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Foreverland

	

	I

	

	CALIFORNIA, 1955

	

	In a dark train yard under lightly drizzling rain, a small elephant with a frilly pink tutu around its bulbous middle stood on the threshold of a train car, refusing to descend down a ramp lit by bright construction lamps.

	

	The carnival was coming to town.

	

	Carnies unloaded machinery and gear from other train cars on the line while several animal handlers tried to coax the elephant down. One gently tugged on a rope around its neck. Frustrated, the man gave it a yank. The little elephant, undeterred by the weight of these full-grown men on the rope, loudly trumpeted in anger, and stepped back inside the car, pulling the men down into the mud.

	

	Louie Ferguson, a young man in his twenties, thin and spry with sandy brown hair, watched and smiled. He stood tall among a gaggle of children gawking at the elephant and its befuddled handlers. Louie raised a handheld 8mm film camera and rolled.

	

	"You see that? How it sways back and forth?" Louie said as he watched the animal through the viewfinder. No one answered. He lowered the camera and looked behind him. "Burt?"

	

	Burt Kealey, a slightly older man, stood next to a wooden easel a few yards back and cracked open a pull-top beer can. "What's that Louie?"

	

	"The movement!" Louie said, louder. He hunched over and swayed back and forth, mimicking the reluctant elephant's tantrum, using his arm as a trunk.

	

	"Like a sack of potatoes on peg legs," Burt said. "Look how its trunk moves the opposite of its sway." He sketched something on the easel.

	

	"Think it’s a boy or a girl?" asked Louie. "Probably a little girl. Just a kid." Louie set down the camera and pulled out a pocket notebook. Concentrating on the elephant, he sketched quick, rough lines.

	

	Burt reached into a cooler at his foot for another beer. "Why don't you have a drink, Lou. It'll clear your head."

	

	"My head's never been more clear!” Louie flipped the page in his sketchbook and kept working. “Clear as the sky.”

	

	“It’s raining, Lou,” said Burt as he looked up at the misty drizzle.

	

	“But I think this will really give me a leg up on the scene I’m animating,” Louie said as he continued to sketch.

	

	Burt took a sip of his beer and watched Louie drawing in his little book. “You always set your sights high kid, I’ll give you that.”

	

	Louie loved what he was doing. He loved animation; he loved creating something from nothing with little more than a pencil. He was enamored with the entire process and by the famed studio where he worked. “Keystone Studio has made some of the best films in the business and I just want to keep it that way,” he told Burt. Louie’s great well of optimism was pure and unsullied; his relative inexperience was an asset when some more seasoned animators approached their work with more ambivalence. “Besides, we’re almost done with the movie! Who knows what’s next.”

	

	Burt was less inclined to love one’s employer, his loyalty more fungible after working long enough to know that the company’s bottom line was all that mattered in the end. That’s how he felt, anyway. “Well. Sounds like the bigwigs in the office are a little desperate. Hear about the cattle call?” he asked Louie.

	

	Louie didn’t look up from his work. “You mean the big meeting?”

	

	A notice had been sent to all employees at the studio alerting them to a company-wide meeting in which anyone could present their work. From assistants to senior animators to the guy with a mop, if you had an idea you wanted to pitch to the bosses, this was your shot.

	

	“Yeah. New ideas welcome from any level of the company,” Burt said. “Sounds awfully… egalitarian, but I think they’re in a panic. Looking for a golden ticket wherever they can.”

	

	Louie pocketed his sketchbook and looked at him. “Oh I don’t know about that. It could be fun—new ideas, new projects.” He picked up his camera and fiddled with the dials.

	

	“What would you have us do to usher in a return to salad days?” asked Burt, with a bit of acid in his voice.

	

	“That!” Louie shouted and turned his camera to the elephant as it finally descended from the train car. The gaggle of spectators clapped and whistled. Someone shot off small fireworks and they whizzed upward in a streak of white light and smoke over the trainyard and, after half a second of silence, kaboomed in a great purple dandelion, reflected on the metal tracks below.

	

	“An elephant?” asked Burt.

	

	“A spectacle!” yelled Louie as he panned his camera around the scene.

	

	“Not this again,” said Burt, having heard a few dubious ideas from Louie before.

	

	Louie stopped filming, caught in his genuine enthusiasm. “We could make something new! Different from the same movies over and over.”

	

	“Listen, I draw pictures and I get paid. No need to reinvent the wheel.” Burt crushed his can and tossed it into the dark. Louie resumed filming the elephant.

	

	Burt started collapsing his easel. “Speaking of wheels I got to get home to my wife, Lou. Need a ride?” Louie wandered off to see the elephant up close. “No thanks Burt, I’m gonna stay a while and get more footage.” 

	

	“Okay little buddy,” Burt said as he tucked his easel under his arm and picked up his cooler. “Keep your feet on the ground. Even if your head’s in the clouds.”

	

	Louie waved him off and rolled his camera.

	

	-

	

	In the morning Louie got dressed in a bare bedroom dominated by a large drafting table covered with papers and inkwells and pens and brushes and a wind-up walking robot toy. Hand-painted sandwich boards from an old carnival leaned on the walls aside piles of books. “SEE THE WONDER!” read one, with an arrow pointing to the door.

	

	The old house was not in quite disrepair but certainly showed its lifetime of use, with paint chipping off the walls beneath water-stained ceilings as Louie walked down the creaking stairs. More old signs with elaborate lettering hung on the walls of the staircase, advertising live bearded women and magicians so provocative they might be dangerous to see.

	

	The living room looked more like a garage than a home, with pinball machines and old mechanical games lined in rows, some under canvas tarps, others bare except for a layer of dust. It was clearly someone’s life’s work. Louie tied his necktie as he walked through the narrow gap between rows of machines as he went to the kitchen.

	

	He poured himself a glass of orange juice from the refrigerator and quickly downed it. On the kitchen table was a toy train set; he gave it a push and watched it wheel around the track before heading out. But just as he was about to leave he stopped at the front door, paused, and turned and opened the coat closet. Inside was another coin-operated machine: a fortune teller. He dug through his pockets for a coin and inserted it into the machine.

	

	The caricatured sculpture of an old woman rumbled to life behind the glass in its wooden cabinet. It lifted its hands up and waved their colorfully painted nails over an illuminated crystal ball in the center. “Hello… my darlink,” it said. “So you wish to see into your future…” The woman’s mechanical eyes fluttered its long horse hair eyelashes. A muffled sound of thunder played through its rudimentary speakers as it continued waving its hands in repetitive motions above the plastic crystal ball. After flickering a few different colors, the crystal ball turned blue.

	

	“Yes… the spirits are coming to me. Oh my.” It set its hands down. “You will face new challenges in your future… but you must follow what is in your heart, darlink.” Lights flashed and the thunder boomed again. “Wait—the spirits! Come back! I have lost contact with the spirits. But I hope you visit me again, darlink. I’m quite sure you are in my future!” She cackled and the cabinet shut off.

	

	-

	

	The streamlined offices of Keystone Studio looked modern and sleek, with long rows of production offices and hallways brightly lit with California sun. Louie walked down such a hallway carrying film cans, papers, and his camera in a disorderly jumble.

	

	A tall, older man with a wide chest in a cardigan stepped into the hallway holding a trumpet. He let out three quick notes. Alerted by the sound, a little rolly polly man in round glasses emerged from the neighboring office with a ukulele.

	

	Louie saw them and checked his watch. “Hi Roy. Hi Chuck.”

	

	The duo started into an improvised dixieland jazz jam as they marched down the hallway with Louie following, drumming one of his film cans. Another man joined them with a banjo. They marched past a conference room where two artists drew a man cavorting in a gorilla suit. In another office an animator stared at his own face in a mirror while making dramatic contortions and then feverishly sketched on a pad. Odd sights were common in the animation office, and the little hallway concert was a routine warmup for a few animators that played music on the side. 

	

	Louie stepped into his own office and let the morning parade continue without him down the hall. 

	

	He dumped all his papers and cans on one of the two drafting desks in the room. His desk was, of course, already cluttered with piles of drawings and unwashed paint cups with paint brushes stuck in them amid other toys and trinkets of cartoon elephants and other characters. The other desk in the room was noticeably tidier. Louie had a seat and grabbed a big stack of drawings from a nearby shelf and fluttered the pages like a giant flip book. He watched the rough animation of a baby elephant tripping over and doing a somersault, and flipped through the pages again. Trip and fall. Again.

	

	Roy, the man with the trumpet, passed by the open door of the office on the way back to his own. “Mornin’ Louie. Gonna be at the meeting?” he asked. 

	

	Louie set down his papers and answered. “Oh sure. Of course.” Roy looked at the stack of animation drawings and pointed a finger gun at Louie and winked. “Keep at it Lou, almost there,” he told him. Louie smiled and Roy stepped away. Louie was in fact a little exasperated, knowing that his animation was serviceable but not quite good enough. It lacked something that would make it more than just a series of illustrations; it lacked the illusion of life.

	

	Then Chuck, the other man, stopped at the door. “I bet you’ve got some humdingers for the meeting, right Louie?” he said.

	

	Louie picked up a pencil to fidget with and replied, “Oh I don’t know about that. I’ll try to humding.” 
 

	“Good to have some young blood, I say!” Chuck told him. He played a little flourish on his ukulele and walked away. As Louie returned to his drawings Burt came in and set his leather portfolio case on the other desk.

	

	“Looks like you’re a busy bee bright and early,” Burt said as he eyed what Louie was up to.

	

	Louie kept flipping through his animation. “This is gonna be real good, Burt, but it’s not quite there yet.”

	

	Burt laid some papers from his portfolio on the desk and reviewed his own work. They were bland pastel drawings of trees. He was a very skillful animator—great, even. But Burt needed to be told exactly what to do by a director, and without guidance he'd often dawdle until someone with vision needed his hands. “I think I could use some of that moxie of yours,” he said to Louie.

	

	Down the hallway a young woman approached, pushing a cart full of paint bottles and brushes and other art supplies. Clearly out of her element, she accidentally bumped the cart into the wall, jingling all the small glass bottles of paint. After quickly checking to see that nothing broke—and that no one had seen her mishap—she continued down the hall, looking at every door she passed until arriving at one that was open. Margaret Martinez politely tapped on the door.

	

	Louie and Burt simultaneously turned and stared at her. She felt a nervous rush, not entirely certain if this was the right office, but she pushed forward and continued her duties. “Hello gentleman, do you need any—”

	

	“You’re not Delilah,” interrupted Burt. “Why isn’t Delilah on the supply cart today?”

	

	“She’s—I’m covering for her today. She’s out sick,” Margaret told him. “Do you need any paints?”

	

	“No one does any painting here, sweetheart,” said Burt, having lost interest. “I like to paint,” Louie told her, not quite answering her question.

	

	“That’s not your job though,” Burt said to Louie. “Down the hall, sweetheart,” he told Margaret, pointing where she needed to go.

	

	“I’ll take a… magenta number 2,” Louie said. She looked through the cart and handed him a bottle.

	

	Somewhere in the building a man bellowed out a distinct sneeze. “Guffaw!”

	

	Margaret went back to her cart to continue down the hall, and before departing, whispered “Sneezie’s coming,” to the men. They knew that meant the boss was nearby.

	

	As the two returned to their work Burt peeked at Louie and said over his shoulder, “She’s a cute cookie.” Louie didn’t look up from his work. After a moment, he replied that “she’s one of the ink and paint girls.”

	

	Burt thought it was funny that Louie had recognized her and teased him. “Sounds like you’ve got your eye on her inkwell.”

	

	Just then a sharply groomed older man in a gray suit with a pencil moustache walked past the open door. It was Milt Keystone, the founder and namesake of the studio. Louie and Burt both turned to their desks to look industrious.

	

	-

	

	The largest conference room in the building was crowded with suits and sweaters with the older men sitting around the long table while others dragged in chairs or stood along the walls. The air was ripe with the smell of cigarette-smoke laden clothes. 

	

	At the head of the table sat Milt Keystone, looking broad-shouldered and dapper, staring down the length of the table like there was something to learn from the wood grain. Next to him sat the only woman at the table: the gray-beehived Mrs. Bumber, a longtime secretary and confidant of Keystone, ready to take detailed notes.

	

	Louie and Burt filed in and stood near the door. The room was reaching its capacity with an overflowing crowd still waiting to get in. Maraget slid inside just as the doors closed, her arms clasped around a portfolio. Burt saw her sneak in and whispered, “I think they already have someone to take notes,” pointing to Mrs. Bumber. Margaret politely nodded.

