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Harry slowed his breathing. Across from him,
no more than 20 paces away, a man aimed a gun at his heart and
meant to fire. Harry wanted to keep his eyes on the gun barrel,
that dot of empty blackness that would spit out a metal slug with
his name on it, but he knew he should be watching the man's
shoulders, his chest, his stomach—all key areas where a man might
tense, moments before he pulled the trigger. He should, but he
couldn't. Harry watched none of these areas. Instead he fixed on
the gunman's eyes.

Each of his eyes was a different color. That
alone wouldn't be enough to draw in Harry, to cause him to risk
making a mistake at this very crucial moment; it was the
quality—the nature—of the heterochromatic eyes that drew him in.
The right eye was a pale blue that reflected and amplified the
stage lights surrounding them, seeming to shine under its own
power. The left eye was a dull, steely gray that pulled light in,
muting it, and causing the right eye to practically glow in
contrast. In addition the man's eyes radiated something akin to
hate...was it bitterness? Disgust? Whatever it was, the crowd
surrounding the men seemed sure that the man with the gun had every
intention of firing when the moment was right.

All he had to do was wait for Harry to say it
was okay.

 


-Coffeyville, 1897-

The massive wagon rumbled to a stop on Union
Street and the good folks of Coffeyville, Kansas gathered round.
Dust settled around the giant wheels. The driver hopped down from
his seat to tend to the four draft horses, ignoring the crowd. The
wagon was stopped at the bottom of the town plaza, where three
streets intersected, and people and horses and the occasional dog
or pig passed through. Moments passed as the early August sun went
to work on those heads not covered by hat or parasol. Just as feet
began to shuffle, a great blast of sound came from under the canvas
cover, which proclaimed “Dr. Hill's California Concert
Company.”

It was the start of the Company's “entrance
music,” a cacophony of scales and runs that started drawing people
in from blocks away. As the music bellowed out the back of the
wagon, it seemed to propel two men along with it, both young and
strong, one dressed in nondescript work clothes and the other
wearing oversized eveningwear and a floppy hat much too big for his
head. Harry Houdini and Joe Keaton grabbed guide ropes on either
side of the wagon and took off running to the front, pulling back
the canvas top in the process and revealing a large organ, a man
and two women. The man was Dr. Pratt—middle-aged, balding and
sporting a massive black beard—and he was playing the organ like a
man possessed. As his hands leapt up from the keys and crashed back
down he bounced on his bench and nodded his head. With a flourish
he finished the Company tune and immediately sailed into a rousing,
popular ditty of the day.



Flanking him were Bess Houdini and Myra
Keaton, two pretty young ladies dressed in tights and short clothes
more suited for acrobats than daily wear in a rough-and-tumble
cowboy town. Both now broke into song, hands clasped together while
they smiled and nodded at the crowd, which now numbered two dozen.
While Joe stayed at the wagon's front turning somersaults and
making prat falls, Harry ran to the back again and grabbed up a
tambourine. He began beating it in time to the music as he walked
into the crowd. He smiled at the Coffeyville folks, nodding and
occasionally pointing at his dark-haired, diminutive wife and
saying things like, “Ain't she swell?” and “Sings like an angel,
don't she? That's my Bessie!”

While he roamed the crowd, he took stock.
They were a mixed bunch, young and old, rich and poor, healthy and
ill. He turned as a peal of laughter cut through the music, and he
saw a handful of ladies enjoying Joe's antics. Nobody could resist
a free show and a spectacle, Harry always said, and while he'd done
his turn as a geek in many a sideshow, he preferred to let Joe do
his grotesque comedy routine. At 23 years old, Harry was determined
to turn the last few years of struggling around. The days of he and
his young wife catching rabbits for dinner (and living on that
catch for more than a week) would be long gone if he had any say.
The Houdinis were new to the Company but already had made a good
impression on the owners with their hard work and ability to draw a
crowd. Harry wasn't going to play the clown any longer—he had a
more elegant show to perform later that night, and a very useful
task to do right then.

