Buried Talents
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by Richard Matheson

A maninawrinkled, black suit entered the fairgrounds. He wastall and lean, his skin the color of
drying lesther. He wore afaded sport shirt underneath his suit coat, white with yellow stripes. His hair
was black and greasy, parted in the middle and brushed back flat on each side. His eyeswere pale blue.
There was no expression on hisface. It was a hundred and two degrees in the sun but he was not

persoiring.

He walked to one of the booths and stood there watching people try to toss ping-pong ballsinto
dozens of little fish bowls on atable. A fat man wearing astraw hat and waving abamboo canein his
right hand kept telling everyone how easy it was. "Try your luck!" hetold them. "Win aprize! There's
nothing to it!" He had an unlit, haf-smoked cigar between hislipswhich he shifted from sdeto Sdeashe

spoke.

For awhile, thetdl man in the wrinkled, black suit stood watching. Not one person managed a
ping-pong ball into afish bowl. Some of them tried to throw the ballsin. Otherstried to bounce them off
the table. None of them had any luck.

At the end of seven minutes, the man in the black suit pushed between the people until hewas
standing by the booth. He took a quarter from hisright hand trouser pocket and laid it on the counter.
"Yes, dr!" said the fat man. "Try your luck!" He tossed the quarter into ameta box benesth the counter.
Reaching down, he picked three grimy ping-pong balls from abasket. He clapped them on the counter
and thetall man picked them up.

"Tossabal inthefish bowl!" said thefat man. "Win aprize! Therésnothing toit!" Sweat was
trickling down hisflorid face. He took a quarter from ateenage boy and set three ping-pong balsin front
of him.

The man in the black suit looked &t the three ping-pong balls on hisleft pam. He hefted them, hisface
immobile. The man in the straw hat turned away. He tapped at the fish bowls with his cane. He shifted
the stump of cigar in hismouth. "Tossabdl in thefish bowl!" he said. "A prize for everybody! Nothing to
it!"

Behind him, aping-pong ball clinked into one of the bowls. He turned and looked at the bowl. He
looked at the man in the black suit. "Thereyou are!” he said. "See that? Nothing to it! Easiest game on
thefairgroundd”

The tall man threw another ping-pong ball. It arced across the booth and landed in the same bowl. All
the other people trying missed.

"Yes, ar!" thefat man said. "A prizefor everybody! Nothing toit!" He picked up two quarters and
St Six ping-pong bals before aman and wife.

He turned and saw the third ping-pong ball dropping into the fish bowl. It didn't touch the neck of the
bowl. It didn't bounce. It landed on the other two balls and lay there.

"See?' themaninthe straw hat said. "A prize on hisvery firg turn! Easiest game on the fairgrounds”
Reaching over to aset of wooden shelves, he picked up an ashtray and set it on the counter. "Y es, Sir!
Nothing toit!" he said. Hetook aquarter from aman in overalls and set three ping-pong balsin front of



him.

The man in the black suit pushed away the ashtray. He laid another quarter on the counter. Three
more ping-pong balls," hesaid.

The fat man grinned. "Three more ping-pong balsit isl" he said. He reached below the counter,
picked up three more balls and set them on the counter in front of the man. "Step right up!” he said. He
caught a ping-pong bal which someone had bounced off the table. He kept an eye on the tall man while
he stooped to retrieve some ping-pong balls on the ground.

The manin the black suit raised hisright hand, holding one of the ping-pong balls. He threw it
overhand, hisface expressonless. The bal curved through the air and fell into the fish bowl with the other
three bdls. It didn't bounce.

The man in the straw hat stood with agrunt. He dumped a handful of ping-pong balsinto the basket
undernegath the counter. Try your luck and win aprizel" he said. "Easy aspie!" He st three ping-pong
ballsin front of aboy and took his quarter. His eyes grew narrow as he watched the tdl man raise his
hand to throw the second ball. "No leaning in," he told the man.

Theman in the black suit glanced a him. "I'm not,” he said.
Thefat man nodded. "Go ahead,” he said.

