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ONE

Ashbrooke 1946

 


The summer of 1946 had been a good summer up
till now. It was unusually hot which meant the year ahead would be
prosperous for the people and the crops would be plentiful. The
sleepy little town and its cloistered population were happy being
sheltered from the mainstream of the evolving world around them.
Life was simple and pure in the little town of Ashbrooke and the
people were not in any hurry to catch up with the growing modern
world.

 


“With all due respect Pastor Farwell, I see
no harm in having a circus come to town. It’s good to have
something for the kids to do, a change of pace from the same ole
thing all the time.” Mayor William Johnson was a good man with a
family and was well respected in town and unlike the good pastor he
was an honorable man who didn’t go through life smiling through two
faces. He and his wife had two small boys Peter age 5 and Billy age
3 and they were already looking forward to taking them to the
circus when it finished setting up.

 


Pastor Farwell never really saw eye to eye
with the mayor, but of course how could he what with him being his
biggest threat. The fact that Mayor Johnson prided himself on being
a free thinker and had never set foot inside the Ashbrooke
Community Church even put a few more strikes against him in the
pastor’s eyes. The Mayor was not one for gossip but he personally
had his suspicions about the good pastor’s sincerity and motives
when it came to the good people of Ashbrooke. And as much as he
kept his opinions to himself, he could read the pastor like a book
and Farwell knew it.

 


“My good man,” The pastor chortled, “Are
bearded ladies and two headed babies in bottles your idea of good
family fun? Do you really want your two boys to see a man throwing
knives at a woman tied to a spinning bull’s eye or some
prestidigitator sawing a woman in half?”

 


“Yeah this ain’t no ordinary circus, it’s a
galdern FREAK SHOW!” Ted Dixon stood up and shook his fist in the
air. He was probably the least educated person in the room but he
had a very strong opinion and his opinion usually mirrored that of
the pastor.

 


“I have to say I agree with Mayor Johnson on
this.” said a short bald man sitting in the back of the community
center, “Why Milly and the kids were in Cedar Creek not two weeks
ago and the circus was set up there for a whole week. She took the
kids there and they all had a great time. There didn’t seem to be
any trouble or any mischief going on in the area. As a matter of
fact the people there seemed to enjoy the fun it brought to the
community.”

 


The crowded community center began to buzz
with angry comments, much like a hive of pissed off bees. Most of
them under the breath of its owner because many of the people had
the guts to have an opinion but certainly not to voice it out loud.
Some opinions for and some against allowing the circus to set up in
town, but the overriding feeling in the room was that of a dark
controlling heaviness that seemed to follow the powerful Pastor
Harry Farwell everywhere he went.

 


The small town of Ashbrooke was always known
for being a bit backwards and conservative. The Mayor had made it
his mission to try to drag the town into the 20th
century but to no avail. The residents of the small town were
blinded by religious legalism and followed their faithful pastor
without a question in their minds as to whether he really was a
mouthpiece for God or not. But to talk to him, he would say he was
the very hand of God Himself.

 


“My good people,” Boomed the voice of the
pastor as he rose from his seat and took his place behind the
wooden podium. “I am saddened and disappointed that we’re even
having this debate tonight. The good book says that it is every
good Christian’s duty to shun the very sight of evil. No matter
what form it may take evil is EVIL! , Be they merrily painted
clowns wielding popcorn and cotton candy, or glittering jugglers
mesmerizing the masses with their folly, the one fact that will
never change is that the CIRCUS is a den of iniquity and a haven
for heathens and sinners who are here for only one reason and that
is to peddle their depraved and sinful wares.” The pastor stopped
and looked at the blank faces of the gathered townsfolk that sat
before him. Some were his faithful parishioners and others were
simple townsfolk who had never stepped foot in his church. He
slammed his bible down in the center of the podium, grabbed both
sides of its slanted surface and leaned out over it, sweat dripping
from his nose as it pointed out at the gathered mass.

 


“You are either for GOD or you are against
GOD!” Pastor Farwell’s eye lids tightened and his eyes turned to
slits as he glared out at the congregation with a condemning look
that made most of them sink in their seats. “I am telling you that
if you let this circus of sin come into our holy little town, there
will be HELL to pay!”

 


*****

 


The sun was low in the sky as the colorful
wooden wagons rolled into town, some pulled by horses while others
were pulled by rickety old trucks that sounded like they were on
their last cylinder. It was a Caravan of carnies and ner-do-wells
that were there to infest the town with their sinful and evil ways…
so thought the pastor.

 


Old Saunders’s field was the spot chosen by
the circus boss and ringmaster Hal Zimner. It was close enough to
town to be accessible yet far enough outside the city limits to
keep the law at bay. The Fink and Zimner Freak Show and Circus had
been here the year before and the welcome they got then was far
from warm but try as they might they had to make a buck where the
making was good.

 


“Ok fellows, let’s park the wagons and get
this show set up!” Hal stuck his head out of the point truck and
yelled for the Caravan to stop. They were finally here and it was
time to get to work. The circus had been losing not only business
in recent months, but performers as well, At the last town they
lost one of their best clowns Tripsy, simply because he was offered
a better gig from Ringling and he couldn’t afford not to take it.
It was only a couple of weeks before that that they lost their
strong man Hugo. He had been right in the middle of bending an iron
bar around his neck when he keeled over with a heart attack. It was
time for the circus to find fresh new talent and Hal knew it. His
business partner and friend Marty Fink made up a slew of flyers
that he was going to post all over town, to not only draw in the
crowd, but to recruit new talent for the show

“Hey Hal”, came a voice from outside the
truck window. Hal looked down at a three foot tall man wearing a
pinstriped suit and bowtie. He was handsome with his fedora and
round tortoiseshell glasses and it was easy to see he was all
business. “Once my wagon is set up, I’m going to pay your bird a
little visit. She has something we need to see, if I’m right about
this one, it might just be a real money spinner. I’ll be done in
thirty, so get over to her wagon the moment you tie things up.” Hal
winked at Marty and flicked the brim of his hat. It was another
good day for making money and he had a feeling this town full of
suckers was going to be an easier squeeze than they were last year.
Hell it had been a year and in the back of his mind Hal was sort of
hoping the old pastor that gave him so much trouble the year before
may have even popped his cork; but that would sure make his life
easier which was probably hoping for too much. The last time they
had been to Ashbrooke there was a little resistance from the
“powers that be”, but all in all the townsfolk could not stay away.
They always seemed to show up no matter what. The morbid
curiosities of the traveling show drew them in like sheep. There
was something for everyone and if the Circus didn’t interest them,
the freak show always did.

