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Wave Goodbye to Charlie

 

By Eric Arvin

 

My name’s Charlie. I’m many things, though none of them having to do with any real talent. I’m a runaway, a hustler when I need to be, a ghost when I have to scare hoodlums away from my home, and a loner who maybe reads too much. But most of all, I’m the keeper of the carnival. That’s how I see myself. I look after the place ’cause even dying things need to be cared for. Maybe it’s illegal. Maybe that rusty metal fence around the carnival is supposed to keep me out too. Or maybe me and this place were meant to find each other. Truth is, I never felt at home anywhere but here, not even in all the foster families and orphanages I was placed in as a young shit. They don’t look for me no more, those places. I suspect I ran away so much they finally just said, “Fuck! Let him go.” I am a hangnail on society’s manicured middle finger. I’m older. One year past the age anyone gives a shit.

And this is my adventure….


Part I


 

 

THERE’S AN abandoned carnival on the outskirts of town. Parts of it are still standing. The entrance is a large castle-like structure, the years having stripped away most of the siding on the towers by way of storms and winds so that now all that’s left of them resembles arthritic bones reaching into the sky, all crooked and deformed. But on the lower levels of the castle, the remaining stone looks as cool as death in the moonlight. Most of the lettering has done fallen off the sign, but there is still a charred imprint over the gate that reads “Carnival.”

This is my home.

I live here among these fading memories, a few miles east of Devlin, along a forgotten tree-lined county road that don’t get much use at all but for curious teenagers or people up to no good. One of these days, we’re gonna get a strong enough wind through here it’s gonna blow this dirt road right off the map. It ain’t but dust and gravel anyway. I ain’t complaining, though. This is an ideal location, an ideal situation, for me. Living here, I ain’t bothered by the noises and pollutions of living in town. When I need work or to get some food or pick up something to read, it’s not too far a walk for me into Devlin. Sometimes, though, I will admit that walk can get downright creepy under all those trees. I’ve never liked trees. I don’t trust what might be hiding in them or behind them.

Here in the carnival, I feel safe as houses. Home is where you hang your hat, and if I had a hat, well, this is where I’d hang it. I make the rules. I can sleep anywhere I want, whether it be in the old log ride—where I currently reside—the haunted house, or one of the freaks’ tents. Just got to be careful, is all. Lots of places are falling down. The carnival ain’t been open for years, and so it’s just me and some of the old flags waving at each other in the wind. Mostly. Sometimes, though, the amusements turn on by themselves, and that gives me pause to think I may not be as alone as I think. The light bulbs above the Whac-A-Mole flitter on, the tea cup ride starts whirling round, the sign advertising the freak show burns bright, all sudden-like and at once. At first, I was kinda freaked out by all that. It even made me think about leaving. But where would I go? I have no family. The carnival turns on later in the night anyway, and only for an hour, so I just lay there in my log and I listen to it until I fall back to sleep. There’s a lullaby in creepy carnival music if you listen for it, and it don’t tell of deformed babies chasing after you, wanting to gnaw on your leg.

 

 

MY NAME’S Charlie, by the way. I’m many things, though none of them having to do with any real talent. I’m a runaway, a hustler when I need to be, a ghost when I have to scare hoodlums away from my home, and a loner who maybe reads too much. But most of all, I’m the keeper of the carnival. That’s how I see myself. I look after the place ’cause even dying things need to be cared for. Maybe it’s illegal. Maybe that rusty metal fence around the carnival is supposed to keep me out too. Or maybe me and this place were meant to find each other. Truth is, I never felt at home anywhere but here, not even in all the foster families and orphanages I was placed in as a young shit. They don’t look for me no more, those places. I suspect I ran away so much they finally just said, “Fuck! Let him go.” I am a hangnail on society’s manicured middle finger. I’m older. One year past the age anyone gives a shit.

Well, most anyone. There is Trent. He seems to be warming up to me.

Trent is another hustler like me. New to the area, he lives in the city with another boy. We met one night at a café. We’d both just finished with tricks. The place was filled with truck drivers and drunks, none of whom seemed to care for our company. We found a booth in the back, though we hadn’t said two words to each other. Recognition, you know. We were in the same circumstance. If you’re gonna be judged, it’s safer not to be judged alone. We hit it off and soon were laughing so loud we were thrown out of that fine establishment. I don’t laugh much, but Trent, he’s got a way about him. He’s charming as a blue jay.

