was late to dinner, and so would be dining alone. As per usual. My lack of friends my age didn’t really bother me, except at mealtime. There were only four people younger than twenty on our circuit—well, five, now that Buster Keaton was here—and none of them spoke English. On longer jumps, when we’d been on the train for days, I’d tried striking up a conversation with the Frolov kids, who spoke Russian. It was exhausting, conversing with points and hand gestures and stick-figure drawings. They were nice, but still.

I drooped into a chair with my back to Mr. Whitting’s, our road manager. I pushed my wrinkly green beans and gray meatloaf around on the plate.


I’m not sayin’ the food in those dining cars was bad, but I prayed after I ate!



Whitting’s typewriter secretary sat opposite him, and it sounded as if she was taking notes as he talked around a mouthful of pasty mashed potatoes. I pitied her.

“No. Unh-unh,” he mumbled. “Don’t pay that fella one red cent until we figure out if it really was one of ours what painted his barn.”

The secretary clicked the tip of her pen against the pad of paper. “Sure. Right. It was probably one of his neighbors that scrawled ‘The Greatest Show on Earth’ with a big arrow pointing to the breeding stall.”

I almost choked on a lump of bread.

“What’s next, Nance?” Mr. Whitting mumbled. From the corner of my eye, I saw him lift his left hand. I knew from the way his chair nudged mine that he was smoothing long strands of hair across his bald head.

“Housekeeping,” she said. “Going into Chicago, you know. Time to clean the bill.”

Clean the bill? They were talking about who would be fired! My ears perked up, and if I could’ve turned them front-side-back, I would’ve.

“Yep,” Whitting said. “The blue envelopes. Yep. I rather enjoy trimming the fat from our troupe each year.” Whitting was apparently also trimming the fat from his steak, the way his seat jimmied to and fro as he sawed at his dinner.



There must’ve been a lot of good left in Joe

Whitting. Because none ever came out!



Whitting shoveled in another mouthful and said something else, something like, “Who do you think?” or “You really stink,” or “My skivvies are pink.” Probably was that first one, in hindsight.

Nancy, the secretary, apparently had problems understanding him, too. “Who do I think?” I felt Mr. Whitting’s whole body shake with his nod.

“Hmmm…well, that trick cyclist is looking a little worse for wear,” she said. “Frolov, right? But his kids are really good. Have you seen that one kid balance on one wheel while his brother does a handstand on his shoulders? You can’t fire them.”

Whitting grunted in agreement. Either that, or he just liked to grunt. And those who happened to know Joe Whitting knew that wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility.

“Maybe that woman, you know, the one with the crazy peepers?”

Cross-Eyed Jane? I set my fork down and listened with every part of my body.

Whitting paused, and I hoped it was to swallow. “Yeah, she’s tired,” he said. “But that hag can peddle medicine like nobody I’ve ever seen. She still makes heaps of money for this outfit.”

Nancy’s pen went tap-tap-tap on her notepad. I thought I might be vibrating with a soft hum, I was eavesdropping so hard. And I don’t know how else to explain it, but I somehow felt what was coming next.

“Maybe that magician?” she said. “You know, the one with his daughter?”

Erm…pardon? I’m right here!

“He’s good, good tricks, but he always talks to the audience,” Nancy said.

Whitting snorted and nodded.

“Right?” she said. “Who does he think he is, lecturing everyone like that? Is he trying to teach people or something? Just use the piano player like all the other performers, for heaven’s sake!”

Whitting spat a burst of laughter and pounded the table with his fist. The silverware jangled.

“Maybe. Maybe,” he said. “Let me think about it. I’ll let you know who’s going to be on this train when it pulls out of Chicago on the twentieth. And who won’t.”

Before I remembered where I was—in the dining car, which is essentially a garbage can on wheels—I inhaled in a low, slow breath. I shuddered past the stink to find a mixture of joy and panic at this latest development.

A way out! We might truly break free from this horrible small-small-time vaudeville circuit once and for all. Live in one city, one house.

But jobless meant, of course, no money. I’d have to start saving more money, today. Because there was no way we’d be without money. No way.

 

I wandered toward the passenger car, trailing my fingers along the velvet wallpaper lining the narrow, dim corridor.

