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Born in 1906, Fredric Brown was an American science fiction and mystery writer. In early life he attended the University of Cincinnati and Hanover College, Indiana, before working as a newspaperman and magazine writer in the Midwest. His first foray into the mystery genre was The Fabulous Clipjoint (1947), which won the Edgar Award from the Mystery Writers of America for outstanding first mystery novel. As an author he wrote more than thirty novels and over three hundred short stories, and is noted for a bold use of narrative experimentation, as exemplified in The Lenient Beast (1956). Many of his books employ the threat of the supernatural or occult before concluding with a logical explanation, and he is renowned for both original plots and ingenious endings. In the 1950s he moved to Tucson, Arizona, and wrote for television and film, continuing to submit many short stories that regularly appeared in mystery anthologies. A cultured man and omnivorous reader, Brown had a lifelong interest in the flute, chess, poker, and the works of Lewis Carroll. He died in 1972.
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CHAPTER I

IT DIDN’T SEEM in the least like a prelude to murder. It had been a dull gray afternoon, but warm, and there’d been a good crowd at the lot and we’d done all right. It was the fifteenth of August, a Thursday, our fourth day in Evansville, Indiana.

Then, at about half-past six, just as we were beginning to get set up for the evening’s business, it started to rain. That’s usually tragedy to a carnival, but this time nobody minded much. The weather had been giving us a break for weeks, all through southern Ohio and Kentucky. We’d been working every day, and everybody was in the bucks. An evening off, for a change, looked good.

My Uncle Am had just run up the canvas front of the ball game concession that he and I operated, when the first big drops came down out of the dusk.

He tilted his hat back and looked up at the sky; a couple of drops hit his face and glistened there. Then he let the canvas down again and grinned at me. He said, “Well, Ed, we got an evening off.”

“Could be just a shower,” I said.

“Nope, it’s good for all night. Could be some wind coming, too. Let’s grapevine some rope.”

We put away the baseballs and the wooden milk bottles and two racks of prizes, and got our raincoats, and I got a hat. Uncle Am always wears one except when he sleeps, so he already had his on. It’s a soft black slouch hat like the one The Shadow wears, but otherwise my uncle doesn’t look much like The Shadow; he’s short and fat and has a cheerful round face and a not-too-neat brown moustache.

We got rope and grapevined the side walls of our booth. It was beginning to rain hard by now. All around the midway carneys were letting down banners and running rope. We grapevined our sleeping tent back of the booth, too.

By then the rain had slowed down to a drizzle, but Uncle Am said it was just fooling. “We won’t open tonight. I think I’ll go over to the G-top. Why don’t you go into town and see a movie?”

I said, “I’ll stick around. I want to practice trombone, and I got a detective magazine.”

He nodded and wandered off and I went back to our tent and turned on the light. I got out the swell trombone my uncle had given me when I’d joined up with the carnival the year before, after my dad died.

I was still nuts about that trombone. I just sat and held it awhile, getting the feel of it. It had a featherweight slide that moved so easily you couldn’t feel the friction or the weight. It was gold-plated and I kept it polished like jewelry. It felt good just to hold it and look at it.

After awhile I started to practice scales, and then played a few tunes from memory, and that went all right. But when I started working on the high notes, one split on me, and I guess it must have sounded pretty god-awful.
 
I heard a laugh and looked around. Hoagy had stuck his head in through the tent flap. He grinned and came on in, dripping rain from a bright yellow slicker. He was so big he seemed to fill one end of the tent, and he had to stand with his neck a little bent to keep his hat from scraping the canvas.

He said, “I thought somebody was getting killed in here, Ed. Looked in to be sure.”

I grinned back at him. “Just get back, Hoagy?”

“Few minutes ago. Everything’s okay for next week in South Bend. Good lot there, too.” Hoagy was spending a few days a week as advance man since our regular one had quit. His regular job as sex lecturer in the side show had been sloughed in so many towns they’d decided to skip it the rest of the season.

I asked him, “How’s the chimp, Hoagy?” His face got serious. “Still pretty sick. I dropped in the trailer first thing to check on her. Where’s Am, gambling?”

I said yeah, and he went out. It was raining harder again, a steady drumming on the canvas over my head. And the thunder was starting now. It was a low, far-off rumbling, and it was scary. You knew it was just clouds bumping together, but it didn’t seem like that; it was more like an animal growling, some big animal you couldn’t identify by its voice, but that sounded as big as the night, and far away but deadly.

I put on my raincoat and went out to the midway. The rain beat down on my hat like it was a drum, and the lot was beginning to get muddy. Luckily, though, the lot sloped off and there wouldn’t be any lakes of standing water, and shavings would take care of the mud.

I crossed the midway and headed for the green trailer back of the freak show top. There was a light on and when I rapped on the door Lee Carey’s voice called out for me to come in.

He grinned at me and said, “Yeah, you can play the phono. I’m going out awhile though.”

“Any new records?”

“A Jimmy Dorsey album. Some pretty good stuff.” He put on a slicker and went out, and I plugged in the portable and played the Dorsey album. It was good stuff. But the thunder kept getting louder, and I couldn’t concentrate on the music. I decided the hell with it and went out again.