 


*****

 


“Mother, I’m going to the church now, Pastor
Farwell has asked me if I would help him come up with the
decorations for the fall revival dinner” Evette Swanson was a
beautiful sixteen year old girl who seemed to never be able to get
enough of church. It was a bit puzzling to her parents, but they
didn’t mind because they just knew that whatever she was learning
there, it had to be a good thing. They knew that she could be
running around with riff-raff and getting into the kinds of trouble
other teenagers seemed to get into, so a love for serving her
community at church was very welcomed.

“Ok dear, but be back before bed time.”

 


*****

 


“Hey Freckles, how’s the show going?” Hal
was walking through the fairway toward his trailer. The circus
performers were all around practicing their various and sundry
acts. Freckles and Giggles the clowns were doing a funny gag that
entailed Freckles getting a bucket of water poured down a funnel
stuck in the front of his pants. Hal laughed as the two clowns
practiced.

 


“Hey Hal, why aren’t you the cat’s meow?”
came a strange little voice from behind him. It was obvious to Hal
that the compliment was referring to the fact that he was dressed
in his Ringmaster garb complete with top hat. He turned and saw
Boris and his dummy the Amazing Dexter. “You sell any tickets to
tomorrow’s show yet? You know this freaking circus is about to go
under, don’t you?” The rude little dummy said in a joking tone that
had a serious meaning behind it.

 


“Hey Dexter, don’t be so rude.” Boris
scolded the wooden boy.

“Ok I’ll be good… but give me a dollar.” The
dummy rolled his eyes at Boris.

 


“You should be like me… you should always be
good and well behaved.”

 


“Ok”, I’ll be like you.” the dummy looked at
Hal and wiggled his eyebrows. I’ll be good for nothing!”

 


Hal laughed at the shtick the ventriloquist
and his dummy were doing. It was nice to see his performers in such
good spirits, although there was always something about that dam
dummy and the things he said. Always a joke wrapped around a dagger
of truth that seemed to find its way right between Hal’s ribs.

Hal began walking the fairway again. His
trailer was the last one on the left, on the far end of the
fairway. The beautiful Siamese twins Li Wa and Li Sa stood on the
side, near the entrance to the freak show exhibit. They looked like
two beautiful China Dolls with their ivory skin and ruby red lips
and beautiful almond eyes and pristine Asian features. The only
thing that stood out like a sore thumb was that the two beautiful
women were joined at the hips and they shared one pair of legs.

 


“Hi Hal, don’t forget to come to our trailer
and visit us later.” Hal had never had an intimate experience with
the sisters, but he had to admit that there was some strange
perverted curiosity deep in his gut. He smiled like always and
waved at the girls as he made his way along. Everyone new and loved
Hal. He was the best circus boss you could ask for. He cared about
his performers and he put their needs before his own and there
wasn’t anything the small circus family wouldn’t do for their
leader Hal Zimner. He was almost to his trailer, when a handsome
man standing in profile stopped him. “Hey there Hal, how’s it
hanging?” The man was dressed in a spiffy suit and was smoking a
cigar.

 


“Hey Dan, I’m great.” Hal answered with a
snicker. “How’s Dolly doing?” With that the man spun around
revealing his other side. There before Hal was the profile of a
very beautiful woman with sparkling sequins dress low cut showing
most of what was a real and very voluptuous breast. “Why Hal, I’m
just peachy as always.” The woman blew him a kiss and winked. Hal
tipped his hat as a sign to keep up the good work and left Dolly
Dan standing there as he made his way along.



Someone yelled heads up and Hal looked just
in time to see the huge circus cannon come rolling out of the back
of a truck. It rolled right into his path and was much too heavy
for him to move. From behind him came a grunting sound. Walrus boy,
a very horrible looking young man who really looked to be half boy
and half walrus, came to Hal’s rescue by lifting the cannon barrel
and hoisting it out of the way. Hal smiled and patted his head. He
looked around and grabbed a fish out of a nearby pail and tossed it
to Walrus boy. The kind hearted circus freak jumped up and down
with glee as he ripped into the raw fish with his mouth full of
gnarly teeth. “You be good, WB and don’t eat too many of those… and
watch out for bones.” Hal had just gotten to his trailer door when
Jake Box came walking up.

“So Hal, how do you like the new duds?” Jake
Box, a little tramp clown that stood about 3 feet high was sporting
a nice new but very tattered suit. He was a tramp clown so he had
gone to great lengths to tatter his new suit just right.

 


“You look great!” Hal said. “If you’re not
careful you might just get in the picture shows and give old Bozo a
run for his money.”

“Hah, that guy ain’t half the clown I am.”
Jake Box snorted and walked away. Hal breathed deep and smiled. He
had finally reached his trailer door.

 


*****



The circus tent was glowing in the distance
and the circus performers looked a lot like little ants meandering
around from where Teddy Dixon sat in his truck. He had been driving
down Brook Hollow Road that ran through the foothills up above
where the circus was set up. He had a flyer in his hand that he had
torn off of a telephone pole a mile or so back. He squinted as he
glared at Hal, who was standing at his trailer door talking to one
of them midget circus freaks. “God dam freak show… they’ll be out
of here by sunrise, you just wait and see.” With that, Teddy spat
some tobacco out the window and threw the truck into gear, speeding
away.