Lately, he’s been coming to see me at the carnival. One night in Devlin, I let it slip I live there. I try to keep that hush-hush. I think it’s sweet, though. I never had someone with a crush on me before, and the way he stares at me I can tell that’s what it is. My, my, that boy’s got big eyes and a cherub’s face. How did he end up on the street? What no-good bastard would put him out? Tonight the two of us are walking the old county road beneath the tall twisted trees, and there’s a big ol’ moon that’s hanging in a field of stars like it’s fixed up there just for us. That’s the romantic in me showing up. Sometimes I imagine things that can’t ever be real. Sometimes it looks like those old tree branches are holding up Miss Moon all by themselves.

We pass slowly, meandering-like with our hands in our jean pockets, beneath the vines and the Spanish moss hanging from the limbs. It’s like them trees was caught melting in the humidity. They will continue to melt once we pass on by. The katydids are drowning out the crickets tonight, but that’s been the way of things this summer. Those with the loudest voices are always heard better even if they have nothing to say.

The county road is as twisted as these old trees, twisted and long and never seeming to truly go anywhere. Sure, the road leads into Devlin, if that’s the way you’re headed, but Devlin’s not really anywhere at all but a wannabe town that’s not got the gumption to be a gottabe town. It’s just a dot on the map.

The summer heat is less oppressive in the night, but me and Trent are still sweating through our tank tops. He’s holding my hand now, something that happened without me even realizing it, and we are congealed. I don’t mind it, though. Hand-holding is something brand-new to me, but I kinda like it. Even when it’s hot and my palm is sweaty.

“You ain’t got no neighbors for miles around, you say?” he asks me, his eyes as wide as if I was telling him a fairy story. “Go on now.”

“I swear it, not for miles,” I reassure him. “Besides the young fellas living in the old carnival caretaker’s house just down that way, the only other folk who live anywhere near are an old black woman and a big bruiser with a mean truck. The old woman lives deep in the woods and never comes out. And I keep clear of the road usually, so I never see bruiser.”

“Why do you keep clear of the road, Charlie?”

“Roads tend to lead places I don’t want to go.”

“But I’m not talking about any old road,” says Trent. “I’m talking about this road, the road into Devlin.”

“Or out of it.”

“Sure, sure. Or out of it. Why keep clear of it? Now you answer me true.”

I shrug with a smile. “I got no reason to be on it unless I’m heading to Devlin to do business or get food, and even then I can take shortcuts through the woods.”

“But you’re on it now.”

“Well,” I say, my voice ringing with charisma, “I got a reason now, don’t I?”

This makes him blush. God bless you, Miss Moon, for letting me see it too. It’s enough to make me want to ask him to come back to the carnival with me to stay a few nights. But I know he can’t. He’s got a roommate back in town, an ugly one, so it’s Trent’s hustling that pays the bills. And, too, not everyone can live in a carnival. Some people just get right freaked out by them. And Trent is new to hustling. He’s easily freaked out.

“Do you believe in Heaven?” he asks me.

I look at him with a sly, oblique grin. “Is this a pickup line?”

“Just wondering,” he says. “I do, and I think this feeling I got right now, it might be what Heaven feels like all the time.”

“Ah, jeez, Trent.” I blush for him. He probably thinks it’s because he’s so gosh darn romantic, and it kinda is. But it’s also embarrassment for that cheese-ball line he just laid on me. Looking at that proud grin on his cherub face, though, I let him keep thinking what he wants.

He stops in the middle of the old gravel road and stares into my eyes. I’m a tall fella, so it’s me who’s looking down on him, but our eyes are lining up real nice. It’s humid as all hell, and the bugs make it sound like we’re in the belly of a frying pan. Swelter. That’s what it is. Swelter and stickiness and we’re all smiles for it. And when we kiss, it’s like I took a bite of cotton candy, the kind I had at some other carnival years ago and far away. I only ever tasted cotton candy once, but this kiss is bringing it all back to me.

“Damn, Trent,” I say. “That was nice. I ain’t never kissed nobody and meant it.”

He smiles at me, his dimples so deep a fella could fall into them. I hope that smile means he feels the same. It might be nice not to be so alone all the time.

