
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


CARNEVALE

An erotic novel

Honey Falls


For my beautiful friends who sparkle on stage and off


Chapter One

The sound of raindrops was like the constant pitter-patter of fingertips tapping on the roof of the battered old trailer. Lucille pulled the hand-knitted blanket up over her shoulders and winced as another bedspring pinched her sharply on the behind when she shifted lower into the bed. Outside, the wind sighed deeply and the windows rattled in reply. Lucille watched the faded curtains shift slightly in the draught and settle again, leaving the trailer in darkness. She shut her eyes, knowing she should get some sleep, but her mind kept replaying the events of the last few days.

Was it only two days ago? Ma, her face creased with hard work and worry, waving the letter under her face. ‘What’s this? You been writin’ to the pitcher show people? Wanting to get yourself up there on the screen, showin’ yourself off, kissing all o’ them actor fellas ...’

Her mother’s voice continued, blurring into one long hum of questioning, confused anger. She just didn’t understand. The world wasn’t the same one that she had grown up in and Lucille knew, just knew, that she wanted more. Sure, it was 1937 and times were hard, especially here in California. She’d done well in her schooling, but what now? The crack of a hand across her temples brought her back to harsh reality.

‘Always daydreamin’.’ Her ma was shouting now. ‘Well, daydreamin’ ain’t gonna put food on the table and it ain’t gonna get you no husband! You’re twenty now, Lucille. Time you were settling down.’

Lucille focused through her tear-filled eyes, and the realisation of what her life was hit her hard. All of her dreams, her ambitions, didn’t count for anything in this small town. She turned her back on her mother and walked into the small bedroom she shared with her sisters. Her case was already packed and she had twenty dollars hidden away in the lining of her purse.

As she walked out of the front door into the dusty front yard she didn’t look back ...

The rain was easing off now. Lucille stayed huddled in bed. Had she slept? The clouds had cleared to reveal a low moon, which cast sharp shadows across the cramped interior of the trailer. Outside, footsteps echoed in the night. Lucille shut her eyes tightly, and she felt herself sink slowly down into an ocean of dreams.

* * *

Through the thin curtains he watched her. Took in the dark curve of her eyelashes against the peach of her cheek. The full pink lips trembling slightly, as if she was talking to herself. He waited. Saw her slip deeper into slumber. The knitted blanket shifted and she turned away from the window. He cursed, silently. He watched the curve of her shoulder rise and fall with her heavy breathing. She shifted, and the blanket fell away to reveal her thin cotton shift, stretched tightly over the arcing curve of her butt. He felt a warm stirring and his hand, deep in his trouser pocket, slid one finger along his stiffening cock. A dog barked sharply nearby. The girl jerked in her sleep and instinctively pulled the blanket back over her shoulder. Her hair, hair like the long brown hair that he used to entwine around his fingers, was spread over the pillow. But this girl wasn’t the one he was looking for. It wasn’t her. But still ...

He turned and walked away, silently, into the night.

* * *

Morning, and a pale golden sun rose softly over the distant, snow-topped mountains. Lucille stood at the trailer window, watching the world around her come to life.

She had caught the bus to Salinas but, once she got down from the bus, her footsteps had led her to the edge of town, drawn by a flurry of lights and noise. Lucille had looked up to see a gaudy sign: Lightfoot’s Carnival of Wonders. She bought a stick of pink cotton candy and, relishing the cloying sweetness melting on her tongue, wandered from stall to stall, gazing open-mouthed. Strutting showmen tried to draw the crowds inside the colourful tents to see the exotic treasures within. A bearded lady, a strong man, a real mermaid! Why, she’d never heard of such things. She suddenly realised that it was getting darker; lights were being switched off and the crowds were leaving. Lucille stood still, wondering what she should do, when a kindly voice had said, ‘Is there a problem, missy?’

She turned and saw an elderly man, wearing a faded tailcoat and wing-collared shirt. At his belt was a huge ring of keys. His watery, grey eyes looked kindly at her as she stumbled through her story. Lucille’s voice trailed away and she looked down at her dusty, worn shoes.

