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You can keep the things of bronze and stone
and give me one man to remember me just once a year. 
  



  

    

      


    
  



  

    

      


    
  



  

    
-Damon Runyon
  



  

    

      

        


      
    
  


 




  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  


 





                    
                

            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                    
                    
                

                
                    
                    
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




  

    

      
For my son, my hero.
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No one gambles with Edgar the Embalmer, as he
is known far and wide to ensconce a pair of Queens within his
considerable physique in case the cards in his paw do not
accommodate his bet. And while some boldly object to such chicanery
with other plungers, few tattle on Edgar, as his moniker evokes his
penchant for serving enemies the undertaker’s gravy. As a
consequence, Edgar the Embalmer considers himself quite lucky —
until all perdition rends loose in his usually well-fortified lair.
 Mouth agape, Edgar the Embalmer watches the week’s dividends blow
hither and yon in a cockeyed melee. His reliably combative henchmen
snivel like widows; consternation abounds. At this moment, Edgar
postulates that his golden goose, in criminal parlance, cooks with
the devil’s own flame and is served with a side of cold
comeuppance. Ears always to the ground, Edgar hears the gossip of
Broadway and Gotham at large and extrapolates that only one turn of
events explains the present mischance and bedlam: Edgar the
Embalmer tastes his own medicine with a dose of retribution from
the legendary, lionized, and notorious warriors of the day - 
The Avenging Dervish!
  



  

    

      

        
If you read this chronicle, it proves that I
manage to outwit and successfully wink the hood of some very shifty
fish in Uncle Sam’s considerable tributary. For such panjandrums
prefer that you, Joe citizen, remain ignorant of the Avenging
Dervish’s bravery and service to mankind. For The Avenging Dervish
personifies honor, pluck, and startlement all in one — a recipe
that gives the likes of J. Edgar Hoover vivid indigestion. The
chief G-Man theorizes — quite correctly — that the Avenging Dervish
manages Hoover’s duties blindfolded, accomplishing due process
without the corrupt webs of 
quid quo pro that J. Edgar spins. Such development renders
him redundant more than somewhat, so J. Edgar presses a button and
pulls many strings. His sycophants devote resources and
considerable expense to remove all evidence of the Avenging Dervish
from public discourse and memory. Stories of the Avenging Dervish
vanish from newspaper archives. The likes of Winchell and Sullivan
receive bribes to proclaim the Avenging Dervish a hoax. Witnesses
of the Avenging Dervish’s valor simply disappear with their lips
zipped permanently. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
All because the Avenging Dervish makes
American heroes from George Washington to Batman look like small
beer. Schlitz, in fact. And J. Edgar believes such matchless
heroics bad for business, as he clings to the notion that only he
is Lady Justice incarnate —  in more ways than one. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
But I cannot let J. Edgar’s schemes prevail.

      
    
  



  

    

      