It was raining a lot harder, almost a cloudburst. I hurried back to our booth and Uncle Am was there, standing in the lee of the popcorn wagon with an eye on our canvas. The wind was up, but not really dangerous.

I stood with him until the rain slowed down, and the wind with it, and Uncle Am went back to the G-top. The G-top, if you don’t know, is the gambling tent that some of the big carnivals pitch for card games among the carneys themselves. Marks, outsiders, aren’t allowed in; it’s purely a family affair. I went with Uncle Am and watched him play rummy awhile, but I didn’t sit in.

After a few hands I went back to our sleeping tent. I was wet in spots under the raincoat, so I stripped and rubbed myself dry with a towel.

It was while I was doing that that the lights went out. Not only the bulb inside our tent, but all over carney. I stuck my head out through the flap and there was only utter pitch darkness, everywhere.

I swore a little and groped around until I found matches and lit the carbide lantern we kept for emergencies. I was getting into a dry pair of shorts when Uncle Am stuck his head into the tent.

He said, “You okay, kid?”

“Sure,” I said. “What happened?”

“Lightning hit some wires and fritzed the generator in the Diesel car. They won’t get it fixed tonight; burned out all the windings. Storm’s over, but it took a parting shot at us.”

When he left, I got my detective magazine and tried to read. But I kept getting sleepier and sleepier. The rain started up again, softly, and then died down. Over the soft drumming of the rain I could hear a clock strike, and a far train whistle.

There was the faint sputter of the carbide lamp, the soft drone of the rain, and the dull story that couldn’t keep me awake … and didn’t.

I don’t believe I heard the shot. If I did, it was mixed up in whatever dreams I might have been having, and I don’t remember it clearly.

What woke me was Uncle Am’s voice, from the tent entrance. He called out, “You okay, Ed?” I sat up on the cot. I said, “Sure. What—?”

“There was a shot just now. I thought maybe—” He didn’t finish it; he’d meant he thought I’d been messing around with the thirty-two he kept in his trunk, maybe, and had fired it accidentally.

He’d stepped into the tent, and a big bulk loomed behind him—Hoagy, bending his neck so his head wouldn’t scrape canvas. His voice rumbled, “Somebody says it came from the side-show top. Going over, Am?”

Apparently Uncle Am was, because suddenly I was alone in the tent, still dopey from sleep. I swung my feet off the cot and pulled on my boots. Outside, now, I could hear a lot of voices, and sloshing footsteps. There was no longer sound of rain. I grabbed my raincoat and got into it. It felt cold and clammy against my bare skin. I hurried out, buttoning the coat as I went along the side of our ball game booth, out to the midway. There was still a fine drizzle of rain.

There were others running or walking in the same direction. Most of them had flashlights; I’d been too sleepy to think of bringing one, forgetting the midway would be as dark as pitch. But by following the others, I managed to get across to the side show without falling over anything.

I found the fence in front of the side show easily enough by running into it. I climbed over, groped my way to the canvas without tangling with any stakes, and went under the side wall.

Inside, there was light—dancing irregular light from maybe twenty different flashlights, adding up to enough illumination to light the whole place dimly—and one spot very brightly.

The bright spot was near the middle; a knot of people was gathered around it; I couldn’t see what they were looking down at. I ran to the edge of the group there and managed to stretch enough to see over shoulders and between heads.

Then somebody ahead of me backed out of the circle and I had a clear view of what lay on the grass. I wished I hadn’t been so eager to see.

It was a kid lying there, face down on the grass, without any clothes on. A boy, it seemed, about six or eight years old, with a very white skin and with short-cropped dark hair.

There was the hilt of a knife sticking out of his back. It was a heavily weighted hilt; it looked like the hilt of one of the throwing knives Australia used in his act.

I didn’t know the kid; at least I didn’t recognize him from his back.

Other people were pushing in behind me, some of them talking excitedly. Pop Janney, across the circle from me, was on his knees putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He said, “Dead as a mackerel. Stone cold.” He took his hand away quick. Somebody else said “Jesus Christ” and it didn’t sound like swearing. Somebody else said, “Don’t move him; don’t touch him.” Somebody said something about coppers, and somebody else swore.

I pushed my way backward into the open. I saw Uncle Am and Hoagy in another, smaller group, around someone who was sitting slumped down on the edge of the geek’s platform. Whoever it was, was sobbing, and the sound seemed to run precariously along the edge of hysteria. It was a girl, I could tell by the sound. A very scared girl.

I didn’t feel any too good myself. Not scared, not like the girl was feeling, but a little sick at my stomach.

I went out the entrance and leaned against the high bally platform at the front. I wondered who in hell would knife a little kid like that, and why. I tried to place who the kid might be, and I couldn’t; that was funny, because there weren’t many kids with the carney, and I thought I knew them all by sight if not by name.