 


*****

 


“Oh lord… yes Jesus…” The pastor was lying
in bed. A small lamp on the bedside table cast the shadow of a
cross on the wall next to the bed. The preacher was in a strange
position sitting half way up with his hands behind him holding the
headboard of the bed with his eyes tightly shut. On his right hand
was a ring his wife had given him on their last anniversary. It was
a large gold ring with a cluster of diamonds on it that formed the
shape of a cross. The ring scratched the wooden headboard as he
gripped it tightly. Was he praying? Was he seeking the will of God
to find out how best to deal with the situation the unwelcome
circus had put him in? With his arms in this position it almost
looked as if he was mimicking Christ himself on the cross, arms
spread wide holding onto the edges of the headboard. “Oh god yes”….
He squirmed and writhed as if he was getting the Holy Spirit or
something. But to anyone really looking, if you had been a fly on
the wall of that cheap motel room, you would have seen the bottle
of booze on the bedside table that happened to have a screw top
that was in the shape of a cross, casting the familiar shadow that
had nothing religious about it or even holy. It was just a normal
bottle of scotch sitting on the table next to an opium pipe that
was still smoking.

 


“Oh god yes baby… that’s it. Show daddy what
you’ve got!” The lump under the covers was moving. It was rocking
in a slow but methodic up and down motion. The beautiful young
charge of his that was supposed to be designing the decorations for
the upcoming festival dinner was actually under the covers doing
secret little sexual favors for the good pastor yes she was young,
but he had taught her well.

 


*****

 


The sound of calliope music filled the
circus grounds as a small group of performers began to congregate.
It was a circus ritual for the leaders of the various clicks to
gather around and shoot the bull about the upcoming shows and the
towns they had ended up in. Sometimes there was a general feeling
of excitement because the particular town they had stopped in had
great potential or like in the case of Ashbrooke many of them
wondered why the hell they were back.



“This rat hole is a fucking waste of time”
Giggles said, with her painted on smile contradicting the mood she
was in. “I don’t know why Hal is determined to come back to this
god awful place.”

 


“Yeah”, Boris chimed in, his dummy alert and
watching the scene as he spoke. “Last time we were here, they all
but ran us out of town. You would think Hal and Marty would have
gotten the hint.”

 


“Yeah that fucking preacher wants us around
here about as much as he wants a turpentine enema.” Freckles lit
his cigar and took a long hard drag.

Jake Box, the short tramp clown suddenly
came sneaking out of the shadows with a grin on his face like he
was a cat who just got the prize cannery.

 


“Hey there gents, I was just over at Hal’s
wagon and I saw Zadora sneaking in a crate full of little blue
bottles. I think he and Marty are up to something.”

 


“So Hal’s going back in the snake oil bizz I
guess?” Dolly Dan snorted.

 


“Well let’s not forget how many times Hal
has pulled this circus out of the hole.” Dexter the wooden dummy
said as his eyebrows flicked up and down.

 


“Yeah and how many times he’s saved our
asses.” Jake added.

“Hal’s my hero” The Dolly half of Dolly Dan
said in her seductive voice. “I’d probably follow him to hell and
back if he wanted me to.”

 


“Well in this crappy town, you might just
get the chance.” Freckles took another drag of his cigar as the
rest of them laughed.



*****



 


The truck came to a screeching halt as Teddy
jumped from the cab and ran full hilt toward the motel room door.
The crumpled circus flyer was in his hand as he lifted it to knock
on the door.

“Who’s there?” The preacher yelled as the
young girl was startled from under the covers.”

 


“Is it my dad?” She whispered.

 


“I don’t’ think so… just don’t worry and be
quiet.” The gentle rapping on the door came one more time and then
there was a low whisper that came from the other side.



“Pastor Farwell, it’s me Teddy.”

 


“What the fuck do you want Teddy? I told you
never to bother me when I was ‘praying’.”

 


“I know pastor, I’m really sorry but I have
something here I think you want to see.” With that Teddy slid the
flyer under the door. The scantily clad girl, Evette Swanson creped
from the bed and grabbed the flyer as if she thought she could be
seen through the door.

 


Farwell took the crumpled flyer and
flattened it out for a good look. He squinted and gritted his
teeth. “GOD DAMN CIRCUS FREAKS!” He crumbled the paper into a ball
and threw it across the room. “Teddy meet me at the church in
thirty minutes and get the church elders together… we’ve got the
LORDS work to do!”

 



TWO

Righteous Indignation

 


An argument was raging in full force when
Hal opened the door to his wagon. It seems his partner Marty Fink
and his lover Madame Zadora, who was also the circus fortune
teller, was in a rather heated argument over a small crate of
glowing blue bottles.



“Listen you bitch, we paid you good money to
get this stuff so we could sell it. This circus is going down the
crapper and unless you wanna trade your crystal ball in for a pair
of fishnet stockings, so you can start dancing the hootchie, you
better fork over.”

 


Zadora was holding the small crate of about
one hundred ten ounce bottles of a very unique looking blue liquid.
It was obvious that she was not happy about the prospect of giving
them over to Marty.

 


“You cannot just sell these to anyone; the
Apa Vie is a very powerful and dangerous tonic. If it’s used wrong
it can bring about a potent and deadly curse.”

 


“I don’t wanna hear your mumbo jumbo crystal
ball shtick. Save it for the goats that buy into your bullshit.
That stuff belongs to me!” Marty made a grab for the crate and she
quickly pulled it away.

 


“Listen you two, the last thing we need is
you arguing over this stuff. I don’t want the others to even know
we’ve got it; much less know you two are at each other’s throats
over it.” Hal stepped in and took the crate from Zadora.

 


“Listen Hal, she’s your bird and you better
get this ironed out, ‘cause we don’t stand a chance of making any
money in this dust bowl of a town unless we sell this stuff as a
miracle tonic to those suckers out there. I’m guessing we can get
five bucks a bottle.”

 


He grabbed his hat off the back of a chair
and pressed it down hard on his head.

 


“Come tomorrow I’m going out there and
selling this stuff to those ignorant yahoos so you two better get
this ironed out and quick.” Marty stormed out in a huff and slammed
the door behind him.

 


“Dora,” Hal said as he placed the crate on
the floor and took a single bottle out for examination. “Don’t
worry about this stuff, nothing bad is going to happen, it’s just
another ‘miracle tonic’ we’re going to peddle to the masses for a
quick buck.” Hal popped the cork on the small bottle and took a
sniff. His face puckered at the smell of the toxic substance. “So
one drop of this on your tongue once a week and you’ll live
forever… sounds a bit far-fetched, but hey that’s what sells. The
more far- fetched it sounds, the more people can’t stand not to
have it. Hal fiddled around with the bottle when Zadora grabbed him
and pulled him close. The look in her eyes was one of concern mixed
with endearment. She loved Hal, but she seriously had a problem
with Marty and him being so flippant toward the Apa Vie.