        
My name is Lovester Baxter. I am part
newshound and part fox. My duty to the Fourth Estate provokes me to
tell the whole, unvarnished gospel of the Avenging Dervish for the
sake of truth and history. Shadowy characters plot to keep me from
slinging ink, but I do not cry uncle. Heavy fists and boots spread
much of my bridgework among Gotham’s alleys and gutters; government
and law enforcement agencies malign my reputation worse than a
chorus girl with greased garters, but I do not flag. I keep my beak
to the grindstone and write in secret while on the run, detailing
the whole shebang from soup to stogies. As the stakes are high, I
employ more than a little cloak and daggery to stow away this
chronicle and prevent J. Edgar from laying a glove on my narrative
and mothballing it into oblivion. And J. Edgar possesses the
gloves, believe me. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
The result of such scheming is that now you,
chum, are the custodian of the all-true story of the Avenging
Dervish, the bravest fighters of crime, vice, and debauchery in
America or anywhere else. From approximately when the Roxy opens on
West 50th through the Great Depression, the Avenging Dervish
settles the hash of ne’er do wells and the well-to-do rogues in
equal measure. You, John Q., deserve the truth of their sacrifice.
I wager that you and your age prevail in more safety and peace
because of their grit. For behind the masks and marvels, our heroes
are Barnabas and Dutch Cavendish, sometimes partners, sometimes
enemies, but always, always brothers.  Like most brothers, they
ally, bicker, forgive, and repeat such manners all over again. But
unlike most brothers, Barnabas and Dutch are twins of the conjoined
variety, “from Siam way,” in the parlance of vulgar lamebrains.
Besides hitching the brothers back-to-back like a couple of cockied
bookends, Heaven and mysterious wonders conspire to bestow upon
Barnabas and Dutch a bundle of enchanted whammies that make Zeus
look like a wallflower. The Brothers Cavendish cultivate these
gifts to transform themselves from a couple of carny freaks into
the greatest knights since Arthur starts the franchise: the
Avenging Dervish. 
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I do not befriend Barnabas and Dutch until
they bring their crusade to Gotham, but because I give the Avenging
Dervish my best vocabulary and coverage, we forge a friendship and
the boys give me their autobiography exclusive-like. Despite
Hoover’s attempts to smear my good name, I do not simply take the
yarn the Brothers Cavendish feed me whole, but utilize ace
reporting chops to thrice-check every bean Barnabas and Dutch
spill. When you read this, know that I deal from a clean deck, or
my name is not Lovester Horatio Baxter — and I have not the
imagination to invent such a nom de plume, though how my dear old
mom conjures the name, beats the hell out of me. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
And speaking of mothers, we begin Barnabas
and Dutch’s saga with things maternal. For Novella Tallulah
Cavendish is a lass cursed with more woe than every sad song you
play on the jukebox when your best girl Dear Johns you with a
postcard from a hamburger stand. No doubt you enjoy a laugh at the
old joke about the traveling salesman and the coquettish farmer’s
daughter. Novella Tallulah Cavendish’s particular variation of the
scenario plays along those lines, but no one laughs except the
silver-tongued peddler of pots and pans calling on the Cavendish
homestead in backwater South Cadillacky. The peddler tells Novella
Tallulah, who is indeed a down-home dazzler, that her eyes sparkle
like diamonds in the starlight. He coos that her smile purloins his
heart and confesses complete devotion at the first sight of her. He
then suggests the plighting of their collective troths under the
April moon, behind the barn, at midnight — when darkness and the
late hour considerably diminish Novella Tallulah’s father’s skill
with his twelve-gauge.
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
Novella Tallulah agrees and her troth
receives the kind of plight-full that only a peddler of crocks
serves. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
The next day the peddler promises to return
for Novella Tallulah as soon as he hustles enough crockery, for he
knows in his bones that his luck soon improves on the wind of her
love. “Why, I hear folks up in North Caroline cook on rocks,”
peddler says. “Surely, I sell loads of stew pots and skillets
there! Then we get yoked and set up housekeeping, honey lamb.”

      
    
  



  

    

      