‘Well, I tell you what,’ he’d said, rubbing the silver bristles on his chin. ‘I think I know someone who is lookin’ to use some extra help. He’s a good fella but I don’ think he’ll be too happy if we disturb him this late. I’ll fix you up with a trailer for tonight and we’ll go see him in the morning.’

So here she was. Lucille Avery, twenty years of age, left home and about to find herself a job. Lucille smiled to herself. If only her sisters could see her now! She had brushed the unruly curls of her chestnut hair until they hung in heavy waves to her shoulders and had put on a fresh cotton house dress. Not quite Dorothy Lamour, but maybe, one day.

A sharp knock on the door brought her back to the present. The old man was wearing overalls and a blue shirt, in contrast to his formal attire of the night before. Perhaps this isn’t Mr Lightfoot, after all!

‘The fella we’re going to see is a magician,’ he told Lucille. ‘I’ve already talked to him and he’s keen to meet you. But don’ you worry none, his wife is gonna be there. She’s a real sweetheart. Everybody loves Bella ...’

The old man continued his monologue, almost unaware of Lucille, until they stopped short at a large trailer. A hand-painted sign was propped against the steps. The Grand Mysterio – Prepare to Be Amazed. Before her companion could even knock, the door swung open and Lucille’s gaze moved from the sign to the prettiest feet she had ever seen. Soft, pink skin and toenails painted scarlet, tottering in red, high-heeled mule slippers. Realising that she was staring rudely at the woman’s feet, Lucille blushed, looked up, and stammered, ‘Pleased to meet you.’

The woman threw her head back and laughed. Golden blonde curls bobbed about her face, a stray tendril clinging to her sticky, red lipstick. ‘Well, I’m pleased to meet you, too.’ She smiled. ‘There’s no need for formalities, honey. You come on in. My name’s Bella Mirada.’ She turned her attention to the man who had brought Lucille to the trailer. ‘Thanks, Jake, we can take things from here.’

Shutting the door firmly behind her, Bella took Lucille’s hand and drew her into the trailer. The morning sun dappled the cluttered interior. A man lounged against a heap of faded, velvet cushions, on a worn sofa. He wasn’t like the men that Lucille was used to; farm workers and labourers with their sun-beaten skin and hard denim clothes. Lucille took in his oiled black hair, arched brows, and thin, carefully crafted, Clark Gable moustache. She could see he was tall and slim, although he did not get up. His dark eyes looked Lucille up and down, and he slowly nodded his agreement to Bella.

‘Well, I suppose we had better sort you out a costume. You can’t go on stage wearing those clothes.’ Lucille looked alarmed and Bella continued, ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart, we can go into the bedroom for some privacy.’ She giggled and winked at Earl ‘We got a shy one here!’

They went through the curtained partition into the bedroom area. The air smelt sweet, like roses, but the perfume covered an underlying mustiness which reminded Lucille of the attic back home. A big double bed, heaped with blankets and pillows, filled most of the space. The rest was taken up by several large leather trunks and a mirror on a stand, which almost reached the ceiling.

Bella stood to face Lucille; she was a good six inches taller than Lucille, thanks to her high-heeled slippers. Placing her hands on Lucille’s shoulders, she looked her up and down. Pursing her lips, she slid her hands down the sides of Lucille’s body, brushing the soft curve of her breasts, and rested them firmly on her waist. Lucille stood totally still, holding her breath, aware of how close Bella was standing to her.

‘How is she?’

Lucille jumped at the sound of Earl’s deep voice and turned to look, but he still sat on the sofa, behind the curtain.

‘Oh, she’s cute. About the size of Myrna,’ Bella called back to him. She moved around behind Lucille and then propelled her towards the mirror. She replaced her hands onto her waist, squeezing, oh so slightly.

‘Who’s Myrna?’ asked Lucille.

‘Aw, she was our last assistant.’ Bella shook her head. ‘Silly girl ran off with a fire eater!’

‘Got more than her fingers burnt there,’ murmured Earl from behind the curtain.