 


“Hal you don’t understand what this stuff
is” She took the cork from his other hand and squeezed it back into
place, into the bottles open neck. “The Apa Vie is not a joke,
there is a powerful and dangerous curse that follows it wherever it
goes if it’s not used correctly. I have heard many stories from my
grandmother about the horrors Apa Vie can bring about and believe
me you don’t want to know the gory details.”

 


“Dora, doesn’t Apa Vie mean ‘Water of Life’
in your native tongue? I mean how dangerous can something like that
be? I’m telling you… you just worry too much and having your creepy
old Romanian grandmother telling you scary bed time stories is just
going to wig you out even more.”

 


“The elders from my village say that Apa Vie
comes from the ‘Seed of the Devil’. It has sinister and evil power
when it’s in the wrong hands and that’s why you can’t just sell it
to anyone.

 


Suddenly the calliope music that had been
playing outside stopped. There was a sudden commotion outside that
took Hal and Madame Zadora’s attention away from the discussion
they had been having. They heard a scurry and then a thumping sound
and just then the door to Hal’s wagon flew open.

 


“Damn it Hal, you better get out here and
fast. Something’s going on and it’s not good.” Marty’s face was
pale like a ghost and he had a look of terror that Hal had never
seen before. Hal glanced down at the crate of glowing blue bottles
and gently kicked it under the wooden counter out of sight.
Forgetting the other bottle was still in his hand he made for the
door.

 


When he got outside the circus performers
had gathered around his trailer. In the distance he could see an
angry mob carrying torches and making their way toward the circus
grounds.

 


“Everyone in the big top,” Hal yelled. “I
don’t know what’s going on but I’ll take care of it.” The circus
folk all made for the big top except for a few of Hal’s most loyal
and oldest friends. Boris and Freckles stood on either side of Hal
as did Walrus boy and Dolly Dan. They were going to support their
friend no matter what kind of trouble was brewing. Standing on the
small wooden porch of his circus trailer, Hal watched as the angry
mob approached, led by the Pastor Harry Farwell.

 


“Well hello Pastor,” Hal smiled as he spoke
with a slightly sarcastic tone. “It’s nice to see such a large
crowd turning out for our performance, but the ticket booth won’t
be opened till tomorrow noon.”

 


“We’re not here to participate in your
heathen circus mister.” The pastor spat as he raised his bible up
into the air. “We’re here to let you know you’re not welcome in our
town and we want you to leave tonight.”

 


“Well pastor we don’t mean you and your good
town any trouble. We’re just here to bring some harmless
entertainment to the unwashed masses.” Hal suddenly remembered he
still had the bottle of Apa Vie in his hand. “As a matter of fact,
I’d like to present you with this small token of our appreciation
so you can see our intentions are harmless.”

 


Hal handed the small bottle of glowing blue
liquid to Pastor Farwell. The mesmerizing glow of the blue liquid
was somewhat hypnotic, but the pastor quickly snapped out of its
lure. “Well there is nothing harmless about the riffraff and scum
that come with circuses.” Farwell scanned the cluster of freaks
standing near Hal and rolled his eyes then he took the bottle with
his right hand and examined it. “What manner of devil potion is
this?”

 


“Oh there’s nothing devilish about this
elixir. It’s a wonder tonic that will bring the user a long and
prosperous life. Just a drop on the tongue once a week and you’ll
live a long healthy life… what better way to live long and spread
the good message to your flock.”

 


Pastor Farwell popped the cork and took a
whiff. He wrinkled his nose at the offensive smell of the tonic.
“I’m not interested in your lies and flowery words, Mister
Ringmaster. I know your kind and we don’t want anything to do with
your freaks, soothsayers and wicked way of life. This town is full
of God fearing folk and we don’t want our way of life disrupted by
your kind.”

 


“Why I take offense at your accusations my
dear pastor. Boris here happens to be a God fearing Christian and
Walrus boy reads his bible most every night before he snuggles up
in his little hay lined nest to go to bed.” Hal was adding insult
to injury with his sarcastic tone.

 


“Don’t insult me with your rhetoric sir. I
doubt very seriously that there is one shred of righteousness among
your clan of ner-do-wells. Why I would rather burn in the pits of
hell than walk through the pearly gates with a circus freak like
your Walrus Boy! It’s obvious his soul was dammed long before he
was ever born. Most likely the sins of his filthy freak show
parents.”

Boris, Freckles and the others stepped
forward in defense. Farwell had insulted one of the kindest hearted
individuals they knew. Walrus boy just stood with his head down,
tears running down his mangled distorted face.

 


“You self righteous bastard,” Hal said with
a livid tone none of his circus family had ever heard him speak
with before. Each word was dripping with a disdain they had never
witnessed coming from Hal. “It’s unfortunate that you feel that
way, but I am here to tell you that my circus and I are here to
stay and unless you have some legal letter of writ that says we
have to leave, we’re not going anywhere.”

 


Farwell took a step forward. His eyes were
like daggers plunging into Hal. How dare this stranger come into
his town and corrupt it with his hedonistic ways with no regard to
the feelings of the town’s folk not to mention his authority as the
religious leader of the town.

 


“The only law I’m concerned with is God’s
law.” Farwell lifted his bible in the air again. “You sir will
leave this town tonight or there will be trouble.”

 


“What are you going to thump me with your
bible?” The performers surrounding Hal let out a laugh. Hal was a
very stubborn man and he was not about to be intimidated by the
religious babblings of some backwoods hick swinging a bible around.
“My circus and its people are here to entertain the good natured
folk of this community and that’s what we’re going to do. If you
and your inbred religious fanatics don’t want to participate nobody
here is forcing you.”

 


“Who the fuck are you calling inbred?” Teddy
Dixon pointed his finger maliciously.

 


“Well my god fearing friend any fingers
being pointed here tonight are not being pointed by me. So if the
proverbial shoe fits, wear it.”

 


Not really knowing what the hell Hal had
just said, Teddy sunk back into the mob. He was no match for the
fancy talking Ringmaster and no snappy come-backs came to mind.

