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Synopsi s:

Once there was a girl who ran away and joined a traveling carnival
She married a man she hated and begat a child she could never | ove.
Now Ell en has a new life, a new husband and two normal children.
Menory is drowned in al cohol and prayers--neither of which will save
her kids when the carnival cones back to town. A prem ere rel ease by
the bestselling author of Dragon Tears.
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"You gain strength, courage and confi dence by every experience in which
you really stop to ook fear in the face. You are able to say to
yourself, | lived through this horror. | can take the next thing that
comes al ong."

You nust do the thing you think you cannot do."

-- ANNA ROCSEVELT "Happy fanmilies are all alike, every unhappy famly is
unhappy in its own way."

--LEO TOLSTOY "Don't | ook back. Sonething nay be gai ning on you."
- - SATCHEL PAI GE
PROLOGUE.

ELLEN STRAKER SAT at the small kitchen table in the Airstreamtrave
trailer, listening to the night wind, trying not to hear the strange
scratching that came fromthe baby's bassinet.

Tall oaks, maples, and birches swayed in the dark grove where the
trailer was parked. Leaves rustled |like the starched, black skirts of
witches. The wind swept down fromthe cloud-plated Pennsyl vani a sky,
pushi ng the August darkness through the trees, gently rocking the
trailer, groaning, nurmuring, sighing, heavy with the scent of oncom ng
rain. It picked up the hurlyburly sounds of the nearby carnival, tore
themapart as if they were fragnents of a flinsy fabric, and drove the
tattered threads of noise through the screen that covered the open

wi ndow above the kitchen table.

In spite of the wind s incessant voice, Ellen could still hear the
faint, unnerving noises that issued fromthe bassinet at the far end of
the twenty-foot trailer. Scraping and scratching. Dry rasping.

Brittle crackling.

A papery whisper. The harder she strained to block out those sounds,
the nore clearly she could hear them

She felt slightly dizzy. That was probably the booze doing its job.

She was not nuch of a drinker, but in the past hour she had tossed down
four shots of bourbon. Mybe six shots. She couldn't quite renenber
whet her she had nade three or only two trips to the bottle.
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She | ooked at her trenbling hands and wondered if she was drunk enough
to do sonet hing about the baby.

Distant lightning flashed beyond the wi ndow. Thunder runbled fromthe
edge of the dark horizon

Ell en turned her eyes slowy to the bassinet, which stood in shadows at
the foot of the bed, and gradually her fear was suppl anted by anger

She was angry with Conrad, her husband, and she was angry with herself

for having gotten into this. But most of all, she was angry with the
baby because the baby was the hideous, undeniabl e evidence of her

sin.

She wanted to kill it--kill it and bury it and forget that it had ever

exi st ed--but she knew she would have to be drunk in order to choke the
life out of the child.

She thought she was just about ready.

G ngerly, she got up and went to the kitchen sink. She poured the
hal f-nelted ice cubes out of her glass, turned on the water, and rinsed
the tumbl er.

Al t hough the cascading water roared when it struck the netal sink,
Ellen could still hear the baby. Hissing. Dragging its small fingers
down the inner surfaces of the bassinet. Trying to get out.

No. Surely that was her inmmagination. She couldn't possibly hear those
thin sounds over the drunmi ng water.

She turned off the tap

For a monent the world seened to be filled with absolutely perfect,
tonbli ke silence. Then she heard the soughing wind once nore, it
carried with it the distorted nusic of a calliope that was piping
energetically out on the nidway.

And fromw thin the bassinet: scratching, scrabbling.

Suddenly the child cried out. It was a harsh, grating screech, a
single, fierce bleat of frustration and anger. Then quiet. For a few
seconds the baby was still, utterly notionless, but then it began its

rel entl ess novenent agai n.

Wth shaki ng hands, Ellen put fresh ice in her glass and poured nore
bour bon.

She hadn't intended to drink any nore, but the child s scream had been
like an intense blast of heat that had burned away the al cohol haze

t hrough whi ch she had been noving. She was sober again, and fear
followed swiftly in the wake of sobriety.

Al 't hough the night was hot and hum d, she shivered.

She was no | onger capable of nmurdering the child. She was no | onger
even brave enough to approach the bassinet.

But |'ve got to do it! she thought.

She returned to the booth that encircled the kitchen table, sat down,
and si pped her whiskey, trying to regain the courage that came with
i ntoxication, the only sort of courage she seened able to sunmon.
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I"'mtoo young to carry this burden, she thought. | don't have the
strength to handle it. | admit that. God help ne, | just don't have
t he strength.

At twenty Ellen Straker was not only nuch too young to be trapped in
the bl eak future that now seened to |ie ahead of her, she was also too
pretty and vibrant to be condemmed to a life of unremtting heartache
and crushing responsibility. She was a slender, shapely girl-wonan, a
butterfly that had never really had a chance to try out its wings. Her
hair was dark brown, alnost black, so were her large eyes, and there
was a natural, rosy tint to her cheeks that perfectly conpl emented her
ol i ve-tone skin.

Before marrying Conrad Straker, she had been Ellen Teresa Marie

G avenetto, the daughter of a handsone, Italian-Anerican father and a
Madonna-faced, Italian-American nother. Ellen's Mditerranean beauty
was not the only quality about her that reveal ed her heritage, she had
a talent for finding joy in small things, an expansive personality, a
quick smle, and a warnth that were all quite Italian in nature. She
was a wonman neant for good tines, for parties and dances and gaiety.

But in her first twenty years of life, there had not been very much
| aught er.

Her chil dhood was grim
Her adol escence was an or deal

Al t hough Joseph G avenetto, her father, had been a warm good-hearted
man, he had al so been nmeek. He had not been the master of his own
hone, and he hadn't had a great deal to say about how his daughter
ought to be raised. Ellen had not been soothed by her father's gentle
hunor and quiet |ove nearly so often as she had been subjected to her
mot her's fiery, religious zealotry.

G na was the power in the G avenetto house, and it was to her that
Ellen had to answer for the slightest inpropriety, real or inagined.

There were rules, an endless list of them which were nmeant to govern
Ell en's behavior, and G na was determ ned that every rule would be
rigidly enforced and strictly obeyed.

She intended to see that her daughter grew up to be a very noral, prim
God-f eari ng wonan.

G na al ways had been religious, but after the death of her only son,
she becane fanatically devout. Anthony, Ellen's brother, died of
cancer when he was only seven years old. Ellen was just four at the
time, too young to understand what was happening to her brother, but
ol d enough to be aware of his frighteningly swift deterioration. To

G na, that tragedy had been a divine judgnent |evel ed agai nst her. She
felt that she had sonehow failed to please God, and that He had taken
her little boy to punish her. She began going to Mass every norning

i nstead of just on Sundays, and she dragged her little girl with her.

She |it a candle for

Ant hony's soul every day of the week, without fail. At home she read
the Bible fromcover to cover, over and over again. Oten, she forced
Ellen to sit and listen to Scripture for hours at a tinme, even before
the girl was old enough to understand what she was hearing. G na was
full of horrible stories about Hell: what it was like, what grisly
tortures awaited a sinner down there, how easy it was for a wi cked
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child to end up in that sul phurous place. At night young Ellen's sleep
was di sturbed by hi deous, bloody nightnmares based on her nother's
gruesone tales of fire and damation. And as G na becane increasingly
religious, she added nore rules to the Iist by which Ell en was expected
to live, the tiniest infraction was, according to G na, one nore step
taken on the road to Hell.

Joseph, having yielded all authority to his wife early in their
marriage, was not able to exert much control over her even in ordinary
times, and when she retreated into her strange world of religious
fanaticism she was so far beyond his reach that he no | onger even
attenpted to influence her decisions.

Bewi | dered by the changes in G na, unable to cope with the new wonan
she had becone, Joseph spent less and less tine at hone. He owned a
tailor shop--not an extremely prosperous business but a reliably steady
one-- and he began to work unusually long hours. When he wasn't
wor ki ng he passed nmore time with his friends than he did with his
famly, and as a result Ellen was not exposed either to his love or to
his fine sense of hunor often enough to conpensate for the countless,
dreary hours during which she existed stoically under her nother's
stern, sonber, suffocating dom nation

For years Ellen dreaned of the day she would | eave hone, she | ooked
forward to that escape with every bit as much eagerness as a convict
anticipating release froma real prison cell. But now that she was on
her own, now that she had been out from under her nother's iron hand
for nore than a year, her future | ooked, incredibly, worse than it ever
had | ooked before. Mich worse.

Sonet hi ng tapped on the w ndow screen behind the booth.

Ell en twi sted around, |ooked up, startled. For a nonent she coul dn't
see anything. Just darkness out there.

Tap-tap-tap.

Who' s there?" she asked, her voice as thin as tissue, her heart
suddenly beating fast.

Then |ightning spread across the sky, a tracery of fiery veins and
arteries.

In the flickering pulse of light, there were | arge white noths
fluttering agai nst the screen

"Jesus," she said softly. "Only noths."

She shuddered, turned away fromthe frantic insects, and sipped her
bour bon.

She couldn't live with this kind of tension. Not for long. She
couldn't live in constant fear. She had to do sonething soon

Kill the baby.

In the bassinet the baby cried out again: a short, sharp noi se al nost
like a dog's bark.

A di stant crack of thunder seened to answer the child, the celestial
runbling briefly blotted out the unceasing voice of the wind, and it
reverberated in the trailer's netal walls.
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The noths went tap-tap-tap.

El l en quickly drank her renaining bourbon and poured two nore ounces
into her gl ass.

She found it difficult to believe that she had wound up in this shabby
pl ace, in such anguish and msery, it seened like a fever dream Only
fourteen nonths ago she had begun a new life with great expectations,
wi th what had proved to be hopel essly naive optinmism Her world had
collapsed into ruin so suddenly and so conpletely that she was stil

st unned.

Si x weeks before her nineteenth birthday, she |eft honme. She slipped
away in the niddle of the night, not bothering to announce her
departure, unable to face down her nother. She left a short, bitter
note for Gna, and then she was off with the man she | oved.

Virtually any inexperienced, small-town girl, longing to escape boredom
or oppressive parents, would have fallen for a man Iike Conrad
Straker.

He was undeni ably handsonme. His straight, coal black hair was thick and
glossy. His features were rather aristocratic: high cheekbones, a
patrician nose, a strong chin. He had startlingly blue eyes, a
gas-flame blue. He was tall, lean, and he noved with the grace of a
dancer.

But it wasn't even Conrad's |ooks that had nost appealed to Ellen. She
had been won by his style, his charm He was a good tal ker, clever,
with a gift for making the nost extravagant flattery sound understated
and sincere.

Runni ng away wi th a handsone carnival barker had seened wldly
romantic. They would travel all over the country, and she would see
more of the world in one year than she had expected to see in her
entire life. There would be no boredom Each day would be filled with
excitenent, color, nusic, and |ights.

And the world of the carny, so different fromthat of her snmall town in
Illinois farmcountry, was not governed by a |long, conplex, frustrating
set of rules.

She and Conrad were married in the best carnival tradition. The
cerenony consisted of an after-hours ride on the merry-go-round, wth
ot her carnies standing as witnesses. In the eyes of all true carniva
people, their marriage was as binding and sacred as if it had been
performed in a church, by a minister, with a proper license in hand.

After she became Ms. Conrad Straker, Ellen was certain that only good
times lay ahead. She was w ong.

She had known Conrad for only two weeks before she had run off with
him Too | ate, she discovered that she had seen just the best side of
hi m

Since the weddi ng, she had | earned that he was noody, difficult to live
with, and capable of violence. At tines he was sweet, every bit as
charnming as when he had been courting her. But he could turn vicious

wi th the unexpected, inexplicable suddenness of a wild aninmal. During
the past year his dark noods had seized himwi th increasing
frequency.

He was sarcastic, petty, nasty, grim and quick to strike Ellen when
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she di spl eased him

He enj oyed sl appi ng, shoving, and pinching her. Early in the marriage,
bef ore she was pregnant, he had hit her in the stomach with his fist on
two occasions. VWhile she'd been carrying their child, Conrad had
restricted his attacks, contenting hinmself with | ess brutal but
nonet hel ess frighteni ng abuse.

By the tinme she was two nonths pregnant, Ellen was al nost desperate
enough to go honme to her parents. Alnpbst. But when she thought of the
hum | i ati on she woul d have to endure, when she pictured herself begging
G na for another chance, when she thought of the smug

sel f-righteousness with which her nother would greet her, she wasn't
able to | eave Straker.

She had nowhere el se to go

As she grew heavy with the child, she convinced herself that a baby
woul d settle Conrad. He genuinely liked children, that was obvious
because of the way he treated the of fspring of other carnies. He
appeared to be enchanted by the prospect of fatherhood. Ellen told
hersel f that the presence of the baby would soften Conrad, mellow him
sweet en his tenper.

Then, six weeks ago, that fragile hope was shattered when the baby
arrived.

Ell en hadn't gone to the hospital. That wasn't the true carny way.

She had the baby at hone, in the trailer, with a carnival mdwife in
attendance. The delivery had been relatively easy. She was never in
any physical danger. There were no conplications. Except

The baby.

She shivered with revul sion when she thought of the baby, and she
pi cked up her bourbon once nore.

As if it sensed that she was thinking about it, the child squalled
agai n.

"Shut up!" she screaned, putting her hands over her ears. "Shut up,
shut up!"

It woul d not be quiet.

The bassi net shook, rocked, creaked as the infant kicked and withed in
anger.

Ell en tossed down the |last of the bourbon in her glass and |icked her
lips nervously and finally felt the whi skey-power surging into her
again. She slid out of the booth. She stood in the tiny Kkitchen,
swayi ng.

The di ssonant nusic of the onconing stormcrashed | ouder than ever,
directly over the fairgrounds now, building rapidly to a furious
crescendo.

She weaved through the trailer and stopped at the foot of the
bassi net .

She switched on a | anp that produced a soft anmber glow, and the shadows
crawl ed away to huddle in the corners.
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The child stopped struggling with its covers. It |ooked up at her, its
eyes shining with hatred.
She felt sick
Kill it, she told herself.

But the baby's mal evolent glare was hypnotic. Ellen could not tear her
eyes fromits nedusan gaze, she could not nove, she felt as if she had
been turned to stone.

Li ghtning pressed its bright face to the wi ndow again, and the first
fat drops of rain canme with the subsequent grow of thunder

She stared at her child in horror, and beads of cold sweat popped out

along her hairline. The baby wasn't normal, it wasn't even close to
normal, but there was no nedical termfor its deformty. |In fact you
couldn't rightly call it a child. It was not a baby. It was a

t hi ng.

It didn't seem deformed so much as it seenmed to belong to a species
ent*ely different from mankind.

It was hideous.

"Ch, CGod," Ellen said, her voice quavering. "God, why ne? What have
done to deserve this?"

The | arge, green, inhuman eyes of her offspring regarded her
venomousl y.

Ellen wanted to turn away fromit. She wanted to run out of the
trailer, into the crackling storm into the vast darkness, out of this
nightmare and into a new dawn.

The creature's twisted, flared nostrils quivered |like those of a wolf
or a dog, and she could hear it sniffing eagerly as it sorted out her
scent fromthe other odors in the trailer

Kill it!
The Bible said, Thou shalt not kill. Mirder was a sin. [|f she
strangl ed the baby, she would rot in Hell. A series of cruel images

flickered through her mnd, visions of a Hell that her nother had

pai nted for her during thousands of |ectures about the terrible
consequences of sin: grinning denons tearing ragged gobbets of flesh
fromliving, scream ng wonen, their leathery black lips slick with
human bl ood, white-hot fire searing the bodies of sinners, pale worns
feeding off still-conscious dead nen, agoni zed people withing

pai nfully in nmounds of indescribably horrible filth. Ellen was not a
practicing Catholic, but that did not nean that she was no | onger a
Catholic in her heart. Years of daily Mass and nightly prayer,
nineteen intermnable years of Gna's nmad sernons and stern adnonitions
could not be sloughed off and forgotten easily. Ellen still believed
whol eheartedly in God, Heaven, and Hell. The Bible's warnings
continued to hold value and nmeaning for her. Thou shalt not Kkill

But surely, she argued with herself, that commandnent did not apply to

animals. You were permitted to kill animals, that was not a nortal
sin. And this thing in the bassinet was just an aninmal, a beast, a
monster. It was not a human being. Therefore, if she destroyed it,

that act of destruction would not seal the fate of her i mortal soul
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On the other hand, how could she be certain that it wasn't human?

It had been born of man and worman. There couldn't be any nore
fundanental criterion for humanity than that one. The child was a
mutant, but it was a human nutant.

Her dil emma seened i nsol ubl e.

In the bassinet, the small, swarthy creature rai sed one hand, reaching
toward Ellen. It wasn't a hand, really. It was a claw. The |ong,
bony fingers were much too large to be those of a sixweek-old infant,
even though this baby was big for its age, like an animal's paws, the

hands of this little beast were out of proportion to the rest of it. A
sparse, black fur covered the backs of its hands and bristled nore
densely around its knuckles. Anmber light glinted off the sharp edges
of the pointed fingernails. The child raked the air, but it was unable
to reach Ellen.

She coul dn't understand how such a thing could have cone fromher. How
could it possibly exist? She knew there were such things as freaks.

Some of themworked in a sideshow in this very carnival

Bi zarre-1 ooking people. But not like this. None of themwas half as
weird as this thing that she had nurtured in her wonb. Wy had this
happened? Why?

Killing the child would be an act of mercy. After all, it would never
be able to enjoy a normal life. It would always be a freak, an object
of shane, ridicule, and derision. |Its days would be unrelievedly

stark, bitter, |onely.

Even the tamest and nost ordinary pleasures would be denied it, and it
woul d have no chance of attaini ng happi ness.

Furthernmore, if she were forced to spend her life tending to this
creature, she wouldn't find any happi ness of her own. The prospect of
raising this grotesque child filled her with despair. Mirdering it
woul d be an act of nercy benefitting both herself and the pitiful yet
frightening mutant now glaring at her fromthe bassinet.

But the Roman Catholic Church did not condone nmercy killing. Even the
hi ghest notives woul d not save her fromHell. And she knew that her
nmotives were not pure, ridding herself of this burden was, in part, a
sel fish act.

The creature continued to stare at her, and she had the unsettling
feeling that its strange eyes were not nerely |ooking at her but
through her, into her mnd and soul, past all pretension. It knew what
she was contenplating, and it hated her for that.

Its pale, speckled tongue slowy licked its dark, dark I|ips.

It hissed defiantly at her

Whet her or not this thing was hunman, whether or not killing it would be
a sin, she knew that it was evil. It was not sinply a defornmed baby.
It was sonething else. Sonething worse. It was dangerous, both Iess

and nore than hunman. Evil.

She felt the truth of that in her heart and bones.
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O am| crazy? she wondered. No. She couldn't allow doubt to creep
in. She was not out of her mind. Gief-stricken, deeply depressed,
frightened, horrified, confused--she was all of those things. But she
was not crazy. She perceived that the child was evil, and in that
regard her perception was not askew.

Kill it.
The infant screamed. |Its gravelly, strident voice grated on Ellen's
nerves.

She wi nced.
W nd-driven sheets of rain drumred noisily against the trailer
Thunder picked up the night and vigorously rattled it again.

The child squirmed, thrashed, and managed to push aside the thin

bl anket that had been draped across it. Hooking its bony hands on the
edges of the bassinet, gripping with its w cked claws, it strained
forward and sat up.

Ell en gasped. It was too young to sit up on its own with such
assur ance.

It hissed at her.

The thing was growing at a frightening rate, it was al ways hungry, and
she fed it nore than twice as nmuch as she would have fed an ordinary
child, week by week she could see the amazing changes in it. Wth
surprising, disquieting swiftness it was | earning howto use its

body.

Before long it would be able to craw, then wal k.

And then what? How big and how nobile would it have to get before she
woul d no | onger have any control over it?

Her mouth was dry and sour. She tried to work up sone saliva, but
t here was none.

A trickle of cold sweat broke fromher hairline and wiggled down her
forehead, into the corner of one eye. She blinked away the salty
fluid.

If she could place the child in an institution, where it bel onged, she
woul d not have to nurder it. But Conrad woul d never agree to giving up
his baby. He was not the least bit revolted by it. He was not
frightened of it, either. He actually seemed to cherish it nore than
he m ght have done a healthy child. He took considerable pride in
havi ng fathered the creature, and to Ellen his pride was a sign of
madness.

Even if she could commit the thing to an institution, that solution
woul d not be final. The evil would still exist. She knew the child
was evil, knew it beyond the slightest doubt, and she felt responsible
for bringing such a creature into the world. She could not sinply turn
her back and wal k away and | et soneone else deal with it.

What if, grown larger, it killed someone? Wuldn't the responsibility
for that death rest on her shoul ders?

The air coming through the open wi ndows was rmuch cooler than it had
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been before the rain had begun to fall. A chilly draft brushed the
back of Ellen's neck

The child began trying to get out of the bassinet.

Finally summoning all of her bourbon-inspired courage, her teeth
chattering, her hands trenbling as if she were afflicted by pal sy, she
took hold of the baby. No. The thing. She nust not think of it as a
baby. She could not allow herself the luxury of sentinent. She nust
act. She must be cold, unnoved, inplacable, iron-wlled.

She intended to Iift the | oathesone creature, retrieve the
satin-encased pillow that was under its head, and then snother it with
the sanme pillow. She didn't want to | eave any obvi ous marks of

vi ol ence on the body.

The death nust appear to be natural. Even healthy babies sonetines
died in their cribs wthout apparent cause, no one would be surprised
or suspicious if this pitiful defornmity passed away quietly inits

sl eep.

But as she lifted the thing off the pillow, it responded with such
shocking fury that her plan instantly became unworkable. The creature
squeal ed. It clawed her.

She cried out in pain as its sharp nails gouged and sliced her
f or ear ns.

Bl ood. Sl ender ribbons of bl ood.

The infant squirmed and kicked, and Ellen had great difficulty holding
onto it.

The thing pursed its twi sted nouth and spat at her. A viscous,
foul -snelling glob of yellow sh spittle struck her nose.

She shuddered and gagged.

The child-thing peeled its dark |lips back fromits nmottled guns and
hi ssed at her.

Thunder snashed the porcelain night, and the lights in the trailer
bl i nked once, blinked twice, and |ightning coruscated through the brief
spel | of bl ackness before the | anps cane on again.

Pl ease, God, she thought desperately, don't leave ne in the dark with
this thing.

Its bul ging, green eyes seenmed to radiate a peculiar light, a
phosphorescent gl ow that appeared, inpossibly, to come fromwthin
t hem

The thing screeched and withed.
I't urinated.
Ell en's heart jackhammered.

The thing tore at her hands, scratching, drawing blood. |t gouged the
soft flesh of her palns, and it ripped off one of her thunbnails.

She heard an eerie, high-pitched ululation quite unlike anything she
had heard before, and she didn't realize for several seconds that she
was listening to her own shrill, panicked scream ng.
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If she could have thrown the creature down, if she could have turned
away fromit and run, she would have done just that, but suddenly she
found that she was unable to release it. The thing had a fierce grip
on her arms, and it wouldn't |et go.

She struggled with the i nhumanly ferocious child, and the bassinet

al most tipped over. Her shadow swayed wildly across the nearby bed and
up the wall, bobbing against the rounded ceiling. Cursing, straining,
trying to keep the creature at arm s | ength, she managed to shift her
left hand to its throat, and then her right hand, and she squeezed
hard, bearing down, gritting her teeth, repelled by the savagery she
felt rising within herself, frightened by her own newy di scovered
capacity for violence, but determned to choke the life out of the

t hi ng.

It wasn't going to die easily. Ellen was surprised by the rigid,
resistant nmuscles in its neck. It crabbed its claws higher on her arns
and dug its nails into her again, making ten fresh puncture wounds in
her skin, and the pain prevented Ellen fromputting all of her strength
into the frantic attenpt to strangle the thing.

It rolled its eyes, then refocused on her with even nore evident hatred
than before.

A silvery streamof thick drool oozed out of one corner of its nouth
and down its pebbled chin.

The tw sted nouth opened wi de, the dark, leathery lips withed. A
snaky, pale, pointed tongue curled and uncurl ed obscenely.

The child pulled Ellen toward it with inprobable strength. She could
not keep it safely at armis length as she wanted. It drew her

relentl essly down toward the bassinet, and at the same time it pulled
itself up.

D e, dam you! Die!

She was bent over the bassinet now Leaning intoit. Her grip on the
child' s throat was weakened by her new position. Her face was only
eight or ten inches fromthe creature's repugnant countenance. |Its
rank breath washed over her. It spat in her face again.

Somet hi ng brushed her belly.
She gasped, jerked.
Fabric ripped. Her blouse.

The child was kicking out with its long-toed, clawed feet. It was
trying to gouge her breasts and stonmach. She attenpted to draw back
but the thing held her close, held her with denonic power and

per sever ance.

Ellen felt dizzy, fuzzy, whiskey-sick, terror-sick, and her vision
blurred, and her ears were filled with the roaring suction of her own
breath, but she couldn't seemto breathe fast enough, she was

i ght-headed. Sweat flew off her brow and spattered the child as she
westled with it.

The thing grinned as if it sensed triunph.

I"mlosing, she thought desperately. How can that be? M Cod, it's
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going to kill ne.

Thunder pounded the sky, and lightning burst fromthe broken night. A
mal | et of wind struck the trailer broadside.

The lights went out.
And stayed out.
The child fought with renewed fury.

It was not weak |ike a human infant. It had wei ghed al nbost el even
pounds at birth, and it had gai ned, phenonenally, nore than twelve
pounds in the past six weeks. Alnpbst twenty-three pounds now. And no

fat. Just nuscle. A hard, sinewy, gristly infant, |like a young
gorilla. It was as strong and energetic as the six-nmonth-old
chi npanzee that perforned in one of the carnival's nore popul ar
si deshows.

The bassinet toppled with a crash, and Ell en stunbled over it.

She fell. Wth the child. 1t was close against her now. No |onger
safely at arms reach. It was on top of her. CQGurgling. Snarling.

Its tal oned feet found purchase on her hips, and it tried to tear
through the heavy deni mjeans she was weari ng.

"No!" she shouted.
A thought snapped through her mnd: |'ve got to wake up
But she knew she was al ready awake

The thing continued to hold her right arm its nails hooked in her
flesh, but it let go of her left arm |In the blackness she sensed the
hooked cl aw reaching for her throat, her vul nerable jugular vein. She
turned her head aside. The small yet incredibly long-fingered, deadly
hand brushed past her throat, barely m ssing her

She rolled, and then the child-thing was on the bottom

Whi npering, teetering on the wire of hysteria, she tore her right arm

| oose of the creature's steely grip, at the expense of new pain, and
she felt for its arnms in the darkness, found its wists, held its hands
away from her face

The thing kicked at her stomach again, but she avoided its short,
powerful |legs. She nanaged to put one of her knees on its chest,
pinning it.

She bore down on it with all of her weight, the creature's ribs and
breast bone gave way beneath her. She heard sonething crack inside the
t hi ng.

It wailed |ike a banshee. Ellen knew, at last, that she had a chance
to survive. There was a sickening crunch, a wet sound, a horrible

mashi ng, squashing, and all the fight went out of her adversary. |Its
arns went slack and stopped trying to resist her. The creature
abruptly fell silent, Iinp.

Ellen was afraid to take her knee off its chest. She was certain that
it was faking death. |[If she shifted her weight, if she gave it the
slightest opening, the thing would nmove as fast as a snake, strike at
her throat, and then di senmbowel her with its spiky feet.
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Seconds passed.
Then mi nut es.

In the darkness she began an urgent, whispered prayer: "Jesus, help
ne.

Sai nt Elena, my patron saint, plead for me. Mary, Mther of God, hear
me, hel p ne.

Pl ease, please, please. Mary, help ne, Mary, please .

The el ectric power was restored, and Ellen cried out at the unexpected
l'i ght.

Under her, on its back, blood still running fromits nostrils and its
mout h, the child-thing stared up at her with glistening, bulging,
bl oodshot eyes. But it couldn't see her. It was |ooking into another

world, into Hell, to which she had dispatched its soul--if it had a
soul

There was a |lot of blood. Mst of it wasn't Ellen's.
She rel eased the chil d-thing.

It didn't return magically to life, as she had hal f expected it
woul d.

It didn't attack.
It | ooked |like a huge, squashed bug.

She crawl ed away fromthe corpse, keeping one eye on it as she went,
not entirely convinced that it was dead. She did not have sufficient
strength to stand up just yet. She crept to the nearest wall and sat
wi th her back against it.

The night air was heavy with the coppery odor of blood, the stench of
her own sweat, and the clean ozone of the thunderstorm

Gradual ly, Ellen's stentorian breathing subsided to a soft, rhythmc
lull aby of inhalation, exhalation, inhalation

As her fear dwi ndled along with the steady decel eration of her

heart beat, she became increasingly aware of her pains, there was a

mul titude of them She ached in every joint and every nuscle fromthe
strain of westling with the child. Her left thunb was bl eedi ng where
the nail had been ripped off, the exposed flesh stung as if it were
bei ng eaten away by acid. Her scratched, scraped fingers burned, and
t he gouged pal m of her right hand throbbed. Both of her forearns had
been scored repeatedly by the thing's sharp fingernails.

Each upper armwas marked by five, ugly, o0o0zing punctures.

She wept. Not just because of the physical pain. Because of the

angui sh, the stress, the fear. Wth tears she was able to wash away
much of her tension and at |east a snall neasure of her heavy burden of
guilt.

--1"ma nurderer.

--No. It was just an ani nal
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--1t was ny child.
--Not a child. A thing. A curse

She was still arguing with herself, still trying to find a confortable
set of rationalizations that would allow her to live with what she had
done, when the trailer door flew open and Conrad cane inside,
backl i ghted by a strobe-flutter of lightning. He was wearing a plastic
rai ncoat, streanming water, his thick black hair was soaked, and strands
of it were plastered across his broad forehead. Wnd rushed in at his
heel s and, like a big dog, circled the room sniffing inquisitively at
ever yt hi ng.

Raw, throat-tightening fear gripped Ellen again.

Conrad pulled the door shut. Turning, he saw her sitting on the floor
wi th her back against the wall, her blouse torn, her arns and hands
bl eedi ng.

She tried to explain why she had killed the child. But she couldn't
speak. Her nouth noved, but nothing cane out of it except a dry,
frightening rasping.

Conrad's intensely blue eyes | ooked puzzled for a noment. Then his
gaze traveled fromEllen to the bl oody, crunpled child that was on the
floor a few feet from her.

Hi s powerful hands curled into |arge, hard fists. No," he said softly,
disbelievingly. "No. . . no. . . no. '

He noved slowy toward the small corpse.
Ell en | ooked up at himwi th growi ng trepi dation

Stunned, Conrad knelt beside the dead creature and stared at it for
what seened like an eternity. Then tears began to track down his
cheeks. Ellen had never seen himcry before. Finally he lifted the
I'inp body and held it close.

The childthing's bright blood dripped onto the plastic raincoat.

"My baby, nmy little baby, ny sweet little boy," Conrad crooned

"My boy .

my son . . . what's happened to you? Wat did she do to you? What
did she do?"

El I en' s burgeoni ng fear gave her new strength, though not much.
Braci ng herself against the wall with one hand, she got to her feet.

Her | egs were shaky, her knees felt as if they would buckle if she
dared take even one step.

Conrad heard her nove. He |ooked back at her
"I . . 1 had to do it," she said shakily.
Hi s blue eyes were cold.

"It attacked ne," she said.

Conrad put down the body. GCently. Tenderly.
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He isn't going to be that tender with nme, Ellen thought.
"Pl ease, Conrad. Please understand.”

He stood and approached her

She wanted to run. She couldn't.

You killed Victor," Conrad said thickly.

He had given the child-thing a name--Victor Martin Straker--which

seened ludicrous to Ellen. More than ludicrous. Dangerous. |f you
started calling it by nanme, you started thinking of it as a human
baby.

And it wasn't human. It wasn't, damm it. It was evil.

You couldn't let your guard down for a nonment when you were around it,

sentinment nmade you vul nerable. She refused to call it Victor. And she
even refused to admt that it had a sexual identity. It wasn't a
little boy. It was a little beast.

"Way? Why did you kill ny Victor?" "It attacked ne," she said

agai n.

"Look at ne!"™ She held up her bl eeding hands and arnms. "Look what it
did to me."

The grief on Conrad's face had given way to an expression of bl ackest
hat r ed.

"You tried to kill him and he fought back in self-defense."

"No. It was awful. Horrible. It clawed me. It tried to tear out ny
throat. It tried to--" "Shut up," he said between cl enched teeth.
"Conrad, you know it was violent. It scratched you sonetinmes. |If
you'll just face the truth, if you'll just |ook into your heart, you'l
have to admt |I'mright. W didn't create a child. W created a
thing. And it was bad. It was evil, Conrad. [It--" "I told you to

shut your filthy nouth, you rotten bitch."
He was shaking with rage. Flecks of foany spittle dotted his |ips.

Ellen cringed. "Are you going to call the police?" "You know a carny
never runs to the cops. Carnies handle their own problenms. | know
exactly how to deal with disgusting filth like you."

He was going to kill her. She was sure of it.

aWait, listen, give me a chance to explain. Wat kind of life could it
have had anyway?" she argued desperately.

Conrad glared at her. His eyes were filled with cold fury but also
with madness. His wintry gaze pierced her, and she felt alnost as if
sl *ers of ice were being driven through her by some slow, silent,
barely perceptible but nonethel ess devastati ng expl osion. Those were
not the eyes of a sane man.

She shivered. "It would have been m serable all its life. It would
have been a freak, ridiculed, rejected, despised. It wouldn't have
been able to enjoy even the nobst ordinary pleasures. | didn't do
anything wong. | only put the poor thing out of its msery. That's
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all 1 did. | saved it fromyears and years of |oneliness, from-"
Conrad sl apped her face. Hard.

She | ooked frantically left and right, unable to see even the slightest
opportunity for escape.

Hi s sharp, clean features no | onger |ooked aristocratic, his face was
frightening, stark, carved by shadows into a ferocious, wolflike
Vi sage.

He noved in even closer, slapped her again. Then he used his
fists--once, twice, three tinmes, striking her in the stomach and the
ribs.

She was too weak, too exhausted to resist him She slid inexorably
toward the floor and, she supposed, toward death.

Mary, Mot her of God!

Conrad grabbed her, held her up with one hand, and continued to slap
her, cursing her with each blow. Ellen Iost count of the nunber of
times he struck her, and she lost the ability to distinguish each new
pain fromthe nyriad old pains with which she was afflicted, and the

| ast thing she | ost was consci ousness.

After an indeterm nable period of time, she drifted back froma dark
pl ace where guttural voices were threatening her in strange
| anguages.

She opened her eyes, and for a nonent she didn't know where she was.

Then she saw the snall, ghastly corpse on the floor, only a few feet
away. The gnarled face, frozen for all time in a vicious snarl, was
turned toward her.

Rai n drunmed hollowly on the rounded roof of the trailer.

Ell en was spraw ed on the floor. She sat up. She felt terrible, al
busted up inside.

Conrad was standing by the bed. Her two suitcases were open, and he
was throwi ng clothes into them

He hadn't killed her. Wy not? He had intended to beat her to death,
she was certain of that. Wy had he changed his m nd?

Groani ng, she got to her knees. She tasted blood, a couple of her
teeth were loose. Wth trenendous effort, she stood.

Conrad shut the suitcases, carried them past her, pushed open the
trailer door, and threw the |uggage outside. Her purse was on the
kitchen counter, and he threw that out after the bags. He wheel ed on
her. "Now you

CGet the hell out and don't ever conme back."

She couldn't believe that he was going to let her live. It had to be a
trick.

He rai sed his voice. "Get out of here, slut! Mve. Now"

Wobbly as a colt taking its first steps, Ellen wal ked past Conrad. She
was tense, expecting another attack, but he did not raise a hand
agai nst her.
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When she reached the door, where w ndblown rain | ashed across the
threshol d, Conrad said, "One nore thing."

She turned to him raising one armto ward off the bl ow she knew had to
come sooner or later.

But he wasn't going to hit her. He was still furious, but now he was
in control of hinself. "Sonme day you'll marry soneone in the straight
wor | d.

You' Il have another child. Maybe two, three.”

Hi s om nous voice contained a threat, but she was too dazed to perceive
what he was inplying. She waited for himto say nore.

Hs thin, bloodless lips slowy peeled back in an arctic snile.

"When you have children again, when you have kids you | ove and cheri sh,
1"l come and take them away fromyou. No matter where you go, no

matter how far away, no matter what your new name may be. [I'IIl find
you. | swear | will. [I'Il find you, and I'll take your children just
like you took nmy little boy. I'Il kill them" "You're crazy," she

sai d.

H's smle becane a wide, hunorless, death'shead grin. "You won't find
a place to hide. There won't be one safe corner anywhere in the

wor | d.

Not one. You'll have to keep | ooking over your shoul der as |ong as you

live. Now get out of here, bitch. Get out before | decide to kick
your damed head in after all."

He noved toward her.

Ellen quickly left the trailer, descended the two netal steps into the
darkness. The trailer was parked in a small clearing, with trees
bracketing it, but there was nothing directly overhead to break the
falling rain, in seconds Ellen was soaked to the skin.

For a nonent Conrad was outlined in the anmber light that filled the
open doorway. He glowered at her. Then he slamed the door

On all sides of her, trees shook in the wind. The | eaves nmade a sound
I'i ke hope being crunpled and di scar ded.

At last Ellen picked up her purse and her nuddy suitcases. She wal ked
through the notorized carny town, passing other trailers, trucks, cars,
and under the insistent fingers of the rain, every vehicle contributed
its tinny notes to the nusic of the storm

She had friends in some of those trailers. She liked nmany of the
carnival people she'd net, and she knew a lot of themliked her. As
she pl odded through the nud, she | ooked |longingly at sone of the
Iighted wi ndows, but she did not stop. She wasn't sure how her carny
friends would react to the news that she had killed Victor Martin
Straker. Most carnies were outcasts, people who didn't fit in anywhere
el se, therefore, they were fiercely protective of their own, and they
regarded everyone else as a nark to be tapped or fleeced in one way or
another. Their strong sense of comunity might even extend to the
horrid child-thing. Furthernore, they were nore likely to side with
Conrad than with her, for Conrad had been born of carny parents and had
been a carny since birth, while she had been converted to the roadshow
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life only fourteen nonths ago.
She wal ked.

She | eft the grove and entered the m dway. Unobstructed, the storm
punmel ed her nore forcefully than it had done in the grove, it pounded
the earth, the gravel footpaths, and the patches of sawdust that spread
out from some of the sideshows.

The carnival was shut down tight. Only a few lights burned, they swung
on wi nd-whi pped wires, creating anorphous, danci ng shadows. The marks
had all gone hone, banished by the foul weather. The fairgrounds were
deserted. Ellen saw no one other than two dwarves in yellow rain
slickers, they scurried between the silent carousel and the
Tilt-a-Wiirl, past the gaudily illustrated kootch show, glancing at
Ellen, their eyes noon-bright and inquisitive in the darkness under
their rain hoods.

She headed toward the front gate. She | ooked back several tines,
afraid that Conrad woul d change his mind and cone after her.

Tent walls rippled and thrumed and snapped in the wind, pulling at
anchor pegs.

In the sheeting rain that was now laced with tendrils of fog, the dark
Ferris wheel thrust up like a prehistoric skeleton, weird, mnysterious,
its famliar |lines obscured and distorted and nade fantastic by the

ni ght and the mist.

She passed the funhouse, too. That was Conrad' s concession. He owned
it, and he worked there every day. A giant, leering clown's face
peered down at her fromatop the funhouse, as a joke, the artist had
nmodel ed it after Conrad's face. Ellen could see the resenbl ance even
in the gloom She had the disconcerting feeling that the clown's huge,
pai nted eyes were watching her.

She | ooked away fromit and hurried on

When she reached the main gate of the county fairgrounds, she stopped,
abruptly aware that she had no destination in mnd. There was no place
for her to go. She had no one to whom she could turn

The hooting wind seenmed to be nocking her.

Later that night, after the stormfront passed, when only a thin, gray
drizzle was falling, Conrad clinbed onto the dark carousel in the
center of the deserted mdway. He sat on one of the gaily painted,

el aborately carved benches, not on a horse.

Cory Baker, the man who operated the nerrygo-round, stood at the
controls behind the ticket booth. He switched on the carousel's
lights. He started the big notor, pushed a | ever, and the platform
began to turn backwards. Calliope nusic piped loudly, but it wasn't
abl e to dispel the dreary atnosphere that surrounded this cerenony.

The brass pol es punped up and down, up and down, gl eam ng.

The wooden stallions and mares gal |l oped backwards, tail-first, around,
around.

Conrad, the sole passenger, stared straight ahead, tight-Iipped,
grim
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Such a ride on a carousel was the traditional carnival way to dissolve
a marriage. The bride and groomrode in the usual direction, forward,
when they wanted to wed, either of them could obtain a divorce by
ridi ng backwards, alone. Those cerenopni es seened absurd to outsiders,
but to carnies, their traditions were |less ridiculous than the straight
world's religious and | egal rituals.

Five carnies, witnesses to the divorce, watched the nerry-go-round.

Cory Baker and his wife. Zena Penetsky, one of the girls fromthe
kootch show. Two freaks: the fat |ady, who was al so the bearded | ady,
and the alligator man, whose skin was very thick and scaly. They
huddl ed in the rain, watching silently as Conrad swept around through
the cool air, through the hollow nusic and the fog.

After the carousel had rmade half a dozen revolutions at normal speed,
Cory shut down the machine. The platformgradually sl owed.

As he waited for the carousel to drift to a stop, Conrad thought about
the children El'len woul d have one day. He raised his hands and stared
at them trying to envision his fingers all red with the bl ood of

Ellen's offspring. In a couple of years she would remarry, she was too
lovely to remain unattached for long. Ten years from now she coul d
have at | east one child. 1In ten years Conrad would start | ooking for

her. He would hire private investigators, he would spare no expense.

He knew that, by norning, Ellen would not take his threat seriously,
but he did. And when he found her years from now, when she felt safe
and secure, he would steal from her that which she val ued nost.

Now, nore than at any other tinme in his nostly unhappy life, Conrad
Straker had something to live for. Vengeance

Ell en spent the night in a nmotel near the county fairgrounds.

She didn't sleep well. Although she had bandaged her wounds, they
still burned, and she couldn't find a confortable position. Wrse than
that, every tinme she dozed off for a few minutes, she was pl agued by

bl oody ni ght mar es.

Awake, staring at the ceiling, she worried about the future.
VWhere woul d she go? What would she do? She didn't have nmuch noney.
Once, at the deepest point of her depression, she considered suicide.

But she quickly dismssed that thought. She night not be condemed to
Hell for having killed the child-thing, but she surely would be damed
for taking her own life. To a Catholic, suicide was a nortal sin.

Havi ng forsaken the Church in reaction to her nother's zeal ous support
of it, having been without faith for a few years, Ellen discovered that
she now belieued. She was a Catholic again, and she |onged for the

cl eansing of confession, for the spiritual uplift of the Mass. The
birth of that grotesque, nalevolent child, and especially her recent
struggle with it, had convinced her that there were such things as
abstract evil and abstract good, forces of God and forces of Satan at
work in the world.

In the notel bed, with the covers drawn up to her chin, she prayed
often that night.

Toward dawn she finally managed to get a couple of hours of
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uni nterrupted, dream ess sl eep, and when she woke up she did not fee
depressed.

A shaft of gol den sunlight pierced the high wi ndow and canme to rest
upon her, and as she luxuriated in the warnmh and bri ghtness, she began
to feel that there was hope for the future. Conrad was behind her.

Forever. The nonstrous child was gone.
Forever. The world was filled with interesting possibilities.

After all the sadness and pain and fear that she had endured, she was
| ong overdue for her share of happi ness.

Al ready, she had put Conrad's threat out of her m nd.
It was Tuesday, August 16, 1955.
O N E AMY HARPER

ON THE NI GHT of the senior prom Jerry Galloway wanted to nmake |l ove to
Any.

Hs desire didn't surprise her. He always wanted to nmake | ove. He was
al ways pawi ng at her. He couldn't get enough of her

But Any was beginning to think she'd had enough of Jerry. Too much of
him in fact. She was pregnant.

Whenever she thought about being pregnant, she got a hollow, cold
sensation in her chest. Afraid of what she woul d have to face in the
days ahead-- the humliation, her father's di sappointnent, her nother's
fury--she shivered

Several times during the evening, Jerry saw her shivering, and he
t hought she was just bothered by a draft fromthe gymasiums air
conditioning. She was wearing a |lacy, green, off-the shoul der gown,
and he kept suggesting that she put her shawl over her shoul ders.

They danced only a few of the fast songs, but they didn't mss a single
sl ow nunmber. Jerry liked slow dancing. He liked to hold Any close,
pressing her tight against him as they glided sonewhat clunsily around
the floor. He whispered in her ear while they danced, he told her that
she | ooked terrific, that she was the sexiest thing he had ever seen,
that all of the guys were surreptitiously staring at her cleavage, that
she made himhot, real hot. He pressed so tightly against her that she
could feel his erection.

He wanted her to feel it because he wanted her to know t hat she turned
hi m on.

To Jerry's way of thinking, his erection was the greatest conplinent he
coul d pay her.

Jerry was an ass.

As Any all owed himto maneuver her around the crowded room as she
permtted himto rub his body agai nst her under the pretense of
danci ng, she wondered why she had let himtouch her in the first

pl ace.

He was such a creep, really.

He was handsone, of course. He was one of the handsomest boys in the
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senior class. A lot of girls thought Anmy had nmade a wonderful catch
when she'd | atched onto Jerry Gall oway.

But you don't give your body to a guy just because he's good-I| ooking,
she told herself. M God, you' ve got to have higher standards than
t hat !

Jerry was handsone, but he wasn't nearly as intelligent as he was
good-1 ooking. He wasn't witty, clever, kind, or nore than mnimally
considerate. He thought he was cool, and he was good at playing Joe
Col I ege, but there was no substance to him

Ay | ooked around at the other girls in their silks and satins and
| aces and chiffons, in their |lowcut bodices, in their Enpire-wai st
dresses, in their backless gowns and long skirts and punps, in their
el aborate hairdos and carefully applied nakeup and borrowed jewelry.

Al those girls were | aughing and pretending to be ultra-sophisticated,
gl anmor ous, even worl d-weary. Amy envied them They were having so
much fun.

And she was pregnant.

She was afraid she was going to cry. She bit her tongue and hel d back
the tears.

The prom was scheduled to last until one o'clock in the norning.

Afterwards, fromone-thirty until three o' clock, there was an
extravagant breakfast buffet in one of the town's nicest restaurants.

Ay had been allowed to cone to the prom but she hadn't been given
permi ssion to attend the breakfast. It was all right with her father,
but, as usual, her nother objected. Her father said she could stay out
until three because this was a special night, but her nother wanted her
hone by ten, three whole hours before the promended. Any always had
to be honme by ten on weekends, nine o'clock on school nights. Tonight,
however, her father interceded on her behalf, and her nother grudgingly
conprom sed, Any didn't have to be hone until one o'clock. Her nother
didn't like making that concession, and later, in a hundred snall
telling ways, she would nake Amy pay for it.

If Mother could have her way, Any thought, if Daddy didn't stick up for
me now and then, | wouldn't be permtted to date at all. | wouldn't be
permitted to do anything except go to church

"You're dynanmte," Jerry Gall oway whi spered as he took her in his arns
for another dance. "You nake nme so hot, baby."

Dear, dear Mother, Any thought bitterly, just look at how well all your
rul es and regul ati ons have worked. All your prayers, all those years
you dragged nme to Mass three or four or five tines a week, all those
nightly recitations of the rosary that | had to take part in before
could go to sleep.

You see, Mother? See how well all of that has worked? 1'm pregnant.