‘Still, we should have something purty for you to wear, honey. Let’s get you out of your clothes and see what we can do.’

Bella started unbuttoning the back of Lucille’s dress. Lucille looked at the mirror, watching the woman’s deft fingers working quickly down her spine until her dress was falling off her shoulders. She’d been brought up in a modest, church-fearing household, and undressing was always something to be done in private or, better still in the dark.

‘Relax, honey. Don’t be shy. Just wait till you see the fancy clothes.’

Bella lifted the shoulders of the cotton dress and it fell to the floor, leaving Lucille in just her slip. Outside, the wind had changed direction and a cold draught snaked through the window and across Lucille’s body, making her nipples harden and crinkle till they pushed against the thin fabric. Bella paused, clearly watching the tempting mounds, and her pink tongue slid briefly over her rouged lips.

‘I think I know something that will look wonderful on you,’ she said huskily, reaching for a peacock blue corset. She reached down and, in one sweep, lifted the slip by the hem right over Lucille’s head, leaving her in just her drawers. Lucille instinctively wrapped her arms around to cover herself, but Belle moved them away with a “tsk” and wrapped the stiff, boned fabric around Lucille’s slim body.

* * *

He studied the two women. One fussing and laughing, and in contrast, the other standing still, wary and unsure of herself. But he could sense there was a growing awareness in the young girl. He watched the reflection of her hazel eyes as they flickered towards the mirror, looking at herself, as if she had never really looked at her own body before, and then looking back at the older woman, almost as if seeking reassurance.

* * *

Lucille watched in the mirror as Bella knelt in front of her and carefully hooked the front metal busk of the corset. Bella’s head was so close that she could feel her warm breath against her skin. She looked down at the golden curls, which smelled of lavender, and could see darker lines criss-crossing at the roots. Bella stood and moved behind her to pull at the laces, first the top, between her shoulder blades, and then at the bottom, pulling the fabric tighter against her hips. A sudden movement in the corner of her eye made Lucille twist but Belle pushed her back, huffing under her breath, and Lucille realised it was just the reflection of Earl’s foot as he uncrossed his legs.

Bella wrapped the two long loops of lacing around her hands, unceremoniously raised her knee into the small of Lucille’s back, and pulled tightly. Lucille felt her waist pulled in snugly. It didn’t hurt; just felt a little strange, constricting. She tried to take a deep breath but the bones of the corset fought back and she gasped as a wave of dizziness swept over her.

‘That’s OK, honey, it’s sexy to be breathless.’ Bella laughed and placed her hands back on Lucille’s, now tiny, waist. ‘We’ve got ourselves a showgirl here, Earl. Let’s see how the front fits.’

She swung Lucille around to face her and took a step back. Lucille’s breasts were squeezed tightly against the corset and pushed into two high, round mounds. At the top edge of the corset were two pink crescents as Lucille’s nipples threatened to escape from their blue satin prison. Bella used her fingers to push each breast down into the corset and the long, painted nails scratched against the rebellious pink nubs.

‘I think it’s nearly show time!’ Bella looked suddenly serious and lowered her voice. ‘Now listen, honey, you just do as I say, and you’ll be fine. Your job is to keep that audience looking back at you so that Earl can do his tricks. If I give you a signal, do something, anything, to get them looking at you.’

Lucille gazed at Bella open-mouthed. What could she possibly do? She hadn’t ever set foot on a stage. Before she could ask any questions, Bella pushed a bundle of stockings and silk panties into her hands, and went back through the curtain to Earl. Lucille quickly pulled off her cotton drawers and bent forward to put on the frilly, silky panties. There was a low murmur from behind the curtain, followed by Bella’s throaty giggle. Lucille sat on the edge of the bed to pull on the stockings and then walked cautiously to the curtain. Bella was on the sofa with Earl, their lips were locked together and Bella’s hand was ... Lucille shut her eyes, feeling her cheeks burning, but the image of that manicured hand, stroking the bulge in Earl’s trousers, was imprinted on the backs of her eyelids. She felt a warm stirring in her belly.