 


Hal turned and nodded to his circus family
to disburse and go about their business. “Now if you’ll excuse me
we have much work to do and we don’t have time for your idle
threats and bible thumping. So since you’re obviously not welcome
here I would kindly ask you and your torch toting parishioners to
please leave the circus grounds.”

 


Pastor Farwell stood speechless for a
moment. He was not sure what to do. He had been demoralized and
embarrassed in the presence of his congregation and was not going
to stand for it. The circus boss had called his bluff and now it
was time to decide if he was going to put his money where his mouth
was.

As Hal turned and grabbed the latch on the
door to his trailer, Pastor Farwell decided he was not going to be
made a fool of. He raised his hand with the bottle of Apa Vie in
the air and yelled “TRAMPLE THIS CIRCUS TO THE GROUND.”

 


In a knee jerk reaction, as Farwell’s people
began to storm the circus grounds, Hal pulled a long dagger that
was concealed in the skull shaped handle of the walking stick he
always carried with him. He yelled “NO” at the top of his lungs,
spun around and accidentally hacked off the good pastor’s right
hand. The scene turned bloody. As if in slow motion Pastor
Farwell’s severed hand flew through the air. The bottle still in
its grip with its contents spilling out and coating the pastor’s
severed stump with the creamy glowing blue liquid. Most of the
church crowd was unaware of the pastor’s hand because just as it
happened he doubled over grabbing his stump and kneeling in the
dirt.

 


“BURN THIS GOD DAMNED CIRCUS TO THE GROUND!”
the pastor’s voice could be heard from all around by his mob.

 


Up till now they had only been knocking down
tent poles and doing damage to the circus property, but at the
command to burn it down, his people began to light everything
ablaze with their torches as they corralled the remaining circus
performers into the big top. Hal made a dash to help his people.
Screams of agony rang out as clowns and jugglers and other circus
folk were lit ablaze by the spreading flames. Farwell tucking his
bloody stump into his robes so his wound was not visible, he backed
into the shadows and watched as the circus and its people all
burned up in the uncontrollable flames. A tear ran down Madame
Zadora’s cheek as she stood in the shadows and watched the carnage.
The man she loved had run into the big top to save others but had
not come out. As the fires burned on in the night, lighting the
night sky with an orangey yellow glow, the congregation of the
First Community Church of Ashbrooke stood back in disbelief and
watched the final moments of what they had done.

 


The reality of their sin was sinking into
the hearts and minds of most of them, but they had been justified.
They were doing the will of God. They were cleansing their town of
an evil that was there to corrupt the innocent impressionable young
minds of their youth. According to their pastor, what they had done
was the will of their God.

 


*****

 


The morning sunlight cut through the
curtains like a blade. It was sunrise as the pastor lay on his bed
eyes wide open. The pain from his injury was completely gone. The
stump of his right arm wrapped tightly against his body, covered by
the dingy blue bathrobe he wore to bed the night before.

 


“I did the right thing.” He mumbled to
himself over and over again as his lips quivered. “If I hadn’t
gotten rid of those sinful invaders who would have? God gave me the
job and I carried it out the best way I knew how.”

 


Pastor Farwell took another sip from the
bottle of whisky he was clutching in his left hand. It made a
clunking sound as he carelessly placed it on the bedside table and
stood up. Nobody had seen him get his hand cut off the night
before. He was sure he had hidden the bloody stump of his arm from
them as they did their duty in the circus grounds and since he had
scurried away in the night before the deed was finished, he had not
encountered anyone so they would have no idea what had happened to
him. When Hal Zimner had struck him down, they had already run into
the circus grounds to drive the evil away. They could not know, he
was determined to keep his injury a secret, but how? He wasn’t sure
how he was going to keep his parishioners from knowing his shame.
That he had been bested by the Ringmaster of the circus and how he
had lost his right hand. The right hand of God.

 


He stumbled a bit from the booze he had been
nursing all night. He walked over to the mirror and leaned against
the bathroom sink. A small bubble of vomit in his throat that felt
like it was going to come gushing out at any moment. He was feeling
ill. It was a sick feeling he had in his very core. The night
before he had killed at least 30 people, but it was God’s will, or
at least that’s what he kept telling himself. God wanted it that
way. So it must have been the right thing to do. Harry looked into
the mirror. The stump under his robe seemed to look larger under
the ace bandage he had wrapped around his body. He had covered it
up, pressing it tightly against his mid section and then wrapping
it all up tight. He looked closely at the bandage. There was a
stain but instead of it being the deep crimson red of a blood
stain, it seemed to be blue. He threw off his robe and looked at
the bulge. It had to be his imagination. The bulge under the
bandage was the shape of a hand. He could clearly make out five
fingers and a thumb from under the ace bandage. He quickly pulled
off the metal clip that kept the end of the ace bandage in place.
He began to unwind the bandage… around and around his body until it
fell to the floor. He could not believe his eyes. Pastor Farwell
lifted his right hand in the air. The right hand that had been gone
the night before, hacked off like a piece of unwanted meat. There
had been no hand there when he went to sleep but now there it was,
clear as day; somehow a new hand had grown into place while he
slept, or while he lay there in a drunken stupor because he didn’t
actually get any sleep. Harry examined his newly grown hand. The
place where it had been cut off the night before had a strange
bluish tinge that formed a circle around his arm. Almost like that
was the spot from which the new appendage grew. Somehow the strange
tonic that he had been holding, had spilled and gotten all over his
freshly cut bloody stump. Somehow this stuff was responsible for
his hand growing back. No… he thought to himself. No that demon
potion had nothing to do with it. It could not be that stuff
because it was an ungodly elixir from hell. This had happened
because it was a sign from God. He was God’s messenger and this
miracle had happened as a sign to show him he had done the right
thing.

 


Pastor Farwell grabbed his bible and held it
up to his chest. “He has blessed ME His true servant!”