One city. A home. With a garden and a kitchen and a bath that only Nick and I use—not an entire troupe.


Home. It’s the only place you can scratch wherever it itches!



I knew I should tell Nick that our jobs were in danger. I knew I should tell him to stop shooting the bull with his audience and just use popular ragtime music, like all the other performers. But if I didn’t tell him, maybe we’d be left behind—in Chicago!

I suppose I’m stating the obvious when I say that I hated vaudeville more than a bull hates his teasing matador. But Nick? His love of vaudeville was practically tangible, it was so intense. He loved everything about it: performing, his fellow performers, the props, the costumes, the audience—especially the audience. “Fresh minds,” he’d call them. “Empty vessels, waiting to be filled.”

If I am to be honest, I must admit that I’d fantasized about Nick getting fired before. But if a performer got fired in, say, Missoula, Montana, in Missoula he stayed. No “thanks for your years of hard work, Jack.” Not even a “we’ll give you a lift into civilization.” Nope, when you got handed your hat, that was that. So the thought never appealed.

Until now.

We were barreling toward Chicago. Chicago—my hometown. We’d left it five long years ago. We’d returned every year on the circuit, and every year it felt as if my heart were ripped out through my fingertips when we chugged out of the LaSalle Street Station.

The door to the passenger car rolled open with a clack-clack, and the stench of cigar and pipe smoke billowed out. The aisle was so narrow, I had to walk sidewise between the maroon velvet seats. The chairs were grouped in fours—two facing the front of the train, two facing the rear—and each grouping had a small table that folded up from beneath the window, should the urge to do a little gambling strike. Which it oft did, to members of our troupe. Many of them played noisy games involving dice and cards, much to the chagrin of the other passengers trying to sleep in their seats.

I squinted through the reeking smoky fog and found Nick thumbing through a worn copy of Civil Disobedience. Disobedience, eh? Perhaps old Henry David Thoreau and I could teach each other a few tricks.

“Hope!” Nick placed a strip of yellow fabric between the pages of his book and folded it shut. He gestured to the seat opposite him and smiled such a warm smile, my cold thoughts about his getting fired melted a bit, and I was afraid they might pour right out of my mouth and puddle on the floor between us. I dropped into the crushed-velvet chair and tucked my legs beneath me.

“Hope, I was just telling Chekhov here”—at this, he waggled his fingers to the hairy gentleman sleeping next to him—“about Walt Whitman’s theory of symbiosis, and how two organisms living and working together are far stronger than one. Care to add anything to our discussion, oh assistant of mine?”

At that, the gentleman, whom I thought had been sleeping, lifted one eyelid. Ever so imperceptibly, he shook his head at me. I knew how the fellow felt; I had been subjected to many an hour’s discussion of old man Whitman. I’d had just over three years of formal schooling, but Nick often assigned me reading, or as he called it, “brain fertilizer.” Which sounded an awful lot like “mind manure,” which made Nick chuckle every time I said it.

“No thanks, Nick. Just came to say good night.”

“Ah, retiring for the evening, are we? Let me leave you with a closing thought, then, compliments of Mr. Thoreau.” He bent forward and retrieved from under his seat another book by Thoreau, this one titled Walden. Nick flipped open the soft leather book in his hands and began reading: “‘Wherever I sat, there I might live, and the landscape radiated from me accordingly. What is a house but a sedes, a seat?’” I find that fascinating!” Nick beamed, slamming the book shut. “Wherever you are—that’s your home! For the moment, at least. For isn’t your own self your home?…”

Honestly. How do parents do that? It was as if Nick had been reading my mind.

He continued to ramble, but I stood. “Good night, Nick.” I leaned over him and kissed him on the cheek. He somehow managed to smell of shaving soap underneath all that smoggy smoke.

He patted me on the back while still clutching Walden, and the pages rustled. “Sleep tight, Hopeful. For tomorrow—Chicago!”

A whoop went up from the table across the aisle. The new kid, Buster Keaton, raked a pile of chips toward his chest with his left arm. His face was stony, the perfect poker face, but from where I stood, I could see his right hand rubbing the outer seam of his trousers beneath the table. The trousers appeared to have quite a bit of wear and tear there. A nervous habit. The other gamblers at the table chortled and derided the loser, Winsor McKay, for being duped by a kid.

