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good write-up... Think of it as free advertis-
ing.”

“Nothing in this world's free, kid.”” He
relented, chuckling...and turned from Lyle
shuffling away, no longer the dynamo on stage
but a grizzled old man.

Over his shoulder, “If you want to see
him so bad, his trailer's out back. He don't like
questions too much.” He turned, “and he's not
too keen on white boys either, so watch your
step. We take care of our own around here.”
Cigar from pocket to mouth, patting himself
for matches, he exited out the flaps and was
gone.

“Out back” turned out to be the least
helpful way of putting it. After wandering
around the rainy backside of the circus tents,
first stepping in camel then zebra shit, Lyle
stumbled upon a rusting trailer with a stream
of smoke pouring out the top. In smeared black
letters were painted the words “Jigsaw Man.”
Hopeful, he stepped up to the door and
knocked. Through the rain, he heard a radio
from the next trailer. A tent was pitched out
front and several clowns, in various stages of
costume, were busy smoking, applyling
makeup, swapping lies and dirty jokes. One
was painting another's lips blood red, acting as
a mirror. He turned, hair slicked back for his
bald cap, and stared Lyle directly in the face.
The others looked over at him as well, then
started to laugh at something Lyle couldn't
quite hear. They made him nervous and he
banged a little harder at the trailer door.

“Who is it?” from inside. The trailer
shook slightly. Lyle stepped back, in view of
the curtained window in case he meant to look
out. But nothing happened. The eyes of the
clowns like coals on his back. He reached out
to knock again and the door clicked open then
partially shut.

“Come on in, it's open now.”

In time, his pupils relented, dilating to
suck in the meager candlelight. That was the
first thing he could see: a large candle, melting
in a mason jar, the ashes of flies curled around

its base, some trapped in the cooling wax. The
Jigsaw Man was sitting on a crate, washing
himself by a basin at his feet. Lyle cleared his
throat. It was warm inside, the same scent of
incense filled the cramped room as in the tent.

The Jigsaw Man lifted a cupped hand-
ful of water and tilted it into his face, splashing
everywhere. Reaching for a towel, he wiped
himself dry then flung it at Lyle.

“Here, you look fit to drown, your-
self.” The voice was calm and low. Not the
howls and screeches from the performance.
And Lyle came to realize that it actually was a
performance, a show. The creature in the cage
was here before him, washing and humming
and cool and collected. Obviously a man,
ridiculously so in this setting. Lyle tried to
remember the intensity from the tent, the air
charged with tension and xenophobia; a fear
that eluded him at the moment. He looked
around awkwardly. The Jigsaw Man stopped
scrubbing greasepaint off his foot and pointed,
black soap in hand, at a low stool.

“You can sit there if you like.” Back to
his ritual, humming softly. Lyle sat and took
out his notepad. He clicked his ballpoint,
almost dropping it.

“Um, I'm Crawford, Lyle Crawford,
uh... I'm with the Laslow Chronicle - the paper
in town.” The Jigsaw Man picked at his toe-
nail, nodding. Lyle continued.

“I'm here to do a story on the circus
coming to town and all.. It's nothing much, but
it'd be nice if I could ask you a few questions.”
The dark man, satisfied with the state of one
foot, switched to the other, immersing it into
the basin. Lyle sat near the edge of the stool.

“Here's my badge.” Outstretched in his
fingertips. The Jigsaw Man didn't even notice,
didn't even look up. Lyle put his badge away.
He sighed.

“Look, they didn't give me a budget for
this; it's supposed to be a simpleminded article,
but I'm willing to pay you for your time. I don't
have mu-"’






Lyle shifted his weight.

“...0r am |, eh reporter man? I mean if
I admit to being born this way then you can set
in your mind that some sorry fate has befallen
this poor negro. So here he is and the world is
sane again. But what if... what if T was some
misfortunate white man in the last stages of
some horrible disfigurative disorder. What
then? Would that add some drama to your
report?”” Lyle listened, hearing the man's tone
shift fluidly as he spoke, from one dialect to
another. He was like a two headed coin spin-
ning on edge.

“I think the readers would like to hear
the truth, mister, uh.. ah..”

“'Smith'..."Mr. Smith’ will do fine, and I
don't think your readers would know the truth
if it bit them in the neck or would even want to
hear it.”

An awkward and hostile silence.

“Mr. Crawford, are you a reading
man? You script for a newspaper, but do you
read yourself? I mean, are you familiar with
the concept of assimilation? Of identity loss?
Of slavery? Oppression? Emasculation?”’

Lyle stared blankly.

“No, of course not. Want one?”” he
asked, hand out with a pack of cigarettes. Lyle
took one and held it. The Jigsaw Man pulled
out another with his lips, deft despite their lop-
sided appearance. Match flare, smoke.

“How bout in your life, then.. you
been beat down for who you are, for no better
reason than who you are? Hell, you ain't got to
read a book to know what I'm getting at. We all
think at one time or another how things would
turn out *“if only this” or *“if I were only that*‘.
And sometimes, you get to hating yourself so
bad that you dream about it. That you go to
sleep at night and dream about it, about wak-
ing up and being different, about being like
“them®. Them that's got the power over you.
Like a caterpillar going to sleep and coming
out a butterfly. You dream about it and then
after a while when things get too bad, you
crave it; reaching for it so long and hard that

you'd do anything, give anything to slip off
your skin and your old life.”