	

	Milt stood up and began. “Thank you all for coming. As you are aware, I sent out a memo requesting that you all put on your thinking caps. I think we’ve been falling behind the competition, in terms of the originality and technical quality of our films, and I’m not too damned pleased with that.”

	

	Everyone was a little taken aback by the reproach and looked down to the floor. Burt elbowed Louie in confirmation that he was right about the meeting being a bad sign.

	

	Milt continued. “I’ve been at this for some time now. Heck, a lot of us have.” He glanced at the row of graying men sitting around the table. They nodded and smiled. “Wally, Mick and the guys, it’s been a long while since that first ragtag operation.” For a moment the nostalgia lifted the room.

	

	“But things have changed. People see the name Milt Keystone and know that it means good family entertainment—but some folks are no longer interested. They are bored because they think we can only serve them a warm glass of milk. And maybe they’re right. Maybe we’ve gotten comfortable. Nonetheless, that doesn’t change the fact that we’ve got some of the industry’s best talent right here at Keystone Studio.” 

	

	Louie peeked at Margaret, who was chewing on a pencil as she listened.

	

	Milt went on. “Now with final revisions of the Ollie the elephant picture nearing completion, I know we’re all a bit depleted. That includes our capital, to tell you the truth. If that picture isn’t a financial success… well I wouldn’t worry about that. But I am going to be meeting soon with investors to secure funding for our next big project.”

	

	Everyone traded nervous eyes around the room. Roy, seated at the table, added, “Of course there’s no reason the movie won’t be a profitable hit.” 

	

	Milt agreed. “Of course. But I wanted to put out a call to hear new ideas. Something not the usual. Something to excite the money men. That’s why I sent out the memo.”

	

	The crowded room was quiet except for a sniffle. “So let’s hear it. Pitch away,” Milt told the room and reclined back into his seat. After a trepidatious pause, the room burst with chatter.

	

	“I was thinking we should make a science fiction film,” someone said in the back. “All the best stories are science fiction!” A hand flew up holding a picture of a spaceship.

	

	Another man pushed to the front. “This is a character I’ve been developing for some time now. He’s based on my real life growing up. I call him Tommy the Turkey.”

	

	“What we really need is—”

	

	“You’re all crazy. We just need to keep making fairy tale pictures—”

	

	“Ape Adventure!” someone shouted. The room was becoming a noisey mess with everyone speaking their mind. Louie held up a sketch of a ferris wheel with a cartoon elephant face in the center. “We should make a whole thing for people to see! A big parade!” he shouted. His words didn’t come out exactly as he meant but no one could hear anyway.

	

	“Ben Franklin once said a turkey is the noblest creature—”

	

	“A battle is raging in the center of the moon and the galactic emperor—”

	

	Men continued talking over each other with no one really listening.

	

	“We could put on a whole show in the empty lot outside!” Louie added.

	

	Milt rubbed his face in frustration. “What a fine mess,” he said. “Alright. Alright!” He pounded the table a few times to get everyone’s attention. Mrs. Bumber leaned in and whispered something in Milt’s ear. He nodded and continued. “Listen. Clearly this forum isn’t going to work. Just write it all down and submit your ideas to Mrs. Bumber here. She’ll collate them and I’ll have a look.” Milt stood and left, parting the crowd and leaving everyone unsure if the meeting was over or not.

	

	After a moment, people began shuffling out. Roy shrugged it off. “That was quick,” he said, as he rose to depart. 

	

	“Do you think he heard me?” Louie said, just talking to himself. Roy looked at his ferris wheel drawing. “Looks fun,” he said.

	

	“You think so?” replied Louie.

	

	“Hell, people ask all the time if they can come to the studio for a tour,” said Roy. “Maybe we should have an open house type deal.” He pointed to Louie’s sketch. “Draw some more up.” As Roy stepped away he stopped and turned back to Louie. “After you finish your scene of course.”

	

	Margaret had been listening and approached Louie. “I liked your idea,” she told him. Burt winked at Louie, clapped him on the back, and left them alone.

	

	“What a thing,” Louie said. He hadn’t really expected to be heard and was now trying to figure out what his idea actually was when he realized Margaret was staring at him. “Oh, thanks,” he replied, and looked at the bundle of art she was holding. “Are those yours?”

	

	She nodded. “I only paint the animation cels for work but I do other stuff.” She showed him some of her pictures. “Outside of work I mean.” They were bright, colorful, and a little abstract, with simple shapes making up scenes in a modern style. 

	

	“These are really swell!” Louie said, examining the illustrations. “Is that a doggy and a monkey?”

	

	“It’s the Madonna and child,” Margaret explained.

	

	“Oh. They’re good too!”

	

	Margaret simply felt excited to talk to someone about her paintings. “It’s okay, it’s a little abstract compared to most of the styles around here.”

	

	Louie chuckled. “Yeah, we can be pretty square... I guess I should get back to work. But I hope Delilah’s real sick you can come by again!”

	

	Margaret laughed, adding, “I hope she has the plague!” 

	

	“I hope she dies!” Louie chortled. “...I’m just kidding.”

	

	He left her clutching her papers and returned to his office, where Burt was already at work on something of his own. “That was a hoot, huh. Poor old sneezie didn’t seem too happy,” said Burt.

	

	“Roy liked my idea though,” Louie replied as he searched his messy desk for something.

	

	“I think we should just keep our nose’s down, little buddy. That’s what I’m doing, anyway.” Burt erased something, brushed away the dust, and redrew it.

	

	Louie found his car keys and grabbed his 8mm camera. “I need to bounce some ideas off an old friend.”

	

	“Where to?”

	

	“The fairgrounds,” he told Burt on his way out.

	

	“Better make it quick. You’ve got other work to do and your extended research trips won’t always go unnoticed, Lou.” Louie nodded and left.

	

	Burt slid his chair over to Louie’s desk—after cautiously waiting to make sure that Louie was long gone—and flipped through the elephant animation to see what he had been working on.

	

	-

	

	Louie drove through Hollywood in his old truck while the radio crooned about love and happier times. It was just another day under the hot southern California sun; he passed by a restaurant shaped like a dinosaur across the street from a coffee shop topped with a giant donut. Another street was closed with a film shoot and Louie craned his neck to look but couldn’t make out what it might be. A few blocks away he passed a gaggle of demonstrators protesting something outside a government building, holding picket signs while dressed like space aliens.

	

	The city buildings gave way to dry brushlands and citrus orchards. In the distance Louie saw an old Ferris wheel looming over a field. As he got closer he could see a caravan of trucks and shipping pallets covered with tarps beneath the tall wheel, it’s geometric metal beams tinged with rust. He turned into the wide open dirt lot and parked his truck near some of the other vehicles.

	

	The dusty grounds were bustling with activity as mechanical rides were being unloaded and assembled by men in grease-stained overalls. Louie, camera in hand, wandered through with little notice as he examined the ambiguous pieces of unfinished rides. Then, before they were in sight, Louie smelled the familiar odor of hay and dung coming from the animal pens. He followed his nose and found sheep and goats and a couple of donkeys standing around chewing their cud. A chimpanzee, holding the bars of a cage that looked like a wooden stagecoach, watched Louie walk by and stuck out its tongue.

	

	And there was the little elephant, standing in a pen of its own. Louie walked up to it and leaned on the metal fence. “Hi there,” he said. The elephant seemed placid enough, grabbing hay from a pile and chewing away.

	

	“Her name is Corgi.”

	

	Louie turned and found himself standing next to Pete, a man in his seventies, dressed like a farmer in plaid and a straw hat and carrying a pail of carrots.

	

	“Pete!” exclaimed Louie as he hugged the older man. Pete slapped his back with his free hand.

	

	“I thought that was you,’ said Pete. “I recognized your pop’s truck.”

	

	“How ya been Pete?”

	

	Pete shrugged. “You know how it goes on the road. But I got my ol’ buddies here and there.” Pete offered the elephant a big carrot. It reached out its trunk, felt and sniffed the item, and then grabbed it.

	

	“Well it’s darn good to see you,” Louie said as they watched the elephant munch on the carrot. “Is she a girl?”

	

	“Yeah,” said Pete, giving her another carrot. “We got from a nasty circus after her ma died.”

	

	Louie reached out to pat the elephant but it stumbled back, out of reach.

	

	Pete offered another carrot until it approached him. “Elephants never forget nothin’ so she’s nervous around people.” He rubbed its head. “Sweet little Corgi.”

	

	“Like a dog?” asked Louie.

	

	“That ain’t no dog, boy! Pure elephant,” said Pete, laughing. Louie didn’t press him further about the name.

	

	“Anyhow, what are you doing these days?” asked Pete.

	

	“Well as a matter of fact, I’m working on a cartoon about an elephant. We actually went out to the trainyard last night to see this little lady.” Louie stuck out his hand again and Corgi the elephant sniffed it with her trunk.

	

	“That right?”

	

	“Yeah. But this morning I was thinking about something new. Some kind of, ah, tie in with you guys here. Like an Ollie the elephant day at the fair, you know?”
 

	“Ollie what?” asked Pete.

	

	“That’s the picture I’m working on.”

	

	Pete gave the elephant the last of the carrots. “We’ve got the elephant, that’s for sure.”

	

	Louie and Pete took a stroll among the rides being built on the fairgrounds. As they walked Louie fiddled with his camera as he looked for something to film but none of the rides were up and running, and those that were at least standing, like the big spinner that twirled around with seats hanging from chains, looked surprisingly corroded.

	

	“Don’t think I’ve forgotten what a pipsqueak you were back when your pop would bring you around!” Pete said. “You were curious though. Remember that time you tried to get into the bearded lady’s dressing room?”

	

	“I just wanted to see if she glued the beard on,” said Louie.

	

	“But you saw more than that!” Pete laughed. They stopped and watched some men trying to slide the big floor panels of a bumper car ring into the place.

	

	“Doesn’t look like the rides have changed much,” Louie said as he eyed a sign that read “DODGE ‘EM BUMPER CARS! WHAT A THRILL!”

	

	“Just gotta keep the engines greased and the lights twinklin’” said Pete. Louie brushed his hand over the wall surrounding the rink and some paint chipped off. “I remember it being a little, uh, nicer when I was a kid.”

	

	“Sure, sure, childhood is like that. Everything is great when that’s all you’ve ever seen. And it sticks with you,” Pete said. “Funny how memory works. I can remember my ma’s homemade pies exactly, and just the whiff of a blueberry brings it all back. But at the same time I can’t even remember where I parked. Like a goldfish.” They stopped at the foot of the ferris wheel, impressively tall for something that was part of a traveling fair. “So be proud of your work, Louie. Even if it’s just silly cartoons kids’ll watch your shows and they’ll remember them all their life,” Pete said.

	

	Louie already felt this way, in fact. Even if he wasn’t specifically thinking of gilding people’s childhoods, he thought it did matter, somehow. “Is that why you do what you do?” he asked Pete. Pete just laughed. “Do what I do? I’m just trying to make a living.”

	

	“But it’s more than that, isn’t it? Like you said, it matters to the kids who come here.”

	

	“Well...  yessir. Maybe I felt that way. But I’m too old now for pontificating about my own circumstances,” Pete said. They both stared upwards at the wheel. “If folks still come back and buy tickets that’s all that matters to ol’ Pete.” The lights around the wheel flickered on, followed by ominous buzzing and a puff of smoke from nearby generators. “Damn it!” yelled an electrician as he kicked the electrical box.

	

	Louie felt at once nostalgic and disappointed. He was seeking inspiration but the traveling carnival was dilapidated. It was a grungy, ragtag assortment of rides maintained only enough to continue selling tickets. Had it always been like this? Louie, of course, understood that entertainment was just a business, but seeing the rusty old machines felt at odds with his memories of the place. Not because they were old, but because no one cared enough to fix them up. Like the people selling wonder and amazement bet on low expectations.

	

	“The kids who come here will remember when they ate cotton candy for the first time,” he told Pete, “and how they got the brass ring on the carousel. And seeing the man that swallows the swords and the fire breather. And they’ll remember going up in the ferris wheel and seeing all of it from what feels like the highest they’ve ever been.”

	

	Pete took a deep breath. “I s’pose.”

	

	“The details go with time, but that feeling never leaves.” Louie took a few steps back and pointed his camera up at the wheel and rolled the film. “We can do better than all of this. I want to make something better and I think I can,” he said.