Knocked up. What would Jesus think about that? And what will you
thi nk about that when you find out? Wat will you think about having a
bastard grandchild, Mdther?

"You're shivering again," Jerry said.
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"Just a chill."

A few nminutes after ten o' clock, while the orchestra was playing
aScar borough Fair," and while Jerry was pushing Amry around the dance
floor, he suggested they cut out and spend the rest of the night
together, in their own way, just the two of them just (as he so
transparently put it) proving their love to each other. This was
supposed to be a special night for a girl, atime to store up good
menories, not just another cheap opportunity to screw around in the
backseat of her boyfriend' s car. Besides, they had arrived at the
dance only two and a half hours ago.

Jerry's eagerness was unseemly and nore than a little selfish

But after all, she reninded herself, he was just a horny teenager, not
a real man, and certainly not a romantic. Besides, she couldn't really
enjoy herself anyway, not with everything she had to worry about. She
agreed to leave with him although what she had in nmind for the

remai nder of the evening was nuch different fromthe steany nakeout
sessi on he was contenpl ati ng.

As they left the gymmasi um which the decorating comrittee had tried
desperately to transforminto a ballroom Any glanced back w stfully,
taking one last | ook at the crepe paper and the tinsel and the
carnati ons made out of Kl eenex tissues. The lights were low A
revol ving, mrrored gl obe hung above the dance floor, turning slowy,
casting down splinters of color fromits thousand facets. The room
shoul d have | ooked exotic, nmagical. But it only made Any sad.

Jerry owned a neticul ously restored, fussily maintained,
twenty-year-old Chevrolet. He drove out of town, along narrow, w nding
Bl ack Hol | ow Road.

Eventual ly he pulled off on a single-lane, dirt track near the river
and squeezed the car in anpbng the high brush and the scattered trees.

He switched off the headlights, then the engine, and he rolled down his
wi ndow a couple of inches to let in a warmcurrent of fresh night
air.

This was their usual parking spot. It was here that Anmy had gotten
pregnant .

Jerry slid out frombehind the wheel. He snmiled at her, and his teeth
| ooked phosphorescent in the cal ci mined nmoonlight that streamed through
the trees and the windshield. He took Amy's right hand and put it
firmy on his crotch. "Feel that, baby? See how you get to me?"
"Jerry--" "No girl has ever gotten to ne |ike you do."

He slipped one hand in her bodice, feeling her breasts.

"Jerry, wait a mnute."

He | eaned toward her, kissed her neck. He snelled of AOd Spice.
She took her hand off his crotch and resisted him

He didn't take the hint. He renpbved his hand from her bodice only |ong
enough to reach behind her for the zi pper to her dress.

"Jerry, damm it!" She shoved hi m away.

He blinked stupidly. "Huh? Wat's wong?"
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"You're panting like a dog."

"You turn ne on." "A knothole would turn you on."

"What's that supposed to nean?"

"I want to talk," she said.

"Tal k?"

"Peopl e do, you know. They talk before they screw "

He stared at her for a noment, then sighed and said, "All right.

What do you want to talk about?" "It's not what | want to tal k about,"”
she said. "It's what we haue to tal k about."

"You aren't nmaking sense, baby. Wat is this-- a riddle or sonething"
She took a deep breath and blurted out the bad news: "I'm pregnant."

For a few seconds the night was so perfectly still that she could hear
the soft gurgling of the river washing along the shore twenty feet
away. A frog croaked.

Ys this a joke?" Jerry asked at |ast.

"You're really pregnant?" ayes.

"Ch, shit." "Ah," she said sarcastically, "what an el oquent sumary of
the situation.” "Did you mss your period or what?" "I missed it |ast
month. And |I'm overdue this month again.” "You been to a doctor?"
"Maybe you aren't." "I am" "You aren't getting big." "It's too

early to show "

He was silent for a while, staring out at the trees and the black, oily
river beyond. Then: "How could you do this to nme?"

Hi s question stunned her. She gaped at him and when she saw he was
serious, she laughed bitterly. "Muybe | wasn't paying nuch attention
in biology class, but the way | understand it, you did it to nme, not
the other way around. And don't try to blanme it on parthenogenesis
either." aPartho-what?" "Parthenogenesis. That's when the fenale
gets pregnant without having to find a nale to fertilize her egg."

Wth a note of hope in his voice, he said, "Hey, is that possible?"

God, he was a dolt. Wy had she ever given herself to hin? They had
nothing in common. She was artistically inclined, she played the
flute, and she liked to draw. Jerry had no interest whatsoever in the
arts. He liked cars and sports, and Any had little tol erance for
conversation about either of those things.

She |liked to read, he thought books were for girls and sissies.

Except for sex, cars, and football, no subject could engage himfor
more than ten mnutes, he had a child' s attention span. So why had she
gi ven herself to hinf

Wy ?

"Ch, sure," she said in answer to his question. "Sure, parthenogenesis
m ght be possible--if | was an insect. O a certain kind of plant."
"You're sure it can't happen to peopl e?" he asked.
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"God, Jerry, you can't really be that dunb. You're putting nme on

aren't you?" "Hell, | never listened to old Anmbeba Face Peterson in

bi ol ogy,"” Jerry said defensively. "That stuff always bored my ass
off." He was silent for a mnute, and she waited, and finally he said,
so what are you going to do?" "I'Il get an abortion," she said

He brightened up immediately. "Yeah. Yeah, that's the best thing.

It really is. That's smart. That's the best thing for both of us.

mean, you know, we're too young to be tied down with a kid." awe'l
cut school on Mnday," she said. aWe'll find a doctor and set up an
appoi ntnment to have it done." "You nmean you want nme to go with you?"
"of course." Wy?

"For Christ's sake, Jerry, | don't want to go by myself. | don't want
to face it alone." "There's nothing to be scared of," he said. "You
can handle it. | know you can."

She glared at him "You're coming with ne. You've got to. For one

thing, you'll have to approve the doctor's fee. Maybe we'll have to
shop around for the best price.”" She shuddered. "That's up to you."
"You nean . . . you want ne to pay for the abortion?" "I think that's
fair."” "How nuch?" "I don't know. Probably a few hundred.” "I
can't," he said.

"What?" "I can't pay for it, Amy." "You've had a real good job the
past two sumers. And you work weekends nost of the year." "Stocking
shelves in a grocery store doesn't pay a whole hell of a lot, you
know." "Union wages." Yeah, but-"You bought this car and fixed it

up.

You have a pretty good savi ngs account.

You' ve bragged about that often enough."”

He squirnmed. "I can't touch ny savings." "Wy not?" "l need every
dollar for California.”" "I don't understand.”" "Two weeks from now,
after graduation, I'mgoing to blow this stupid town.

There ain't any future here for ne. Royal City. What a |augh.

There's nothing royal about this dunp. And it sure ain't acity. It's
just fifteen thousand people living in a dunp in the mddle of Ohio,
which is just another, bigger dunp." "I like it." "I don't." aBut

what do you expect to find in California?" "Are you kidding There's a
mllion opportunities out there for a guy with a lot on the ball."
aBut what do you expect to find there for you?" she asked.

He didn't understand what she neant, he didn't feel her slip the needle
in. "I just told you, baby. |In California, there's nore opportunities
than anywhere else in the world. Los Angeles. That's the place for

me. Hell, yes. A guy like ne can go real far in a city like L.A"
"Doi ng what?" "Anything." "Such as?" "Absolutely anything." "How

| ong have you been planning to go to L. A ?"

Sheepi shly, he said, "For about a year now " "You never told ne." "I
didn't want to upset you." "You were just going to quietly disappear.”
"Hey, no. No, | was going to keep in touch, baby. | even figured
maybe you'd come along with ne." aLike hell you did. Jerry, you have

to pay for the abortion.” "Wy can't you pay for it?" He was

whi ni ng.
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"You had a job last sunmer. You' ve been working weekends just |ike
me." aMy nother controls my savings account. There's no way | can
wi t hdraw that much cash without telling her why | need it. No way."
"sOtell her." "God, | can't. She'd kill nme." "She'd screama | ot,
and you'd probably be grounded for a while.

But she'll get over it." "She won't. She'll kill ne." "Don't be
pid. She won't kill you." "You don't know my nother. She's very
strict. And she's .

mean soneti nes.

Besides, we're a Catholic famly. M nother is very devout. Very,
very devout.

And to a devout Catholic, abortion is a terrible sin. It's nurder. M
father even does sone free legal work for the R ght-to-Life League.

He's not so fanatical about religion as my nother is. He's a pretty

straight guy, but | don't think he'd ever approve an abortion. And I
know nmy nother wouldn't. Not in a mllion years. She'd nmake ne have
the baby. | know she would. And I can't. | just can't. Oh, God, |
can't."

She started to cry.

"Hey, baby, it's not the end of the world." He put an arm around
her .

"You'll come through this okay. It's not as bad as you think. Life
goes on, you know. "

She didn't want to lean on himfor either enotional or physica
support. Not on him of all people. But she couldn't help it. She
put her head on his shoul der, despising herself for this weakness.

" Easy, '
fine."

he said. "Take it easy. Everything's going to be just

When the tears finally stopped flowi ng, she said, "Jerry, you' ve got to
help ne. You've got to, that's all." "wWell . . ."

Jerry, please
"You know I would if | could.”
She sat up straight, dabbing at her eyes with her handkerchi ef.

"Jerry, part of the responsibility is yours. Part of--" "I can't," he
said firmy, taking his armaway from her.

"Just lend ne the noney. |'ll pay you back." "You can't pay me back
in just two weeks. And I'll need every dollar |I've got when | go to
California the first of June." "Just a loan," she said, not wanting to

beg but having no choi ce.
"I can't, can't, can't!" He shouted like a child throwing a tantrum

Hi s voi ce was high, screechy. "Forget it! Just forget it, Amy! |
need every penny |'ve got for when | get out of this stinking town. "

Ch God, | hate him

And she hated herself, too, for what she'd | et himdo.
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"If you don't at least lend me the noney, |I'Il call your parents.

I"I'l tell themI'mcarrying your child. |['ll put the heat on you
derry. "

She didn't think she really had the nerve to do sonething like that,

but she hoped the threat of it would nmake himbe reasonable. "God help
me, 1'll even make you marry nme if that's the last resort, but | won't
go down al one."

"VWhat do you want fromme, for Christ's sake?" "Just a little help.
Decency.

That's all." "You can't nmake ne marry you." "Maybe not," she
admitted. aBut | can cause you a |lot of trouble, and maybe | can force
you to contribute to the support of the baby." "You can't force nme to
do anything if I'min another state. You can't make ne pay up from
California." "WelIl see about that," she said, although she thought he

was probably right.
"Anyway, you can't prove |I'mthe father."

Who el se?" "How should | know?" "You're the only one |I've been doing
it with."

"l sure wasn't the first," he said.

"You bastard." "Eddie Talbot was the first." "I haven't done anything
with anyone el se since | started going with you six nonths ago." "How
do | know that's true?" "You know," Any said, loathing him She
wanted to kick himand hit himand scratch his face until it was a

bl oody ness, but she restrained herself, hoping she mght yet gain sone
concession fromhim "It is your baby, Jerry. There's no doubt about
that.” "l never cane inside you," he argued.

"A couple of tinmes you did. Once is all it takes."

Yf you tried to nail me in court or sonmething like that, |I'd get five
or six friends to swear they'd been in your pants during the past
couple of nonths." aln ny whole Iife there's never been anyone but
Eddi e and then you!" aln court it'd be your word against theirs."
"They'd be committing perjury.”

"I'"ve got good buddies who'd do anything to protect nme." "Even destroy
my reputation?' "Wat reputation?" he asked, sneering.

Any felt sick

It was hopel ess. There was no way she could force himto do the right
t hi ng.

She was al one.
"Take nme hone," she sai d.
"dadly," he said.

The drive back to town took half an hour. During that time neither of
them said a word

The Harper house was on Maple Lane, a solidly mddle-class nei ghborhood
of wel |l mani cured | awns and shrubs, fresh paint, and two-car garages.
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The Harpers lived in a two-story, neo-col onial house, white with green
shutters flanking the wi ndows. Lights were on downstairs, in the
l'iving room

As Jerry pulled the Chevy to the curb and braked in front of the house,
Any said, aWe'll probably be passing each other in the halls during
final examweek. And we'll see each other at graduation two weeks from
now. But | guess this is the last tinme we'll be talking." aBet on
it," he said coldly.

"sO 1l wouldn't want to miss this opportunity to tell you what a rotten
son of a bitch you are," she said as evenly as she coul d.

He stared at her but said nothing.

"You're an immture little boy, Jerry. You're not a man, and you'l
probably never be a man."

He didn't respond. They were parked beneath a street light, and she
coul d see his face clearly, he was inpassive

She was angered by his refusal to react to her. She wanted to |eave
with the know edge that she had hurt himas badly as he had hurt her
with his conment about her reputation. But she was not very good at
vi t uper ati on.

She didn't have a talent for quarreling. Odinarily she preferred to
live and let live, but in this case the injustice she had suffered at
Jerry's hands was so great that she felt an uncharacteristic urge to
retaliate. She steeled herself to make one last attenpt to sting
hi m

"One other thing I want to tell you as sort of a favor to your next

girlfriend," Any said. "There's another way you're like a little boy,
Jerry.

You nmake love like a little boy. You're immture in that departnent,
too. | kept hoping you' d get better at it, but you never did. You
know how many times you managed to make nme cone? Three times. CQut of
all those nights we made love, | climaxed only three tines.

You' re clunsy, rough, and quick on the trigger. A regular m nutenan.

Do your next girlfriend a favor and at | east read a couple of books
about sex. Eddie Talbot wasn't all that great, but conpared to him
you're really a | ousy fuck."

She saw his face darken and tighten as she spoke, and she knew she had
finally gotten to him Feeling a sick sort of triunph, she opened her
door and started to get out.

He grabbed her wist and held her in the car. "You know what you
are?
You're a pig, that's what." "Let go of me," she said sharply, trying

to pry herself |oose of him

"If you don't let go, |I just mght tell you how that pathetic little
thi ng between your |egs neasures up to Eddie Tal bot, and |I'm sure you
don't want to hear that."

She heard herself, and she didn't |ike how hard and sluttish she
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sounded, however, at the same time, she took a fierce, primtive
delight in the shock that was visible in his face

Several times over the past six nonths, she had sensed his sexua
insecurity, and nowit was quite evident indeed. He was furious. He
did not nmerely let go of her wist, he flung it away fromhim as if he
suddenly realized he was hol ding onto a snake.

As she got out of the car, he said, "You bitch! | hope your old | ady
does nmake you keep the kid. And you know what? | hope the dammed
thing's not right.

Yeah. | hope it's not right. | hope it's not normal. You're such a
smart - nout hed bitch, | hope you're stuck with sone drooling little
creep who's not normal. Your smart nmouth woul dn't get you out of that
one."

She | ooked in at himand said, "You' re disgusting." Before he could
respond, she slamed the door.

He threw the Chevy in gear, stonped on the accelerator, and drove away
with a protracted squeal of tires.

In the ensuing silence, a night bird shrieked.

Ay moved through a cloud of acrid blue snoke that snelled of burning
rubber, and she started up the walk toward the house. After a couple
of steps, she began to trenble violently.

When her father had approved of her staying out |ater than usual, he
had said, The senior promis a special night inagirl's life. It's an
euent. Like a sixteenth birthday or a twenty-first. There's really
not another night quite like the night of a girl's senior prom

As it turned out, there was a perverse sort of truth in what he had
said. Any had never lived through a night quite like this one. And
she hoped she' d never know another one like it, either

Prom ni ght. Saturday, May 17, 1980.
That date would be burned in her menory forever

Wien she reached the front door, she paused, her hand resting on the
knob. She dreaded going into the house. She didn't want to face her
nmot her toni ght.

Any didn't intend to reveal the fact that she was pregnant. Not just
yet. 1In a few days, perhaps. In a week or two. And only if she were
left with no other choice. In the nmeantine she would search diligently
for other exits from her predicanent, even though she didn't have nuch
hope of finding another way out.

She didn't want to talk to her parents now because she was so nervous,
so upset over Jerry's treatnent of her that she didn't trust herself to
keep the secret. She might |et something slip by accident or out of a
subconsci ous need for punishnment and pity.

Her hand, danmp with sweat, was still on the doorknob
She consi dered just wal king away, |eaving town, starting a new life.
But she had nowhere to go. She had no noney.

The | oad of responsibility she had shoul dered was al nost too much for
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her. And when Jerry had | ashed out in a childish attenpt to hurt her,
when he had w shed a deforned baby on her, he had added anot her wei ght
to the burden she bore. She didn't believe that Jerry's curse had any
real power, of course. But it was possible that her nother would force
her to have the baby, and it was possible that the baby would be
deforned and forever dependent upon her. The chance of that happening
was small, but not so small that she could put it out of her mnd,

m sfortune of that nature befell people all the tine. Crippled
children were born every day. Legless and arnl ess babi es.

M sshapen babi es.

Brai n-damaged children. The list of possible birth defects was very
| ong--and very frightening.

Again, a night bird cried. It was a nournful sound that matched her
nood.

Finally she opened the door and went into the house.

THIN, TALCUMWHI TE, with streanming hair the color and texture of spider
webs, dressed all in white, Ghost hurried al ong the busy carniva

m dway. He noved |ike a pale colum of snoke, slipping effortlessly
through the narrowest gaps in the crowd, he appeared to flow with the
currents of the night breeze.

From t he funhouse barker's platform four feet above the m dway, Conrad
Straker watched the al bino. Straker had stopped in the middle of his
conme-on spiel the instant he had seen Ghost approaching. Behind
Straker, the raucous funhouse nusic blared continuously. Every thirty
seconds the giant clown's face--a much larger, nore sophisticated, and
nore ani mated version of the face that had topped his first funhouse,
twenty-seven years ago--w nked down at the passersby and let out a
recorded, four-bark | augh: aHaa, haa, haa, haaaaa."

As he waited for the albino, Straker lit a cigarette. H s hand shook,
the mat ch bobbl ed.

At | ast Ghost reached the funhouse and pulled hinmself up onto the
barker's platform "It's done," he said. "I gave her the free
ticket." He had a cool, feathery voice that nevertheless carried
clearly above the carnival din.

"She wasn't suspicious?" "O course not. She was thrilled to have her
fortune told for free

She acted like she really believed that Madanme Zena coul d see into the
future." "I wouldn't want her to think she'd been singled out,"
Straker said worriedly.

"Rel ax," Ghost said. "I gave her the usual dunmb story, and she bought
it. | said ny job was to wander up and down the nidway, giving out
free tickets for this and that, just to stir up interest. Public
relations.”

Frowni ng, Straker said, "You're positive you approached the right
girl?" "The one you pointed out."

Above them the enornous clown's face broadcast another tinny burst of
| aught er .

Taking small, quick, nervous drags on his cigarette, Straker said, "She
was si xteen or seventeen. Very dark hair, alnost black. Dark eyes.
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About five foot five."

"Sure," Ghost said. alLike the others, |ast season.” "This one was
wearing a blue and gray sweater.

She was with a blond boy about her age." "That's the one," Ghost said,
conbing his lank hair with his long, slender, mlky-white fingers.

"Are you sure she used the ticket?" aYes. | walked her straight to
Zena's tent."

"Maybe this tinme . . ." "Wat does Zena do with these kids you steer
to her?" aWile she tells their fortunes, she finds out as much about
them as she can-their nanes, their parents' nanes, a lot of things like
that." "Wy?" "Because | want to know." aBut why do you want to
know?" "That's none of your business."

Behi nd them inside the enornous funhouse, several young girls screaned
at sonething that popped out at themfromthe darkness. There was a
phony quality to their squeals of terror, |ike thousands of teenage
girls before them they were pretending to be frightened witless, so
that they woul d have an excuse to cuddle closer to the young nmen beside
t hem

I gnoring the screans behind him GChost stared intently at Straker, the
al bino' s al nost col orless, semtransparent eyes were di sconcerting.

"Sonmething | have to know. Have you ever . . . well . . . have you
ever touched one of these kids |'ve sent to Zena?"

Straker glared at him "If you're asking me whether |'ve sexually
mol ested any of the young girls and boys in whom|'ve shown an
interest, the answer is no.

That's ridiculous.”" "I sure wouldn't want to be a part of sonething
like that," Ghost said.

"You've got an ugly, dirty little mnd," Straker said, disgusted.

"I'"'mnot |ooking for fresh meat, for God's sake. |'m searching for one
child in particular, sonmeone special." "wWo?" "That's none of your
busi ness." Excited, as always, by the prospect of finally,
successfully concluding his | ong search, Conrad said, "l've got to get
over to Zena's tent. She's probably just about finished with the

girl.
This could be the one. This could be the one |'ve been | ooking for."

In the funhouse, their voices nuffled by the walls, the girls screaned
agai n.

As Straker turned toward the platform steps, anxious to hear what Zena
had di scovered, the albino put a hand on his arm detaining him

"Last season, in alnost every town we hit, there was a kid who caught
your eye.

Sonetimes two or three kids. How |l ong have you been | ooki ng?"
"Fifteen years."

Gnhost blinked. For a nmonent a pair of thin, translucent |ids covered
but did not fully conceal his strange eyes. "Fifteen years? That
doesn't make sense." "To ne, it makes perfect sense," Straker said
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coldly.

"Look, last year was ny first season working for you, and | didn't want
to conplain about anything until | understood your routines better

But that business with the kids really bugged me. There's sonething
creepy about it.

And nowit's starting all over again this year. | just don't like
being a part of it." "Then quit," Straker said sharply. "Go to work
for soneone else."” aBut, except for this one thing, | like the job.
It's good work and good pay." "Then do what you're told, take your

paycheck, and shut up,
choi ce. "

Straker said. "O get the hell out. It's your

Straker tried to pull away fromthe al bino, but Ghost would not
relinquish his hold on the larger man's arm H s bony, clanmmy,
deat h-white hand had a surprisingly strong grip. "Tell ne one thing.

Just to set ny mnd at ease.” "What is it?" Straker asked
i npatiently.

"If you ever find who you're |ooking for, do you intend to hurt him.

or her?" "O course not," Straker lied. "Wy would I hurt hinP"
"Well, | don't understand why you' re so obsessed with this search,
unl ess--" "Look," Straker said, "there's a worman to whom |' m deeply
indebted. |'ve lost track of her over the years. | know she has
children by now, and every time | see a kid who resenbles her, | check
it out. | figure I mght be lucky enough to stunble across her
daughter or son, find her, and repay the debt."

Ghost frowned. "You're going to an awful ot of trouble just to--"
"It's an awmfully big debt," Straker said, interrupting him "It's on
my conscience. | won't rest easy until | repay it." aBut the chance
that she'd have a kid that |ooks |ike her, the chance that her kid wll
conme wandering past your funhouse some day . . . Do you realize what a
|l ong shot that is?" "I knowit's unlikely," Straker said. aBut it
doesn't cost nme anything to keep an eye out for kids who resenble

her .

And crazier things happen.”

The al bino | ooked into Straker's eyes, searching for signs of deception
or truth.

Straker was not able to read anything in Ghost's eyes, for they were
too strange to be interpreted. Because they were w thout color, they
were al so without character. Wite and faded pink. Watery.

Bott om ess eyes.

The al bi no's gaze was piercing but cold, enotionless.

At |ast Ghost said, "All right. | guess if you're just trying to find
soneone to repay an old debt . . . there's nothing wong with ne
hel ping you." "Good. |It's settled. Now l've got to talk to Qunther

for a mnute, and then I'mgoing over to Zena's. You take over the
pitchman's roost for ne," Straker said, finally managing to pull free
of the al bino's noist hand.

I nsi de the funhouse a new chorus of girlish voices wailed in a shril
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inmtation of horror

As the huge clown's face spat out another nechani cal |augh, Straker
hurried across the barker's platform beneath a banner that proclaimed
THE Bl GGEST FUNHOUSE I N THE WORLD! He descended the wooden steps, went
past the red-and-black ticket booth, and paused for a nonent near the
boardi ng gate where sever al ticket holders were stepping down into the
brightly painted gondolas that would carry themthrough the funhouse.

Conrad | ooked up at Gunther, who was standing on a six-foot-square
platformto the left of the boarding gate and four feet above it.

@unt her was waving his long arms and growing at the marks bel ow him
pretending to threaten them He was an inpressive figure, better than
six and a half feet tall, nore than two hundred and fifty pounds of
bone and nuscle. His shoulders were enornbus. He was dressed all in
bl ack, and his entire head was covered by a Hol |l ywood-quality,
Frankenst ei n nonster nask that di sappeared under his collar. He was

al so wearing nonster gloves--big, green rubber hands streaked with fake
bl ood- -t hat extended beneath the cuffs of his jacket.

Suddenly Gunther noticed Conrad | ooking up at him and he turned,
favoring himwi th an especially fierce grow.

Straker grinned. He nade a circle with the thunb and forefinger of his
right hand, giving Gunther a sign of approval

@unt her capered around the platformin a clunsy nonster dance of
del i ght.

The people waiting to board the gondol as | aughed and appl auded t he
nonster's perfornmance

Wth a fine sense of theater, Gunther abruptly turned vicious once nore
and roared at his audience. A couple of girls screaned.

@unt her bell owed and shook his head and snarled and stanped his foot
and hi ssed and waved his arms. He enjoyed his work.

Smiling, Straker turned away fromthe funhouse and wal ked into the
river of people that flowed al ong the m dway. But as he drew nearer to
Zena's tent, his smle faded. He thought of the dark-haired, dark-eyed
girl he'd seen fromthe barker's platforma short while ago. Maybe
this was the one.

Maybe this was Ellen's child. After all these years, the thought of
what she'd done to his little boy still filled himwith a fiery rage,
and the possibility of revenge still made his heart beat faster, stil
caused his blood to race with excitenment. Long before he reached
Zena's tent, his smle had netanorphosed into a scow .

Dressed in red and bl ack and gold, wearing a spangled scarf and a | ot
of rings and too much nascara, Zena sat alone in the dimy |ighted
tent, waiting for Conrad. Four candles burned steadily inside four
separate gl ass chi meys, casting an orange glow that did not reach into
the corners. The only other light was fromthe illum nated crysta

ball that stood in the center of the table.

Musi c, excited voices, the spiels of pitchnen, and the clatter of the
thrill rides filtered through the canvas walls fromthe m dway.

To the left of the table, a raven stood in a |arge cage, head cocked,
one shiny black eye focused on the crystal ball.
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Zena, who called herself Madanme Zena and pretended to be a Gypsy with
psychi ¢ powers, had not a drop of Romany blood in her and actually
couldn't see anything in the future other than the fact that tonorrow
the sun would rise and subsequently set. She was of Polish
extraction.

Her full name was Zena Anna Penet sky.

She had been a carny for twenty-eight years, since she was just
fifteen, and she had never |onged for another life. She liked the
travel, the freedom and the carnival people.

Once in a while, however, she grew weary of telling fortunes, and she
was di sturbed by the endless gullibility of the marks. She knew a
thousand ways to con a mark, a thousand ways to convince him (after he
had already paid for a palmreading) to shell out a few nore dollars
for a purportedly nmore conmplete look into his future. The ease with
whi ch she mani pul at ed peopl e enbarrassed her. She told herself that
what she did was all right because they were only nmarks, not carnies,
and therefore not real people. That was the traditional carny
attitude, but Zena could not be that hard all the time. Now and then
she was troubled by guilt.

Cccasional ly she considered giving up fortunetelling. She could take a
partner, soneone who had done the pal mreadi ng scam before. It neant
sharing the profits, but that didn't worry Zena. She al so owned a
bottle-pitch joint and a very profitable grab joint, and after overhead
she netted nore each year than any hal f-dozen nmarks earned at their
boring jobs in the straight world.

But she continued to play Gypsy fortune-teller because she had to do
sonet hirlg, she wasn't the kind of person who could just sit back and
take it easy.

By the age of fifteen, she had been a well devel oped worman, and she had
begun her carnival career as a kootch dancer. These days, as she
becane increasingly dissatisfied with her role as Madane Zena, she
frequently considered opening a girl show of her own. She even toyed
with the idea of performing again. It mght be a kick.

She was forty-three, but she knew she could still excite a tentful of
horny marks. She | ooked ten years younger than she was. Her hair was
chest nut -brown and thick, untouched by gray, it framed a strong,

pl easi ng, unlined face. Her eyes were a rare shade of violet--warm
kind eyes. Years ago, when she'd first worked as a kootch dancer,
she'd been vol uptuous. She still was.

Through di et and exercise, she had nai ntai ned her splendid figure, and
nat ure had even cooperated by mracul ously sparing her |arge breasts
fromthe downward drag of gravity.

But even as she fantasized about returning to the stage, she knew the
hoot chi e- koot chi e was not in her future. The kootch was just another
way of manipulating the nmarks, no different fromfortune-telling, in

essence it was the very thing that she needed to get away fromfor a

while. She would have to think of sonething el se she could do

The raven stirred on its perch and flapped its wi ngs, interrupting her
t hought s.

An instant |ater Conrad Straker entered the tent. He sat in the chair
where the marks al ways sat, across the table from Zena. He |eaned
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forward, anxious, tense. "Well?"
No |uck," Zena sai d.

He | eaned even closer. "Are you positive we're tal king about the sane
girl?"

"Yes. "
"She was wearing a blue and gray sweater."

"Yes, yes," Zena said inpatiently. "She had the ticket that Ghost had
gi ven her."

"What was her nanme? Did you find out her name?"
"Of course. Laura Alw ne."
"Her nother's nane?"

"Sandra. Not Ellen. Sandra. And Sandra is a natural blonde, not a
brunette like Ellen was. Laura gets her dark hair and eyes from her
father, she says.

I"msorry, Conrad. | punped the girl for a lot of information while
was telling her fortune, but none of it natches what you' re | ooking
for. Not a single detail of it." "I was sure she was the one."

"You're al ways sure."

He stared at her, and gradually his face grew red. He | ooked down at
the tabl etop, and he becane rapidly, visibly angrier, as if he saw
sonething in the grain of the wood that outraged him He slammed his
fist into the table.

Slammed it down once, twice. Hard. Half a dozen times. Then again
and again and again. The tent was filled with the |oud, measured
drumbeat of his fury.

He was shaking, panting, sweating. H s eyes were glazed. He began to
curse, and he sprayed spittle across the table. He nmade strange,
harsh, ani mal noises in the back of his throat, and he continued to
pound the table as if it were a living creature that had wonged him

Zena wasn't startled by his outburst. She was accustoned to his
mani acal rages. She had once been married to himfor two years.

On a storny night in August, 1955, she had stood in the rain, watching
hi mride backwards on the carousel. He had | ooked so very handsone
then, so ronmantic, so vul nerabl e and brokenhearted that he had appeal ed
to both her carnal and maternal instincts, and she had been drawn to
himin a way she never had been drawn to another man. In February of
the follow ng year, they rode the carousel forward, together

Just two weeks after the wedding, Conrad flew into a rage over
somet hi ng Zena did, and he struck hen-repeatedly. She was too stunned
to defend herself.

Afterward he was contrite, enbarrassed, appalled by what he had done.

He wept and begged forgiveness. She was certain that his fit of

vi ol ence was an aberration, not ordinary behavior. Three weeks |ater,
however, he attacked her again, |eaving her badly bruised and
battered.
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Two weeks after that, when he was seized by another fit, he tried to
hit her, but she struck first. She rammed a knee into his crotch and
clawed his face with such frenzy that he backed off. Thereafter
forewar ned, al ways watching for the first sign of one of his oncom ng
rages, she was able, after a fashion, to protect herself.

Zena worked hard at the marriage, trying to make it last in spite of
her husband's expl osive tenper. There were two Conrad Strakers, she
hated and feared one of them but she |loved the other. The first
Conrad was a broodi ng, pessinistic, violence-prone nan, as
unpredictable as an animal, with a shocking talent and taste for
sadism The second Conrad was kind, thoughtful, even charm ng, a good
|l over, intelligent, creative. For a while Zena believed that a | ot of
| ove and patience and understandi ng woul d change him She was
convinced that the frightening M. Hyde personality woul d fade

compl etely away, and that in time Conrad woul d settle down and be just
the good Dr. Jekyll. Instead, the nore | ove and understandi ng she
gave him the nore frequently he becane violent and abusive, as if he
were determned to prove that he was not worthy of her |ove.

She knew that he despised hinself. His inability to |like hinself and
be at peace in his own nmnd, the frustration generated by his incurable
sel fhatred-that was the root of his periodic, maniacal rages.

Somet hi ng nmonstrous had happened to hima long, long tine ago, in his
formative years, sone unspeakabl e chil dhood tragedy that had scarred
hi m so deeply that nothing, not even Zena's love, could heal him Some
horror in his distant past, sone terrible disaster for which he felt
responsi bl e, gave him bad dreans every night of his life. He was
consunmed by an unquenchable guilt that burned in himyear after year
wi t h undi m ni shed brightness, turning his heart, piece by piece, into
bitter ashes. Many tines Zena had tried to | earn the secret that
gnawed at Conrad, but he had been afraid to tell her, afraid that the
truth woul d repel her and turn her against himforever. She had
assured himthat nothing he told her would nake her loathe him It
woul d have been good for himto unburden hinself at last. But he could
not do it.

Zena could learn only one thing: the event that haunted hi m had
transpired on Christmas Eve, when he was only twelve years old. From
that night forward, he had been a changed person, day by day, he had
becone ever nore sour, increasingly violent. For a brief spell, after
Ell en gave him his much-wanted child, even though it was a hideously
def ormed baby, Conrad had begun to feel better about hinself. But when
Ellen killed the child, Conrad sank even deeper into despair and
self-hatred, and it wasn't |ikely that anyone woul d ever be able to
draw hi m out of the psychological pit into which he had cast hinself.

After struggling for two years to nake their marriage work, after
living in fear of Conrad's rage all that tine, Zena had finally faced
the fact that divorce was inevitable. She left him but they didn't
cease to be friendly.

They shared certain bonds that couldn't be broken, but it was clear to
both of themthat they couldn't live together happily. She rode the
carousel backwards

Now, as Zena watched Conrad venting his rage on the table, she realized
that nost, if not all, of her love for himhad been transformed into
pity. She felt no passion any nore--just an abiding sorrow for him

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Fun%20House.txt (35 of 164) [2/9/2004 10:21:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%20Fun%20House. txt

Conrad cursed, sputtered through bl oodl ess |ips, snarled, pounded the
tabl e.

The raven flapped its shiny, black wings and cried shrilly inits
cage.

Zena waited patiently.

In tinme Conrad grew tired and stopped thunping the table. He |eaned
back in his chair, blinking dully, as if he were not quite sure where
he was.

After he was silent for a mnute, the raven becane silent, too, and
Zena said, "Conrad, you aren't going to find Ellen's child. Wy don't
you just give up?"

"Never," he said, slightly hoarse

"For ten years you had a bunch of private detectives on it. One after
the other. Several at the sane tine. You spent a small fortune on
them And they didn't find anything. Not a clue." "They were all

i nconpetent," he said sullenly.

"For years you've been | ooking on your own without any luck." "I'l
find what |'mafter.”

"You were wong again tonight. Did you really think you'd stunble
across her kids here? At the Coal County, Pennsylvania, Spring Fair?

Not a very likely place, if you ask ne."

"As likely as any other.” "Maybe Ellen didn't even live |ong enough to
start a famly with another man.

Have you thought of that? Maybe she's long dead.”" "She's alive."
"You can't be sure."

Y mpositive." "Even if she's alive, she might not have children."
"She does. They're out there--somewhere.” "Dam it, you have no
reason to be so sure of that!" "I|'ve been sent signs. Portents."

Zena | ooked into his cold, crystalline blue eyes, and she shivered.
Si gns?

Portents? Was Conrad still only half-mad--or had he gone all the way
over the edge?

The raven tapped its beak against the nmetal bars of its cage.

Zena said, "If by some miracle you do find one of Ellen's kids, what
then?" "l've told you before.” "Tell nme again," she said, watching
hi m cl osel y.

"I want to tell her kids what she did," Conrad said. "I want themto
know she's a baby killer. | want to turn them against her. | want to
use all of nmy power as a pitchman to convince themthat their nother is
a vicious, despicable human being, the worst kind of crinmnal. A baby
killer. 1'Il make them hate her as much as | hate her. |In effect,

I"1l be taking her kids away from her, though not as brutally as she
took ny little boy."

As al ways, when he tal ked about exposing Ellen's past to her famly,
Conrad spoke with conviction.
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As always, it sounded |like a hollow fantasy.

And as al ways, Zena felt that he was lying. She was sure that he had
sonething else in mnd, an act of revenge even nore brutal than what

El |l en had done to that strange, disturbing, nutated baby twenty-five

years ago

If Conrad intended to kill Ellen's children when (and if) he found
them Zena wanted no part of that. She didn't want to be an acconplice
to nurder.

Yet she continued to assist himin his search. She hel ped himonly
because she didn't believe he would ever find what he was | ooking
for.

Hel pi ng hi m seened harnl ess, she was nmerely hunmoring him That was
all. Nothing nore than hunoring him H s quest was hopel ess. He
woul d never find Ellen's kids, even if they did exist.

Conrad | ooked away from her, turned his gaze on the raven

The bird fixed himwith one of its oily black eyes, and as their gazes
| ocked, the raven froze.

Qut side, on the midway, there was calliope nusic. The hundred thousand
sounds of the closing-night cromd blended into a rhythm c susurration
li ke the breathing of an enornous beast.

In the distance the giant, mechani cal funhouse clown | aughed and
| aughed.

WHEN AMY STEPPED into the house at a quarter till twelve, she heard
muf fl ed voices in the kitchen. She thought her father was still awake,
though he usually went to bed early Saturday night in order to get up
intime for the first Mass on Sunday, thus freeing the rest of the day
for his hobby--building mniature sets for nodel train |ayouts. When
Ay got to the kitchen, she found only her mother. The voices were on
the radio, it was tuned to a tel ephone talk show on a Chicago stati on,
and the volunme was turned | ow.

The room snel | ed vaguely of garlic, onions, and tomato paste.

There wasn't nmuch light. A bulb burned above the sink, and the hood
Iight was on over the stove. The radio dial cast a soft green gl ow.

Ell en Harper was sitting at the kitchen table. Actually, she was
slunped over it, arns folded on the tabletop, head resting on her arnms,
her face turned away fromthe doorway where Any stopped. A tall glass,
hal f-full of yellowliquid, was within Ellen's reach. Any didn't have
to sanple the drink to know what it was, her nother always drank the
same t hi ng--vodka and orange juice-and too nuch of it.

She' s asl eep, Any thought, relieved.

She turned away from her nother, intending to sneak out of the room and
upstairs to bed, but Ellen said, "You."

Ay sighed and | ooked back at her.

Ellen's eyes were blurry, bl oodshot, the lids drooped. She blinked in
surprise. "Wat're you doing hone?" she asked groggily. "You're nore
than an hour early." "Jerry got sick," Amy lied. "He had to go hone."
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aBut you're nore than an hour early," her nother said again, |ooking

up at her in puzzlenent, still blinking stupidly, struggling to
penetrate the al cohol haze that softened the outlines of her

t hought s.

"Jerry got sick, Manma. Sonmething he ate at the prom" "It was a

dance, wasn't it?"

"Sure. But they had food. Hors d' oeuvres, cookies, cakes, punch, al
kinds of stuff. Sonmething he ate didn't agree with him" "Wo?"

"Jerry," Any said patiently.

Her nother frowned. "You're sure that's all that happened?" "Wat do
you nean?"

"Seenms . . . funny to me," Ellen said thickly, reaching for her

unfini shed drink. "Suspicious." "Wat could possibly be suspicious

about Jerry getting sick?" Anmy asked.

El |l en sipped the vodka and orange juice. She studied Any over the rim
of the glass, and her stare was sharper than it had been a mnute
ago.

Exasper at ed, Any spoke before her nother had a chance to nake any
accusati ons.

"Mama, | didn't come home late. | came home early. | don't think
deserve to be subjected to the usual third degree.” "Don't you get
smart with me," her nother said.

Any | ooked down at the floor, shifted nervously fromone foot to the
ot her.

"Don't you renmenber what CQur Lord said?" Ellen asked. a Honor thy

father and thy nother." That's what He said. After all these years of
church services and Bi bl e readi ngs, hasn't anything sunk into your
head?"

Ay didn't respond. From experience she knew that respectful silence
was the best way to deal with her nother at times like this.

Ell en finished her drink and got up. Her chair barked against the tile
fl oor as she scooted it backwards. She cane around the table, weaving
slightly, and stopped in front of Any. Her breath was sour. "Il've
tried hard, so very hard, to nake a good girl out of you. |'ve nade
you go to church. 1've forced you to read the Bible and pray every
day. |'ve preached at you until I'mblue in the face. |1've taught you
all the right ways. |[|'ve done ny best to keep you from goi ng wong.

I'"ve al ways been aware that you could go either way. Either way. Good

or bad." She swayed, put a hand on Any's shoul der to steady herself.
"I'"ve seen the potential in you, girl. |[|'ve seen that you have the
potential for evil. | pray ny heart out to Qur Lady every day to | ook

over you and guard you

There's a darkness deep inside you, and it nust never be allowed to
cone to the surface."

Ell en | eaned very cl ose, put a hand under Amy's chin, lifted the girl's
head, and net her eyes.

Any felt as if ice-cold snakes were uncoiling inside her.
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Ellen stared at her with a peculiar, drunken intensity, with the
burni ng gaze of a fever victim She seenmed to be | ooking into her
daughter's soul, and there was a m xture of fear and anger and
har d- edged deterni nation in her expression.

aYes," Ellen said, whispering now "There's a darkness in you

You could slip so easily. It's in you. The weakness. The
di fference.

Sonething bad is in you, and you have to fight it every mnute. You
have to be careful, always careful." "Please, Mnma

"Did you | et that boy touch you tonight?" "No, Mama."

"Unless you're married, it's a dirty, filthy thing. |If you slip, the
Devil will have you. The thing inside you will conme to the surface for
everyone to see. And no one nust ever see it. No one nust know what
you' ve got inside you.

You' ve got to westle with that evil, keep it caged." "Yes, Mama."
alettin the boy touch you--that's an awful "Don't lie to me." aWe went
to the prom" Any said shakily, "and he got sick, and he brought ne
hone. That's all, Mama." "Did he touch your breasts?" "No," Any
said, unsettled, enbarrassed.

"Did you | et himput his hands on your |egs?" Any shook her head.

Ellen's hand tightened on the girl's shoulder, the talonlike fingers
digging painfully deep. "You touched him" she said, her words
slurring just a bit and the flesh of her face sagged on her bones.

When she was sober she was a pretty woman, but when she was drunk she
| ooked haggard, much ol der than she | ooked ot herwi se. She let go of
Ay, turned away, tottered back to the table.

She picked up her enpty glass, carried it to the refrigerator, dropped
a couple of ice cubes into it. She added a little orange juice and a
| ot of vodka.

"Mama, can | go to bed now?" "Don't forget to say your prayers."
Y won't forget."
"Say the rosary, too. It wouldn't hurt you." aYes, Mama."

Her long dress rustling noisily, Any hurried upstairs. |n her bedroom
she switched on a lanp and stood by the bed, shudderi ng.

If she failed to raise the abortion noney, if she had to tell her
mot her, she couldn't expect her father to intercede. Not this tine.

He woul d be angry and woul d agree to any puni shnent her nother
proposed.

Paul Harper was a noderately successful attorney, a nan who was in
control in the legal arena, but at hone he relinquished nearly al
authority to his wife.

Ell en made the domestic decisions, large and small, and for the nost
part, Paul was happy to be relieved of the responsibility. |If Ellen
insisted Any carry the baby to term Paul Harper woul d support that
deci si on.
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And Mama will insist on it, Any thought m serably.

She | ooked at the Catholic icons her nother had placed around the
room

A crucifix hung at the head of the bed, and a snaller one hung above
the door. A statuette of the Virgin Mary was on the nightstand. Two
nmore painted religious statuettes stood on the dresser. There was al so
a painting of Jesus, He was pointing to his Sacred Heart, which was
exposed and bl eedi ng.

In her mind Any heard her nother's voice: Don't forget to say your
prayers.

"Fuck it," Any said aloud, defiantly.

What coul d she ask God to do for her? G ve her noney for an
abortion?

There wasn't much chance of that prayer being answered

She stripped off her clothes. For a couple of minutes she stood in
front of a full-length mrror, studying her nude body. She couldn't
see any sure signs of pregnancy. Her belly was flat.

Gradual |y the nedical nature of her self-inspection changed to a nore
intimate, stimulating appraisal. She drew her hands slowy up her
body, cupped her full breasts, teased her nipples.

She gl anced at the religious statuettes on the dresser.
Her nipples were erect.

She slid her hands down her sides, reached behind, squeezed her firm
but t ocks.

She | ooked at the painting of Jesus.

Sonehow, by flaunting her body at the inmage of Christ, she felt she was
hurting her nother, deeply wounding her. Any didn't understand why she
felt that way. It didn't nake sense. The painting was only a

pai nting, Jesus wasn't really here, in the room watching her. Yet she
continued to pose lasciviously in front of the mrror, caressing
hersel f, touching hersel f obscenely.

After a mnute or two she caught sight of her own eyes in the mirror,
and that brief glinpse into her own soul startled and di sconcerted
her .

She quickly put on her flannel nightgown.

What's wong with mne? she wondered. Am| really bad inside, |ike Mama
says? Am|l evil?

Confused, she finally knelt at the side of her bed and said her prayers
after all.

A quarter of an hour |ater, when she pulled back the covers, there was
a tarantula on her pillow. She gasped, junped--and then realized that
the hi deous thing was only a painted-rubber novelty item She sighed
wearily, put the phony spider in the drawer of her nightstand, and got
into bed.
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Her ten-year-old brother, Joey, never nissed a chance to play a
practical joke on her. Odinarily, when she encountered one of his
tricks, she went looking for him pretending to be furious, threatening
himw th grave bodily harm O course she wasn't capable of hurting
the boy. She loved himvery nuch. But her nock anger was the part of
the gane that Joey enjoyed nost.

Usually, in retaliation for his pranks, Amy did nothing nore than hold
hi m down and tickle himuntil he prom sed to be good.

Ri ght now he was in bed, probably awake in spite of the |late hour,
waiting for her to storminto his room But tonight she would have to
di sappoint him She wasn't in the nood for their usual routine, and
she didn't have the energy for it, either

She got into bed and switched off the |ight.
She coul dn't sl eep.

She thought about Jerry Galloway. She had told himthe truth when she
had ridiculed his skills as a lover. She had sel domhad an orgasm He
was a clunsy, ignorant, thoughtless bedmate. Yet she had | et himtouch
her night after night. She got little or no pleasure out of the
affair, but she allowed himto use her as he wi shed. Wy? Wy?

She wasn't a bad girl. She wasn't wild or |oose, not deep down in her
heart .

Even while she let Jerry use her, she hated herself for being so
easy.

Whenever she made out with a boy in a parked car, she felt awkward,
enbarrassed, out of place, as if she were trying to be soneone el se and
not herself.

She wasn't a lazy girl, either. She had anmbition. She planned to go
to Royal City Junior College, then to Chio State, najoring in art. She
woul d get a job as a comercial artist, and she would | abor at fine
arts in her spare tinme, nights and weekends, and if she found that she
had enough talent to nake a good living as a painter, she would quit
the nine-to-five job and create wonderfully beautiful pictures for sale
in galleries. She was determined to build a successful, interesting
life.

But now she was pregnant. Her dreams were ashes.

Maybe she didn't deserve happi ness. Maybe she was bad, just deep-down
rotten.

Did a good girl spread her legs in the backseat of a boy's car nearly
every night of the week? Did a good girl get knocked up while she was
still in high school ?

The dark m nutes of the night unwound Iike black thread froma spinning
spool, and Amy's thoughts unwound, too--tangled and confusing
t hought s.

She couldn't make up her m nd about herself, she couldn't decide
whet her she was basically a good person or a bad one.