One kid about that size and age was a favorite of mine, a kid by the name of Jigaboo who was a tap dancer with the jig show. Jigaboo, at seven or thereabouts, had more rhythm in his feet than Krupa has in his hands. But this kid wasn’t Jigaboo, not with a dead white skin like that; Jigaboo was as black as the inside of a cave.

But the kid lying there, I thought, must be a carney, not a town kid. A town kid might possibly be around the side-show top this late at night, but not without his clothes on. For a carney kid, that wasn’t too strange; I mean, a lot of carneys sleep raw in hot weather. Surely a kid would, but—

After a minute my stomach began to quiet down. There was a bad taste in my mouth, literally and figuratively, but I wasn’t going to shoot my lunch.

I heard Uncle Am’s voice call my name and I yelled back, “Yeah,” and started for inside the top again, when Uncle Am and Hoagy and a girl came out of the entrance toward me. The girl was walking between them, and each had an arm across her shoulders. She wore a long green slicker and a green beret and very muddy high-heeled slippers. There was a lot of mud on the slicker and on her bare legs below it. She was leaning forward slightly, with hands over her face. She was still sobbing a little. Uncle Am was talking to her, very quietly. He said, “Rita, honey, you know my nephew, Ed? Ed Hunter, same name as mine. Look, he’s a good kid. Let him take you for a drive, just around a few blocks, till you’re feeling better. Let him get you away from here for a while.”

The girl’s sobbing stopped. She took her hands away from her face. I recognized her now—one of the new girls with the posing show. She’d been with the carney only a week; she’d joined up in Louisville. I’d seen her around a few times. I remembered she was a good looker, although she didn’t look that way now, with her face puffy from crying and with mud on her cheeks.

She said, “H-hi, Ed,” and tried to smile. I forgot the feeling that had been in my stomach and throat, and smiled at her. I wondered if the kid that had been killed was a brother of hers, or something. He couldn’t have been her son; she wasn’t that much older than I, if any. She couldn’t possibly have had a kid that old; she didn’t look over eighteen. Uncle Am left her with Hoagy and came closer to me. He took my arm and leaned forward so he could talk quietly enough that the others couldn’t hear.

He said, “She found the kid, Ed; fell over him in the dark, cutting across the inside of the side-show top—on her way to the doniker, probably. She nearly went nuts. Look, you take her—”

“Who is the kid, Uncle Am?” I asked. “Do you know him, or does she?”

“No, but forget that. Look, I want to stick around and so does Hoagy. Hoagy’ll give you the keys to his car; it’s in front of his trailer but not hitched. Take her for a ride and get her mind off what happened.” He grinned, looking for a moment like a cheerful satyr. “Give her something else to think about. Maybe you can think of something.”

“Sure,” I said. “But look—if she found the body, won’t the cops be sore if she isn’t around when they come?”

He made an impatient gesture. “We’ll take care of that. If the cops start questioning her the way she is now, she’ll go to pieces and have hysterics. So let ‘em wait. Damn it, I’d say I found the body, except that so many people heard the gun go off—”

“Hey!” I said. I’d clean forgotten the shot until he mentioned it. “The kid was stabbed. What was the shot?”

“That was Rita’s gun. A little pearl-handled outfit she had in her raincoat pocket. She was carrying it because she was a little scared walking around in the dark with all the carney lights off; she isn’t used to the carney yet. She had her hand in her pocket, on the gun, and it went off when she fell over the kid in the dark.”

“Didn’t hurt her?”

“Not even a powder burn. The bullet went in the ground ahead of her as she fell. Put a hole in her raincoat pocket, but that’s all. Now quit asking damn fool questions and get the lead out.”

I turned back and Hoagy gave me the car keys.

I said, “Ready, Rita?”

She said, “Okay, E-Eddie, let’s go,” her voice still trembling a little, but not so much.

The rain was a fine mist that blurred the windshield almost as fast as the busy little arm of the wiper could scrape it off. The rest of the windshield, outside the arc of the wiper, was opaque as frosted glass, as were the side and back windows of the ancient sedan. We were in a little rectangular world of our own, shut off from the outside wetness and darkness, seeing into it only through the windshield wiper’s arc.

There was a pretty girl beside me, but that didn’t mean anything just then, because I had to keep all my attention focused on the shining strip of road ahead, unwinding into unexpected curves. It took all my attention to follow that unwinding asphalt and keep the car on it.

But after a little while it occurred to me to wonder where I was going that I had to drive so fast. I took my foot off the pedal and let the car idle down to a crawl.

I grinned at the girl beside me, then, and she smiled back. She said, “I was wondering what you were in such a hurry about.”

It seemed entirely natural that she moved over closer and that I put my arm around her. But, natural or not, it felt nice.

I let the car edge off the road and stop. Almost right away, as the windshield wiper quit, the arc of windshield misted over and we were cut off from the world outside, completely, in a little rectangular universe of our own, the inside of the car.

I turned and looked at her. She was pretty, even with all her make-up washed off by the rain. Her eyes, I saw, were light blue, sort of misty. They met mine, levelly.

She said, “Let’s not, Eddie.”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll be good.”

“Because—I like you, Eddie.”

I laughed. “That’s a good reason.”