I’m about to ask what he feels when I hear a rumbling and a grumbling speed up the road towards us. It’s a truck, but dammit if it don’t have some kind of vendetta. I keep tight to Trent’s hand and try shielding my eyes with my free hand. Lights are blinding us as we stumble onto the shoulder of the road and wait for the beast to pass. But it doesn’t pass. Instead, it stops at a curve so that its giant eyes are fixed on us and we can’t see nothing else but their glare. Trent is clutching my arm now. I think he feels something ain’t right.

“Stay calm,” I tell him. “But prepare to run.”

I hear the cab door open. The damn truck must be on tractor wheels like in them monster truck shows ’cause a pair of boots fall to the ground with a mighty clop. There’s the sound of a chain rattling, pulling something, some living animal that don’t sound too happy. The driver is standing in front of the lights now. I can’t make him out, but the sound of the truck is familiar. This is one of my neighbors and a good reason I stay off the road. He stands silent for a minute, sucking on a big cigar by the looks of the smoke rising up around him. Fuck, I think. We’re fucked. In one hand, he’s got what looks like a shotgun, and in the other, he holds onto a chain that looks to be tied to an angry midget. But as I look closer, I see it’s not a person at all, but a very muscular dog. The dog is growling and thrashing. He wants at us. He wants to rip us apart. The driver is simply jerking on the chain like it ain’t no thing. I know Trent can feel me trembling.

“You boys are out late,” says the driver. It’s a sentence laid out flat. There is no hospitality in his voice. The very fact that we are out late has sealed us to some fate.

“We’re just taking a walk, mister,” I say, trying to talk above the truck. “It’s a nice night for it. We’ll head on home.”

The driver looks around as if he is not certain it is, in fact, a nice night. “No,” he says. “No, you won’t be goin’ nowhere. Boys like you don’t have homes. Don’t deserve homes.”

The truck is roaring, the dog is tearing up the night, drowning out the bugs, the lights making me sweat all the more. Trent is tensing. He’s ready to run, I can feel it.

“We ain’t never done nothing to you, sir,” I say. “Let us go. Please.”

He laughs, and it sounds like something right out of hell. He spits his cigar to the ground, lets go the chain on the dog, and points the shotgun at me.

“No,” he says.

“Run!” I shout as a shot is fired.

I swear I feel the bullet whiz right past my ear. Trent lets go of my hand. In a split second, I’m bounding down one of my shortcuts home, running as fast as my long legs can take me. The darkness is confusing, the trees suffocating. I’m thinking Trent is right behind me. It takes a minute to realize he ain’t. He must be headed back towards town. I hear him screaming, crying, and getting farther away, but I can’t go help. I can’t even call out for him. The dog is after him, but that driver is after me. I hear him trampling through the brush with heavy boots in my wake. He fires every so often, but I’m doing good so far to evade getting an ass full of lead. I’m thin and wiry, and that driver has a lot more meat on his bones. All I need to do is tucker him out. Just keep running and tucker him out. I’m worried sick about Trent, though. That dog looked fucking hungry, and dammit if Trent wasn’t the sweetest boy who ever lived.

Soon enough, I don’t hear anything but the woods. I don’t hear the driver running after me, I don’t hear his truck, the dog, but most worrisome to me, I don’t hear Trent. I slow down, almost out of breath. I am soaked through with sweat, and I’m breathing hard. I lean against a tree and look back, trying to see—hoping maybe Trent followed me somehow, that he outsmarted that big ugly dog and is gonna pop up from behind an oak and be all, “What do you think about all that?” But I know in my gut that ain’t gonna happen. Even if Trent outfoxed that dog, the southern woods are tricky places. They can swallow a man whole in the daylight, let alone at night. Shadows are hungry things. Why do you think we’ve always got ’em dripping from our shoes?

I see a light and realize where I am. The little shack in the woods, the one that ain’t much bigger than a toolshed, is just ahead. There resides another of my neighbors. The window is dark, but a lantern hangs from the plank that serves as a porch roof, giving the whole area a note of deadly welcome. But I ain’t fooled. I don’t want any more to do with neighbors. Not tonight. So I turn to leave… and run smack into the woman who belongs to that shack. Her name is Nessa, and she carries a spear. She’s staring at me with wells of eyes like I done something wrong, like I coulda done something right. She keeps watch on me as I swivel around her and once again, with a few glances over my shoulder, race for my own home. For the carnival.