The tal man threw the second ping-pong ball. It seemed to float across the booth. It fell through the
neck of the bowl and landed on top of the other four bdls.

"Wait asecond,” said the fat man, holding up his hand.

The other people who were throwing stopped. The fat man leaned across the table. Sweat was
running down beneath the collar of hislong-deeved shirt. He shifted the soggy cigar in hismouth as he
scooped the five balls from the bowl. He straightened up and looked at them. He hooked the bamboo
cane over hisleft forearm and rolled the balls between his palms.

"Okay, folks" he said. He cleared histhroat. "Keep throwing! Win aprizel" He dropped the balls
into the basket underneath the counter. Taking another quarter from the man in overdls, he set three
ping-pong ballsin front of him.

The man in the black suit raised his hand and threw the sixth ball. The fat man watched it arc through
theair. It fdl into the bowl hed emptied. It didn't roll around inside. It landed on the bottom, bounced
once, straight up, then lay motionless.

Thefat man grabbed the ashiray, stuck it on the shelf and picked up afish bowl like the ones on the
table. It wasfilled with pink colored water and had a goldfish fluttering around init. "Thereyou go!" he
said. He turned away and tapped on the empty fish bowlswith hiscane. "Step right up!” hesaid. "Tossa
bal in thefish bowl! Winaprize! Therédsnothingtoit!”

Turning back, he saw the man in the wrinkled suit had pushed away the goldfish in the bowl and
placed another quarter on the counter. "Three more ping-pong bals" he said.

Thefat man looked at him. He shifted the damp cigar in his mouth.
"Three more ping-pong bals," thetal man sad.

The man in the straw hat hesitated. Suddenly, he noticed people looking at him and, without aword,



he took the quarter and set three ping-pong balls on the counter. He turned around and tapped the fish
bowlswith his cane. " Step right up and try your luck!" he said. "Easiest game on the fairgrounds!” He
removed his straw hat and rubbed the left deeve of his shirt across hisforehead. He was amost bald.
The small amount of hair on his head was plastered to his scalp by sweat. He put his straw hat back on
and set three ping-pong balsin front of aboy. He put the quarter in the meta box undernegth the
counter.

A number of people were watching the tall man now. When he threw thefirst of the three ping-pong
ballsinto the fish bowl some of them gpplauded and asmall boy cheered. The fat man watched
suspicioudy. Hissmdl eyes shifted as the man in the black suit threw his second ping-pong bal into the
fish bowl with the other two balls. He scowled and seemed about to speak. The scatter of applause
appeared to irritate him.

The man in the wrinkled suit tossed the third ping-pong ball. It landed on top of the other three.
Several people cheered and all of them clapped.

The fat man's cheeks were redder now. He put the fish bowl with the goldfish back on its shelf. He
gestured toward a higher shdf. "What'll it be?' he asked.

Thetdl man put aquarter on the counter. "Three more ping-pong balls," hesaid inabrisk voice. He
picked up three more ping-pong balls from the basket and rolled them between his pams.

"Dont give him the bad ones now," someone said in amocking voice.

"No bad oned" thefat man said. "They're al the samel" He set the balls on the counter and picked up
the quarter. He tossed it into the metal box undernegth the counter. The man in the black suit raised his
hand.

"Wait asecond,” the fat man said. He turned and reached across the table. Picking up the fish bowl,
he turned it over and dumped the four ping-pong balls into the basket. He seemed to hesitate before he
put the empty fish bowl back in place.

Nobody else was throwing now. They watched the tall man curioudly as he raised his hand and threw
thefirgt of histhree ping-pong bals. It curved through the air and landed in the same fish bowl, dropping
straight down through the neck. It bounced once, then was still. The people cheered and applauded. The
fat man rubbed hisleft hand across his eyebrows and flicked the sweet from hisfingertipswith an angry
gesture.

The man in the black suit threw his second ping-pong bdl. It landed on the same fish bowl.
"Hold it," said the fat man.