        
Every afternoon, Novella Tallulah watches the
horizon beyond scraggly rows of cotton and soybeans for her
ever-lovin’ peddler to return, but he does not show. Nor does he
place. And by harvest time, the aforementioned plighting of troths
swells Novella Tallulah’s carriage and she figures that the peddler
badly misjudges North Caroline’s attachment to rock cooking. Nor
does it help that Novella Tallulah’s wayward condition shames her
folks so much that they take to their beds, pull up the quilts, and
quit the human material altogether, leaving Novella Tallulah
completely alone — but not for long. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
Around Christmas, Novella Tallulah calls the
midwife, Flay, a neighbor farmer handy in animal husbandry. Flay
reluctantly assists bringing Barnabas and Dutch into this world and
rues it more than when he naively dines upon Rocky Mountain
oysters. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
While it is true Flay encounters more than a
few oddities with calves, foals, and the occasionally queer
rhubarb, such experiences prepare him not for the peculiarity of
what Novella Tallulah’s womb antes. Barnabas and Dutch are clearly
two babies but their configuration renders them as a single, though
dubious organism. Flay observes two heads, four arms, and four legs
and feet, but the bambinos share a spine and possibly internal
appurtenances, causing Flay to lose his appetite for midwifery,
animal husbandry, and much biology for the foreseeable future. He
settles the screaming mutants at Novella Tallulah’s breast and
promises to fetch a true doctor and a churchman. Privately, Flay
worries that he ushers in the Apocalypse, dimming his already slim
prospects for Providence. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
  The churchman agrees that Novella
Tallulah’s boys are the warm-up for Revelations and goes to the
woods to stock up on snakes for converting sinners. The doctor
arrives and the sight of the infants baffles his medical
scholarship.  As a country saw-bones, his practice favors the
routine fare of treating farmers for various poxes and bandaging
riddled appendages that meet the business end of axes and
thrashers. Oddball babies stretch beyond his bi-speckled purview by
a country mile. The doc sends for a specialist who pokes and prods
Barnabas and Dutch for many hours. “I am fairly certain they
connect to the same backbone,” says the specialist. “And maybe the
spleen. Without gutting them like a carp, who knows? Otherwise,
these boys appear hale and hearty but there is not a surgeon in the
world that can disjoin them. I am afraid one or both die from such
divorcement. But good luck to you, lady. You give me something to
tell my grandbabies.” 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
Naturally, distress envelopes Novella
Tallulah even more so. She is ill-equipped for motherhood under the
best of circumstances and her circumstances are as far from best as
you can get without a map. Barnabas and Dutch cry considerably and
scuffle constantly, each eschewing the existence of the other. If
Barnabas feels the need to roll over, Dutch nixes him from doing
so, and vice versa. Novella Tallulah cannot kiss the cheek of one
without turning his look-a-like into a green-orbed monster.
Changing diapers rivals wrestling crocodiles. Novella Tallulah’s
nerves fray like a guy down $500 and holding a pair of deuces.
Therefore the plot twist occuring a few frazzled weeks later is
somewhat understandable. When the just-passing-through Captain
Burbage of Captain Burbage’s Carnival of Wonders and Jollification
spies Barnabas and Dutch and extends a proposition to her, the
bewildered, heartsick, and generally kaput Novella Tallulah listens
and reluctantly agrees to let her boys be the ward of the seemingly
refined gentleman. 
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
  And that is how Barnabas and Dutch come to
join the circus. 
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   Captain Burbage believes the
whimsical and whammy of Barnabas and Dutch’ two-headedness better
his short-run odds of securing the spotlight and the bank-full of
Simoleons he so craves. In his glacier heart, Captain believes his
destiny lies not with the seedy, dog-eared, and considerably passé
Carnival of Wonders and Jollification. Captain Burbage traces his
ancestry back to Richard Burbage, the headliner for none other than
Avon’s best boy, William Shakespeare. If you doze in school, it is
important to know in theatrical parlance that Richard Burbage is no
tomato target. Richard stars as the first 
Hamlet, Othello, Richard III, and many more of the chatty
dramatis personae the Bard draws with his quill. Captain Burbage
longs to extend his ancestral legacy, but cannot catch a break.
With the Carnival of Wonders and Jollification, Captain Burbage
works in show business strictly in the academic sense, and, even
then, at the back of the class. Should he, however, combine the
right spectacle with his thespian bonafides, Captain Burbage earns
the front money to change his station. The old impresario spies
such opportunity in Barnabas and Dutch and adopts them on the spot
to cash-in later.

Until they are of performing age, Captain Burbage entrusts the
day-to-day rearing of Barnabas and Dutch to his cast of carnies.
And while Bearded Betty, Larry Lobster Claws, and Fire-Eaters
Freddy and Fredericka and their ilk resemble citizens of Perdition,
these oddballs dote more genuine care and love than one finds in
so-called “domesticated” families. Just look at Ma Barker’s brood
for Pete’s sake. Shoestring Katz, the tight-roper, teaches Barnabas
and Dutch how to walk despite their sharing of a spine. Cleopatra
McDonald schools the boys in letters and numbers. Corndog is the
company’s most sober clown and spins many cautionary tales to the
lads. Strongman Hercules Rideaux provides lessons in self-defense
and turning the other cheek. But it is Carlotta Canasta, the
fortune-teller, crystal baller, and sayer of sooths who adores
Barnabas and Dutch more than a bushel and a peck. She mother-hens
the boys as if on salary. As a medium, Carlotta Canasta cannot see
the future much past the coming Tuesday, but she correctly predicts
greatness in the twins, “her boys.” 

       Carlotta Canasta’s first order of business is to apply
monikers to the little chaps. One cub appears serious and
contemplative. His bearing evokes an analytical study of the
circus’ buzzing, and, when Carlotta or anyone coos at him and
tickles his cheek, he appears to be translating such baby talk into
Latin. Carlotta names him Barnabas after a saint she hears of
because of the baby’s evident earnestness. His brother makes a
showing of being anything but. If not attached to Barnabas, the
other twin’s vim carries him to the moon by lunch. He personifies
42nd Street-style commotion, babbling like a tobacco auctioneer and
purloining anything within reach. The carnival chimps tire just
watching him. And because his rambunctiousness equals
round-the-clock vexation to Barnabas, Carlotta names the brother
Dutch, as he is always in such with his twin. 