 


*****

 


“Where the hell is the pastor?” grunted a
tall heavyset man with a massive beer belly. Everyone called him
big Earl and he was one of the fix-it men at the church. He was
always seen wearing his greasy overalls and usually with no shirt,
except on the rare occasion that he actually went to hear one of
the pastor’s sermons. If that were the case he wore a greasy
t-shirt along with his greasy overalls. He wasn’t particularly
religious but he had some strange idea that he could be saved
through osmosis just from hanging around with the church going
folk. He was one of the first to grab his torch and follow the
pastor to the circus grounds the night before, more out of
something to do than any real conviction. “We’ve been here all dam
night digging this hole and we ain’t seen hide or hair of the
Reverend.”

 


Teddy Dixon and his brother Eddy Dixon were
throwing the last of the charred mangled bodies into the mass grave
they had spent all night digging. The entire circus had burned to
the ground and every single person had met their death at the hands
of the torch toting vigilantes. They were all pretty much justified
in what they had done and out of some strange obligation were now
helping the pastor cover-up any sign of the evil deed.

 


“We’ll see if that son of a bitch calls me
inbred again.” Teddy threw the last body on the pile. It was the
charred corpse of Hal Zimner the ringmaster. His tailcoat was still
intact enough to tell who he was but his face was burned beyond
recognition.

 


“Yeah that smooth talking son of a bitch had
it coming.” Eddy added as he kicked dirt into the hole on top of
the bodies. “Why ain’t the pastor here to help us fill up this god
dam hole?”

“Hell I’m sure he’s off somewhere with his
little skirt filling another kind of hole.” Big Earl and Eddy began
to laugh, when suddenly a charred crushed black top hat landed like
a Frisbee on top of the Ringmaster’s body. They immediately
recognized it as the hat Hal had been wearing the night before.
They hadn’t noticed it but the pastor had walked up while they were
shooting the bull.

 


“Brothers God’s will has been done and now
it’s time to cover up this sin and put this deed behind us.” Pastor
Farwell held his bible in his newly grown right hand and looked up
to heaven.

 


The three men filled in the enormous hole
that was now the resting place of over thirty charred dead circus
performers. Dolly Dan, Freckles, Boris and Dexter were just a few
of the well meaning members of the circus family who had met a
horrible fate at the hands of a self-righteous hypocrite who called
himself the right hand of god.



An hour or so passed when Teddy and Big Earl
began to pat down the dirt and make the grave look as natural as
possible. Eddy Dixon rolled the only remaining piece of evidence
that would let anyone even know the circus had ever come to town.
It was Hal’s wagon, slightly charred on one edge but still very
much intact.

 


“We should go inside and see if there’s
anything in there of value.”

 


“Yeah, we might be able to make some money.
I’m sure that fancy pants ringmaster had some valuables in there.”
Eddy and Big Earl were opening the door, ready to loot the circus
wagon when the pastor slammed the door closed. He had wooden plank
in his hand that he held across the door frame. It had the words
“Keep Out, this place is cursed by GOD” painted across it.

 


“Leave this wagon the way it is,” Farwell
said authoritatively. “This wagon will serve as a reminder of the
power of God’s people and what they will do to protect their town
from evil. With that the pastor hammered the wooden plank across
the door in such a way that anyone who meant to loot the old wagon
would have to pry off the plank to make their way in. Eddy and
Teddy and Big Earl loaded into Teddy’s truck. They were going to
head back into town when they turned to see if the pastor needed a
lift, but he was nowhere to be seen. As quickly as he’d come, he
was gone. As they drove away toward Ashbrooke, leaving a trail of
dust behind them, the only thing to be seen was a lone figure
standing on the hill above Saunders’s field. It was Madame Zadora.
She was standing there, crying, longing for the only man she had
every really loved, who was now gone forever… or was he?
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The vision was foggy. Something was moving
in the darkness but what it was, wasn’t clear; like gnarled twisted
hands of bone grabbing and clawing in the darkness. The smell of
blood and freshly mangled flesh was in the air. Screams and moans
with ear piercing intensity rang out through the foggy darkness.
The white-haired China man was wide awake yet his dream had nothing
to do with the reality around him that his blind eyes could not
see. It was that sense again… that sixth sense he had from birth.
It meant something but he wasn’t sure what exactly the vision was
trying to tell him but whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

 


*****

 


Brian Keeping was a handsome twenty five
year old man. He had been living in Ashbrooke all his life and
really hadn’t been anywhere else. This was part of the problem. He
had a dream to get out into the world and make it big even though
everyone else thought he was a dreamer, he knew one day he would
get his chance. Being a twenty-five year old mechanic whose passion
in life was juggling was a bit strange, but he spent every waking
moment he had tossing things into the air in a rhythmic pattern
that impressed anyone who was watching.

“Not much to do around here today, Brian, so
I want you to go ahead and clean up the parts shelf. We’ve been
selling stuff off of that shelf all week and they sell better when
they’re clean.” The parts shelf was where the Johnson brothers kept
all the re-built carburetors and fuel pumps and other parts that
any travelling stranger with an unwanted breakdown could always
use.

 


“Damn spare parts.” Brian grumbled a bit
under his breath. He felt like that shelf was mostly full of junk
and it would be a much better use of time to throw the stuff away
than to keep it.

“Stop yer grumbling and just clean them up.”
Pete Johnson came out of the office with a long cardboard box in
his hands. “But before you do, we’ve got something for you, son.”
With a cheeky grin, Pete presented the box to Brian. Bill stood
next to him with a boyish look of anticipation on his face. The box
was heavy and tattered up like it had been through a very rough
pony express delivery service. Brian smiled, completely not knowing
what to expect and slowly opened the box.

 


“We know you’ve been working so hard on that
juggling stuff that we decided to do something special for ya.”
Pete smiled.

“Yeah,” Bill added, “After working so hard
all summer to learn how to juggle them pins, we decided to help you
go to the next level.”

 


Upon opening the box Brian could not believe
his eyes. Inside the tattered old box was a set of nice new shiny
juggling knives. He took one out of the box by its handle and
flipped it in the air effortlessly. Perfectly weighted and ready to
be tossed in the air, the knife was a symbol to Brian that he had
moved to a whole new level as a juggler.

 


“Ok, ok, that’s enough,” Bill said as he
took the knife from Brian and placed it back in the box. These can
wait till you’re done with work. Then you can do all the juggling
you want.”