Through the woods, finally free of the trees and their ripping branches and tripping roots, I dip under the rusted chain link fence that’s halfway to gone and keep running through the weeds, past the attractions, past the magician’s parlor and the sideshow museum, past the Ferris wheel that’s now little more than a planter, past the haunted house and the strongman’s booth to the one place I feel safest of all, the one place no boogeyman, living or dead, will ever find me. The log ride. Here, out of breath and out of my mind with fright, I quickly climb the steps and hunker down in my favorite log, the one that’s paused teetered over the waterfall drop with a view of all the fairyland people down below. I curl up in my old blankets and torn sheets and I shake and I cry and I pray. I pray for Trent. I’ll go look for him tomorrow. Tonight I’m no use. Tomorrow I still won’t be any good, but I can at least be useful during the day.

 

 

I’VE AWAKENED to the melody of the carnival. It must be two in the morning. Every night the carnival is alive for an hour—only an hour—and always at two. I don’t know the whyfors. I’ve investigated, but I don’t know much about mechanical stuff, and if there are ghosts here, real ghosts, I’ve never seen them. But at the stroke of two, the lights come on, the ones that work anyway, and the organ-style music of the games and the rides fills the air. At 2:59, it all goes off again, and the night is as silent as the pause after a threat.

I lay in my log and I listen. I’m still shaken by what happened to me and Trent. I want to go look for him, but that would be pointless in the dark. The trees have probably grabbed him up by now. If he’s smart, he’s hiding in the forest and didn’t try and run back to Devlin. I don’t know him well enough to recognize his intelligence, though.

I get up and make my way outside, to the lights and the carnival. The music is off-key and drooping, like it’s rotting in the moonlight. Everything here needs a tune-up. The lights have lost most of their color too: shades of yellows and reds, but mostly dim white. I walk through the weeds and tree sprouts that now grow where people once crowded. The lights and the music combined with the shadows are playing tricks on my already frazzled nerves. If I didn’t know better, I’da sworn I just saw something out of the corner of my eye. I’da sworn I saw lots of somethings. Dammit, if I think too long on it and let my mind wander the darkness, I’d be chased clear out of my carnival by made-up boogeymen. The only thing that’s really ever creeped me out about carnivals and circuses—and I am not alone in this—is clowns. I can’t stand ’em. So when I decided to squat here, the first thing I did was go around and find every last remnant of clown and toss it in a big ol’ bonfire at the far end of the carnival grounds. I stay away from that ash pile now. That’s unholy ground.

But sometimes I have bad dreams. Sometimes I see those burnt statues and signs rise up in the night and come for me while I sleep. They’re smiling still.

I go through the maze, the rusty railings that force the line to “wait your turn” up to the merry-go-round. I sit on the platform and cross my legs, watching the menagerie of once-brilliantly colored animals pass by me. The drugged-out music fits the look of the poor creatures going round and round: horses without ears, tigers without claws, ostriches without heads, unicorns without reason. This is a carnival on the fringes. Every night for an hour it whispers, “I’m still here, world. Don’t forget me.” But it’s too late. The world’s moved on. Everyone wants quick thrills these days. No one’s got time for rides on fake lions.

I sit here until three. I’ll be witness to my carnival’s plea for attention. At 2:59, it stops, as if someone unplugged the place. Everything freezes, the lights go out, and music shuts off. I’m left in the dark and my carnival is dead, a faint echo of its passing only slightly audible for the briefest of moments. Katydids drown out the rest. This makes me sad. The bear on the merry-go-round has stopped in front of me. He only has half a face, the rest broken off or chipped away. How’s a bear supposed to roar with only half a face?

 

 

I RISE and look around for something to fill my time with until the sun comes up. I’m trying not to think on Trent. There’s not much to do here I ain’t already done. I visit the hall of mirrors in the fun house, always good for a laugh. Only I don’t feel much like laughing and most of the mirrors are cracked and broken. I stand outside and stare at the haunted house for a bit—this big ol’ gray thing that’s starting to look scarier now than it ever did while in use—but decide against going in. Anything in there will only make me more anxious. Them lacquered-up mannequins that was left behind in there can get a might creepy even in the day.

I finally resort to just strolling around the carnival, listening to the wind shake the rusty metal go-carts and the loose wood on those structures that are still standing. Sometimes, when there’s a strong enough breeze through the weeds, it’s like the carnival has come to life. Picked right back up where it left off so long ago.

