THE FREAKS

by Poppy Z. Brite

On a cold January afternoon in the coal valleys of
Kent ucky, two people energed froma fairground and began wal ki ng
toward the mddle of town. There was nothing to do there, since
the town was too small and too Baptist to have even so nmuch as a
pool hall, but anything was better than staying at the
fairground anong the enpty stalls and rotten-snelling wastecans.
Today was Sunday, and the carnival was not allowed to open on

the Lord's day.

The two peopl e were enpl oyees of the carnival. They were
freaks. The smaller one, with slim hands pushed deep into the
pockets of his long scarlet coat, was a creature known as a
her maphrodite. He had been doubly endowed by God. The carni val
si deshow gave him an opportunity to parade his fortune before
the masses. He had seen fit to nmake the right side of his body
seemmale, and the left, female. H's yellow hair was | ong and
wavy on one side and cropped short on the other. Wien he sat in
his stall in the freak tent, he rouged the |eft side of his |ips
and put mascara and shadow on his left eye. He had slight

swellings on his chest that, with the use of inagination, could



pass for a woman's breasts. Since the left one was slightly

| arger and better-shaped, his costune left it exposed. He
usual |y touched the nipple with rouge. H's stall was the nost
popul ar one in the show For an additional four dollars, nen
were allowed to cone to a private show in the hermaphrodite's
stall after carnival hours.

H s nane was Nonny.

Hi s conpani on was call ed Zorro, the Skel eton Man. No one at
t he carnival knew who had given him the nanme Zorro, or why, and
no one renenbered his real name, which was Bill. In his stall he
wore a black cat's-eye mask and a loincloth to chow off his
bones. Now he was wearing a threadbare black coat which hung on
himlike a shroud. He had a | arge head covered with short, sleek
dark hair, and his wists were no thicker than broom handl es.
Most of the other freaks shunned him-- his sticklike |inbs and
sunken, glowi ng eyes rem nded them of death -- so when Nonny had
asked himto go for a wal k, he had been surprised into
accepti ng.

As they turned onto the deserted main street, a cold w nd
hit themw th such force that they staggered backwards. Zorro
felt as if an icy blade had gone through him Nonny, swearing,
pushed his hair back into place. He dealt a vicious kick to the

door of a feed store. The door rattled dully. The store was

enpty.



" Godf orsaken place.” Nonny spat out the words. "Who wants
to see a carnival in January? Wiy am| wasting ny tine in this
goddamm Jesus town?" Nonny had never said two words to Zorro
before today, but Zorro had heard him bragging to sone of the
ot hers about New Ol eans. Nonny said he cane from New O | eans,
where it was al ways warm where you could go down to the French
Quarter and hear jazz nusic in little dark ni ghtclubs and find
as many |lovers as you wanted. It sounded |li ke a place where
Nonny m ght bel ong, maybe the only place Nonny coul d bel ong.

"That place is open,” said Zorro, pointing. "I bet it's
warmin there." O course it was a diner, because people had to
have sonmewhere to go after church

"Great. Anywhere's better than the street."” Nonny grabbed
Zorro's arm which felt |ike nothing but a bone under the thick
cloth sl eeve of his coat. "Come on."

Zorro had a second thought. "I don't knowif | want to.

Thi nk how they' Il stare.”

"Let themeat shit. I'mhungry.” Wth Zorro in tow, Nonny
barged into the diner. They got a few stares, but that was
mai nl y because they were strangers. Neither of them | ooked so
odd with his clothes on. Zorro's coat hid his stick-thin armns.
Nonny was wearing a scarf around his head to hide the short hair

on the right side, and he had |ipstick and makeup on both sides

of his face; he could easily pass for a woman. They slid into a



boot h by the wi ndow and | ooked at t he nmenus. Wen the waitress
canme, Nonny ordered a glass of mlk, the roast beef dinner, and
a slice of cherry pie. Zorro asked for a cup of black coffee. He
had never been able to eat nore than one neal a day. Wen their
orders arrived, the sight of all that food nauseated Zorro so
badly that he could hardly drink his coffee. Nonny, shoveling in
forkfuls of meat and gravy, didn't notice. Only after he had
finished his nmeal and patted his lips denmurely with his napkin
did he ask, "Were you fronf"