 As Barnabas and Dutch grow, Carlotta wonders at their ability
to coexist without considerable bruising and bloodshed. The boys
simply do not mix, like overalls and spats. They are Hafields and
McCoys, Jekyll and Hyde, and pastrami and mayo paradoxes in one
anatomy. Every day, Carlotta stresses the art of compromise to
Barnabas and Dutch, offering examples of how to divvy up the day so
both lay claim to moments of joy. For instance, when Barnabas
wishes to wax philosophical with Mick the Methuselah, Dutch must
content himself to whittling and refrain from cracking wise.
Likewise, when Dutch shoots the proverbial bull with the three
dwarves and Skunk-man, Barnabas puts his beak in a book and
abstains from forlorn sighs and correcting grammar. When Barnabas
meditates at sunset, Dutch sits in the dark. When Dutch ogles
hoochie girls hanging laundry, Barnabas is out to dry. Barnabas
plays chess, Dutch shoots dice. The brothers share and share alike,
though with considerable strain. More often than not, Barnabas and
Dutch are on the other’s nerves in a very literal and biological
manner. 

      In the warmth of her homey wagon, Carlotta settles the
brothers’ feuding at the end of each day. Carlotta sings, tells
them many stories, and casts straight-from-the-oyster pearls of
wisdom, imploring Barnabas and Dutch to take such lessons to heart.
Carlotta lowers the lantern light to a slither, kisses the twins,
and sends them to slumber with a nightly refrain: “Always do good,”
and “You two only have each other.” Thusly, Carlotta deals Barnabas
and Dutch a pair of hearts that, in actuality, becomes their ace in
the hole when they need it most. 

Carlotta’s philosophy rings true. For when Barnabas and Dutch
turn seven, Captain Burbage determines the twins must repay his
largess with performance and dramaturgy. However, the showman is
not content with simply setting Barnabas and Dutch on a bench with
a busker pitching “The Two-Headed Borneo Bongo Boy” or “The Lost
Princes of Saturn.”  Such grifts attracted only low-rent gawkers
with empty pockets. No sir, inspired by his namesake, Captain
Burbage plans to scrub the unwashed with the suds of culture,
presenting Barnabas and Dutch as great interpreters of the Bard of
Stratford on Avon, William Shakespeare!  (The exclamation mark is
strictly an affectation of the good captain, for Burbage always
hears roars of applause after such an announcement.)

If you pay attention in English class back when you matriculate,
you recall that a couple of Shakespeare’s yarns feature sets of
twins causing all manner of predicaments. Such devices are how
Captain Burbage plans to return to the family business. For Captain
Burbage himself resembles a statue Michael Angelo pecks out of the
finest marble. His hair shimmers like a wave of black silk, his
eyes glisten with 
élan vital, and his voice pulsates with the tones you
imagine the Almighty sounds like when laying the lumber on sinners.
Understandably then, Captain Burbage believes he wastes his time
with cheapjack carnivals. He schemes to lure rubberneckers in with
Barnabas and Dutch as the Bard’s Dromios or the siblings from
Twelfth Night. He further hopes audiences then stick around to
watch Captain Burbage chew the scenery as Hamlet or that heel with
the hump. Hence, it is only a matter of time before Captain Burbage
reaches the pinnacle of his theatrical destiny. ‘Tis ironicial, one
might posit, that Burbage does not sense that such a plan sounds
much like the scheme — sans the dodgy dolls on the heath — that
gets Shakespeare’s guy in the kilt — well kilt — as is the oeuvre
of classical tragedy and portents. 

Predictably, Barnabas takes to Captain Burbage’s tutelage like
Baptists to gin. For a boy whose brain itches for stimulation,
Shakespeare scratches Barnabas’ sensibilities muchly. He not only
studies the parts the Captain casts him to play, he bites off all
of the Bard’s work right down the sonnet socks and embarks in windy
discourse with Captain Burbage on Prince Harry’s mettle and what
kind of ticket Hamlet’s mother must be that her son sometimes
resembles a Minnesota man so in love with a Mississippi girl who
sacrifices everything and moves all the way to Biloxi. (This plot
point inspires Dutch’s only true interest in Shakespeare parlay.
While Dutch does not mind speculating on Mrs. Hamlet’s charms, it
curdles Dutch’s milk that said charms tattoo her ever-loving son’s
affections. To Dutch, such action is not kosher, and takes some of
the varnish off of Mrs. Hamlet’s considerable shine. Still, such
visualization beats the pants off whatever the tarnation goes on in

Twelfth Night in Dutch’s opinion.) Barnabas thinks of
Captain Burbage as a benefactor who gives him life, the mighty oak
from which Barnabas’ acorn springs. As Barnabas grows, he practices
the Captain’s elocution and regal manners. Barnabas will follow
Captain Burbage to Timbuktu and back – dragging Dutch all the way.