‘All set?’ Bella didn’t even seem perturbed. ‘Then let’s get you some shoes and make-up, and off to the show!’

* * *

An hour later, Lucille stood on the low, wooden stage, teetering on high heels, in shoes a size too big. Her stockings were a little loose, and she refastened the garters, hoping they’d hold.

Earl’s tall frame, made taller by a rakish top hat, moved smoothly around the stage. His hands, encased in buttoned gloves, circled like courting white doves, leading the audience’s gaze as he apparently plucked playing cards from thin air. Lucille was enraptured, lost in the magic he was creating. From the corner of her eye she saw a flutter as a card seemed to fall behind him. Bella’s eyes flashed anxiously at her. Instinctively, Lucille bent forward to pick up the card but suddenly realised she would be drawing attention to it, so pretended to be adjusting her shoe buckle instead. Her bottom, squeezing its way saucily out of the frilly panties, was facing the audience. Straightening up, she realised that silence had descended on the crowd. She turned to look at two dozen open-mouthed faces gawking at her. The hush was suddenly broken by a large cheer from the men, all smiling with approval at her. Bella swiftly moved across the stage, sliding the card under her foot to safety, and the show continued.

‘Good work there, sweet cheeks,’ murmured Earl as he passed her, after the crowd had trickled out through the tent doorway. ‘Let’s get some coffee,’ he called over to Bella.

* * *

Two long performances later and Lucille was dead beat. Jagged shadows lengthened against the canvas walls as people jostled their way in, noisy, excited. Men from the local ranches lined the front row, and the smell of the day’s raw sweat mingled with the musky aroma of the sawdust now trampled into the muddy ground. Some of the men had their sweethearts with them; young girls taking advantage of the half-light to press tightly against their lovers. Tendrils of smoke, from the kerosene lamps that edged the stage, danced their way up to a gap in the roof.

Lucille had learned a lot in the past few hours. More than all that teaching in school. She smiled to herself. She had learned that it wasn’t that difficult to distract the audience; the important thing was to pretend you are unaware of what you’re doing, to stay innocent. That innocence reflected on the audience and gave them a guiltless invitation to look, to ogle, and to stare. Bella had called it “the thrill of the tease”. Lucille wasn’t sure what that meant but it sounded kinda exciting.

She felt the piercing, dark gaze of Earl, now The Grand Mysterio, on her as he waited to begin his act. She knew he was pleased with her today. Lucille took up her position at the side of the stage, smiled her brightest smile, and raised a gloved hand, gesturing toward the magician.

Her eyes were drawn to a small, scarlet glimmer toward the back of the tent. A cigarette glow, glinting red as a man drew deeply on it. He stayed back from the main crowd, perfectly still and separate, as if he was the only one in the audience. Another draw on the cigarette, deeper this time. The red light illuminated his eyes for a second and they shone darkly, focused on Lucille, not The Grand Mysterio. Lucille felt quite distracted. A treacherous playing card fluttered to the floor and instinctively she bent to adjust her shoe buckle. This time as she rose she slid her hand up her leg, along the curve of her calf, smoothing the silk stocking across her thigh and tweaking the little button of the garter. An electrified hush was broken by the cheers from the crowd and the men pulled their sweethearts a little closer, as if this small gesture gave them leave to take things further. Even Earl hesitated for a moment, his mouth open, showing even, white teeth. He lifted an eyebrow, gave a glimmer of a smile, and continued.

* * *

At the end of a long, long day, back in her trailer, Lucille tipped tepid water into a chipped ceramic bowl. Her toes ached from the torturous heels and she relished the feel of them spreading comfortably in her old, worn slippers. She dipped a cloth into the water and started to wash herself down, squeezing the cloth until rivulets ran down her body. As the water evaporated in the balmy evening heat, her skin grew tight, her nerves prickled, and her sleepy nipples started to crinkle and stiffen. She let the borrowed silk robe fall to the floor and dreamily continued to stroke the damp cloth across her body, over and around her breasts, across her stomach and down between her legs. She closed her thighs tightly over her hand, feeling it hard against her soft, secret place. Eyes shut, she swayed gently back and forth, a tingling warmth spreading deep inside her belly. Suddenly embarrassed by this new awareness of her body, Lucille ran to her bed and jumped in, pushing her hot, red cheeks against the pillow. She covered herself with the blanket but this increased the heat even more; it felt as if she was burning up from the inside. What, in heaven’s name, could be wrong with her? Kicking off the blanket, she lay there, listening to her heartbeat matching the heavy pulse in her belly. A fine sheen of sweat covered her flushed skin. Could she be ill? She must need a doctor!