In her mind Ary could hear her nother's voice again: There's a darkness
in you. Sonething bad is in you, and you have to fight it every
nm nut e.
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Suddenl y, Amy wondered if her sluttish behavior was just an attenpt to
spite her nmother. That was an unsettling thought.

Speaki ng softly to the blackness around her, she said, "Did | let Jerry
knock me up just because | knew the news woul d shatter Mama? Am |
destroying ny own future just to hurt that bitch?"

She was the only one who knew the answer to her own question, she would
have to ook for it within herself.

She lay very still beneath the covers, thinking.
Qutside, the wind stirred the nearby nmaple trees.
In the distance a train whistle sounded.

The door scraped open, and fl oorboards creaked beneath the carpet as
soneone wal ked into the room

The noi se woke Joey Harper. He opened his eyes and | ooked at the alarm
clock, which was visible in the pale glow of the night-light. 12:36

He had been asl eep an hour and a half, but he wasn't groggy. He was
instantly awake and alert, for he was anticipating Ary's reaction to
the tarantula in her bed. He had set his alarmfor one o'clock because
that was when she was supposed to cone hone, apparently she had
returned early.

Footsteps. Soft. Sneaky. Comi ng cl oser.
Joey tensed under the sheets, but he continued to feign sleep
The footsteps stopped at the side of his bed.

Joey felt a giggle building in him He bit his tongue and struggled to
hol d back his | aughter.

He sensed her leaning toward him She was i nches away.

He was going to wait a few seconds | onger, and then, when she was on
the verge of tickling him he was going to yell in her face and scare
the di ckens out of her

He kept his eyes closed, breathed shallowy and evenly, and counted off
the seconds: One . . . tw . . . three .

He was just about to shout in her face when he realized that the person
bendi ng over himwasn't Any. He snelled sour, alcohol-tainted breath,
and his heart began to pound.

Unawar e t hat Joey was awake, his nother said, "Sweet, sweet, little
Joey.
ittle baby-boy angel. Sweet, precious little angel face." Her voice

was eerie. She spoke in an odd, half-whispered, halfcrooned, throaty,
silky stream of slurred words

He wi shed desperately that she would go away.

She was very drunk, worse than usual. She had cone into his room
several other nights when she'd been in this condition. She had tal ked
to him thinking he was asl eep. Maybe she cane in a ot nore nights
than he knew, maybe some nights he was asl eep. Anyway, he knew what
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was coning. He knew what she was going to say and do, and he dreaded
it.

"Little angel. You look Iike a little snoozing angel, a baby angel,
lying there so innocent, so tender, sweet." She |eaned even cl oser,
bat hing his face with her pungent breath. "But what're you |ike
inside, little angel? Are you sweet and good and pure all the way

t hr ough?”

Stop it, stop it, stop it! Joey thought. Please, don't do this again,
Mama. Go away. Get out of here. Please.

But he didn't speak to her, and he didn't nove. He didn't let her know
he was awake because when she was |like this he was afraid of her

"You | ook so pure," she said, her al coholthickened voice grow ng even
softer, even nore blurry. aBut maybe that angel face is just the
surface . . . the mask. Maybe you're just putting on an act for ne.

Huh? Are you?
Maybe. .

underneath . . . maybe you're just like the other one. Are you
little angel ?

Under that sweet face, are you |like the other one, the nonster, the
thing he called Victor?"

Joey never had been able to figure out what she was tal ki ng about when
she sneaked in here at night and munbl ed drunkenly at him Wo was
Vi ctor?

"If 1 produced one |ike you, why not another?" she asked herself

al oud, and Joey thought she sounded a little bit afraid now "This
time. ..
maybe it's a nonster inside. In the mnd. A nonster inside

hiding in a normal body .

behi nd such a nice face . . . waiting. Witing to cone out when
no one's looking. Just waiting patiently. Both you and Amy. Huh?

Wl ves in sheep's clothing. Could be. Sure. Could be that way. What
if it is? Huh?

When will it happen? Wen will the thing come out of you for everyone
to see?

Can | turn ny back on you, little angel? Can | ever be safe? n,

God.

Oh, Jesus, Jesus, help nme. Mary, help me. | should never have had

children. Not after the first one.
| can never be sure of what |'ve created. Never. Wat if

I ncreasingly nunbed by the |iquor she had drunk, her tongue and lips
becane | ess and less able to formthe words she wanted to say, and she
| owered her voice so far that Joey could barely hear her, even though

she was less than a foot fromhim "Wt if . . . sonmeday . . . what
if I have to kill you, little angel ?* Softer, softer, word by terrible
word, softer. "What if

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Fun%20House.txt (43 of 164) [2/9/2004 10:21:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%20Fun%20House. txt

| have .

tokill . . . you. . . likel had to kill . . . the other one

?Il
She began to weep quietly.

Joey was suddenly chilled to the bone, and he was worried that his
shivering would disturb the sheets and draw her attention. He was
afrai d she woul d di scover that he had heard every word

Eventual Iy her stifled weepi ng subsi ded.
Joey was sure she could hear his pounding heart.

He felt strange. He was afraid of her, but he was al so sorry for
her .

He wanted to hug her and tell her everything would be all right--but he
didn't dare

Finally, after what seened |like hours but was surely only a minute or
two, she left the bedroom gently pulling the door shut after her.

Under the covers Joey curled into a tight, fetal ball

What did it all nean? What had she been tal king about? WAs she just
drunk? O was she crazy?

Al t hough he was scared, he was also a little bit ashamed of hinmself for
t hi nki ng such things about his own nother.

Nevert hel ess, he was glad he had the wan, m | ky gl ow of the weak
ni ght-1ight.

He sure didn't want to be alone in the dark right now.

In the nightmare Any had given birth to a bizarrely deforned baby--a
di sgusting, vicious thing that |ooked nore Iike a crab than like a
human being. She was in a small, poorly lighted roomwith it, and it
was coning after her, snapping at her with its bony pincers and
arachnoi d mandi bles. The walls held narrow wi ndows, and each tinme she
passed one of them she saw her nother and Jerry Galloway on the far
side of the glass, they were looking in at her and | aughing. Then the
baby scuttled along the floor, closed in fast, and seized her ankle in
one of its spiny pincers.

She woke up, sat up in bed, a scream caught in the back of her
t hr oat .

She choked it down.

Just a dream she told herself. Just a bad dream courtesy of Jerry
Gal | oway.

Dam hi m
In the gloomto her right, sonething noved.

She snapped on the bedsi de | anp.
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Curtains. Her wi ndow was open a couple of inches to provide
ventilation, and a nild breeze stirred the curtains.

Qutside, a block or two away, a dog how ed nournfully.
Any | ooked at the clock. Three in the norning.

She sat there for a while, until she had cal ned down, but when she
switched off the Iight she couldn't get back to sleep. The darkness
was oppressive and threatening in a way it hadn't been since she was a
smal | chil d.

She had the curious, disturbing feeling that, outside, in the night,
something terrible was bearing down on the Harper house. Like a
t or nado.

But not a tornado. Sonething else. Sonething weird, worse than a nere
storm She had a prenpnition-- not quite the right word, but the only
word that cane close to describing what she was feeling--an icy
prenonition that sone relentlessly destructive force was closing in on
her and the entire famly.

She tried to i magi ne what it could be, but no explanation occurred to
her. The inpression of danger renmi ned form ess, nanel ess, but
power ful .

The sensation was, in fact, so electrifying, so unshakable, that she
finally had to get up and go to the wi ndow, even though she felt
foolish for doing so.

Mapl e Lane was dozi ng peacefully, wrapped in unthreatening shadows.

And beyond their street, the suburban south side of Royal City rose on
a series of gentle, lowhills, at this hour there was only a sprinkling
of lights.

Farther south, at the edge of the town and above it, lay the county
fairgrounds. The fairgrounds were dark now, deserted, but in July,
when the carnival arrived, Amy would be able to stand at her w ndow and
see the blaze of colored lights, the far-off, magical blur of the
steadily turning Ferris wheel

The night was filled only with the familiar. There was nothing new in
it, nothing dangerous.

The feeling that she was standing in the path of a fiercely
destructive, oncoming stormfaded, and exhaustion replaced it. She
returned to bed.

Only one threat |oomed over the Harper household, and that was her
pregnancy, the inescapabl e consequences of her sin.

Ay put her hands on her belly, and she thought about what her nother
woul d say, and she wondered if she would al ways be as al one and
hel pl ess as she was now, and she wondered what was coni ng.

AT THE REFRESHMENT stand near the carousel, there were five people in
line ahead of Chrissy Lanpton and Bob Drew.

"l hate to waste tine waiting like this,’
want that candy apple."

Chrissy said, abut | really

"I't won't take long," Bob said.
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"There's so much nore | want to do."

"Relax. It's only eleven-thirty. The carnival won't shut down unti
at | east one o'clock."

"But it's the last night," Chrissy said. She took a deep breath,
savoring the blend of aromas that perneated the night: popcorn, cotton
candy, garlic-flavored french fries, hot roasted peanuts, and nore.

"Ahhhh! My nouth is watering. |'ve been stuffing nyself all night,
and | 'mstill famshed. | can't believe |'ve eaten so nuch!"

"It's partly the excitenent," Bob said. "Excitenent burns up
cal ori es.

And all those thrill rides. You were scared half to death on nost of
those rides, and fear burns up calories even faster than strenuous
exercise." He was seriously trying to anal yze her unusual appetite.

Bob was an account ant.

"Listen," Chrissy said, "why don't you wait in line and get the candy
apples while | find the ladies' room [|'Il neet you over there by the
merry-go-round in a few mnutes. That way we'll kill two birds at the
sane time." wth one stone," Bob said.

"Huh?"

"The expression is, We'll kill two birds with one stone."

" "Ch. Sure." aBut | don't think it applies here exactly," Bob

sai d.

"Not quite.

Anyway, you go ahead to the ladies'. We'Ill nmeet at the carousel like
you said."

Sheesh! Chrissy thought. Are all accountants |like this?

She wal ked away fromthe refreshnent stand, through the danp wood
shavi ngs that covered the ground, through the calliope-blast fromthe
merry-go-round, past a high-striker where a nuscul ar young nman sl amed
a sl edgehammer into a scale and rang a bell overhead to inpress his
date, past a dozen pitchmen who were spieling a mile a ninute, trying
to get people to play all sorts of ganes where you could win a teddy
bear or a kewpie doll or sonme other piece of junk

A hundred attractions played a hundred different songs, but somehow the
various strains of nusic didn't sound the |east bit discordant when
they . canme together, everything fused into a single, strange, but
appeal i ng mel ody.

The carnival was a river of noise, and Chrissy waded through it,
grinni ng happily.

Chrissy Lanpton |l oved the Coal County Spring Fair. It was always one
of the high spots of the year. The fair, Christnas, New Year's Eve,
Thanksgi vi ng, the Hall oween dance at the El ks' Cub, the Las Vegas

Ni ghts at St. Thomas's Church (one in April, one in August)--those
were the only days of excitenent in the entire year, the only events
worth | ooking forward to in all of Coal County.
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She renmenbered part of a funny and rather dirty little song that had
made the rounds when she'd been in high school: Eueryone who lives here
has the zits, Good old Coal County sure is the pits.

Anybody with a brain has got to split Cause this is where God squats
when he gets the shits.

I'n high school she used to |augh at that song. But now, at the
still-tender age of twenty-one, grimy aware of how limted her future
was in this place, she didn't find those |lyrics very hunorous.

Someday she woul d nmove to New York or Los Angeles, to a place with
opportunities. She intended to split as soon as she had six nonths
worth of |iving expenses in her savings account. She already had
enough for five nonths.

Soaki ng up the col or and gl anour of the carnival as she wal ked, Chrissy
headed toward the amusenents that stood at the fringe of the m dway,
behi nd whi ch she expected to find a confort station within a couple of
hundred feet. The public restrooms were in cinder-block buildings
scattered around the perineter of the fairgrounds.

AB she nmade her way through the crowd, a pitchman at a duck-shoot gane
gave her a | oud wol f-whistle.

She grinned and waved in reply.

She felt terrific. Even though she was tenporarily stuck in Coa
County, she had a wonderful, sparkling future. She knew she was
good- | ooki ng.

She had a ot of smarts, too. Wth those qualities she could carve out
a niche for herself in the big city in record tine, easily within six
nmont hs.

Currently she was a typist, but that was strictly short-term

Anot her pitchman, this one working a wheel of fortune, heard the first
barker's whistle, and he whistled at her, too. Then a third carny
joined the fun, whistled, called to her teasingly.

She felt as if she would live forever
Ahead of her the big clown's face atop the funhouse | aughed shrilly.

The funhouse, which stood next to Freak-o-rama, was at the eastern edge
of the m dway, and Chrissy figured there would be a confort station
somewhere behind it. She turned in beside the big, rambling structure,
with the freak show on her right, and she wal ked t hrough the narrow
all ey between the two attractions, away fromthe crowds and the |ights
and the nusi c.

The air was no | onger redolent with cooking food. It snelled of wet
wood shavi ngs, grease, and gasoline fromthe |arge, thrunm ng
generators

I nsi de the funhouse, chains clanked, banshees how ed, ghosts | aughed
spooki |y, ghoul s cackl ed, the wheels of the cars clattered incessantly
al ong the winding track, and haunting nusic swelled and faded, swelled
and faded. A girl screanmed. Then another. Then three or four at
once.

They're acting like little kids, Chrissy thought scornfully.
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They're so pathetically eager to be thrilled, so willing to accept the
shabby illusions in there, anything to be briefly transported fromthe
drab reality of life in Coal County, Pennsylvani a.

An hour or two ago, when she had ridden through the funhouse with Bob
Drew, she had screaned, too. Now, renmenbering her own hysteria, she
was a little bit ashaned of herself.

AB she stepped over cables and ropes, cautiously picking her way toward
the rear of the funhouse, she realized that, a few years from now,

after she had had a chance to experience classier thrills, after she
had grown accustoned to nore sophisticated excitenents, she would find
the carnival tawdry and juvenile instead of exotic and gl anorous.

She was al nbost at the end of the |ong, narrow passageway. It was
darker here than she had expect ed.

She stunbled over a fat electric cable. - "Dam!"
She regai ned her bal ance, squinted at the ground ahead.

There was just enough light to create inpenetrable, purple-Dblack
shadows on all sides.

She thought of turning back, but she really had to pee, and she was
sure there was a bat hroom near by.

At | ast she reached the end of the alley and turned the corner into the
darkness behind the funhouse, |ooking for one of the brightly |ighted
confort stations.

She al nost wal ked into the man.

He was standi ng against the rear wall of the funhouse, in an
exceedi ngly deep pool of velvety shadows.

Chrissy yel ped in surprise.
She couldn't see his face, but she could see that he was big.
Very big. Huge.

An instant after she registered his presence, even as she gasped in
shock, even as she saw how | arge he was, she realized that he was
wai ting for her.

She started to scream

He struck her on the side of the head with such brutal force that it
was a nmiracle her neck didn't snap

The scream died in her throat. She dropped to her knees, then toppled
onto her side in the dirt, stunned, nunbed, unable to nove, struggling
desperately to remain conscious. Her mnd was a dully glinting bl ade
skating on a crescent of silvery ice, with nile-deep, black water on
bot h si des.

She was vaguely aware of being lifted and carri ed.
She coultln't rcict him chf h:l no strenagah A door creaked noisily.

She forced her eyes open and saw that she was being carried out of the
dark night, into an even darker place
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Her heart was beating so hard that it seemed to hanmer the air out of
her lungs each time she tried to draw a breath.
He dropped her rudely onto a hard, wooden fl oor
Get up! Run! she told herself.
She couldn't move. She seened paral yzed
Hi nges squeal ed as he pushed t he door shut again.
This can't be happeni ng! she thought.

A sliding bolt rasped into place, and the man grunted with what she
took to be satisfaction. She was |locked in with him

D zzy, confused, weak as a baby, but no | onger in danger of |osing
consci ousness, she tried to figure out where she was. The room was
perfectly black, as utterly lightless as the inside of the Devil's
pocket .

The wooden floor was crude, and it was filled with vibrations, the
muf f| ed sound of machi nery.

Soneone screamed. Then soneone el se. The air was split by a naniaca
| augh.

Musi ¢ swelled. The vibrations in the floor resolved into the
cl acketycl ackety-clack of steel wheels on a netal track

She was in the funhouse. Probably in the service area. Behind the
tracks on which the cars noved

A trickle of strength seeped into Chrissy's body again, but she was
barely able to Iift one hand to her bruised tenple. She expected to
find her skin and hair wet and sticky with blood, but they were dry.

The flesh was tender but apparently unbroken
The stranger knelt on the floor beside her

She could hear him sense him but not see him however, even in this
pi tch-bl ack hole, she was aware of his great size, he | ooned.

He's going to rape ne, she thought. God, no. Please. ©h, please
don't let himdo it.

This stranger was breathing curiously. Sniffing. Snuffling. Like an
ani mal .

Li ke a dog trying to get her scent.
“No, " she said.
He grunted again.

Bob will come | ooking for ne, she told herself hopefully,
frantically.

Bob will come, he's got to come, he's got to cone and save ne, good old
Bob, pl ease, God, please.

She was succumnbing to a rapidly burgeoni ng panic as her head cl eared
and as the terrible danger becanme nore and nore evident to her
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The stranger touched her hip.
She tried to pull back
He hel d her.

She was gasping, shaking. The tenporary paralysis faded, the nunbness
in her linbs vanished. Abruptly she was awash in pain fromthe blowto
the head that she had suffered a few m nutes ago

The stranger noved his hand up her belly to her breasts and ripped open
her bl ouse.

She cried out.
He sl apped her, jarring her teeth.
She realized that it was useless to call for help in a funhouse.

Even if people heard her above all the nusic, above the recorded
howl i ng and wailing of the ghosts and nonsters, they would think she
was just another thrill-seeker startled by a pop-up pirate or a

j ack-in-the-box vanpire.

The man tore off her bra.

She was no match for himphysically, but enough of her strength had
returned for her to offer sone resistance, and she couldn't just lie
there, waiting for himto take her. She reached for his hands, grabbed
them intending to push them away, but with a shock she di scovered that
they were not ordi nary hands.

They weren't a man's hands. Not exactly. They were .
different.
Ch, God.

She becane aware of two green ovals in the blackness. Two softly
shi ning, green spots. Floating above her

Eyes.
She was | ooking into the stranger's eyes.
What sort of man has eyes that shine in the dark?

Bob Drew stood at the carousel with one candy apple in each hand,
waiting for Chrissy. After five mnutes he started to eat his own

appl e.

After ten mnutes he grew inpatient and began to pace. After fifteen
m nutes he was angry with Chrissy, she was a gorgeous girl, fun to be
with, but she was sonetines flighty and frequently inconsiderate.

After twenty mnutes his anger began to give way to mld concern, then
he began to worry. Maybe she was sick. She had eaten an incredible
anmount and variety of junk. It would be amazing if she didn't upchuck
sooner or later.

Besi des, you never knew for sure how cl ean and whol esone carnival food
was.
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Maybe she had gotten a bad hot dog or had unwittingly eaten sone piece
of filth along with her chiliburger.

Consi dering that possibility, he began to feel queasy hinmself. He
stared at his half-eaten candy apple and finally dropped it into a
trash barrel

He wanted to find her and satisfy hinself that she was all right, but
he didn't think she would be too happy to see himwhile her breath
still stank of vomit. |If she had just been sick in the | adies' room
she would want tine to freshen up, patch her nmakeup, and put herself
back toget her.

After twenty-five mnutes he threw Chrissy's candy apple in the trash
with his own.

After half an hour, bored by the endl essly gall oping horses and by the
rhythm cally flashing brass pol es, increasingly concerned about
Chrissy, he went searching for her. Earlier, he had watched her walk
away fromthe refreshment stand, admring her round bottom and her
shapely cal ves, and then she had vanished in the cromd. A ninute or
two | ater, he thought he had seen her gol den head as she left the

m dway near the funhouse, and now he decided to look in that area
first.

Bet ween t he funhouse and the freak show, a five-foot-w de path | ed back
to an open space behind the anusenents, the outer ring of the
fairgrounds, where the restroons were | ocated. Toward the end of the
passageway, the shadows were so dark and thick that they seened

tangi ble, like black drapes, and the night was surprisingly |lonely
here, considering that the busy mdway was only fifty or sixty feet
behi nd him

Peering uneasily into the shadows, Bob wondered if Chrissy had
encountered nore-serious trouble than just an upset stomach. She was a
very pretty girl, and these days, when so nany peopl e seened to have
lost all respect for the law, there were nore than a few men prowing
around who t hought nothing of taking what they wanted froma pretty
girl, regardless of whether or not she wanted themto have it. Bob
supposed that there were even nore nen of that stripe in the carniva
than there were in the real world.

Wth growi ng trepidation he reached the end of the path and stepped
into the open area behind the funhouse. He |ooked right, then left,
and saw the confort station. It was sixty yards away, rectangular,
gray, made of cenment blocks, perched in the center of a tightly
circunscri bed pool of bright yellowi sh light. He couldn't see the
entire structure, only a third of it, because there was a row of ten or
twel ve big carnival trucks parked in the intervening hundred and eighty
feet. Here the darkness was even deeper, the trucks were only hul ki ng
outlines, and they made himthink of slunbering, primeval beasts.

He took only two steps toward the distant confort station before
putting his foot down on sonething that nearly sent himsprawing.

When he regai ned his bal ance, he reached down and picked up the
treacherous object.

It was Chrissy's red clutch purse.
Bob Drew s heart began to sink into a bottom ess well.

At the far end of the funhouse, at the front of it, out on the nidway,
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the giant clown's face sprayed the night with a brittle, shrapne
| augh.

Bob's mouth was dry. He swallowed hard, tried to squeeze out sone
sal i va.

"Chrissy?"

She didn't answer.

"Chrissy, for God's sake, are you there?"

A door squeal ed on unoiled hinges. Behind him

The nusic and scream ng inside the funhouse got | ouder as the door
opened.

Bob turned toward the noise, feeling sonething he had not felt in many
years, not since he had been a snall boy alone in his dark bedroomw th
the terrifying conviction that sonme hideous creature was hiding in the
cl oset .

He saw a forest of shadows, all but one of themperfectly still, but
that one was noving fast. It canme straight at him He was seized by
power ful , shadow hands.

Bob was thrown against the rear of the funhouse with such incredible
force that the wind was knocked out of him and his head snapped back,
and his skull cracked hard into the wooden wall. Trying to placate his
burning lungs, he sucked desperately on the night air, it was cold

agai nst his teeth.

The shadow swooped down on hi m agai n.
It didn't nove like a man.
Bob saw green, gl ow ng eyes.

He brought up one armto protect his face, but his assailant struck
| ower than that, Bob took a sl edgehammer punch in the stomach. At

| east, for one hopelessly optimstic noment, he thought he had been
punched. But the shadowthing hadn't struck himwith its fist.

Not hing as clean as that. It had slashed him He was badly cut. A
wet, sickening, sliding, dissolving sensation filled him Stunned, he
reached down, put one trenbling hand on his belly, and gagged with
revul sion and horror when he felt the size of the wound.

My God, |'ve been di sembowel ed!

The shadow st epped back, crouching, watching, snorting and sniffing
like a dog, although it was nmuch too big to be a dog.

G bbering hysterically, Bob Drew tried to hold his bulging intestines
inside his body. |If they slipped out of him there was no chance that
he coul d be sewn up and restored to health.

The shadowthing hissed at him

Bob was too deep in shock to feel nore than the thinnest edge of the
pain, but a red veil descended over his vision. H's legs turned to
wat er and then began to evaporate fromunder him He | eaned agai nst
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the wall of the funhouse, aware that he had little chance of surviva
even if he stayed on his feet, but also aware that he had no chance at
all if he fell. H s only hope was to hold hinmself together. GCet to a
doctor. Maybe they could sew hi m up.

Maybe they could put everything back in place and prevent
peritonitis.

It was a long shot. Very long. But maybe . . . if he just didn't
fall . . . He couldn't allow hinmself to fall. He nust not fall. He
woul dn't fall

He fell.

The carnies called it "slough night" and | ooked forward to it with true
Gypsy spirit. The last night of the engagenent. The night they tore
down. The night they packed up and got ready to nove on to the next
stand. The carnival shed itself of the town in nuch the sane way that
a snake sloughed off its dead, dirty, unwanted skin.

To Conrad Straker, slough night was al ways the best night of the week,
for he continued to hope, against all reason, that the next stop would
be the one at which he would find Ell en and her children

By one-thirty in the morning, the last of the marks was gone fromthe
Coal County, Pennsylvania, fairgrounds. Even before then, sonme pieces
of the show began to come down, although nost of the job still lay
ahead.

Conrad, who owned two small concessions in addition to the enornous
funhouse, had al ready overseen the breaki ng down of those
enterpri ses.

One was a pitch-and-dunk, which he had shuttered and fol ded around one
o' clock. The other was a grab joint, so naned because it was a
fastfood place with no chairs for the marks to sit down, they had to
grab their food and eat on the fly. He had closed the grab joint
earlier, around mdnight.

Now, in the cool, m d-May night, he worked on the funhouse with

@unt her, Chost, his other fulltinme enployees, a couple of |oca

| aborers | ooking to nake forty bucks each, and a pair of free-Ilance
roughi es who traveled with the show They broke the joint apart and
| oaded it into two large trucks that would carry it to the next

st and.

Because Conrad's funhouse could legitimtely boast of being the |argest
in the world, because it offered the marks solid thrills for their
money, and because the ride was |ong and dark enough to all ow t eenage
boys to cop a few feels fromtheir dates, it was a popul ar and
profitabl e concession. He had spent many years and a | ot of noney
adding to the attraction, letting it grow organically into the finest
anusenment of its kind on earth. He was proud of his creation

Nevert hel ess, each time the funhouse had to be erected or torn down,
Conrad hated the thing with a passion that nost nen couldn't generate
for any inani mate object except, perhaps, a |arcenous vendi ng nachine
or a bull headed billing conmputer. Although the funhouse was cleverly
desi gned--a genui ne marvel of prefabricated construction and easy
collapsibility--putting it up and then sloughing it seened equal, at

| east in

Conrad's mind, to the nost spectacul ar and arduous feats of the ancient
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Egyptian pyram d buil ders.

For nmore than four hours, Conrad and his twel ve-nman crew swarned over
the structure, illuninated by the big, generator-powered m dway
|ights.

They | owered and di smantl ed the giant clown's face, took down strings
of colored lights, rolled up a couple thousand feet of heavy-duty
extension cords. They pulled off the canvas roof and folded it.

Grunting, sweating, they disconnected and stacked the gondol a tracks.

They renpved the nechani cal ghoul s, ghosts, and ax nurderers that had
terrorized thousands of narks, and they wapped the animated figures in
bl ankets and ot her paddi ng.

They unbol ted wooden wal |l panels, disassenbl ed beans and braces, took
up sl abs of plank flooring, skinned their knuckles, knocked down the
ti cket booth, guzzled soda, and packed generators and transformers and
a mess of machinery into the waiting trucks, which were checked
periodically by Max Freed or one of his assistants.

Max, superintendent of transportation for Big Anerican M dway
Shows--BAM to its enpl oyees and fellow travel ers--supervi sed the
tearing down and | oadi ng of the huge midway. Next to the fanous E

James Strates organi zation, BAMwas the |argest carnival in the
wor | d.

It was no ragbag, gilly, or lousy little forty-mler, it was a
first-rate show BAMtraveled in forty-four railroad cars and nore
than sixty enornmous trucks. Although sonme of the equi pnent bel onged to
the i ndependent concessionaires, not to BAM every truckl oad had to
pass Max Freed's inspection, for the carnival conpany woul d bear the
brunt of any bad publicity if one of the vehicles proved to be |ess
than roadworthy and was the cause of an accident.

Wil e Conrad and his nen dismantled the funhouse, a couple of hundred
other carnies were also at work on the m dway--roughies,
concessionaires, animal trainers, jointees, wheel men, pitchnen, jam
auctioneers, short-order cooks, strippers, nmdgets, dwarves, even the
el ephants. Except for the nen, now sl eeping soundly, who would drive
the trucks off the lot a few hours fromnow, no one could call it a
night until his part of the show was bundl ed and strapped down and
ready to hit the road.

The Ferris wheel cane down. Partially dismantled, it | ooked |ike a
pair of gigantic, jagged jaws biting at the sky.

O her rides were quickly and efficiently torn apart. The Sky Diver

The Tip Top. The Tilt-awhirl. The carousel. Magical machineries of
fun, all | ocked away in ordinary-Ilooking, dusty, greasy vans.

One mnute the tents rippled |like sheets of dark rain. The next ninute
they lay in still, black puddles.

The grotesque i mages on the freak show banners--all painted by the
renowned carnival artist David "Snhap" Watt--fluttered and bill owed
between their nmoorings. Sonme of the |arge canvases portrayed the

twi sted, nutant faces of a few of the human oddities who nade their
living in Freak-o-rama, and these appeared to | eer and wi nk and snarl
and sneer at the carnies who | abored below, a trick of the wind as it
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pl ayed with the canvas. Then the ropes were | oosened, the pulley
wheel s squeaked, and the banners slid down their nooring poles to the
pitchman's platform where they were rolled up and put away-ni ght nares
in large cardboard tubes.

At five-thirty in the nmorning, exhausted, Conrad surveyed the site
where the funhouse had stood, and he decided he could finally go to
bed.

Everyt hi ng had been broken down. A small pile of gear remained to be

| oaded, but that would take only half an hour and could be left to
Ghost, Gunther, and one or two of the others. Conrad paid the |oca

| aborers and the free-lance roughies. He instructed Ghost to supervise
the conpletion of the job and to obtain final approval from Max Freed,
he told Gunther to do exactly what Ghost wanted himto do. He paid an
advance against salary to the two fresh-eyed roughi es who, having just
gotten up froma good sleep, were prepared to drive the trucks to
Clearfield, Pennsylvania, which was the next stand, Conrad would follow
later in the day in his thirty-four-foot Travel master. At last, aching
in every nuscle, he trudged back to his nmotor honme-- which was parked
anong nore than two hundred sinilar vehicles, trailers, and nobile
honmes--in the back lot, at the west end of the fairgrounds.

The nearer he drew to the Travel master, the slower he noved. He

dawdl ed. He took time to appreciate the night. It was quiet,
serene.
The breezes had bl own away to another part of the . county, and the

air was preternaturally still.
| Dawn was near, although no Iight yet touched the eastern horizon

Earlier, there had been a noon, it had set behind the nountains not

|l ong ago. Now there were only scudding, slightly phosphorescent

cl ouds, silver-black against the darker, blue-black sky. He stood at
the door of his notor hone and took several deep breaths of the crisp,
refreshing air, not eager to go inside, afraid of what he might find in
t here.

At | ast he could delay no longer. He steeled hinself for the worst,
opened the door, clinbed into the Travel master, and switched on the
I'ights.

There wasn't anyone in the cockpit. The kitchen was deserted, and so
was the forward sl eeping area.

Conrad wal ked to the rear of the nain conpartnment and paused,
trenbling, then hesitantly slid open the door to the naster bedroom

He snapped on the |ight.

The bed was still neatly nade, precisely as he'd left it yesterday
nor ni ng.

There wasn't a dead wonan sprawl ed on the mattress, which was what he
had expected to find.

He sighed with relief.

A week had passed since he had found the |ast woman. He woul d shortly
find another. He was certain of that, grimy certain. The urge to
rape and kill and nmutilate cane at weekly intervals now, far nore
frequently than had once been the case. But apparently it had not
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happened tonight. Feeling marginally better, he went into the small
bat hroomto take a qui ck, hot shower before going to bed--and the sink
in there was streaked with blood. The towels were darkly stained,
sodden, lying in a pile on the floor

It had happened.

In the soap dish, a cake of Ivory sat in a sliny puddle, it was
red-brown with bl ood.

For nearly a minute Conrad stood just inside the doorway, staring
apprehensively at the shower stall. The curtain was drawn. He knew he
had to whisk it aside and see if anything waited behind it, but he
dreaded maki ng that nove

He cl osed his eyes and | eaned agai nst the doorjanb, weary, pausing
until he could regain sufficient strength to do what nust be done.

Twi ce before, he had found sonething waiting for himin the shower
stall

Sonet hi ng that had been ripped and crushed, broken and chewed on.
Sonet hi ng that had once been a living human being but wasn't anynore.

He heard the shower curtain rattling back on its netal rod:
sni cket y-sni ckety-sni ck

H s eyes snapped open.

The curtain was still closed, hanging linply, unstirred. He had only
i magi ned the sound.

He et out his breath in a whoosh
Get on with it, he told himself angrily.

He licked his lips nervously, pushed away fromthe janmb, and went to
the shower stall. He gripped the curtain with one hand and quickly
jerked it aside.

The stall was enpty.

At least this tine the body had been di sposed of. That was sonethi ng
to be thankful for. Handling the disgusting remains was a chore that
Conrad hat ed.

Of course he would have to | earn what had been done with the | atest
corpse. |If it hadn't been taken far enough away fromthe fairgrounds
to deflect police suspicion fromthe carnival, he would have to go out
soon and nove it.

He turned away fromthe shower stall and began to clean up the bl oody
bat hr oom

Fifteen minutes later, badly in need of a drink, he fetched a gl ass, a
tray of ice cubes, and a bottle of Johnny Wal ker fromthe kitchen. He
carried those itens into the master bedroom conpartnent, sat on the
bed, and poured two or three ounces of Scotch for hinmself. He sat

back, propped up by three pillows, and sipped the whiskey, trying to
attain a state of calmthat would at least pernit himto hold his glass
without constantly rattling the ice init.

A m meogr aphed copy of Big American M dway's season schedul e was on the
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nightstand. It was tattered from much handling. Conrad picked it
up.

From early Novenber until the mddle of April, BAM |ike other
carnivals, shuttered for the offseason. Myst of the carnies, people
fromevery roadshow there was, wintered in G bsonton, Florida--known as
"G btown" to show-fol k-where they had created a year-round conmmunity of
their own kind, a carny Shangri-La, a retreat, a place where the
bearded | ady and the man with three eyes could get together for a drink
at the nei ghborhood bar without anyone staring at them But from Apri

t hrough Cctober, Big American traveled incessantly, settling into a new
town every week, pulling up its fragile roots six days |ater.

As he sipped his Scotch, Conrad Straker read through the Big Amrerican
schedul e, letting his eyes linger on each line of it, savoring the
nanes of the towns, trying to get a psychic fix on one of them trying
to figure out in which burg he would (at long last) cone across Ellen's
chil dren.

He hoped she had at |east one daughter. He had plans for her son if
she had a son, but he had special plans for her daughter

Gradual |y, after he poured a few nore ounces, he felt the Scotch having
its desired effect. But as always, the names of the towns on the
season schedul e settled his nerves nore effectively than whiskey ever
coul d.

At last he put the Iist aside and | ooked up at the crucifix that was
fastened to the wall above the foot of the bed. It was hangi ng upside
down. And Christ's suffering face had been carefully painted bl ack

A votive candle in a clear glass container stood on the nightstand.

Conrad kept it lighted around the clock. The candl e was bl ack, the
burni ng wax produced a strange, dark fl ame.

Conrad Straker was a devout nan. Wthout fail he said his prayers
every night.

But he didn't pray to Jesus.

He had converted to a satanic religion twenty-two years ago, not |ong
after Zena had divorced him He contenplated death with great

pl easure, eagerly anticipating the descent into Hell. He knew that was
hi s desti ny.

Hell. His rightful hone. He was not afraid of it. He would be at
peace there. Satan's favored acolyte. He belonged in Hell. It was

his rightful hone.

After all, since that tragic, fiery Christmas Eve when he was twel ve
years old, he had lived in one sort of hell or another, day and night,
ni ght and day, wi thout relief.

The outsi de door opened at the front end of the Travel master, and the
trailer rocked as it took in its other |odger, and the door closed with
a bang.

Y' m back here!"™ Conrad called, not bothering to get up fromthe bed.
There was no answer, but he knew who was there.

"You left the bathroom a nmess when you cl eaned up," Conrad shout ed.
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Heavy f oot steps headed toward him

The foll owi ng Sunday, a man naned David Cippert and a dog naned Moose
were hiking in the spring-fresh Coal County hills, two mles fromthe
fairgrounds.

Shortly before four o' clock, as they were crossing a grassy hill,

Moose, ganboling ahead of his master, canme across sonething in a small
patch of brush that he found unusually interesting. He raced around in
acircle, staying in the grass, not entering the brush, but fascinated
by whatever he had spotted in there. He barked several tinmes, stopped
to sniffsonmething, then dashed in a circle again and | oudly announced
hi s di scovery.

From twenty yards behind the dog, David couldn't see what all the fuss
was about. He had a pretty good idea, though. Most likely it was a
flurry of butterflies flitting back and forth through the weeds. O
perhaps a tiny lizard that had frozen on a |l eaf but had failed to evade
Mbose' s sharp eyes.

At nost it was a field nouse. Mose wouldn't stay close to anything

| arger than that. He was a big, silken-coated Irish setter, strong and
friendly and good of heart, but he was a coward. |If he had cone upon a
snake, a fox, or even a rabbit, he would have vanposed with his tai

bet ween his | egs.

AB Davi d drew nearer the waist-high brush-- nostly nil kweed and
br anbl es- Mbose sl unk of f, whining softly.

"What is it, boy?"

The dog took up a position fifteen feet away fromhis find, |ooked
beseechingly at his naster, and whi npered.

Strange behavi or, David thought, frowning.
It wasn't |ike Mbose to be frightened off by a butterfly or a lizard.

Once the big nmutt zeroed in on prey like that, he was a form dable
adversary, absolutely ferocious, indomtable.

A few seconds | ater, when David reached the brush and saw what had
drawn the dog's attention, he stopped as if he had wal ked into a brick
wal |

"Ch, Jesus."

A great river of arctic air nust have changed course in the sky, for
the warm May afternoon was suddenly cold, bl ood-freezing cold.

Two dead bodies, a nan and a worman, were sprawl ed in the brush
supported in a partially upright position by the interweaving
bl ackberry vines. Both corpses were facing up, arnms spread w de,
alnost as if they had been crucified on those thorny branches. The man
had been di sembowel ed.

Davi d shuddered, but he didn't turn away fromthat gruesone sight. |In
the late 1960s he had served two tours of duty as a battlefield medic

in Vietnam before he was wounded and sent hone: he had seen gut wounds
of all kinds, bellies ripped open by bullets, by bayonets, and by the

shrapnel from anti personnel mnes. He was not queanish
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But when he took a closer |ook at the woman, when he saw what had been
done to her, he cried out involuntarily, quickly turned away from her,
stunbled a few steps into the grass, dropped to his knees, and was
violently, wackingly sick

nq:" THE DIVE WAS the teenage hangout in Royal City. It was on Miin

Street, four blocks fromthe high school. There wasn't anything
special about it, so far as Any could see. A soda fountain. A
shortorder grill. Ten tables with oilcloth draped over them Eight

shiny, red |l eatherette booths. Half a dozen pinball nachines in an
al cove in the back. A jukebox. That was it.

Not hing fancy. Any figured there had to be a mllion places just |ike
it spread all over the country. She knew of four others right here in
little old Royal City. But for sonme nysterious reason, perhaps herd
instinct, perhaps because the nanme of the establishnent sounded |ike
the kind of sleazy dunp their parents would disapprove of, Royal City's
teenagers congregated at The Dive in greater nunbers than they did
anywhere el se in town.

Any had been a waitress at The Dive for the past two sumers, and she
was going to work there full-time again starting the first of June,
until the junior college opened in Septenber. She also pulled a few
hours of hash-slinging during the school year, around the holidays and
on nost weekends. She took a small allowance out of her earnings,
hardly enough for pocket money, and the rest went into her savings
account for college.

On Sunday, the day follow ng the senior prom Amy worked from noon
until six.

The Dive was exceptionally busy. By four o'clock she was worn out. By
five o' clock she was amazed that she could still stand. As the

shi ft-change neared, she caught herself glancing at the clock every few
m nutes, willing the hands to nove faster, faster.

She wondered if her uncharacteristic |lack of energy could be expl ai ned
by her pregnancy. Probably. Sonme of her strength was being diverted
to the baby. Even this early on, it was bound to have its effect on
her. Wasn't it?

Dnel 1'ing on her pregnancy depressed her. Depressed, she found the time
crawl i ng by even slower than before.

A few m nutes before six, Liz Duncan cane into The Dive. She | ooked
smashi ng.

She was wearing skin-tight French jeans and a nauve and bl ue sweater
that appeared as if it had been knitted on her. She was a pretty

bl onde with an extremely cute figure. Amy saw boys | ooking up from al
over the roomas Liz wal ked through the door

Li z was al one, currently between boyfriends.

She was al ways between boyfriends but never for |ong, she went through
guys the way Any went through a box of Kl eenex. Yesterday evening Liz
had gone to the promwith a one-night stand. It seened to Any that
every relationship Liz had with a boy was a one-night stand, even if it
went on for as long as a nonth or two, Liz never desired anything
lasting. Unlike other high school girls, she was repelled by the

t hought of exchanging rings and going steady with just one guy. She
liked variety, and she seened to thrive on inpermanence. She was the
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Bad Grl of the senior class, and sone of her exploits were | egendary
anong her peers. She didn't give a damm what anyone thought of her.

Ay was drawi ng two frosted nmugs of root beer fromthe soda fountain
when Liz breezed up to the counter and said, Hey, kid, hows it going?"
"I"'mfrazzl ed," Any said.

"You get off soon?"

"Five mnutes."

"Doi ng anything after?"

"No. I'mglad you cane in. | have to talk to you."
"Sounds nysterious."

"I't's inmportant,” Any said.

"Think the house will treat us to cherry Cokes?"

"Sure. There's an enpty booth over there. You stake a claimto it,
and 1'll join you as soon as | get off work."

A few nminutes |ater Any brought the Cokes to the booth and sat down
opposite Liz.

"What's up?" Liz asked.

Ay stirred her Coke with a straw. "Wll . . . | needto. . . "
Yeah?"

| need to . . . borrow sone noney."

"Sure. | can let you have ten anyway. WII that hel p?"

Liz, I've got to raise at least three or four hundred bucks.

Probably nore."
"You serious?"
"Yes."

Jesus, Any, you know ne. \When it comes to noney, ny hands have grease
on them

The stuff just slips away. M folks give it to ne pretty nuch whenever
I ask, and then, next thing | know-zip! 1It's a fuckin' mracle that
I"ve got ten bucks | can let you have. But three or four hundred!"

Ay sighed and nodded. "I was afraid you' d say that."
"Listen, if | had it 1'd give it to you."
"l know you woul d."

What ever other faults Liz m ght have--and she had her
share--miserliness was not one of them

"What about your savings?" she asked Any.

Any shook her head. "I can't touch ny bank account without Mana's
appr oval
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And |' m hopi ng she won't find out about this."
"About what? What do you need big bucks for?"

Any started to speak, but her voice caught in her throat. She was
reluctant to reveal her awful secret, even to Liz. She sipped her
Coke, buying tine to reconsider the wi sdom of sharing her msery with
her friend.

" Ay 2"

The Dive bristled with noise: clicking, beeping, ringing pinbal
machi nes, hard-driving rock and roll on the jukebox, a babble of
voi ces, bursts of |aughter.

"Amy, what's wong?"

Bl ushi ng, Amy said, "I guess |'mbeing ridiculous, but I

I'"'mjust

too enbarrassed to tell you." "That is ridiculous. You can tell ne
anything. |'myour best friend, aren't I?" aYes."

That was true, Liz Duncan was her best friend. |In fact Liz was just

about her only friend. She didn't spend nuch time with any of the
other girls her age.

She hung out al nbst exclusively with Liz, and that was odd when you

t hought about it. She and Liz were so different fromeach other in so
many ways. Amy studied hard and did well in school, Liz couldn't care
| ess about her grades.

Anmy wanted to go to college, Liz abhorred the idea. Anmy was
introverted, downright shy on occasion, Liz was outgoing, bold, even
brassy at tinmes. Any liked books, Liz preferred novies and Hol | ywood
fan magazines. In spite of the fact that Amy was in rebellion against
her nother's excessive religious fervor, she still believed in God, but
Liz said that the whole concept of God and life after death was a
crock. Any didn't care nuch for booze or pot and used them only when
she wanted to please Liz, but Liz said that if there was a God--which
she assured Any there was not--he would be worth worshipping just
because he had created |iquor and marijuana. Even though the two girls
differed in countless ways, their friendship flourished. The main
reason it flourished was that Any worked very hard to nake a success of
it.

She did pretty nuch what Liz wanted to do, said what she figured Liz
want ed to hear.

She never criticized Liz, always hunored her, always |aughed at her

j okes, and nearly always agreed with her opinions. Amy had put an
enor nous amount of time and energy into naking the rel ationship |ast,
but she had never stopped to ask herself why she cared so nmuch about
bei ng Liz Duncan's best friend.

Last night, in bed, Any had wondered if she'd subconsciously wanted
Jerry Galloway to knock her up just to spite her nmother. That had been
a startling thought. Now she wondered if she was maintaining a
friendship with Liz Duncan for the sane m sguided reason. Liz had (and
relished) the worst reputation in school, she was foul - nout hed and
irreverent and prom scuous.
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Hangi ng out with her night be, for Any, just one nore act of rebellion
agai nst Mama's traditional values and norals.

As before, Amy was unsettled by the thought that she m ght be screw ng
up her future just to cause her nother pain. |If that was true, then
the resentnment and anger she felt toward her nother was nuch deeper,
much darker than she had realized. It also meant that she wasn't in
control of her life, it meant she was notivated by a black hatred and a
corrupting bitterness she couldn't control. She was so unnerved by
those ideas that she refused to consider them she quickly pushed them
out of her m nd.

"So?" Liz said. "Are you going to tell me what's happeni ng?"
Any blinked. "Uh . . . well . . . | broke off with Jerry."
"When?" "Last night." "After you left the pron? Wy?"

"He's a stupid, nean son of a bitch."

"He's always been," Liz said. "But that didn't bother you before.

Way all of a sudden? And what's this got to do with needing three or
four hundred bucks?"

Any gl anced around, afraid that soneone m ght overhear what she was
about to say. They were in the |ast booth, so there was no one behind
her .

On the other side, behind Liz, four football jocks were armwestling
boi sterously. At the nearest table two couples, self-styled
intellectuals, were intently discussing current novies, they called
them "films" and spoke of aauteurs" as if they'd all worked in
Hol | ywood for years and knew what it was about. No one was

eavesdr oppi ng.

Ay | ooked at Liz. "Recently |'ve been getting sick in the norning.”
Li z understood i medi ately. "Oh, no. Wat about your period?”
"Mssed it." "Holy shit."

"So you see why | need the noney."

laAn abortion,"” Liz said softly. "Did you tell Jerry?" "That's why we
broke up. He says it isn't his. He won't help." "He's a rotten
little shit."

I don't know what |'mgoing to do."

,. "Dam!" Liz said. "I wish you' d gone to the doctor |
recommended.

I wish you' d gotten that - prescription for the pill."

- "l was scared of the pill. You hear all these stories about cancer
and bl ood clots . " "As soon as | turn twenty-one," Liz said, "I'm
going to get the Band-Aid operation. But the pill's essential in the
meantinme. Wiat's worse--the risk : of blood clot or getting knocked
up?" "You're right," Any said mserably. "I don't know why | didn't
do what you told ne to do."

Except maybe | wanted to get pregnant and didn't even know it.
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Liz leaned toward her. "Jesus, kid, I'msorry. I|I'msorry as hell.

| feel sick.

I really do. | just feel sick that you're in this bind." "Inmagine how
I feel." "Jesus, what a bad break."

"I don't know what |'mgoing to do," Any said again.

"I''"l'l tell you what you're going to do," Liz said. "You're going to go
honme and tell your old man and your old | ady."