“And I want to keep on liking you. Maybe that sounds silly, but— And quit looking at me, please, Eddie. I know I’ve got mud all over me and I look like hell.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I told her. “Not quite.”

“Well, stop looking anyway.”

“Okay,” I said. I leaned forward and switched off the little light on the instrument panel. “Now I can’t look. Satisfied?”

“As long as you don’t try the Braille sys— I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“Sorry for what?”

“For talking cheap, like that. I guess I’ve been on the defensive ever since I joined the carney last week. All the men with the carney are such—such lice.”

“Not all of them. There’s my uncle, and Hoagy, and—”

“I didn’t mean Hoagy. He’s a sort of an uncle of mine. Not a real uncle, but he knew my parents once, and Marge was a friend of my mother’s. He got me this job with the carney. And, anyway, he and Marge are so nuts about each other nobody’d have to worry about Hoagy making passes.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I like Marge, too.”

“And your uncle—I didn’t meet him till tonight. Who and what is he?”

“Ambrose Hunter,” I said. “But just call him Am, or he’ll turn you over his knee. He’s the best guy in the world, just about.”

“I—I’d like to know him.”

“You will,” I said. “And there are other good guys. Like Lee Carey, the magician with the side show. Like swing music?”

“Sure.”

“Carey’s got a phono and some swell records. We’ll go listen to ‘em sometime. And you’ll like him, too. And I’ll guarantee he won’t make passes.”

“Why not?”

“Because, well—”

“You mean if he made them at anyone, it would be at you?”

I said, “He wouldn’t do that, either. He wouldn’t do that because— Oh hell, let’s skip it. Your guess was close enough. But he’s a nice guy, anyway, and you’ll like him.”

“Okay, then we’ll listen to his phonograph sometime. But the other carneys I’ve met—”

“I think you’ve got the wrong slant on them, Rita. The morality of a carnival isn’t that of a Presbyterian church in the Bible Belt. But if you were in a jam, they’d give you the shirts off their backs—most of them—and not because they expected anything back for it.”

“Ummm—maybe you’re right.”

“Sure I’m right. You got off on the wrong foot, judging them. You’ve got to see things the way they see them, to get along. They’re—well, they’re dishonest in an honest kind of way.”

“You mean, never give a sucker an even break?”

“That isn’t exactly it, but—more or less.”

“I believe in that, Eddie. Someday I’m going to find myself a sucker. A rich one. I’m not going to be poor all my life. I grew up that way, and that was plenty.”

She meant it; there was something a little fierce in her voice.

She said, “You think I’m a gold-digger, don’t you? Well, I am.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “So you’re a gold-digger. So don’t get so excited about it. Put your head on my shoulder and relax.”

She laughed a little, and then put her head on my shoulder. She said, “You’re funny, Eddie. I like you. I wish you were rich, so I could make a play for you. But you aren’t, are you?”

“I’ve got nineteen dollars and a trombone,” I told her. “I think I’m rich. Oh, and I’ve got one good suit, but I haven’t got it on and I wish I had because it’s getting cool. All I’ve got on under this raincoat is a pair of shorts. I was asleep when the excitement started.”

“Me, too. I mean, I’d gone to sleep and I woke up and had to go to the—what is it you call it, with a carney?”

“The doniker,” I told her. “Look, don’t talk about what happened. I’m supposed to get your mind off it.”

“I’m all right now, Eddie; don’t worry. I just—got a little hysterical back there for a minute. I don’t mind talking about it.”

“Okay. Then, in that case, maybe it’ll even do you good to talk about it. Look—do you always carry a gun when you go to the doniker?”

“Of course not; don’t be silly. It was because the lights were all out, and I couldn’t find a flashlight. And I’m afraid of the dark, Eddie. I mean, when I’m alone in the dark; I’m not afraid now.

“I don’t sleep on the lot, usually. I’ve got a room downtown in a hotel. But tonight Darlene asked me to stay with her.”

“Darlene? That’s the redhead, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Her man’s out of town for a couple of days, and she wasn’t feeling well tonight and asked me to stay with her. In their trailer. When I woke up an hour ago or thereabouts, I couldn’t find a flashlight and didn’t want to wake Darlene. But I happened to know where Walter kept his gun because I’d seen it before when Darlene opened a drawer. So I took that.”

She shivered a little; I thought maybe because her mind had gone back to what had happened after she left Walter’s trailer. I tightened my arm around her. I said, “Don’t think about it, Rita.”

“I’m all right, Eddie. I told you that. Except I’m cold. I haven’t got much more on under this coat than you have under yours, and I’m freezing.”

I said, “And a fine exhibit we’d make if a state police car came by and picked us up for parking. Besides, the police will be at the lot by now, and they may get huffy if you’re gone too long. So shall we go back?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure you’re all right, and set to face the music?”

“Yes, Eddie. Kiss me, just once and nicely. And then let’s go back.”

I kissed her—just once and nicely. And it was plenty nice. It jolted me a little; I hadn’t been expecting anything like it.

I whispered, “Are you sure we should go back?”