Slowly, pulling her robe tightly around her, Lucille crept along the pathway to Bella and Earl’s trailer. A dog barked in the distance and a sharp, replying yap was cut short by a cuss. The air hung heavy with the scent of orange blossom. She reached their trailer but it was in darkness, and Lucille chewed on her knuckle, not knowing what to do. A flicker of light through a break in the curtains drew her closer and she peered through the gap into the bedroom she had stood in just a few hours ago.

* * *

Her hazel eyes widened as she realised what she was watching. The woman was lying back on the bed against a heap of pillows, naked apart from her panties, with her husband, still dressed, straddling her legs. Her large, soft breasts rolled gently as she laughed and her hand casually stroked across the tips, making her pink nipples stand erect. She winked at the man and he shifted further up the bed, towards her. He took a white, pliant breast in each hand, his long fingers sinking into the tender flesh, and turned them inwards so that the nipples were almost touching. The woman watched him intently as he moved her breasts gently together till her nipples were brushing against each other, back and forth, getting firmer with each stroke. His pink tongue dived between them, flicking upwards, before he took both into his mouth at once and suckled, greedily. She watched the woman throw her head back in ecstasy, digging her scarlet nails into the satin counterpane. The girl slid her hand back between her legs and felt the soft, swollen folds of flesh that were now slippery and warm. She shut her eyes, reliving the act she had just witnessed ...

* * *

When she opened her eyes, Earl was lying back on the bed. He had taken off his shirt and Lucille could see dark hair covering his muscular chest. His eyes, two deep pools of smouldering light, were fixed on the face of Bella, who lay beside him. Bella was deftly unbuttoning his trousers with one hand, and smoothing his oiled hair with the other.

Lucille knew that she should leave. What she was watching was private, intimate, but so irresistible. Her hand was still pressed between her legs and she had an overwhelming urge to rock against it. She stared, wide-eyed, as Bella reached her hand inside Earl’s trousers and he half shut his eyes, arching his back against the bed in pleasure. She couldn’t leave now; she had to stay and see. See what the mystery was.

Bella looked up. Looked at the window. Looked right at Lucille. She winked at her.

Lucille swung herself around, her back against the hard, cold metal of the trailer. Breathing hard and heart pounding as panic started to overwhelm her. She had to get back. Had she been seen or was it just a mistake? Go now.

She set off quickly back along the path to her own trailer. She ran inside and jumped into bed. She pulled the bedclothes up over her face, waiting for a knock on the door. Her mind tumbled around as she tried to think of suitable excuses, denials against any accusations.

All was silent. A gentle breeze murmured through the trees, but no footsteps, no knock. Lucille shut her eyes tightly and, eventually, she slept.


Chapter Two

A watery sunrise crept slowly over the mountains, casting deep shadows on the valley below. Lucille stood at the window of her trailer, watching the camp come to life. She picked up her hairbrush and drew it down steadily, smoothing away the knots and tangles from the previous hot, and largely sleepless, night. She focused on the growing activity outside, silencing her mind and ignoring the memories of what had taken place; what she had seen.

Outside, the gathering up of tents and props was causing the dry, sandy soil to make rusty-coloured dust clouds that hung in the air. The carnival was packing up and getting ready to move on.