"Ch, no. | couldn't. It'd be amful.” "Look, | knowit won't be
pretty. There'll be all sorts of scream ng and hollering and

nanecal ling. They'll dunp a hell of a load of guilt on you. 1t'Il be
an ordeal, for sure. But they aren't going to beat you up or kil

you." aMy nother might." "Don't be silly. The old bitch will rant

and rave and nmake you feel mserable for a while. But let's not |ose
track of what's inportant here

The inportant thing is getting your ass into a clinic and getting that
baby scraped out of you as soon as possible."

Ay winced at the other girl's choice of words.

"Al'l you have to do, " Liz said, "is grit your teeth and sit through
all the shouting, and then they pay for the abortion.”

"No. You're forgetting that ny famly is Catholic. They think

abortion is a sin." "They mght think it's a sin, but they won't force
a young girl like you to ruin her whole life. Catholics get abortions
all the tine, no matter what they say." "lI'msure you're right," Any
said. "But nmy nmother is too devout.

She won't ever agree to it."

"You really think she'd be willing to live with the shame of an
illegitimate grandchild right there in her own house?"

"To hurt nmne . . . and mainly to teach ne a lesson . . . yes."
"You're sure?" "Positive."
They sat in glumsilence for a while.

On the jukebox, Donna Summer was singing about the price she had to pay
for |ove.

Suddenly Liz snapped her fingers. "l've got it!" "What?"

"Even Catholics approve of abortion if the nother's life is in danger,
don't they?" "Not all Catholics. Just the nost |iberal ones approve
of it even under those circunstances."

"And your old lady isn't liberal." "Hardly." aBut your father's
better, isn't he? At |east about the religious stuff" "He's not so
fanatical as Mama. He might agree to let ne have an abortion if he
truly thought the baby would destroy ny health." "Al right. So you
make himthink it's destroying your mental health.

Digit?
You get suicidal. You threaten to kill yourself if you can't have an

aborti on.
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Act like you're half crazy. Be hysterical. Be irrational. Scream
cry, then laugh w thout having any reason to |augh, then cry again,
break things

If all of that doesn't convince them then you can make a phony attenpt
to slash your wists, just a big enough cut to snmear sone bl ood
around.

They won't be sure whether you botched it on purpose or by accident,
and they won't want to take any chances."

Ay slowy shook her head. "It wouldn't work."
"Way not?" "lI'mnot a good actress."

Y Il bet you d fool them"

"Carrying on like that, pretending . . . Well, I'd feel stupid."
"Wul d you rather feel pregnant?" "There nust be another way." aLike
what ?"

"I don't know." "Face it, kid. This is your best shot." "I don't
know. "

Y do know. "

Any sipped her Coke. After a couple of mnutes of thought, she said,

"Maybe you're right. Maybe I'lIl try the suicide bit." "It'll work
Just as snooth as glass. You'll see. Wuen will you tell thenP"
"Well, | had been thinking about breaking the news right after
graduation if | couldn't find another way out by then." "That's two

weeks! Listen, kid, the sooner the better."

"Two weeks won't hurt anything. Maybe in that time I'll find sone way
to come up with the noney nyself." "You won't." "Maybe."
"You won't," Liz said sharply. "Anyway, you're only seventeen

You probably couldn't get an abortion without your parents' consent,
not even if you had the noney to pay for it. |1'll bet you have to be
at |l east eighteen before they |l et you have one on your own say-so."

Ay hadn't considered that possibility. She sinply didn't think of
herself as a minor, she felt a hundred and ten years ol d.

"Get your head on straight, kid," Liz said. "You wouldn't take ny

advi ce about the pill. Now get your shit together this tinme, wll
you?

Pl ease, please, for Christ's sake, listen to me. The sooner the
better."

Ay realized that Liz was right. She |eaned back in the booth, away
fromthe table, and a wave of resignation swept through her. She
sagged as if she were a marionette whose strings had been cut.

" Ckay.

The sooner the better. [1'll tell themtonight or tonorrow "

"Tonight." "I don't think |I have the strength for it tonight. |If I'm
going to put on a big suicide act, 1'll need to have ny wits about
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ne.
I"l'l have to be rested.” "Tonorrow, then," Liz said. "No later than
tomorrow. Get it over with. Listen, we have a great sumrer com ng

up.

If I go west at the end of the year, like I'mhoping to, this'l
probably be the last sunmer you and | will have together. So we've got

to do it up right.

We've got to nake a lot of nmenories to last us a long while. Lots of
sun, some good dope to snoke, a couple of newguys . . . It'll be a
blast. Except it won't be so terrific if you' re wal king around all
bl oat ed and preggy."

For Joey Harper, Sunday turned out to be a fine day.

The norning started with Mass and Sunday school, of course, which was
as boring as usual, but then the day inproved rapidly. Wen his father
stopped at Royal City News for the Sunday papers, Joey found a batch of
new com ¢ books on the rack and had enough coins in his pockets to buy
the two best issues.

Then his nother made chi cken and waffles for |unch, which was one of
his favorite things in the whole w de worl d.

After lunch his father gave himnoney to go to the Rlalto. That was a
theater, a revival house that played only ol d novies.

It was six blocks fromtheir house, and he was allowed to ride his
bicycle that far, but no farther. The R alto was show ng two nonster
flicks for the Sunday mati nee--The Thing and It Cane from Quter
Space.

Bot h pictures were super
Joey liked scary stories. He wasn't exactly sure why he did.

Sonetinmes, sitting in a dark theater, watching sone sliny thing creep
up on the hero, Joey alnbst peed in his pants. But he |oved every
mnute of it.

After the novies he went hone for dinner, and his nother nade
cheeseburgers and baked beans, which was even better than chicken and
waf fl es, better than just about anything he could think of. He ate
until he thought he'd bust.

Ay cane hone from The Dive at eight o'clock, an hour and a half before
Joey's bedtime, so that he was still awake when she found the rubber
snake hanging in her closet. She storned down the hall, calling his
nane, and she chased himaround his roomuntil she caught him After
she had tickled himand had made him prom se never to frighten her that
way again (a prom se they both knew he woul dn't keep), he persuaded her
to play a sixty-minute time-limt game of Mnopoly, and that was a
whol e ot of fun. He beat her, as usual, for an al nost grown-up
person, she sure didn't know rmuch about financial wheeling and

deal i ng

He | oved Any nore than anybody. Maybe that was wong of him You were
supposed to | ove your nother and father nost of all. Well, after
God.

God cane first.
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Then your nother and father. But Mama was hard to | ove. She was al
the tinme praying with you or praying for you or giving you a |l ecture on
the proper way to behave, and she told you over and over again that she
cared that you grew up the right way, but she sonehow never showed you
that she cared. It was all talk. Daddy was easier to |ove, but he
wasn't around that rmnuch.

He was busy doing |aw stuff, probably saving i nnocent nen fromthe
electric chair and things like that, and when he was hone he spent a
ot of tinme alone, working on the mniature |ayouts he built for nodel
trains, he didn't like you nmessing around in his workshop

Which left Amy. She was there a lot. And she was al ways there when
you needed her. She was the nicest person Joey knew, the nicest he
ever expected to know, and he was glad that he had her for a sister

i nstead of that crabby, nasty Veronica Cul p, who his best friend, Tommy
Cul p, had to share a house with.

Later, after the Monopoly gane, when he was in his pajamas, teeth
brushed, and ready for bed, he said his prayers with Any, which was
much better than saying themw th Mama. Any said themfaster than Manma
did, and she sometines changed a word here and there to nake the
prayers a little bit funny.

Li ke, instead of saying, "Mary, Mother of God, hear ny plea," she m ght
say, "Mary, Modther of God, hear ny flea." She always nmade Joey giggl e,
but he had to be careful not to |laugh too | oud because Mana woul d
wonder what was so funny about prayers, and then everyone would be in
troubl e.

Any tucked himin and kissed himand finally left himalone in the
moongl ow of his night-light. He snuggled down in the covers and fel
asl eep al nost instantly.

Sunday had been a fine day indeed.
But Monday began badly.

Not long after midnight, in the first few nminutes of the new day, Joey
was awakened by the spooky, mush-nouthed sound of his nother's

whi spered conversation. As on other occasions, he kept his eyes closed
and pretended to be sl eeping.

"My little angel . . . maybe not an angel at all . . . inside

She was really sloshed, pickled. According to Tonmy Cul p, when
sonmebody was falling-down drunk, you said they were "pissed." M was
sure pissed tonight.

She ranbl ed on about how she couldn't deci de whet her he was good or
bad, pure or evil, about how there m ght be sonething ugly hidden
inside of himand waiting to break out, about how she didn't want to
bring devils into the world, about how it was God's work to rid the
worl d of such evil any way you could, and she tal ked about how she harl
killed sonebody named Victor and hoped she woul d never have to do the
same thing to her precious angel

Joey started to shiver and was deathly afraid that she woul d di scover
he was awake. He didn't know what she might do if she knew he had
heard her weird munbli ngs.
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When he felt on the brink of telling her to shut up and go away, Joey
tried desperately to tune her out. He forced hinself to think of

somet hing el se. He concentrated on putting together a detailed nenta
picture of the big, vicious alien creature in The Thi ng, which he had
seen just that afternoon at the Rialto. The thing in the picture was
like a man, only nuch bigger. Wth gigantic hands that could tear you
to pieces in a mnute. And sunken eyes full of fire. And yet it was a
plant. An alien plant that was al nost indestructible and lived on

bl ood. He could vividly recall the scene in which the scientists were
| ooking for the alien behind a series of doors, they didn't find it,
and they finally gave up, and then the very next door they opened, when
they weren't expecting anything, the nonster junped out at them

grow ing and spitting and eager to eat somebody. Renenbering the
unexpected fury of the nonster's attack, Joey felt his blood turn to
ice as it had in the theater.

That scene was so spine-chilling, so tingly-icky-awful that it rmade his
nmot her' s drunken ranbling seem harm ess by conparison. The things that
happen to people in horror novies were so terrible that they namde the
scary things in life seemtanme. Suddenly Joey wondered if that was why
he |i ked those spooky stories so nuch.

MAMA WAS ALWAYS the first up in the norning. She went to Mass every
day of the week, even when she was sick, even when she had a really bad
hangover. During the sunmer, when school was out, she woul d expect Any
and Joey to attend services and take Holy Conmmunion nearly as often as
she did.

On this Monday norning in May, however, Any still lay in bed, |istening
to her nother nove through the house and then into the garage, which
was directly under Any's bedroom The Toyota started on the second
try, and the automatic garage door runbled up, coming to rest with a
solid thud that rattled Any's w ndows.

After her nother had gone, Any got out of bed, showered, dressed for
school, and went downstairs to the kitchen. Her father and Joey were
finishing a breakfast of toasted English nuffins and orange juice.

"You're running late this norning," her father said. aBetter grab a
bite quick. W're leaving in five nmnutes."

It's such a beautiful norning," Amy said. "I think I'lIl walk to schoo
today." "Are you sure you have enough tinme?" "Ch, yes. Plenty of
time." "Me too," Joey said. "I want to walk with Amy." "The

el ementary school is three times as far as the high school," Paul
Harper said. "Your |legs would be worn down to your knees by the tine
you got there." aNah," Joey said. "I can make it. |1'mrough and
ready." "One nmean honbre,"” his father agreed. aBut just the sane,
you'll ride with me." "Aw, shoot!" Joey said.

"Bang," Any said, pointing a finger at him
Joey gri nned.
"Come on, honmbre," his father said. "Let's get noving."

Ay stood at one of the living roomw ndows, watching the man and the
boy drive away in the famly's Ponti ac.

She had lied to her father. She wasn't going to walk to school

In fact she didn't even intend to go to school at all today.
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She returned to the kitchen, made a pot of coffee, poured a steam ng
mug of it for herself. Then she sat down at the kitchen table to wait
for her nother to get back from Mass.

Last night, tossing restlessly in bed, plotting how best to nake her
confession, she had decided that she should tell her nmother first. |If
Any sat them down and told themboth at the sane tine, Mama's reaction
to the news would be calculated to inpress not only her daughter but
her husband, she woul d be even tougher on Any than she might be if Any
told her in private. And Any also knew that if she told her father
first, it would |ook as if she were sneaking around behind her nother's
back, trying to drive a wedge between her parents, trying to make an
ally of her father. [|f Manma thought that was the case, she would be
twice as difficult as she otherw se m ght have been. By telling Mama
first, by according her at |east that nuch special respect, Amy hoped
to inprove her chances of getting the abortion she wanted.

She finished the nug of coffee. She poured herself another, finished
that one, too.

The ticking of the kitchen clock seemed to grow | ouder and | ouder,
until it was a drunbeat to which her nerves junped in synpathy.

When Manma finally canme hone from Mass, entering the kitchen through the
connecting door to the garage, Any had never been nore tense. The back
and underarns of her blouse were danp with perspiration. In spite of
the hot coffee, there seened to be a lunp of ice in her stonach.

"Morni ng, Mama."

Her nother stopped in surprise, still holding the door open, the
shadowy interior of the garage | visible behind her. "What are you
doi ng here?" "l want to--" "You should be in school."

| stayed home so | could--" Ysn't this final exam week?" "No. That's
next week. This week we just review material for the tests.” "That's
i nportant, too."

- aYes, but | don't think I'lIl be going to school today."

As Mama cl osed and | ocked the door of the garage, she said, "Wuat's
wong? Are you sick?" "Not exactly. [|--" "Wat do you mean- - not
exactly?" she asked, putting her purse on the counter by the sink

"You're either sick or you're not. And if you aren't, you should be in
school." "I have to talk to you," Any said.

Her nother came to the table and stared down at her. "Talk? About
what ?"

Ay couldn't neet the wonan's eyes. She | ooked away, turned her gaze
to the nmuddy residue of cold coffee in the bottom of her nug.

"Well?" ©Mana asked.

Al't hough Any had drunk a | ot of coffee, her nouth was so dry that her
tongue stuck to the roof of her nouth. She swall owed, |icked her
parched lips, cleared her throat, and at last said, "I have to w thdraw
sonme noney from ny savings account." "Wat are you tal king about?" "I
need . . . four hundred dollars.” "That's ridiculous."” "No. |

really need it, Mama."
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"For what ?"
"I'"d rather not say."
Her nother was astonished. "You'd rather not say?" "That's right."

The astoni shnent turned to consternation. "You want to wi thdraw four
hundred dollars that's neant for your college tuition, and you don't
want to say what you're going to do with it?"

"Mama, please. After all, | earned it."

The consternation turned to anger. "Now you listen to ne and listen
good, young lady. Your father does well enough at his |aw practice,
but he doesn't do all that well. He's not F. Lee Bailey. You want to
go to college, and college is expensive these days. You're going to
have to help pay for it. 1In fact you're going to have to pay for nost
of it. We'Ill let you live here, of course, and we'll pay for your
food, your clothes, your nedical bills, while you're going to the
junior college, but you'll have to neet the tuition out of your
savings. Wen you go away to the university in a couple of years,
we' |l send you sone noney for living expenses, but you'll have to pay
for that tuition, too. W just can't do nore than that. W'IIl be
sacrificing as it is."

If you didn't spend so nuch noney trying to inpress Father O Hara with
your devotion to St. Mary's Church, if you and Daddy didn't contribute
a tithe and a half to show what good people you are, maybe you'd be
able to do nore for your own children, Any thought. Charity starts at
hone, Mana.

Isn't that what the Bible tells us? Besides, if you hadn't nade ne
tithe to St. Mary's, |I'd have that extra four hundred bucks now that |
need it.

Anmy wi shed she could say all of that, but she didn't dare. She didn't

want to conpletely alienate her nother before she even had a chance to

mention the pregnancy. Anyway, no matter how she tried to express what
she was thinking, no matter what words she chose, she woul d sound petty
and sel fish.

But she wasn't selfish, dam it.

She knew it was a good thing to give noney to the Church, but there had
to be limts. And you had to give for the right reasons. QOherwi se it
didn't mean anything. Sonetimes Any suspected that her nother hoped to
buy a place in Heaven, and that was definitely the wong reason to give
to the Church.

Any forced herself to | ook up at her nother and smle. "Mamm, |'ve

al ready got that small scholarship for next year. If | work real hard
1"l probably get schol arships every year, even if they're all just
small ones. And I'll be working at The Dive summers and weekends.

Wth what 1'Il be earning, plus what |'ve got in the bank already, |'lI
have nore than enough to pay for nmy owmn way. By the tine | get to Chio
State, | won't need to ask you and Daddy for help, not even for living
expenses. | can spare that four hundred dollars right now, Mana.

can spare it easy." "No," Mama said. "And don't think you can sneak
behi nd ny back and get the noney on your own hook. M/ nane's on that
account along with yours. You're still a mnor, don't forget. As |long
as | can, I'mgoing to protect you fromyourself. 1'mnot letting you
throw your coll ege noney away on trendy new cl othes you don't need or
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on sone other silly bauble you' ve just seen in a store w ndow. "

"It isn't newclothes | want, Mama." "Watever. | won't let you--"
"It's not a silly bauble | want, either."

"l don't care what sort of foolishness--" "An abortion," Anmy said.

Her nother gaped at her. "Wat?"

Touched of f by a fuse of fear, the words expl oded from Amy: "I've had
sone norning sickness, | missed ny period, |'mreally pregnant, | know
I am Jerry Galloway got nme pregnant, | didn't nean for it to happen,
I"'mso sorry it happened, so very sorry, | hate nyself, | really do, |
really hate nyself, but | have to get an abortion, |'ve just got to
have one, please, please, |'ve just got to."

Mama' s face suddenly turned white, chal kwhite. Even her |ips were
pal e.

"Mama? Do you understand that | can't possibly have this baby? | just
can't go ahead and have it, Mana."

Mama cl osed her eyes. She swayed, and for a nonent she | ooked as if
she woul d faint.

"I know what | did was wong, Mama," Any said, beginning to cry.

"I feel dirty. | don't knowif I'lIl ever feel clean again. | hate
nmysel f.

And | know that an abortion is even a worse sin than what | did.
know that, and I"'mafraid for ny soul. But |I'meven nore afraid of
goi ng ahead and having the baby. 1've got nmy life to Iive, Mama.

Yvegot nylife!"

Mama' s eyes opened. She stared down at Any, and she tried to speak,
but she was too shocked to be able to get any words out. Her nouth
nmoved wit hout producing a sound.

" Mama?"

Wth such speed that Amy hardly saw it coming, her nother raised a hand
and sl apped her face. Once. Tw ce. Hard.

Ay cried out in pain and surprise, and she raised one armto protect
her sel f.

Mama grabbed her by the bl ouse and dragged her to her feet in a
di sconcerting display of strength.

The chair fell over with a crash.

Her nother shook her as if she were a bundle of rags.
Crying, frightened, Amy said, "Mana, please don't hurt ne.
Forgi ve nme, Manma.

Please.” "You filthy, rotten, ungrateful little bitch!"

"Mama--" "You're stupid, stupid, so dammed stupid!" her nother
screaned, spraying her with spittle as hot and stinging as venom
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"You're an ignorant child, just a stupid little slut! You don't know
what coul d happen. You don't have the slightest idea. You're
i gnhorant. You don't know what you might give birth to.

You don't know "

Anmy was unwilling and unable to defend herself. Mama pushed her,
pul l ed her, jerked her fromside to side, this way and that, shook her,
shook her, shook her ferociously, until her teeth rattled and her

bl ouse tore.

"You don't know what sort of thing m ght cone out of you," Mana
screeched mani acally. "God knows what it m ght bel"

What is she tal king about? Any wondered desperately. She sounds as if
she's heard Jerry's curse and believes it'll come true. What's going
on here? Wat's wong with her?

Second by second her nother was beconing increasingly violent.

Any hadn't really believed that Mama would kill her. That's what she
had told Liz, but she had been exaggerating. At |east she had thought
she was exaggerating. But now, as her nother continued to curse her
and shake her, Any began to worry that Mama woul d seriously hurt her,
and she tried to squirm away.

Mama refused to | et go.
The two wonen tottered sideways and bunped solidly against the table.

The nearly enpty nug fell over, spun around tw ce, dropped off the
table, scattering droplets of cold coffee, and snmashed into a dozen
pi eces when it hit the floor

Mama st opped shaki ng Amy, but her eyes were still denented and wildly
I'i ght ed.
"Pray," she said urgently. "W've got to pray that there's no baby

i nsi de you.
We've got to pray that it's a nistake, that you' re wong."

She pul |l ed Any down roughly onto the floor, onto her knees, and they
knelt side by side on the cool tiles, and Mama began to pray |oudly,
and she held Any by one arm held her so tightly that Mama's fingers
seenmed to pierce Any's flesh and touch the bare bone, and Any wept and
pl eaded to be rel eased, and Mama sl apped her again and told her to
pray, demanded that she pray, and Mana asked the Holy Virgin to be
merci ful, but Mama wasn't merci ful when she saw that Any's head wasn't
bowed far enough, for she grabbed her daughter by the back of the neck
and forced her face toward the floor, forced it down and down unti
Any's forehead was touching the tiles, until her nose was pressed into
a wet splotch of spilled coffee, and Any kept saying, "Mama, please,”
over and over again, "Mam, please,” but Mama wasn't |istening to her,
because Mama was busy praying to everyone, to Mary and Jesus and Joseph
and God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, and she prayed to various
saints as well, and when Any gasped for breath a couple of drops of
coffee slipped up her nose fromthe small puddle into which she was
pressed, and she spluttered and gagged, but Mana held her down, held
her even harder than before, squeezing the back of her neck, and Mama
wai | ed and whi ned and shouted and beat the floor with her free hand and
thrashed about and shuddered with religious passion, begged and
wheedl ed and whi npered for nercy, nercy for herself and for her wayward
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daughter, how ed and wept and pleaded in a fashion which Catholics
usual Iy di sdained, in a devout frenzy that was nore suited to the
fundanental Christianity for the Church of the Nazarene, flailed and
babbl ed fervently, until she was finally all prayed out, hoarse,
exhausted, |inp.

The ensuing silence was nore dramatic than a thunderclap woul d have
been.

Mama | et go of Amy's neck.

At first Amy renamined as her nother had | eft her, face against the
floor, but after a few seconds she |lifted her head and rocked back on
her knees.

Mama' s hand had cramped from mai ntai ning such an iron grip on Any's
neck. She stared down at the clawlike fingers, massaging themwth her
good hand. She was breathi ng hard.

Ay raised her hands to her face, wi ped away the coffee and the
tears.

She coul dn't stop shaki ng.

Qut si de, clouds passed over the sun, and the norning light stream ng
through the kitchen wi ndows rippled like bright water, then grew
di mmer .

The cl ock ticked hol |l owy.

To Any, the silence was frightening, like the endl ess instant between a
ski pped heartbeat and the next sound of your pulse, when you could not
hel p but wonder if perhaps that vital nuscle in your chest woul d never
agai n expand or contract.

VWhen Mama spoke at last, Any jerked involuntarily.

"Get up," Mama said coldly. aGo upstairs and wash your face. Conb
your hair." aYes, Manma."

They bot h stood.

Any's legs were weak. Her skirt was runpled, she pressed it down with
her qui vering hands, snoothed the wrinkled material

"Change into fresh clothes,” Manma said, her voice flat and

enot i onl ess.
aYes, Mama."

"I'"ll call Dr. Spangler and see if he has an opening in his

appoi ntment book this norning. We'll go in right away if he can take
us." "Dr. Spangler?" Any asked, confused.

"You'll have to take a pregnancy test, of course. There are other
reasons why you might have m ssed your period. W can't really be sure
until we get test results.” "I know | am Mam," Any said shakily,
softly. "I know |l'mgoing to have a baby." "If the test is positive,"
her nother said, "then we'll make arrangenents to take care of things

as soon as possible."

Any couldn't believe the inplications of that statement. She said,
"Take care of things?"
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"You'll get the abortion you want,'
that contai ned no forgiveness.

Mama said, glaring at her with eyes

"You don't really nmean it." aYes. You nust have an abortion. |It's the

only way."

Any al nost cried out with relief. But at the same tinme she was afraid,
for she figured that her nother would extract a terrible price for this
amazi ng concessi on.

aBut . . . abortion . . . isn't it a sin?" Any asked, struggling to
conprehend her nother's reasoning.

aWe can't tell your father,"” Mama said. "It's got to be kept a secret
fromhim He wouldn't approve.”

"But . . . | didn't think you would approve either,'
bewi | der ed.

Any said,

"I don't approve," Mama said sharply, a trace of enotion returning to
her voice. "Abortion is murder. |It's a nmortal sin. | don't approve
at all. But as long as you've got to live in this house, | won't have
such a thing as this hanging over ny head. | sinply won't have it. |
won't live in fear of what nmight cone. | won't go through that terror
again." "M, | don't understand. You talk as if you know for a fact
that the baby will be deformed or sonething."

They stared at each other for a noment, and Any saw nore than anger and
reproach in her nother's dark eyes. There was fear in those eyes, too,
a stark and powerful fear that transmtted itself to Ary, chilling

her .

"Soneday, " Mama said, "when the tinme was right, | was going to tel
you." "Tell nme what?" "Soneday, when you were ready to be nmarri ed,
when you were properly engaged, | was going to tell you why you nust
never have a child. But you couldn't wait for the proper time, could
you? GCh, no. Not you

You had to give yourself away. You had to pull up your skirts the
first chance you got.

Still little more than a child yourself, and you had to throw yourself
at some high school boy. You had to rush out and fornicate in the
backseat of a car like a worthless little slut, |ike the worst kind of
pig. And now maybe it's inside of you, growing." "Wat are you
tal ki ng about?" Any asked, wondering if her nother was conpletely
mad.

"I't wouldn't do any good for nme to tell you," Mama said. "You wouldn't

listen.

You' d probably even wel come such a child. You'd enbrace it just like
he did.

I'"ve always said there was sonmething evil in you. |[|'ve always told you
that you had to keep it in check. But now you've | oosened the reins,
and that dark thing is running free, that evil part of you. You' ve

| oosed the evil in you, and sooner or |ater, one way or the other,
you'll have a child, you'll bring one of theminto the world, no matter
what | say to you, no matter how | plead with you. But you won't do it
in this house. It won't happen here. 1'll see to that. W'IIl go to

Dr. Spangler, and he'll abort it for you. And if there's any sin in
that, if there's nortal sin for soneone to bear the burden of, it wll
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rest entirely on your shoul ders, not mine. You understand?"

Ay nodded.
"I't won't matter to you, will it?" her nother asked neanly. "One nore
sin won't matter to you, will it? Because you're already destined for

Hel | anyway, aren't you?" "No. No, Manm, don't--" "Yes, you are.

You're destined to be one of the Devil's own wonen, one of his
handrai dens, aren't you? | see that now | see it. Al ny efforts
have been in vain. You can't be saved.

So what's one nore sin to you? Not hing.

It's nothing to you. You'll just laugh it off." "Mama, don't talk to
me like that." "I'mtalking to you |ike you deserve to be tal ked to.

A girl who behaves the way you've behavedhow can she expect to be
talked to any differently?" "Please . " "Get a nove on," Mana
said. "Cean yourself up. 1'Il call the doctor."

Confused by the several twi sts that events had taken, baffled by her
mot her's certainty that the baby woul d be deformed, wondering about
Mama's sanity, Amy went upstairs. |In the bathroom she washed her
face.

Her eyes were bl oodshot from cryi ng.

In her bedroom she took another skirt and a clean bl ouse fromthe
closet. She stripped off her sweat-streaked, winkled clothes. For a
monent she stood in bra and panties before the full-length mrror,
staring at her belly.

Wy is Mama so certain that nmy baby will be deformed? Amy asked
herself worriedly. How can she know such a thing for sure? 1Is it
because she thinks I'mevil and that | deserve this sort of thing--a
deformed baby, a sign to the world that I'mthe Devil's handmai den?

That's sick. That's twi sted thinking.

It's ridiculous and crazy and unfair. |'mnot a bad person. |[|'ve nmade
sonme mistakes. |'Il admit that. |'ve nade a | ot of m stakes for
sonmeone ny age, but I'mnot evil, damm it. |'mnot evil

Am | ?

She stared into the reflection of her own eyes.
Am | ?
Shivering, she dressed for the visit to the doctor's office.

ON SUNDAY THE carnival noved to Cearfield, Pennsylvania, by highway
and rail, and on Monday the sprawling m dway was erected again with
mlitary efficiency.

Bi g Anerican M dway Shows gave its own people and its concessionaires a
four o' clock show call for Mnday afternoon, which nmeant that every
attraction-fromthe | east inposing grab joint to the nost el aborate
thrill ride--was expected to be operational by that hour

Conrad Straker's three enterprises, including the funhouse, were in
pl ace and ready to receive the marks by three o' clock Mynday
af t ernoon.
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It was a cloudl ess, warm day. The evening would be balny. "NMoney
weat her," the carnies called it. Al though Fridays and Saturdays were
al ways the best for business, the marks would flood in on a mld,
breezy night even if it was at the beginning of the week.

Wth an hour of free tinme before the fairground gates were opened to
the public, Conrad did what he always did on the first afternoon of a
new engagenent. He left the funhouse and wal ked next door to Yang
Barnet's ten-in-one Freak-o-rama, a nanme which some carnies found

of fensi ve, but which drew the marks with greater efficacy than honey
ever drew flies.

Aluridly illustrated banner stretched across the front of Yang's tent:
HUMAN CDDI TI ES OF THE WORLD.

Yang had as nmuch respect for show calls as Conrad did, and except for
the fact that the human oddities would not arrive fromtheir trailers
until four o'clock, the joint was ready for business well ahead of
schedul e.

That was especially commendabl e when you knew that Yang Barnet and a
few of his freaks always played poker Sunday night, into the wee hours
of Mbnday norning, acconpanying the gane with a considerabl e amount of
i ce-cold beer and Seagranis, which were conbined into nurderously

pot ent boi |l er makers.

Yang's place was a large tent, divided into four long rooms, with a
roped-of f wal kway that serpentined through all four chanmbers. |n each
roomthere were either two or three stalls, and in each stall there was
a platform and on each platformthere was a chair. Behind each chair,
running the length of the stall, a big sign, colorfully illustrated,
expl ai ned about the wondrous and incredible thing at which the mark was
gawking. Wth one exception, those wondrous and incredible things were
all living, breathing, human freaks, normal F ninds and spirits trapped
in twi sted bodies: the world's fattest wonan, the three-eyed alligator
,r man, the man with three arnms and three | egs, the bearded | ady, and
(as the barker said twenty or thirty times every hour) nore, nmuch nore
than , the human mind coul d enconpass.

- Only one of the oddities was not a living person

- It was to be found in the center of the tent, half ' 0?" way al ong
the snaking path, in the narrowest of all the stalls. The thing was in
a very large, specially blown, clear glass jar, suspended in a

f ormal dehyde sol ution, the jar stood on the platform w thout benefit
of a chair, dramatically Iighted from above and behi nd.

It was to this exhibit that Conrad Straker came . that Monday
afternoon in Clearfield. He stood at e restraining rope where he had
stood hundreds of times before, and he stared regretfully at his

| ong- dead son.

As in the other stalls, there was a sign behind the exhibit. The
letters were big, easy to read.

VI CTOR "THE UCLY ANGEL" THI' S CH LD, NAMED VI CTOR BY H S FATHER, WAS
BORN IN 1955, OF NORVAL PARENTS

VI CTOR S MENTAL CAPACnY WAS NORVAL. HE HAD A SWEET, CHARM NG
DI SPOSTON. HE WAS A LAUGHI NG BABY, AN ANGEL.

ON THE NI GHT OF AUGUST 15, 1955, VICTOR S MOTHER, ELLEN, MJRDERED
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H M

SHE WAS REPELLED BY THE CHI LD S PHYSI CAL DEFORM TI ES AND WAS CONVI NCED
HE WAS AN EVIL MONSTER  SHE WAS NOT ABLE TO SEE THE SPI RI TUAL Bravery
within H M

WHO WAS REALLY THE EVIL ONE? THE HELPLESS BABY? --ORTHE MOTHER HE
TRUSTED, THE WOMAN WHO MURDERED HI M?

WHO WAS THE REAL MONSTER? THI S POOR, AFFLICTED CHI LD? --OR THE MOTHER
WHO REFUSED TO LOVE H M? JUDGE FOR YOURSELF.

Conrad had witten the text of that sign twenty-five years ago, and it
had expressed his feelings perfectly at that tine. He had wanted to
tell the world that Ellen was a baby killer, a ruthless beast, he had
wanted themto see what she had done and to revile her for her
cruelty.

During the off-season the child in the jar remained with Conrad in his
G bsonton, Florida, hone. During the rest of the year, it traveled
with Yang Barnet's show, a public testanent to Ellen's perfidy.

At each new stand, when the midway had been erected again and the gates
were about to be opened to the marks, Conrad cane to this tent to see
if the jar had been transported safely. He spent a few mnutes in the
conmpany of his dead boy, silently reaffirmng his oath of revenge.

Victor stared back at his father with wi de, sightless eyes. Once the
green of those eyes had been bright, glowing. Once they had been

qui ck, inquisitive eyes, filled with bold chall enge and sel f-confidence
beyond their years. But now they were flat, dull. The green was not
hal f so vibrant as it had been in life, years of fornmal dehyde bl eachi ng
and the relentl ess processes of death had made the irises mlky.

At last, with a renewed hunger for retribution, , Conrad wal ked out
of the tent and returned to the funhouse.

@unt her was al ready standing up on the platform by the boardi ng gate,
dressed in his Frankenstein nonster mask and gl oves. He saw Conrad and
i medi ately went into his snarling-paw ngdanci ng act, the one he put on
for the marks

Ghost was at the ticket booth, breaking rolls of quarters and di mes and
ni ckels into the change drawer, his colorless eyes were filled with the
flickering, silvery images of tunbling coins.

"They're going to open the gate half an hour early," Ghost said.

"Everyone's set up and eager for business, and they say there's already
a crowd of marks waiting outside."

"It's going to be a good week," Conrad said.

"Yeah," Chost said, pushing one slender hand through his spider-web
hair. "I have the sane feeling. Maybe you'll even get a chance to
repay that debt." what?"

"That worman you owe a debt to," Ghost said. "The one whose children
you' re always | ooking for. Maybe you'll be lucky and find her here."
"Yes," Conrad said softly. "Maybe | wll."

At eight-thirty Mnday night, Ellen Harper was sitting in the living
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room of the house on Maple Lane, trying to read an article in the

| atest issue of Redbook. She couldn't concentrate. Each time she
reached the bottom of a paragraph, she couldn't renmenber what had been
init, and she had to go back and read it again. Eventually she gave
up and just |eafed through the nmagazine, |ooking at the pictures, while
she sipped steadily froma gl ass of vodka and orange j uice.

Al though it was not |late, she was already under the spell of the
booze.

She didn't feel good . Not by a |long shot. Not bad, either. Just
nunb. But not yet nunmb enough

She was alone in the room Paul was in his workshop, out in the
garage. He would conme in at eleven o' clock, as usual, to watch the

| ate news on television, and then he would go to bed. Joey was in his
room working on a nodel of his own-- a plastic representation of Lon
Chaney as the Phantom of the Opera. Any was upstairs, too, |lying

| ow.

Except for a brief, fidgety appearance at the dinner table, the girl
had been holed up in her roomever since returning fromDr. Spangler's
of fice this afternoon

The girl. The dammed, defiant, wanton girl! Pregnant!

They didn't have the test results yet, of course. That would take a
coupl e of days. But she knew.

Any was pregnant.

e' The mamgazine rustled in Ellen's tremul ous hands. She put Redbook

aside and went out to U the kitchen to m x another drink

She wasn't able to stop worrying about the bind she was in. She
couldn't allow Anmy to have the baby. But if Paul found out that she
had gone behind his back to arrange an abortion, he would not be

pl eased. For the nobst part he was a neek man at hone, gentle,
easygoing, willing to let her run the house and, generally, their lives
as well. But he was capable of anger if pushed far enough, and on
those rare occasions when he lost his tenper, he could be tough

If Paul |earned of the abortion after the fact, he would want to know
why she hadn't told him and he woul d demnd to know why she had
approved of such a thing. She would have to be able to provide a
cogent expl anation, a passionate self-defense. Right now, however, she
didn't know what in God's name she would say to himif he ever found
out about the abortion

Twenty years ago, when she had nmarried Paul, she should have told him
about her year with the carnival. She should have confessed about
Conrad and about the repulsive thing to which she had given birth. But
she hadn't done what she shoul d have done. She had been weak. She hid
the truth fromhim

She was afraid he would | oathe her and turn away fromher if he knew
about her nmistakes. But if she had told himback then, at the very
begi nning of their relationship, she wouldn't be in such serious
troubl e now.

Several times during the course of their marriage, she had al nost
reveal ed her secrets to him Wen he had tal ked about having a | arge
famly, there were a hundred tinmes when she al nost said, "No, Paul. |
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can't have children. |1've already had one, you see, and it was no
good. No good at all. It was a horror
It wasn't even hunman. It wanted to kill me, and | had to kill it

first. Mybe that hideous child was solely a product of mnmy first
husband' s damaged genes.

Maybe my own genetic contribution wasn't to blane. But | can't take a
chance. "

Al't hough she had been on the brink of making that confession countless
times, she had never given voice to it, she had held her tongue,
nai vely certain that |ove woul d conquer all--sonehow.

Later, when she was pregnant with Amy, she al nbost went out of her mind
with worry and fear. But the baby had been normal. For a short while,
a few bl essed weeks at nost, she had been relieved, all doubts about
her genetic fitness bani shed by the sight of that pink, giggly,
suprenely ordinary infant.

But before long it occurred to her that all freaks were not necessarily
physically deforned. The flaw, the twisted thing, the horrible
difference fromnormal people--that could be entirely in the mnd. The
baby she'd borne for Conrad was not nerely defornmed. It was w cked, it
radi ated wi ckedness, it reeked of malevolent intent, a nonster in every
sense of the word. But wasn't it r. conceivable that her new

girl-child was just as . wcked as Victor, except that there were no
outward signs of it? Perhaps a wormof evil nestled deep within the
child's mnd, out of sight, - festering, waiting for the proper tine

and place to energe.

, Such a disturbing possibility was |like an acid. It ate away at
El l en's happiness, it corroded and then destroyed her optinmism She
soon ceased to take any pleasure in the baby's gurgling and cooi ng.

She watched the child specul atively, wondering what nasty surprises it

woul d spring on her in the future. Perhaps, one night, when the child

was grown tall and strong, it would creep into its parents' bedroom and
murder themin their sleep

O perhaps she was crazy, perhaps the child was as ordinary as it
appeared to be, and the problemwas in her owmm mnd. That thought did
occur to her rather frequently. But each tinme she began to question
her sanity, she renenbered the nightmarish battle with Conrad's

vi cious, bloodthirsty offspring, and that grisly, vivid nmenory never
failed to convince her that she had good reason to be wary and

afraid.

Didn't she?

For seven years she resisted Paul's desire to have another child, but
she got pregnant in spite of her precautions. Again, she went through
ni ne nmonths of hell, wondering what sort of strange creature she was
carrying in her wonb.

Joey, of course, turned out to be a normal little boy.
On the outsi de.
But inside?

She wondered. She watched, waited, feared the worst.
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After all these years, Ellen still wasn't sure what to think of her
chi | dren.

It was a hell of a way to live.
Sonetinmes she was filled with a fierce pride and | ove for them

She wanted to take themin her arns and kiss them hug them Sonetines
she wanted to give themall the affection that she never had been able
to give themin the past, but after so many years of guarded feelings
and continuous suspicion, she found it virtually inpossible to open her
arms to themand to accept such a dangerous enotional conmitrment with
equanimty. There were tinmes when she burned with [ ove for Joey and
Any, tinmes when she ached with a surfeit of unexpressed |ove, tines
when she wept at night, silently, w thout waking Paul, soaking her
pillow, grieving for her own cold, dead heart.

At other tines, however, she still thought she saw sonething
supernaturally wicked in her progeny. There were terrible days when
she was convinced they were clever, calculating, infinitely evil beings
engaged in an el aborate masquer ade.

Seesaw.
Seesaw.

The worst of it was her loneliness. She could not share her fears with
Paul, for then she would have to tell himabout Conrad, and he woul d be
devastated to | earn that she had been hiding a checkered past fromhim
for twenty years.

She knew hi m wel |l enough now to understand that what she'd done in her
youth woul d not upset hima tenth as nuch as the fact that she'd
deceived himabout it and had kept on deceiving himfor so very | ong.

So she had to deal with her fear by herself.

It was a hell of a way to live.

Even if she could nake herself believe, once ,L' and for all, that they
were just two kids |ike any other two kids, even then her worries
woul dn't be :- at an end. There was still the possibility that one of

Any's or Joey's children would be a nonster like Victor. This curse

m ght strike only one out of every two generations--the nother but not

the child, the grandchild but not the great-grandchild. It mght skip

around at random raising its ugly head when you | east expected to see

it. Modern nedicine had identified a nunber of genetically transnmtted
di seases and inherited deficiencies that skipped sone generations in a
famly and struck others, |eapfroggi ng down the decades.

If she could only be sure that her first, nonstrous baby had been the
product of Conrad's rotten, degenerate spermatozoa, if she could just
be certain that her own chronosones were not corrupted, she would be
able to lay her fear to rest forever. But of course there was no way
she could determine the truth of the matter.

Sonetimes she thought that life was too difficult and nuch too cruel to
be worth the effort of living it.

That was why, now, standing in the kitchen on the night of the day that
she had | earned of Amy's pregnancy, Ellen tossed down the |ast of the
drink that she had m xed only m nutes ago, and she quickly poured
another. She had two crutches: liquor and religion. She could not
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have wi thstood the past twenty-five years w thout both of those
supports.

Initially, the first year after she left Conrad, religion alone was
sufficient to her needs. She had gotten a job as a waitress, had
becone sel fsupporting after a rocky start, and had spent nost of her
spare time in church. She had found that prayer soothed her nerves as
well as her spirit, that confession was good for the soul, and that a
meager Communi on wafer taken on the tongue during Mass was far nore
nouri shing than any six-course neal

At the end of that first year on her own, nore than two years after she
had run fromhone to join the carnival and to be with Conrad, she felt

fairly good about herself. She still suffered from bad dreans nost
ni ghts.
She was still westling with her conscience, trying to nake up her mnd

whet her she had sinned terribly or had nerely done God's work when she
had killed Victor. But at |east, as a hard-working waitress, she had
gai ned a neasure of self-respect and i ndependence for the first tine in
her life. Indeed, she had felt sufficiently self-confident to return
honme for a visit, intending to patch up her differences with her
parents as best she coul d.

That was when she di scovered they had died in her absence. Joseph
G avenetto, her father, was felled by a massive stroke just one nonth
after

Ellen ran away fromhone. G na, her nother, died | ess than six nonths
| ater.

It happened that way sonetines--w fe and husband taking | eave of life
within a short time of each other, as if unable to tolerate the
separ ati on.

Al t hough Ell en had not been close to her parents, and although G na's
excessive strictness and religiosity had created a great deal of
tensi on and bitterness between nother and daughter, Ellen had been
devastated by the news of their deaths. She was filled with a cold,
enpty, unfinished feeling. She blaned herself for what had happened to
them Running away as she had done, |eaving nothing nore than a terse,
unpl easant note for her nother, not even sayi ng goodbye to her
father-with those actions she m ght have precipitated her father's
stroke.

Per haps she was too hard on herself, but she wasn't able to shrug off
the yoke of guilt.

Thereafter, her religion was not able to provide her with sufficient
confort, and she augnented the nmercy of Jesus with the nercy of the
bottle. She drank too nmuch--nore this year than last, not so nuch this
year as next year. Only her famly was aware of her habit. The
churchworren wi th whom she worked in charitable causes four days each
week woul d be shocked to discover that the quiet, earnest, industrious,
devout Ellen Harper was a different person at night, in her own hone,
after sunset, behind closed doors, the saint became a | ush.

She despi sed herself for her sinfully excessive fondness for vodka.

But without booze she couldn't sleep, it blocked out the nightnares,
and it gave her a few hours of blessed relief fromthe worries and
fears that had been eating her alive for twenty-five years.
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She put the bottle of vodka and the quart of orange juice on the
kitchen table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. Now, when her drink
ran | ow, she wouldn't have to get up to freshen it, she would only have
to bestir herself when her ice had nelted.

For a while she sat in silence, drinking, but then, as she stared at
the chair opposite her own, she had a nenory-flash of Any sitting there
this norning, |ooking up, saying, "lI've had sonme norning sickness, |

m ssed ny period, |'mreally pregnant, I know!l am. . ." Ellen
renenbered, far too vividly, how she had struck the girl, how she had
shaken her sensel ess, how she had cursed her

If she closed her eyes she could see herself pulling Amy onto the
floor, pushing the girl's head down to the tiles, screaning like a
madwonman, praying at the top of her voice

She shudder ed.

My God, she thought mserably, suddenly pierced by a painfully sharp
insight, I"'mlike nmy nother! |I'mexactly like Gna. |1've cowed ny
husband just as she cowed hers. |'ve been so strict with nmy children
and so preoccupied with ny religion that |I've built a wall between
myself and ny famly--a wall exactly like the one that ny nother
construct ed.

Ellen felt dizzy, but not nerely fromthe vodka. The patterns of
history, the famliar circles drawn by repetitive events, startled and
dazed her.

She covered her face with her hands, shamed by the new light in which
she suddenly saw herself. Her hands were col d.

The kitchen clock sounded like a ticking bonb.
Just like G na.

El |l en grabbed her drink and took a long swallow of it. The glass
chattered agai nst her teeth.

Just |ike G na.

She shook her head violently, as if she were deternmined to cast off
that unwel come thought. She wasn't as stern and di stant and forbi dding
as her own nother had been. She wasn't. And even if she was, she
couldn't deal with that insight now Wth Amy's pregnancy, Ellen

al ready had too nmuch to worry about.

She could deal with only one thing at a time. Any's problemhad to
cone first.

If sone horrible thing was growing in the girl's wonb, it had to be
gotten rid of as quickly as possible. Mybe then, after the abortion,
Ell en would be able to consider her |ife and deci de what she thought of
the wonman she had all owed herself to becone, nmaybe then she woul d have
the tinme to reflect on what she had done to her famly. But not now.

CGod, please, not now.

She tilted her glass and chugged the rest of her drink as if it were
only water. Wth an unsteady hand she poured a little nore orange
juice and a | ot nore vodka.
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Most ni ghts she wasn't really drunk until eleven or twelve o' clock, but
tonight, by nine-thirty, Ellen was thoroughly intoxicated. She felt
fuzzy, and her tongue was thick. She was floating dreanily. She had
attained the pleasant, mindless state of grace that she had desired so
strongly.

When she gl anced at the kitchen clock and saw that it was nine-thirty,
she realized it was Joey's bedtine. She decided to go upstairs, make
sure he said his prayers, tuck himin, kiss himgoodnight, and tell him
a bedtime story.

She hadn't told himany stories in along, long tine. He' d probably
i ke that.

He wasn't too old for bedtine stories, was he? He was still just a
baby. A little angel. He had such a sweet, angelic, baby face.

Sonetimes she loved himso hard that she thought she'd explode. Like
now. She was brimming with love for little Joey. She wanted to kiss
his sweet face. She wanted to sit on the edge of the bed and tell him
a story about elves and princesses.

That woul d be good, so good, just to sit on the edge of the bed with
himsmling up at her

Ell en finished her drink and got to her feet. She stood up too fast,
and the room spun around, and she grabbed the edge of the table in
order to keep her bal ance.

Crossing the living room she bunped into an end table and knocked over
a |l ovely, hand-carved, wooden statue of Jesus, which she had bought a
long tine ago, in her waitressing days. The statue fell onto the
carpet, and although it was only a foot high and not heavy, she funbled
awkwardly with it, trying to retrieve it and set it back where it

bel onged, her fingers felt like fat sausages and didn't seemto want to
bend the right way.

She wondered fleetingly if the bedtine story was a good idea after
all.