	

	“How do ya mean?”

	

	“Why just rent a bunch of old crap when we could make something of our own?” 

	

	Pete didn’t follow what Louie was trying to say.

	

	“Keystone Studio, I mean,” Louie said.

	

	A miniature red car driven by a clown puttered by. Both men turned to watch it pass.

	

	“But I’ll need to do some convincing. I need to get attention,” Louie said. He went running after the car.

	

	-

	

	At the office Burt was hunched over his desk when Roy entered. “Hiya Burt. Just stopping in to see how Louie’s scene is going,” Roy said as he walked to Louie’s desk. Roy was the supervising animator of their team and was tasked with keeping their work in line.

	

	“He had to step out but there it is,” Burt told him, minding his own business.

	

	Roy grabbed the pile of drawings and flipped through the animation a few times. “Huh. Odd. He redid most of it. It’s good, but Louie can’t just pursue every whim and fancy.”

	

	“I told him he shouldn’t, but you know how Lou can be when he has his eye on an idea,” Burt said.

	

	Roy flipped through the pages a few more times. It was good, showing the same scene of a baby elephant tripping and falling, but now it was bouncier, with more exaggerated motions, like the elephant was made of rubber. “The darn kid has some talent but he needs to do what he’s told. We can’t match the whole sequence to this.”

	

	“Bit of a wunkerkind,” said Burt.

	

	“Just makes me wonder.”

	

	-

	

	Milt Keystone’s office was a long room with an impressive modern wooden desk accompanied by a sofa and chairs around a coffee table. The wall opposite the windows had shelves filled with golden awards and toys and trinkets and cameras. Milt sat behind his desk, reclining in his executive chair, with Mrs. Bumber across from him.

	

	“That was a hair-brained plan,” he told her.

	

	“People are excited. They have ideas. That’s what you want,” she replied.

	

	“A thousand bad ideas aren’t worth a damn.”

	

	“Gee Milt, what’s crawled up your britches lately?”

	

	Milt stood and went to the windows to light a cigarette. Outside, he could see the parking lot where a group of young employees were walking across the asphalt, returning from lunch.

	

	“Viv, you remember when the five of us were crammed into that little shop on Ocean Avenue?” he asked.

	

	“Don’t get nostalgic,” Mrs. Bumber said. She was familiar with his reminiscing and it usually did not help his mood.

	

	“We’d work all night. Sleep under the desks just to make the deadline.”

	

	“Spent all your advances in a heartbeat and borrowed money just to keep going,” she reminded him.

	

	“It wasn’t easy. It was never easy. But while other picture shows stayed the same, we were forging ahead with something new.”

	

	Mrs. Bumber nodded sarcastically, having heard the story.

	

	“We raised the bar with every film and left the other boys catching up,” continued Milt.

	

	“And guess what? Now you’re here,” said Mrs. Bumber.

	

	“We can do better,” Milt said, turning back to his desk. “What is all this worth if we go on doing the same thing over and over?”

	

	“You want something new. Alright. Everyone wants something new,” said Mrs. Bumber. She was obviously accustomed to playing the role of his calm and cool confidant.

	

	“We have talent that we’re not properly utilizing,” Milt said. “But I don’t know…  I’m not sure how to allow for creative freedom.”

	

	“Talent for what?”

	

	“I don’t know. I just hate creative stagnation. But I know we can’t just spend every little dollar we have without a plan.”

	

	“The numbers aren’t bad,” said Mrs. Bumber. “Not great maybe, but not bad. Ollie the Elephant will make money.”

	

	Milt slumped back down in his chair. “‘Not bad’ doesn’t exactly give us a lot of free rein.” Milt pushed a tin toy car on his desk. “Maybe it’s just me. These days the only time I roll up my sleeves to work is when I shake hands with the investors.”

	

	-

	

	Burt had been thinking about what to say to Louie to make sure he focused on his responsibilities; he wasn’t Louie’s boss but he was a more senior employee and felt like he should offer some fair criticism. Suddenly, Louie rushed into the office wearing a paper party hat. “You know,” Burt said, “Roy isn’t too happy with you. What are you wearing?”

	

	Louie handed him his 8mm camera. “Take this and roll when you hear me coming,” he told Burt.

	

	“What? What are you on about?”

	

	“You’ll see!” said Louie as he rushed out. “A parade!”

	

	Louie nearly crashed into Margaret in the hallway but was excited to see her. “Oh hi!” he said.

	

	“Hello,” she said. She was happy to run into him too. “Someone’s birthday?” she asked about the paper hat.

	

	“Listen,” Louie said, as he grabbed her shoulders like he needed to communicate something of dire importance, “I’m going to buy a new suit. When I have my suit, do you mind if I call on you? To go out?”

	

	“Oh—okay,” she said.

	

	“Great!” said Louie as he let her go and started again down the hallway. “What’s your name?” he yelled back.

	

	“Margaret. Martinez.”

	

	“I’m Louie!” He ran off and turned a corner. “Nice to meet you,” Margaret said to an empty hallway.

	

	Milt sat in his office reviewing some invoices through small reading glasses when he heard what sounded like the engine of a lawn mower. Then he heard live music. He got up to see what the racket was and stuck his head out the door.

	

	Office doors down the hallway were opening up as other animators and artists stuck their heads out, looking left and right to see what the latest commotion was. They were, of course, accustomed to strange sights passing by in the studio, but this was oddly loud.

	

	Finally around the distant corner came Louie. He was inside the miniature red clown car, putt-putt-putting down the hallway. A procession of three clowns followed behind the car, each with an instrument. One kept time with a drum and one had great big symbols and the other a trombone, playing their raucous if rudimentary marching music.

	

	Louie stopped midway in the hall while the clowns played and burst a confetti popper out of the car window. Most of the onlookers, leaning in the doorways, grinned with delight despite not knowing what the nonsense was about. Burt limply held Louie’s camera but didn’t bother to record. Milt turned around and went back into his office like it was nothing, uninterested in the why or what.

	

	“Come one come all to the Keystone Carnival!” shouted Louie as he threw more confetti around. He gave the car a little gas to continue forward and beep-beeped the high-pitched horn. “We could have a whole celebration for the movie opening! A grand carnival!”

	

	Margaret, still helping to deliver art supplies, was in a nearby storage room stocking her cart of paints when she heard all the noise, but had to finish before seeing what the commotion was. 

	

	Outside the offices in the parking lot, Pete and a clown set up fireworks on the ground near Louie’s truck. Pete looked at his pocket watch. “He should be just about ready. Let’s start with the small ones.” The clown bent down and lit a row of little fuses, sending small sparklers into the air with a satisfying whoosh pop pop pop!

	

	Everyone inside watching Louie’s little parade heard the fireworks and looked to the windows, excited that the midday show had even more to see.

	

	“Ramp it up!” Pete said to the clown as they set off more fireworks. They lit a long fuse on a huge tube pointed towards the sky and ran behind the truck. It fizzled, and sizzled… and then did nothing.

	

	“Darn,” said Pete. ‘Must be a dud.” He slowly approached and tapped it with his boot. “Maybe—”

	

	WHOOSH! A huge blast of smoke shot out and Pete fell back onto the ground as the rocket went off at an angle. It twirled in the air and came back down and skidded along the ground until it dinged a car and shot upwards, twirling more as it headed towards the studio, leaving a trail of spiraling smoke until it finally crashed through a window.

	

	Inside, Chuck was carefully painting an animation background in watercolor when the window just above his desk shattered and the rocket zipped inside, crashing and ricocheting around his office as papers caught fire. “We’re being attacked!” he shouted as he jumped to the floor. Chuck crawled on his elbows and knees into the hallway. “Man the decks!”

	

	Down the hall Roy saw the smoke flowing out from Chuck’s office and went running towards it. “Fire!” he shouted. All the animators and secretaries who had been watching Louie, still in his car, started to panic and ran for the stairwells.

	

	Louie wasn’t sure what was happening but tried to get the car out of the way. He hit the accelerator but it got jammed and stuck down to the floor. The tiny car rushed forwards as he tried to maintain control without hitting anyone running in the hall. Just then Margaret, out of sight, pushed her paint cart into the hallway from the storage room and the tiny car crashed right through it, sending paint splattering against the walls. Margaret, standing in the doorway, was aghast and confused, having no idea what had just happened. The little clown car’s windows were now covered in paint and Louie couldn’t see anything at all as he swerved and scraped down the hall until the car turned violently and tipped over, finally stopping.

	

	Roy came with a fire extinguisher and blasted it into Chuck’s office, causing more smoke to billow out. He stepped inside to assess the danger and saw the broken window and glass and smoldering papers, but nothing too serious.

	

	The motor in the little car clanged and coughed and died. Louie opened the upturned door and climbed out, amess with paint but otherwise unscathed, his party hat stuck to the side of his face. He looked back down the hall at the catastrophe that had followed: the overturned cart, the skid marks along the carpets and walls, and three clowns silently staring at him. Milt came at a strong pace. “What the hell is all this?” he asked.

	

	Roy came out from Chuck’s office and told Milt that it was under control. “Just a lot of smoke.”

	

	“Some kind of contraption blasted right through my window!” explained Chuck. Louie stood still next to the overturned car. “I—I’m sorry.”

	

	Milt immediately read the scene and understood that it was Louie’s doing. “If you’d put half the energy into your work that you put into these shenanigans!” Milt said. He felt real anger. He stopped speaking so that he wouldn’t say anything regretful. Mrs. Bumber joined his side and watched.

	

	Louie tried to shove the little car back onto its wheels. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was just trying to get your attention.” The car thudded down and creaked back and forth.

	

	Milt wrung his face. “Off all the times to be so damned clueless.”

	

	“I’ll clean it,” Louie said as he gathered paint bottles and other detritus from the floor.

	

	Milt stood watching with his hands on his hips. “Kid.” He sighed. “Louie, you’re fired. Get going.”

	

	“This isn’t what I meant to do—”

	

	Milt shook his head and walked away. Louie, his arms wrapped around all the trash he could carry, stumbled back to his office. He crossed eyes with Margaret, still in the doorway.

	

	One of the clowns played a sad sound on his trombone.

	

	-

	As the low sun stretched shadows across the pavement, Louie carried a box of rolled up papers and other possessions to his truck. He tossed it into the passenger’s seat. 

	

	Burt walked over to him. “Oh Lou. Why did you do that?” he asked.

	

	Louie leaned on his truck. “I didn’t mean for all of it to go to pieces like that. I just wanted to get attention to show everyone what I want.”

	

	“What do you want?”

	

	“Something in real life.”

	

	“But all you did was make a mess and lose your job,” said Burt. “It was awfully bird-brained of you.”

	

	Louie got into the driver’s seat and shut the door. “I know.”

	

	“Well little buddy,” said Burt, “I’ll see you around.” He knocked on the metal of the truck. “Bye Burt,” Louie said as he cranked the ignition. As his truck pulled out, Pete and the clowns ran after him but he was already going down the road. 

	

	Nearby sat the wrecked clown car. Considering his options, Pete counted all the men, looked at the tiny car, and shrugged. “Get in.”

	

	-

	

	Louie’s old wooden home sat on a secluded plot of land where suburban sprawl had yet to reach, down a long driveway lined with eucalyptus trees. It looked worse outside than inside, the house’s ornamental woodwork around the windows sagging and rotting away while overgrown weeds reclaimed it all. Behind the weeds and the trees the window panes were glowing vacillating purple and blue light.

	

	Inside, the scattered clutter of pinball machines and mechanical games were electrified and alive, with flashing rows of twinkle lights and buzzing neon illuminating a cacophony of automated carnival music and clanking metal. 

	

	Louie sat on the bare wooden floor in the chaotic room slumped against the wall. He played with a brass ring in his hand, twirling it around in his fingers, the metal warm in his palm. He slipped it into his pocket and tried to get himself up, sliding his back against the wall and knocking over a few empty beer bottles at his feet. He picked one up and threw it at a framed poster of a magician on the wall; the bottle shattered and the picture frame dropped to the floor. Wet beer dripped down the wall and caused something to spark. An electrical fuse blew and everything shut off.

	

	“Ta da.”

	

	Louie went out back into the empty yard and looked up at the clear, starry sky.

	

	-

	

	II

	

	Burt, alone in his office, focused on this work. It was oddly quiet but he kind of liked it that way. 