He inhaled deeply, red embers aglow.

“See, I made this man a promise, a
deal, a long time ago. Funny thing is, at the
time, it was what I wanted; at least, what [
thought I wanted. Times was hard then, harder
than now for colored folk if you can imagine,
and I was desperate, eager to change my
world. He came and offered me a way out and
I took it, just as any man would...”

“Of course, just like any man, I
couldn't see the truth beyond my desperation,
the truth of the price he asked.

“I've got your story, Mr.Crawford.
Here, write this down:

I've been with this bunch for about four
months now. And before that, I waswith
another show traveling out west. Yes, I've seen
every state in this damned country; some more
than once. Never could stay put, even before It
happened. In fact, I've been across the water.
Down south on a galley out of New Orleans,
sailing over to the islands. The Carribean,
Haiti. You see me smiling? You see this? This
the smile I get when I think of my homeplace.

Was born there years ago; many, many
years ago. And I aim to die there too. I was son
to a slave — yes a slave, to my mother, Ma
Mary, and my father who she said was a tall
big man with nine fingers. Yes, nine... lost the
little finger off his left hand for slacking in the
fields. Old Joe was a slacking negro, he was. It
was a way we had to swing back... to needle
the Massa and cut holes in his pockets. We all
claimed to be lazy and shiftless; fighting back
without fighting back, you see? They'd whip
my daddy to strips, she'd tell me. I don't
remember him none. I was still suckling when
he got killed trying to head for the bush. The
dogs tore him down, she said. He had gone to
meet a few others in the hills, they were com-






“But I can keep him busy for you. I can
make him bide his time,” he says. And I'm see-
ing my father, just standing there waiting for
me to come and go with him. I want to be with
him, I want this pain to end, to go into the bush
with Old Joe and be free and upright. And this
voice goes to shushing me and the shack gets a
hot as the sun, almost full with flies from the
sound of it. I can't see anything but my daddy
shot with holes all over, just waiting outside.

“You don't want to die like this, do
you? No... You are too young, there is so much
you don't know about... life. A real life, with
no whips and dogs and burning fields. When
you die, do you want to die like this?”” The
voice 1s in my head now, coming out Joe's
mouth like its always been his. And I see that
he's right, I'm bout to die wallowing in scabs
and flies and-

“You deserve a white man's death. And
the respect that comes with it. I can give it to
you. I can help you. Will you let me?”’

Well, that room started to spinning and
my heart seized up tight and all could keep
thinking was that I was afraid and didn't want
die. So I said, “yes.”

I said, “yes, you're right. Help me,
please.” But them flies just got louder and
louder and though I couldn't see, I could feel
them burrowing and sinking into my back, into
my bones. And next thing I knew...

% %k ck

He shrugged, letting the smoking butt
fall into the basin to sizzle and spit one last
time. “Well? And then what?” Lyle was grip-
ping both pen and pad tightly. Now covered in
a sheen of perspiration, now leaving greasy
print marks on the blank yellow page. His
heart was pounding and he didn't know why. It
was stifling in here, he needed some air. The
Jigsaw Man watched the reporter loosen his tie
‘and top collar. Standing from his shadowed
corner, he stretched, cracking several joints at
once. Then shrugged at Lyle. “What do you

mean 'then what'? Then I blacked out.” He
bent and lifted the basin with a grunt.

“‘Scuse me.” Lyle shifted his stool so
he could pass. At the front door, the Jigsaw
Man propped the tub on his side, letting him-
self out. It was evening now. A welcome cool
breeze flooded the room, the sounds of crickets
just starting to screech. He heaved the water
out to the ground, drawing the attention of
someone nearby.

“Naw, you go on, I got company. Huh?
Hell no... get out of here with that.” He drew
back inside, chuckling in darkly good humor.
The door closed with a bang. Closed darkness,
a loud piercing roar. The two sounds came so
close together in time, it made Lyle jump. The
Jigsaw Man set the tub down and kicked it
under a cluttered counter.

“Oh, that's just the tigers; they always
get hungry around this time.” He raised his
shirt on the side.

“See this? That's where one bit me,
when I first got here.” Lyle blinked, his hand
moving before he knew it, to touch, to feel the
large, jagged white ring, an eclipsed sun
emblazoned on the skin. The Jigsaw Man star-
ing down at him knowingly.

“It's pretty innit? Better then a god-
damn tattoo. Look, look right there. You can
see where each tooth went in.”

“How does this happen to you?” asked
Lyle, wide-eyed. The Jigsaw Man shrugged.

“I don't try to reason it anymore. The
day after He came, I woke up to the sound of
birds in the trees. That was the first time, it was
what saved me and is what's keeping me alive
today. I've been alive for a little less than a
hundred years. What do you think of that?

“I said, how does that strike you, Mr.
Crawford?”

Lyle blinked. Too many odd things in
succession, unbelievable revelations. He was
actually astounded.

“That's what I thought. I've gotten
pretty skilled at reading people, Mr. Crawford.
And I think you understand what I am, what
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