Zorro hesitated, then said, "Omha." Oraha was a safe
pl ace; Nonny woul d never have been there, wouldn't be able to
guestion him about it. The truth was that he renenbered nothing
before the night he had found hinself wandering outside a huge
buil ding with many wi ndows. It | ooked |ike a hospital, but he
didn't know for sure. He was wearing only an old, ragged pair of
pants, and the noonlight was cold. He'd huddled in a doorway and
tried to sleep, and when he woke up, a hand was shaki ng him
roughly and a voice was saying, "Kid, hey, kid!"

Al'l he could see was a pair of fat knees clad in yell ow
and- bl ack checkered trousers. Policenen did not wear checkered
trousers, so this could only be a thief or worse. He | ooked up
fearfully into the face of an enornous | eprechaun. The man was
bal ding, with a fringe of wiry orange hair that flowed nearly to

hi s shoul ders, a bushy orange beard that grewin clunps |like a



nunber of carrot-col ored toothbrushes, and chubby, pouchy
cheeks. He was too funny-looking to scare anyone but this boy.
"Don't pull away. You ain't going to be hurt. Wat's your nanme?"
"Bill." At least he still knew his nane, although even that
was fading, becom ng an echo of sonething soneone had once told
hi m
"WIllie McGuder." The | eprechaun stuck out a green mtten
and they shook hands. "Now, how conme you're out wandering al
al one? You | ost your fol ks?"

Fol ks? The word made his throat feel tight, but he didn't

know why. "1 don't have any," he said.
"Sounds |i ke you might be needi ng sone hel p." The man
stared at him Bill said nothing. There was nothing to say. Wo

coul d hel p hinf

Abruptly, the man asked, "How cone you' re so skinny?"

He | ooked down at hinself. He was skinny; his ribs and
col | arbones jutted out, shiny and stark. But he didn't feel
hungry; being so thin felt natural. "I don't know," he told the
man.

The man | ooked at him keenly. "M ght be you just don't get
enough to eat. Mght be if sonebody fed you right, you' d fatten
up li ke any other kid."

He shook his head. "Nossir. I'mnot hungry. |I don't like to

eat . "



The man's eyes strayed to the silvery-dark wi ndows of the
big building, then noved back to the boy's small Venetian blind
of a ribcage, seemng to study each tight slat and delicate
shadowed hollow. A linking took place in the man's face; all at
once he had nmade a deduction and a decision. "Well, you got to
eat a little to stay alive. How d you like a job?"

"What kind of a job?"

"You don't have to do a blessed thing. All you got to do is
sit there and | et people |ook at you."

He' d gone with the nman, who was half of MG uder and Lark's
Carni val Show, and sonehow he had changed fromBill the
ni ghtti ne wanderer into Zorro the Skel eton Boy. Things had
changed sonewhat since then; he had becone Zorro the Skel eton
Man, and WIllie McGuder had died, |eaving the carnival to be
run by Lark, who was little and greasy, but Zorro's job had
stayed the sanme. As McG uder had prom sed, he had only to sit
there and | et people | ook at him Nonny was | ooking at hi m now,
as if expecting an answer to somet hing.

"What ?" Zorro asked.

"l said, have you got folks in Oraha?"

"They' re dead.™

Nonny wanted Zorro to ask hi m questions. When Zorro didn't,
Nonny began to talk anyway. "I was born in New Oleans. My

parents were real proud of ne at first. They showed ne off to



all their friends and tried to get the newspaper to wite a
story about ne. Pretty soon they got tired of ne and left ne
wth this old uncle while they went to California. Well, this
uncle |iked boys and girls, so he thought I was a gift from
Heaven. A d fart was always pawing at nme, you know, ginme a
kiss, conme sit on ny lap, that kind of shit. Wien | was thirteen
| got sick of it and ran off. You know where | ended up. Well,
it's not so bad. | hate playing the South, though. Al those
rednecks conme to the private shows snelling |ike sweat and
chewi ng tobacco. Personally, I'd rather screw a chair |eg. Be
about as nuch fun."