 


“Yep, them parts ain’t gonna clean
themselves.” Pete smiled and winked at his brother Bill. Even
though he was a salty old fart, giving Brian those pins made Pete
feel a bit warm and fuzzy inside, even if the idea had been his
brother’s.

 


“I’m gonna put these here knives in the desk
drawer in the office. You can pick them up on your way home
tonight.” Bill had a bit of a soft spot for Brian and somehow he
knew the kid was struggling with some important issues in life.
Bill was sixty three years old and was one of the owners of the
Johnson Brother’s garage. He and his older brother Pete opened the
garage shortly after their father died and that was almost thirty
years ago. Ashbrooke was small, with one diner, one theater and one
garage that serviced anyone who happened to break down in the
little town. It was peaceful, but a little too much for Brian’s
liking as he craved excitement.

 


The most exciting things he had ever done
were usually with his best friend Randy Corbin. Everyone called him
Randy “Jazz” cause he worked at the local hair salon and was a bit
light in the loafers, as Pete liked to say, but he was by far
Brian’s best friend and the most exciting thing in Brian’s
life.

 


The reason Brian and Randy were probably so
close is that when they were young, Brian’s parents and Randy’s
parents were the best of friends. They did everything together,
including getting killed in a horrible car accident while on a trip
back from the big city. After this happened Brian’s grandmother
took him in as well as the orphaned Randy, so he and Brian were
practically brothers, having been raised together from the age of
ten.

 


The town of Ashbrooke had a sheriff and a
deputy and they were all that kept the riff raff and biker gangs
from staying too long. Ashbrooke had a reputation for not being
very opened armed when it came to strangers and Sheriff Bob Tucker
liked to keep it that way. He was a gruff old coot who was pretty
much a racist, homophobic narrow minded asshole and he was proud of
it. His deputy Tara Wood was an attractive young woman in her mid
thirties and she was by far the most popular of the duo. Some men
were even known to speed through town in the hopes that she would
be the one to pull them over and give them a ticket. It was common
knowledge that the somewhat flirtatious deputy was single and
looking.

 


Ashbrooke’s secrets had been kept well.
There was little talk of the tragic burning of the circus that
happened some sixty years earlier. Nobody really even gave it a
second thought. After the disappearance of the circus sixty years
prior, the town got a reputation among the other traveling circuses
and it sort of became taboo to put down stakes there, so the circus
hadn’t come to town for at least sixty years. The only remnants of
anything having to do with the tragic burning of the circus was the
fact that there was an old woman who lived somewhere on the
outskirts of town. People called her an old witch because she was
quite peculiar. They referred to her as crazy old Dora and it was
rumored that she was the old fortune teller from the circus that
had burned down in 1946. Nobody really knew her, although she was
spotted in town, because she kept to herself. She wore a tattered
old dress. Red with lace trims on the sleeves and around the skirt.
And she always wore a black hat with a veil covering her face, so
nobody knew what she looked like, but they knew it couldn’t be too
pretty as she had to be close to ninety years old.

 


The Ashbrooke Community church had moved
closer to the heart of town. The old building had been abandoned up
on the hill not far from Saunders’s field about 10 years back and
it was about that time that the old pastor Harry Farwell up and
disappeared. The town’s folk never understood how he lived so long
and how he managed to stay behind the pulpit for so many years but
one day shortly after the city council decided to build a new more
modern church building, he just disappeared and nobody had seen him
since. A string of interim pastors came and went for several years
but the town had recently gotten a young new pastor by the name of
Fredrick Douglas who was well liked by most of the parishioners.
His style was different because he was not so much into the
hell-fire and brimstone approach to religion.

 


*****

 


“Damn it boy,” Pete Johnson said as he stood
next to Brian while he was cleaning a carburetor. “I swear you
better snatch up that girl and marry her before someone else does.”
Pete was looking out the window as Steffi Damascus approached. She
was another of Brian’s best friends. She, Randy and Brian were like
the inseparable and much more intelligent three stooges. They did
almost everything together including getting into trouble, although
that was more when they were teenagers. The worse thing they had
done when they were in high school was sneak into the movie theater
while old man Dixon was preoccupied and switch the midnight matinee
movie with a 1950’s sex education film. It caused a lot of stir but
that was only because old man Dixon turned it on without checking
and then fell asleep, so the audience had to watch about half of it
before someone got his attention and woke him up to change it.
Brian, Randy and Steffi thought they had made history.

 


“Hey there you” Steffi said as she set down
a plate with an enormous sandwich on it. “I brought you something
from the diner.” To anyone watching there really wasn’t any way to
miss the fact that Steffi had a huge crush on Brian. He didn’t
really reciprocate the crush because he really found the whole
thing confusing. He wasn’t sure if it was because he had thought of
her as a sister for so many years or if it was because he only
wanted to be her friend, either way he was doing a bit of
experimenting but it wasn’t all turning out the way he wanted it
to.

 


“Hey Brian, how’s work going?” Steffi smiled
and moved in close in hopes of maybe getting a kiss. Brian backed
away and smiled nervously, holding a greasy rag between them
whipping his greasy hands on it.

 


“Hey I’m good… thanks for that awesome
sandwich. Pastrami and cheese with extra Tabasco, just the way I
like it. I’ll eat it later when I get cleaned up.”

 


Brian kissed her on the cheek awkwardly and
stepped over to the parts shelf. The night before he and Steffi had
been on a ‘date’ for the first time. It was a bit strange how the
whole thing played out and it ended less than perfect.

 


“Brian you know about last night. I had a
great time.” Steffi followed him over to the shelf full of dirty
car parts. “I know at the end there it was a bit… um…. you know
whatever, but not to worry I am sure that happens to every guy once
in a while.”

“Yeah well I had a good time too. It’s
always great to hang out with you. The restaurant was great, I’m
just sorry about dessert.”

 


“Don’t worry I’m sure next time the dessert
will be much better. Who knows, maybe pound cake instead of Jello.”
She laughed and Brian just snickered awkwardly and rolled his eyes.
Brian watched Steffi walk out the door as she went back to Devin’s
Diner where she worked. He felt deep down inside that it was a
mistake to try to become sexual with Steffi on their date. But
somehow he was confused that felt like he was trying to prove
something to himself. He liked her but he didn’t really think he
loved her and even though he knew she had those sorts of feelings
the last thing he wanted to do was screw up their friendship.