While Barnabas grows into a bit of a rooty-tooty, cork-sniffing
dandy, Dutch evolves not much past the primordial. Dutch’s tongue
is so salty it is a wonder deer do not camp nearby. Dutch dresses
for comfort and does not shy from adjusting his inseam in mixed
company. While Dutch appreciates Captain Burbage’s charity, he is
not so grateful as to reduce himself to the level of boot-licking
Barnabas displays. Dutch’s young worldview reckons so-called free
lunches Captain Burbage serves hide all manner of traps or cons
under the gravy. Dutch understands he and Barnabas are an
investment and that the Captain expects dividends and how. For that
reason, Dutch side eyes his obligation to perform Shakesepare like
yesterday’s flounder. But like his brother, Dutch learns the art of
sacrifice. If he wants to sometimes shoot pool or play cards
without much guff, Dutch must keep his Shakespeare brushed and so
he does. 

But now I interrupt this exposition because I hear Blood and Gus
Sullivan, my Gazette editor-in-chief (with emphasis on “chief” and
Apache at that), scream in my brain’s ear. “Lovester Baxter, you
cross-eyed, O-negative, stubby-fingered, freckled-face,
hole-in-the-head hack!” I imagine Blood and Gus bellows.  “You run
your story like a rabbit in a silo!” Which is the hard-liner’s way
of saying I get ahead of myself. Before I can chronicle what
happens when Captain Burbage puts Barnabas and Dutch on stage, I
must introduce the carnival’s resident wangateur, Professor
Rasputin Pennydread, creator of the famous Pennydread Tonic cure
for all manner of maladies including “bum legs, ticks, corns,
bunions, toothaches, head colds, frostbite, birthmarks, buck teeth,
and a fondness for the banjo.” In truth, Professor Pennydread is
more quack than a lake full of mallards, but, for good or ill, his
remedy goes a long way in helping Barnabas and Dutch eventually
become the Avenging Dervish.      



                    
                


            

            
        

    
        
            

                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 3 - The Curveball
                    

                    
                    

                    
                        
                            [image: decoration]
                        

                    

                


                
                    
                    
 



   Before he enlists in Captain
Burbage’s Carnival of Wonders and Jollification, Professor Rasputin
Pennydread travels the boondocks upon a mule he calls Jarvis and
sells his infamous tonic from a burlap sack. The Professor enjoys a
decent trade as there is little overhead in concocting his
restorative, for the formula consists of whatever the flimflammer
finds or steals throughout his journeys. Professor snips all manner
of botany and berries, foregoing any concern over toxic
repercussions. An unlocked barn gives Professor access to all
manner of kerosene and fertilizers, as well as the occasional
bottle of ruckus juice farmers hide in the corn crib from the
critical glares of strict wives. Mix such a buffet with brackish
creek water and you have a potion that, if it does not cure your
condition, the result provokes amnesia about what troubles you in
the first place. Of course, you also risk forgetting names of
common objects, how to blink, and possibly discovering that your
teeth grow hair. By then, however, Professor Pennydread, Jarvis,
and your dollar all skedaddle in the wind.         

When their paths cross, Captain Burbage believes Professor
Pennydread represents a wise addition to the enterprise. 

One: customers expect the inclusion of snake-oilers in the
carnival circuit. Such exhibits are a tradition on the midway, like
giblets at Thanksgiving. 

Two: Burbage requires a reliable exit strategy in case of
trouble. Should his Carnival of Wonders and Jollification wear out
its welcome in a particular location, greasing the throats of the
locals with Professor Pennydread’s toxin prevents or slows a town’s
reaction. Simply put, an irate community cannot successfully
organize a posse if recruits are cockeyed, sleeping one off, or
seeing spiders. 

Three: when Barnabas and Dutch knacker out after endless hours
of theatrical practice and performance, Captain Burbage enlists
Professor Pennydread to brew the twins a bracer to sustain the
boys’ pep. Given Professor Pennydread’s pell-mell approach in
chemistry, Barnabas and Dutch later consider themselves lucky that
the gallons they swig of the stuff only result in powerful physical
gifts and whammies. In any other organisms, the smart money says
swiggers receive pallbearers. 