Thetal man looked a him.

"What are you doing?" the fat man asked.

"Throwing ping-pong balls," thetal man answered. Everybody laughed. The fat man'sface got
redder. "l know that!" he said.

"It'sdonewith mirrors," someone said and everybody laughed again.
"Funny," said the fat man. He shifted the wet cigar in hismouth and gestured curtly. "Go on,” he said.

Thetdl manin the black suit raised his hand and threw the third ping-pong bal. It arced acrossthe



booth as though it were being carried by an invisible hand. It landed in the fish bowl on top of the other
two balls. Everybody cheered and clapped their hands.

Thefat man in the straw hat grabbed a casserole dish and dumped it on the counter. The manin the
black suit didn't ook at it. He put another quarter down. " Three more ping-pong balls," he said.

Thefa man turned away from him. " Step right up and win aprize!" he called. "Toss a ping-pong
ball—!"

The noise of disapprova everybody made drowned him out. He turned back, bristling. "Four rounds
to acustomer!" he shouted.

"Where doesit say that?' someone asked.

"That'stherule!" the fat man said. He turned his back on the man and tapped the fish bowlswith his
cane. "Step right up and win aprize!" he sad.

"l came here yesterday and played five rounds" aman said loudly.

"That's because you didn't win!" ateenage boy replied. Most of the people laughed and clapped but
some of them booed. "L et him play!" aman'svoice ordered. Everybody took it up immediately. "Let him
play!" they demanded.

The man in the straw hat swallowed nervoudy. He looked around, atruculent expression on hisface.
Suddenly, hethrew hishands up. "All right!" he said. "Don't get so excited!" He glared at thetall man as
he picked up the quarter. Bending over, he grabbed three ping-pong bals and dammed them on the
counter. He leaned in close to the man and muitered, "If you're pulling something fast, you'd better cut it
out. Thisisan honest game."

Thetdl man stared at him. His face was blank. His eyeslooked very paein the leathery tan of his
face. "What do you mean?' he asked.

"No one can throw thai many balls in succession into those bowls," the fat man said.
Themanin the black suit looked a him without expression. "'l can,” he said.

Thefat man felt acoldness on hisbody. Stepping back, he watched the tall man throw the ping-pong
balls. As each of them landed in the same fish bowl, the people cheered and clapped their hands.

Thefat man took aset of steak knives from the top prize shelf and set it on the counter. He turned
away quickly. "Step right up!" he said. "Tossabdl in the fish bowl! Win aprizel” Hisvoice was
trembling.

"Hewantsto play again," somebody said.

The man in the straw hat turned around. He saw the quarter on the counter in front of the tall man.
"No more prizes," hesaid.

Theman in the black suit pointed at the items on top of the wooden shelves—a four-dice electric
toaster, ashort waveradio, adrill set and a portable typewriter. "What about them?" he asked.

Thefat man cleared histhroat. "They're only for display,” he said. Helooked around for help.

"Where doesit say that?' someone demanded.



"That'swhat they are, so just take my word for it!" the man in the siraw hat said. Hisface was
dripping with swest.

"I'll play for them," thetdl man said.
"Now look!" Thefat man'sface wasvery red. "They're only for digplay, | said! Now get the hell—!"

He broke off with awheezing gasp and staggered back against the table, dropping his cane. The faces
of the people siwvam before his eyes. He heard their angry voices as though from a distance. He saw the
blurred figure of the man in the black suit turn away and push through the crowd. He straightened up and
blinked his eyes. The steak kniveswere gone.

Almost everybody left the booth. A few of them remained. The fat man tried to ignore their
threatening grumbles. He picked a quarter off the counter and set three ping-pong bdlsin front of aboy.
"Try your luck," he said. Hisvoice wasfant. He tossed the quarter into the metal box underneath the
counter. He leaned against a corner post and pressed both hands against his ssomach. The cigar fell out
of hismouth. "God," he said.

It felt asthough he was bleeding inside.