“Yes, Eddie. Please.”

“Okay,” I said, “But someday, maybe?”

“Someday, maybe.”

So I turned the ignition key and stepped on the starter and the windshield wiper started wiping again, back and forth across the glass irregularly, like a drunken metronome. I felt a bit drunk myself.

And again I had to concentrate on keeping the car on that shiny strip of black road, so we didn’t talk on the way back.


CHAPTER II

At the carney lot, there were more lights on. The generator hadn’t been fixed yet, but oil and carbon lamps had been dug up and hung at strategic spots. It looked weird, somehow; I mean the spots of light made the places in between seem darker and scarier.

There was a light on inside Hoagy’s trailer. Uncle Am came out of the door of it as I eased the car back into position. He opened the door of the car and said, “Hi, kids. How was the moon?”

“Brightly shining,” I told him. “I-I feel fine,” Rita said. “Is everything okay, Am?”

“Everything’s ducky. The police have arrived and, if I may coin a phrase, have the situation well in hand. They’ve set up headquarters in the freak show top. They want you to show up there, but just for a few routine questions.”

“Shall I go with her, Uncle Am?” I asked. “You stay out of it, Ed. I told ‘em we’d sent Rita for a drive around the block and I didn’t mention who with. So you can just disappear quietly into your bunk.”

It sounded like a good idea because I was cold through, now. My raincoat felt as wet on the inside as it was on the outside, and clammy.

Rita said, “Thanks a lot, Ed. See you tomorrow.” She gave me her hand a minute and I said, “Sure. Tomorrow,” and then watched her walk toward the freak show top.

I stood there shivering a minute, and then went to our sleeping top. I toweled myself off again, put a couple of blankets on my cot and climbed in under them.

I was sleepy, but not yet asleep, when Uncle Am came in and started undressing. I said “Hi” to let him know I was awake.

“Like Rita?” he asked.

“She’s all right.”

“That doesn’t sound enthusiastic. Or does it? Anyway, don’t fall too hard. She’s the type that’s out after dough.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “She told me so. Said if I was rich she’d make a play for me.”

Uncle Am shook his head slowly. He said, “That’s dangerous, kid. When they’re honest with you, that’s dangerous.” I couldn’t tell from his voice if he was serious or not.

I said, “Then if they’re dishonest, they’re not dangerous?”

“Not the same way.” He stood up and put out the carbide lamp. Then the cot creaked as he got into it.

I asked, “Who was the kid?”

“What kid?”

“The one that was killed, of course. Was he with the carney?”

“Hell,” said Uncle Am, “I forgot you haven’t been around. It wasn’t a kid, Ed. It was a midget.”

I sat up. A midget—that could mean only one thing. There was only one midget with the carnival.

“You mean it was the Major?” I demanded.

“No. Nobody knows him. This midget wasn’t with the carney, Ed. Nobody around here had ever seen him before.”

For a minute I thought he was kidding me. It didn’t make sense. A midget who wasn’t with the carney found stabbed to death and stark naked in the freak show top. A midget nobody with the carney even knew was around.

It sounded fantastic. But then I realized Uncle Am wouldn’t be kidding me about a thing like that.

“Where were his clothes?” I asked. “Did they find his clothes?”

“No.”

“But how the hell—?”

Uncle Am said, “It’s none of our business, Ed. Let the cops worry about it.”

“All right,” I said. I lay down again. And after a while I went to sleep.

I got up early the next morning. I don’t know why, except that I woke up and got thinking, and couldn’t go back to sleep. Uncle Am always says thinking is dangerous; that’s one of his pet themes—that thinking is worse than getting drunk but not quite as bad as smoking reefers. Somewhere in between. Of course, he doesn’t really mean it.

I got dressed, putting on my best suit; I don’t know why. Uncle Am didn’t wake up.

Outside, the sky was a dull gray, but the rain was over. It was hot, even that early. There wasn’t a breath of air and the canvas of the tops hung as still as though it was chiseled out of gray stone, the same color as the sky.

I stood there on the soggy grass in front of our tent, wondering what in hell I’d got up for. Probably, I decided, to keep from thinking.

I turned up the cuffs of my pants to keep them out of the mud and went on out to the midway. Over past the merry-go-round there were some men shoveling shavings off a truck into the mud. Otherwise there was nobody in sight.

I walked down to the end, where Hoagy’s trailer was. Marge, I knew, generally got up early. I was honest enough with myself to admit that I wanted to see her solely to lead the conversation around to Rita.

But there wasn’t any light in Hoagy’s joint, or any sign of life. Nor was there at Walter-and-Darlene’s trailer, around the curve of the oval. Not that I’d expect Rita to be up yet; she must have got to bed a long time after I did.

I started back to the midway, and I felt like sloshing through the puddles, but I didn’t. I went around the high-dive tank with its platform high up on a tall pole. I looked up and shivered a little at the thought of being up there and diving from that awful height into four and a half feet of water. Not that I ever intended to dive from up there, but I had dreams about it once in a while.