Maybe she wasn't up | to it. But then she thought of Joey's sweet face
and his cherubic snmile, and she went upstairs. The steps were
treacherous, but she reached the second-fl oor hallway w thout

falling.

When she entered the boy's room she found that he was already in
bed.

Only the tiny nightlight was burning, a single small bulb in the wall
pl ug, ghostly, noon-pale.

She stopped inside the doorway, listening. He usually snored softly
when he sl ept, but at the nonment he was perfectly quiet. Maybe he
wasn't asleep yet.

Swayi ng with each step, she wal ked gingerly to the bed and | ooked down
at him

She couldn't see much in the dimlight.

Deci ding that he nust be asleep, wanting only to plant a kiss on his
head, Ellen | eaned close-And a | eering, |uninous, inhuman face junped
out of the darkness at her, screeching |ike an angry bird.
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She shrieked and staggered backwards. She collided with the dresser,
hurting her hip.

In her mind she saw a kal ei doscopi c tunble of dark, horrific inages: a
bassi net shaken by the fury of its nonstrous burden, enornobus, green,
ani mal eyes gleaming with hatred, flared, twi sted nostrils sniffing,
sniffing, a pale, speckled tongue, |ong and bony fingers reaching for
her in the flutter-flash of lightning, claws tearing at her

The nightstand |ight came on, dispelling the awful menories.
Joey was sitting up in bed. Mm?" he said.

El | en sagged agai nst the dresser and drew deeply, thirstily of the air
that, for a few seconds of eternal duration, she had been unable to
draw into her lungs. The thing in the darkness had only been Joey. He
was wearing a Hall oween nask that had been shaded wi th phosphorescent
pai nt .

"What the hell are you doing?" she denanded, pushing away fromthe
dresser, noving toward the bed.

He quickly pulled off the mask. Hi s eyes were wide. "Manma, | thought
you were Anmy."

"Gve ne that," she said, snatching the mask out of his hands.

"I put a rubber wormin Any's cold cream and | thought it was her
comng to get even with nme," Joey said, urgently explaining hinself.

"When are you going to outgrow this kind of stupid thing?" Ellen
demanded, her heart still beating rapidly.

"I didn't know it was you! | didn't know"

"This kind of prank is sick," she said angrily. Her pleasant vodka
haze had evaporated. Her dreany |aziness was gone, replaced by

nightmare tension. She was still drunk, but the quality of her high
had changed from bright to sonmber, fromhappy to grim "Sick," she
sai d again, looking at the Hall oween mask in her hand. "Sick and
twi sted.”

Joey cowered back agai nst the headboard, gripping the covers with both
hands, as if he might throw them aside and | eap out of bed and run for
all he was worth.

Still quivering fromthe shock of seeing that grinning, fanged,

| um nous face | eap out of the darkness, Ellen | ooked around at the
other weird itens in the boy's room Spooky posters hung on the walls:
Boris Karloff as the Frankenstein nonster, Bela Lugosi as Dracula, and
anot her horror-novie creature that she couldn't identify. On the
dresser, the desk, and the bookshel ves there were nonster

nodel s--three-di nensi onal plastic figures that Joey had gl ued together
fromkits.

Paul pernitted the boy to pursue this macabre hobby, and he insisted it
was a common interest anong kids Joey's age. Ellen had never
strenuously obj ect ed.

Al t hough the boy's fascination with horror and bl ood worried her, it
had seenmed like a relatively mnor matter, the sort of thing she al ways
conceded to Paul, so that he would feel confortable about conceding the
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| arger and far nore inportant issues to her

Now, infuriated by the scare that Joey had given her, upset by the
unwant ed menories that the prank had resurrected for her, her judgnent
still distorted by vodka, Ellen threw the mask into the wastebasket.

"It's time | put an end to this nonsense. It's tinme you stopped

pl aying around with this creepy junk and started behaving like a
nornmal, healthy boy." She plucked a couple of nonster nodels fromthe
dresser and dropped theminto the wastebasket. She swept up the

m ni ature ghouls and goblins fromhis desk and put themwi th the rest

of the trash. "In the norning, before you go to school, take down
those awful posters and get rid of them Be careful not to chip the
pl aster when you pull the staples out of the wall. 1'll get sone good,

no- nonsense prints to hang in here. You understand?"

He nodded. Fat tears rolled down his cheeks, but he didn't nake a
sound.

"And no nore of these practical jokes of yours," Ellen said harshly.

"No nore rubber spiders. No nore phony snakes. No nore rubber worns
in cold creamjars

Do you hear ne?"

He nodded again. He was rigid, sickly white. He appeared to be
overreacting to her adnonitions. He didn't |look |like a boy who was
facing his stern mother, he | ooked nore like a boy facing certain
death. He looked as if he were convinced that she was going to take
himby the throat and kill him

The terror in Joey's face jolted Ellen
I"mjust like G na.
No! That was unfair.

She was only doi ng what nust be done. The child needed to be
di sciplined and given guidance. She was nerely fulfilling her duty as
a parent.

Just |ike G na.

She pushed that thought aside.

"Li e down," she said.

Joey obediently slid under the covers once nore.

She went to the nightstand and put her hand on the |anp swtch
"Did you say your prayers?" "Yeah," he said weakly.

"Al'l of then®"

"Yeah."

~ Tonorrow night you'll say nore prayers than usual."

, "Okay-" ' Y'll say themw th you to nmake sure you don't nmiss a word
of them" "Okay, Mama She switched off the |ight.

In a small, uncertain voice, he said, "I didn't know it was you, Mama."
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aGo to sleep.” "I thought it was Amy."

Suddenly she wanted to reach down and lift himfromthe bed and cl asp
himto her bosom She wanted to hug himtight and kiss himand tel
hi m everything was all right.

But as she began to |l ean down toward him she renmenbered the Hal |l oween
mask.

Wien she had seen that fearsone countenance, she had thought that the
denmon in Joey had surfaced at last. She had been sure--just for a
second or two, but |ong enough to have her conplai sance bl asted to
bits--that the | ong-expected transformati on had occurred. Now she was
afraid that she would | ean down and hug hi m and encounter anot her
sneering troll's face--except that this tinme it would be no nask.

Maybe this tine he would grab her and pull her close, the better to
tear out her stomach with his sharp and gl eam ng cl aws.

The torrent of | ove washed through her and out of her, |eaving a barren
wast el and conposed of uncertainty and fear. She was afraid of her own
child.

Seesaw. Seesaw.

Abruptly she was aware, once nore, of how drunk she was.
Rubber | oi nt ed.

Unsteady. Dizzy and vul nerabl e.

Beyond t he vague gl ow of the night-1light, the darkness pul sed and
shifted and edged nearer, as if it were a living creature.

Ell en turned away fromthe bed and quickly left the room weaving

t hrough the shadows. She closed Joey's door behind her and stood for a
monent in the upstairs hallway. Her heart was slammng |like a | oose,

wi ndbl own shutter in a storm

Am | mad? she asked herself. AmI just like nmy own nother--seeing the
work of the Devil in everyone, in everything, in places where it
doesn't really exist?

Am | worse than G na?

No, she told herself adamantly. |[|'mnot crazy, and I'mnot |iKke
G na.

I'"ve got good reason. And at the nonent . . . well . . . naybe |'ve
had too nuch to drink, and |'m not thinking straight.

Her mouth was dry and sour fromthe booze, but she wanted another
drink. She longed to recapture that feeling of floating, that bright,
pl easant nood she had enjoyed before Joey had scared her with his
Hal | oneen mask

She already felt the onens of a hangover: a faintly queasy stonmach that
woul d gradual |y succunb to a growing, roiling nausea, a dull throbbing
in her tenples that would becone a splitting headache. What she
needed, before she felt any worse, was sone hair of the dog that had
bit her. A whole Iot of hair. Several glassfuls of hair fromthat
funny old dog, the dog that canme in a clear bottle, the dog that was
distilled frompotatoes. Wsn't vodka nade from potatoes? Potato
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juice--that was what woul d make her feel right again.

Lubricated by some potato juice, she would be able to slip back into
that confortable mood just as easily as slipping into a soft, fluffy
ol d robe.

She knew she was a sinner. Pouring down the booze |ike she did was
unquestionably sinful, and when she was sober she could see the
spiritual stain that alcohol had | eft on her

God help nme, she thought. God help me because | just can't seemto
hel p nysel f.

- She went downstairs to get another drink
Joey stayed in bed for ten mnutes after his nother left the room

Then, when he felt it was safe to nove, he snapped on the |lanp and got
up.

He went to the wastebasket by the dresser and stared down at the pile
of monster nodels. They overflowed the can, a tangle of snarling,
reaching plastic creatures. Dracula's head had been knocked off. A
couple of the others al so appeared to be damaged.

I won't cry, Joey told hinmself firmy. | won't start bawing like a
baby. She would enjoy that. |I'mnot going to do anything she woul d
enj oy.

Tears continued to slide down his cheeks, but he didn't call that
crying.

Crying was when you wail ed your head of f and got a runny nose and
bl ubbered and got red in the face and just totally lost control of
yoursel f.

He turned away fromthe wastebasket and went to his desk, from which
Marma had renoved all of the mniature nonsters he had collected. The
only thing left was his bank. He picked that up and carried it to the
bed.

He saved his nobney in a one-gallon Mason jar. Mst of it was in coins,
squeezed bit by bit fromhis snall weekly all owance, which he earned by
keepi ng his room neat and by hel ping around the house. He also earned
quarters by running to the 7-Eleven for Ms. Jannison, the old | ady

who lived next door. There were several dollar bills in the jar, too,
nmost of those were birthday gifts fromhis G andma Harper, his Uncle
John Harper, and his Aunt Emma WIIians, who was Daddy's sister

Joey enptied the contents of the jar onto the bed and counted it.

Twenty-nine dollars. And a nickel. He was old enough to know that it
wasn't a fortune, but it still seened like a lot of nobney to him

You could go a I ong way on twenty-nine dollars. He wasn't sure exactly
how far you could go, but he figured at |east two hundred nil es.

He was going to pack up and run away from hone. He had to run away.

If he stayed around rmuch | onger, Mama was going to come into his room
one night, really drunk, really pissed, and she was going to kil
hi m

Just |ike she had killed Victor
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Whoever Victor was.

He t hought about what it would be like, going off on his own to some
strange town, far away. It would be lonely, for one thing. He
wouldn't , miss Mama. He wouldn't even nmiss his father very much. But
he sure would miss Amy. When he thought of |eaving Ary and never
seeing her again, he felt his throat tighten, and he thought he was
going to baw .

Stop it! Be tough

He bit his tongue until the urge to cry subsided and he was sure he was
in control of hinself.

Runni ng away from hone didn't mean he woul d never see Amny for the rest
of his life. She would be |eaving home, too, in a couple of years,
going away to live on her own, and he could join up with her then

They could live together in an apartnent in New York City or sonepl ace
great |like that, and Any woul d becone a fanpus painter, and he would
finish growing up. |If he showed up on Any's doorstep a couple of years
fromnow, she wouldn't turn himin to Manma, not Any.

He felt better already.

He put his money back in the big Mason jar and screwed the lid on
tight. He returned the jar to his desk

He woul d have to get coin wappers fromthe bank and package his

ni ckels, dinmes, and quarters into rolls, then trade themin for folding
money. He couldn't run away fromhone with his pockets stuffed full of
| oose, jangling change, that would be childish

He slipped into bed again and turned off the light.

The only thing bad about running away was that he would m ss the county
fair in July. He had been looking forward to it for nearly a year.

Mama di dn't approve of going to the fair and m xing with those carniva
people. She said they were dirty and dangerous, a bunch of crooks.
Joey didn't put rmuch faith in what Mama said , about anyone. So far as
Mama was concerned, there was hardly a person in the whole world .

who was free of sin. P Sone years his father took himto the carniva

on Saturday, the last day of the fair. But other years there was too
much work at the law office, and Daddy coul dn't get away.

This year Joey had intended to sneak off to the carnival on his own.

The fairgrounds were less than two mles away fromthe Harper house,
and he had to travel only two streets to get there. It was an easy
place to find, high up on the hill. Joey had planned to tell his

nmot her that he was going to the library for the day, which he
occasionally did, but then he was going to take his bicycle out to the
fai rgrounds and have hinself a real ball all norning and afternoon,
getting home just in time for supper, w thout Mana being any the

W ser.

He especially hated to mss the fair this year because it was going to
be bigger and better than ever. The midway would be run by a different
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outfit fromthe one that had al ways cone to Royal Gty in the past.

Thi s carnival was supposed to be hunbngous, the second |largest in the
world, two or three tinmes bigger than the rinky-dink carnival that
usual ly cane to town.

There would be a ot nore rides than there had been in other years, a
great many new things to see and do.

But he wouldn't see or do any of themif he was two hundred mles away,
starting a newlife in a strange city.

For almpst a full mnute Joey lay in the darkness, feeling sorry for

hi nsel f-and then he sat bolt upright, electrified by a brilliant
i dea.
He coul d | eave hone and still get to see the fair. He could do both.

It was sinple. Perfect.
He woul d run away with the carni ual

VEDNESDAY MORNI NG THE test results cane back fromthe lab. Anmy was
officially pregnant.

Wednesday afternoon she and Mama went to the bank and wi t hdrew enough
money from Any's savings account to pay cash for the abortion

Saturday norning they told Any's father that they were goi ng shopping
for a few hours. Instead, they went to Dr. Spangler's clinic.

At the adm ssions desk Any felt like a crimnal. Neither Dr. Spangler
nor his associates, Dr. West and Dr. Lewis, nor any of his nurses was
Catholic, they perforned abortions every week, nonth in and nonth out,
wi t hout attaching any noral judgnent to the act. Nevertheless, after
so many years of intense religious instruction, Army felt alnost as if
she were about to becone an acconplice to a nurder, and she knew t hat
at least a residue of guilt would remain with her for a long, |ong
time, staining any happiness she | mght be able to achieve.

E She still found it difficult to believe that Mama had agreed to | et
her abort the fetus. She wondered about the fear in her nmother's
eyes.

The operati on was done on an outpatient basis, i and a nurse took Amy

to a room where she could undress and put her clothes in a | ocker.
Mama remained in the waiting room

i Inthe prep room after a nurse had taken a - bl ood sanple, Dr.
Spangl er canme in to chat with s her for a nonent. He tried to put her
at ease. He was a jovial, chubby man with a bald head and . bushy
gray sideburns.

"You're not very far gone," he said. "This will be a sinple
procedure. No serious chance of conplications. Don't worry about it,
okay?

It'Il be over before you realize it's begun.”

- In the small operating room Amy was given a nild anesthetic. She
began to drift out of her body as if she were a balloon rising into a
hi gh, bl ue sky.
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In the distance, beyond a haze of light and a curtain of whispering
air, Any heard a nurse talking softly. The woman said, "She's a very

pretty girl, isn't she?" aYes, very pretty," Dr. Spangler said, his
voi ce fading syllable by syllable, alnbst inaudible. "And a nice girl,
too. |'ve been her doctor since she was a little tot. She's always

been so polite, selfeffacing

Soaring up and away fromthem Any tried to tell the doctor that he was
wr ong.

She wasn't a nice girl. She was a very bad girl. He should ask
Mama.

Mama would tell himthe truth. Anmy Harper was a bad girl, evil inside,
| oose, wild, untrustworthy, just no damed good. She tried to tell Dr.
Spangl er how worthl ess she was, but her |ips and tongue woul dn't
respond to her urging. She couldn't nmake a sound--until she said,
"Uh," and opened her eyes in the recovery room

She was on a wheeled cart with railed sides, flat on her back, staring
at an acoustic-tiled ceiling. For a nonment she couldn't figure out
where she was.

Then she renenbered everything, and she was anmazed that the abortion
had been such a quick and easy procedure.

They kept her in the recovery roomfor an hour, just to be sure she
wasn't goi ng to henorrhage

By three-thirty she was in the Pontiac with her nother, on the way
home.

During the first half of the short drive, neither of them spoke.

Mama' s face | ooked |ike a stone carving.

Finally Amy said, "Mama, | know you'll want ne to keep a curfew for a
couple of months, but | hope you'll let ne work eveni ngs down at The
Dive, if that's the shift M. Donnatelli gives ne." "You can work

whenever you want to work," her nother said coldly.

"I''"ll come honme straight fromwork." "You don't have to," Mana said.

"l don't care what you do. | just don't care anynore. You won't
listen to me anyway. You won't behave yourself. You' ve |oosened the
reins on that thing inside of you, and now there's no holding it

back.

There's not a thing | can do. | wash ny hands of you. | wash ny
hands. "

"Mama, please. Please. Don't hate ne."

"I don't hate you. | just feel nunb, blank. | don't feel nuch of
anything for you right now" "Don't give up on nme."

"There's only one road to Heaven," Mama said. But if you want to go to
Hell, you'll find a thousand roads that'll take you there. | can't
bl ock all of them"™

"l don't want to go to Hell," Ay said.

"I't's your own choice," Manma said. "Fromhere on it's your own
doi ng.
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Do whatever you want. You'll never listen to nme anyway, so | wash ny
hands." As she spoke she pulled the car into the driveway of the house
on Mapl e Lane.

"I"'mnot coming in with you. 1've got to do some grocery shopping. |If
your father's back fromthe office, tell himthe reason you | ook so
pal e i s because you ate a hanburger for lunch, while we were shopping
at the mall, and it didn't agree with you. Go to your room and stay
out of his way. The less he sees of you, the less likely he is to get
suspi ci ous. "

Al right, Mama."

When Any went in the house she found that her father hadn't returned
fromthe office yet. Joey was still playing at Tomry Cul p's house.

She was al one.

She changed into paj amas and a bat hrobe, then called Liz Duncan
"It's over."

"Real | y?" Liz asked.

"I just got hone." "You're all scraped out?"

"Do you have to put it so crudely?" Anmy asked. That's what they do,"
Liz said blithely. "They scrape you out. How do you feel?"

"Scraped out," Any admitted mserably.

"Sick in the tummy?"

"Alittle. And | ache . . . down there."

"You mean you' ve got a sore cunt?" Liz asked. "Do you have to talk
that way?"

"What way?"

"Gross."

"That's one of my nost charm ng qualities--ny conplete |ack of
i nhi bitions.

Li sten, other than your tumry and your cunt, how are you feeling?"
"Very, very tired."

"That's all?"

"Yes. It was easier than | thought it would be."

"Cee, I'mrelieved. | was worried about you, kid. | was really,
really worried."

"Thanks, Liz." "Are you grounded for the summer?"

"No. | thought there'd be a curfew for a while, but Mama says she
doesn't care what | do. She's washed her hands of ne."

"She said that?"

"Yes." aMy God, that's terrific!"
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"Is it?" Any wondered.
"COF course it is, you silly ass. You nake your own rules now.

You're free, kid!" Liz put on a phony Southern Negro dialect: Yo
massah have done turned yo' |oose, chile!"

Ay didn't |augh. She said, aRight now, all | care about is getting
some sleep. | was awake all last night and nost of the night before.
And with this business today . . . well, I'"'mdead on ny feet."

"Sure," Liz said. "I understand. | won't keep you on the phone for an
hour .

Get some rest. Call me tomorrow. We'll nake plans for the sunmer.
It's going to be a blast, kid. W'Ill nmake sonme nenories and bl ow out
all the candles for our |last summer together. |[|'ve already got a

couple of guys in mnd for you."

U don't think a guy is exactly what | need right now," Any said.

"Ch, not in the next ten minutes," Liz agreed. "But after you've had a
coupl e of weeks to recover, you'll be ready to get back in the sw ng of
things."

"I don't think so, Liz."
"Sure you will. You're not going to beconme a nun, for God's sake.

You need to get sonme of that old salam once in a while, kid. You need
it the same way | need it. W're two of a kind in that respect.

Nei t her of us can do without a guy for long."

"We'll see," Any said.

"Only this time," Liz said, "you're going to do what | tell you
You're going to get a prescription for the pill."

I really don't think I'll need it," Amy said.

"That's what you thought the last time, dope.”

A few mnutes later, in her room Anmy knelt at the side of her bed and
started to say her prayers. But after a mnute or two she stopped
because, for the first tine in her life, she had the feeling that God
wasn't listening. She wondered if He would ever listen to her again.

In bed she cried herself to sleep, and no one woke her for dinner or
for Mass the next nmorning. Wen she opened her eyes again, it was

el even o' cl ock Sunday norning, and scattered, white clouds were racing
like great sailing ships across the sea-blue sky beyond her w ndow.

She had sl ept eighteen hours straight through.

As far as she could remenber, this was only the second tinme she had

m ssed Sunday Mass since she was a few nonths old. The other tine had
been when she was nine and in the hospital, recovering froman

ener gency appendectony. She had been schedul ed to be di scharged on
Monday, and her nother had argued with the doctor about l|etting her out
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one day early so she could be taken to church, but the doctor had said
that church wasn't the best place for a child recuperating from
surgery.

She was relieved that Mama hadn't forced her to go to church this
nmor ni ng.

Apparently Mama didn't think that her w cked daughter belonged in a
church anynore

And maybe Mama was right.

The foll owi ng day, Mnday, May 26, two sign painters went to work on
the large billboard at the entrance to the county fairgrounds, just
outside the Royal City limts. By nidafternoon they were finished.

COM NG COM NG COM NG ** JUNE 30
THROUGH JULY 5

** THE ANNUAL ROYAL COUNTY FAI R *HARNESS RACI NG *ARTS & CRAFTS SHOW
*LI VESTOCK AUCTI ONS *GAMES, THRILL RI DES MDWAY ATTRaCTlI ON BY: A MONTH
AFTER t he abortion, the |ast week of June, Any was working at The Dive,
ni ne-to-five Monday through Friday, and noon-to-six on Saturday. The
pl ace was junping every mnute with a tanned and energetic crowd of

t eenagers.

At six o'clock Saturday evening, as Any was getting ready to go hone,
Li z Duncan cane in, looking like a mllion bucks in tight red shorts
and a white T-shirt, no bra. "l've got a date with Richie tonight.

He's going to neet me here at six-thirty. Want to wait with nme so |
don't get lonely?"

"You wouldn't get lonely," Amy said. "If you sat down al one, every guy
in the place woul d be hanging on you in two minutes."

Li z | ooked specul atively at the kids in The Dive, then shook her
head.

" Nope.

Once |'ve dated a guy and then dropped him he knows it's over for
good, he knows it isn't worth his time to pitch ne for a rematch."”

" ggP"

"So nost of the guys in here wouldn't bother nme if | sat down al one
because |'ve already screwed nost of them"

"Gross," Ay said.
"But al nbst true," Liz said

"You' re bad.

"That's why the boys like me. Listen, are you going to keep ne conpany
till Richie gets here?" "Sure," Any said.

She went to the fountain and drew down two Cokes, and she and Liz took
the first booth at the front of the room where they had a view of Min
Street.

Liz's car was parked out front. It was a yellow Toyota Celi ca.
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Her parents had given it to her as a surprise graduation gift.

"No matter how hard | try," Any said, "I can't picture you and Richie
Atterbury as a couple."

"Why not? We were both unique in school," Liz said. "He was the class
genius with an 1Q of oneeighty, and I was the class slut with a hundred
and ei ghty nanmes on ny scorecard."

"I don't know why you keep putting yourself down like that," Amy
sai d.

"You haven't had anywhere near a hundred and eighty guys, for God's

sake."
"I'"'mnot putting nyself down," Liz said. "Honey, | revel init. |
love what | am |It's the only way to fly." aRichie was always so
shy."

"He's not so shy anynore," Liz said. She wi nked.

Listen, it's been a ball teaching Richie what the : gane is al
about .

He was so gangly and clunmsy and naive! A real challenge. But he's
comng along. He's coming along real nice. He has a real taste for
corruption.”

, "And you're corrupting hinP"
"ExactlY."
Isn't that a bit nel odramatic?"

, "No. Because that's exactly what I'mdoing. |'mcorrupting Richie
Atterbury, boy genius."

, "Elizabeth Ann Duncan, sultry tenptress, the b all-know ng wanton
worman of exotic Royal City," Amy said sarcastically.

., Liz grinned. "That's me. You know, just three weeks ago, when
first started going out with him Richie had never snoked grass? Can
you O i magi ne? Now he's a regular pothead."

That's the only reason you're dating hinf? Just so you can corrupt
hi n®?"

"No," Liz said. "It's a hell of a lot of fun to open himup to new
things, new experiences. But even if he already knew his way around,
he'd be fun to be with. He's clever, witty. And he seens to know

sonet hing i nteresting about al nbost everything. 1've never dated a
genius before. It's different." "Sounds |like nmaybe this one will | ast
alittle longer than the others," Any said.

"No way," Liz said quickly. "I figure another nonth, six weeks at the
out si de.

Then bye-bye, Richie. No matter how clever he is, I'll be bored with

him by then. Besides, even if | wanted sonething permanent with
soneone, which | don't want, but even if for some weird reason | did, |
woul dn't want anything permanent with anyone here in this jerkwater
town. | don't want anyone hol ding ne back when I'mready to split for
the west." "You're still planning on goingn "Hell, yes. [I'Il work in
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my father's office until the middl e of Decenber, build up a nest eqg,
and then knock off a couple of weeks before Christnas.

After the holiday, 1'll pack ny clothes into ny little yellow car, and
I"l'l be off like a shot to the |and of sun and opportunity.”
"California?"

Y' ve deci ded on Vegas," Liz said.
aLas Vegas?" "That's the only Vegas | know. "

"What will you do there?" "Sell it," Liz said, grinning again.

"Sell what?"

"Don't be dopey." "I'mnot being dopey." "As dense as a post." "I
don't understand. What are you going to sell?" "My ass." "Huh?" "I'm
going to do sone heavy hooking." "Hooking?"

"Jesus!n Liz said. "Listen, kid, don't you realize how nuch noney a

hi gh-priced call girl can nake in Vegas? A six-figure incone, that's
how nuch. "

Any stared at her in disbelief. "You're trying to nmake nme believe that
you're going to Vegas to be a whore?" "I'mnot trying to make you
believe anything," Liz said. "I'mnerely telling you the facts, kid.
Besides, |'mnot going to be an ordinary whore. Wore is a |owclass
word. Whores are cheap. |'mgoing to be a personal escort, an
intimte conpanion to a new gentleman every evening. Intimate

conpani ons are quite expensive, you know. And |'mgoing to be nore
expensi ve than nost of them"

"You aren't serious." "O course |l am |'ve got a good personality, a
dammed nice face, long legs, a cute little butt, alnst no waist at

all, and these." She thrust her chest out, and her large, uptilted
breasts strained against the thin T-shirt. "If | can learn not to
spend every dine | make, and if | can find a few good investments, 1'1I
be worth at least a million by the time |'mtwenty-five."

“You won't do it."
"Yep." "You're putting ne on."
"Nope. Listen, I'"ma regular nynpho. | know that. You know that.

Practically everyone knows that. | can't keep ny hands off the guys,
and | like variety.

So if I'"'mgoing to be screwing around every day of the week, | mght as
well get paid for it." Any stared at her searchingly, and Liz net her
eyes, and at last Any said, "My God, you really nean it."

"Why not?" aliz, a prostitute's life isn't pleasant. It isn't fun and
ganes.

It's lonely and grim" "Wo says?" "Well . . . everyone says."
"Everyone is full of shit." "If you go away and do sonething like this
Liz, it'll be such a. . . such a tragedy. That's what it'll be
You' Il be throwi ng your whole |life away, ruining everything." "You

sound |i ke your nmother," Liz said scornfully.
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"I don't, either." "Oh, yes you do," Liz said. "You sound exactly Iike
her."

Any frowned. "I do?" "Snug, noralistic, self-righteous.” "I'mjust
worried about you."

"I know what |'mdoing," Liz said. "Listen, when you're a high-priced

call girl, you party all the tinme. Wat's so |onely and gri m about
that? It is fun and ganes. Especially in Vegas, where there's never a
dull mnute."

Ay was stunned. She had never inmagi ned that she woul d one day have a
friend who was a prostitute. For a while they sat in silence, sipping
their Cokes and listening to a Bob Seger number that was blasting out
of the jukebox with the force of a jackhanmer.

When the nusic stopped, Liz said, "You know what woul d be great?"
"What ?"

"If you came along with ne to Vegas." "Me ?" "Sure. Wy not?" aMW
CGod," Any said, shocked by the idea.

"Listen, | know |I'ma damed desirable little package," Liz said.

"But I'mnot one bit sexier than you are. You've got just what it
takes to be a huge success in Vegas."

Any | aughed with enbarrassment.

"You really do," Liz insisted
"Not ne."
"They'd be standing in line for a chance to get in your pants.

Listen, kid, in that town you' d outdraw Li berace and Frank Sinatra
combined." "Oh, Liz, | couldn't do that sort of thing. Not in a
mllion years.” "You did it with Jerry."

"Not for noney."

Which is foolish." "Anyway, that was different. Jerry was ny steady
boyfriend."
"What's so great about steady?" Liz demanded. "Did going steady nean

anything to Jerry? He dunped you the second he heard you were knocked
up.

He wasn't considerate or synpathetic or loyal or anything el se a steady
is supposed to be. | guarantee you, none of the nen you'd be escorting

in Vegas would treat you that shabbily."” "Wth nmy luck,"” Any said, "ny
first client would turn out to be a homcidal maniac with a butcher
knife." "No, no, no," Liz said. "Your clients would all cone with
seal s of approval fromhotel pit bosses and other casino executives.
They' d send you only the high rollers--doctors, |awers, fanous
entertainers, mllionaire businessnen .

.You' d only take on the best people.” "This may come as a surprise
to you," Any said, abut even a millionaire businessman can turn out to
be a hom cidal nmaniac with a butcher knife. It's rare. 1'll grant you
that. But it's not inpossible.” "sO you carry your own knife in your

purse," Liz said. "If he starts acting creepy, you make the first
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cut." "You have an answer for everything, don't you?"

"I"'mjust a girl fromlittle old Royal City, Chio," Liz said, abut I'm

not a hick." "Well, | don't think 1'll be going to Vegas with you at
the end of the year," Any said. "It's going to be a long, long tine
before I'meven ready to go on a nice, quiet, no-sex date. |'ve sworn
off men for a while." "Bullshit," Liz said.

“It's true.” "You haue been a stick-in-the-nmud so far this sumer,"
Liz said.

aBut that'll pass.” "No. | mean it." "Last week you went to the

doctor | recomended,"” Liz said smugly.

"sO?" "sO you got a prescription for the pill. Wuld you get a
prescription for the pill if you really intended to be a wallfl ower?"
"You talked ne into that," Amy said.

"For your own good." "I wish | hadn't gone to that doctor. | won't be
needing the pill or anything else until |I'mout of college. |'mgoing
to sit back, with ny knees together, and be virginal." aLike hell you
are," Liz said. "Two weeks fromnow, you'll be flat on your back,

pi nned under one stud or another. Two weeks at nmost. | knowit. |
know you backwards and forwards, up and down, inside and out. You know
how it is that I"'mable to read you so clearly? |It's because you're
exactly like ne.

W're two of a kind. Peas in a pod. Oh, not on the surface,
necessarily. But deep down, deep in your heart where it counts, you're
exactly like me, honey.

That's why we'd be great together in Vegas. W'd have a ball."

Richie Atterbury wal ked up to the table. He was a tall, thin boy, not
handsonme but not unattractive, either. He had thick, dark hair, and he
wore horn-rimmed gl asses that made himlook a little bit like dark
Kent. "Hi, Liz. H, Aw."

Any said, "Hello, Richie. That's a pretty shirt you're wearing." "You

really think so?" he asked.
aYes. | like it alot."

"Thanks," Richie said awkwardly. He |looked at Liz with his big,
| ovesi ck, puppy eyes, and he said, "Ready for the novie?"

Can't wait," Liz said. She stood up. To Any, she said, "W're going
to the drive-in. That's really fitting, too." She grinned w ckedly.

"Because Richie sure knows howto drive it in." R chie blushed.

Li z |l aughed and said, "The only way |'m going to see nmuch of this novie
is if we set up a series of mrrors to reflect it onto the ceiling of
the car."

"Liz, you're terrible," Any said.
"Do you think I"'mterrible?" Liz asked Richie.

"I think you're terrific,
wai st .

Richie said, daring to put an arm around her

He still seenmed sonewhat bashful, even if Liz had made hi m nore than
passingly fam liar with sex and drugs.
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Liz | ooked at Any. "See? He thinks I'mterrific, and he was the cl ass
geni us, so what do you know about it?" Any snmiled in spite of
her sel f.

"Listen," Liz said, "when you're ready to start |iving again, when
you're sick and tired of playing Sister Purity, give nme a call. ['ll
I'ine soneone up for you. We'Ill double-date." Amy watched Liz and

Ri chie as they wal ked outside and got into the yellow Celica. Liz
drove. She pulled away fromthe curb with a torturous squeal of tires
that made everyone in The Dive | ook toward the front w ndows.

After Any left The Dive at twenty mnutes till seven, she didn't go
strai ght hone. She wal ked aimessly for nore than an hour, not really
wi ndow shopping in the stores she passed, not really noticing the
houses she passed, not really enjoying the clean spring evening, just
wal ki ng and t hi nki ng about the future.

When she got hone at eight o' clock, her father was in his workshop

Her nother was sitting at the kit,chen table, |eafing through a
magazine, listening to a radio call-in program and sucki ng on vodka
and orange j uice.

"If you didn't have dinner at work," Manam said, "there's sone cold
roast beef in the refrigerator." "Thank you," Amy said, abut |'m not
hungry. | ate a big lunch." 1-15

"Suit yourself," Mana said. She turned up the volume on the radio.

Ay interpreted that as a sign of dismissal. She went upstairs.

She spent an hour with Joey, playing fivehundred rumry, his favorite
card ganme. The boy didn't seemhinself. He hadn't been the old,

ef fervescent Joey since Mana had nmade himget rid of his nonster nodels
and posters. Anmy worked hard at nmaki ng himlaugh, and he did | augh,

but his good hunor seened |like a facade to her. He was tense
underneath, and she hated to see himthat way, but she couldn't figure
out how to reach himand cheer himup

Later, in her room she stood nude again in front of the full-length
mrror.

She apprai sed her body with a critical eye, trying to decide if she
did, indeed, nmeasure up to Liz. Her legs were long and quite well
shaped. Her thighs were taut, the nuscle tone in her whole body was
very good. Her bottomwas round and sort of perky, very firm Her
belly was not just flat but slightly concave. Her breasts weren't as
large as Liz's, but they weren't small by any definition, and they were
extrenmely well shaped, up-thrust, with |large, dark nipples.

It was definitely a body well designed for sex, for easily attracting
and satisfying a nan. The body of a courtesan? The body of, as Liz
put it, an intinmate conpanion? The |egs and hips and buttocks and
breasts of a whore? Ws that what she had been born for? To sel
herself? Was a future as a prostitute unavoi dable? Was it sonme how
her destiny to spend thousands of sweaty nights clutching total
strangers in hotel roons?

Li z said she saw corruption in Ary's eyes. Mnma said the sane thing.
To Mame, that corruption was a nonstrous, evil thing that nust be

suppressed at all costs, but to Liz, it was nothing to be afraid of,

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Fun%20House.txt (97 of 164) [2/9/2004 10:21:15 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%20Fun%20House. txt
sonmet hing to be enbraced

There couldn't be two people nore different than Liz and Mama, yet they
agreed on what was to be seen in Any's eyes.

Now Any stared at her reflection in the mrror, peered into the w ndows
of her soul, but although she | ooked very hard, she wasn't able to see
anything nore than the characterl ess surfaces of two dark and rat her
pretty eyes, she couldn't see either the rot of Hell or the grace of
Heaven.

She was lonely, frustrated, and terribly, terribly confused. She

want ed to understand herself. Mre than anything she wanted to find
the right role for herself in the world, so that for the first tine in
her life she would not feel tense and hopel essly out of place.

If her hope of going to college and her dream of becomi ng an arti st
were unrealistic, then she didn't want to spend years struggling for
what she was not neant to have. Her life had been too nuch of a
struggl e al ready.

She touched her breasts, and her nipples sprang up at once, stiff,
proud, as large as the tips of her little fingers. Yes, this was a bad
thing, a sinful thing, just as Mana said, yet it felt so good, so
sweet .

If she could be sure that God would listen to her, she would get down
on her knees and ask Hmfor a sign, an irrefutably holy sign that
woul d tell her, once and for all, whether she was a good person or a
bad person.

But she didn't think God would listen to her after what she'd done to
t he baby.

Mama sai d she was bad, that Sonething |lurked inside of her, that she
had l et go of the reins that had been hol ding that Sonething back

Mama said she had the potential to be evil. And a nother should know
that kind of thing about a daughter.

Shoul dn't she?
Shoul dn't she?
Bef ore he went to bed, Joey counted the noney in his bank again.

During the past nonth he had added two dollars and ninety-five cents to
the contents of the jar, and now he had exactly thirty-two dollars.

He wondered if he would have to bribe soneone at the carnival to |et
himrun away with them when they left towmn. He figured he would need
twenty dollars as a mninum bankroll, which would keep himin grub
until he started earning noney as a carny, sweeping up after the

el ephants and doi ng whatever else a ten-year-old boy could find to do
on a mdway. So that left only twelve bucks that he could spare for a
bri be.

Whul d that be enough?

He decided to ask his father for two dollars to go to the Sunday
matinee at the Rialto theater. But he wouldn't actually spend the
money on the movies. He would go over to Tommy Cul p's house and pl ay
tonmorrow afternoon, pretend that he'd seen the novies when his father
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asked about them and add the two bucks to his escape fund.
He returned the bank to the desk

When he said his prayers before going to bed, he asked God to pl ease
keep Mana fromgetting pissed and coning into his room again.

The next day, Sunday, Anmy called Liz.

"Hell o," Liz said.

"This is Sister Purity," Any said.
"Ch, hello, Sister." "lI've decided to | eave the nunnery."
"Hal | el uj ah!"

"It's cold and drafty here in the nunnery.'
Li z said.

"Not to mention boring,"
' 7What have you got for ne that | won't find boring" "How about Buzz
Kl ermet ?"

"I don't know him" Any said.

"He's eighteen, soon nineteen | think. He was in the class ahead of

ours--" "Ah, an older nman!" "Bbut he dropped out of school in eleventh
grade. He works at the Arco station on the corner of Miin and
Broadway." "You sure know how to pick them" Any said sarcastically.
"He may not sound like nuch," Liz said, abut wait till you see him
He's a hunk."

"A hunk of what?" "Pretty nuscle." "Can he speak?" "Just well enough."
"Can he tie his own shoel aces?" "I'mnot sure," Liz said. "But he
usual ly wears loafers, so you won't have to worry about that." "I hope
you know what you're doing." "Trust ne," Liz said. "You'll I|ove

hi m

What night should | set it up for?" "Doesn't matter,'
wor k days."

Any said. "I

"Tormorrow night?" "Fine." "We'Il|l double,"” Liz said. "M and Richie,

you and Buzz." "Were do you want to go?" "How about ny place? W'l
pl ay sone records, watch a novie on ny fol ks' videocassette nachi ne,
roll a fewjoints. | got some bitchin' grass that'|ll mellow us out
real fast."

' 7TWhat about your parents?" Any asked.

"They're | eaving on a two-week vacation today. New Oleans. 1'll have
the house all to nyself."

"They trust you alone there for two weeks?" "They trust nme not to burn
the place to the ground," Liz said.

"And that's really all they care about. Listen, kid, I'mglad you
finally came to your senses. | was afraid the sutmer was going to be a
bunmer. We'll sure raise hell now that you're back in the sw ng of
things." "I'"mnot sure | want to get back in the swi ng of things, at

| east not all the way, if you know what | nmean. | want to have sone
fun. 1 want to date. But | don't think I'mgoing to screw around
anynmore. Not until college is behind ne." "Sure, sure," Liz said.
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"I mean it." "Take it at your own pace, honey. Anyway, we'll sure have
sonme fun with ny old man and old | ady out of town." "And the county
fair is next week," Any said.

"Hey, yeah! | really get off on snoking sone good dope and then
hoppi ng on those thrill rides." "l suspect you would." "And did you
ever get high and then go through the funhouse, with all those fake
monsters junping out at you?"

"Never did," Any said.
"I't'"s hilarious."
"I''l'l look forward to it," Amy said

JANET M DDLEMEI R WAS a safety engineer for the | county. Her job was
to nmake certain that all public buildings--courthouses, firehouses,
libraries, schools, sheriff's substations, governnent-subsidized sports
arenas and stadiunms, and so forth-- were at all tines clean, well
lighted, and safe for both visitors and workers. She was responsible
for the inspection of the structural integrity of those buildings as
well as for the condition and suitability of all nachinery and all

maj or nonnechani cal equi pnment within their walls. Janet was young,
only a few years out of college, only two years on the job, and she was

still as dedicated to her work as she had been when she had first
started, her duties seened alnost holy to her, and the words "public
trustn still held sonme nmeaning for her, even if they didn't nean nuch

to sone of the people with whom she worked in the county and state
bureaucraci es. She had not yet been a public enployee | ong enough to
be tainted by the inevitable corrupting influences that were attendant
to any governnent program She cred.

On Monday, June 23, when the carnival came to Rockville, Maryland,
Janet M ddl eneir presented herself at the office-trailer that provided
wor ki ng space for M. Frederick Frederickson, the silver-haired owner
and operator of Big American Mdway Shows. Wth characteristic
directness and crispness, Janet stated her intention of going through
the ot fromone end to the other, until she was fully satisfied that
the thrill rides and the other large attractions were safely erected.

She woul d not approve the opening of the carnival if she felt that it
represented a threat to the well-being of the citizens of her county.

She was pushing her authority a little bit, perhaps even exceedi ng
it.

She wasn't entirely sure that the carnival's equi prent came under her
jurisdiction, even though it stood on the county-owned fairgrounds.

The | aw was vague on that point. No one fromthe county Ofice of
Public Safety had ever inspected the carnival before, but Janet felt
she couldn't shirk that responsibility. Just a few weeks ago a young
worman had di ed when a carnival ride had collapsed in Virginia, and

al t hough that tragic accident hadn't happened on the lot of Big

Ameri can M dway Shows, Janet was determined to put Big American under a
m croscope before the fairground gates swung open

Wien she stated her intentions to M. Frederickson, she was afraid

that he would think she was trying to shake hi mdown, and she didn't
know quite how she would handle himif he tried to bribe her. She knew
that carnivals enployed a nman whose job it was to bribe public
officials, they called himthe "patch" because he went into town ahead
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of the show and patched things up with the police and certain other key
governnent enpl oyees, lining their pockets with fol ding noney and books
of free tickets for their friends and famlies. |If a patch didn't do
his job, the police usually raided the nidway, closing down all the
ganmes, even if it was a straight carnival that didn't dupe the marks
out of their noney, unpaid and angry about it, the police could shutter

even the cleanest girly shows and legally declare the thrill rides
hazar dous, quickly and effectively bringing the carnival to its
knees.

She didn't want the people at Big American to think she was after a
fast buck.

Fortunately, M. Frederickson was a well-educated, well-spoken,
courtly gentleman, not at all what she had expected, and he both
recogni zed and adm red her sincerity. No bribe was offered. He
assured her that his people were as concerned about the health and
safety of their custonmers as she was, and he gave her perm ssion to
poke around in every corner of the mdway for as |long as she |iked.

Frederi ckson's superintendent of transportation, Max Freed, issued her
a badge with the letters VIP on it, so that all the carnies would
cooperate with her.

For nmost of the nmorning and afternoon, wearing a hard hat, carrying a
big flashlight and a not ebook, Janet prow ed the grounds, watching the
m dway rise |ike a phoenix, inspecting bolts and rivets and
spring-locked joints, crawming into dark, tight places when that was
necessary, overlooking nothing. She discovered that Frederick

Frederi ckson had been telling the truth, Big American was consci entious
about mai ntenance and nore than conscientious, downright fussy, about
the erection of rides and sideshows.

At a quarter past three she came to the funhouse, which appeared to be
ready for business a full hour and fifteen mnutes before the gates
were schedul ed to open. The area around the attraction was deserted,
qui et. She wanted soneone to give her a guided tour of the funhouse,
but she couldn't |ocate anyone associated with it, and for a nonent she
consi dered ski pping the place.

She hadn't found even one mmjor safety probl em anywhere el se on the
m dway, and it wasn't likely that she woul d uncover a dangerous
construction-code violation here. She'd probably just be wasting her
tinme.

Nevert hel ess
She had a strong sense of duty.

She wal ked up the boarding ranp, past the ticket booth, and stepped
down into the sunken channel in which the gondol as woul d nove when the
ride was started up. Fromthe boarding gate the channel led to a set
of large plywood doors that were painted to resenble the massive,
timbered, iron-hinged doors of a forbidding castle. Wen the ride was
in service, the doors would swi ng back to adnit each onconing car, then
fall shut behind it.

At the noment, as she approached the entrance, one door was propped
open. She i peered inside.

The interior of the funhouse wasn't as dark now as it would be when the
ride was in operation. A string of work lights ran the length of the

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Fun%20House.txt (101 of 164) [2/9/2004 10:21:16 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%20Fun%20House. txt

track and di sappeared around a bend fifty feet away, when the place was
open for business, those lights woul d be extinguished. Yet even with
that chain of softly glow ng bul bs, the funhouse was gl oony.

- Janet | eaned through the doorway. "Hell o?"
No one answer ed.

"I's anyone there?" she asked.
Si | ence.

She switched on her flashlight, hesitated only a second, and stepped
i nsi de.

The funhouse snelled danmp and oily.

She knelt and inspected the pins that joined two sections of track
They were securely fastened.

She got up and noved deeper into the building.

On both sides of the track, slightly elevated fromit, life-sized
mechani cal figures stood in secret niches in the walls: an ugly,
leering pirate with a sword in his hand, a werewolf, claws coated with
silvery, day-glow paint that would nake them | ook like glinting blades
in the dark, phony but realistic blood on his wolfish snout and on his
two-inch-1ong fangs, a grinning, blood-drenched ax-mnurderer standing
over the hideously wounded corpse of one of his victins, and nany
others, some nore gruesone than those first few In this |light Janet
could see that they were only clever, lifelike mannequins, but she felt
uneasy around them

Al t hough none of themwas animated, as all of them would be when the
funhouse was in operation, they |ooked as if they were about to pounce
on her, to her chagrin, the dammed thi ngs spooked her. But her dislike
of themdidn't prevent her frominspecting the anchor bolts on a few of
themto nake sure they wouldn't topple down into a passing gondola and
injure a rider.

Wal ki ng al ong the passageway, | ooking up at the nonsters, Janet
wonder ed why people insisted on referring to a place like this as a
funhouse.

She turned the bend at the end of the first Iength of track, noved
farther into the funhouse, turned another corner, then another,
marveling at the richness of invention that had been enployed in the
design of the place. It was huge, as large as a nmedi umsized

war ehouse, and it was crammed full of genuinely frightening things. It
wasn't the sort of anusenent that appealed to her, but she had to
admre the work, the craftsmanship, and the creativity that had gone
into it.

She was in the center of the enornobus structure, standing on the track,
| ooki ng up at a man-si zed spi der hangi ng overhead, when soneone put a
hand on her shoul der. She gasped, junped, jerked away fromthe

unexpected contact, turned, | and would have screaned if her throat
hadn't frozen. i A man was standing on the tracks behind her. He was
extrenely tall, at least six and a half feet, broad-shoul dered,

barrel -chested, and he was wearing a Frankenstein outfit: a black suit,
a black turtleneck, nonster gloves, and a rubber mask that covered his
entire head. "Scared?" he asked. H's voice was exceptionally deep
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and hoarse. She swallowed hard, finally breathed, and said, aYes, ny
God! You scared ne half to death." , "My job," he said. "Wat?"

"Scare the marks. M job." "Ch. You work here at the funhouse?"