	Roy interrupted the quiet and knocked at the door. “Burt, may I have a minute?” he said. Burt put his pencil behind his ear and gestured to the empty chair at the desk across from his. Roy sat down and continued. “Now, as you know, Louie had a certain, uh, talent for originality that we appreciated,” he said.

	

	“Of course.”

	

	“And that was also the kid’s problem as an assistant animator.”

	

	“Un huh.”

	

	“In light of his departure, we’d like to give you more responsibilities.”

	

	Burt perked up. Finally getting my meal ticket, he thought. “Okay,” he said cautiously.

	

	“With a modest raise of course.”

	

	Burt relaxed back in his seat. “Well that’s great! Finally a little recognition. You see Roy, I always knew that the right thing to do was keep my nose down and—”

	

	“Burt—Burt—” interrupted Roy, “Don’t get me wrong. No one’s line work has as much control as you but you’ll also need to bring more to the table.”

	

	“How do you mean?”
 

	“Milt happened to see that animation Louie was redoing and requested some more revisions along those lines,” Roy explained. “We all need to plus scenes when we can, and that’s something Louie excelled at.”

	

	“Plus?” asked Burt. He knew the term meant adding extra flourishes to something that was already good enough, but he didn’t want to position himself as someone who was accustomed to doing that.

	

	“You know,” said Roy, “Adding gags here and there, proposing new storylines and ideas.”

	

	“Listen Roy, I’m here to do my job and my job isn’t to be a gag man. I’m a draftsman!” Burt said.

	

	“No, you listen: you’re here to do the job that we need you to do. We’re all spread thin and individual talent isn’t going to carry this studio, Burt,” said Roy.

	

	“Then why did we have that stupid meeting!” Burt accidentally snapped at Roy.

	

	Roy, already tired from trying to manage his team through the company’s ambiguous future, just wanted to wrap up the elephant film’s production. He sighed. “I know. It didn’t work out too well,” he said as he looked over Louie’s former desk, now clean and empty. “We’re playing a team sport. Just keep that in mind.”

	

	Roy left Burt alone in his office. Burt pulled open a desk draw, removed the old scene that Louie had been working on, flipped through it a few times, and then plopped the pile of papers on his desk.

	

	Downstairs in the ink and paint room where the clear, acetate animation cels were painted, a row of women in white gloves sat at their stations focused and intent, delicately applying paint in exact brush strokes. Margaret sat among them. She absentmindedly doodled an image of an elephant on scratch paper. Delilah, a woman in cat eye glasses, pushed a cart of supplies on the opposite side of the table and stopped at Margaret. “Did you hear about what happened the other day?” asked Delilah. Margaret knew what she was talking about, of course, but played coy. “What?”
 

	“I heard a man went absolutely bonkers upstairs,” Delilah said. “He came to work on a lawnmower and tore up the place. Set a fire and everything!”

	

	“It wasn’t a lawnmower,” Margaret said as she kept doodling little images, “It was a little car like clowns have at the circus.”

	

	“Either way, some of those fellas are just a little odd in the head, don’t you think?” asked Delilah.

	

	“I don’t know.” Margaret felt somehow betrayed by Louie even though they’d just met. He was exciting and new and interested in her paintings and then immediately ruined the possibility of something happening. She hadn’t yet decided what to do about the outstanding invitation she had from Louie. “They’re quite nice, some of them,” she said.

	

	“Some real loons up there.”

	

	“He didn’t mean to tear up the place.”

	

	“What? Who?” asked Delilah, confused that Margaret seemed to know more than she was letting on.

“Louie. The man with the car.”

	

	“Yeah, I’m sure he just took a wrong turn on his way to psychotherapy.”

	

	Now Margaret felt a little defensive on Louie’s behalf. “I think he’s interesting.” 

	

	Delilah knew what that meant. “Interesting? Honey, don’t get yourself into trouble,” she said to Margaret. “Take it from me: you may think you want to have a fun time with a silly man, but in the end it’s all regrets and heartbreak.”

	

	“I just said that he’s interesting, is all,” said Margaret.

	

	-

	

	Louie was lying awake in bed in the late afternoon with a week’s worth of beard growth. He had been doing very little besides running through everything that had happened in his head, thinking about what he could have done differently and what he would do if he was invited back to his job.

	

	Burt, having invited himself in, stood at the bedroom door holding a box and knocked. It was around lunchtime and Burt thought he’d check in to see how Louie was doing; he felt frustrated and angry with Louie, even if his absence offered some relief in the office.

	

	“There’s the big kahuna himself,” Burt said.

	

	Louie turned over, lethargic and unsurprised. “Hi Burt,” he said.

	

	Burt looked around the messy bedroom with Louie’s clothes strewn about and felt sad for him. “Catching up on some Zs? That’s nice. Wish I could take a vacation right now,” he said. “Tough day at work. Roy won’t keep his beak out of my business. Hey, got some things for you.” He set the box down near Louie. “You forgot some of this stuff.”

	

	Louie sat up and looked to see what it was. Just more old work and a stuffed animal of Ollie the elephant. “Thanks,” he said.

	

	“Y’know Louie… everything will turn out fine, in the long run,” Burt told him as he sat on the edge of the bed. “You’ll get another job. I tell ya, the brass are going to regret the day they gave the place a lobotomy by yanking out Lou Ferguson!” Burt tried to smile.

	

	“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Louie said.

	

	“Well, for starters, how about you just get back on your feet. Back to the drawing board, and you’ll be animating with another outfit in no time,” said Burt.

	

	“I’m not sure that’s what I want,” Louie said, sitting up straight.

	

	“Oh. Sure. Maybe you could start by cleaning up this place, Lou. There’s a lot of old junk around here.” He got up and poked a drumming monkey toy on a dresser and it started clackety-clack-clacking.

	

	“Let me ask you something. If an elephant never forgets, and a goldfish never remembers, which do you think is happier?” asked Louie.

	

	“I don’t know, Lou,” Burt said, feeling a little irritated that his attempt to be helpful wasn’t going anywhere. “I’ve never seen a happy fish.”

	

	“Exactly. The elephant remembers everything—the good and the bad, right? And you can’t change without some mistakes. You’ll always remember some bad stuff.”

	

	“Sure.”

	

	Louie got out of bed and started collecting the clothes on the floor. “I need to get to work,” he said.

	

	“Good!” Burt said. “That’s swell.” Burt decided it was time to invite himself out. “Take care of yourself, Louie.” He wasn’t really sure if he’d ever see Louie again. “Oh, I almost forgot.” Burt reached into the box he had brought and handed a folded paper to Louie. Attached was a note.

	

	Louie looked at it and opened it up. It was a doodle of a cartoon elephant with some writing at the bottom. ‘Call me. 555-232-8470 - m’

	

	“Gosh. That’s nice,” Louie said, staring at the drawing.

	

	“All right Louie, I’ll see you around.” Burt waved and left Louie standing still with the drawing.

	

	-

	

	In the afternoon sunlight Louie, still in his pajamas, hair a mess, stood in the kitchen looking over the toy train on the kitchen table and its circle of tracks.

	

	He picked up a small empty candy box and set it in the center. Then he searched through the cabinets and grabbed every box he could find, and arranged them on the table like Stonehenge, creating a cardboard structure in the center of the railroad tracks. Searching again through every cabinet and drawer, Louie grabbed toothpicks and forks and knives and paper plates and piled them on the table. He dumped boxes of cereal into the sink along with cake mix and everything else in useful cardboard, making a mess as plumes of flour floated in the air. He grabbed a pair of scissors and started cutting apart the boxes with a sense of urgency.

	

	By nightfall the kitchen table was completely covered with cardboard and toothpick constructions. Paper plates with their centers cut out became a ferris wheel, with toothpick spokes and jelly bean lights glued around the edges. A cork stabbed with two forks for wings balanced atop a skewered apple that had a smiling face carved into it. Cherries with individual faces drawn on each one dangled from strands of spaghetti along the perimeter of an elevated plate, spinning freely atop a milk bottle. At the center of it all was a crude cardboard castle. Louie carefully glued lima beans onto its turrets under sterile lamp light.

	

	In the morning, Louie went out back behind his house. The yard was mostly empty besides dead grass and brush and a wooden shed at one end, overgrown with weeds like everything else. The wood was old and bleached from years of neglect in the sun. He walked up to the double doors of the shed and jiggled the rusty padlock. Louie had no idea where the key might be. He gave it a strong tug and the hinge immediately ripped off the crumbling wood, letting the doors swing freely while he held the lock in his hand.

	

	Inside the shed, rays of daylight cut through the cobwebs and dust. It was a surprisingly large space with a workbench and tools hanging on the wall. In the corner was a pile of scrap lumber and some wooden a-frame saw horses. Louie tossed the lock onto the floor. He moved a rattling push-mower aside and dragged a couple of the saw horses to the center, and laid some planks of wood across their top, making a rudimentary platform that extended the workbench. He brushed off some dust and looked at his dirty hands, wiped them across his leg, and realized that he was still in pajamas.

	

	-

	

	At night, Louie’s truck rumbled down the street of a nice suburban neighborhood with tidy lawns. He pulled to the curb in front of one house and checked the address written on his palm. Seemed right. As he got out and slammed the creaky truck door he saw the curtains in the home’s front windows move.

	

	Louie had bought a new gray suit and cleaned himself up, save for some paint hiding beneath his fingernails. He walked up and rang the doorbell. It quickly swung open. A solid man in his late 60s with closely cut military hair stood in the doorway staring at Louie with one milky eye.

	

	“Hello sir,” Louie said.

	

	“Are you here for my daughter?” the man asked.

	

	“If your daughter is named Margaret, then yes I am,” Louie said. The man didn’t reply. Louie worried that he was being too clever. “I’m sorry, I mean—”

	

	Margaret grabbed her father’s arm and pushed herself into the doorway. “Daddy, this is Louie,” she told him. Louie stuck out his hand. The older man, Mr. Martinez, examined the splotches of color on Louie’s hand. “Sorry,” Louie chuckled nervously. “It’s just paint. It’s dry.” Mr. Martinez shook it.

	

	“He’s an animator from the studio,” Margaret explained. Louie looked at her, surprised at the small lie. “I was an animator, but I’m not with the studio anymore,” Louie added.

	

	“So what do you do now, Louie?” asked Mr. Martinez. 

	

	“I’m working on something. A new project,” Louie said.

	

	“Daddy, we need to get going,” Margaret told her father. She kissed his cheek and left him at the 

	front door as the two walked to Louie’s truck.

	

	“Have a nice night,” Mr. Martinez said as he closed the door.

	

	-

	

	Margaret and Louie sat in his truck at a drive-in movie theater as a black and white sci-fi film played on the screen. Louie, munching on popcorn, loved it. Margaret quietly sipped a coke through a straw.

	

	“In our last installment Dash Morningstar was battling the evil emperor Galaxor in the center of the moon! But the clever emperor had yet to reveal his secret lunar beam! Will Dash defeat Galaxor and help the Martian children escape from his moon palace? Find out, RIGHT NOW!”

	

	“So how long had you been at the studio?” Margaret asked Louie.

	

	“This is the last we’ll see of you, Galaxor!”

	

	“What?” Louie asked, watching the movie.

	

	“How long had you been at the studio?”

	

	“A couple years.”

	

	“You have underestimated me, Dash Morningstar!”

	

	“And now what are you gonna do?” Margaret asked.

	

	“Don’t worry moon maiden, I’ve got a plan!” Louie said in sync with the movie. He laughed. “I’ve seen this before.”

	

	“Oh.”

	

	“Five times I think.” Louie sat back to watch more but noticed Margaret fidgeting. “Are you bored? We could go somewhere else.”

	

	“Okay!” she said.

	

	“Dash Morningstar was so much better in the first series anyway.” He started up the truck and gently started backing out. “And now to shoot the Martian orphans with my mind combobulator!” he said along with the movie.

	

	Just a while later, Louie and Margaret sat in a red leather booth inside a brightly lit diner with chrome trimmings and a black and white checkerboard tiled floor. Most of the other customers were high school kids. Louie took a bite of a burger. “And then I worked on the Gnome Ever After movie, but I only got to animate the woodland creatures in the background. They always have me do the animals. And you?”

	

	Margaret dipped a french fry in her malted shake. “I’ve only been painting cels at the studio for a few months. I used to assist in the editing department.”

	

	“Yeah?”

	

	“My father’s retired but he was a film editor. He got me the job,” she said.

	

	“Oh, I thought he was an army guy. From the way he looks I mean,” said Louie.