A second wagon broke up the crowd, coming up
9th Street where it intersected Union and Walnut and
passed right behind the first wagon. This was a wooden-encased
affair and the second part of the Company. It halted once it was
passed, creating a cozy corner between the two wagons. The crowd,
now close to 50 people, reformed in the space between them.

A pair of doors opened smoothly at the end of
the wagon and a young man with long, golden whiskers stood
revealed. He was holding the edge of his waistcoat and smiling a
smile so large he went from charming all the way past suspicious
and back to charming again. He kicked over a series of steps and
then walked down them, stopping halfway. With one foot lower than
the other, he threw up both hands just as the music ended and
shouted, “Greetings, Coffeyville! How are all you fine folks
feeling today?”

The crowd shouted back gleefully.

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Dr.
Thomas B. Hill, and this here is my California Concert Company! Are
they not grand?”

More shouts came from the crowd, accompanied
by applause.

“We have a show for you tonight, and every
night for the next two weeks, right here at your very own
Coffeyville Opera House! It is a show you will never forget, I
promise you. Isn't that right, Joe?”

“It sure is, boss!” shouted Joe, his arms
around two of the young ladies. Of an age with Harry and just as
fit, his charming smile never failed to catch the attention of the
fairer sex. Just as he had been trained to do, he used that to his
advantage to draw people in and make them feel good.

Dr. Hill ran back up his stairs and pointed
up the street. “Three shows a night, every night, and something new
at every show! Joe, there, will have you in stitches from
laughing,” here he pointed with his other hand at Houdini, “and our
boy Harry will amaze your eyeballs with some of the best card
tricks you ever did see!”

“I sure will, Dr. Hill!” shouted Harry,
standing behind an older man and waving. He picked this fellow
because moments before the man had removed his hat to mop his head,
and Harry spotted the sun winking off a head just barely covered in
a thin layer of hair, combed over from the sides. The man was
balding and trying to hide it, so when Harry waved at Dr. Hill he
used a rhyme to reply. That was code for “bald.” Had the man walked
with a limp, Harry would have used a phrase with a number in it,
something like, “I know two or three card tricks, at least!” And
had the man shown indication of tooth troubles, Harry would have
referenced his wife with, “You'd have to ask Bessie, she's the one
who taught me!”

There were a host of codes that he and Joe
used to mark the crowd as Dr. Hill continued his speech,
occasionally underscored by surprisingly deft organ accompaniment
provided by Dr. Pratt. As Dr. Hill went on proclaiming the virtues
of the show, Harry would pipe up with a “Yes, sir!” and a “Hear,
hear!” while Joe might turn a cartwheel or grab a ladies parasol
and balance it on his nose. By the time Dr. Hill got around to
pitching his “Patented, Tested and Never Bested, Dr. Hill's
Medicinal Thrill, Beet Root and Potato Shoot Cure-all” he had all
the ammunition he needed to go to war.

As he spoke of the liquid's amazing powers,
he looked right into the eyes of each person who would most
benefit. To Harry's embarrassed thinning man, he spoke of the
Cure-all's ability to “liberate constipated hair follicles.” To the
well-dressed ladies befriended by Joe, he extolled the medicine’s
powers to bring about fertility—or do the opposite, depending on
how it was consumed. In this manner he prepped the crowd so that
when he wrapped up his speech with a rousing offer of “50 cents a
bottle, two for a dollar or three for two dollars” those marked by
Harry and Joe were the first to wave their money in the air.

Bess and Myra, practically her twin despite
Myra’s blonde hair, descended from the giant wagon and moved into
the crowd, armed with baskets of bottles and rolls of tickets for
the evening show. Joe continued his act by tumbling around the
horses—much to the aggravation of the driver—and Harry roamed
around with a deck of playing cards in each outstretched hand, his
deft fingers dividing them into packets and rotating them about
each other. Dr. Hill worked his wagon and Dr. Pratt continued to
play a lively tune that promised a grand time to any and all who
were smart enough to come see the California Concert Company
perform that night.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/87345
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
A Harry Houdini Short Novel by
C els