"My job," he said. n She decided that he nust be dull-witted. His
sinmple, halting declarations resenbled the speech patterns of a
severely retarded child. Trying to be friendly, hoping to keep him
friendly, she said, My nane's Janet. Wat's yours?" "Huh?" "Wat's
your nanme?"

"Qunther." "That's a nice nane." "Don't like." "You don't |ike your
name?" "NO "What would you like to be called?" "victor." "That's a
nice nane, too." "Victor his favorite." "Wose favorite?" "Hs," She

realized that she was in a bad spot--in a strange and poorly |ighted
pl ace, out of sight and perhaps out of earshot of anyone who m ght be
inclined to help her, alone except for a badly retarded man bi g enough
to break her in half the way she might break a breadstick

He took a step toward her.

She backed up.

He st opped.

She stopped, too, shaking, aware that she couldn't outrun him

Hs |l egs were | onger than hers, and he was probably nore famliar with
the terrain than she was.

He made an odd sound behind the nmask, it was |ike a dog sniffing busily
at a scent.

"I'"'ma government official," she said slowy, hoping he would
understand. "A very inportant government official."

@unt her sai d not hi ng.

"Very inportant," Janet said nervously. She tapped the VIP badge that
Max Freed had given her. "M. Frederickson told nme | could go
anywhere | wanted on the nidway. Do you know who he is? Do you know
M. Frederickson?"

@Qunther didn't reply. He just stood there, big as a truck, | ooking
down at her, his face hidden behind that mask, his arns dangling linply
at his sides.

"M . Frederickson owns this carnival,'
know hi m

she said patiently. "You nust

He's probably .

your boss. He told me | could go wherever | anted."

Finally @Qunther spoke again. "Snmell wonman."

What ?"

Smrell woman. Snell good. Pretty." "OCh, no," she said, starting to
sweat .

want pretty."

" "No, no," she said. "No, Gunther. That wouldn't be right. That
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woul d only get you in trouble."

He was sniffing again. The mask seened to interfere with the scent he
was trying to catch, and he reached up and pulled the Frankenstein
monster face off, revealing his own face

When Janet saw what had been hi dden by the mask, she stunbl ed backwards
on the track and screaned.

Bef ore anyone coul d possi bly have heard her cry, Qunther sprang at her
and cut the scream short with one bl ow of his big hand.

She fell.
He dropped on top of her

Fifteen nminutes before the fairground gates opened to the public,
Conrad nade a final inspection tour of the funhouse. He wal ked the

Il ength of the track to be sure there were no obstructions on it, no
forgotten tools or nisplaced pieces of |unber that mnight derail one of
t he gondol as.

In the Hall of the G ant Spiders he found the dead woman. She was on
the tracks, bel ow one of the big, phony tarantulas. She was spraw ed
on , top of her bloody clothes--naked, bruised, slashed. Her head had
been torn off, it rested, face up, a yard away from her body.

At first he thought Gunther had killed a carnival worman. That was
unquestionably the worst thing that could happen. The bodies of
outsiders could be disposed of in such a fashion as to direct the
police away from everyone connected with Big Anerican M dway Shows.

But if one of the carnival's own was found raped and nutil ated, the
police would be sumoned onto the lot, and Gunther would interest them
sooner or later.

The carni es accepted the boy now, as they accepted all freaks, because
they didn't have any know edge of his uncontrollable need to rape,
kill, and taste blood. He hadn't always been this violent. The
carnies knew he was different, but they didn't realize how dangerously
different he had become during the past three years, when he had

bel atedly acquired a sex drive. No one ever paid rmuch attention to
@unt her, he was al nost a shadow in their mdst, a marginally perceived
presence. But if a carny wonan was killed, soneone woul d take a nuch
cl oser | ook at Gunther than ever before, and there would be no way to
hi de the truth.

After an initial rush of panic, Conrad saw that the dead wonan was not
fromthe carnival. He had never seen her face before. There was stil
a chance that he could save Gunther and hi nsel f.

Aware that he didn't have nmuch tinme to conceal the evidence, Conrad

st epped around the bl oody remains and hurried toward the end of the
Hal | of the G ant Spiders. Just before he reached the next turn in the
tracks, he clinbed out of the gondola channel and stepped into a
tableau featuring t vo animated figures: a man and a nan-si zed spider

| ocked in nortal conbat, unnoving now that there were no narks to
witness their struggle. The battling man and tarantula were posed in
front of a junbled pile of papier-mache boul ders. Conrad went around
behi nd the fal se rocks and knelt down.

The glow fromthe string of work Iights above the tracks did not reach
back here. He put a hand out in the darkness in front of himand felt
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the rough board floor. After a few seconds he located the ringbolt for
whi ch he had been searching. He pulled on the ring, lifting a
trapdoor, one of six that were scattered around the funhouse for

mai nt enance pur poses.

He slid on his belly, backwards through the trap, feeling with his feet
for the rungs of a slanted | adder that he knew was there. He found the
| adder and descended into pitch bl ackness. Just after his head was
bel ow t he funhouse floor, his feet touched the plank flooring of the
bottom | evel, and he pushed away fromthe | adder and stood up

strai ght.

He reached into the darkness on his right side, passed his hand through
the air, found the light chain, and pulled it. Two dozen bul bs cane on
all over the basenent, but the place was still shadowy. He was in a

| owceilinged roomfull of machinery, cogwheels, cables, belts,

pul I eys, chain-driven nechani sns of odd design, these were the
mechani cal guts of the funhouse.

| Turning away fromthe | adder, Conrad sidled between two machi nes and
stepped into a narrow ai sl e between banks of |ong, notched cabl es that
stretched across a series of large netal wheels. He hurried to the
nort hwest corner of the chanber, where there was a workbench, a too
cabinet, a netal rack full of spare parts, a pile of tarps, and a
coupl e of suits of coveralls.

Conrad quickly pulled off his barker's jacket, stepped out of his
trousers, and wiggled into a pair of coveralls. He didn't want to
expl ai n bl oodst ai ned cl othes to Ghost.

He picked up one of the tarps and rushed back to the | adder

Upstairs in the funhouse again, he returned to the dead wonman on the
tracks.

He gl anced at his wistwatch. Today's show call was for four-thirty,
and that was precisely the time his watch showed him At this very
monent the fairground gates were sw ngi ng open, and the marks were
pouring through.

Wthin ten minutes the first of themwould be buying tickets for the
funhouse.

Ghost wouldn't start the systemuntil he'd gotten a final report on the
condition of the track. He must be wondering what was taking Conrad so
| ong.

In two or three mnutes, he would cone | ooking.

Conrad spread the tarp out in the gondola channel. He picked up the
still-warm body and dropped it in the mddle of the sheet of canvas.

He grabbed the long, trailing hair and lifted the wonan's severed
head--its nouth open, its eyes wi de--and put that on the tarp as
wel | .

He added her shredded, bl oody clothes to the pile, then a flashlight, a
smal | not ebook, and a hard hat. Wat sort of wonan wore a hard hat?

What had she been doing in the funhouse? He |ooked for a purse. A
worman ought to be carrying a purse, but he couldn't find one. At |ast,
panting fromthe exertion, he pulled the ends of the tarp together,
lifted it, and hefted it out of the gondola channel, onto the | edge
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where the man and the spider were tenporarily frozen in conbat.

As he scranbled onto the | edge after the tarp, he heard soneone cal
hi s nane.

" Conr ad?"

Wth a sinking heart, Conrad | ooked back al ong the tracks, down the
gl oony gondol a tunnel

It was CGhost. The albino was standing fifty feet away, at the far end
of the straightaway, just inside the entrance to the Hall of the G ant
Spiders. He was only a pale silhouette, Conrad wasn't able to see the
al bi no's face.

And if | can't see himclearly, he can't see ne any better, Conrad
thought, relieved. He can't see the tarp, and even if he can see it,
he can't possibly know what's in it.

" Conr ad?"
"Yeah. Here."
"I's sonething wong?"

"No, no. Nothing." i The gates are open. We'Il have marks swarm ng
all over us in a couple of mnutes."

Conrad crouched beside the tarp, using his body to further bl ock
Ghost's view of it. "There was some junk on the track. But it's okay
now. |'ve taken care of it." "You need some hel p?" Chost asked,
starting toward him

"No! No, no. |'ve got everything under control. You better get out
front, throw the switch, and start selling tickets. W're ready to
roll."

"Are you sure?"

UX course I'msure!”™ Conrad snapped. "Get moving. [|'Il be out in a
few minutes.”

Ghost hesitated for just a second, then turned and wal ked back the way
he had cone. | As soon as the al bino was out of sight, Conrad dragged
the tarp behind the papier-nmache boulders. He had a bit of trouble
squeezing the grisly bundle through the trapdoor. He leaned in after
it, lowered it the length of his arnms, then let it drop the rest of the
way. It landed at the foot of the | adder. The tarp flopped open, and
the ghastly, disenbodied head | ooked up at him nouth stretched in a
silent scream

Conrad went down the | adder again. He closed the trapdoor above him

He bent, gathered up the corners of the tarp, and dragged the corpse to
the mai ntenance area in the northwest corner of the funhouse
basenent .

Overhead, the building was abruptly filled with eerie, tape-recorded
nmusi ¢ as Ghost started switching on the system

Grimaci ng, Conrad picked up the dead woman's gore-spattered cl ot hes,
one piece at a tine. He checked the pockets of her jeans, jacket, and
bl ouse, | ooking for sonme scrap of identification.
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He found her car keys right away. Attached to the key ring was one of
those niniature |icense plates that were sold by sonme veterans
organi zations. The nunber on it was the nunmber on her real plates.

Even before he had finished his search of her clothes, he saw the Big
Ameri can M dway VIP badge pinned to her blouse. That discovery rocked
hi m

If she was soneone with inmportant carnival connections, Gunther's
secret could no | onger be conceal ed.

Conrad found the sort of thing he was |ooking for in the | ast pocket he
turned out. It was a laminated ID card that said she was Janet Leigh
M ddl enei r, she worked for the county Office of Public Safety, she was
a safety engi neer, whatever the hell that was, and she was accredited
by the State of Maryl and.

A governnent official. That was bad. But not as bad as he had
f ear ed.

At | east she wasn't a sister or a cousin of one of the carnies. She
didn't have any friends or relatives on the lot, no one who would be
| ooki ng out for her

Evidently she had been on the midway strictly in a professiona
capacity, making spot safety checks. No one would have realized that
she had di sappeared in the niddl e of one of those inspections because
no one woul d have been paying special attention to her. There was a
good chance that Conrad could nove the body and plant it far away from
the carnival, in such a way that the police would think she had been
killed after she quit working.

But he couldn't do anything nore until it was dark, it would be a risky
bit of business even then.

Now he had to get out front, on the barker's platform before Ghost
started wondering what had happened to himand came | ooki ng again.

Conrad took a coil of rope fromone of the storage shel ves and threaded
it through the eyelets around the edges of the tarpaulin. Then he
pulled the rope like a drawstring and nade a bag out of the tarp, with
the dead wonman and her bel ongings inside. He put the bag in the
corner. He stripped out of the bl oody coveralls and put themwth the
bag. Hi s hands were bl oody, and he w ped them off as best he could on
a couple of dirty rags that were on the workbench, then he put the rags
with his coveralls. Finally he stacked the other tarps on top of all
that incrimnating evidence, until there was nothing to see but a nound
of runpled canvas. No one would stunbl e across the dead wonan, at

| east not during the few hours she would be there.

Conrad put on his street clothes and |left the funhouse by a rear
door.

Because t he basenent wasn't underground, the door opened onto the warm
| at e- af t ernoon sunshi ne behind the buil ding.

He wal ked to the nearest confort station. Because the gates had opened
only minutes ago, there weren't yet any marks in the restroons. Conrad
scrubbed his hands until they were as clean as a surgeon's.

He returned to the funhouse and wal ked around to the front of it.

The giant clown's face was | aughing. Elton, one of Conrad's enpl oyees,
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was selling tickets. Ghost was working at the boarding gate. GQunther
was dressed |ike the Frankenstein nmonster and was grow ing
enthusiastically at the marks, he saw Conrad, and they stared at each
other for a nonent, and although they were too far apart to see each
other's eyes, an understandi ng passed between them

--1 did it again.
--1 know. | found her.
--What now?

protect you.

Until night fell over the fairgrounds, Conrad worked on the pitchnman's
platform ballying the marks, drawing themin with his polished
spi el .

As soon as darkness came, he conplained of a nigraine headache and told
Gnhost that he was going back to his notor home to |ie down.

Instead, he went to the | arge parking area adjacent to the fairgrounds,
and he searched for Janet Mddleneir's car. He had the miniature
license plate on her key ring to guide him and even though there were
a great many cars to check through, he | ocated her Dodge Omi in just
hal f an hour.

He drove the Omi onto the lot through a service gate, well aware that
he was | eaving an evidential trail in other people's nenories, but
there was nothing else he could do. He parked in the shadows behind

t he funhouse.

The service alley was deserted at the nonent. He hoped no one woul d
stroll past on the way to the confort station

He entered the funhouse basenent through the rear door and carried out
the tarp that contained the corpse, while the marks screanmed at
mechani cal nonsters in the dark tunnels overhead. He put the gruesome
bundle in the Omi's trunk, and then he drove away fromthe
fairgrounds.

Al t hough he had never been so bold before, he decided the best place to

| eave the dead woman was in her own hone. |[If the police thought she
had been nurdered in her own house by an intruder, they wouldn't be
likely to link the killing with the carnival. It would |look |ike just

anot her random act of sensel ess violence, the sort of thing the cops
saw all the tine.

Two niles fromthe fairgrounds, in a supermarket parking |ot, he | ooked
through the car, trying to find some indication of where Janet

M ddl eneir lived. He discovered her purse under the front seat, where
she had left it while naking her inspection tour of the carnival. He
went through the contents of the purse and found her address on her
driver's license.

Wth the help of a map that he picked up at an Erron station, Conrad
managed to find the pl easant apartment conplex in which the wonan
I'ived.

There were a nunber of long, two- and threestory, colonial-style
bui I di ngs angl ed through and around the park-1like grounds. Janet

M ddl eneir's unit was on the ground floor, at the corner of one of the
bui l di ngs, and there was an enpty parking slot behind her place, not
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nmore than fifteen feet from her back door
The apartnent was dark, and Conrad hoped that she lived al one.

He hadn't found anything to indicate that she was married. There were
no rings on her hands, nothing in her purse bore the word "Ms." O
course she mght have a girlfriend roomng with her, or there mght be
a live-in boyfriend. That could mean trouble. Conrad was prepared to
kil anyone who wal ked in on himwhile he was di sposing of the body.

He got out of the car, |eaving the dead wonan in the Omi's trunk, and
he let himself into her apartment. A quick check of the closet in the
singl e bedroom was sufficient to convince himthat Janet M ddl eneir
lived by herself.

He stood at the kitchen wi ndow and watched as a car drove into the
parking area. Two people got out of it and went into an apartnent two
doors away. At the sane tine a nman |left yet another apartnent, got
into a Vol kswagen Rabbit, and drove off. Wen all was quiet again,
Conrad went out to the Omi, took the tarp fromthe trunk, and carried
it inside, hoping that no one was watching himfroma w ndow i n one of
the ot her apartnments.

He took the tarp into the small bat hroom and opened it there.

Taki ng care to keep hinself clean, he lifted the canvas and dunped the
contents into the bathtub. There was still a great deal of bl ood
trapped in the torn body cavity, and he spread sone of the viscous
stuff around, snmearing it on the walls and the floor

He took a nacabre pride in the cleverness of his plan. [If he had |eft
the dead wonan in the il bedroom the police pathol ogi sts woul d have
realized at once that she hadn't been killed there, for they wouldn't
have found enough bl ood on the carpet to support that theory. (Mst of
her bl ood had been spilled in the funhouse, on the gondola tracks, and
had soaked into the boards there.) But when the cops found her here, in
t he bat hroom maybe they woul d think that the nissing pints of blood had
simply gone down the bathtub drain.

Conrad renenbered the VIP badge on her blouse. He fished that out of
the tub and stuck it in his jacket pocket.

He al so retrieved her hard hat, flashlight, and notebook, which were
spotted with blood. He cleaned those off at the sink, then took them
out to the foyer closet and put themon the shelf above the coatrack

He didn't know whether that was where she usually kept those items, but
the police wouldn't know either, and it seemed a likely enough pl ace.

He fol ded the enpty tarp

In the kitchen, in the harsh glow of the fluorescent lights, he

i nspected his hands carefully. He had washed themin the bathroom
when he had cl eaned the articles that he'd taken to the foyer closet,
but there was still sone bl ood caked under his fingernails. He went to
the kitchen sink and washed his hands once nore, vigorously.

He found the drawer in which the dead woman had kept her dish towels.

He wrapped one of the towels around his right hand and t ook anot her one
to the kitchen door. He opened the door, which had three small,

decorative windows arranged in the center of it. He |ooked out at the
parking lot, dnder the stark light of the sodi umvapor |anps, there was
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no sound or motion. He put the folded dish towel against the exterior
surface of one of the door's little panes, and then he struck the
interior surface with his wapped right hand, trying to nmake as little
noi se as possible. The glass broke with only a dull crack, and he used
the folded towel to push the fragnments inward onto the kitchen fl oor,
so that it would look as if the killer had smashed the pane fromthe
outside in the process of forcing entry. Conrad quietly closed the
door, shook the dish towels to be certain there were no slivers of
glass clingingt o the fabric, refolded them and returned themto the
drawer in which he-had found them

He suddenly realized that threads fromthe dish towels mght be snagged
on the shards of glass. He stared down at the bright fragments. He
didn't have tine to exam ne each of them Likew se, he didn't have
time to study the trunk of her car with a nagnifying glass to see if
there were spots of blood init.

There were probably other |oose ends, too. He would just have to do
the best he could and trust in the protection of the dark god who
gui ded him

He left Janet Mddleneir's car keys on the kitchen counter and picked
up the folded tarp. As he stepped out of the apartnent he wi ped the
door knobs with his handkerchief. He didn't have an arrest record, his
fingerprints weren't on file anywhere, but neverthel ess he was

cauti ous.

He wal ked away fromthe apartnment conplex. The fairgrounds |ay nine
mles to the west, but he wasn't going to cover the entire distance on
foot. He intended to call a taxi to take himback to the carnival, but
he didn't want to risk sumoning a ride from anywhere near the

M ddl ermei r apartment, the cabdriver would keep a record of the trip and
m ght even remenber his passenger's face. A mle fromthe woman's

pl ace, he disposed of the tarp in a big trash bin behind another
apartnment building. After wal king another nile, he came to a Holiday
Inn. He stopped in the hotel bar, had two doubl e Scotches, and then
took a cab to the fairgrounds.

In the taxi he thought back over what he had done fromthe nonent he
had found the corpse on the gondola tracks, and as far as he could see,
he hadn't nade any serious nistakes. The coverup probably would

wor k.

Gunther would remain free--at |east a while |onger

Conrad couldn't let themtake Gunther fromhim Gunther was his son,
his very special child, his own blood. But nore than that, Gunther was
a gift fromHell, he was Conrad's instrunent of revenge. When Conrad
finally found Ellen's children, he would kidnap them take themto an

i sol ated place where their screanms couldn't be heard, and turn them
over to Gunther. He would encourage Gunther to play with themin

cat - andmouse fashion. He would urge Gunther to torture them for

several days, use them sexually again and again, no matter if they were
girls or boys, and then, only then, tear them apart.

Sitting in the darkness in the back of the taxi, Conrad snil ed.
He sel dom snmiled these days. He hadn't |aughed in a long, long tine.

He wasn't amused by those things that anused ot her people, only death,
destruction, cruelty, and damation--the dark handi work of the god of
evil, whom he worshipped--could bring a smle to his lips. Ever since
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he was twel ve years old, he had been unable to obtain joy or
sati sfaction frominnocent, whol esome pl easures.

Not since that night.
Christmas Eve.
Forty years ago

The Straker fam |y always decorated their house fromtop to bottom for
the Christmas season. They had a tree as tall as the ceiling would

all ow. Every roomwas festooned with evergreen w eaths, nut wreaths,
candles, Nativity scenes, tinsel, Christmas cards received fromfriends
and rel atives, and much nore.

The year that Conrad turned twelve, his nother added a new piece to the
famly's enornous collection of holiday decorations. It was an
all-glass oil lantern, the flane was reflected and refracted within the
angled walls of the lanp, so that there were a hundred i mages of fire

i nstead of just one, and the eye was amazed and dazzl ed.

Young Conrad was fascinated by the |antern but wasn't pernmitted to
touch it because he might burn hinself. He knew he could handle the
|lantern safely, but he couldn't convince his nother of that. So when
everyone el se was asl eep, he crept downstairs, struck a match, lit the
| antern--and accidentally knocked it over. Burning oil spilled across
the living roomfloor. At first he was sure he could put the fire out
by beating it with a sofa cushion, but just a nmnute |later, when he
realized his folly, it was too |late

He was the only one to escape unscathed. His nother died in the
bl aze.

H's three sisters died. H's two brothers died. Papa didn't die, but
he was scarred for life--his chest, his left arm his neck, the |eft
side of his face.

The loss of his fanmily left Papa with nental and enotional scars every
bit as horrendous as his physical injuries. He wasn't able to accept
the idea that God, in whom Papa devoutly believed, would |l et such a
tragi c acci dent happen on Christnmas Eve, of all nights. He refused to
believe it had been accidental

He made up his mnd that Conrad was evil and had set the fire on
pur pose.

Fromthat day until Conrad finally ran away several years later, his
life was hell. Papa constantly badgered and accused him He was not
all owed to forget what he had done. Papa renminded himof it a hundred
times a day.

Conrad breathed guilt and wall owed in self-hatred.

He had never been able to run away fromhis shane. It canme back to him
every night, in his dreans, even now that he was fifty-two years ol d.

Hs nightmares were full of fire and screans and the scarred, tw sted
face-of his father.

When El |l en becane pregnant, Conrad had been certain that, at last, CGod
was giving hima chance to redeemhinself. By raising a famly, by
giving his own children a wonderful life filled with love ! and

happi ness, perhaps he would be able to atone for the death of his

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Fun%20House.txt (111 of 164) [2/9/2004 10:21:16 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%20Fun%20House. txt

mot her, his sisters, and his brothers. Month by nonth, as Ellen becane
heavier with child, Conrad becane increasingly sure that the baby was
the begi nning of his salvation

Then Victor was born. Initially, for just a few hours, Conrad
t hought that God was heapi ng nore puni shnent on him Rather than give
hima chance to atone for his sins, God seenmed to be rubbing his face
in them telling himin no uncertain ternms that he would never know
grace and spiritual confort.

After the first bitter shock had passed, Conrad began to see his nutant
son in a different light. Victor hadn't cone from Heaven. He had cone
fromHell. The baby was not a punishnent from God, it was a great

bl essing from Satan. God had turned H's back on Conrad Straker, but
Sat an had sent hima baby as a gesture of wel cone.

That mi ght have seemed |ike tortuous reasoning to a normal man, but to
Conrad, desperate to find release fromhis guilt and shane, it nade
perfect sense. |f the gates of Heaven were forever closed to him he
m ght as well face the gates of Hell with eagerness and accept his
destiny without renorse. He longed to bel ong sonewhere, anywhere, even
in Hell. If the god of Iight and beauty woul d not give him absol ution,
then he would obtain it fromthe god of darkness and evil

He read dozens of books about satanic religions, and he quickly
di scovered that Hell was not the place of brinstone and suffering that
Christians said it was.

Hel | was a place, said the satanists, where sinners were rewarded for
their sins, it was, in every respect, the place of their dreans. Best
of all, in Hell there was no such thing as guilt. 1In Hell there was no
shane.

As soon as he accepted Satan as his savior, Conrad knew that he had
made the right decision. The nightly dreans of fire and pain did not
stop, however, he found a greater neasure of peace and nore contentnent
in his daily life than he had known since before that fateful Christnmas
Eve, and for the first time in menory, his life had neaning. He was on
earth to do the devil's work, and if the devil could offer him

sel f-respect, he was prepared to | abor long and hard for the cause of
the Antichrist.

When Ellen killed Victor, Conrad knew she was doing God's work, and he

was furious. He alnost killed her. But he realized that he nmight be

i mpri soned or executed for nmurdering her, and that would keep himfrom
fulfilling the role that Satan had witten for him It occurred to him
that if he got married again, Satan m ght send hi m anot her sign,

anot her dermonic child who would grow up to be the scourge of the

earth.

Conrad married Zena, and in time Zena bore him GQnther. She was the
devil's Mary, but she didn't realize it. Conrad never told her the
truth.

Conrad saw hinsel f as Joseph to the Antichrist, father and protector

Zena thought the child was just a freak, and although she didn't feel
confortable with it, she accepted it with the equanimty wth which
carnies always accepted freaks.

But Gunther wasn't nerely a freak.

He was nore than that. Mich nore.
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He was holy.
He was the coming. The dark com ng.

As the taxicab sped toward the fairgrounds, Conrad | ooked out at the
qui et, suburban houses and wondered if even one person out there
realized they were living in the |ast days of God's world. He wondered
if even one of them sensed that Satan's child was on earth and had
recently reached his brutal maturity.

@unt her was just beginning his reign of terror. A thousand years of
dar kness woul d descend.

Oh, yes, Qunther was much nmore than just a freak

If he were nerely a freak, that would nmean that Conrad was wong in
everything that he had done during the past twenty-five years. It
woul d nean nore than that, it would nmean that Conrad was not just wong
but stark, raving mad.

So Gunther was nore than a freak. Gunther was that |egendary dark
beast sl ouching toward Bethl ehem

@Qunt her was the destruction of the world.

@unther was the herald of a new Dark Age.

GQunt her was the Antichrist.

He had to be. For Conrad's sake, he had to be.

Il FOR JoEY, THE week prior to the county fair crept by like a snail.

He was eager to becone a carny and | eave Royal City behind forever, but
it seemed to himthat the time for his escape would conme only after his
nmot her had nurdered himin his bed.

There wasn't anyone around to hel p nake the time pass nmore quickly. He
avoi ded Mama, of course. Daddy was, as always, preoccupied with his

| aw practice and his railroad nodels. Tonmy Cul p, Joey's best friend
from school, was away on vacation with his fanily.

Even Any was hardly ever around these days. She worked at The Dive
every day but Sunday. And during the past week she had been out every
ni ght, dating sone guy naned Buzz. Joey didn't know what Buzz's | ast
nane was. Maybe it was Saw.

Joey hadn't intended to go to the fairgrounds until Saturday, the |ast
day, so that no one would figure out where he had gone until the
carnival was far, far away in another state. But by the tinme Mnday,
June 30, rolled around, he was so keyed up that he couldn't keep his
resolve. He told his nother he was going to the library, but he got on
his bicycle and pedaled two nmles to the county fairgrounds. He stil
wasn't going to run away from hone until Saturday. But Mnday was the
day that the carnival set up, and he figured he ought to | earn how that
was done if he was ever going to be a carny hinself.

For two hours he wandered around the m dway, keeping out from underfoot
but getting a good | ook at everything, fascinated by the speed with
which the Ferris wheel and the other rides took shape. A couple of
carnies, big men with lots of nuscles and lots of funny tattoos, kidded
him and he joked right back at them and everyone he met seemed to be
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just swell.

By the time he reached the site on which the funhouse was being
erected, they were hoisting a giant clowmn's face to the top of the
structure.

One of the workers was a man in a Frankenstein mask, and that nade Joey
giggle. One of the others was an al bino, he glanced at Joey, pinning
himw th colorless, rainwater eyes as cold as w nter w ndows.

Those eyes were the first things in the carnival that Joey didn't
l'ike.

They seenmed to | ook straight through him and he hal f-renenbered an old
story about a woman whose eyes turned nen to stone.

He shivered, turned away fromthe al bino, and wal ked toward a place in
the mddle of the midway, where they were putting up the Cctopus, one
of his favorite rides. He had taken only a few steps when soneone
called to him

"Hey, there!"

He kept wal ki ng, even though he knew it was hinself the man was calling
to.

"Hey, son! Wit a mnute."

Si ghi ng, expecting to be thrown off the midway, Joey |ooked back and
saw a man junping down fromthe front platformof the funhouse. The
stranger was tall and | ean, maybe ten years ol der than Joey's father

He had coal -bl ack hair, except at the temples, where it was pure
whi te.

Hi s eyes were so blue that they reninded Joey of the gas flanes on the
kitchen stove at hone.

As the man approached he said, "You aren't with the carnival, are you,
son?"

"No," Joey admitted glumy. "But I'mnot getting in anyone's way.

I"'mreally not. Sonmeday . . . maybe . . . I'd like to work in the
carnival

I just want to see how things are done. |If you'll let nme stay and
watch for a while--" "Woa, whoa," the stranger said. He stopped in
front of the boy and stooped down. "You think I'mgoing to throw you
out ?"

"Aren't you?"
"My heavens, no!"
"Ch," Joey said.

"I could tell you weren't just a gawker," the man said. "I could see
you were a young man with a genuine interest in the carnival way of
life."

"You coul d?"

"Ch, yes. It just shines through," the stranger said.
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"Do you think I could be . . . a carny sonmeday?" Joey asked.

You? ©Oh, sure. You've got the stuff," the stranger said. "You could
be a carny or just about anything you wanted. That's why | called out
to you. | could see the right stuff shining in you. | sure could.

Even fromup there on the platform" Wl . . . gee,
enbar r assed.

Joey said,

"Here," the stranger said. "Let ne give you these." He reached into a
pocket and withdrew two rectangles of thin, pink cardboard.

"What are those?" Joey asked.
"Two free passes to the fairgrounds." "You're kidding."
"Do | look like I'mkidding?" Wy give themto ne?"

"I told you," the stranger said. "You have the right stuff. As the
carnies say, you're with it and for it. Wenever | see soneone who's
with it and for it, someone who's a carny at heart, | always give them
a couple of free passes. Conme any night and bring a friend. O nmaybe
your brother.

Do you have a brother?"
No, " Joey said.
"A sister?" "Yeah."

"What's her nane?"

"Amy." "\What's your name?"
"Joey."
"Joey what ?"

"Joey Al an Harper."

"My nane's Conrad. 1'll have to sign the back of the passes." He
produced a bal | poi nt pen from anot her pocket and signed his two nanes
with a flourish that Joey admired. Then he handed over the free
passes.

"Thanks a lot," Joey said, beaning. "This is terrific!"

"Enj oy yourself," the stranger said, grinning. He had very white
teeth. "Maybe someday you will be a carny, and you'll hand out free
passes to people who are obviously with it and for it."

"Uh . . . howold do you have to be?" Joey asked.
"To be a carny?"

"Yeah."

"Any age, just about."

"Could a kid join up if he was just ten?"

"He coul d easy enough, if he was an orphan,"” Conrad said. "O if his
parents just didn't care about himat all. But if he had a fanmly who
gave a hoot, they'd cone looking for him and they' d take him hone."
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"Whuldn't you . . . you carnival people . . . wouldn't you hide the
ki d?" Joey asked. "If the worst thing in the world for himwas to be
taken hone, wouldn't you hide himwhen his fol ks came | ooki ng?"

"Ch, couldn't do that," the man said. "Against the law. But if nobody
cared about him if nobody wanted him the carnival would take him

in.

It always has, and it always will. What about you? 1'll bet your
fol ks care about you a lot." "Not a lot," Joey said.

"Sure. I'll bet they care a whol e bunch. What about your nother?"

"No," Joey said.

"Ch, I'll bet she cares a lot. [|'Il bet she's really proud of a
handsone, intelligent boy |ike you."

Joey bl ushed.

aDo you get your good | ooks fromyour nother?" Conrad asked.

"Well . . . yeah . . . | look nore like her than |ike ny dad."

"Those dark eyes, that dark hair?"

"Yeah," Joey said. alLike Mama's." "You know," Conrad said, "I knew
sonmeone once who | ooked quite a bit like you." "Wo?" Joey asked.

"A very nice lady." "I don't look like a lady!" Joey said.

"No, no," Conrad said quickly. "O course you don't. But you have her

dark eyes and hair. And there's sonething in the lines of your face

You know, it's just possible she could have a boy your age now.

Yes. Yes, it's quite possible. Wuldn't that be something--if you
were the son of ny long-lost friend?" He |eaned closer to Joey. The
whites of his eyes were yell ow sh.

There was dandruff on his shoulders. A single breadcrunmb was stuck in
his mustache. Hi s voice becane even heartier than before when he said,
"What is your nother's nane?"

Suddenly Joey saw sonething in the stranger's eyes that he |iked even
| ess than what he had seen in the albino's eyes. He stared into those
two crystalline blue dots, and it seened to himthat the man's
friendliness was an act. Like on that TV show, "The Rockford Files,"
the way Ji m Rockford, the private detective, could be so charm ng and
so friendly, but he was just putting it on in order to get sone vita

i nformati on out of a stranger without the stranger knowi ng that he was
bei ng punped. Al of a sudden Joey felt that this guy was putting on
the charmjust |ike JimRockford did.

Joey felt as if he were being punped for information. Except that
under his phony friendliness, JimRockford really was a nice guy. But

underneath Conrad's smle, there wasn't a nice guy at all. Deep down
in his blue eyes there wasn't anything warmor friendly, there was
just. . . darkness.

"Joey?"

" Huh?"
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"l asked you what your nother's nane is."

"Leon"," Joey lied, wthout really understandi ng why he nust not tel
the truth. He sensed that telling the truth right now would be the
worst thing he could ever do in his whole life. Leon" was Tommy Cul p's
not her .

Conrad stared hard at him

Joey wanted to | ook away but couldn't. "Leon"?" Conrad asked.
"Yeah." "Well . . . maybe nmy friend changed her name. She never did
Iike the one she was born with. Your nother might still be her. About

how ol d woul d you say your nother is?"

Twenty-nine," Joey said quickly, renmenbering bhat Tormy Cul p's not her
had recently had a twenty-ninth birthday party at which, according to
Tommy, all the guests had gotten pissed.

"Twenty-ni ne?" Conrad asked. "You're sure?"

"I know exactly," Joey said, "because Mama's ,birthday is one day
before ny sister's, so we always get two parties close together every
year.

This last time nmy sister was eight, and ny nother was ienty-nine."

He was surprised that he could lie o easily and smoothly. Usually he
was a lousy liar, he couldn't fool anyone. But now he was different.

Now it was alnpst as if soneone ol der and w ser were speaking through
hi m

He didn't know why he was so positive that he had to lie to this man.

Mama coul dn't be the woman that Conrad was | ooking for. Mana woul dn't
ever have been friends with a carny, she thought they were all dirty
and crooked. Yet Joey lied to Conrad, and he had the feeling that
sonmeone el se was guiding his tongue, soneone who was | ooki ng out for
him soneone |ike

God. O course that was a dunmb thought. To please God, you al ways had
to tell the truth. Wy would God take control of you just to make you
lie?

The carny's blue eyes softened, and the tension went out of his voice
when Joey said his nother was twenty-nine. "Well," the carny said, "I
guess your nother couldn't be ny old friend. The wonman |'mthinking of
woul d have to be around forty-five."

They | ooked at each other for a nonment, the boy just standing there and
the man stooping down, and finally Joey said, "Wl

thanks a ot for the free passes.” "Sure, sure," the man said,
standi ng up, obviously no longer the least bit interested in the boy.

"Enjoy them son." He turned and wal ked back to the funhouse.
Joey went across the mdway to watch the workers erect the COctopus.

Later, the encounter with the blue-eyed carny seened al nost |ike a
dream The two pink passes--with the nane Conrad Straker neatly
witten on the backs of them below the printed words, "this pass
aut hori zed by"--were the only things that kept the incident real and
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solid in Joey's nenory. He renenbered being afraid of the stranger and
lying to him but he couldn't recapture the gut feeling that had nmade
himso certain that lies were necessary, and he felt sonewhat ashamed
of hinself for not telling the truth.

That night, at six-thirty, Buzz Klemret picked up Any at the Harper
house. He was a ruggedly handsome guy with a lot of hair, nuscles, a
cocky attitude, and a carefully cultivated toughguy inage. Mama had
met hi monce, the second night he'd cone for Any, and she hadn't I|iked
himone bit. |In keeping with her statenent that she no | onger cared
what happened to Any, Mana hadn't said a word for or against Buzz, but
Ay could see the loathing in her nother's eyes.

Toni ght, Mama stayed in the kitchen and didn't even bother to cone out
to glare at Buzz.

Richie and Liz were already in the backseat of Buzz's vintage GIO
converti bl e.

The roof was down, and as soon as Buzz and Amy got in, Richie said,
"Hey, put the top up so we can pass a joint around on the way to the
fairgrounds w thout everyone seeing us." "Good old Royal Cty, Ohio,"
Liz said. "Still frozen in the Mddle Ages. Wuld you believe there
are sone places in this country where you can snoke grass right out in
the open without getting thrown in jail?"

Buzz put up the top, but he said, "Hold the joint until after we've
st opped for gas."

Half a mile fromthe Harper house, they stopped at a Union 76
station.

Buzz got out to check the oil, and Richie got out to punp the gas.

As soon as Liz and Any were alone in the car, Liz |eaned forward from
the backseat and said, "Buzz thinks you're the hottest thing he's ever
seen.

Ch, sure," Any said.

"No, he really does." "He tell you that?"
Yeah. "

aWe haven't done anything," Any said.

"That's one reason he thinks you're so hot. He's such a dreanboat that
he's used to girls just falling on their backs for him But you tease
himalong, let himfeel alittle, and then stop himright on the

bri nk.

He's not used to that. It's different for him He's got the idea that
when you finally give in you'll be absolutely wild." "If I give in,"
Any sai d.

"You'll give in," Liz said confidently. "You still don't want to adnit

it, but you're just like ne."

Maybe.

"You' ve been dating himevery night for a week, and each night you | et
himget alittle farther than the night before," Liz said. "You're
com ng out of your shell an inch at a tine." aBuzz told you exactly
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how far 1've I et himgo?" Any asked.

"Yep," iz said, grinning.
"Jeer," Any said. "He's got such class.” "Onh, hell," Liz said, "he
wasn't tattling on you. It's not like he told a stranger. |'myour

best friend. And Buzz and | go way, way back
| used to screw around with him and we're still the best of buddies.

Li sten, kid, when we | eave the carnival tonight, let's go back to mny
house. M folks are still away. You and Buzz can use their bedroom

Stop teasing the guy.

Gve hima break. Gve yourself a break. You want the old sal am just
as nmuch as | do."

Buzz and Richie got back in the car, and Richie fired up a joint.

Wil e Buzz drove to the fairgrounds, they passed around the dope, and
each of themtook a couple of deep drags, holding the snoke in their
lungs as long as they coul d.

In the parking lot at the fairgrounds, they lit another joint and sat
in the car until they had done that one, too.

By the time they reached the ticket booth, Any was feeling warm airy,
and a bit giggly. As she drifted onto the carnival lot, into that roar
of sound and whirl pool of notion, she had the peculiar feeling that
toni ght was going to be one of the nmpbst inportant nights of her life.

Toni ght she woul d nmake deci si ons about hersel f, tonight she would
either accept the role in life that both Liz and Mana bel i eved she was
suited for, or she would make up her mnd to be the good, responsible
person that she had al ways wanted to be. She was standing on a thin
line, and it was tinme to junp one way or the other, tine to make up her
m nd about herself. She didn't know how she knew that, but she did
know it. The feeling was unshakable. At first it sobered her and nade
her a little bit afraid, but then Liz made a very funny crack about a
fat woman who was wal king up the mdway in front of them and Any

| aughed, and the grass had its effect, and the |laugh turned into an
uncontrol l abl e gi ggle, and she was floating again.

THREETHE

AMY DI SCOVERED THAT Liz was right about a little grass naking the
thrill rides even nmore fun than usual. They rode the Cctopus, the
Tilt-a-Wirl, the Dive Bonber, the Wip, the Loop-de-Loop, the

Col ossus, and others. The ranps seened higher than those on thril
rides that Any had ridden in - previous carnivals, the dips seened
deeper, the i whipping action, the spinning, soaring, diving, tw sting,
and turning all seened wlder and faster than ever before. Any held
onto Buzz and screaned with delight and with a quiver of genuine terror
as well. Buzz pulled her close, he used her fear and the sudden
lurchings of the rides as excuses to cop some quick, cheap feels.

Li ke Liz, Amy was wearing shorts, a T-shirt, but no bra. Buzz couldn't
resi st touching her breasts and her long, bare, nicely tanned | egs.

Each time she got off a ride, Any was disoriented for a mnute or two
and had to cling to Buzz, and he liked that, and she liked it, too,
because Buzz had such big, hard, nuscular arns and shoul ders.
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Only forty minutes after they arrived at the fairgrounds, they slipped
of f the m dway, between a couple of sideshows, to the back |ot, where
rows of carnival trucks were parked. They went around behind the
trucks, into a deserted cul de-sac that ended at the fairgrounds

i vy-covered fence. They stood in shadow dappl ed, sumrereveni ng
sunl i ght and passed around a third joint that Liz took out of her
purse, they sucked in the sweet snoke, held it down as |long as they
possibly could, then let it out with urgent gasps of pleasure.

"This one's a little different," Richie said as the hand-rolled
cigarette nade its second circle around their huddle.

"This one what?" Any asked.
"This joint," Richie said
"eah," Liz said. "It's spiced up." "Wth what?" Buzz asked.

"Trust ne."

"Angel dust?" Richie asked.

"Trust ne," Liz said.

"Hey," Buzz said, "I'mnot sure | |ike snoking sonmething that | don't
know what it is."

"Trust me," Liz said.
"I trust you about as far as | can throw you," Buzz said.

"Doesn't matter,’'
anyway. "

Liz said. "W've alnost finished the joint

Buzz was hol ding the stub. He hesitated, then said, "Ch, hell, why not
live dangerously.” He took one last drag on it.

Richie started to kiss Liz on the neck, and Buzz kissed Any, and
without quite realizing how it happened, Any found hersel f pinned

agai nst the side of one of the trucks, and Buzz was running his hands
up and down her body, kissing her hard, pushing his tongue into her
mout h, and then he tugged her T-shirt out of her shorts and got one
hand under it and squeezed her bare breasts, thunbed her nipples, and
she noaned softly, concerned that soneone mi ght wal k around behind the
trucks and see them but unable to express her concern, responding even
to Buzz's crude caresses.

Suddenly Liz said, "Enough, you guys. Save it for later. |'msure as
hell not going to |lie down right here, in broad daylight, and take it
inthe dirt." "The dirt is the best place," Richie said

"Yeah," Buzz said. "Let's do it inthe dirt." "It's the natura

thing," Richie said.
"Yeah," Buzz said.

"Al the animals do it in the dirt," Ri chie said.

"Yeah," Buzz said. "Let's be natural, just hang | oose and be rea
natural ." "Stifle yourselves," Liz said. "There's a |ot nore carniva
to see.

Cone on.
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Let's go."
Ay tucked in her T-shirt, and Buzz gave her one nore wet Kkiss.

Back on the mdway, Any thought the rides seenmed to be spinning faster
than before. Al the colors were nore vivid, too. The dozens of
different sources of nusic seened |ouder than they had been ten m nutes
ago, and each song possessed a subtl eness of nelody of which she hadn't
been previously aware.

I"mnot totally in control of nyself, Any thought worriedly, dizzily.

I"mnot out of control yet, but I"'mliable to wind up that way. |'ve
got to be careful. Sensible. Witch out for that dope. That dammed,
spi ced-up dope. If | don't watch nyself, I'"'mgoing to end up in a
bedroom at Liz's house, with Buzz on top of ne, whether that's what |
really want or not. And | don't think that's what | want. | don't
want to be the kind of person Liz and Mana say | am | don't. Do I?

They rode the Loop-de-Loop again.
Ay clung to Buzz.

After spending Monday norning and part of the afternoon at the
fairgrounds, watching the carnies set up their equipnent, Joey hadn't
intended to return to the carnival until Saturday night, when he woul d
run away forever. But Mnday eveni ng he changed his nind.

Actually, his mother changed it for him

He was sitting in the famly room watching television, drinking Pepsi,
when he accidentally knocked over his glass. The soda splashed on his
chair and spilled all over the carpet. He got a bunch of paper towels
fromthe kitchen and cl eaned up the nmess as best he could, and he was
sure that he hadn't permanently stained either the carpet or the
chair's uphol stery.

In spite of the fact that the danmage wasn't serious, Mama was furious

when she wal ked in and saw hi mwi th handful s of Pepsi-soaked paper _ towels
Al though it was only seven-thirty, she was half drunk

al r eady.

She grabbed hi m and shook himand told himthat he behaved |ike a
little animal, and she sent himto bed nore than two hours early.

He felt miserable. He couldn't even turn to Any for synpathy because
she was out sonewhere, on another date with Buzz. Joey didn't know
where she and Buzz had gone, and even if he did he v couldn't run after
her, whi npering about how Manma had shaken and scared him

In his roomJoey sprawl ed on the bed for a while, crying, utterly

di sconsol ate, angered by the injustice of it all--and then he thought
of the two pink passes that the carny had given himearlier in the
day.

Two passes

He woul d use one to get into the fairgrounds on Saturday eveni ng, when
he would try to join up with the carnies by telling themthat he was an
orphan and had nowhere else to go. But that |left one pass, and if he
didn't use it between now and Saturday, it would only go to waste.
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He sat up on the edge of the bed and thought about it for a few

m nutes, and he decided that he could sneak off to the carnival, have a
| ot of fun, and sneak back into the house without his nother know ng
that he'd been gone. He got up and pulled the drapes shut, so that
hardly any of the fading, sunmer-evening sunlight reached into the
room He took a spare blanket and an extra pillow fromhis closet and
used those to forma dunmy under the covers. He switched on his dim

ni ght-1ight, stepped back fromthe bed, and studied his handi work
critically.

Even with the splinters of light showi ng at the edges of the drapes, he
t hought the dummy woul d pass Mama's inspection. Usually she didn't
come to his roomuntil eleven o' clock at the very earliest, and if she
waited that long tonight, until well after dark, when the room would be
illumnated by only the night-light, the trick would surely work, she
woul d be fooled by the dummy.

The hard part was going to be getting out of the house wi thout draw ng
her attention. He took a few dollar bills fromhis thirty-two-dollar
kitty and tucked the noney into a pocket of his jeans. He also
pocketed one of the carnival passes and stuck the other one under the
gl assjar bank that stood on his desk. He carefully opened his bedroom
door, | ooked both ways along the upstairs hall, stepped out of the
room and closed the door behind him He crept to the stairs and began
the long, tense journey down toward the first floor

Ay, Liz, Buzz, and Richie stopped in front of a sideshow that
advertised a magician called Marco the Magnificent. The cone-on was a
| arge poster that showed a scream ng wonman bei ng decapitated by a
guillotine, while a grinning magician stood with his hand on the
executioner's |ever.

"I love magicians," Amy said.
"I love anyone | can get ny hands on," Liz said, giggling.

My Uncle Arnold used to be a stage nmagician," Richie said, pushing his
gl asses up on his nose to take a closer |ook at Marco's lurid poster

"Did he make stuff disappear and everythi ngn Buzz asked.
Liz said, "He was so bad that he made audi ences di sappear."

Ay was giddy fromthe spiced-up pot that she had snoked, and Liz's
little joke seened hysterically funny. She |aughed, and her | aughter
i nfected the ot hers.

"No, now, really, honestly," Buzz said when they finally got control of
thenselves. "Did your Uncle Arnold make his living that way? It
wasn't just a hobby or something" "No hobby," Richie said. "Uncle
Arnold was the real thing. He called hinself the Amazi ng Arnol do. But
I guess he didn't nake nuch of a living at it, and he got to hate it
after a while. He's been selling insurance for the past twenty years."
"I think being a magician would be neat," Any said. "Wy did your
uncle hate it?" "Well," Richie said, "every successful magician has to
have a trick that's all his own, a special illusion that nakes him
stand out in a crowm of other magicians. Uncle Arnold had this gimmck
where he made twel ve white doves appear, one after the other, out of
thin air, in bursts of flane.