	

	Margaret laughed. “Yes, he was. We came to Hollywood after he worked in the film unit during the war. But I was more interested in painting, you know?” Louie chomped and nodded. “Not professionally. At least not yet,” Margaret said, and took a drink of her shake. “I’ve seen some women doing background paintings. I’d like to do that.”

	

	“You should!” Louie said. “I bet you’d be real good.”

	

	“But… it’s hard. We’re not supposed to do anything other than paint the cels at work, you know? It’s very strict,” Margaret said.

	

	“I could never stay in the lines like that,” said Louie as he padded the bottom of a ketchup bottle, trying to persuade it.

	

	“I wanted to show my illustrations at that meeting but I’m kinda shy I guess,” said Margaret.

	

	“Oh you shouldn’t be. Everyone deserves the right to pursue their idea of happiness.” The ketchup relented in a big plop all over Louie’s plate. “A fortune teller told me that.” He licked his fingers.

	

	Margaret had almost forgotten about the catastrophe at work; she was enjoying herself, and having worried beforehand that Louie would be erratic in some way, was a little surprised by how normal he seemed. She almost didn’t want to bring it up.

	

	“Louie…” she started. “Why did you wreck everything like that?”

	

	“It’s a lot of ketchup. But I don’t mind.”

	

	“That’s not what I mean,” Margaret said, not really wanting to press it.

	

	Louie slumped back, realizing what she was referring to. “It was just… a big mistake,” he said. “I wanted to put on a good show to get everyone’s attention. But I should’ve just written it down I guess.” He’d been enjoying the evening too but now the weight and sadness of what had happened was returning to him. Louie sat quietly. Margaret could see him deflating and wanted to help.

	

	“It doesn’t matter now. You know, I heard there’s a new studio opening. I bet you could get a job there,” she said.

	

	“I don’t plan on doing any animating right now,” he told her. “But I might need some help illustrating. And planning.”

	

	“Planning what?” she asked.

	

	“My new carnival. A whole fairytale land. Not like a normal carnival,” he explained like it was a matter of fact.

	

	“How do you mean?”

	

	“It’ll be a whole thing for people to see.”

	

	Margaret couldn’t exactly tell if Louie was a little less stable than her initial impression had suggested and simply nodded while sucking on the straw in her shake.

	

	“I mean,” Louie started, seeing that he was losing her, “My dad was a repairman. He used to fix all the games and machines at the boardwalk and fairs and places like that. He was a real tinkerer. And he had real pride in his work, you know?”

	

	“And he’s going to help you?” Margaret asked, relieved that Louie wasn’t a kook.

	

	“No, no he’s gone,” Louie said. “I mean, when I was a kid we used to drive around to all sorts of arcades and carnivals. And usually they’re all a big mess, just broken junk. It was his job to fix them up. But I think it could be kind of wonderful, maybe, if Keystone Studio were to make a whole carnival of their own. Like with the characters from the movies and huge games.”

	

	“So what are you going to do?” asked Margaret.

	

	“Right now I’m going to make it in my backyard,” Louie said.

	

	“Oh, okay. That seems a little limiting, I think,” Margaret politely suggested.

	

	“In miniature,” he added.

	

	“Oh, in miniature. Like a model railroad?”

	

	“Yes! There needs to be a train. That seems obvious.”

	

	“Absolutely. I concur,” Margaret said, playfully stern.

	

	After a moment of eye contact, Louie, unaccustomed to the chemistry or surprised by her interest, bashfully looked down to his pile of ketchup.

	

	-

	

	They entered Louie’s dark home and Louie pulled a string that lit a single hanging light bulb. Margaret, at first giggling, was suddenly startled by the sight of dozens of coin-operated machines.

	

	“What—what is all this?” she asked.

	

	“Games and things, and signs. And some music boxes,” Louie said.

	

	“Why do you keep all of this in your house?”

	

	“This was all my pop’s stuff. Here, you have to see this one.” He grabbed her hand and led her to a canvas-covered box. Louie removed the cover, revealing an intricate wooden cabinet with a glass window containing a diorama of a French rococo ballroom, populated with little figures in ball gowns and 18th century formal wear. A coin on a string hung from one side; Louie dropped it in a slot and yanked it out.

	

	The machine came alive. A light bulb flickered on and the delicate metal pins of a music box started playing some kind of waltz as the figures swirled in circular motions in time with the music. Louie and Margaret knelt down so that the diorama was at eye level and pressed their faces to the glass.

	

	“It’s from the Panama exposition. 1915,” said Louie.

	

	“It’s… beautiful,” said Margaret.

	

	The intricate little figures whirled and twirled. Louie stood up and offered his hand. “Come on!”
 

	He pulled Margaret to her feet and imitated the pose of the ballroom dancers. Margaret played along and they clumsily spun around in the dim room. She knew how to actually dance properly but let Louie lead on. Finally the music box in the machine slowed and stopped and they were left standing together, still in each other's arms.

	

	“I think the music stopped,” Louie said. 

	

	“But we don’t have to,” said Margaret. She hummed a gentle tune and took the lead. In the darkness they slowly swayed back and forth. Louie bumped into a pinball machine and it shot off a metal ball.

	

	“Sorry. I’m not too good at this,” he said.

	

	“You’ve got to stay in the lines.”

	

	Louie stopped and looked at her. “Gosh. Can I show you something special?” he asked. 

	

	They went out back behind the house, descending the porch steps into the empty yard in twilight and walked across over towards the shed. Margaret felt slightly apprehensive to walk towards a strange shed in the dark, but trusted him enough. Louie pulled open the wooden door with a creak. It was pitch black inside. He dug in his pockets and pulled out a metal lighter and flicked on the flame. “See?” It was still pretty dim.

	

	“What is it?” Margaret asked.

	

	Louie walked closer to his project inside and held up the lighter over it. Ambiguous cardboard shapes and toothpick structures danced under the flickering light of the flame. Margaret realized it was what Louie had been talking about; some kind of miniature model, if in a rough, early stage. Propped up in the center of the model was an illustration of a fantasy castle covered in vines. “I think it will be marvelous,” Margaret said.

	

	“Ow!” The lighter had gotten hot and Louie dropped it. A dry leaf on the dirt floor caught the flame and he stomped on the cinder. “Come over here. This wasn’t what I wanted to show you.”

	

	They stepped out into the center of the yard where it was clear of trees. “The city is on the other side of the hills, so the light doesn’t wash out the stars too much,” Louie said. Margaret looked up. “Wow. I hadn’t noticed,” she said.

	

	“Here. This is good.” Louie sat in the grass and Margaret joined him.

	

	“That one there,” Louie said pointing to the sky, “that’s Ursa Major, the big dipper.” They lay on their backs and stared upwards. “And Ursa Minor is there.”

	

	“You can see the Milky Way across the sky,” added Margaret, “but at the same time it’s like it’s almost not there. Like a ghost.”

	

	“Like a memory.”

	

	They lay together quietly in the grass watching the stars. A faint light dashed across the sky lasting only a split second. “Did you see that? I saw a shooting star!” exclaimed Margaret.

	

	“There’s another!” said Louie. “You should make a wish.”

	

	“That one was so bright!”

	

	“There’s a big meteor shower around this time every year,” explained Louie. “Some people call them the tears of St. Lawrence. I guess it’s St. Lawrence’s day.”

	

	Margaret snuggled up closer to him. “Thanks for bringing me out here, St. Louie.” She stared at him while he continued watching the sky. It took a moment before he realized she was looking at him.

	

	“You’re missing the stars,” he said.

	

	“No, you are.” Margaret leaned over and kissed him.

	

	-

	

	Milt sat at his desk in his office, going through the motions of daily work without having figured out what would be next for the studio. He was reading through a pile of film treatments when Burt peeked in the doorway. “The girl said to come in?” he sheepishly said.

	

	“Oh, Burt, yes.” Milt set down what he was reading and motioned Burt to sit in the chair across from him. Burt came over with a stack of papers under his arm and sat.

	

	“How’s it coming along?” Milt asked. Burt lifted up the stack and flipped through the animation so Milt could see. “Yes, that’s fine work. Finish it up and file it and then you’re off the picture.”

	

	“What?” asked Burt.

	

	“Now listen,” continued Milt. “I know Roy had a word with you. Roy also told me that you and Louie Ferguson would often come up with some of the freshest ideas around here.”

	

	“It was Louie, really, he’d always—”

	

	“So I want to give you a longer leash to tinker around for a while.”

	

	“Tinker?” asked Burt, trying to figure out whether this would be good for him, whatever was happening.

	

	“Yes,” Milt said, “Take some time to develop your own ideas. Pursue what you want to pursue.”

	

	Burt’s blank stare did not inspire confidence nor was it what Milt expected. Perhaps he needed to clarify, Milt thought. “A lot of the artists in this studio can waste the entire day just playing around, like the actual job is getting in the way. So I’m asking some folks to do that. Give it the old college try!”

	

	Burt shook his head. “Honestly Mr. Keystone, I’m more a draftsman than anything. I’m barely an artist at all. Like I said, Louie—”

	

	“I wouldn’t really know, but Roy recommended you. Now, as you know, I invited the company to submit new ideas and, as you know, I may have been a tad optimistic in the collective braintrust. So I’m inviting a select few of the gents to explore what’s next while we finish up the elephant picture.”

	

	“I’m really not sure I understand what I should be doing,” Burt said, looking glum.

	

	“This is supposed to be good news! Raise your sails Burt! We didn’t hire you to mop up the place.”

	

	Burt nodded. He actually understood exactly what Milt expected of him; many artists had side projects they’d work on unofficially, after hours, and sometimes they’d develop new methods and ideas that would be put to use in the studio’s films. But Burt was not one of those artists, and his proximity to Louie had perhaps blurred Burt’s methods with Louie’s madness, he thought to himself.

	

	Milt returned to his reading and motioned Burt to the door. “Consider yourself adrift in a sea of  possibilities,” he said.

	

	-

	

	The walls of Louie’s shed were now covered with all sorts of illustrations both large and small: castles and dragons, flying saucers and spacemen, scenes from the wild west, and a decrepit haunted house with ten different types of ghosts drawn on scrap pieces of paper.

	

	The workbench was covered with green fake grass with railroad tracks all around the perimeter in a circuitous route. Miniature buildings from a train set populated different areas of the table, while colorfully painted cardboard placeholders filled most of the space.

	

	Louie was slapping wet papier mache onto a two-foot tall wire mesh shaped like a mountain. Tacked behind it was his illustration of a castle with gratuitous spires.

	

	“Louie?” It was Burt, coming out from the house. “Lou? There you are.”

	

	Louie, hands covered with wet paper slop, was happy to see him. “Burt!” He wiped his hands on his apron and shook Burt’s. “How ya been?”

	

	Burt smiled and wiped his hands on his pants. “Doing well, Lou, doing well. Just been putting the final touches on Ollie the elephant.”

	

	“Did you finish the scene where Ollie meets his mother?”

	

	Burt nodded. “A real tear-jerker. It turned out well. But now they got me doing R&R or some such business.” He looked at Louie’s unfinished model. “Model train, eh? That’s nice.”

	

	Louie rushed back over to his chicken wire mountain as goopy papier mache slowly slid off its surface and tried to smear it back into place. “It’s gonna be a lot more than just a train,” Louie explained.

	

	Burt stepped inside the little shed and looked over all the drawings tacked onto the walls. Some looked more like schematics for a building project, though more illustrative than any normal architectural diagram. “Sure looks like… a lot,” he said.
 

	Louie tried to wipe off his hands again and then grabbed his movie camera. He knelt down and looked through the viewfinder at his model to envision it like a real movie scene. “See, there’s the entrance, and the people will walk up through here,” he said, panning the camera as he talked, “and they can go this way to the wild west or the other way to the future, where there’s a space station. And the Ollie ferris wheel will be over here, and at the center of it all will be that!” He pointed the camera at his mound of wet paper slowly dripping water onto the floor. From his perspective, kneeling on the ground and looking through his camera, the drawing of the castle looked like it sat atop the mountain.

	

	“Oh so it’s a flea circus,” cracked Burt.

	

	Louie put down his camera and rolled his eyes like a frustrated kid. “No, this is—”

	

	“I’m kidding you Lou. It’s very nice… a happy little railroad.”

	

	“It’s just a model,” Louie said. He felt a little dejected that Burt didn’t seem to get it.

	

	Burt pointed to the castle illustration. “That sure is a swell picture.” He inched closer to it. “Here’s an idea. What do you say I show it to some people at the studio? To show them what you’re up to?”