The sun is just peeking over the horizon, and one of those strong breezes is rolling through now, whipping my hair with some ferocity. I turn as the weeds rush all around me and the metal scrapings make a ruckus from the rides, and I think I hear a voice. Sounds like Trent. Just there, beyond the fence, beneath that massive oak tree, I swear I see a figure. I’m running towards it, jumping over weeds, debris, and twisted metal from storms long past. I’m at the fence, and the wind has died. There’s no sign of a figure. No sign of Trent. I search the shadows, but nothing. I feel like a fool, letting my mind deceive me like that. It’s light enough now, though. I’m gonna go look for him.

The trees in the woods are full of life. The birds put on a show… or throw a fit. Whichever you’re in the mood for, that’s what you hear. But the trees themselves, ornamented as they are with the moss and the song, are nonetheless dormant giants. During the day, they sleep, they replenish themselves. But at night, they play with shadows. I don’t think I’d want to live in the woods. I mean, sure, me and my carnival are protected by trees. Nobody knows we’re here. But I couldn’t live among them. You never know what a tree is up to. That may sound crazy, but people believe in all sorts of crazy things: angels, aliens, devils, gods. How is what I believe any crazier than those? I’ll stay in my headspace, you stay in yours.

Back on the road now, I can’t see any proof me and Trent were even here last night. I don’t know what I was thinking I would find coming back here. And honestly, if I did find something—say, an article of Trent’s clothing—that would have just made me worry more. Now, I can at least tell myself Trent got away, hid out in the woods, and then hightailed it back to Devlin when the coast was clear.

Maybe Leroy and Jimmy saw something. Maybe Trent’s even staying there with them. That’s a thought and a damn comforting one too. Leroy and Jimmy are good folk. They’d take good care of him. Yes, sir. Wouldn’t that be something if Trent was staying with them. If he’s not with them and if I haven’t heard from him by tomorrow, well, then I’ll head to town. I’ll find him, one way or another.

 

 

JIMMY AND Leroy live in an old house that’s so big it feels like its approaching you as you’re approaching it, like the damn thing’s got legs. It looms. It’s probably always loomed, even when it was newly built a thousand years ago for the carnival keeper. If at one time, though, it seemed awe-inspiring or threatening, now it only seems to need a paint job and a good weeding. Jimmy and Leroy don’t seem too concerned with how the old place looks, how the lawn is no doubt home to snakes and other nasty critters. On either side of the dirt walkway leading up to the house are weeds and tall grass, interspersed here and there with wildflowers. It’s a good thing they ain’t looking to sell the place. There are some beautiful wildflowers, though. There’s some orange and wild pink, even some bright blue, all mixed in with some of Queen Anne’s lace. I once asked Jimmy if he wanted me to cut the grass for them, but he said there wasn’t no sense in doing that. It’d just grow back, and why would I want to cut such pretty flowers anyway?

“It’d make the place look nicer,” I said with a shrug.

“You mean it’d make the place look less chaotic,” Jimmy’d answered. “Life is chaos, my young friend. And there’s beauty in that.”

I don’t know about any of that. I suppose my life looks pretty chaotic, too, to outsiders looking in. While my life is comfortable to me, I don’t particularly see any beauty in it. But honestly, by offering to cut the grass, I was just wanting to pay Jimmy and Leroy back for all the breakfasts and dinners they give me. I don’t recall eating better in my life. Leroy can cook shit and make it taste like steak.

“Good mornin’, there!” Jimmy hollers at me. He’s on the front porch in the swing with an iced tea. I can hear the ice clink against the glass as he raises it to me. “You’re out and about early.” And without even asking me if I want to stay for breakfast, he shouts inside, “Leroy!”

There’s no response. Jimmy takes a sip of his tea and swings lightly. I climb the steps to the porch and lean against the wood banister.

He shouts again, this time with a hint of exasperation. “Leroy!”

“What?” comes a deeper and even more exasperated voice from inside the house.

“Fix another place at the table, will ya?”

Leroy’s voice changes, and it’s all surprised and delighted… but still deep. “Is our boy Charlie here?”

Jimmy smiles at me. “He is indeed, and he looks like he’s starvin’ to death. Ain’t you been eatin’, Charlie boy?”

“Well, get on in here, Charlie,” says Leroy. “And bring that old layabout in with you. He’s been a good-for-nothin’ all mornin’.”

“Yessir,” I say with a smile. These two make me laugh. I’ve never known any pair of human persons more comfortable with one another or more perfectly matched, from flowers to farts. Jimmy and Leroy accept one another wholly. That’s the way it seems to me, anyway.