The audi ence woul d appl aud politely when the first dove appeared, and
then they'd gasp when the second and third ones popped up, and by the
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time half a dozen birds had naterialized, the audi ence was cheeri ng.

When the entire dozen had been brought out of their hiding places in ny
uncl e's clothes, each presented in a little puff of fire, you can

i magi ne the ovation the audi ence gave him" "I don't understand," Buzz
sai d, frowning

"eah," Any said. "If your uncle was so great, why'd he quit and start
selling insurance?" "Sonetines," Richie said, "not often, but about
once in every thirty or forty performances, one of the doves would
catch fire and burn up alive, right there on stage. It hummed out the
audi ence, and they booed Uncle Arnold."

Li z | aughed, and Any | aughed, too, and Liz did an imtation of a
burning dove trying to slap the flames off its wi ngs, and Any knew t hat
it wasn't really funny, knew that it was a horrible thing to happen to
the poor birds, and she knew she shouldn't |augh, but she couldn't help
hersel f, because it seened |like the nost hilarious story she had ever
hear d.

"It wasn't very funny to Uncle Arnold," Richie said between whoops of

|l aughter. aLike |I said, it didn't happen often, but he never knew when
it was going to happen, so he was al ways tense. The tension gave him
an ulcer. And even when the birds didn't burn up, they shit in his
suit pockets."

They all | aughed again, with renewed vigor, holding onto each ot her

Peopl e passing them on the nmi dway gave them strange | ooks, which only
made them | augh even harder.

Richie treated everyone to tickets for Marco's next show.

The ground inside the nagician's tent was covered with sawdust, and the
air was nmusty. Brightly colored plastic flags and posters of Marco
decorated the dimy |lighted, canvas-walled space.

Ay, Liz, Buzz, and Richie joined two dozen spectators who were crowded
around a small, raised stage at one end of the tent.

A nmoment | ater Marco appeared in a cloud of blue snoke, taking a bow as

a tape-recorded fanfare filled the room It was painfully obvious that
he had nerely stepped through a slit in the rear wall of the tent,
usi ng the snmoke for cover. 1In fact he hadn't even stepped onto the

stage, he had stunbl ed.
Li z gl anced at Any. They both gi ggl ed.

"Thank God he's a nmmgician and not a tightrope wal ker," Richie
whi sper ed.

Any felt as if she were standing on balloons, bal ancing precariously,
about to perform sone splendid magi c act of her own.

What had Liz added to that joint?

Marco' s appearance was as pathetic as his entrance. He was a

nm ddl e-aged man with bl oodshot eyes, and he was heavily made up to
resenble the Devil. H s lips were red, his face was frost-pale, his
eyes were outlined with thick black mascara, and his wi dow s peak was
al so accentuated with nascara. He wore a shabby tuxedo and a pair of
white gloves that were marred by several |arge yell ow stains.
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"He shouldn't wear those gl oves when he jerks off," Liz whispered.

They al |l | aughed.

"&oss,"” Richie said.

"He | ooks gross enough to do it," Buzz whi spered.

Marco gl anced nervously at them unable to hear what they were
sayi ng.

He smiled at themand doffed his top hat in a feeble attenpt to win
their silent attention.

"What ever you do," Liz told the others, "for God's sake don't let him
shake hands with you ." They all |aughed again.

A few of the other spectators were glancing at Amy, some just curious,
some di sapprovi ng, but she didn't care what they thought. She was
havi ng so nuch fun.

Marco decided to ignore them and he picked up a deck of cards that was
on the small table in the center of the stage. He shuffled the cards
and wrapped themin a silk handkerchief, with only one edge of the deck
exposed.

He placed that bundle in a clear glass goblet, every novenent perfornmed
with a flourish. When he stepped back and pointed at the goblet, cards
began to rise individually fromthe sil k-swathed deck: first the ace of
diamonds . . . then the ace of clubs . . . the ace of hearts

and finally, mstakenly, the jack of dianonds. Marco | ooked
enbarrassed, quickly swept the cards away, and went on to his next
trick.

"Boy, does he stink," Buzz said softly.

"I't's those gloves you snell," Liz said.

aRichie, is this guy really your Uncle Arnold?" Amy asked.

Marco bl ew up a ball oon and knotted it. When he touched a burning
cigarette to the balloon, the sphere popped noisily, and a |ive dove
appeared in the heart of the explosion. It was a better illuion than
the card trick, but Any still saw the bird dart out from beneath the
magi ci an' s tuxedo j acket.

Marco performed two nore tricks that drew only hal f-hearted appl ause
fromthe audi ence, and then Liz said, "Are you guys about ready to
8put ?" "Not yet," Richie said.

This is a fuckin' bore," Liz said.

"I want to see the finale," Richie said. "The guillotine." "What
guil l otine?" Buzz asked.

"The one on the poster outside," Richie said. "He chops off some
broad's head." "That's the only way he's ever going to get head froma
woman, " Liz said, giggling.

Marco spoke for the first time. H s voice was surprisingly rich and
commandi ng. "And now, for those of you who are connoi sseurs of the
bi zarre, the macabre, the gruesome, the grotesque . . . | wll close
my show with what | fondly refer to as The Inpaler.”
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"What about the guillotine?" Richie said Buzz.
"Asshole," Liz said. "That's just a cone-on."

Marco rolled a large upright box to the center of the stage. It was a
foot or so shorter than a coffin, but otherwise it |ooked exactly |ike
the centerpiece of a funeral

"l hear you munbling out there," Marco said. "l hear you saying

the guillotine . . . the guillotine. Unfortunately, that device
bel onged to ny predecessor. Both it and he are being held by the
police due to an unfortunate accident. The last |ady who assisted him
| ost her head and caused a nessy scene."

The audi ence | aughed uneasily.

"What a cornball act," Liz said. "Jesus." But on the contrary, to Anmy,
Marco appeared to have undergone an eerie netanorphosis. He was not
shabby and silly-Iooking now, as he had been when he first stunbled
onto the platform H's crude nakeup no | onger seened |ike a joke,
second by second he | ooked increasingly denonic, and there was a new,
terrifying, evil gleamin his eyes. His nervous snile had becone a
know ng, wicked leer. Wen his eyes net Amy's, she felt as if she were
staring at twin windows that offered a glinpse of Hell, and she was
cold all the way through to the marrow.

Don't be ridiculous, Any told herself, shuddering. Marco the
Magni fi cent hasn't changed. 1It's only ny perception of himthat's been
altered. |I'mhaving a mld hallucination. Tripping. Flying. 1It's
that dammed j oi nt.

The drugs.
What spice did Liz add to that grass?

Marco held up a two-foot-1ong, pointed wooden stake. "Ladies and
gentlenen, | promise you'll enjoy this illusion nore than you woul d
have enjoyed the guillotine. 1It's really nuch, nmuch better." He
grinned, and there was sonethi ng dark and unwhol esone in that
Cheshire-cat expression. | need a volunteer fromthe audience. A
young worman." His mal evol ent eyes slowy swept the faces below him He
rai sed one hand and poi nted om nously at each worman, one after the
other, and for a breathtaki ng nonent he seened to stop at Any, then he
nmoved his hand agai n and stopped even |longer at Liz, but finally he
chose an attractive redhead.

"Ch, no," the redhead told him "I couldn't. Not ne." "O course you
can," Marco said. "Cone on, folks, let's give this charm ng, brave
young | ady a hand." The audi ence appl auded on cue, and the woman
reluctantly wal ked up the steps to the stage.

Marco took hold of her armas she reached the platform "Wat's your
name?"

"Jenny," she said, smling shyly at the audience.
"You're not afraid, are you, Jenny?"

"Yes," she said, blushing.

Marco grinned. "Smart girl!n He escorted her to the coffin. It was
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standing on end, tilted back slightly on large netal braces. Marco
pul l ed open the Iid, which was hinged at the left side. "Please step
into the box, denny. | promise that you will feel absolutely no pain
what soever." Wth the magician's hel p, the redhead stepped backwards
into the box, facing the audience. Her

1.: neck fit into a U-shaped cutout in the top of the box. Because the
coffin was short, her head stuck out of it when Marco cl osed the lid.

"Confortabl e?" Marco asked.
"No," the woman said nervously.

"Good," Marco said. He grinned at the audi ence, then secured the front
of the box with a |arge padl ock

A prenonition of disaster, a feeling that she was in the presence of
Death, seized Any inits | invisible, icy hands. | Just the dammed
drugs, she told herself.

Marco the Magnificent spoke to the audi ence.

aln the fifteenth century, Vliad the Fifth of Wallachia, known as Vl ad
the Inpaler to his frightened subjects, tortured tens of thousands of
mal e and feral e prisoners, nostly foreign invaders. Once, the Turkish
army turned back froma planned invasion when it encountered a field
wher e t housands of nen were propped on spikes that had been driven al
the way through their bodies by Vlad s hand-picked death squads.

Tiring of his nanme, Ml ad selected a new one, that of his father, an
equal Iy nasty man known as Dracul, neaning the Devil." Adding the
letter A ' he became Dracula, the son of the Devil. And so, ny
friends, are | egends born." !

"Cornball," Liz said again. jr But Any was nesnerized by the strange,
new, and dangerous creature that appeared (at |east to her eyes) to
have taken possession of Marco's

body. The bottom ess, all-know ng, evil eyes of --~ the magician net
Any's eyes again and seened out in horror.

to see all the way through her before they | ooked away.

Marco di spl ayed the two-foot-Iong, pointed wooden stake once nore.
"Ladi es and gentlenen, | present . . . The Inpaler."

" "About fuckin' time," Liz said.

Marco picked up a small but heavy nmallet. "If you will |look at the
front of the box, you will see that a small hole has been drilled
through the Iid."

Ay saw the hole. A bright red heart had been painted around it.

"The hole lies directly over the volunteer's heart," Mrco said.

He licked his lips, turned, and carefully inserted the stake into the
hole. aDo you feel the point of the stake, Jenny?" She giggled
nervously. es." "Good," the nmgician said. "Renenber . . . there
will be no pain at all."

Hol ding the stake in his left hand, he raised the mallet in his
right.
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"Absol ute silence! Those of you who are squeam sh, avert your eyes.

She will feel no pain. . . but that does not nean there will be no
bl ood!"
"Huh?" Jenny said. "Hey. wait. [|--" "Silence!" Marco shouted, and

he swung the mall et hard against the stake.
No! Amy thought.

Wth a sickening, wet, tearing sound, the stake sank deep into the
woman' s chest.

Jenny screaned, and bl ood gushed from her tw sted nouth.
The audi ence "sped. A couDl e of people cried

Jenny's heaa slunped to one side. Her tongue lolled. Her eyes stared
sightlessly over the heads of the people in the tent.

Death miracul ously transfornmed the face of the volunteer. The red hair
turned to blond. The eyes changed fromgreen to blue. The face was no
| onger that of Jenny, the woman who had wal ked onto the stage fromthe
audi ence.

It was now Liz Duncan's face. Every plane, every hollow, every
feature, every detail belonged to Liz. It wasn't just a trick of the
Iight and shadows.

It was Liz in that coffin. It was Liz who had been inpaled. It was
Li z who was dead, bl ood still oozing from between her ripe lips.

Havi ng troubl e drawi ng her breath, Any |ooked at the girl beside her
and was anazed to see that her friend was still there. Liz was in the
audi ence--yet sonmehow she was al so on the stage, in the box, dead.

Confused, disoriented, Any said, aBut it's you. It's you . . . up
there." Liz-in-the-audience said, "Wat?" Liz-in-the-coffin stared into
eternity and drool ed bl ood.

Li z-in-the-audi ence said, "Any? Are you all right?" '"Liz is going to
die, Any thought. Soon. This is some sort of prenpnition

clairvoyance . . . whatever you call it. Could that be true?
Could it? WII Liz be killed? Soon? Tonight?

Marco' s | ook of shock and horror, which he had assuned the instant that
bl ood began to spurt fromhis volunteer's nouth, now nelted into a
grin. The magician snapped his fingers, and the wonan in the box
suddenly cane to life, the pain vanished fromher face, she smled
dazzlingly-- and she no | onger resenbled Liz Duncan

She never did look like Liz, Any thought. It was just ne. The
drugs.
Hal l ucinations. It wasn't a premonition, Liz isn't going to die
soon.

God, am | out of it!

The audi ence sighed with relief as Marco pulled the stake out of the
hole in the lid of the box. The magician had ceased to | ook
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sinister.

He was the sane shabby, pudgy, inept man who had stunbl ed through the
canvas flap ten or fifteen m nutes ago. The ommiscient, evi
personality no | onger |ooked out through Marco's eyes, his resenbl ance
to the Devil was gone.

I magi nation, Any told herself. Delusions. It neant nothing.
Not hing at all.

Liz isn't about to die. None of us is going to die. |'ve got to get
hol d of nysel f.

Marco hel ped Jenny out of the box and introduced her to the audience.
She was hi s daughter
"Anot her cheap trick," Liz said, disgusted.

As she left Marco's tent, Any sensed the disappointnment in her three
conpanions. It was alnobst as if they had hoped that a worman really
woul d be pierced through the heart or have her head chopped off by a
guillotine. The spice that Liz had added to the last joint of grass
was sonething extrenely powerful, for already it was maki ng them
fidgety, restless, they required nore and bigger thrills to dissipate
their newfound, nervous energy. A decapitation and sone spilled bl ood
were apparently just the sort of things that Buzz and Liz, if not

Ri chie, needed to see in order to burn off the chem cals bubbling in
their bl oodstreans, the sort of thing they needed to experience in
order to nellow out again.

No nore dope tonight, Any vowed. No nore dope ever. | don't need
drugs to be happy. Wy do | use thenf

They went to a sideshow called Animal Oddities, and the bizarre
creatures in that attraction gave Any the willies. There was a goat
with two heads, a bull with a three-eyed, triple cranium a disgusting
pig with eyes on either side of its snout plus two nore eyes higher in
its head, greenish drool trickling over its cracked and | eathery Iips,
two extra legs coming out of its left side. They finally cane to a pen
that contained a normallooking |anmb, and Any reached out to pet it, but
when it turned toward her, she saw it had an extra nose and a bul gi ng,
sightless, third eye on the side of its head, and she pulled her hand
away. The nightmarish animals were a beer chaser to the whiskey-like
effect of the spiced grass she had smoked, when she left Aninma
Qddities, she felt higher, nore thoroughly detached fromreality than
when she had entered.

They rode the Rocket-Go-Round. Anmy sat in front of Buzz on the
nmot orcycl e-1i ke seat, in one of the two-passenger, bullet-shaped
cars.

In the relative privacy of that rapidly spinning container, he put his
hands on her bral ess breasts.

The centrifugal force pushed her back against him and she felt the
heat and size of his erection as his crotch was jamred hard agai nst her
but t ocks.

Y want you," he said, putting his nouth against her ear, mmking hinself
heard above the roar of the Rocket-Go-Round and the fierce whining of
t he wi nd.
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It felt good to be wanted so badly, to be needed as Buzz needed her,
and Any wondered if maybe it was a good thing to be like Liz. At |east
you al ways had someone around who needed you for somet hing.

At Bozo the down's booth, both Buzz and Ri chie nmanaged to hit the
bull's-eye and dunk the jeering clown in a huge tub of water. Buzz
went about it doggedly, buying three baseballs, then three nore, then
three nmore, until at |ast he connected and sent Bozo into the tub

Ri chie, on the other hand, disdained that approach. He considered the
situation with a mathenatician's eye and sensibilities, threw two bad
pitches, |learned fromeach of them and banged the bull's-eye on his
third try.

Later, when their car stopped for a noment at the top of the Ferris
wheel , with the di anondbri ght m dway spread out bel ow them Buzz ki ssed
Ay, ki ssed her deeply, hungrily, his tongue probing her mouth. His
hands were all over her. She knew that tonight had to be the turning
point in their relationship.

Toni ght she woul d either have to drop himor give himwhat he wanted.

She couldn't stall any longer. She had to decide who and what she
was.

However, she was so high, so | oose that she didn't want to thinkouldn't
t hi nk-about conpl ex problens |like that. She just wanted to fl oat

al ong, enjoying the lights, the sounds, the blur of notion, constant
action.

After the Ferris wheel, they boarded the bunper cars and bashed each
other nercilessly. Sparks crackled and flew fromthe exposed-wire grid
overhead. The air snelled of ozone. Each noisy, shattering collision
sent a jolt of sensual pleasure through Any.

On one side of the bunper-car pavilion, the carousel turned in a blur
of brilliant lights. On the other side, the Tilt-a-Wirl spun, rose,
fell

Calliope nmusic mxed with the roar of the cromd and t he constant
chatter of the pitchmen and the crashing of the bunper cars.

Any | oved the carnival. As she pursued Richie's car and slamed into
it broadside, as she was spun around by the inpact, she thought that
the carnival, with all of its lights and excitenent, mght be alittle
bit |like Las Vegas, and she wondered if perhaps she woul d enj oy going
to Nevada with Liz.

From t he bunper cars they went to Freak-oramm, and Any's disorientation
was nmade worse by what she saw in that place: the three-eyed nan whose
skin was like the skin of an alligator, the fattest woman in the world,
sitting on a gigantic couch, dwarfing that piece of furniture, her body
not hing nore than a lunp, her facial features |ost in doughy fat, a man
with a second pair of arns growi ng out of his stomach, and a man with
two noses and a |ipless nouth.

Li z, Buzz, and Richie thought Freak-o-rama was the best thing on the
m dway.

They pointed and | aughed at the creatures on exhibit, as if the people
at whom they were | aughing could neither see nor hear them Any didn't
feel the least bit Iike |aughing, even though she was still very high
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on grass.

She renmenbered Jerry Galloway's curse and Mama's certainty that the
baby woul d be deformed, and such sights as those in Freak-o-ranma struck
too close to home to amuse her. Any was enbarrassed, both for herself
and for the pathetic freaks who posed for a living in the stalls. She
wi shed there were sonme way she could help them but of course she
couldn't, so she listened to her friends maki ng wi secracks, and she
smled dutifully, and she tried to hurry them al ong.

Strangely, the nost frightening exhibit in Freako-rama was the baby in
the enornous jar. All of the other hunman oddities were whole and of
such size that they m ght potentially pose a threat, but the dead,

harm ess thing in the jar, no possible threat to anyone, was the nost
unsettling of all. |Its large green eyes stared blindly out of its
glass prison, its twisted, flared nostrils seemed to be sniffing at Any,
Liz, Buzz, and Richie, its black lips were parted, and its pale,
speckl ed tongue was visible, and it |ooked as if it were snarling at
them at nobody else but them as if it would close its nouth after
they wal ked away.

"Creepy," Liz said. "Jesus!"™ "It isn't real," Richie said. Yt wasn't
ever alive. |It's just too freaky. No human being could give birth to
that." "Maybe no human being did," Liz said.

"That's what the sign says," Buzz observed." Born in 1956, of nornal
parents."”

" They all |ooked up at the sign on the wall behind the jar, and Liz
said, "Hey, Any, its nother's nane was Ellen. Maybe it's your
brother!"

Everyone | aughed--except Any. She stared at the sign, at the five
large letters that spelled her nother's name, and yet another trenor of
prenoniti on passed through her. She felt as if her presence at the
carnival was not happenstance but destiny. She had the uncanny and
distinctly unpleasant feeling that her seventeen years of life could
have | ed her nowhere else but here on this night of all nights. She
was bei ng maneuvered, constantly mani pulated, if she reached overhead,
she woul d feel the strings of the puppetnaster.

Was it possible that this thing in the bottle actually had been Mama's
child?

Was this the reason Mama had insisted that Any have an abortion
i medi atel y?

No. That's crazy. Absurd, Amy thought desperately.

She didn't like the idea that her life had been funnel ed inexorably to
this tiny spot on the surface of the earth, at this mnute anong the
trillions of mnutes that conposed the flow of history. That concept
|l eft her feeling hel pless, adrift.

It was just the drugs. She couldn't trust her perceptions because of
the drugs. No nore grass, ever again.

"I don't blanme its nother for killing it,'
thing in the jar.

Li z said, peering at the

i , "lIt's just a rubber nodel," Richie insisted.

"I"'mgoing to get a closer |ook," Buzz said, slipping under the
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restraini ng rope.
aBuzz, don't!" Any said.

- Buzz approached the platformwhere the jar stood and | eaned close to
it. He reached out, put a hand to the glass, slowy ran his fingers
down across the front of the jar, beyond which rested the face of the
nonst er.

Abruptly he jerked his . hand away. "Son of a bitch!n "Wat's the
matter?" Richie asked.

"Buzz, cone back here, please," Amy said.

Buzz returned, holding his hand up for themto see. There was bl ood on
one of his fingers.

, "What happened?" Liz asked.

"Must have been a sharp seamon the jar," Buzz said.

"You better go to the first-aid station," Any said. "The cut mght be

infected." aNah," Buzz said, determined not to let a crack showin his
macho inmage. "It's only a scratch. Funny, though, | didn't see any
sharp edges." Maybe you didn't cut it on the glass," Richie said.
"Maybe the thing in there bit you." "It's dead." "Its body is dead,"

Ri chie said, "but nmaybe its spirit is still alive." "A nminute ago you
told us the goddammed thing was just a rubber fake," Any said.

"I'"ve been known to be wong," Richie said.

"How do you explain it biting through the jar?" Buzz asked
sarcastically.

"A psychic bite," Richie said. "A ghost bite."

"Don't give nme the spooks," Liz said, hitting Richie on the shoul der.
"Ghost bite?" Buzz asked. "That's stupid."

The thing in the bottle watched themwith its clouded, enerald,
nmoon-| anp eyes.

The nane Ell en seenmed to burn brighter on the sign than any of the
ot her words.

Coi nci dence, Any told herself.

It had to be a coincidence. Because if it wasn't, if this really was
Mama's child, if Any had been brought to the carnival by sone
supernatural force, then the other prenpnitions night also be true.

Liz actually nmight die here

And that was unthi nkabl e, unacceptable. So it was coi nci aence.
El | en.

Coi nci dence, damm it!

Any was relieved when they |eft Freak-o-rana.

They rode the Shazam and t ook another turn on the Loop-de-Loop, and
then suddenly they were all starving. It was a drug-induced hunger,
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the insatiable appetite familiar to all serious pot snokers. They ate
hot dogs, ice cream and candy appl es.

Eventual |y they found themselves in front of the funhouse.

A big man in a Frankenstein costume capered on a | ow platform
threatening the people who were boarding the cars to go into the
funhouse. He waved his arns and snarled and junped up and down in a
terrible imtation of Boris Karloff.

"He's a real ham" R chie said.

They noved a few feet to the barker's plat form where a tall
di stingui shed- 1 ooki ng nan was bal |l yi ng the passing crowd.

He | ooked down at them as he tal ked, and he had the bl uest eyes Any had
ever seen. After a few seconds, she realized that the giant clown's
face atop the building had been painted in the barker's inmage.

"Terror-fying! Terror-fying!" the barker shouted. "Goblins, ghosts,
and ghouls! Spiders larger than men! Monsters from other worlds and
fromthe darkest bowels of this one! Are all of the creatures that
stal k the funhouse nerely nake i. believe . . . or is one of them
real? See for yourself! Learn the truth at your own peril! Can you
stand the test, the tension, the fear?

Are you man enough? Ladies, are your nmen strong enough to confort you
inside . . . or will you have to confort then? Terror-fying!" "I |ove
to go through the funhouse when I'mhigh as a kite," Liz said. "Wen
you're really, truly wecked, it's a gas. Al those dunb plastic
monsters junpi ng out at you."

, "sOlet's gO" Richie said.

"No, no," Liz said. "W've got to save it until ~ we're really high."
"I''mreally high now," Any said.

"Me too," Buzz said.

"Ch, we'll get nmore wasted than this," Liz said. "This is nothing."
"If I get nore wasted than this," Richie said, "I'll have to be
institutionalized." "Make it a cell for two," Buzz said.

"That's the idea," Liz said excitedly. "You've got to be really

w ecked to fully appreciate the funhouse."

Not me, Any reminded herself. No nore dope tonight. No nore dope
ever.

They bought tickets for a ride called the Slithering Snake. The nman at
the controls was a dwarf, and while Liz waited for the ride to start,
she teased the little nan, nade jokes about his height. He glared at
Li z, and Any wished her friend would shut up. Wen the Slithering
Snake finally began to nove, the dwarf got his revenge, he gave it nuch
nore speed than usual, and the chain of cars flashed around the

| ooping, rising, falling track so fast that Any was terrified it was

going to fly off the rails. Wat should have been a thrilling ride
becane a knuckl e-whi t eni ng, stomachcl enching ordeal, a sweat-poppi ng
torture that seened like it would never end. Incredibly, even under

those conditions, when the automatic canvas cover closed over the
fast-nmoving train, Buzz took advantage of the darkness to take
advant age of Any, his hands were all over her
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This whole night is like the Slithering Snake, Any thought. |It's out
of control

After they rode the Octopus again, after they gleefully bashed each
other around in the bunper cars once nore, they returned to the

cul -de-sac behind the carnival trucks, at the perineter of the
fairgrounds, and Liz stoked up another of her specially spiced
joints.

Dar kness had cone to the fairgrounds now, and they weren't able to see
each other clearly as they passed the reefer around. They nade jokes
about sone stranger stepping out of the darkness and taking a toke

wi t hout anyone being the w ser, and they kidded each other about seeing
freaks hiding under the trucks around them

Ary tried to fake it when the joint came to her. She took a drag on
it, but she didn't inhale. She held the snbke in her nouth for a
monment, then blew it out.

Even in the darkness, with only the glowing tip of the cigarette and
the sound of indrawn breath to judge by, Liz realized that Any hadn't

really taken a good pull on the weed. "Don't hold back on us, kid,"
she said sharply. "Don't be a party pooper."” "I don't know what you
mean, " Any said.

aLi ke hell you don't. Take another hit on that joint. Wen |I'mwasted
I like a lot of conpany in the same condition." Rather than irritate
Li z, Amy took another drag on the joint and sucked the snoke deep this
time. She hated herself for her lack of will power.

But | don't want to lose Liz, she thought. | need Liz. Wo else do
have?

When t hey wal ked back onto the midway, they nearly collided with an
al bi no.

H's thin, cottony white hair streamed behind himin the warm June
breeze. He turned transparent eyes on them eyes |like cold snoke, and
he said, "Free tickets to Madane Zena's. Free tickets to get your
fortunes told.

One for each | ady, complinents of the carnival managenent. Tell all
your friends that Big Arerican is the friendly carnival." Surprised,
Ay and Liz accepted the tickets fromthe wormwhite hands that offered
t hem

The al bi no vani shed in the crowd.

THE FOUR OF them crowded into the fortuneteller's small tent. Liz and
Any sat in the two available chairs, at the table where the crysta
ball was filled with lanbent light. R chie and Buzz stood behind the
chairs.

Ay didn't think that Madane Zena | ooked rmuch like the Gypsy she was
supposed to be, even dressed up in all the colored scarves and pl eated
skirts and gaudy jewelry. But the woman was very pretty, and she was
sui tably nysterious.

Liz got her fortune told first. WMadame Zena f: asked her all sorts of
questions about herself and her famly, information that she needed (so
she said) in order to focus her psychic perceptions. Wen she had no
nore questions to ask, she peered into the crystal ball, she | eaned so
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close to it that the eerie |ight and the shadows it cast nade her
features | ook different, hawklike.

In four glass chimeys, in the four corners of the tent, four candles
guttered.

Inits large cage to the right of the table, the raven shifted on its
perch and nade a cooing sound in the back of its throat.

Li z gl anced at Any and rolled her eyes.
Ay giggled, giddier than ever fromthe dope.

Madanme Zena stared into the crystal ball with a theatrical scow, as if
she were struggling to pierce the veils that conceal ed the world of
tomorrow. But then the expression on her face changed and becane a

| ook of genuine puzzlenent. She blinked, shook her head, and | eaned
even closer to the gl owing sphere on the table.

"What is it?" Liz asked.

Madanme Zena didn't respond. Her face held a ghastly |ook, so real that
Ay was unnerved by it.

“"No . . ." Madanme Zena said.
To Liz, apparently, Madanme Zena still seened to be putting on an act.

Liz evidently didn't see the uncontrived horror in the fortune-teller's
face, which Any was sure she saw there

"I don't . . ." Madanme Zena began, then stopped and |icked her Iips.

"I never . . ." "What am| going to be?" Liz asked. "Rich or fanous
or both?" Madane Zena cl osed her eyes for a nonent, slowy shaking her
head, then | ooked again into the crystal. aWy God . . . | . . . |

We should get out of here, Any thought uneasily. W should go before
this woman tells us some , ,_ thing we don't want to hear. W should
get up and leave and run for our |ives.

Madanme Zena | ooked up fromthe crystal ball. Al the blood had drained
fromher face

"What an actress!n Richie said softly.

"Bunch of nunbojunbo,” Buzz said sullenly.

Madane Zena ignored them and spoke to Liz. "I . . . | would rather
not

tell your fortune . . . just yet. | need. . . tine. Time to
interpret what |'ve just seen in the crystal. 1'll read your friend's
future first, and then . . . I'Il cone back to yours, if that's al
right." "Sure," Liz said, enjoying what she thought was a con gane of

some sort, a way to prime the custoner for a joke or a request for
money to pay for a nore detailed reading. "Take as |ong as you
want . "

Madanme Zena turned to Any. The fortuneteller's eyes were not what they
had been a few mi nutes ago, now they were haunt ed.
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Ay wanted to get up and |leave the tent. She was experiencing the same
ki nd of psychic energy that had electrified her at Marco the

Magni ficent's show. A chill, clamy sensation swept through her, and
she saw stroboscopic inages of graves and rotting corpses and grinning
skel etons, nightmare flashes as if clips of filmwere being projected
on a screen behind her eyes.

She tried to stand up. She couldn't.
Her heart was hammeri ng.

It was the drugs again. That was all. Just the drugs. The spice Liz
had added to the pot. She w shed she hadn't snoked any nore of it, she
wi shed she'd stood up to Liz and refused.

"I''"l'l have to ask you sone questions. . . about yourself

and your famly," Madane Zena said haltingly, wthout any of the
theatrical pizazz that she had shown while plying Liz with her spiel

"It is just as | told your friend here . . . | need the information in
order to focus my psychic perceptions." She sounded as if she wanted to
junp up and run out of the tent every bit as much as Any did.

aGo ahead,"” Any whispered. "I don't want to know. . . but I've got
to." "Hey, what's going on here?" Richie asked, picking up on the new,
evil vibrations that now filled the tent.

Still blissfully unaware of the sudden seriousness in the
fortune-teller's deneanor, Liz said, aSsshh, Richie! Don't spoil the
show." To Any, Madane Zena said, "Your name?" "Any Harper." "Your age?"
"seventeen." "VWere do you live?" "Here in Royal City." abDo you have
any sisters?" "NO " "Brothers?" One .

"H's name?" "Joey Harper." "Hi s age?" aTen." | Ys your nother alive?"
aYes." "What is her age?" "Forty-five, | think."

Madarme Zena blinked, |icked her Ilips.

What col or hair does your nother have?"

"Dark brown, alnmost black, like mne." "Wat color are her eyes?" "Very
dark, like mne." "Wat is . . ." Madame Zena cleared her throat. The
raven fl apped its w ngs.

Final | y Madane Zena spoke again. "Wat is your nother's nane?" "Ellen
Harper." The nane clearly jolted the fortune-teller. Fine beads of
sweat broke out along her hairline.

"Do you know your nother's naiden nanme?" aG avenetto," Any said.

Madanme Zena's face becane even whiter, and she began to trenble
vi si bly.

VWhat the hell . . . ?" Richie said, perceiving the very real fear in
the phony Gypsy, baffled by it.

"Ssshh!" Liz said.

VWhat a bunch of crap," Buzz said.

Madanme Zena was obviously reluctant to ook into the crystal ball, but
at last she forced her eyes to it. She blinked and gasped and cried
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out .

She pushed her chair back fromthe table and stood up. She swept the
gl ass sphere off the table, it crashed to the earthen floor, but it was

too ~ heavy to break that easily. "You ve got to get out of here," she
said urgently. "You' ve got to go. Get away fromthe carnival. o
honme and | ock your doors and stay there until the carnival |eaves
town. "

Liz and Any stood up, and Liz said, "Wat's all the nmal arkey? W were
supposed to get our fortunes told for free. You haven't told us how
we're going to be rich and fanous."

Fromthe other side of the table, Madane Zena stared at themw th wi de,

frightened eyes. "Listen to ne. |'ma fake. A phony. | don't have
any psychic ability. | just con the marks. |'ve never seen into the
future.

I've never seen anything in that crystal ball except the light fromthe
flashlight bulb in the wooden base. But tonight . . . just a mnute
ago . . . ny God, | did see something. | don't understand it. |

don't want to understand it. M God, Jesus, Jesus Christ, who would
want to be able to see the future?

That would be a curse, not a gift. But | saw. You've got to |eave the
carnival now, right away. Don't stop for anything. Don't | ook back."
They stared at her, amazed by her outburst.

Madanme Zena swayed, and her |egs seened to turn to nush, and she
col l apsed into her chair again. "Go, damm you! Get the hell out of
here before it's too late! Go, you goddamed fools! Hurry!"

Qut on the midway, standing in a pool of flashing lights, with people
stream ng past, with waves of calliope nusic breaking over them they
| ooked at each other, waiting for sonmeone to say sonething.

Ri chie spoke first. "Wat was that all about?"

"She's nuts," Buzz said.

"I don't think so," Any said.
"A real |ooney-tune," Buzz insisted.

"Hey, don't you guys understand what happened?" Liz asked. She |aughed
happi | y and cl apped her hands with delight.

"If you've got an explanation, tell us," Amy said, still chilled to the
bone by the | ook that had cone over Madame Zena's face when she had
peered into the crystal ball.

"It's a scam" Liz said. "The carnival security men spotted us snoking
dope.

They don't want that kind of trouble on their lot, but they also don't
want to call the cops. Carnies don't truck with the cops. So they
arranged for the albino to give us free tickets to Zena's, so she could
try to scare us off." "Yeah!n Buzz said. "I'Il be dammed. That's it,
all right." "I don't know," Richie said. "It doesn't nmake a | ot of
sense. | nmean, why wouldn't they just have their goons throw us out?"
"Because there's too many of us, dunmy," Liz said. "They'd need at

| east three bouncers. They wouldn't want to nake a big scene like
that." "Could she have been sincere?" Any asked.
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| "Madanme Zena?" Liz said. "You nean to tell ne you believe she really
saw sonething in her crystal ball? Horseshit!n -.t," They tal ked about
it some more, and gradually ' t' they came to accept Liz's theory. It

seenmed to make nmore sense by the minute

But Any wondered if it would nake any sense L at all if they weren't
hal f wasted on dope. She thought of Marco the Magnificent, Liz's face
on the wonan in the coffin, Buzz cutting his finger on the jar that
contained the nonster. It was too nmuch to think about, too scary.

Even if Liz's explanation was thin, it was at |east conveniently
sinmple, and Any gladly accepted it.

"I have to pee," Liz said. "Then | want sone ice creamand a ride
through the funhouse. After that we can split for home." She tickled
Ri chie under the chin. "Wen we get hone, |1'Il take you on a thril

ride better than anything they have here." She turned to Any. "Cone
to the restroomwith ne."

"l don't really have to," Any said
Li z took her hand. "Cone on. Keep ne conpany. Anyway, we have to
talk, kid." "Meet you at the ice-cream stand over there," Richie said,

pointing to a joint beyond the carousel

"Back in ajiffy," Liz assured him Then she pulled Any through the
crowd, toward the edge of the m dway.

Conrad was standing in the shadows beside Zena's tent when the four
teenagers cane out and stopped in the pool of flashing red and yell ow
light that was cast by the nearby Tilt-a-Wirl. He heard the blond
girl say that she wanted to use the restroom get an ice cream and
then take a tour of the funhouse.

As soon as the group split up and noved away, Conrad slipped into
Zena's tent.

As .

he went inside, he pulled down a canvas flap that covered the entire
entrance, on the outside of it, there were six wordsLOSED) WLL RETURN
IN TEN M NUTES

Zena was sitting in her chair. Even in the flickering light of the
candl es, Conrad coul d see that she was ashen

"Wl ?" he said.
"Anot her dead end," Zena said nervously.

"This one | ooks nore |like Ellen than nost of the others that |'ve sent
to you." "Just coincidence," Zena said. 1- "Wat's her name?" "Any
Har per."

Those four syllables electrified Conrad. He renmenbered the snall boy
to whom he had given two free passes just this afternoon. That child's
nane had been Joey Harper, and he had said that his sister's name was
Any. He, too, had resenbled Ellen

What did you |l earn about her?" he asked Zena.

"Not nmuch." "Tell nme." "She's not the one."
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"Tell nme anyway. Brothers? Sisters?”

Zena hesitated, then said, "One brother." tWat's his nane?" "What
does it matter? She isn't the one you're |looking for." "Just curious,"”
Conrad said evenly, sensing that she was hiding the truth fromhim but
afraid to believe that he had found his prey after all this tine.

"What's her brother's nane?" "Joey." "Wat's her nother's nane."
"Nancy," Zena said.

Conrad knew she was |lying. He stared down at her and said, "Are you
sure it isn't Leon"?"

Zena blinked. "What? Wy Leon"?"

"Because this afternoon, when | happened to have a friendly little chat
wi th Joey Harper while he was watching us erect the funhouse, he told
me that his nother's name was Leon"." Zena gaped at him amazed and

per pl exed.

Conrad wal ked around the table and put a hand on her shoul der

She | ooked up at him

He said, "You know what | think? | think the boy lied to nme. | think
he sensed danger sonehow, and he lied about his nother's nane and

age.

And now you're lying to ne." "Conrad . . . let themgQO" Her words

were an admission that he had found Ellen's children, and a shattering,
expl osive elation tore through him

"l saw sonething in the crystal ball,"” she said in a voice that
contained fear and awe. "It's not even crystal. |It's just a cheap
pi ece of crap.

There's nothing magical about it. Yet . . . tonight . . . when those
girls were here

| saw images in the ball. It was awful, horrible. | saw the blond
screami ng, her hands thrown up in front of her face as if she were
trying to ward of f sonething hideous that was reaching for her. And

saw the other one. . . Aty . . . intorn clothes, all covered with
bl ood." She shuddered violently. "And | think . . . the boys, too

in the background of the vision . . . the boys who were with those
girls . . . all bloody.” "It's a sign," Conrad said. Y told you

I've been sent signs.

This is another one. It tells ne not to wait. It tells ne to get Any
tonight, even if | have to take care of the others as well." Zena shook
her head. "No. No, Conrad, | can't let you do that.

You can't have your revenge. It's sick. You can't just go out there
and kill those four kids." | "Ch, | probably won't kill any of them
with ny own hands," he said.

"What do you nean?" "Qunther will take care of them" "Qunther? He
woul dn't hurt anyone." "Qur son has changed," Conrad said. "lI'mthe

only one who knows how rmuch he's changed. He's cone of age at |ast.

He needs wonmen now, and he . takes what he needs. He doesn't just
screw them either. He |leaves quite a ness behind. |'ve been covering
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up for himthe last few years.

And now I'Il be repaid. He'll give me the vengeance |'ve dreamed about
for so long." "What do you nmean when you say he takes wonmen?" "Uses
them and then rips themapart,"” Conrad said, knowi ng that she was the
type who woul d feel norally responsible for the actions of her freakish
of fspring, smling as he saw the pain flicker across her face.

"How many?" she asked.

"I'"ve lost count. A few dozen." aM God," Zena said, shaken to her
roots. "What have | done? What have | brought into the world?" "The
Antichrist," Conrad said.

"No," she said. "You're not in your right mnd. You have del usions of
grandeur. It's nothing as special as the Antichrist. [It's just a

vi cious, mad beast. | should have had Ellen's good sense. | should
have killed it like she killed Victor. Now. . . I'mresponsible for
everyone who has died and for everyone who will die before it's
finished. "

St andi ng over her, Conrad reached down, put his hands on her throat,
and said, "I can't let you spoil everything."

Zena struggled. But she didn't have a strong enough desire to live,
whi |l e Conrad had an exceedingly strong desire to kill her. He had
never known such power and purpose as that which coursed through him
now. He felt supercharged, crackling with a denonic energy. Zena

t hrashed and ki cked and scratched his face, but she died rmuch nore
easily than he had expected. He dragged her body into the darkest
corner of the tent, later, he would figure out some way to get rid of
it.

The raven squawked hysterically.

Afraid that the bird would draw soneone to the body before it could be
di sposed of, Conrad opened the cage, thrust his hands inside, seized
the raven, and broke its neck

He left Zena's tent and hurried back to the funhouse. Any Harper and
her friends would be arriving shortly, and he wanted to be prepared for
t hem

Toni ght Joey was a winner. He won sixty-five cents pitching pennies.

He won a snmall teddy bear by throwi ng darts at balloons. And he won a
free ride on the carousel when he nmanaged to grab a brass ring the
first time around.

He was on the carousel, riding a black stallion like the one in the
movi e of the sane nane, when he saw Any. He hadn't considered the
possibility that her date had brought her to the carnival, but there
she was, in dark green shorts and a pale green T-shirt. She wasn't
with Buzz, though. She was with Liz, and the two girls were headed
toward the edge of the midway. Joey |ost sight of themas the carouse
revol ved, and when he cane around again, they had di sappeared in the
crowd.

VWhen he got off the merry-go-round a couple of mnutes |ater, he went
| ooking for his sister. He knew she would enjoy hearing how he had
fool ed Mama. She woul d think he was cl ever and brave for com ng al
the way to the fairgrounds on his own. He valued Amy's approval nore
than anything el se, and he was eager to hear what she woul d say when
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she saw him here all by hinself.

THE COVFORT STATION was brightly lighted. 1t snelled of danp concrete,
m | dew, and stale urine. The sinks were stained by years of dripping,
mneral -rich water.

After Any and Liz washed their hands, as they were | eaning toward the
mrrors, fixing their makeup, two ol der wonen | eft the restroom and
the girls were al one.

"You feeling high?" Liz asked.
aYes."

"Me too. Al the way up. I'mfuckin' wired, for sure. Are you just
high, or are you really wred?"

"I'mtotally wasted," Any said, squinting into the mrror, applying
lipstick with a shaky hand.

"Good," Liz said. "lI'mglad you're really wecked. WMybe you'l
finally loosen up." "lI'mloose as a goose," Amy said.

"Great," Liz said. "Then | won't have to sell you onit." "Sell ne on
what ?"

The orgy," Liz said.

Ay | ooked at her, and Liz grinned al nbst drunkenly, and Any said,
"Orgy?" - "l've already sold the idea to those two pussyhounds out
there," Liz said.

aBuzz and Ri chie?"

"They're both gane."

"You nean . . . the four of us in one bed?"

E. "Sure," Liz said, putting away her own |ipstick, , snapping her
purse shut.

"It'"ll be fantastic!"™ "Ch, Liz, | don't know about that. | don't--"

"Let it slide, kid."

"I'"ve got college and_n "You've got the pill. You won't get knocked up
again. Don't be so dammed prim

Go with the flow, kid. Be what you are. Stop pretending you're Sister
Purity." "I couldn't--" "COfF course you could,"” Liz said. "You wll.

You want it. You're just |ike ne.
Face facts and enjoy yourself."

Any put one hand on the sink to steady herself. It wasn't just the
dope that nmmde her feel woozy.

She was di zzied by the prospect of just letting go, being like Liz,
forgetting about the future, living just for the nmonment, incapable of
guilt or renorse. It nust be nice to live that way. It mnmust be so
rel axi ng, so free

Li z noved close to her and said, "My place. As soon as we |eave the
fairgrounds. The four of us. M parents have a king-size bed. Think
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of it, honey. You can have both those guys at the sane tine. They're
both dying to slip the old salam to you

It'Il be great. You'll have a ball. | know you will because |I'll have
a ball, and you're just like me." Liz's nelodic, rhythm c voice was
draining all the energy and all the will out of Amy. Any |eaned

agai nst the sink and closed her eyes and felt that warm seductive

voi ce pulling her down, down into a place she wasn't sure she wanted to

go.

Then Any felt a hand on her breast. She opened her eyes with a
start.

Li z was touching her intimately, sniling.

Ay wanted to push the other girl's Il ewmd hand away, but she coul dn't
find sufficient strength to present Liz with even that small token of
resi st ance.

"I'"ve al ways wondered what it would be like, you and ne, just us two

girls," Liz said.

"You're wasted," Any said. "You're so high you don't know what you're
saying." "l know exactly what |1'm saying, kid. |'ve always wondered
and tonight | can find out. W can nake sone real nenories, kid." She

| eaned cl ose, kissed Any lightly on the nmouth, tongue flicking like the
qui ck tongue of a snake, and then she left the restroom twi tching her
bottom as she went.

Any felt dirty, but she al so experienced a trenmor of pleasure that
oscillated through every inch of her

She | ooked in the mrror again, squinting because the bright
fluorescent lights stung her bleary eyes. Her face | ooked soft, as if
it were melting off her bones. Searching once nore for that w ckedness
that others could see in her, she stared into her own eyes. Al of
Any's life, her nother had told her that she was filled with a terrible
evil that must be repressed at all costs.

After years and years of listening to that hateful line, Any didn't

li ke herself very much. Her self-respect had been whittled down to a
fragile stick, Mama had wi el ded the whittling knife. Now Any thought
she finally could see a hint of the evil that Mana and Liz saw in her,
it was a peculiar shadow, a writhing darkness deep in her eyes.

No! she thought desperately, frightened by the speed with which her
resolution was dissolving. |'mnot that kind of person. | have plans,
anmbi ti ons, dreans.

I want to paint beautiful pictures and bring happi ness to peopl e.

But she could vividly recall the thrill that had snapped through her
like an electric current when Liz's tongue had |icked her Ilips.

She thought of being in bed with Richie and Buzz, both of them using
her at the sane tine, and suddenly it wasn't inpossible for her to
picture herself in that situation.

Standing there in the harshly lighted confort station, acutely
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unconfortable in the stink of mildew and urine and rotting hope, Any
felt as if she were waiting in the anteroom of Hell

At | ast she wal ked to the door and opened it.

Liz was waiting outside, in the night. She smled at Ary and held out
her hand.

Conrad sent Ghost off to work at the grab joint, which was busier than
t he funhouse tonight. As soon as the al bino was gone, Conrad shut the
ticket booth and sent Elton to assist at the pitch-anddunk, which
formed the third corner of Straker's three-cornered carnival enpire.

El ton gave himan odd | ook. The funhouse was much too busy to justify
closing it down for the night. But unlike Ghost, Elton never asked
questions, he sinply did as he was told.

When those narks who were already in the funhouse canme out through the
bi g, swinging exit doors and di senbarked fromtheir gondolas, Conrad
shut down the power to the track. He didn't switch off the lights or
the nmusic, in fact he turned up the volunme on the nusic and on the

voi ce of the |aughing clown as well.

@unt her wat ched Conrad with puzzlenment. But when the situation was
expl ained to him he understood at once, and he went into the funhouse
to wait.

Conrad took up a position by the shuttered ticket booth. He turned
away the nmarks when they asked if they could buy tickets. For the rest
of the night, the funhouse would be open for only four very speci al
peopl e.

After they ate ice-creambars covered with chocol ate and nuts, Liz and
Any and Richie and Buzz went to the funhouse.

, The barker, the man with the brilliantly blue eyes who had been on
the elevated platformearlier, was no | onger haranguing the people who
passed by.

He was standing at the ticket booth, which appeared to be cl osed.

"Ch, no," Liz said disappointedly. "Mster, you aren't going to shut
down for the night already?" "No," the barker said. "W just had a
m nor mechanical problem™ "Wen will it be fixed?" Liz asked.

"It's fixed already," the barker said. aBut |'ve got to wait for the
boss to get back before | start up."

"How long will that be?" Richie asked.

The barker shrugged. "Hard to tell. The boss likes, shall we say, to
tipple.