	

	Louie lit up at the idea. “Maybe you could show it to Milt Keystone!”

	

	“Maybe I should. With my new responsibilities and all.”

	

	Louie resumed playing with his camera, looking over all the different drawings on the walls. “You know I always said you’d be on the up and up Burt, sooner or later.”

	

	Burt reached for the drawing, careful not to step in the papier mache slop on the ground. “May I?” Louie looked over and nodded the camera up and down as Burt unpinned it and rolled it up.

	

	“Tell him that’s just part of the plan,” Louie said.

	

	“I’ll let you know what Keystone thinks, little buddy.”

	

	Louie set the camera down and returned to his mountain, grabbing some more slop with his bare hands and plopping it on the structure. “You want to lend a hand?”

	

	“Tempting. But I think I better go show the guys what Lou Ferguson has been up to.”

	

	“Okay. Come back soon and you can help me glue the trees,” Louie said. He grabbed a box full of tiny plastic trees and shook it with a smile. 

	

	“Of course, little buddy. You’re a regular Johnny Appleseed.”

	

	Margaret was parking out front in her green Volkswagen Beetle when Burt came out of the house on the way to his car. She walked up to him slightly flushed with embarrassment from simply being seen at Louie’s house, and said, “Mr. Kealey,” respectfully. He laughed. “Hi cupcake,” Burt replied. “Popular guy!” he continued laughing as he got into his car. Margaret went inside.

	

	Later in the afternoon Louie watched Margaret standing at her easel in the sunlit back yard through the lens of his camera. She heard the fluttering whirr of the camera, put down her paintbrush, and chased after him. Margaret took hold of the camera and pointed it at Louie, who retreated into the shed. She followed after him.

	

	Louie pulled the wooden doors close to dim the light and reached under the table for a switch. With a click the little miniature town was illuminated by tiny streetlamps and miniscule shop windows like a small town at dusk. The train came to life, its electric engine chuggada chuggada-ing around the track past the red lights at the train crossing. Louie lowered the crossing guards just in case. There were more buildings now and it looked almost refined enough to be in a department store window, aside from some eccentric flourishes that had yet to make sense, like the unfinished spaceship. The train followed its curved track as it turned and went into a cave at the foot of the mountain.

	

	-

	

	As he arrived at the studio one morning Milt Keystone glanced in each open door as he passed. Burt was already at his desk, sketching a still life of a flower pot. But it wasn’t the flower pot that Milt noticed; it was the illustration that reminded him of the famed Neuschwanstein castle atop a mountain lying on Burt’s desk. He walked in without a knock and leaned over.

	

	“Mmm,” Milt said with his mouth closed. Burt just sat back and nodded.

	

	“I like that it isn’t a real-world thing, yet it’s more evocative than any real thing,” Milt said. “Is it something from a story?”

	

	“Well actually that one—” Burt paused and considered his words. “That one could go in a lot of directions.”

	

	“Think about it,” Milt said. “Think of what characters might be involved and such, if only as an exercise. Do you have other settings in mind? Completely different concepts?”

	

	“Well… there could be all sorts of things. I’ve certainly been thinking about it.”

	

	“I’d like to see anything and everything. Don’t worry too much if it’s good or not; let’s just start by scattering a few seeds on the ground.”

	

	“What about… a wild west town?” Burt said, trying to probe where this could go. “Or something sci-fi, like a spaceport?”

	

	Milt nodded thoughtfully, not wanting to make any decisions when the ideas were just whisps. “Let’s see it and then we’ll talk,” he said.

	

	-

	

	At the fairgrounds a clown named Darby was working in the cotton candy booth. He was in full makeup with wild big red hair and a wrinkled, worn brown suit that made him look like a rail-riding hobo from decades past. It was still early and quiet as Louie walked up to try the colorful candy clouds. “Hi there. I’ll have one,” he told the clown. “Nice suit.”

	

	The clown was immediately angry. “I had a job interview buddy. What’s your excuse?”

	

	Louie looked down at his usual clothes as the clown grabbed a wad of cotton candy that had been hanging above him and handed it over. Before Louie was able to grab it, the clown pulled it out of reach. “Twenty five cents!” he shouted. Louie knew it was supposed to be cheaper but he put a quarter on the counter anyway. “Thanks.” As he started to walk away with his cotton candy the clown started up again.

	

	“Looks like you might need something a little stronger,” he said.

	

	“Pardon?” asked Louie.

	

	Darby the clown smirked and nodded. From under the counter he pulled out a loose wooden peg leg. He shook it back and forth next to his ear and smiled at the sound of sloshing liquid. Darby pulled out a cork from the peg and poured something into two paper cups. “I make it myself!” he proudly announced.

	

	“Golly,” said Louie. “No thank you. Is that your leg?”

	

	“On the house compadre!” Darby said as knocked back his drink and crumpled the paper cup.

	

	“Do you know where Pete is?”

	

	“Prickly Pete? Hell if I know.” Darby offered the other paper cup to Louie who politely declined, and then enjoyed it himself.

	

	Louie wandered around with his half-eaten ball of pink cotton candy, watching kids tossing ping pong balls into plastic cups containing goldfish, some of which were floating upside down. He watched a man slam a cartoonish sledgehammer at the base of a two-story thermometer that said STRENGTH-O-METER at the top, sending a ball shooting upwards and lighting up the bulbs in a quick sequential flash as the bell dinged and the lights receded back down.

	

	Across the way through other carnival barkers and games Louie saw the crude wooden facade of a haunted house ride. The words “TUNNEL O’ TERROR” were painted across the purple and black plywood construction, styled like an abandoned castle with cartoon ghosts and skeletons peeking out of gothic windows. Coaster cars shaped like swans that had been painted black sat idle at the entrance, where a thin, pale kid with deeply sunken eyes and hair so blonde it was almost white stood, awaiting riders. Louie walked up to him.

	

	“Hi there. Do you run this ride?” he asked the boy. Up close he was somewhat relieved that the boy’s stark look was just makeup.

	

	“Aww you weady for the the most tewwofying expeweince eveh to gwace the globe?” the boy  said.

	

	“Right into the speech, huh? Alright,” Louie said as he dug into his pockets for more change. He handed the boy a dime and climbed into one of the swans.

	

	“NO food allowed in duh tunnel,” said the boy, pointing like the grim reaper at Louie’s cotton candy.

	
“Oh. Sorry.” Louie handed it over. The boy then pulled a big lever and the entire structure started to shake and rattle as the cars began moving forward, into the dark, as he took a bite of Louie’s cotton candy.

	

	Louie sat in his little swan car as the tunnel became pitch black. Slow, ominous organ music played as a flash of blue light with accompanying thunder sound effects revealed cotton cobwebs on the walls.

	

	As the car moved forward, Louie looked closely at its construction, curious how the dark tunnel was put together. What looked like old bedsheets were painted black and hung up against slats of wood. As he moved forward there were plastic spiders on the walls as well as miniature skeletons hanging from the ceiling. Sound effects continued playing through an unclear sequence; a wolf howled, followed by a cackling evil laugh. Then dragging chains. A life-sized skeleton dropped suddenly from the ceiling with a scream. 

	

	Then the ride vehicle passed by what looked like Cupid, rocking back and forth with a little bow and arrow, except it was wearing a wolfman mask. The walls around it were still painted with hearts.

	

	Suddenly the ride turned a corner, revealing a department store mannequin wrapped up like a mummy sitting on a folding chair with a meat cleaver in hand. Louie thought it was a little funny.

	

	Then there was a man, a living man, leaning back in another chair next to the tracks with his arms crossed and his eyes closed. He was dressed as Dracula, in a white shirt and a black cape with a red pendant hanging around his neck. But he appeared to be asleep. Louie crumpled a piece of paper and, as he passed by on the track, threw it at Dracula. The dark prince squealed “Ah!” and swatted at whatever flies had hit him. And that was it. The swan car emerged into the light and turned back to the entrance.

	

	A while later Louie found Pete inside a booth shaped like a big apple. “There you are,” Louie said as Pete was dunking apples into caramel and setting them to dry.

	
“Louie! Enjoying the fair?” Pete said as he went on with his work.

	

	“I gotta say, Pete, it’s getting pretty ramshackle.”

	

	“What? Big Apple’s big apples? It’s the same as it’s ever been.” Pete carefully picked a hair off an apple and set it aside.

	

	“That clown is a drunk, you know.”

	

	“Darby? Shoot, it’s tough work and he’s just trying to get through the day. Cheer up, Lou. Have an apple.”

	
“I don’t know Pete. Has it always been like this?”

	

	Pete stopped dunking the apples and took a look around. “We could do with some repairs, I s’pose.” Dracula was on his lunch break, hot dog in hand, and walked over to join them.

	

	“Why are you still in costume?” Louie asked. “The kids will see you.”

	

	“So what? Dracula doesn’t eat hot dogs?” Dracula took a bite and dropped some mustard on his shirt.

	

	“So it ruins the image,” Louie said. He then turned to Pete. “You shouldn’t just let this happen.”

	

	“I ain’t the boss,” Pete said. “There is no boss. It’s the good life, Lou. Relax!”

	

	Louie pointed to the ferris wheel. “Half the lights are burnt out!”

	

	Pete could see Louie was getting worked up and wanted to calm him down. “Louie, we just don’t have money to make this a fancy place.”

	

	“This just isn’t what I remember. I’m sorry to say it Pete, but you should be ashamed to fill these kids’ imaginations with such… piddle paddle!”

	

	“Just calm down Louie,” Pete said, trying to console him. Louie walked away.

	

	“He seems nice,” said Dracula, as he finished his hot dog in one final voluminous chomp.

	

	-

	

	Burt accompanied Louie pushing a shopping cart through a hardware store, as Louie picked off bobbles and knick knacks from the shelves that looked interesting even if he didn’t know what they were for and tossed them into his cart. Burt had something on his mind and was trying to think of the right way to bring it up. 

	

	“You know, Lou, I was thinking,” he started. 

	

	“You wouldn’t believe how rough the carnival has gotten these days,” Louie told him, interrupting. “The rides are all a mess. The crew doesn’t care.”

	

	“Really?”

	

	“I think I’m onto something and I’m going to work it out until it’s clear.” Louie grabbed a toilet plunger off the shelf and inspected it.

	

	“You know, you should. You’ve got to follow your dreams.” Burt took the plunger from him and swung it like a golf club.

	

	“Definitely. Want to go back and lend a hand?” asked Louie.

	

	“Actually I was thinking. I think I should show more of your concepts at the studio, y’know?”

	

	“Alright. There’s plenty more. Maybe I could try and get a meeting with Milt Keystone himself,” Louie said.

	

	“I wish you could, Lou, but they’ll probably call security if you so much as set foot in the parking lot.”

	

	“Really?”

	

	“I’m afraid so. Don’t forget that your little stunt was taken pretty seriously.”

	

	Louie was surprised. He hadn’t considered that anyone might consider him a risk. “Gosh. That’s a shame. Maybe I should try to call Keystone.”

	

	Burt aimed the plunger at him like a pool cue. “I’ll explain what’s going on and show them your ideas. We’ll get it all ironed it. Just leave it to me, little buddy.”

	

	Louie nodded. “Alright. I suppose that’s the safe thing to do.”

	

	When Louie got home he noticed that there was light coming from behind the closet door. He opened and saw that the fortune teller machine was powered on. He couldn’t tell how long it had been running but it was launching into one of its readings.

	

	“Mmm… hello my darlink. Yes…” the old woman said. The crystal ball again flickered through several colors and finally glowed red.

	

	“You have such a good heart… and you should cherish those who cherish you,” it said. “But some coins have two faces! Bwa hahahah!” the old woman laughed.

	

	Still unsure how it was turned on, but not too concerned by the oddity, Louie gave the machine a shake and it suddenly shut off.

	

	-

	

	Margaret carefully applied paint to the back of an animation cel in slow, precise strokes. The linework of Ollie the elephant had already been transferred onto the clear acetate and Margaret’s job was to paint the back of the cel so that it would appear to be a flat, colorful cartoon from the front, eventually to be photographed as a single frame of animation.

	

	When she completed a single cel she sat back for a moment, having been tense and rigid while painting so that she made no mistakes. When she reached for the next cel she saw Burt pass by in the hallway, carrying a few rolled up canvases under his arm. The few glints of color she could see looked just like some of Louie’s illustrations, Margaret thought, though she was probably just being paranoid. Margaret went over to a storage room where Delilah was stocking the cart to bring supplies to the artists upstairs, and whispered into her ear.