I don’t see Trent, and my heart is sinking for it. Still, he probably just made his way back to Devlin. And I can get these fellas to help me search the woods just in case he’s still hiding out in there. All I can do is pray he’s not in that ugly dog’s belly.

There’s lots of space in this drafty house. If it weren’t for the sunny dispositions of Jimmy and Leroy, the guts of the place would probably feel as downtrodden and in need of repair as the outside. As it is, there’s not a lot of furniture. There’s a bureau here, a chair there. The living room has a big ugly green couch right in the center in front of the fireplace. There’s an end table made out of piled newspapers next to it. But the rest of the room looks to be a gathering place for phantom furniture and paintings, the walls so old you can see the exact shape of the antique gun cabinet that used to be over there or the dullness of the framed portrait that once hung here. In the morning light, it don’t look so bad. There’s even a bit of charm to it. At night… well, night’s another matter altogether. Like the woods, I have a feeling this old house has secrets that come alive at night, secrets I’d rather not hear whispered in my ears.

Leroy greets me with a smile in the kitchen in a sweaty white T-shirt, and suddenly he doesn’t look as sick as I know he is. His good looks are hanging on by a thread, though. A fan oscillates behind him as he dries the perspiration from his brow, and the golden morning sunlight cheers up the room. How he has the strength to cook breakfast every morning is a mystery to me, but according to Jimmy, he insists on it. Says it keeps him going. Says if all he had pushing him to live was Jimmy, he’da been dead yesternoon. He says this with a sly grin and a wink to Jimmy. Jimmy harrumphs whenever Leroy says this. There’s a lot of harrumphing between these two, god love ’em.

The kitchen is the only room in the house that looks lived-in. It’s a right mess from Leroy’s cooking, and boy, can he cook! The table is set like they’re expecting seven dwarves. There’s pancakes piled high as buildings, toast as thick as bricks, fluffy eggs you could sleep on, crisp bacon, spicy sausage, and a few things I ain’t never heard of but taste so damn good I’m afraid to ask what they’re called. If Heaven has a smell, it’s just like Leroy’s kitchen.

“Sit down, Charlie boy,” says Leroy. “Sit down and have at it, or else I’m gonna have to hand you a mop and bucket to clean up your drool.”

Truer words ain’t never been spoken. I’m salivating.

I’m having me a little bit of everything, dipping my sausage in the syrup, wrapping my eggs up in my pancakes, and washing it down with a big glass of milk. You’d think I’m dying of starvation by how fast I’m eating. It’s so much better than the crap I usually eat, though, I can’t help myself.

“Look at our boy go, Leroy,” says Jimmy, taking a break from eating so he can watch me. “Shooey, I never seen no one eat like that.”

Truth is, neither of them is really old enough for me to be their “boy,” but I don’t mind it. For the past year, since they moved into the old place, this has been my own personal bar & grill. They always give me leftovers, too, and they never ask for anything in return. We have a connection, I think. I feel like they’re runaways, too, of some sort. They don’t have a family either.

“With that appetite,” says Jimmy, “where do you find the food to keep yourself alive? You’re skinnier than a twig and most likely burn through calories faster than you can eat ’em. You only eat here two or three times a week.” He leans towards me. “You cheatin’ on us?”

I shrug. “I make do,” I say while destroying a piece of coffee cake dripping in brown sugar sauce. “I got canned foods back at the carnival. Walls of cans. They’re pretty cheap at the Dollar Tree. I also got some cereals and chips. And sometimes a trick will even give me some extra cash for a meal. Sometimes they’ll take me out to dinner, too, if they really liked what I did.”

I can feel Leroy and Jimmy look at each other over the table without having to see them. Their glances have drafts of unease.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather come here and live with us?” asks Jimmy. “We got plenty of room, Charlie boy. You wouldn’t even have to hustle no more.”

“And you’d get good food every day,” says Leroy. “You’d wake up to the smell of fried eggs every morning and go to sleep with a full stomach every night. Lasagna, pizza, fried chicken, whatever you want.”

I take a big swallow of everything in my mouth. It hurts good going down. “That’s real nice of you fellas,” I say (and I’ve said it before), “but I like the carnival. I like my space there. I guess I’m just an independent soul, is all.” I look at both of them, hoping they understand. We have this conversation, or something similar to it, every other week.

Jimmy smiles and hits me on the shoulder. “Just be careful there,” he says. “Leroy’s a big mother hen. He’d hate to see you come to any harm.” Leroy isn’t saying anything, but he’s still smiling.