When I was back on the midway again I saw a man in front of the freak show who was a stranger to me. He was sitting on the edge of the bally platform, smoking a cigarette. He was a big guy, with a kind of dumb look on his face. He looked like he might be a cop. When I got close enough that I could see his shoes, I decided he was a cop.

But I thought even a dumb cop might be better than nobody at all to talk to, that is, if he wanted to talk.

I said, “Hi” and he said “Hi” back in the right tone of voice—not too interested or enthusiastic, just ordinarily friendly—so I stopped.

“Cop?” I asked him.

“As you can plainly see,” he said. “I try to dress and look the part, to please the suckers.”

That was better than I’d expected. I sat down on the bally platform too. “How goes it?” I asked him.

“Lousy,” he said. “The way these goddamn carneys cooperate— You a carney?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I hear the guy was a midget. Who was he?”

“We don’t know,” he said. “Tie that. Nobody knows him. Nobody ever heard of him. Nobody ever saw him. Nobody ever smelled him. Hell. We get a freak, dead in his birthday suit in a freak show, only nobody ever heard of him. They say.”

He threw his cigarette down in the wet grass, pulled out a crumpled package and put a new cigarette in his mouth. He lighted it from a lighter that shot a flame four inches high.

I said, “It sounds silly, sure. But I’ve been with the carney all season. There’s only one midget with it.”

He nodded gloomily. “That’s what they all say. Where were you while the fun and games were going on? I don’t remember seeing you last night. Or did I?”

“I was in bed,” I said. “Turned in early. I didn’t even hear the shot, but my uncle waked me up coming in the tent to—”

“Wait a minute,” he said. “We might as well make this official and save time later.” He pulled a notebook and pencil out of his pocket and got set for action. “Name?”

“Ed Hunter,” I said. “Nineteen—nearer twenty. Been with the carney a year or so. Staying and working with my uncle, Ambrose Hunter. He runs a ball game concession.”

“Yeah, I remember him. Shortish, fattish?”

“And smartish,” I said. “That’s him.”

“Then you both sleep on the lot, in a tent back of your booth?”

“Yeah,” I said, and went on to tell him how I’d got waked up and had gone to the side-show top after Uncle Am, in a raincoat over my shorts, and about seeing the body. After that I switched it a little because Uncle Am hadn’t told them I’d taken Rita for a ride, so I couldn’t either. I said I’d gone back to our sleeping tent and had gone back to sleep before the police came.

He looked at me, a little funny, I thought. “Sleep the rest of the night?”

“Sure.”

“How long you been up this morning?”

“Not long,” I said. “Fifteen-twenty minutes.”

“Who’ve you talked to since you woke up?”

“Not a soul,” I told him. “Not a word.”

He put the notebook back in his “pocket. He gave me a long look that I didn’t particularly like. He looked away and said, “God damn,” to nobody in particular, unless to himself.

Then his eyes came back to me again. “You carneys don’t like cops, do you?”

It caught me a little off guard. I said, “I guess a lot of them don’t like cops.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I guess they—we—get to figuring the law is against us because it sloughs some of our best concessions in most of the towns we play, and—”

“Do we stop any honest, legal, decent ones?”

“Well—”

“Look, think it over; what a carney would be like if the law let it run wide open, if nobody gave a damn. Your penny-pitch games that slide along the borderline of gambling would be shell games and three-card montes—and all of ‘em either as crooked as hell or with the odds so stacked against the sucker you might as well take his money with a gun. Your cooch shows would be strips, and with little tents pitched in back for the customers who really wanted to lay it on the line after the—”

“Who,” I said, “gave you the idea carney girls are whores? They aren’t.”

“Because the law doesn’t let—” He stopped. “Wait, don’t look at me like that. I don’t mean the same girls, the ones you got now, would do that. Not all of ‘em, anyway. I mean the carney would hire broads who would put out.

“And your candy floss booth’d sell reefers instead of air, and your side shows— Oh, hell, skip it.”

“If a carney peddles stuff the law doesn’t like, it’s because the mooches want it, isn’t it? Your citizens.”

He sighed. “Ed, if the majority of my citizens wanted gambling and indecency, the town would have it. Nobody’d have to go to a carney for it.”

He looked at me gloomily. “So you don’t like cops, and you lie like hell to us.”

“What do you mean?”

“You went back to sleep before we got here last night. Right? And you haven’t talked to a soul this morning. But you knew without my telling you it was a midget and not a kid. How? Up to the time we got here and turned him over, nobody knew that.”

“Hell,” I said, disgustedly. I did feel disgusted with myself for being so dumb. “I woke up when Uncle Am came in to bed. He told me.”

He said, “Oh,” as though he meant it, as though he believed me. He shoved his hat back farther on his head. “You don’t know the midget that was killed?”

“No,” I said. I saw his expression start to change and I said, “Now hold it; don’t get your bowels in an uproar. I didn’t see his face, no, but just the same I know that I don’t know him. For the simple reason that I don’t know any midgets except Major Mote, and Uncle Am told me it wasn’t the Major.”

He nodded. “Okay, Ed. Just for routine, though, I want you to take a look at the picture we took of him last night.” He took a photograph out of his pocket and handed it to me.