       Barnabas and Dutch first drink Professor Pennydread’s
tonic when Captain Burbage casts them in 
Comedy of Errors. This is the Bard’s fracas with two sets
of twins — one set masters, the other set slaves — tangle
topsy-turvy in far-off Syracuse and produce scads mirthsome wit,
forsooth like. Barnabas and Dutch play the slave twins, Dromio of
Ephesus and Dromio of Syracuse respectively, while Captain Burbage
and Gerald, the carnival’s so-called Vampire, don the mask, in
thespian parlance, as the masters, even though they do not resemble
each other, not even a little. “Costumes and make-up render us
alike,” Captain Burbage assures Gerald and the rest of the
company.

  “Burbage shucks the jive,” mumbles Dutch. “Gerald the Vampire
hardly passes for human, much less the Captain. Gerald appears as
if they start embalming and then realize there is no point.” 

    “Be still, brother,” Barnabas hisses. “As we are novices to
stagecraft with nary the experience Captain Burbage possesses in
his theatric arsenal, we rely on his genius and do not question
it.” 

       “Even when his bologna meter needles to the red?” 

       “He is our benefactor and patron, Dutch,” Barnabas says.
“Without Captain Burbage, the less-enlightened rabble put us in
cages or worse. We are fortunate to receive his kindness and must
repay him with gratitude, humility, our efforts and talents.” 

        “But must we wear tights?” Dutch grouses. “Mine come
with a particular itch as they belong previously to Marge the Frau
Ogre. She is unique as the only woman I know with psoriasis of the
thighs.” 

     “You are too familiar with an array of equally libertine
mistresses,” Barnabas scolds. “Your amoral skylarking disrupts my
slumbers.”

    “Count sheep,” Dutch says.

       “Counting fleas is more appropriate as you bring dogs to
bed!” Barnabas rejoins. “Deserts hold fewer grains of sand, I
wager.”

   At that, Dutch takes umbrage and prays aloud for the freedom
to whip around and serve Barnabas a knuckle sandwich with relish.
The brothers spin, each attempting to besiege the other, but can
only butt the back of each other’s head, which is less than
satisfactory. Eventually, they tucker and sit panting with rage.
When Captain Burbage calls them to the stage, they trudge as if
they carry coal to Newcastle. Upon spying their lethargy, Captain
Burbage first serves his wards Professor Pennydread’s
peppy-picker-upper. Gerald the Vampire, it should be noted, takes a
swig, as well. While not O-Negative, his tipple registers beyond
100 proof, coloring Gerald’s dermis a deep crimson. 

   Within minutes, Barnabas and Dutch bounce and flit across the
stage like hummingbirds fortified with Chock Full O’ Nuts. They
whirl in circles at breakneck speeds, dizzying fellow actors and
audiences alike. (Bookish types call this “foreshadowing” for those
taking notes.) But Captain Burbage worries not over the
consequences of doping his theatrical racehorses. Hell or high
water, he requires them on the track and instructs Professor
Pennydread to keep the twins well-lubricated. 




  
Marry, sir, she's the kitchen wench and all grease;



  
and I know not what use to put her to but to make a



  
lamp of her and run from her by her own light. I



  
warrant, her rags and the tallow in them will burn a



  
Poland winter: if she lives till doomsday,



  
she'll burn a week longer than the whole world.


  



Just reading Dromio of Syracuse’s speech about Nell the kitchen
wench here may cause you to surmise the language lacks gravy, but
when Dutch verbalizes the words with his inherently engaging
expressions and animations, crowds laugh their fool heads off.
Despite his grousing, Dutch consists of so much ham, he should hide
at Easter. He puts much English into his effort and the effect of
his performance owes more to Dutch’s brio than Pennydread’s
hell-broth. Much to Barnabas’ chagrin, Dutch also discovers that a
welcome derivative of the limelight carries considerable sway with
the cute tomatahs in the audience. 

After the curtain, a whole row of valentines line up to bestow
Dutch breathy praise for his talent. Some show their appreciation
for art with a peck on the cheek, others are more appreciative if
you catch the drift and, when it comes to catching these drifts,
Dutch plays right field for the Yankees. Some dolls also attempt to
chat up Barnabas who replies with sermons on Shakespeare, heaving
wet blankets on his own odds of enjoying intimate congress.
Barnabas, however, cares little. “He that has light within his own
clear breast may sit in the center, and enjoy a bright day,”
Barnabas quotes Captain Burbage quoting Milton as a statement of
philosophy and a rebuke to Dutch. “I vow not to sully Shakespeare’s
art and majesty with base carnality,” Barnabas preaches. 