Nick bent back over his book, and I sidled up the aisle, his words ringing in my ears. “Tomorrow—Chicago!”

Yes. Tomorrow and forever.

Did you ever hear the one about the girl who does nothing to prevent her father from getting fired? No? Then stay in your seat, folks. This punch line has yet to be written.

 


I shimmied sideways through the narrow Pullman Palace Sleeping Car, which was draped in shades of Pullman green. Sometimes I believed if I saw one more yard of Pullman green fabric, I might vomit Pullman green. When I wasn’t sleeping in a railcar, I bunked in a dingy room in a boardinghouse, usually with Cross-Eyed Jane as a roommate. I was fond of the old gal, sure, but seeing her in her skivvies tested the limits of our friendship.

Nick slept in the passenger car, right in his seat, like most of the performers. But he insisted on buying me a sleeper unit, saying it’d be improper for a young lady to sleep in her seat. I would’ve been grateful, except I knew how much money we could’ve saved if I had just snoozed alongside the rest of the troupe.

I reached my unit, folded back the velvety curtain, and pulled the cot down from the ceiling. I hoisted myself onto the bed and closed the curtain behind me, creating a nest of sorts. I then lifted my skirts and removed the Chicago Daily Tribune newspaper I’d stolen off the face of a snoring passenger in the smoke chamber I’d just left. The front-page headline read,

IS OUR WORLD TO BE DESTROYED BY COMETS?

My heart jumped, remembering the dark fear in the eyes of my crazed Coin yesterday. I skimmed the article, and it, like all the other articles I’d read, waylaid any fears. The story explained that while the Earth would indeed travel through the tail of Halley’s Comet sometime between 11:20 p.m., May 18, and 1:20 a.m., May 19, no harm would befall its inhabitants.

I trusted science. I trusted anything that could be proven with logic and reason.

So why would anyone worry? Well, five years of performing magic on the vaudeville circuit taught me that people will believe what they want to believe. It also taught me that people at the top don’t always know what they’re talking about. I supposed that might include politicians and scientists, too.

I turned to the back portion of the newspaper, to the classified advertisements. I scanned the tiny print for the “For Let” section. But my eyes were first drawn to a different advertisement:

[image: image]


You can see Halley’s Comet clearly with the naked eye if your eyesight is perfect. If, however, the comet is not clear and distinct, wear HARRIS GLASSES. They enable you to see just as nature intended.



And just below that:

[image: image]


Halley’s Comet, like other comets, is a thing of mystery. But there is no mystery about our SAFE DEPOSIT BOXES. It is a cold, hard fact that they are absolutely fireproof.



Finally, I found what I was searching for:

[image: image]


TO LET TO REFINED PEOPLE. Furnished rooms, single or en suite. $2–$3/week. 3417 Prairie. Phone: Douglas 408.



I doubted that Nick and I would qualify as “refined,” but I got what I needed from the ad. Nick and I would need two to three dollars a week for rent. An awful lot of money, considering I made about two cents every time I read tarot cards, after Jane and Whitting took their cuts.

Three dollars! Huck.

A spark of fear shot through me like a firecracker. I gazed out the tiny compartment window, blackened by years of coal smoke billowing past it from the train engine.

There was one small, clean portion through which I could see the outside world whizzing past, the world en route to Chicago. My hometown. I’d wager that none of my friends there would even recognize me. Most of my former friends would be finished with school, working steady jobs and living quiet lives. Lives without drama or stage lights or railcars or dead poets.

Outside the tiny window, rows of corn ticked by. Corn, corn, and more corn. From the ground, solid and true. I wanted my feet planted in the soil as firmly as that corn. If I were to have that by May 20, I needed to make a pile of money. Fast.

Above the ever-so-practical stalks of corn stretched the fantastically impractical skies. There were no clouds, and tonight the universe offered a dazzling light show. Stars and planets and, there! A tiny speck of light, just larger and brighter than a star, that was supposedly a comet barreling toward Earth.

Me, possibly being free from vaudeville in eighteen days.

A comet, possibly killing us all in sixteen.

The irony and apprehension and sheer ridiculousness of it all made my head light. I could already feel the effect of Halley’s Comet, that great ball of ice teasing me with her million-mile tail of fizz.
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