	

	Back in his office Burt spread Louie’s illustrations across his desk. A new assistant animator sat in Louie’s old chair, keeping his head down as he worked. Margaret knocked at the door with the supply cart. “Mr. Kealey, do you need any paints?” she asked.

	

	“You know I don’t,” he said, feeling a little suspicious. “Where’s Delilah?”

	

	“Just lending a hand,” Margaret said. She looked at the drawings on his desk; Burt knew what she saw and that she might recognize them. 

	

	“Those are nice pictures, considering you don’t have any paint in your office,” Margaret observed. Louie had used a mix of paint and pencils on the illustrations; she wasn’t really sure why Burt had what looked like Louie’s work but she didn’t want to state anything outright. Burt just scoffed like he’d been insulted and quickly gathered up the pictures and stuffed them in a drawer.

	
“Look sweetie, I don’t know what you’re getting at but sometimes work follows us home.” Burt pointed to the supply cart. “I need some cyan 56 and crimson 32.”

	

	Margaret retrieved the bottles and handed them over. “Thank you,” Burt said with fake enthusiasm. Margaret didn’t want to push it too far; Burt could easily complain and get her fired after all, so she just left it at that and pushed the supply cart away.

	

	“Hey I need some paint!” said the new assistant in Louie’s spot, but Margaret was already gone. “What was that about?”

	

	“Just one of the girls from downstairs. She doesn’t know what she’s doing,” Burt told him.

	

	

	Later that afternoon Burt indeed went to meet with Milt Keystone in his office to show him all the new illustrations. They were spread out on Milt’s big executive desk as Burt sat and waited for a reaction.

	

	“I like these pictures,” Milt said, but I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do with them.”

	

	“It could be a, uh, like a big potluck for the fans, or a parade,” Burt explained. Milt just reclined in his chair.

	

	“I believe he’s referring to one of Louie Ferguson’s ideas,” Mrs. Bumber explained as she sat nearby Milt as usual.

	

	“One of our ideas,” clarified Burt. “He’s really gone off his rocker ever since the incident, but this is what we were working on together.”

	

	“It’s a shame he was a loose cannon,” Milt said as he stared off elsewhere, a bit disinterested.

	

	Burt wanted to make sure they felt like Louie was a lost cause. “Now he’s channeling his best Howard Hughes impression, unfortunately,” he told them. “It’s a sad situation.”

	

	“Unreliable people are a dangerous asset,” Mrs. Bumber agreed.

	

	“So it goes, Viv, when you’re working with artists,” Milt said. Reminds me of the time we were working after midnight and ol’ Wally stumbled in drunk as a skunk and sat at the drafting table. And me and the other guys just stopped to watch and see what he was gonna do. But he just picked up a pencil, put it behind his ear, and went out cold right on his desk.” Milt chuckled. “But we were all so exhausted and young and thirsty. Too thirsty in his case.”

	

	Burt wasn’t sure how to add himself to the conversation but being included in Milt’s reminiscing made him feel like he was in the inner circle now. “Well,” he said, “That certainly happens.”

	

	Mrs. Bumber tried to keep things on track. “Mr. Keystone, I do think a public celebration could be a good way to open the movie. We could invite the mayor and make it Ollie the Elephant day.”

	

	“Heck,” Milt said, “We might just be animators, but we are in the business of creating something from nothing.” He tapped on the illustration of the castle. “Forget any craziness from Ferguson and keep expanding on the idea, Burt.”

	

	After Burt was dismissed Milt sighed like he was deflating. He went over to the shelves and grabbed a decanter of brown liquid, uncorked it, and gave it a sniff. “Is this stuff real or just a prop?”

	

	“Milt, stop worrying,” Mrs. Bumber told him. “We’ve got enough liquidity to last through the year.”

	

	“I know.” He poured a glass and had a sip. “But I still don’t know where we’re going.”

	

	“Just relax.”

	

	“Relax? The investor meeting is in an week and all I’ve got is an unfinished movie about an elephant and an asylum full of animators!” He set down his drink and left Mrs. Bumber alone in his office.

	

	In the hallway Margaret heard a great big sneeze. She turned and saw Milt Keystone walking alone and looking oblivious to everyone around him. She started off after him. “Mr. Keystone?” she said. She picked up her pace and said, louder, “Mr. Keystone!”

	

	He stopped and looked to see who was following and saw she was a nobody. “Sweetheart, if you need something you should talk to the people in human resources,” he told her and resumed walking.

	

	“No that’s not it,” she said. He sighed and stopped. “Yes?” he asked.

	

	“I wanted to talk to you,” Margaret said. The exact words she needed to say weren’t coming to her. Milt crossed his arms and waited. “I think—there is a man, Mr. Kealey—I think he’s been using work that isn’t his. Louie—Louie Ferguson—”

	

	Milt stopped her there. “Ferguson doesn’t work here anymore. Besides, it’s tough to say where one man’s work ends and another begins. It’s like, ah, if you baked a cake with your friends. Someone may do the mixing and someone may do the frosting, but no one person owns the cake when it’s out of the oven. Alright? Excuse me.”

	

	Margaret stood still, stewing in humiliation and feeling like she’d failed Louie, as he walked away.

	

	-

	

	Louie’s model was becoming increasingly detailed and complicated: a working windmill spun in the wild west town on one side while the larger ferris wheel spun on the other; tiny figurines populated the streets as the train and other cars wandered the park; elsewhere a rocketship stood on a launchpad being tended to by little men in spacesuits; at the center sat the blue castle atop the green mountain, with shining spires and flags and windows lit from within. But for now, Louie had to go meet Margaret for dinner.

	

	Back at the diner in his red leather booth, Louie hungrily spooned a bowl of chili as Margaret watched. She knew that Burt betraying his trust would devastate him, but also wasn’t sure what exactly Burt might have done. “Louie,” she started.

	

	“I was thinking,” he said between spoonfuls, “What about a haunted house? Everyone loves a good haunted house. It doesn’t even have to be scary. The one at the fair is a real dump.”

	

	“Louie.” 

	

	“What? You want some?” He waggled a spoonful in the air.

	

	“I think Burt is using your drawings at the studio,” she told him.

	

	“Yeah, I know that. He’s going to show them to Milt.” He reached for a napkin and continued. “Anyway, have you seen that haunted house movie with the flying skeletons?”

	

	“I don’t think you can trust him.”

	

	“What?” Louie stopped eating, at first not sure if Margaret was joking.

	

	“I don’t think you should trust Burt Kealey. I’m not sure what he’s doing but I think he’s using you for your art.”

	

	“Of course I can trust Burt. I’ve known him for years. He’s helping me get back to the studio.”

	

	“I’ve got a bad feeling about him. He’s a bad egg.”

	

	“Well darn it, you don’t know him very well.” Louie threw down his napkin. But Margaret was serious and he could see it.

	

	“I think you should talk to Milt,” Margaret said. “Somehow.”

	

	“Maybe there’s been some miscommunication. I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.” Louie laughed at the thought of Burt lying to him. “Burt taught me half of everything I know!”
 

	“I just think,” Margaret said carefully, “that you should try and straighten it out.”

	

	“Well. Burt said I wouldn’t be allowed back in the office. I can’t just walk in and say howdy-do.” Louie sipped his coke and thought about it. “I need you to have a look around. See how everything is going I guess.”

	

	-

	

	Burt, at this desk, was playing with a brand new T-square and compass on a large blank page. He slid the T-square across his desk and drew a sequence of long parallel vertical lines in blue pencil until he noticed someone was standing in the doorway.

	

	“Hello Burt.” It was Delilah from downstairs.

	

	“Dill pickle! I haven’t seen you in ages,” he said.

	

	“I’ve been out. Hey, do you think you could give me a hand with some boxes Burty?” She twirled a curl of her hair around a finger to play with him. “They’re kinda heavy.”

	

	Burt didn’t need to think twice. “Of course! Lead the way.”

	

	Margaret was watching and waiting around the corner. When they left, she immediately went into his office and started searching through his desk drawers, sifting through papers and returning them to their place as fast as she could. Finally in the bottom drawer she found a colorful illustration of the castle that she was sure belonged to Louie. At the bottom of the page was a signature: BURT KEALEY.

	

	The new assistant that had replaced Louie came in and stared at her. Margaret scrambled to return everything to their proper place and closed all the desk drawers and stood up. The assistant didn’t say anything and sipped his coffee.

	

	“I was just cleaning for Mr. Kealey,” she finally said.

	

	“I don’t think you’re supposed to do that.” He sat at his desk, not really that interested in whatever he had walked in on.

	

	Margaret knew she had to make sure he wouldn’t tell Burt that she was snooping around. “This is just between you and me, right?” She held the drawing behind her back and smiled, trying to appear flirtatious in the same way she’d seen Delilah play with other animators.

	

	The assistant just turned and stared. “Alright. Are you okay?” Margaret nodded and crept away, stepping backwards out the door. “Some of those girls are loons,” the assistant said to himself as returned to his work.

	

	At home, Louie held the drawing that Margaret had brought him and looked at Burt’s signature. His first thought was that Burt had just written his name in case it might be lost in the daily frenzy at the office; it could just be a safety measure. But he knew that wasn’t true and the more obvious possibility was that Burt hadn’t told anyone that they were Louie’s illustrations. He grabbed the telephone and sat at his kitchen table, and turn by turn dialed the rotary phone from memory.

	

	“Milt Keystone’s office,” the voice on the other end answered. Louie recognized it as Mrs. Bumber.

	

	“Hello? I need to speak to Mr. Keystone.”

	

	“Mr. Keystone is out. What is this regarding?”
 

	“There’s a man stealing my work there at the studio,” Louie said.

	

	Mrs. Bumber paused for a moment. “How did you get this number?” she asked. The direct line to his office shouldn’t have been known by some stranger outside of the studio, and she was annoyed that someone must have leaked it.

	

	“I need to talk with Mr. Keystone about it,” Louie said again.

	

	Aside from it being peculiar to receive a call like this on the private line, it was an otherwise common complaint—some crank asking for money because they thought of a joke first—so Mrs. Bumber just went through the motions. “If you’d like, you may contact our legal department and file form 742C. They will look into the matter, thank you.”

	

	“Tell him it’s Louie Ferguson. Mr. Keystone will know what this is about.”

	

	Mrs. Bumber was surprised, but also a little saddened that Louie had apparently gone off the deep end like Burt had said. “Mr. Ferguson, if I recall, your talents are no longer needed at this company.”

	

	“You don’t understand!” Louie said, getting angry that he didn’t know how to convince her to listen to him, “A friend of mine—a man is using my work as his own.”

	

	“We wish you the best of luck, Mr. Ferguson, thank you for your call.” Mrs. Bumber hung up.

	

	“Can’t you just tell him I called? Hello?”

	

	-

	

	Milt Keystone rested on a bench shaded from the California sun near the old carousel in the public park. He was there with his grandchildren, and watched the two cherubic kids pass and wave as they sat atop undulating wooden horses. He forced a smile and waved back.

	

	While the carousel music played he observed the disinterested teenager flipping through a ratty magazine who was controlling the whole thing. Milt noticed spots of bare gray wood on the bench where the paint had chipped off; he couldn’t help but scratch his fingernail on what paint remained and watched it fall off in big flecks. Other bored parents were languorously waiting for the ride to end. Some smoked, some nodded off.

	

	Once the music stopped and the carousel came to a gradual halt, Milt got up and helped the kids down. The ride’s horses weren’t looking too fresh either, he thought. There was charm in the carousel’s antiquity; it looked old enough to remind him of being a kid, but it also clearly needed upkeep. The kids immediately ran off into the park, chasing each other. One grabbed an empty beer bottle and brandished it in the air.

	

	“Hey now! Put that down. It’s garbage,” Milt yelled at them. He went over to get the beer bottle and carried it to a trash can near the carousel. The teenager operator saw him, judged he was probably well-to-do from his clothes, and asked, “Hey mister, got a cigarette?”

	

	“No!” Milt said bluntly.

	

	-

	

	Margaret, her father, and Louie sat around the dining room table in their humble home. Louie was not really in the mood for dinner pleasantries or to try and win over Mr. Martinez, but they had already made plans to have him over and he didn’t want to cancel simply because of his other problems.

	

	“Louie, would you like to say grace?” asked Mr. Martinez. Louie looked to Margaret, searching for what to do or say. “I don’t think…” she said, hoping Louie would finish her sentence.