To be honest, I might have considered living with them. They’re great guys and having a group of friends, a tribe, would be a new experience. Maybe I’d even like it. If only their home wasn’t this home. The old carnival caretaker’s place is fine for morning breakfasts and quick visits, but it’s dark here, haunted by things much darker than the carnival itself. I feel things watching me every time I’m here, even now as I’m polishing off this meal. I wonder why Leroy and Jimmy don’t feel it. But then again, maybe they do and that’s why they want me to move in, to help them beat back the haunters. I’d say something about what I feel, but I’m afraid they’d take it the wrong way, like I was just being ungrateful or something, making excuses.

I finish off my milk while I’m finishing off my thoughts. I came here for a reason, and it’s nearly been forgotten.

“Either of you fellas seen another guy around here about my age?” I ask. “We ran into trouble last night on the county road, and we got split up. I ain’t seen him since, and I’m real worried.”

“Naw, just you,” answers Jimmy. “Does this trouble you speak of drive a noisy truck and have an ill-tempered dog?”

“That’s the one,” I say. “I’ve done well avoiding him until now.”

“I don’t know what his proper name is, but we call him Bull,” says Jimmy, “on account of the way he looks. He’s a right mess. You ain’t plannin’ on going snoopin’ round that big bruiser’s place to search for your friend, are ya? That I would not recommend.”

“Naw. I’m betting Trent just found his way back to Devlin. That’s what I hope, anyway. I’m heading there tonight. I’ve got a weekly trick in town, and we’re usually done early enough for me to take my time getting home before it gets too dark. I’ll go check on Trent at his apartment, if I can remember how to get there.”

“Is that what you’re wearin’?” asks Leroy. He’s not being facetious or nothing. Just concerned.

I look down at myself. My tank top is soiled a nice brown and stiff with last night’s sweat. My jeans are just as filthy and torn in at least five places. I’m surprised Leroy let me into the house.

“You need some new clothes is what Mama Leroy is sayin’,” says Jimmy.

“And a bath,” says Leroy. “You’re spicier than these sausages, Charlie boy.”

Jimmy stretches and rises to his feet. He is not as tall as me, but broad-shouldered and a country girl’s idea of handsome. “Come on upstairs. We’ll get you cleaned up. I’ll find somethin’ from my closet for you to wear tonight while you get in the tub.”

“Then maybe you should take a nap,” says Leroy. “You’ll get run over walkin’ into town with as little sleep as you’ve had.”

“Don’t argue with him.” Jimmy can no doubt see the objection rising in my face. “Won’t do no good. Leroy won’t let you out of the house without layin’ a guilt trip on ya if you try and escape. Then I’ll get it, too, for lettin’ ya go.”

 

 

I JUST woke up from a midday dream. A nightmare really.

I took Leroy’s advice and had a nap, though not in the house. I made up some excuse about not being able to sleep in a proper bed after living so long in the carnival—which of course ain’t true. I can sleep anywhere and through anything. But in the end, I convinced Leroy I’d be fine sleeping on the steps of the porch outside, my back against the banister. Truth is, I needed it. I was worn-out.

I feel real clean now too. I haven’t taken a bath, not a real bath in a real tub with clean water, in a long time. There’s a small creek beside the carnival, just off in the woods, and I wash myself clean there when I get too rank. When the creek’s not running, I use the collected rainwater from the tin buckets I position around the carnival just for that purpose. But this is a whole new clean for me. I feel crisp and sparkling. Leroy washed my clothes while I was bathing, and Jimmy set me out something new to wear tonight like he said he would. My new clothes—new to me, anyway—are folded up neatly beside me here on the steps and they smell all grown-up and fragrant, like Jimmy’s cologne. I feel like a damn prince.

The midday heat is causing me to sweat again, though, taking away some of that crisp, sparkly feeling, and the katydids and summer bugs are trilling something awful. Sometimes a fella’s got to shout to be heard over them. Jimmy and Leroy are both up in the porch swing. They’re napping and swaying back and forth so that the swing’s chain makes a tiny chirp of its own, like it’s in chorus with the bugs. I’m sitting here, eyes open, trying to piece together the dream I just had. Something about fire, about fear. I was scared to death in that dream, but now it’s fading fast from my mind like it wasn’t nothing. That’s fine by me. There’s too much to be scared of in the waking world to have to worry about dreams.
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