Nonny woul d tal k your ear off, but Zorro had to admt he
was interesting. "Can you?" he asked.

"Can | what?"

"You know."

"Screw? Ch. Yeah. | can screw nen, but not girls. One part
wor ks, the other doesn't."” Nonny said all this carelessly, as if
he were tal ki ng about the weather. Zorro shook his head in
amazenent .

Nonny | eaned across the table. "Zorro."

"What ?"

"Away fromthe carnival?" Zorro thought about it. "I get
sick of being stared at sonetines. But where else could we go?"

"I been thinking I'd |ike to go back to New Ol eans."” Nonny



studi ed the blood-red fingernails on his left hand. "Good food,
good tines. |'malready a hooker -- hell, | got a commodity. In
New Orleans | could do better than four bucks a throw And at

| east the damm weather's pretty." Now that Nonny actually was
tal ki ng about the weather, he seened wistful and quiet. Zorro
al nost felt sorry for him

"Is it nice?" he said gently.

“"It's the only worthwhile place in the whole rotten South.”
Zorro noticed that the nore vehenently Nonny spoke agai nst
rednecks and the South, the nore pronounced his Southern twang
becane.

He smled. "Tell ne about it. |I mght like to go there
t oo. "

So Nonny began to talk. Contrary to popul ar opinion at the
carnival, talking was what he did best. Mre el oquently than
ever he spun his descriptions of healing sunlight, of curly
wr ought -i ron bal conies hung here and there with bright flapping
tatters of silk, of sweet anber poisons that warmed you |like no
bl anket, however thick or soft, could ever hope to do. And so it
went, and half an hour later they were tranping along the flat,
rocky road that | ed out of town to the highway. They had not
even returned to the fairground; Nonny apparently carried npst
of his possessions in his coat pockets, and Zorro had not hi ng

wort h keepi ng except his noney, which was sewn into the |ining



of his coat. They had no goodbyes to say.

They reached the crossroads. Nonny planted hinself on the
hi ghway shoul der as if he intended to set up housekeeping there.
Zorro sat carefully on an old broken piece of guardrail. The
wal k had been hard on his |legs; he thought he could feel the
bones scrapi ng agai nst each other. "WI| we be catching a bus
her e?"

Nonny shook his head. "I changed ny mnd. Can't spare the
money. We're thunbing.”

"Hi tchhi king? That's crazy. Wio'll stop for us?"

"They' Il stop for me," said Nonny with a half-smle,
unbuttoning his red coat. Underneath it he wore a | ow-cut bl ack
sil k wapper and | oose, flow ng black pants. He shook his hair
and conbed it with his fingers, but Zorro could see that he was
shivering. Nonny had been right about getting a ride, though.
Wthin ten m nutes a huge brown Thunderbird pull ed up beside
them A man | eaned over to open the passenger door and call ed,
"Need a ride, mss?"

They started toward the car. "This is ny brother,” Nonny
explained to the man, settling hinself in the front seat. Zorro
clinbed into the back. Atire iron gouged his leg, and he put it
on the floor. He was glad to have so nuch space to hinsel f.

"Where you headed?" asked the man, one eye on the road and

one on Nonny's |l egs sprawl ed across the seat.



"Where you headed?" Nonny countered, grinning at him

"Menphi s. "

"We're trying for Tuscal oosa. W'll go as far as Menphi s
with you, if that's okay."

"dad to have you along." The man gri nned back at Nonny.
"Russel | Sheffland' s the nane."

"I'"'m Nancy Cal houn. This here's ny brother Oris. W just
got done visiting our cousins."

"You hitchhiked all the way up from Tuscal oosa to visit
your cousins?"

"Uh-uh. Qur car broke down while we were there. W couldn't
wait for themto fix it. Qur daddy just took sick back hone."