“Sweet mother of Abraham Lincoln!” Dutch says, blowing a
raspberry. “Did not Shakespeare also say ‘Gather ye Rosebuds while
ye may’? And if Rose is busy, ask Lola?”

“No, he did not,” Barnabas says.

“Well, he should have,” Dutch answers. “If I must play Burbage’s
game, at least I gain more than applause.” 

“Living in Shakespeare’s poetry should be enough for you,
Dutch.” 

“Sweet mother of Abraham Lincoln!” 

As their 
Comedy of Errors proves boffo, the twins crank out three
shows daily, so the standard practice establishes that Barnabas and
Dutch take Professor Pennydread’s swill with meals because neither
gets much in the way of shut-eye. 

The shekels pile up and, sooner or later, any popular enterprise
earning so much moolah catches the attention of the infamous
Cortesi cabal, the next and most dangerous player in our tale. And
like anyone, when Captain Burbage catches the attention of Terzo
“The Jester” Cortesi and his ilk, one remains caught. For a
proposition of “The Jester,” despite his congenial-sounding
sobriquet, lacks any iota of jocularity. His offers classify as
hard to refuse, even if one has scruples, which Captain Burgage
lets his ethics off leash in the third grade or thereabouts so
there is no problem from that angle. 

However, the confederacy born of this proposition becomes a
matter of purpose for the Avenging Dervish down the road. It alters
the lives of all involved more than somewhat, your humble narrator
included.

And like the War of the Roses, Rome and Carthage, or even Ahab
and the lily-white narwhal — those famous beefs cannot hold a
candle to the animus that hatches between the dramatis personae of
our saga, especially as other villains still unnamed twirl their
mustaches in the wings and plot even more malfeasance and sorrow.


  





                    
                


            

            
        

    
        
            

                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 4 - The Black Hat 
                    

                    
                    

                    
                        
                            [image: decoration]
                        

                    

                


                
                    
                    
 



   I first hear of Terzo “The
Jester” Cortesi as a cub reporter so wet behind the years that I
practically mildew. At Lindy’s, I feign close study of my Reuben
and pretend to ignore the jawing of veteran newshounds, coppers,
and wise guys about Terzo “The Jester” Cortesi who sounds as funny
as a blind man performing root canals. Terzo “The Jester” vexes
easily and evolves little from the era when chums sport nose bones
and converse via grunts and clubbing each other. But what this
wisest of wise guys lacks in mature patience, Terzo Cortesi excels
in a cosmopolitan approach to abuse and turpitude. “The Jester”
finds shooting, stabbing, pounding, choking, chopping, or filleting
all equally appealing when exercising his authority to anyone who
displeases him and even those who do not. The “Clown of Crime” —
another mirthless sobriquet — thinks nothing of torching the girdle
of an enemy’s grandmother or shining a little daylight on a rival’s
medulla oblongata with a soup spoon. Terzo “The Jester” reigns with
knuckles, lead, and, peril, making good use of the murky waters
near Red Hook, as any low tide attests.  In short, the men in white
coats and head-shrinkers label Terzo “The Jester” as “unchurched”
to say the least — which says more than enough. 

  Only Cortesi’s avarice bests his brutality, for “The Jester”
pokes his fingers in every pie. Nor does he content himself with
plundering the mammon of Gotham and surrounding environs. Terzo
“The Jester” Cortesi recruits a vast army of nogoodniks to
implement all manner of larceny and graft, anything that lines his
pockets. This network spins webs throughout all of these United
States including down in the heart of Dixie. And the rubber hits
the proverbial boulevard there below the Mason-Dixon when Captain
Burbage presents the Bard of Stratford on Avon to the hoi polloi of
North Caroline. For in the Eden of scented dogwoods, Bluejay jeers,
and “bless your hearts” is where the fates of all our participants
intersect. 

