Quiet Eyes

Penny ate her vanilla ice cream cone as she looked into the cage which held Roggo, the hunchback of the Canterburg Carnival Company, captive.   Once every year in the summer, the carnival came to the town of Silksbury and everyone from kids to grandparents would go to ride the rides and see the other attractions.   Roggo the hunchback was one of the nine oddities whom all together formed the carnival freak show, the premiere attraction of the carnival.  Roggo himself was certainly the ugliest person, if he could be considered a person, most of the viewers had ever seen.  True to his title, his back was so shaped like the curve of a boomerang that people said if you could throw him into the air, he’d most likely come right back to you.  His mixed face was shaped with slopes and angles which seemed to run in all directions, like how the Earth may have looked if God had made a mistake in its creation.  Well, maybe that was what Roggo was, a mistake.  God had not made any mistakes with the Earth, but it seemed he had slipped with Roggo.  


As Penny watched, the cage holding Roggo was being jostled so badly that it was almost tipping from side to side, but not because Roggo was attempting to escape.  The situation was in fact quite the opposite.  The viewers, people who wanted their nine dollars worth of oddities, were pushing and banging on the cage in an attempt to rouse Roggo.   Despite the noise and movement of the people watching him, Roggo sat in the back end of the cage, knees tucked to his chest with his gaze directed at his feet.


People always cocked their heads when looking at Roggo, not quite sure at what angle to view him.  Maybe they thought that if they looked at him differently, they would see something no one else saw.  In the end though, the result was always the same, with those onlookers walking away from Roggo’s cage laughing and cracking jokes on their way back to their normal lives.  This was not the case, though, with Penny.  Now ten years old, she had been fascinated by Roggo since she was seven, and always came to see him every year with her mother.  Penny’s mother hated the carnival freak show, but Penny begged her mother to take her there every year.


Penny had never laughed at Roggo along with all the other onlookers.  Instead, she merely looked at him, sometimes shooting a smile when she thought he might be looking.  Fascinated with Roggo’s eyes, she would refuse to leave until she thought she was sure that he saw her.  Roggo’s eyes seemed to be the only untainted part of his features, although few ever took the time to notice after seeing the rest of him.  Penny noticed those eyes the first time she saw Roggo, when she was just seven years old.


“Look at his eyes, Mama!”


“What about them, honey?”


“He has quiet eyes.”


“Quiet?  How can eyes be quiet?”


“Because they don’t tell me anything about him.  Some people have cheery eyes, which tells me they’re happy, or worried eyes, which tells me they have problems.  But him, he has quiet eyes.  I think he is waiting for something.”


Penny’s mother did not say anything more until after they left the carnival, and the two did not discuss Roggo again till next year, when the carnival came and Penny wanted to see him again.  At first Penny’s mother refused, but eventually, after constant pleading by Penny, her mother gave in to her request.  And so it would happen, year after year, that Penny would go see Roggo at the Countywide Carnival Company freak show, where he would pick his head up to look at her for just a moment before returning his gaze to the floor of his cage.

*****


Penny was eleven when she saw Roggo respond to her visits for the first time.  She went to the carnival as she did every year, once again heading over to the freak show.  This year though, Roggo did more than just look at her and lower his head again.  This time, Roggo looked up at Penny, and a strange slight smile crossed his face for just an instant before he lowered his head back down to look at the floor of the cage.  It was that smile that brought Penny to a decision.  She decided she would help Roggo to escape.  The carnival would leave tomorrow

*****


Penny walked towards the carnival armed with a large wrench, holding it tight to her chest as she moved through the darkness.  She had snuck out of her house, waiting about an hour for her parents to fall asleep before she dared to climb out her first floor bedroom window.  Shadows leapt out at her from every direction, but Penny stepped on, determined to complete her rescue mission.


After about twenty minutes of walking in the dark, but what seemed like hours to young Penny, she finally arrived at the carnival.  She headed almost straight


She raised the wrench she had taken from the garage.  She was barely strong enough to lift the heavy hunk of metal above her head.  She hoped it would be enough to break the lock.  With a grunt, she brought the metal down onto the lock.  She felt a dull pain in her hands as the wrench connected with the lock, but the lock remained intact.  She raised the wrench over her head again, almost falling backwards from the weight, and brought it down upon the lock once more.  The lock fell to the ground, broken into two pieces.  Penny dropped the wrench to the ground and climbed up into the cage.  Her heart skipped a beat as she felt in the darkness for his form, but she felt nothing.  Roggo wasn't there.


Panicked, Penny looked around in all directions, wondering where he went and if perhaps he had somehow escaped on his own.  Suddenly she heard laughter coming from a few tents over.  She walked as silently as she could over to the orange tent where the laughter was coming from.  Slowly, she peeked inside through the open flap.


Inside, nine men sat all around a table.  They were drinking from bottles and held playing cards in their hands.  These were not just any ordinary men.  These were the nine members of the carnival freak show, but Penny had never seen them act the way they were acting then.  All of them wore broad smiles on their faces and were laughing at some joke that Penny had missed hearing.


“What are you doing here?” a deep, throaty voice behind Penny asked.