Zorro marvel ed at Nonny's glibness. How coul d he pass
hi nsel f off as a woman and nmake up a hal fway- convinci ng story at
the sane time? Nonny was a wonder, biologically and otherw se.
Zorro | ooked at Sheffland in the rearviewmrror. Mddle
thirties, brown hair going silver at the tenples, sonewhat
jowy, not yet fat. Boring, but at |east he wasn't a redneck.
Zorro had seen, and been seen by, too many rednecks in the past
week.

"Married?" Nonny asked Sheffl and.

"Divorced."” That m ght or m ght not be true. "You?"

Nonny | aughed and shook his head. "Who'd marry ne?"

"Well, | don't know Lots of people. You' re a nice-I| ooking



girl." Nonny smled to hinself.

They drove for about three hours. Sheffland kept up his
oily banter and Nonny gave it right back to him Zorro woul d
have been bored to tears, except that he was intrigued by
Nonny's acting ability. Or lying ability. It anounted to the
same thing.

When the sky began to darken, Sheffland turned onto a side
road and parked at the edge of a field. "I can't really afford a
motel. Ckay with you if we sleep in the car?"

"Fine with me. That be okay with you, Oris?" Nonny's voice
was sugary-sweet, but when he turned to | ook at Zorro in the
back seat, he made a crazy face.

Zorro tried to keep from | aughing. "Fine."

Now came the bad part. Zorro knew he was expected to shut
his eyes and ignore anything that went on in the front seat. He
stretched out and actually did manage to fall into a |ight doze.
A while later he was awakened by giggling. At the sight of
Shef fl and' s head bowed over Nonny's open w apper he shut his
eyes quickly, but he couldn't block out the slurps and rustles
of cloth fromthe front seat. Zorro opened his eyes again. He
felt a sense of inpending disaster. Nonny could carry off his
femal e pose fromthe waist up, but what happened after that?
Nonny, eyes closed and head thrown back agai nst the w ndow,

didn't appear worried. Fool. Zorro cringed. Sheffland' s hands



were nmovi ng down from Nonny's chest, across his belly, over his
t hi ghs. Now back up. The purring sound of a zi pper bei ng undone.
A few silent seconds of groping. Then the roar.

"You filthy little bastard! You freak! Christ, | touched
you!" Sheffland stared at his suddenly uncl ean hands, then
sl apped Nonny. Nonny's head snapped back and banged agai nst the
wi ndow. Zorro saw blood trickling fromthe corner of his nouth.
Now t he uncl ean hands were around Nonny's throat. Above the
grow i ng of the enraged man, Zorro could hear Nonny choking. If
he didn't do sonething, Sheffland would kill Nonny. Zorro could
escape now, but Nonny woul d be dead. Zorro felt nore cal mand
lucid than ever before in his |ife. He groped for the tire iron
and raised it high above his head.

Several seconds later he found hinmself staring down at
Sheffland's brown hair. Blood darkened it in a w dening stain.
The tire iron was still in his hand. Zorro stared at it dunbly.
What had he done? He renenbered. Sheffland was going to kil
Nonny. In that case, Zorro had not done a bad thing.

Nonny reached over the seat and | aid a shaky hand on Zorro's
arm "Jesus, you really cracked him didn't you? H's head's
split right open.”

"He's dead. His ears are bl eeding."

"Thanks," said Nonny quietly. Zorro shook his head,

enbarrassed, as if Nonny were a girl thanking himfor a bunch of



fl owers. Nonny | eaned back agai nst the wi ndow, rubbing his
throat. Then suddenly he said, "Ch shit."

" Wat ?"

"We got this dead body, Zorro. We got to get rid of it."

“I'f it was ny choice, |I'd burn him"

"You know, | think that m ght attract just a little too
much attention.” Nonny smled. "This is a pretty out-of-the-way
place. We'll just stick himbehind a tree and cover himup with
weeds. Like as not, dogs'll find himfirst."

So that was what they did. The only bad part was when Zorro
t hought he saw Sheffland nove and they had to crack hi mover the
head with a rock, just to make sure. They cl eaned out his
pockets and ran back to the car.

"How nuch?" asked Zorro.