    With Barnabas and Dutch’s stage panache and Captain
Burbage’s theatrical acumen, the ragtag company garners a stellar
reputation among the yokels. News travels among the burgs and
villages that patronizing the carnival is well worth the two-bits
admission. Captain Burbage expands the performance repertory,
rotating the crowd-pleasing 
Comedy of Errors with an avant-garde 
Romeo and Juliet. Barnabas and Dutch play the star-crossed
valentines, respectively, scandalizing Baptists, though they often
return to the show again and again to double-check their outrage.
And while it seems problematic for a play about wooers who cannot
easily get together enacted by thespians that are, in actuality,
permanently hitched to the other, Captain Burbage solves that
worriment. He simply throws a sheet over whichever character should
be offstage at the moment. Such a ploy works, though it does look
as though many ghosts haunt fair Verona or that wizards in the Klan
will travel for spaghetti. Burbage explains the conceit with a
little pre-curtain speech to prevent too much head-scratching. “In
this production of Romeo and Juliet, our intent demonstrates how
the spirit of one lover hovers always near the other,” and the
rubes swallow it like a bourbon from the Old Testament. 

Dutch cares little for donning Juliet’s frocks and wig, but soon
discovers how the play’s tragic courtship inspires country lassies
to demonstrate to him that not only is romance not dead, there are
multiple cures and restoratives to keep it in the pink. Such
medicine rouses Dutch to play Juliet with considerable gusto.
Barnabas’ earnestness matches Romeo’s honey-tongue poetry and, by
the time Romeo and Juliet take the gas pipe at the end, audiences
blubber like whalers.

This success inspires Captain Burbage to plot for more
spotlight. He treads the boards as Hamlet and casts Barnabas and
Dutch as the gravediggers and learns the Brothers Cavendish still
draw a crowd in lesser roles. Audiences seem more than happy to
watch Shakespeare without a nonstop dose of twins ackamarackus and
give Captain Burbage’s Melancholy Dane their rapt attention. This
development drops the first shoe, prompting Captain Burbage to
ponder chartering a bona fide theatrical troupe, nixing the
carnies, freaks, and curiosities altogether. 

The other shoe takes the dive when Terzo “The Jester” Cortesi
catches wind of the Captain’s triumphs and smells opportunity. The
mafioso offers to bankroll Captain Burbage’s aspirations in return
for a little cooperation and plenty of strings. 

 One of “The Jesters” more crafty confederates is Jimmy Dream,
aka, Pug Nose Dream, a pugilist who trades the ring for a career in
crime. In his youth, Pug Nose towers 6’6 and burdens the scale with
a solid 270 of muscle. But when Terzo “The Jester” Cortesi tells
Pug Nose to take a dive in the fourth against a whiffler called The
Velvet Fist, Pug Nose does his duty. Well-pleased with his payoff,
“The Jester” rewards Pug Nose with gainful employment, sending him
to points south to manage Cortesi’s interest in the land of cotton,
including moonshining, cock fighting, and church softball fixes.
“The Jester” also encourages Pug Nose to keep his cauliflower ear
on the ground for future felonious possibilities. 

With an innate sense for all things unlawful, Pug Nose is first
to notice Captain Burbage’s ability to pack the locals gill to gill
at a performance and that not one solitary soul minds the stores,
homes, and banks for hours, as we all know just how windy the Bard
of Avon blows. Pug Nose helps himself to a derby and a pork loin,
discovering easy pickings while the populace sops up art at the
carnival. “Provide this Burbage a grubstake,” Pug Nose Dream
suggests to the boss. “If we kick in the lettuce to set up a proper
entertainment, the towns sit empty as a spinster’s dance card while
we help ourselves to considerable gravy with no interference.” 

  Terzo “The Jester” Cortesi  immediately warms to Pug Nose’s
notion. While never averse to brutality and spraying salvos, such
tactics sometimes involve headaches with coppers, judges, and
wardens — unreliable partners when it comes to pocketing their
graft and turning a blind eye.  And as he matures, “The Jester”
also covets a reputation less salacious and bloodthirsty, as
headlines of his ventures make shooting the breeze with passerbys
impossible. Perhaps rubbing elbows with the likes of Captain
Burbage, who practically drips with class, cannot hurt. 

When first proposed, Captain Burbage sees no drain to Mr. Terzo
Cortesi’s largess. As “The Jester’s” proxy, Pug Nose Dream does not
lay out in the plainest of terms that Captain Burbage’s enterprise
serves as a distraction for burglary and other owl jobs, but
Burbage does not recently leap from the turnip truck and possesses
an inkling of the score. After all, Tezo Cortesi’s renown precedes
him like a bloody bandbox. Equal parts savvy and ambitious, Burbage
understands our world is not all daffodils and kittens, but instead
turns on a certain amount of unsavory back-scratching. To help him
sleep at night, Captain further determines that judging the morals
when scratching itches is better left to the philosophers rather
than chewing one’s nails with worry. Captain Burbage rationalizes
his blamelessness as he that he 
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