 


*****

 


The new and improved Bizzaro Brother’s
Circus came rolling into town, the first of its kind in sixty long
years. Carson Bailey the circus boss had chosen this town to add to
their seasonal tour because of the fact no circus had been here for
so many years and he felt that it was ripe for the picking. The
circus was a small one. They were nowhere near the size of Ringling
or even Carson and Barnes and the Cole Brothers circus even made
them look small. They were truly one of, if not the last one ring
circus still traveling the Continental United States. The circus
was nearly done with set up and Carson was hovering around as usual
barking orders to the roustabouts to get the canvas tightened and
taut and the carnival games set up. He wanted them to have a full
blown rehearsal before nightfall so the show would be ready to
shine by noon the next day when the ticket booth opened. Carson was
a fellow that not many of the circus folk liked. He was an abrasive
asshole who really didn’t give a crap about anyone but himself. He
had gotten this job eight years ago because of a family connection
in the circus world and his uncle who pulled a few strings for him
so he could have a fresh start right out of prison. During Carson’s
prison stint, his warm and friendly personality and sarcastic mouth
had gotten him beaten half to death just before he was released.
His first few weeks as a free man were spent in a hospital in a
comma as the result of a stroke brought on by the horrible beating
he had taken. When he finally came out and joined the ranks of the
living again, he had a withered gimpy left arm, a left leg with
very little or no feeling and he had to walk with a cane for the
rest of his life. He was only 40 years old. Most of the circus folk
chalked his less than chipper personality up to his condition and
they cut him as much slack as they possibly could.

 


The second guy in charge was also one of the
headliner performers. He was a clown by the name of Smiley and he
had been with the Bizzaro Brother’s Circus for just over twenty
years. He was really the backbone behind the circus as far as the
other performers were concerned and without him and his support the
circus would have gone belly up many years before. It was due to
this fact that Carson was jealous of Smiley and did his best to
make his life miserable.

 


“Ok, what’s six feet tall, walks with a limp
and is the biggest asshole on the planet?” a chubby little hand was
holding back the curtain watching Carson come toward the
trailer.

“I don’t know.” Smiley replied as he did a
last bit of powdering to his clown make-up.

 


“I don’t know either, but it’s coming this
way.”

 


Smiley pulled out a long cigar and stuck it
in his mouth. “It’s too early for his shit ya know.” Smiley patted
his pockets searching. Just as he let out a sigh of frustration,
Buggy pulled out his special lighter and shot a six inch flame into
the air, lighting the end of Smiley’s cigar. Smiley smiled a real
smile and leaned back in his chair just as the door opened.

 


“What are you slackers doing in here?” Not a
‘hello’, not a ‘hey how are ya’ not even a ‘go to hell’. Carson
didn’t see the point in pleasantries.

 


“Exit stage left.” Buggy the clown chuckled
as he slid between Carson and the door frame to make as quick an
exit as he could.

 


“Hello to you too…what, your momma didn’t
teach you how to knock?” Smiley was usually nice to everyone but
Carson didn’t merit civility as he was always asking for it just by
the way he behaved.

 


“Well last time I checked this was my circus
and that would make this my trailer, so why bother knocking.”
Carson said smugly.

 


“Yeah, well last time I checked you weren’t
the one people paid good money to come see, so you better do an
attitude check before everyone in this place walks out on you,
leaving you holding nothing but the end of Inga’s leash.” The
thought of that wasn’t a very pleasant one for Carson because Inga
was the dancing Russian bear they had brought on as a new act the
year before and it was common knowledge that the bear hated
Carson’s guts.

 


“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Carson shook his
head and continued. “Smiley I need you to go into town and get some
supplies for us. We’re on gas generators now and we need a shit
load of spark plugs.”

 


“What are you talking about? I’m already in
full face for our dress rehearsal. I can’t go into town like this.”
Smiley held firm to the clown code of ethics that said you don’t go
anywhere as a clown unless your completely made up and always in
character.

 


“I don’t give a shit.” Carson chewed on a
toothpick. “So hand out flyers and entertain the kiddies. Use the
opportunity to drum up business for the circus. All I know is I
can’t send Simon because he’s got the newbie’s working on the big
top and he can’t be spared. So get your ass into town, find an auto
parts place and get me a case of spark plugs.”

 


Carson spit his chewed toothpick on Smiley’s
make-up table and made to leave.

 


“How about a few free tickets for the
kiddies in town,” Smiley cocked his painted on eyebrow.

 


Carson suddenly stopped. “Cute or not, I’m
not giving you any free tickets for the kiddies in this freaking
town. We can’t afford it, so let them pay like everyone else.”
Carson turned and slammed the door behind him.

 


Smiley sat back and took a drag on his
cigar. He smiled and got a twinkle in his eye and opened a drawer
in his make-up table. He pulled out a stack of tickets and shoved
them in the pocket of his clown coat. “Sure Carson, no free tickets
here….” Smiley picked up the rubber nose that had been waiting to
be placed and stuck it on his face, finishing off his make-up just
right. “Like hell.”

 


*****

 


Brian cleaned up and sat by the window with
his sandwich when Randy popped up scaring the hell out of him.

 


“Jesus Christ Randy, don’t do that, you
scared the b-jeezus out of me.” Brian felt like throwing the
sandwich at him but that would have been a waste of good food.

 


“Oh look at Mr. Grease Monkey.” Randy
fluttered in through the door next to the window and ran his finger
across the work counter. “If you’re not careful Brian, someone is
going to mistake you for a real man.” Brian flipped Randy the bird
and rolled his eyes. Randy was his best friend and probably the
most talented hairdresser in town, but the one thing that stuck out
the most is that Randy “Jazz” Corbin was the gayest person the
little town had ever seen and he didn’t care who knew it.

“So what’s the plan for tonight? Are we
going to go out and tear up the town?”

 


“I’d love to; God knows this sleepy little
town needs some excitement.” Brian took a bite of his sandwich.

 


“Sleepy? This town’s in a fucking coma.”
Randy sat down and rubbed his hands together and grimaced as if he
could feel the grease covering his body as he sat there. “And we’re
just the girls to give it a caffeine enema.”
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