If he's tippled too nuch while we were fixing the notors, he mght not
be back at all."

Ah, shit!" Liz said. "W saved this for |ast because it's ny
favorite. ™

The barker | ooked at Any, and she didn't |ike what she sawin his
eyes.

H s gaze was so intent and sonmehow nenaci ng, hungry.
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I should have worn a bra, Amy thought. | shouldn't have tried to be
l'ike Liz.

I shoul dn't have gone out in short shorts, a flinmsy T-shirt, and no
bra. |'mjust advertising nmyself. No wonder he's staring at ne |ike
t hat .

"Well," the barker said, sweeping themall with his gas-flane eyes,
"Il tell you what. You don't look like an ordinary group of marks to
me. You look like you're with it and for it."
are," Liz said.

"You bet your ass we

"What ever that neans--with it and for it," Buzz said

"It's a carny expression," the barker told them "It means what it
says and says what it neans." Liz |aughed. "Which makes everything
perfectly clear." The barker grinned and wi nked at her.

"You're a pretty sharp dude," Liz said.

"Thank you," the barker said. "And you're a very sharp lady. But 1'lI
take your noney just the same."

Ri chie and Buzz dug in their pockets for noney.
The barker glanced at Any again. That sanme hunger

Ay crossed her arms over her breasts, so he couldn't see her nipples
through the pale green T-shirt she wore.

Joey had just about give up trying to find Any in the crowd that surged
around the m dway-- and then he saw her. She was with Liz, Buzz, and
anot her boy. The carny who had given Joey the free passes was hel pi ng
theminto a gondol a at the funhouse boardi ng gate.

Joey hesitated, renenbering how weird the carny had acted this
afternoon. But he was so eager to tell Amy about how he had fool ed
Mama t hat he shrugged of f his m sgivings and headed toward t he
funhouse.

"1.

The gondol a seated four: two forward, two behind. Liz and Richie took
the front seats, Any and Buzz sat in back of them

They started with a jolt that nade Liz yelp and |augh. The phony
castl e doors opened, swallowed them and cl osed agai n.

At first the gondola noved rapidly into the pitch bl ackness, but then
it slowed. A light popped on to the left of the track and above it,
and a leering, grizzled pirate |laughed and thrust a sword at them

Li z squeal ed, and Buzz took the opportunity to put his arm around

Any.

On their right, just past the pirate, a very realistic-I|ooking werewol f
was crouched on a | edge, suddenly illuminated by a nmoon that it up
behi nd him

H s eyes glowed red, there was bl ood on his huge teeth, and his cl aws,
whi ch he raked at the gondola, gleanmed like splinters of a mrror.
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"Ch, protect me, Richie!n Liz shouted in nmake believe terror

"Protect ny virgin body fromthat horrid beast!n She | aughed at her own
per f or mance.

The car slowed even nore, and they cane to a display in which an
ax-nmurderer was standing over one of his victins. The ax was buried in
the dead man's skull, cleaving his forehead in two.

The gondol a cane to a conplete stop.
"What's wong?" Liz asked.
"Must have broken down again," Richie said.

They were sitting in purple-brow shadows. The only |ight cane from
the ax-nurderer exhibit beside them and that was an eerie, greenish
gl ow.

"Hey!" Liz shouted into the darkness and into the waves of creepy
musi ¢ that crashed over them "Hey, let's get this show on the road!"
"Yeah!" Buzz shouted. "Hey, out there!"

For a minute or two they all called to the barker, who was on the

pl at f orm out si de, beyond the closed doors of the attraction, no nore
than thirty or forty feet away. No one responded to them and at | ast
t hey gave up.

"Shit," Liz said.

"What shoul d we do?" Amy asked.

"Stay put," Richie said. "It'lIl start noving again eventually."
"Maybe we shoul d get out and wal k back to the doors," Buzz said.
"Absolutely not," Richie said. "If we did, and then the ride started
up again, our gondola would go offwithout us. And if another car cane
t hrough the entrance doors, it would run us down." "I hope we don't
have to wait in here too long," Any said, renenbering the way the
barker had | ooked at her. "It's spooky."

"What a pain in the ass," Liz said.

aBe patient," Richie said. "W'Ill be rolling soon."

"I'f we've got to just sit here," Liz said, "I wish they'd shut off that
fuckin' nusic. It's way too |oud.

,

Sonet hi ng creaked | oudl y overhead.
1Wwhat was that?" Ay asked
They all | ooked up in the darkness.

"Not hi ng," Buzz said. "Just the w nd outside.'
toni ght," Any said.

"There isn't any w nd

The creaking noise canme again. This tine there were other |oud sounds
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with it: a scraping, a thud, an animal-1like grunting.
"I don't think we--" Richie began

Sonet hing flashed out of the darkness and seized himby the throat. An
armthrust down fromthe Iow, unlighted ceiling over the gondola, an
armthat ended in a large, |long-fingered, furcovered hand that was

ti pped with nurderously sharp claws. Though the arm noved fast, they
all saw it in the backwash of green light fromthe ax-mnurderer exhibit,
but they couldn't see what was in the bl ackness above, at the other end
of the arm

Whatever it was, its claws pierced Richie's throat, hooked deep into
his flesh, and the thing hauled himup, off his seat. Richie kicked
frantically, his shoes druming on the front of the gondola for a
second or two. Then he was out of the car, up, up, dragged through a
hole in the ceiling, as if he weighed only a few pounds.

Overhead, a trap door banged shut.
The attack had transpired in only three or four seconds.

For a nmonent Any was too stunned to nove or speak. She stared at the
dar kness above, where Richie had di sappeared, and she coul dn't mnake
hersel f believe what she had seen. It had to be a trick, part of the
funhouse tour, an incredibly clever illusion

Apparently Liz and Buzz thought the same thing, for they, too, were
mesneri zed.

Gradual |y, however, Any realized that Richie was really gone and that
no carnival in the world would risk injuring a customer with a trick as
dangerous as that one.

Liz said, "Blood."
That single word broke the spell.
Ay and Buzz | ooked at her

Liz was turned part of the way around in the front seat. She was
hol ding up her arnms. They were spattered with sonething wet and
dar k.

Even in the green light, it was obvious that Liz was spotted with
bl ood.

Ri chie's bl ood.
Any screaned.

As SOON AS Conrad switched off the power to the tracks, stranding the
carl oad of teenagers, he went down the boarding ranp toward the
m dway.

He intended to wal k around to the back of the funhouse, enter by the
rear basenment door, lock it after him and locate Gunther. He wanted
his son to kill three of those kids, but not Any Harper. Any, of
course, would have to suffer for several days before she died, she
woul d have to be well used, perhaps by both hinself and Gunther, that
was the way Conrad wanted it, the way he had dreaned of it for
twenty-five years. He had instructed Gunther carefully, but he wasn't
sure that Gunther would be able to control hinself once the killing
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began. @unther needed to be rem nded, he needed constant gui dance
through the next critical hour.

But when Conrad reached the bottom of the ranp, as he was about to head
for the wal kway between the funhouse and Freak-o-rama, he saw the
boy.

Joey Harper. Amy's little brother was standi ng over by the second set
of castle doors, through which the gondol as exited the funhouse.

He must have seen his sister go inside, Conrad thought. He's waiting
for her.

When she doesn't cone out, what will he do? Go for help? Seek out a
security guard?

Joey gl anced at him
Conrad sniled and waved.
He woul d have to do sonething about the dammed boy, and quick

Buzz clinbed onto the | edge where the axmurderer display was bathed in
green light, and he pulled the ax out of the skull of the mannequin
that was crunpled at the foot of the nechanical madman. Ax in hand, he
junped down into the gondol a channel, where Any and Liz were huddl ed
together, waiting for him

"It's areal ax," he said. "Not very sharp, but it ought to be of sone
use."

"l just don't understand," Liz said shakily. "What is going on here?
What the fuck is this all about?"

"I don't know for sure," Buzz said. "l can only guess. But you saw
that hand .

"It wasn't a hand," Liz said.

"Claw, paw, whatever you want to call it," Buzz said. "Anyway, it was
just like the hands on the thing in the jar, that dead freak we saw

pi ckl ed in formal dehyde over at Freak-o-rama. Only this hand was a | ot
bi gger. "

Ay had to nake an effort to speak. She was surprised she could talk
at all.

"You nean . . . you , think we're trapped in here with a freak that
kills people?" "Yeah," Buzz said.

"It didn't kill Richie!" Liz said, her voice cracking. aRichie isn't
dead. He's alive. He's. . . sonmewhere .

and he's alive." "It's possible,’
ki dnappi ng schene or sonet hi ng.

Buzz said. "Maybe it's just a

Maybe they're just going to hold Richie for ransom |It's possible." He
and Any exchanged | ooks, and although it wasn't easy to read his
expression in the green light, Any knew that Buzz felt the sane way
about it as she did.
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Ri chie couldn't possibly be alive. There wasn't one chance in a
mllion that he would ever snile at themagain. Richie was dead, gone,
forever.

aW' ve got to get out of here and call the cops," Liz said.
UWe've got to save Richie."
- "Come on," Buzz said. "W'Ill walk back to the t'' entrance doors.

If we can't open them naybe this ax is just sharp enough so that | can
chop a way out." There was no |ight whatsoever between the green gl ow
of the display on their left side and the front doors, thirty feet

awnay.

Li z | ooked down the tonb-black tunnel and said, "No. No, | can't walk
through all that darkness. Wiat if it's waiting there for us?"

"You have matches in your purse," Any said. "W can use those to find
our way."

"CGood ideal!" Buzz said.

Li z runmmaged t hrough her purse with shaki ng hands and found two packs
of matches, one full and one hal f-enpty.

Buzz took them fromher. He walked off, into the darkness, struck a
mat ch, and was visible again. "Let's go."

"WAit," Liz said. "Wt a mnute. Maybe . . ."
"Maybe what ?" Ay asked.

Buzz shook out the match as it canme close to burning his fingers, and
he stepped back into the green light.

Li z shook her head to clear it. "lI'mso damed wasted. |'mreally
wecked. | can't think straight. So isn't it possible that maybe this
isn't really happening? 1Isn't it possible that this is just a bad
trip? That was PCP | mxed in the last two joints. You can have a bad
trip on A-dust, you know.

Sone of the worst trips you ever had. Maybe that's what this is.

Just a bad trip." aW wouldn't all be having the sane hallucination,"
Buzz said.

"How do | know you're even real ?" Liz asked. "You might just exist in
my mnd.

Maybe the real Buzz is sitting beside Any in the back of that gondol a,
hal fway t hrough the funhouse by now. Muybe I'min that car, too, so
spaced out | don't realize where I am™

Ay gently slapped Liz's face. "Listen. Listen to nme, Liz. This
isn't a bad trip. Not the way you nean it. This is real, and |'m
scared out of ny wits, so let's stop fooling around and get the hel
out of here."

Liz blinked, licked her lips. "Yeah. You're right. Sorry. |It's just
I wish | didn't feel so wasted."

Buzz |it one match, then another and another, and they foll owed him
down the dark tunnel toward the funhouse entrance.
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Joey stood with the barker in front of the funhouse, trying to renenber
why he had been frightened of this man earlier in the day. Now the
carny was as friendly as a person could be, and he had a smle so nice
that Joey couldn't help smling, too.

"Have you been through nmy funhouse yet, son?" the barker asked.
"No," Joey said. "I've been on a |lot of other things, though."

He had been avoi ding the funhouse because he felt uneasy about Conrad
Straker, even though Straker had given himtwo free passes.

aMy funhouse is the best attraction on the mdway," Conrad said.

"Why don't you let ne take you on a personally guided tour? How about
that ?

Not just an ordinary ride like all the marks get, but a guided tour

with the owner. | can show you the workings of it, the
behi nd-t he-scenes stuff that few people are ever fortunate enough to
see. |I'Il show you how the nmonsters are built, how they're nmade to

move and growl and gnash their teeth. Everything.
Al of it.

I"1l show you the kind of things that a with-it-and-for-it person would
enj oy | earning about." "Cee," Joey said, "you'd really do that?"

"Certainly," the barker said heartily. "As |I'm sure you noticed,
cl osed the funhouse down for the night. The ticket booth is closed, as
you can see. | just sent the last car through, four nice teenagers."

"One of themwas ny sister,"” Joey said

"Ch, really? Let ne guess. There was one who | ooked |Iike you. The
dark-haired girl in the green shorts.” "That's her," Joey said. "She
doesn't know |I'm here tonight. | want to wait for her to cone out

to say hello. Hey, maybe she would like the guided tour, too. Could
she cone along I'Il bet Ary would really enjoy it."

The front doors of the funhouse were designed to open inward on
hydraulic rams. There were no handl es on them nothing by which they
could be gripped or noved.

"If 1 could get hold of an edge," Buzz said, "maybe | could pry them
open. But they're closed so dammed tight." "It wouldn't matter if you
could get your fingers through a crack," Anmy said.

"You woul dn't be able to pull the doors open anyway. |1'Il bet they're
just like the automatic door on the garage at home. As long as they're
hooked up to the hydraulic system they can't be opened manually."
"Yeah," Buzz said. "You're right. | should have thought of that." Any
was surprised that she was holding up so well. She was scared, and she
got a sinking feeling--part grief and part disgust--when she thought of
what happened to Richie. But she wasn't com ng apart at the seams. In
spite of the dope she had snoked, she was in control of herself. In
fact she was thinking faster and clearer than Buzz. She didn't

consi der herself to be a strong person, Mama always told her that she
was weak, flawed. Now her fortitude amazed her.
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Liz, on the other hand, was rapidly breaking down. Her eyes brimed
with a steady flow of tears. She |ooked drawn, years ol der than she
had | ooked m nutes ago. She newled |like a scared kitten

"Don't panic," Buzz said. "l've still got the ax."

Ary lit a series of matches while Buzz swing the ax at the door--six,
eight, a dozen bl ows.

At | ast he stopped, breathing hard. "No good. There isn't any edge on

the dammed bl ade." "Soneone nust have heard all that pounding," Liz
sai d.

"l doubt it," Amy said. "Remenber, the actual funhouse entrance is set
back at least fifteen feet fromthe ticket booth and the ni dway, beyond
the boarding ranp, at the end of the entrance channel. No one passing
by is likely to hear the ax, not above all this nmusic and that |aughing
clown." aBut the barker's out there," Liz said. "He'll hear it." "For

Christ's sake, Liz," Buzz said, "get your head together. The barker's
not on our side. He's obviously part of it. He lured us in is what he
did." "sO sone freak could kill us?" Liz asked. "That doesn't mmke
sense.

That's ridiculous. The barker doesn't even know us. Wy would he

choose a bunch of kids at randomand throwthemto . . . that thing?"
"Don't you listen to the news on TV?" Buzz asked. "Things don't have
to nake sense anynore. The world's full of crazies." aBut why would

he do it?" Liz denanded
"Maybe just for kicks," Any said.

aWwe'll scream" Liz said. aWe'll screamour fuckin' heads off."
"Yeah," Buzz sai d.

"No," Any said. "That's useless, too. The nusic is |ouder than usual,
and so's the clown's laugh. Nobody's going to hear us--or if someone
does, he'll think we're just having fun in here. People are supposed

to screamin a funhouse." "So what are we going to do?" Liz asked. "W
can't just wait here for that thing to come back. W' ve got to do
sonething, damm it!" awWe'll go around to sone of these nechanica
monsters and see if we can find anything else |like the ax, stuff we can

use to defend ourselves," Buzz said.

"The ax isn't even sharp," Liz said petulantly. "What the hell good is
it?" "It's sharp enough to hold that thing off," Buzz said, hefting the
ax in both hands. "Maybe it's too dull to cut wood, but it'll sure do
sonme damage to that bastard's face." "The only way you're going to

hold off that freak is with a shotgun," Liz said shakily.

As the flame neared Any's fingers, she dropped the match she was
holding. It was burnt out by the tine it reached the floor. For a
coupl e of seconds they stood in a darkness |ike no other that Any had
ever experienced.

The darkness did not nmerely seemto contain a threat, it was the

threat. It seened to be a living, evil, purposeful darkness that
pressed cl ose around her, seeking, touching with its cool, black
hands.

Li z whi npered softly.

Ay struck another match, and in the wel cone burst of l|ight, she said,
"Buzz is right. W've got to armourselves. But that won't be
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enough.

Even a shotgun m ght not be enough. That freak could drop out of the
ceiling or pop up fromthe floor so fast that you wouldn't have tine to
pull the trigger anyway. Wat we've got to do is find another way

out."

"There isn't a way out,"” Liz said. "The exit door will be just l|ike
thi s one.

You won't be able to open it or chop it down. W're trapped." "There's

probably an emergency exit," Any said.

"That's right!n Buzz said. "There has to be an energency door
somewhere. And maybe a service entrance, too." aWe'll arm ourselves as
best we can," Any said, "and then we'll go |looking for a way out." "You

want to go deeper into this place?" Liz asked incredul ously.

"Are you out of your fuckin' mnds? It'll get us if we go in there."
"It's just as likely to get us if we stand here by the doors," Any
sai d.

"Right," Buzz said. "Let's get noving." "No, no, no!" Liz said,

shaki ng her head violently.
The flame flickered.
Dar kness.

Ay struck anot her natch.

The renewed |ight revealed Liz crouching very i = |ow agai nst the
seal ed doors, looking up at the ceiling, shivering |ike a cornered
rabbit.

Ay took the girl by the armand pulled her to her feet. "Listen,

kid," Any said gently, "Buzz and | aren't going to just stand here
until that thing conmes back for us. So you have to go with us now If
you stay here alone, you're finished for sure. Do you want to stay
here all by yourself in the dark?"

Li z put her hands to her eyes, wi ped away the tears, droplets stil

glistened in her |lashes, and her face was wet. "All right," she said
unhappily, "I'lIl go. But I'msure as hell not going to go first."
"I'l'l lead the way," Buzz assured her.

"I won't go last, either," Liz said. , "I'll bring up the rear," Ay

said. "You'll be safe in the mddle, Liz. Nowlet's gO
They fell into line and took only three cautious '5.

steps before Liz stopped and said, aMy God, how did she know?" "How did
who know what ?" Amy asked inpatiently.

"How did that fortune-teller know sonmething like this was going to
happen?"

They stood in baffled silence for a nonent, and the match went out, and
Any funmbled for a long tine with the next one before she finally got it
burni ng, suddenly her hands were shaking. Liz's unanswerable question
about the fortune-teller had sparked a strange feeling in Amy--a tingle
al ong her spine, not a shiver of fear, but an unnerving quiver of deja
vu. She felt that she had been in this situation before--trapped in a
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dark place with exactly this sane horrible freak. For a few seconds
that feeling was so shatteringly powerful, so overwhel m ng, that she
felt as if she mght faint, but then it passed.

"Did Madane Zena really see into the future?" Liz asked. "That isn't
possible, is it? That's too dammed weird. What the hell is going on
here?" Y don't know," Any said. aBut we don't have tine to worry about
that now.

First things first. W've got to find that emergency exit and get out
of here." Qutside, the cl own | aughed.

Any, Liz, and Buzz noved deeper into the funhouse.

For a minute after Joey asked for a rain check on the guided tour,
Conrad stood behind the boy, staring at the double exit doors,
pretending to wait for the sister and her friends to cone out of the
f unhouse.

"What's taking them so |ong?" Joey asked.

"Ch, it's the longest ride on the mdway," Conrad said quickly.

He pointed to a poster that proclainmed precisely that virtue of the

f unhouse.
"I saw that," Joey said. aBut it can't be this IOng." "Twelve ful
m nutes." "They've been in there |onger than that." Conrad | ooked at

his watch and frowned.

"And why haven't any other cars conme out?" Joey asked. "Weren't there
cars ahead of then?" Conrad stepped up to the gondol a channel by the
exit ranp and | ooked down at the tracks. Faking surprise, he said,
"The center drive chain isn't noving." "Wuat's that nean?" Joey asked,
st eppi ng up beside him

"I't nmeans the damed machi nery has broken down again," Conrad said.

"I't happens every once in a while. Your sister and her friends are
stuck in there.

I"l'l have to go inside and see what's wong with the equi pment."” He
turned away and started around the side of the funhouse. Then he
st opped and | ooked back as if he had forgotten Joey for a nonent.

"Conme al ong, son
I mght need your help."
The boy hesitated.

"Conme on," Conrad said. "Let's not |eave your sister sitting in the
dark."

The boy followed himto the rear of the funhouse.

Conrad opened the door that |led to the room beneath the main floor of
the structure. He went inside, felt for the light chain, pulled on
it.

Joey entered after him "Wwn the boy said. "I didn't realize
there'd be so many nachi nes!n Conrad cl osed and | ocked the door behind
them Wen he turned to Joey, he grinned and said, You lying little
shit. Your nother's name isn't Leon"."
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, Any, Liz, and Buzz were deep in the funhouse when a string of lights
cane on above the track. They had turned several sharp bends, had
edged nervously down a couple of long, dark straightaways, and had just
started up a steep slope, past wax dummi es of nonsters from various
science fiction novies.

The lights didn't conmpletely dispel the darkness. Deep shadows | ay
cl ose by.

But any light at all was wel cone, for Any had only one match left.

"What' s happeni ng?" Liz asked anxiously. She was frightened of any
change in their situation, even if that change neant |ight instead of
dar kness.

"l don't know,' Any said uneasily.

"It's turned the lights on so it can look for us nore easily," Liz

sai d.

"That's what's happening, and you know it." "Well, if that is the
case," Any said, "we'll be a lot harder to find if we keep noving."
aRight," Buzz said. "Let's don't just stand here. Let's find a way
out."

"There isn't one," Liz said. But she noved uphill wth them

When they reached the top of the rise, they found a | arge display
featuring six man-si zed, tentacl ed, bug-eyed nonsters. The aliens were
di senbarking froma flying saucer, absurd shapes frozen in the
frost-pal e backwash fromthe |ights above the tracks

"That saucer's pretty damed big," Buzz said. Y Il bet we could al
three hide init." "They'd be sure to look in there," Any said. aW
can't stand still, and we can't hide. W have to get out." Just as she

fini shed speaking, the drive chain in the center of the tracks started
to nove.

They all junped, startled.

In the distance an approaching gondola rattled noisily along the
rails-clatter-clunk-clatterclunk--a hard, sharp sound, audi bl e above
the nmusic and the recorded | aughter, grow ng | ouder by the second.

"I't's conming for us," Liz said. "OCh, Jesus, Jesus, that freak is

comng to get us!"

The dull, rusty knife that Amy had taken off one of the nonster nodels
now seened |ike a | aughabl e weapon.

Clatter-clunk -clatter-clunk .
"Quick," Buzz said. "Get off the tracks."

They cl anbered onto the wi de | edge where the six aliens were com ng out
of the flying saucer.

Clatter-clunk-clatter-clunk .
"You two go over by the spaceship," Buzz said.

Make yoursel ves visible. Mke sure his attention is on you."
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~ "What are you going to do?" Any asked.
Buzz grinned. It was a strained, frightened, utterly hunorless grin.

He was struggling to maintain his nmacho image. He pointed to a

papi er-mache boul der and said, "I'mgoing to stand over there by that
rock. Wien the car cones up the hill . . . when the bastard in it
sees - the two of you, I'mgoing to chop himbefore he has a chance to
junp out onto the tracks." "It mght work," Any said.

Sure," Buzz said. "I'Il split himw de open."
Clatter-clunk-clatter-clunk .

The gondol a turned the nearest corner and ~ started up the slope toward
t hem

Liz tried to run and hi de.

Ay grabbed her by the wist and pulled her over to the flying saucer,
where the occupant of the gondola would spot themjust as he reached
the crest of the hill.

Buzz positioned hinself beside the rock, conpletely visible to Liz and
Any, but hidden fromthe oncomng car. He held the ax in both hands.

Clatter-clunk . . . clatter-clunk . . . clatter . . . clunk

The car was sl owi ng down as the grade of the tracks increased.

Buzz lifted the ax over his head.

Ay saw the front of the gaily painted car nove into sight.

"Jesus, let nme go, let me go, Any," Liz said.

Any held her wist even nore firmy.

The first seat of the car was visible now It appeared to be enpty.
Clatter . . . clunk . . . clatter

Very slowy now.

Hardl y movi ng now.

Finally the rear seat canme into view.

Ay squinted. |If the lights had been just a fraction di mer than they
were, she wouldn't have been able to see the thing in the backseat of
t he gondol a.

But she did see it. Just a lunp. A formess shadow. It was crouched
on the floor of the car, trying to deceive them

Buzz saw it, too. Wth a karate-like yell of fury, he stepped out from
behi nd the boul der and swung the ax down, below the | evel of his feet,
into the gondola. It connected with such force at the extreme end of
its arc that it was jerked out of his hands.

The thing in the car didn't nove, and the car itself ground to a
conpl ete stop.
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"I got him" Buzz shout ed.
Liz and Any rushed to him

Buzz got down on his knees, reached into the gondola channel, into the
car, and seized the ax handle again. He pulled up, and the thing into
which the dull blade had sunk was lifted up with it.

A head.

Not the freak's head.

The freak hadn't been on that rear seat.

The dull bl ade of the ax was enbedded deeply in Richie's skull.

Brai ns oozed fromthe fissures | in the bone and slid down his bl oody
face.

Li z screaned.

Buzz dropped the ax and turned away fromthe gondola. He vomted on
t he papi er-nfiche boul der

Ay was so stunned that she let go of Liz's hand.

Li z was screanming at Buzz now. "You stupid son of a bitch! You killed
him  You killed Richieln Both Liz and Anmy had arned thensel ves with
dull, rusty knives that they had taken fromthe funhouse displays, and
now Liz raised her knife as if she mght attack Buzz with it. "You
stupid asshole! You killed Richie!ln "No," Any said. "No, Liz. Baby,
listen. Buzz didn't kill him

Listen, Richie was already dead. It was just his corpse in that car."
Sobbing with terror, her fear magnified by the drugs that she had taken
all evening, Liz turned and ran before Any could grab her. She fled
across the flying saucer display, between two tentacled aliens whose
rubbery appendages wobbled in the air after she brushed past them She
vani shed i n shadows, behind the papier-nfiche rocks.

aLiz, dam it!n Any said.

The sound of the other girl's panicked flight faded rapidly. She
di sappeared into the bowels of the funhouse.

Any turned to Buzz agai n.
He was on his knees. He had just finished being violently sick

The stink was terrible. He w ped the back of his hand across his
soi |l ed nout h.

"Are you okay?" Any asked.

"Holy Christ, it was Richie," he said weakly.

"He was al ready dead," Any said.

aBut it was Richieln "Don't flake out on nme," Any said.

“ . . . 1 won't.'
of yourself."

"You're okay?" "l guess . . . yeah." "Get hold

"I'mall right." aW have to keep our cool if we're going to survive."
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aBut this is crazy," Buzz said.

"It's crazy," Amy agreed. aBut it's happening." "Locked in a funhouse
with a. . . anonster." ~ "It's happening, and we have to deal with
it," she said patiently.

Buzz nodded, sucked in his stomach, struggled to regain his nmacho
sel f-confidence. "Yeah. W'IIl , deal with it. W can handle it. [|'m
not afraid of any freak."

The instant he finished speaking, a blossomof blood appeared in the
center of Buzz's forehead.

At first Any didn't even realize it was blood. It A |ooked bl ack,
like a spot of ink. But then the wan |ight caught it at a slightly
different angle, and she could see that it was red.

Then there was a foll ow up noise that echoed through the cavern an
instant after the blood appeared, it was barely |ouder than the clatter
that the novi ng gondol a had nade--crack

Buzz's nouth fell open.

Less than a second after that, while Amy was still unaware of what was
happeni ng, Buzz's right eye exploded in a spray of blood and ruined

ti ssue and splintered bone, and the dark, enmpty socket |ooked like a
scream ng nout h.

Agai n: crack!
Bl ood and pi eces of flesh spattered the front of Any's green T-shirt.
She whirl ed around.

The barker was standing only ten feet amay. He was pointing a snall
handgun at Buzz. It wasn't a very big gun, it looked like a toy.

Behi nd Any, Buzz sighed and made an odd gurgling sound and sl unped over
in his own vonit.

This can't be happening! Any thought.

But she knew it was. She knew that this night had been waiting to
happen for a long, long tine, it was a night witten into her life
bef ore she was born

The barker sniled at her
"Who are you?" she asked.
"The new Joseph," he said.

"What?" "I'mthe father of the new God," he said. H's smle was
shar kl i ke.

Ay hel d her rusted knife at her side, hoping the barker wouldn't see

it and that somehow she woul d get cl ose enough to himto use the
bl ade.
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"Say hello to your little brother," the barker said. He was holding a
rope in one hand. He pulled on it. Joey staggered out of the
darkness, at the other end of the |eash.

"Ch, God," Any said. "God, help us."

"He can't help you," the barker said. "God is weak. Satan is

strong.
CGod can't help you this time, bitch."

LI Z STUQBLED | NTO soneone in the shadows. He was big. She cried out
before she realized that it wasn't the freak. She had wal ked into
anot her of the nechanical nobnsters, which were all npotionless and
silent now.

Li Z was sweating, shaking, disoriented. She kept colliding with things
in the darkness, and each tine her heart nearly stopped. She knew she
shoul d either sit down until she was cal magain--or go back to the
gondol a channel, where there was sone |light, but she was too frightened
to do what she ought to.

She staggered forward, hands out in front of her, the knife in one
hand, gaggi ng when she thought of Richie with the ax buried in his
head, resisting the urge to throw up, her head light fromthe effects
of adrenaline and dope, just trying to save herself, gasping,

whi npering, aware that all the noise she was maki ng m ght be the death
of her, but unable to be silent, just trying to save herself any way
she coul d, hoping she would luck into an exit, counting on the fact
that she'd al ways been a very lucky girl, wi shing (crazily) that she
had time to stop and snoke another joint, and that was when she tripped
over something and fell, hard, onto the plank floor, and she reached
back to free her foot, and she discovered a netal ring in the floor, a
large ring in which she had caught the toe of her shoe, and she cursed
the pain in her tw sted ankle, but then she saw a thread of |ight

com ng up through the floor, light froma roombel ow, and she realized
that the ring was a handl e on a trapdoor.

A way out.

Laughi ng excitedly, Liz scranbled off the trap, on which she had been
spraw ed. She knelt in front of the door and took hold of the ring.

The door was warped, it didn't want to open. She grunted, put all her
strength into one hard tug, and finally the trap swung up

Light filled the funhouse around her

The huge, hideous freak was standing on the |adder directly under the
trapdoor. He reached up, fast as a striking snake, seized a handful of
Liz's long blond hair, and dragged her, scream ng, through the hole in
the floor, into the funhouse basenent.

"Let ny brother go," Any said.

"Not likely," the barker said.

U, Joey's hands were tied behind his back. Another rope was tightly
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knotted around his neck, the barker held the | oose end of that |eash
Joey's throat was rope-burned, and he was cryi ng.

Ay | ooked into the brilliantly blue but inhunan eyes of the barker,
and for the first time in her Iife she knew beyond all doubt that she
wasn't the evil person her nother had al ways insisted she was. This
was evil.

This man was evil. This naniac. And the nmurderous freak that had
killed Richie. This was the quintessence of evil, and it was as
utterly different fromher as she was different from. . . Liz.

Suddenly, incredibly, in spite of the fact that both she and Joey
seenmed close to death at that nonent, Amy was filled with a bright,
cascading river of self-confidence, with a great and good feeling about
hersel f that she had never experienced before. That river washed away
all the dark, confused, and bitter enotions with which she had been

pl agued for so | ong.

Si nul t aneousl y, she had another flash of deja vu. She had the uncanny
feeling that this scene had been acted out before, perhaps not in every
detail, but in essence. And she felt, too, that she was somehow
connected to the barker far |ess casually than she appeared to be. A
trenmendous sense of destiny settled |like a cloak upon her shoul ders, a
certainty that she had been born and had lived only to cone to this
place at this tine. It was an eerie feeling, but now she wel coned

it.

Move, act, be brave, a voice said within her

Hol di ng her rusty knife at her side, hoping that the barker hadn't seen
it, she noved toward Joey. "Honey, are you all right?

Did he hurt you? Don't cry. Don't be afraid.” She concentrated all of
her attention on Joey, so that the barker woul dn't think she was naking
a nove agai nst him and when she stooped down toward Joey, she abruptly
changed directions, turned, |aunched herself at the carny, and drove
the rusty knife through his throat.

Hi s hateful eyes popped open
He fired the pistol reflexively.

Ay was aware of the bullet's slipstreamkissing her cheek, but she
wasn't afraid. She felt as if she were protected

The barker gagged and dropped the gun and put his hands to his
t hroat .

He went down hard, and he stayed down, dead.

Li z scuttl ed backwards on her hands and feet, |ike a beautiful spider,
al ong the earthen floor of the funhouse basenent, until she backed up
agai nst the softly vibrating netal casing of a |large piece of

machi nery. She crouched there, her heartbeat so forceful and rapid
that it seened capable of smashing her apart fromwithin.

The freak watched her. After pulling her down through the trapdoor, he
had cast her aside. He hadn't lost interest in her. He just wanted to
see what she would do. He was teasing her, offering her an illusive
chance of escape, playing the cat to her nopuse.
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Now t hat she had put fifteen feet between herself and the freak, Liz
st ood up.

Her | egs were weak. She had to hold onto the humm ng machi ne in order
not to coll apse.

The creature stood half in shadow, half in yellowlight, its green eyes
glowing. It was so tall that it had to crouch a bit to keep from
hitting its head on the | ow ceiling.

Li z | ooked around for a way out. There wasn't one. The |ower |evel of
the funhouse was a naze of nmachinery, if she tried to run, she wouldn't
get far before the freak would be all over her

The thing took a step toward her.
“No," Liz said.
It took another step.

"No. stop." It shuffled closer, until they were only six feet apart,
and then it stopped and cocked its head and stared down at her with
what appeared to be curiosity.

"Pl ease," she said. "Please let ne go. Please."
She had never expected to hear herself beggi ng anyone for anything.

She prided herself on her strength and toughness. But she was beggi ng
for her life now, and she found it easy to grovel when so nuch was at
st ake.

The freak began to sniff at her as a hound m ght sniff at a new
bi t ch.

Hi s wide nostrils flared and quivered as he snorted with increasing
exci tenent.

"Smel |l good," the freak said.

Liz was startled to discover that he coul d speak
"Smel | woman, " he said.

A spark of hope flickered in Liz.

"Pretty," the freak said. "Want pretty."

My God, Liz thought, alnobst giddy now |Is this what it comes down
to?

Sex? |Is that the way out for ne? Wiy not? Hell, yes! That's what
it's always come down to before. That's always been ny way out.

The freak shuffled closer, raised one of its huge, rodent claws.
It gently stroked her face.

She tried to conceal her revulsion. "You . . . you like me, don't
you?"

she asked.

"Pretty," he said, grinning, showi ng his crooked, sharp, yellow
teeth.
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"You want ne?"
"Real bad," he said.

"Maybe | could be nice to you," she said quaveringly, trying hard to
slip back into the role of the sexpot, the teaser, the fun girl, the
party inmage she had sanded and buffed and polished until it was snooth,
confortable, and splinter-free

The thing's w ckedly taloned hand slid down fromher face to her
breasts.

"Just don't hurt nme, and maybe we can work sonething out," she said

shaki | y.

The thing licked its black lips, its tongue was pal e and speckl ed,
utterly alien. It hooked one claw in her T-shirt and shredded the thin
fabric. One razorlike nail made a | ong, shallow cut across her right
br east.

"Wait," she said, wincing. "Now wait a second." Panic rose in her
agai n.

The freak pushed her against the purring machine.

Liz squirned, tried to shove the creature away. It seened to be nade
of iron

She was powerl ess against it.

The thing appeared to be far nore excited by the thread of bl ood that
decorated her bare breast than it was by her nakedness. It tore off
her shorts.

Li z screaned.

The freak sl apped her, alnpst rendering her unconscious wth that
single blow, and then bore her down onto the fl oor

A mnute later, as Liz felt the creature spreading her |egs and
entering her, she also felt its claws piercing her sides. As a cold,
mar oon dar kness swept over her, she knew that sex was indeed the
answer, as always, but this tine it was the final answer.

Any thought she heard Liz scream It was a distant sound, a short,
sharp cry of terror and pain. Then nothing but the usual funhouse
noi ses.

For a nmonent Amy continued to listen, but when she couldn't hear
anyt hi ng except the eerie nusic and the |aughing clown, she turned to
Joey again. He was standing to the left of the barker's corpse, trying
not to look at it. Amy had untied the boy. Al though tears were
stream ng down his face, and although his lower |ip was quivering, he
was trying to be brave for her

She knew that her opinion mattered nmore to himthan did that of anyone
el se, and she saw that even now, even under these circunstances, he

was concerned that she think well of him He wasn't sobbing. He
wasn't panicked. He wasn't going to break down entirely. He even made
an effort to be nonchal ant, he spat on his ropeburned wists and gently
sneared the saliva over the angry red marks, soothing the chafed

ski n.
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"Joey?" He | ooked up at her.

"Conme on, honey. We're going to get out of here."” "Ckay," he said, his

voi ce cracking between the syllables. "How?

Wiere's the door?" "I don't know," Any said. aBut we'll find it." The
feeling of being watched over and protected was still with Any, and it
buoyed her.

Joey took hold of her left hand.

Hol ding the barker's pistol in her right hand, Ary |led the boy through
t he shadowy funhouse, past nechanical nonsters from Mars and wax
zonbi es and wooden |ions and rubber sea beasts. Eventually she saw a
shaft of light coming up fromthe floor, back in the darkness to the

|l eft of the track, where the glow fromthe work lights didn't reach

Hopi ng the light represented a way out, she |ed Joey behind a pile of
papi er - mache boul ders, where she found a trapdoor in the floor

"I's this the way out?" Joey asked.
"Maybe, " Any said.

She got down on her knees, |eaned forward, and |ooked into the dimy
| ighted basenent of the funhouse. The place was filled with hunmm ng
motors, with runbling machines, with giant pulley wheels

and gears, with banks of levers, with enornous drive belts and drive
chains--and with shadows. She hesitated. But then that reassuring,
i nner voice urged her not to retreat, and she knew she was neant to
descend into the | ower chanber, there was nowhere else for her to go

She sent Joey down the | adder ahead of her, covering himwth the
gun.

When he was at the bottom she followed quickly. Very quickly--because
suddenly she wasn't sure Joey was protected by the unseen power, as she
felt herself to be.

Per haps Joey was vul nerabl e.

"This is the cellar," Joey said.

aYes," Any said. aBut we're not underground. The cellar is really the
first floor, so there's alnmost sure to be a door to the outside." She
hel d his hand again, and they eased down the aisle between two rows of
machi nery, turned a corner into another aisle--and saw Liz. The girl
was on the floor, on her back, head tw sted and bent unnaturally to one
side, eyes wide and sightless, stomach torn open, dressed only in

bl ood.

"Don't |ook," Amy said to Joey, trying to shield himfromthe awfu
sight, even as her own stomach flip-flopped.

"I saw," he said nmiserably. "I saw. " Any heard a deep-throated
grow .

She | ooked up from Joey's tear-stained face.

The hi deous freak had entered the aisle behind them It was crouched
to avoid hitting its enornous, gnarled head on the low ceiling. G een
fire flickered inits eyes. Drool coated its lips and mat ted the wiry
fur around its nouth.

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Fun%20House.txt (160 of 164) [2/9/2004 10:21:16 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%20Fun%20House. txt

Ay wasn't surprised to see the thing. 1In her heart she had known this
confrontati on was unavoi dable. She was wal ki ng through these events as
i f she had rehearsed them a thousand tines.

The creature said, "Bitch. Pretty bitch." His voice was thick. It
came out of cracked, black lips.

As if drifting through a slownotion dream Any pushed Joey behind
her .

The freak sniffed. "Wmnan heat. Snell nice." Any didn't back away
fromit. Holding the pistol at her side and slightly behind her,
hopi ng the freak would not see it, she took a step toward the thing.

"Want," it said. "Want pretty." She took another step, then a third.

The freak seened surprised by her bol dness. He cocked his head, stared
at her intensely.

She took a fourth step
The creature rai sed one hand threateningly. The claws gl eaned.

Any took two nore steps, until she was only an armis length fromthe
freak. In one snoboth, swift novenent she raised the gun and extended
it and fired into the thing's chest--once, twice, three tines.

The freak staggered backwards, driven by the fusillade. He crashed
into a machine, throwing several levers with his outcast arns. The
wheel s and gears began to turn all over the basenent, the belts started
movi ng, and the drive chains .Y.

clattered fromone steel drumto the next.

But the freak didn't fall down. He was bleeding fromthree chest
wounds, but he was still on his feet. He pushed away fromthe nmachi ne
and noved toward Any.

Joey screaned.

Her heart pounding, Any raised the gun, but waited. The freak was

al most on top of her, swaying, eyes unfocused now, drooling blood. She
could even snell its fetid breath. The thing swung one nassive hand at
her, trying to rip open her face, but it mssed by inches. Finally,
when she was absolutely sure that the bullet would not be wasted, Any
fired another round into the creature's face.

Again, the freak was flung backwards. This tinme he fell hard agai nst
the heavy, nmain drive chain that operated the gondol as overhead. The
shar p-toot hed chain caught in his clothes, jerked himoff his feet, and
dragged himviolently down the aisle, away from Any and Joey. The
creature kicked and screanmed but couldn't free hinself. The |egs of
his trousers tore as he skimed across the floor, and then his skin was
scoured of fwith equal efficiency. H s left hand snagged for a nonent
where the chain passed under and then over a steel drum for a second
or two the nechanismjammed, but then the powerful notors pulled the
chain into notion again, the freak's hand canme through the huge gear
with a couple of fingers missing. Then the beast was bei ng dragged
back toward Anmy and Joey. It was no longer struggling with the chain,
it hadn't the strength left to resist, it was howling in agony now,
spasning, dying. Nevertheless, as it passed them it reached for Any's
ankle. Failing that, it nmanaged to hook its claws through one | eg of
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Joey's jeans. The boy yel ped and fell and started sliding after the
freak, but Amy noved quickly, she grabbed the boy and held on tight.

For a monent the chain froze again, and the freak stopped noving, and
they strained in a nacabre tug-of-war, but then one of the thing's

cl aws snapped, and Joey's pants tore, and the chain began to clatter
again, and the freak was carried away. It was tossed and battered |ike
a rag doll until it finally becane pinned in the huge, main cogwheel,
where the thunb-sized teeth of the gears ground nmost of the way through
its neck before freezing up.

The freak was notionless, |inp.

Any threw down the pistol she had taken from the barker
Joey was staring at her, w de-eyed, shocked.

"Don't be afraid," she said.

He ran into her arnms and hugged her

Suffused with joy in spite of the blood and horror all around her,
overflowing with the exhilarating joy of life, Any realized that the
bar ker had been wong when he'd said that God could not help her. God
had hel ped hen- God or some universal force that sonmetimes went by the
name of God. He was with her now

She felt HHmat her side. But He wasn't at all |ike poor Mama said He
was. He wasn't a vengeful God with a mllion rules and harsh
puni shrment s.

He was sinply . . . kindness life and gentleness and | ove. He was
caring.

And then that special nonent passed, the aura of H s presence faded,
and Any sighed. She picked up Joey and carried himout of the
funhouse.

AFTERWORD | N 1980, WHEN ny nOVelS had nQ Yet begUn to appear on
bestseller lists, Jove Books asked ne to wite the novelization of a
screenplay by Larry Block (not the Lawence Block who wites the

mar vel ous Matthew Scudder detective novels and other fine suspense
fiction, another Larry Block specializing in filmwiting), which was
bei ng shot by Tobe Hooper, the young director who had nade a nane for
hinself with a | owbudget horror film Texas Chai nsaw Massacre. | had
al ways thought that transform ng a screenplay into a real novel would
be interesting and demanding, so | was notivated by the challenge. To
be truthful, | was also notivated by the financial terns, which were
nore generous than what | was receiving for ny own novels. Wen
signed on to wite The Funhouse, the inflation rate was 18% and
interest rates were well above 20% and it seened .

chapters, which were the scenes with which the novie was al nost solely
concerned. | didn't start to use the screenplay until | had witten
four-fifths of the book.

The project was fun, however, because |1'd long had a serious interest
in carnivals and had collected a lot of material about them As an
unhappy child in a severely dysfunctional famly, living across the
street fromthe fairgrounds where the county fair pitched its tents
every August, | had often dreaned about running away with the carniva
to escape the poverty, fear, and violence of ny daily life. Years
after witing The Funhouse, | nade far nore extensive use of ny
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carnival know edge in Twilight Eyes. But witing The Funhouse was
satisfying in part because | knew that the carnival lore | was putting
into it was not only accurate but fresh to readers, for this was an
Anerican subcul ture about which few novelists had ever witten with any
real know edge or accuracy.

When The Funhouse was first published by Jove--a paperback inprint
owned by the Berkley Publishing Goup, which was a division of G P.

Put nami s Sons, which was owned by MCA, the nedia giant that al so owned
Uni versal Studios (life is nore conplex out here in the late 20th
century than in the carnivalit was supposed to hit stores
simultaneously with the filnm s appearance in theaters. However, late
in the gane the filmwas held back for additional editing, and the book
was dropped into the marketplace three nonths ahead of the novie.

Sur prisingly, The Funhouse quickly went through eight printings and a
mllion copies, and appeared on the New York Times paperback bestseller
list. It was a satisfying success for a paperback original (that is, a
book that had no hardcover history to build upon), and it sold
steadily--until the fil m opened.

Now, you rnust understand that ordinarily a filmsells books. |If a book
does well before a novie is made, it will often do exceptionally well
when it has the flick to support it. This was not the case with The
Funhouse.

Upon rel ease of the film the sales of the book plumeted.
A nystery?
Not really.

Let's just say that M. Hooper had not realized the potential of the
material to the extent that the studio, probably M. Block, or Hooper
hi nsel f woul d have hoped. |Instead of serving as an advertisenent for
the book, the filmacted as a curse upon it. Months |ater, The

Funhouse had vani shed from bookstore shel ves, never to be seen again.

Wel |, al nost never.

The book had been witten under the nane "Onen West" because Jove hoped
to create a brand-new nane (or new brand nane) in horrorsuspense and
use the extra punch of a filmto really send off the author's "first"
book in a big way. The second West book was The Mask, and al t hough

sal es were good, the success of the first book redounded to M. West's
benefit less than the failure of the novie detracted fromhis
reputation. By the time | delivered the third of the West books, The
Pit, novels under ny own name had become nore successful than those
witten as West, and it seened wise to fold his identity into mne.

The Pit was retitled Darkfall-- a great relief to nme, as | could easily
i magi ne the intense pl easure nasty-mnded critics would get fromnerely
adding an s to the second word of the original title--and was published
under ny real nane.

I nowtell people that West died tragically, tranpled by nusk oxen in
Burma whil e researching a novel about a giant prehistoric duck which
he'd tentatively titled Quackzill a.

Eventual |y The Mask was republished under ny nane and sold far better
than it had for poor, |uckless, ox-flattened West.
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And now here is The Funhouse under my nanme at |ast, thanks to the
efforts of people at MCA Publishing, Berkley Books, and the kind
cooperation of Larry Block. It doesn't rank with Watchers or H deaway
or a nunber of my best novels, but it's as good as sone and maybe
better than others. | like it. | have books I'Il never let see print
again. Readers shouldn't have to pay for stories that a novelist wote
while he was still learning, just to be able to see how badly he was
able to screw up before he found his way.

The Funhouse, | think, is better than that. It's fun. |t has
somet hing to say.

The background is authentic. And not least of all, it's pretty dam
scary, even if | say so nyself. | hope you enjoyed it.

And a nonent of silence, please, for the late M. Wst, whose renmins
continue to disintegrate , in that field in Burma, where the herd of
oxen-- and the novie version of The Funhouse--drove his too-nortal
flesh deep into the oily, black nud.

t he end.
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