The view from Lucille’s trailer was momentarily blocked as the back of a large, round head, with heavily oiled hair, moved in front of the open window. Lucille frowned but did not move away. She stared closely at the nape of the man’s neck, between hairline and collar, at a blue tattoo which snaked across his skin. She leaned in closer, trying to make out the letters. Just as she realised it was an oriental script, each symbol carefully drawn with lines and dashes, the man turned and looked straight at her. His eyes were a sparkling grey, although one was behind a disc of glass from which hung a fine gold chain. A full face was matched by a large, handlebar moustache which swept outwards from a broken nose. The tips of his moustache were waxed into dark, sharp points. He smiled. ‘Hello, missy. I didn’t see you there!’

Lucille blushed and pulled her robe tightly around her. ‘Hello,’ she stammered. ‘I didn’t mean to stare.’

The man took the monocle from his eye and laughed. ‘Please don’t concern yourself, young lady. I’m used to it, by now.’ His voice was light, crisp, and had an English accent. ‘Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Alfie Barnes, better known as Lord Alfred Cholmley, the World’s First Illustrated Strongman!’ He bowed, deeply.

‘Pleased to meet you – I’m Lucille Avery,’ Lucille replied in her best “church on Sunday” voice. How odd that a man who looked like a fierce giant could have such gentle manners. Although, after last night, “strange” was becoming the order of the day.

‘I had heard that The Grand Mysterio had a new assistant, and a pretty one at that!’ He laughed but then paused and frowned slightly. ‘I hope they’re treating you well. I’d hate for a nice young miss like you to be – well – pushed into doing anything you weren’t happy with.’

‘What ... What do you mean?’ Lucille felt a hot blush creeping across her cheeks.

‘Well, all these corsets, stockings, and suchlike, don’t ya know.’ He paused. ‘I’m a fine one to talk. My loincloth doesn’t leave too much to the imagination, but it’s different for a tough old chap like me ...’ Alfie looked a little embarrassed but gave Lucille a broad smile which showed the glint of a gold tooth nestling deep in his mouth.

He did not seem that old to Lucille: perhaps in his mid-thirties. ‘Oh, thank you for your concern, but I do actually like the clothes.’ Lucille felt a rush of confidence from the relief of realising her secret was safe. ‘I’ve never worn anything fancy like that before.’

‘Come on, Alfie – we need those muscles over here!’ a voice suddenly called.

‘Time to go, I’m afraid. Delighted to make your acquaintance.’ Alfie gave a gentlemanly bow, turned, and strode away.

Lucille smiled to herself. Minutes before, her head had been buzzing with the idea of leaving, going home, giving up her dreams. Now she had made a friend. Well, it seemed that way. He might not have been the sort of friend that she expected to make, but she sensed a warm heart behind that extraordinary exterior.

The door swung open and Bella stood there, dressed in an emerald velvet coat with a matching hat pulled down over her blonde curls. She looked tired. Her lipstick had been applied hastily, contrasting with her pale, unmade-up face.

‘Are you almost ready to go, honey? Just pack your things up and come and help us with tyin’ down the prop crates. Earl goes crazy if anything gets broken in transit.’ She paused and smiled gently at Lucille, ‘Everything OK, sweetie? Listen, I think it might be best if you travel in the bus with the other folks. Earl and I will take turns in driving the truck. You’ll be more comfortable and, well ... It’ll give me and Earl a nice chance to spend time together.’

Bella looked at Lucille almost challengingly, clearly wanting to see if there was a reaction to this.

Lucille said, ‘That’s fine by me. I’ll probably fall asleep, anyway. But where are we going?’

‘Roseville,’ Bella announced. ‘Busy li’l town, lots of through traffic, although that doesn’t mean there’s money. Still, we have to keep movin’, have to find the work where we can.’

She walked over to Lucille and wrapped her arms around her, hugging her close. ‘You keep working that stage the way you did before. You’re a natural, honey.’ Bella planted a quick kiss on the top of Lucille’s head, and left the trailer.

Lucille felt relieved that nothing was mentioned of the previous night. It made it seem all the more dreamlike.

* * *

The bus was old. Cream paint was starting to peel away from its sides, revealing the faded logo of the bus company it had been bought from. Lucille held her bag tightly as she climbed the metal steps. Many seats were already taken, their occupants busy in arranging themselves for the journey ahead. Lucille realised that she hardly knew anyone and moved slowly down the aisle, looking for a friendly face she could sit next to. A few of the folk looked back at her and then carried on talking and sorting. Lucille wanted to ask them where she should go but her mouth was as dry as Kansas.