Nonny checked Sheffland's wallet. "Three hundred dollars

and a note fromElsie. '"Russ, | mss you sonething awful. Pl ease
call when you get into Nashville. | haven't had a real man in
mont hs.' " They | aughed. Nonny coul dn't stop; he was hysterical.

Zorro knew that Sheffland' s attack had shaken Nonny nore than he
cared to let on. He gingerly put his arns around Nonny. Nonny

| eaned agai nst himand the | aughter turned to sobs, nuffled at
first, then loud and wet. After he had cried hinself out, they
sat that way for a while. Nonny managed to rest his head

confortably against Zorro's jutting shoul der.



"Do you want to sleep here?" Zorro asked.

"No. Let's drive till we find a town. | want a notel room
and sone fried chicken. |I'mstarving."
" Agai n?"

"Just because you don't eat doesn't nean nobody el se wants
to." The attack had put an uncharacteristic droop in Nonny's
shoul ders, but his sass had returned bright as ever.

An hour later they had their notel roomand no trace was
left of the fried chicken except a few patches of grease on
Nonny's lips. Zorro had taken one bite of a wing, but left the
rest to Nonny; the grease was too nuch for him Zorro took the
bed on the right side of the room Nonny the one on the left.
The | anp went off, and except for the VACANCY sign flashing on
and of f outside the wi ndow, the roomwas dark and still.

"Nonny?" said Zorro five mnutes |ater

Iy ——

"I's there a heater in this roonf? I can't stop shivering."”

Nonny snapped the | anp back on. "Well yeah, Zorro, with no
meat on your bones you got to expect to shiver."” Nonny's tone
softened abruptly. "I guess it is cold in here. Want to share ny
bed?"

Zorro thought he was being teased, but when he saw that
Nonny meant it, he clinbed into the other bed and |ay sharing

Nonny's warnth in the dark. Wen Nonny's hand touched his arm



he reached out blindly and pulled Nonny to him He would

di scover the secret of this strange body. He would | ove this
man- woman. The nouth was soft and warm and wet. Zorro could have
spent all night there, but his curiosity and Nonny's hands urged
hi mon. The throat was sweet. Zorro bit it gently. He wanted to
bury his nmouth in the firmflesh and suck little bits of it in,
but that could be done later, after the purple finger-shaped
brui ses had faded from Nonny's neck. The breasts were snmall but
snooth. Zorro spent a long tine stroking them In the dark he
couldn't tell what color the nipples were, but they tasted a
deep pink. The stomach was a flat, terribly | ong expanse.
Suspense was racking Zorro, but he forced his hands and lips to
nmove slowly down. He was afraid to part Nonny's thighs. I|nstead
he rubbed his |ips against the |lower part of Nonny's stomach.
Nonny made a small sound, sonmething |ike a noan or a sigh, and
t hat decided him He would do anything to hear that sound agai n.
He noved quickly down and did it w thout thinking about it. It
was ... It was ridiculous, really. What had he been so afraid
of? It was wonderful. Once he got past everything else, there
was only softness, open and sweet. He could | ose hinself here.
Nonny npaned again and tugged at him and he was buried in the
sof tness. He was safe.

"Safe!"™ he said into Nonny's ear.



"Safe, |ove. Me too. Safe."

They drove the brown Thunderbird all the way to New
Ol eans, and when Nonny saw that there was no | onger anything he
wanted or needed in that city, they went on driving until they
reached the coast of the Gulf of Mexico and took a cottage in a
notel -1i ke seasi de conpl ex. Wen they had not been seen for a
week and refused to answer all knocks on their door, the owners
of the conpl ex sunmoned the police and opened the door with the
passkey. The acrid snell of gas rushed out at them Wen they
entered the tiny cottage with wet towels over their faces, they
found two small bodi es huddl ed together on the bed. Zorro was
wrapped in a nustard-col ored bl anket to keep his bones warm
Nonny, his golden head in Zorro's |ap, was discreetly covered
with a flowered bedspread -- he no |onger had to parade his
fortune before the nmasses.

Witten in soap on the dresser mrror, in a scraw i ng,
| oopi ng, extravagant hand that no one knew was Nonny's, was a
nmessage:

W |ived as freaks, but we died as people.




