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This is a story that happened ten years ago. It had been on our third day of vacation. We liked 
oddball sort of things, so we stalked museums housing jars of two-headed specimens or ten-
legged spiders. I wouldn't recommend the collection of broken dolls or the mannequin museum, 
but the medieval madness museum was queasily fascinating.

On the way back from seeing the Cathedral of the Divine Blood, a well-maintained historical 
site with preserved sacrificial specimens, we meandered along the cobblestone pathways and 
alleys. I’ve always been captivated with the Old World with its superstitions and old-fashioned 
etiquette. The architecture of the buildings consisted of grey, rough-cut blocks of stone and black
gables. The streets were narrow and dark, in irregular patterns with steep, awkward stairs. 

I would not have gone in if not for my wife Clara’s insistence. Off the beaten path, she said, 
the road not taken, and other clichés she spouted as truth. All I saw was a seedy, run-down club 
with a man with long, greasy hair and a longer, greasier moustache smoking on the sidewalk. 
The neon light flashed “Fine Entertainment,” but to me it flashed “Tourist Trap,” and “Run for 
the hills.” The faded poster read “Dinner and show. Authentic Balvogian experience.”

Clara looked as she was, a middle-aged schoolteacher with short hair and oversized, round 
glasses. She taught tenth grade history and liked to regale students with stories from the past as 
though she lived through them. She thought the strange touristy attraction charming. She had a 
fondness for the unusual. I guess red flags are just flags when seen through rose-coloured 
glasses. 

“Don’t you want to learn about another culture?” she asked.

“I don’t think it’s a unique cultural experience to eat dinner and see a show.”

The greasy man stubbed out his cigarette and used a bloated hand to pull open the door. “For 
you, two for the price of one.”

“Thank-you, kind sir,” Clara said and was already through the door.

I had no choice but to follow. The lobby was dark with only the ticket booth lit, tricked-out in 
seedy gilt and a few other people milling about. In the corner of the lobby, some strange animal 
stood in a wire cage. It had oddly human eyes, but its body was unfamiliar, even insect-like, with
claws that looked like those of a praying mantis. We stared at the poor creature for some minutes 
before lining up to purchase the tickets.

The ticket agent looked like a fortune-telling automaton where you dropped in a coin for a 
reading, with black, stringy hair and skin pulled tight over a skull-like face, a cigarette hanging 
from a red lip.

“Enjoy the show,” she said through nicotine-yellowed teeth as she passed our tickets through 
the hole cut through the glass.

We were seated upon small, velvet chairs in an intimate theatre. The other patrons looked on 
with bored, seen-it-all indifference. The dim lights further darkened and the waitresses came 
around with trays heaped with food.

I looked at the mass on my plate with some trepidation. Was I supposed to wait until it 
stopped moving before digging in? Clara dug into the meal heartily whereas I didn’t know how 
to keep the entrée from scuttling off the plate.

“Pin it down with the fork and eat it,” Clara hissed. “We’re here for an authentic experience 
so don’t be rude.”



I forked what looked like wriggling guts and forced myself to swallow it.  The next plate wasn’t 
moving, thankfully, but under the dim lights, it looked pale and corpse-like.

Clara ate with gusto, murmuring, “genuine” and “acquired taste.”

When I pierced the skin with the knife, a fluid rushed out and the body deflated.

“Try it, Bill,” she urged. “When will we ever come back?”

So, I choked that down as well. I felt like a seal swallowing a carp.

After a seemingly long time, the lights were lowered until it was almost completely dark. A dinghy 
light lit up the front of the cramped theatre. The purple curtains with gold tassels were pulled back, 
revealing the small stage with a velvet-covered table. In a puff of smoke which left the theatre 
coughing, the greasy-haired man from the front door appeared, only this time he was wearing a black 
cape and top hat. I had not previously noticed his pronounced paunch. 

I rolled my eyes when he brought out a pack of cards. Authentic experience pulling your card from 
the pack? He shuffled and the deck of cards flew from hand to hand. He gestured for a volunteer to 
approach the stage. Everyone looked at their shoes or towards the exits and I was caught staring so of 
course I was chosen. I trudged up the side of the stage and pulled a card which turned out to be the ten 
of diamonds.

The greasy magician waved his hand over the deck and muttered a few words.

"Is this your card?" he asked.

He flipped the card over, and instead of the ten of diamonds, it was a tarot card with a skeleton 
holding a scythe.

I smirked and turned over the card in hand. It was the same tarot card, only the skeleton has a big 
toothy grin on its face. As I stared at the card in amazement, in my hand, the image transformed into a 
ball of tangled worms. I felt their slimy bodies writhing around my fingers, and when I dropped the 
card, it squirmed across the stage until it disappeared backstage.

Suitably impressed and horrified, I returned to my seat. Clara had a hand clamped over her mouth 
and her eyes gleamed in the darkness.

(End of preview)
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