‘Now then, young miss, don’t go holding us up.’ A familiar voice behind her made her start. ‘Go down to the end, there’s a few seats spare there.’

Lucille turned and gave Alfie a quick, thankful smile. She hurried down to where there were some empty seats. She stowed her bags up on the shelf and sat down, gratefully. Alfie placed two heavy tapestry bags on the shelf opposite. Lucille was surprised, as they seemed unusual luggage for such a man but, as Alfie turned, she saw a petite woman with long, dark red hair standing behind him and looking expectantly at her.

‘Allow me to introduce this dear lady,’ he said. ‘Carmella, please meet Lucille, who is new to our merry band.’ He chuckled.

Carmella nodded to Lucille, her deep green eyes smiling, and sat down on the opposite bench by the window. Alfie squeezed himself in next to her, the old, padded bench creaking under the strain. He cleared his throat as if to cover the noise. Carmella looked around him at Lucille. ‘How are you enjoying carnival life, my dear?’ Lucille noted a Southern accent, possibly Alabama or Georgia. She realised that she had hardly left her home town until a few days ago and had therefore never really met anyone from outside California.

‘I am enjoying myself, thank you,’ replied Lucille. ‘It is all so very strange to me, though. I get scared that I’ll do or say something wrong. Everyone is always rushing around. They’re all so busy.’

‘We all felt like that when we started. You just make sure you stand up for yourself. Don’t take any nonsense or suchlike. There are plenty around here could take advantage.’

‘Now, don’t go scaring the young lady off, Carmella,’ Alfie chided. ‘Look at her wide eyes! Don’t you worry yourself about it, Miss Lucille. Any problems, you come straight to me and I’ll sort out the blighters.’ He straightened himself up in his seat and pushed out his chest, the bench squeaking painfully as he did.

Carmella placed her small, gloved hand on his chest. ‘Whoa, steady there, my big, strong hero.’

They both laughed and touched their heads lightly together, his heavily oiled curls brushing against her auburn bangs. Lucille looked away, suddenly embarrassed by this display of sweet intimacy.

The rumbling engine grew louder and, with a jolt, the bus pulled away. Some of the other passengers gave quiet cheers, but most looked tired, and resigned to yet another journey to another town.

Settling back on the seat, Lucille was grateful that she did not have to share. She stretched out her legs at an angle, eased her shoes off, and wriggled her toes.

The buildings became fewer and fewer as they left the town. A lone dog ran alongside the bus for about a hundred yards, barking sharply. Lucille was reminded of the farm dogs back home, and the dusty terrain outside took her thoughts back to her past.

She’d had a happy childhood. Sure, things were never easy and her pa worked long hours to provide for them. But had she realised that at the time? She remembered asking for the things her friends had – new ribbons, a doll that cried, patent shoes – and then fussing and complaining when her ma and pa said no. Maybe that’s why she’d rebelled when she was older, sneaking out at night to go to the local dance wearing her ma’s best shoes and a scarlet dress she’d made herself. That dress. Oh, the problems it had caused at home ... Too short, too tight, too bright! But Lucille loved that dress and how she felt in it. She knew the boys loved it, too, especially when she was swept around the dance floor and the skirt rode up a little to show her long legs.

Then one day, just home from school, Lucille noticed a flash of red outside. Her little sister was playing in the yard, wearing a scarlet pinafore. Surely not! Tears flowed down her cheeks as she confronted her ma. How could she have done such a thing? Ma had just stood there, arms crossed in that familiar defensive stance, telling her that folks were starting to talk and the dress had to go ... Although there was no sense in wasting it. That last, cutting remark had echoed in Lucille’s head as she’d marched to her bedroom, and at that point the first embryonic plans for leaving were formed.