Penny whirled around, startled, and fell backwards to the ground.  The man extended a hand to help her up.  Penny slowly took his hand and stood up, looking at the man as she did so.  He had one of those strange mustaches that curved upwards on the ends.  His hair was jet black and matted down on his head like the hair on a dog after it gets wet.  Penny knew she recognized him from somewhere, but it did not hit her at first glance.  Finally, she knew who he was.  She had seen his face depicted in a cartoonish drawing on all of the carnival posters.  He was Mr. Canterburg, the owner of the Canterburg Carnival Company.  But one thing above all others about this man stood out to Penny, something that she had never seen depicted in the cartoonish face on the posters.  He had the same strange quiet eyes as Roggo.


The owner took her by the hand and started to guide her away from the tent where Roggo and the others were sitting.  “You kids bother them enough during the day, let them have some peace and quiet at night.”


Penny suddenly resisted, pulling back on her hand and pushing her feet into the ground to stay where she was.


Mr. Canterburg frowned down at her, but did not force her along.  “What now?”


“Why are you keeping Roggo prisoner, mister?”


“Prisoner?” he asked, surprised.  “He's not a prisoner.”


“Yes, he is!  I saw the lock on his cage.  You're won't let him free.”


“That lock is on there for his own protection, not to keep him in,” Mr. Canterburg said with a sigh.  “Once, before I put the lock and cage there, a boy walked straight up to Roggo and punched him in the face.  For what reason?  I don’t know, and I don’t want to know.  I don’t want to understand why people are the way they are.  But I understand Roggo, and it isn’t in him to fight back.  All he understands about hate is what he has experienced from others.  So he just sat there and took the beating as the boy punched him again, and again, and again.  By the time I even heard about what was happening and was able to stop it, Roggo had long fallen unconscious.   He nearly died that day.  That is why I put that lock on his cage, so nothing like that ever happens again.”


Penny stood in stunned silence for a moment before asking, “Why don’t you just let him go?  Then he won’t have to be in a situation where something like that would happen.”


Mr. Canterburg scoffed.  “What do you think I am, child, a slavemaster?  He’s not my prisoner.  Well, at least not against his will.  He chooses to be here, just like I choose to keep him safe.”


“How is having him live here keeping him safe?”


“I’m keeping him safe from the real freaks, the people you live with who refuse to live in peace with anyone different from you.  Out in your world, he will never feel like he belongs.  At least with me, he is content.  Now you go home now, and leave him be.”


Mr. Canterburg walked away, leaving Penny standing there wondering.

*****


Penny didn't go home like Mr. Canterburg wanted.  Instead, she snuck back to a position fairly close to the orange tent, but still a few tents away from it, and waited.  About an hour and a half later, Roggo and the eight others came out.  They each walked towards separate tents.  Penny follow Roggo to his tent, waiting ten minutes before walking inside.  The only light in the tent was the light of the moon shining in from outside.


As Penny entered, Roggo sat up in his cot.  “Who's there?”


“Just me,” Penny whispered.


“What?”  Roggo turned on a small electric lantern.  “Oh you.  I know you.  I see you looking at me every year.  What are you doing here at this hour?”


“I came to help you escape.”


“Escape?” Roggo asked incredulously.


“Aren't you a prisoner?”


“Child, I stay here because I have no where else to go.  I'm no prisoner, not in the way you mean at least.”


“But, what about your family?  Don't you have family?” Penny thought about how much her mother meant to her.  Whenever she was with her mother, she felt like she was at home.


Roggo looked off into the dark.  “I used to, a long time ago.  Not anymore.”


“I'm sure you can find somewhere you can go.  Can't you at least try?”


“I did try once.  And after being turned away from towns again and again, I actually found somewhere too, a little town called Sasqal right in the mountains.  It was beautiful.  But though the people were allowing and seemed to accept my presence, it still wasn't good enough.”


“Why not?” Penny asked.


“Oh, its not their fault.  The people in the town were all nice and cordial to me.  But still, they couldn't help it.  They were able to hide the looks on their faces, but eyes don't lie.  Those people still pitied me, I know. I saw it in their eyes.”


“So what happened?”


“I just up and left one day.  Never received any word from any them or any indication that they tried to find me, so that just increased my resolve.  Eventually, I ended up meeting Mr. Canterburg.  Fine fellow, Mr. Canterburg.  Took me in.”



Penny thought back to her conversation with Mr. Canterburg and nodded.


“Eventually I ended up here with my eight friends who are in many ways like me.  I can live with them knowing that they don't think about what I look like.  They pity themselves too much to have any pity left for me.”


“Don't you feel horrible though, when all those people stare and yell at you?”  Penny asked.


Roggo smiled.  “For some reason, its easier to hate the people that come here rather than live with people pitying me.”


Penny frowned.  “I don't understand.”


“When I was little, my mother used to tell me stories.  After all those stories, I learned something, although it wasn’t quite what my mother had hoped.  I realized all those happy endings happened to a handsome man and a beautiful woman.  The way you look means a lot towards getting your fairy tale ending.  Monsters don’t live happily ever after.”


Penny looked to be on the verge of bursting into tears.


“Oh, don't you worry about me,” Roggo whispered softly.  “I'll be alright.  We all have our roles to play in life.  Mine's just the role of the monster, that's all.  You better get headed home, princess.  Your family is probably worried about you.”


Penny went back home that night feeling a bit older than she should have felt.  She grew old, as everyone does, and eventually married a kind man with whom she shared many happy years and a family.  Penny had a nice life, what she considered a quiet but fruitful life.  But for thirty three years all the way up to the point when the man eventually died, Penny would travel every year to the Canterburg Carnival Company show, to look through the cage into the eyes of Roggo the hunchback. 