I took it and looked at it.

It wasn’t a picture you’d want for a pin-up. It was a wizened little dead face with the eyes wide open and staring. The face had a look that made you think he’d known that knife was going into his back, all right. The picture had been taken right where he’d been lying, except that he’d been turned over, face up. Back of his head was the trampled grass.

I handed it back. “No,” I said. “I don’t know him. I never saw him before.”

“Just one more question then, Ed. Notice anything at all last night that was out of the ordinary? Anything that wasn’t strictly routine and kosher?”

“Nothing,” I said, “except the lightning fritzing the generator. That doesn’t happen every night.”

“Yeah,” he said, “we know about that. Okay, Ed, thanks.” It sounded like a dismissal, but I didn’t feel like moving on, especially as I had no place to go, in particular. I asked him, “You been here straight through? Don’t you sleep?”

“Once in a while. Don’t talk about it, or I’ll start yawning. And I haven’t even got a start at making the world safe for midgets. What time does your chow top open?”

“About ten, usually.”

He pulled out a big gold pocket watch and looked at it. “Guess I’ll live till then. Maybe after then, if they don’t put arsenic in my eggs. Will they?”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” I told him. “One of the cooks is a two-time loser. Well, be seeing you.”

I strolled on toward the front gate. His talking about breakfast made me realize I wanted some myself, and I didn’t want to wait till ten. There was a bus waiting at the end of the line, only a block from the carney lot. I got on it and pretty soon it started in to town.

On the bus I could think of some good answers to a lot of nasty cracks he’d taken at the carney. You can always think of good answers when it’s too late.

One other thing I realized; right or wrong in his slant on carneys, he wasn’t a dumb cop. And he wasn’t a bad guy.

Evansville, when I got off the car downtown, turned out to be bigger than I’d thought. Not anything like Chicago, of course, and not even as large as Louisville, but it was more than a crossroads, at that. I had breakfast in a cafeteria and got a shine to get the mud off my shoes and then strolled along the main drag, looking things over.

It was only eleven o’clock and none of the movies were open yet. So I strolled around looking in windows; music store windows, haberdashery windows, even lingerie windows.

But it didn’t work. Not even the lingerie could take my mind off what I was trying not to think about—the face of that dead midget.

After a while I told myself, okay, think about it, then, and get it over with. It’s none of your business; you didn’t even know him. But buy a paper and read about it if it’ll make you any happier; that’s what you’ve been waiting to do, isn’t it?

So I bought a paper. It had the story, all right. The banner head was MIDGET MURDERED AT CARNIVAL.

I went in the lobby of a hotel and sat down to read the story. I read it all and didn’t learn anything new, except the names of the policemen working on it. The chief of police was named Harry Stratford and the captain of detectives was Armin Weiss. That might have been interesting to somebody.

There were two pictures, a little one mitered into a big one. The little one was the picture of the dead midget—his head and shoulders, that is—lying on the grass, the same picture the cop at the carney had shown me. The big picture was a flashlight shot of the inside of the freak show top. It had been taken after the body had been moved, but the usual X marked the spot. It was taken from just inside the entrance, and you could see the empty platforms, and the grass and canvas and poles, and nothing else. No people, I mean. Either the police had cleared the top by then, or the carneys had got out of the way when the photographer had set up his camera.

I looked back at the streamer head, MIDGET MURDERED AT CARNIVAL. It sounded so simple. I mean, what more logical place is there for a midget to be murdered? Only it wasn’t right; there was a word missing. It should have read MIDGET MURDERED AT WRONG CARNIVAL.

One little word that took it out of the plane of the ordinary and made it screwball.

I got to wondering what it would be like to be a midget. You wouldn’t seem like a midget to yourself, I thought. Everybody around you would be giants. Every one of them big enough to pick you up and break you in two. Or stick a knife in you—

I remembered the way his dead face looked and I thought again, he knew that knife was coming. But he hadn’t yelled, or nobody had heard him yell. Maybe some giant, somebody twice his height and four times his weight, had held him and held a hand over his mouth and—

I didn’t want to think about it. To get my mind off it, I read the rest of the paper. There’d been a holdup at a filling station, and a burglary. Neither of them sounded very interesting.

A hundred miles away, in Louisville, there’d been a kidnapping. The seven-year-old son of James R. Porley, of the Porley Cosmetics Co., had been stolen from his bed and a note demanding fifty grand ransom had been left pinned to his pillow. Almost as nasty a crime, I thought, as murder. And—like murdering a midget—a case of somebody not picking on someone his size.

There’d been a riot in Calcutta. And a defeated candidate for the Illinois legislature was charging an election fraud and making quite a stink about it.

I did what I should have done in the first place, leafed over to the comic section. After that I read the movie ads.

I wondered if it was going to rain some more. If so, I might as well see a movie, now that I was in town. If not, I ought to go back to the lot to help Uncle Am.

I walked over to the window of the lobby and looked out. I could see the sky between the two buildings across the street, but it didn’t tell me anything. It was the color of old type metal, like it had been all morning. No clouds, just solid gray nothingness. It could be going to rain the rest of the month, or never again all summer.