A solitary tear crept down Lucille’s soft cheek and she brushed it away with the back of her hand. She heard Carmella whisper to Alfie, ‘Poor child’s homesick.’ If only they knew. Lucille shut her eyes and, before long, the steady growl of the bus engine sent her deeply asleep.

* * *

He watched her as she slept. He had seen her drifting into sleep, her soft, pink mouth moving as if she was speaking to someone, a frown, and then stillness as her slumbers embraced her. He struck a match and lit his cigarette, the flare momentarily blotting out his view. As he inhaled the hot, acrid smoke he watched her breathing, the high mounds of her breasts rising and falling. One hand was curled on her lap and the other lay carelessly on the seat. He imagined taking those hands and sucking on her smooth, pale fingers before pressing them against his body and then sliding them down to his hot loins which, even now, felt heavy and ready for her.

It was easy for a guy to travel around without attracting notice. These days no one kept in one place. Men had to go where the work was, so no one asked awkward questions. He’d got on the bus to follow the carnival to the next stop, just in case he could find a clue to where the one he was seeking had gone. He knew he would have to go back to Chicago soon; he had a new job, a good one, and one that would let him keep on searching. No more small-town cop. He’d be an agent for the FBI, no less. How’d you like them apples, Dolly?

You’d think a girl would be happy to be married to a cop, but it wasn’t enough for his Dolly. She didn’t even like being called that; said it made her sound like an object. He wondered what she was calling herself, now. He’d heard she’d been working as a dancer, and he had been following her trail whenever he got time off work. He scowled. The girl’s head dipped forward and his scowl disappeared at the sight of her soft, white neck. He licked his lips.

* * *

Loud shouts and movement around her jerked Lucille awake. Her eyes struggled to focus in the half-light. How long had she slept? Surely, it must only be late afternoon, but the world outside seemed dark.

Alfie and Carmella had already gathered up their bags. They looked as though they had just woken up, too, and Alfie’s oiled curls were pushed messily up at the back.

‘Time for the off, Miss Lucille,’ he said. ‘Weather looks a bit iffy out there, so we’ll have to get a move on!’

Lucille reached down for her shoes. One had rolled under the seat, and by the time she had retrieved it, most of the passengers had already got off. She grabbed her bag and walked unsteadily down the aisle, avoiding the discarded sandwich wrappers and cigarette packets.

Outside, she spotted the green of Bella’s coat and saw her waving. Relieved, Lucille hurried over to her.

‘Hi, honey, it’s good to see you looking a bit more refreshed. Did you sleep? I bet you’re hungry.’ Bella carried on, not waiting for an answer from Lucille. ‘Come along; I’m afraid we’re going to have to get ourselves organised first. It looks like the rain’s comin’, and there ain’t nothin’ worse than damp canvas, so we’ll all have to help set up.’

They stopped at the trailer. Lucille could see her own smaller, battered trailer still hitched up behind.

‘Earl’s already settin’ up our pitch. He likes to get a prime position.’ Bella did not seem to notice that Lucille still had not said a word, or at least been given a chance to. ‘Here, put on these overalls. Don’ want to mess your clothes up.’

She handed Lucille some men’s denim dungarees, followed by a jacket. ‘You may want this, too,’ she added. ‘Sometimes there’s spiders and creepy crawlies that gets in your hair.’

Lucille stood in open-mouthed shock, and took the old tweed cap she was offered.

‘Oh fer goodness’ sakes, child, it’s not all prancing around in silks and satins on stage.’ Bella chuckled. ‘Come on. I’ll be helpin’, too.’

The women stripped quickly to their underwear and then climbed into the stiff denim overalls. Lucille buttoned the jacket, feeling a sudden chill in the air, and tucked her hair up under the cap. Those creepy crawlies did not sound good! They found some old boots by the door, and laced them tightly as they were several sizes too big.

‘Well, don’ we look a sight, honey! You’d think we was clowns rather than beauty queens.’ Bella laughed, and linked arms with Lucille.

Lucille laughed, as well. This was starting to feel more of an adventure. She wasn’t afraid of hard work, as she’d often helped out back on the farm, and Bella seemed a lot friendlier and more relaxed than this morning.
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