
There never was much to McKenzie.


Her mother and stepfather were private attorneys, with all that this entails.  Her mother gave birth to her shortly after an amicable divorce.  The remarriage happened some six months after that.  Our heroine at sixteen was very much what one would expect from this auspicious start.  She was thin, because everybody she knew was thin.  Her hair was long and blond, because every girl she knew had long, blond hair.  She would have been a cheerleader had she been able, but a pale and listless demeanor prevented much involvement with anything actively physical.


It was her sixteenth birthday when the Carnival came to town.


Both her parents had to work late that night.  Her friends were all busy.  She didn't have very many.  There were the girls in her class, with whom she conformed aggressively, but who she did not like or trust.  She didn't have a boyfriend at the moment.  Mostly she didn't have the energy to deal with them.


She didn't want to face another night of surfing the internet, which more and more seemed to be ruled by loud freshman boys.  There was nothing interesting on television.  And Mom had left her the car keys.  So with cash in hand, feeling the tame thrill of being out on a school night, she got into the Saturn and drove to the shopping center whose parking lot held the sprawling noise of the Carnival.


There was no real midway, just a rough aisle down the rows of booths and the casino-bright glow of the cut-rate rides.  Tickets were sold from a dirty little booth just like the dirty little booth of any number of other such carnivals.  Tattooed men with long, graying hair manned the Zipper and the Tilt-A-Whirl.  She saw one or two among them who were near her own age.  With a little more money for clothes and jewelry they might have been goths.  As it was they were just sad.


The haphazard arrangement of tents at the end of the midway attracted McKenzie's attention.  They had the same dull, grimy look as the rest of the attractions, but the blue and yellow stripes added a little color.  She wandered that way and found herself among a forest of wooden signboards.  The Alligator Man – See a Real Mermaid – The Bearded Lady and the Two-Headed-Man – See a Woman Sawn in Half Before Your Eyes – World's Strongest Man.  The red paint was faded and peeling.  Fat arrows pointed off toward the various tents.


McKenzie spent a couple of tickets to see the Woman Sawn in Half.  Inside the tent it was very dim, and the victim's red tights had runs up to the thigh under her fluffy tutu.  The woman looked pale and tired, leaning on her elbows as she stared in dull submission at the grinning magician.  He had a patch over one eye which was somewhat at odds with his dusty tuxedo.  McKenzie felt his eye on her back as she left the tent.


The Alligator Man was too depressing to contemplate.  She went to see the World's Strongest Man instead.


He was smaller than she'd expected, probably six feet tall as he stood barefoot on the black tent floor.  He was fairly muscular, but not like the wrestlers she'd seen on television.  He reminded her a little of boys she knew who were on the swim team.  He wore a pair of black jeans rolled up to his knees as he hauled around the ridiculously large barbells.  McKenzie supposed they were probably hollowf.  His hair was brown and his eyes were flat and blank as a doll's.  They fascinated her.  She lingered by the door after the act was over, noticing that he'd never worked up a sweat through the whole performance.  His bare upper body was white.  


He noticed her there as he was rearranging the barbells.  “Can I help you with something?” he said.


“No, sorry,” said McKenzie, suddenly embarrassed, and turned to leave.


“Don't go,” said the boy.  “I've got a few minutes before the next show if you want to talk.”  He sounded so sad that she turned back and came out into the glare of the single small floodlight.  It lit the swirl of dust around the small wooden bleachersf.


“Are those real?” said McKenzie, pointing at the barbells.


“Sure,” said the boy.  “We can all lift them, but it was my turn.  Mike is the Alligator Man tonight.  I'm Jaime, by the way.”


“McKenzie,” she said.  Jaime nodded.  He had not smiled.  This was unusual in her experience.    Most people she knew might not smile for real, but there would at least be some teeth showing.


“What about the Woman Sawn in Half?” she said.


“It's not real,” he said.  “I mean, it was the first time, but they didn't really have to do it again after that.”


McKenzie opened her mouth and closed it.  “Is that a joke?”


“No,” said Jaime.  “Don't worry, she was already dead.”  There was a footstep behind her.  McKenzie whirled to see the one-eyed magician, a thin knife held in one upraised hand.  She didn't quite have time to scream before the blade went in under her fifth rib and found her heart.


It hurt less than she'd expected.  She looked down at herself.  There was a hole in her shirt and a little blood, not as much as she'd seen at the movies.


“Why did you do that?” she asked the magician.  She had some dim and abstract idea that she was dead, but for some reason it didn't frighten her.  Maybe nothing did, once you were dead.


“We took a vote,” he said.  “We need a Tattooed Woman.”


McKenzie looked at Jaime.  He looked back.  She thought about her clothes, and her hair, and the long, dull future she had seen stretching ahead forever.


“As long as I don't have to be the Bearded Lady,” she said.