Damn, I thought. I felt restless; I wanted to do something and I didn’t know what. You get in those moods once in a while, when nothing seems to have any meaning and you don’t know what you’re hanging around for. I wanted to go back to the carney, and I didn’t want to.

I turned around and looked at the clock over the desk of the hotel to see if it was noon yet. It was a quarter to.

There was a girl standing at the desk speaking to the clerk, handing him a key. From a back view, anyway, she didn’t look like anything you’d expect to see in Evansville. She looked like a million dollars in gold. That’s the color her hair was, and it was in a sort of page-boy bob that hung down to her shoulders. She wore a mauve silk dress that fitted her curves like a bathing suit on a Petty girl. She was as far out of this world as a Louis Armstrong trumpet ride.

So I let the view out of the window take care of itself; I wanted to wait until she turned around, to see if the front view matched the back.

Not that I had any ideas, understand; I was just a carney punk with eighteen bucks in my pocket and to my name, and even outside of money I wasn’t in her class. You know what I mean.

Let me put it this way: The hotel lobby had been a fairly nice one, with good furniture and decent decorations, until she stood there in it—and then by contrast she made it look like a shabby, down-at-the-heel flophouse. And she did the same thing to me; I mean, until then I’d been a fairly well dressed, fairly good-looking guy, but if I was with her I’d feel like a high-school kid and look like I’d slept in my clothes.

Anyway, that’s what I was thinking, and then she turned around and I guess I did a double-take.

From the front, she was exactly what I’d expected and hoped for, except for one thing: I knew her. It was Rita.

I wouldn’t know, but probably my mouth fell open. I felt that way.

She started toward the street door and then she saw me and smiled at me. She changed direction a little and came over to me. She said, “Hi, Eddie.” Her voice, at least, was the same as last night.

I stammered something.

“How did you know where I was staying, Eddie?” she asked.

“I didn’t.” I said. “I came in out of the rain, only it didn’t rain. Look, could I buy you a drink, or something?”

She hesitated just a second. “Breakfast, maybe. Have you eaten yet?”

“No,” I said.

We had coffee and doughnuts in the coffee shop off the hotel lobby. I kept looking at her across the table. I still couldn’t believe it. It didn’t seem possible that muddy shoes and ankles and a shapeless slicker and hair being tucked up under a beret could have made that much difference.

Over the coffee, she asked, “Have they found out anything, Eddie, about the midget?”

I shook my head. “Not according to the newspaper. They don’t even know who he is.”

“But that ought to be easy to find out. There can’t be so awfully many midgets, can there?”

I’d happened to have talked about that with Major Mote once, and I had the answer. I said, “There are a couple of thousand in the United States. Real midgets, that is. There are about fifty thousand dwarfs.”

“What’s the difference, Eddie? The midgets are smaller than the dwarfs?”

“Well—I guess most of them are, but that isn’t the difference. A midget is perfectly proportioned. A dwarf has a head as big, or almost as big, as a full-sized person. And their bodies, their torsos, are long. They have very short legs and arms.”

“Oh. Then just the midgets would be in show business, huh?”

“Generally speaking, yes. No side show would exhibit a dwarf as a midget. But some circuses have dwarf clowns. And some of the troupes of midgets, in vaudeville or in the bigger carney shows, have a dwarf as a comedian—and, I guess, for contrast with the real midgets. Some dwarfs make pretty good clowns.”

“Can I have another cup of coffee, Eddie?”

“I guess I can afford it. I told you last night I had nineteen dollars. I’ve still got eighteen of it.”

“Eddie! Have you been spending it on other women?”

“Not yet. And if we stick to coffee, that much money will go a long way.”

“Umm-hmm. Then we’ll stick to coffee. With maybe a doughnut now and then. I can’t get over it, Eddie.”

“Over what? The doughnut?”

“No, over how different you look dressed up, from the way you looked last night.”

I couldn’t help it. I leaned back and laughed. I had to explain, of course, and then she laughed too. She was beautiful when she laughed, and even her laughter was beautiful. It was funny, too, that I hadn’t even noticed what a nice voice she had.

“You didn’t stay the rest of the night with Darlene?” I asked her.

She nodded. “Yes, but here at the hotel instead of the trailer. After the cops questioned me, I found Darlene up and dressed, and neither of us wanted to stay there. We came in to town and slept in my room here. Only Darlene went back to the lot earlier because she expected her man back this morning.”

After the second cup of coffee, Rita looked at her wrist watch. “We’ve got to get out to the lot,” she said. “That is, I have to. And I’ve got an errand first, at a bank. It’s next door. Will you wait here for me; that is, if you’re going out to the lot too—?”

“I’m going out,” I told her. “Sure, I’ll wait here.”

Coffee was practically running out of my ears by then, what with the two cups I’d had with my first breakfast an hour before. But I had another cup while I waited.

Then we took a bus out to the lot. She told me we had to watch my eighteen dollars, and wouldn’t let me take a cab.
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