	

	“Okay. It’s okay, I’ll say grace,” Louie said. He was not at all religious, but guessed that earnest intentions would be good enough. Margaret’s eyes bulged, trying to communicate that he really didn’t need to. 

	

	“Dear God,” Louie started. Mr. Martinez closed his eyes and the other two followed his example. “Gosh. Thank you for this meal, which you have given us, metaphorically, I guess. And thank you for… Margie, who I like very much. Amen.”

	

	Mr. Martinez gave Margaret a look—he was bemused, but slightly disappointed, like she’d brought home a stray dog.

	

	“That was nice, Louie, thank you,” Margaret said, and grabbed their plates to start serving food.

	

	“I didn’t know you were religious, to tell the truth,” Louie told them.

	

	“Does that matter?” asked Mr. Martinez.

	

	“No, I like all sorts of people. And all the holidays. I like seeing the different things people do.”

	

	“It’s more than just holidays,” the older man told him with a bit of an eye roll.

	

	Margaret was silent, hoping the topic would pass quickly. Then she remembered something that would be more in Louie’s wheelhouse. “Did you see that, Louie?” She pointed behind him. There was a nativity scene on the windowsill with a little barnyard and figurines.

	

	“Oh, a manger. I love those things.” Louie got up to take a closer look. He grabbed a shepherd and inspected it. “Is this hand made?” he asked.

	

	“My mother made it, actually,” Margaret answered. “She made the whole thing.”

	

	Louie hadn’t thought to ask about her mother; he noticed that it was just Margaret and her father at home, of course, but this was the first time he considered that they had probably lost her at some point. “Oh. Wow.” He put the shepherd down and picked up a donkey. “Looks like clay. Really nice detailing.”

	

	“Be careful with that,” added Mr. Martinez.

	

	“You see I know a thing or two about modelling, actually,” boasted Louie to Mr. Martinez. “I’m working on a new project, a really big one.” He swung his arms open to show how wide his model was and accidentally nudged the nativity scene. One wall of the barn jostled loose, causing the whole structure to fall like a house of cards. Louie immediately knelt down to try and fix it. He leaned the little walls up but couldn’t get it all to stay in place, the barn falling one way or the other.

	

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Mr. Martinez asked with anger in his voice. Margaret was frozen.

	

	“I can fix it. Wait,” Louie said as he somehow made it worse. The handmade thatched roof was falling apart in his hands as he tried to balance it on the little walls while all the figurines were laying on their side, rattling around.

	

	Mr. Martinez looked at Margaret as though the whole situation was her fault. “Margaret, you can’t be serious, bringing this guy here,” he said. As Louie just about had the little barn standing, the baby Jesus rolled out and shattered on the floor into pieces.

	

	“Just stop it!’ Mr. Martinez yelled at him. Louie was already on the floor trying to collect all the pieces of the figurine. He set the pieces down in the manger. Louie saw how angry Mr. Martinez looked and didn’t know how to make the situation better. “Maybe I should go.”

	

	“I don’t want you to see him again,” Mr. Martinez told Margaret as he pointed his meaty fist at Louie. But Margaret was starting to get tired of solving all of Louie’s problems. “He means well,” she said, limply staring at the dining room table.

	

	“He means well?” huffed Mr. Martinez, crossing his arms. “He should mind his manners.”

	

	Louie was already out of the room and headed to the front door. Margaret went after him. Outside the house she followed Louie up to his truck. “I didn’t mean to do anything,” he said.

	

	Now Margaret was mad. Mad at Louie for making everything more difficult than it needed to be, mad at her father for snapping at him, and mad at herself for getting involved with him at all. “You weren’t thinking,” she told him.

	

	“I’m sorry. It was just an accident.”

	

	“Louie, why is everything an accident with you?” She decided there wasn’t really anything else to say and walked back towards the house. “You can’t just be reckless all the time.” But before she got to the front door, Louie spoke up. “I wanted to give you something,” he said. She slumped her shoulders and went back to him.

	

	Louie reached into his pocket and took out his brass ring and held it out in his palm. At first Margaret was petrified at the sight of a ring being handed to her. She picked it up and looked at it. The ring obviously wasn’t a piece of jewelry; it was scratched and dull and almost twice as wide as her finger.

	

	“What is it?” she asked.

	

	“It’s a brass ring,” Louie told her. “It’s good for one free ride.” She had no idea what that meant. “It was my dad’s,” he said. Finally Margaret understood that it was just a keepsake, and that it meant something to Louie.

	

	Still frustrated, she hugged him and held him. “Darn it Louie. You’re the most genuine fool I know.”

	

	-

	

	Early in the morning, carnies who had been sleeping in the backs of their trucks emerged into the unpopulated fairgrounds. Louie watched a man sitting on his tailgate and brushing his teeth with water from a tin cup and thought, at first, how nice it must be to live on the road, alone in one’s own little world. But then he felt pity for the man, and when it occurred to Louie that he too was alone, wandering a fair with just his camera and his obsessions, he felt a deep sadness. He wasn’t sure if the few people in his life still wanted to know him at all.

	

	He found Pete by himself scrubbing the inside of a bumper car. Pete saw him coming but kept scrubbing without the usual greeting, feeling like Louie had grown too high and mighty for the carnival crowd he’d grown up around. “Well lookie who it is,” he finally said as Louie reached his side.

	

	“Hi Pete. Mind if I join you?” Pete tossed him a rag and Louie started scrubbing the seat of a nearby car. “I’m sorry if I barked at you. I was just thinking about how it all seems so different from the old days with my pop.” He climbed inside the bumper car and had a seat.

	

	“Times change,” Pete said.

	

	“It doesn’t have to change,” Louie replied as he tried to ungunk some bubblegum from the interior of the car.

	

	“No Louie, I think time’s the one thing that no one can stop.” Pete climbed into the car he was cleaning and sat still for a moment. “You can remember the happy times but you’ve got to move on.” He tossed his rag aside, tired and aching. “You’re right though. This stuff is all falling apart nowadays. Myself included.”

	

	“I wish I could make a place where people could always find something to make them happy. Adults and kids alike. It could have the joy of something remembered but also be brand new.”

	

	“That’s a nice thought.” Pete got out of the bumper car and picked up his rag. “I think you should follow what’s in your heart, Louie. Your pop would want that. But dreaming won’t make anything happen.” He left Louie alone sitting in the bumper car.

	

	When Louie got home the fortune teller was powered on again, emitting light and sound from behind the closed closet door. Living surrounded by old machinery with aging electrical wiring it wasn’t that bizarre; he was accustomed to being awoken by the sounds of muffled pinball machines deciding to activate in the middle of the night. But it was, of course, a little spooky.

	

	He opened the door and the lights in the machine were brighter than before, like a power surge was coursing through the old wires. “Hello darlink,” the old woman in the cabinet said as usual. Her hands jerked around and the crystal ball erratically flashed through its colorful sequence. Then the voice skipped forward in the recording. “How much of life is lost in waiting? Bwa hahaha!” it laughed, and then suddenly shut off.

	

	III

	

	Louie marched right up to the studio and into the lobby, passing a security guard at the front desk with a newspaper. “Hi Jonesy,” he said walking by.

	

	“Hey Ferguson,” the security guard replied without looking up from his paper. “Ferguson?” He craned his neck and got up but Louie was already gone.

	

	A wave of hushed whispers followed Louie through the halls of the office as people saw him walking with calm determination, like he had an appointment that he had to keep. Roy sensed something was going on and stuck his head out of his office door and looked back and forth, dreading whatever new surprise might await. But it was just Louie looking as though he were going about normal business. That was itself a problem. “Louie?” he called out. Roy went running after him and grabbed his shoulder. “What in the world are you doing here?”

	

	“I’m here to see Milt,” Louie replied, matter-of-factly.

	

	“You can’t just drop in like this!” Roy told him. Louie wriggled free and dove into his old office but no one was there. He continued down the hall at a brisk pace, knowing he’d probably be chased. “Louie!” Roy shouted.

	

	Mrs. Bumber was sitting outside of Milt’s office at a reception desk, typing away at a state of the art electric typewriter. Louie caught her off guard as he walked up to the closed doors and let himself in. “You can’t do that!” she said, only just recognizing him as he passed.

	

	Inside the executive office, Burt, his assistant, and Milt were all sitting around the coffee table looking at layout drawings of a castle-like building. They all immediately turned and stared. Burt was at first shocked—like Louie had penetrated a fortress he thought impassable—and then angry. “Louie?” he yelled.

	

	“What in the world are you doing here?” Milt asked.

	

	“That man stole my work.” Louie pointed to the drawings on the table. “That’s my castle.”

	
“I drew this picture this morning! Look, the ink is still wet!” Burt wasn’t lying; it was a new layout he had just created based on Louie’s original drawing.

	

	“The whole idea is mine! I told you about it!” Louie awkwardly bellowed. He rarely raised his voice but now his vocal chords squeaked when he tried to sound as livid as he felt. Burt’s mouth was agape. Mrs. Bumber stood at the door and asked, “Should I call security?”

	

	Milt waved her off, wanting to defuse the situation. “No. Let’s talk for a second,” he said to the two men, now standing with chests’ puffed. “One of the girls did say something about plagiarism. Maybe I should have listened.”

	

	Burt went pale. “That’s malarkey,” he said. “Louie’s out of his mind. Look at him!” Louie’s wrinkled, paint-stained clothes and messy hair didn’t help his case.

	

	“Well, what are your accusations exactly, Ferguson?” Milt asked.

	

	“The drawings, the pictures Burt has been showing off, they’re all mine. I drew them.”

	

	Burt laughed like it was an obviously crazy allegation. “You believe this guy?” he asked Milt. But Milt just looked at Burt’s face, trying to read the tea leaves of whatever the truth was beneath their squabble. His quietness was worrying Burt. “I’ve been in this business at least twice as long—no, three times as long as him! Do you really think I need an assistant animator’s help?” he said and guffawed.

	

	“Do you have any dated drawings?” Milt asked Louie.

	

	“I have lots of drawings… I don’t know about the dates,” Louie said.

	

	“See?” said Burt. “He’s confused. He’s having a mental breakdown.”

	

	Mrs. Bumber, still waiting at the door, interjected. “As I told you over the phone, Mr. Ferguson, you are welcome to get in touch with our legal team, but this is a place of business and your behavior is… beyond unprofessional!”

	

	“What does that matter?” Louie asked. “He’s the one using my work and you’re letting him!”

	

	Burt then remembered Margaret’s weird behavior looking around his office. “He has his girl snooping around too! They’re in cahoots. She probably planted something in my office.”

	

	“Margaret? She didn’t do anything.” Louie hadn’t considered that any of this might affect her and wanted her left out.

	

	“Actually that’s true,” said Burt’s new assistant, who had been silently watching the argument, “I caught her going through Mr. Kealey’s desk. Like she was searching for something.”

	

	“See!” Burt said. “The whole thing’s a set up! You’ve got to get rid of her too!” he exclaimed to Milt.

	

	Milt quickly considered everything—he too had seen Margaret acting overly emotional, he thought—and made a decision. “Fine. We’ll get rid of the girl if that’s true.”

	

	“But—” Louie tried to interrupt but Milt had more to say.

	

	“But Louie, if you can’t show us that you created extremely similar artwork before Burt, beyond any reasonable doubt, I think you should let this go.”

	

	“But I have it. I made the whole thing,” Louie told him, knowing he didn’t quite get the right words out.

	

	“What do you mean?” asked Milt.

	

	“I made the castle. And the wild west town and the haunted house, and the launchpad with the rocket. You can come see for yourself.”

	

	Burt suddenly felt relieved that Louie sounded deluded, even though he knew what Louie was talking about. “Gentlemen, I can only apologize for the distrubed ramblings of Mr. Ferguson here. Mrs. Bumber, I think you should have security escort him out of the building.” Wanting to end the confrontation on that note, he gathered up the work he’d been presenting and walked out of the room with his assistant. Mrs. Bumber agreed. “I think this meeting has come to a close.”

	

	“I’ve already made all of it. In miniature. I made a model of everything,” Louie told Milt. “It’s a miniature of the carnival that you should build. It could be a whole park filled with our characters and stories.”

	

	“You made an architectural model of it?” Milt asked.

	

	Mrs. Bumber went to her desk outside the door to use the phone. “Mr. Ferguson, if you won’t leave voluntarily I’m afraid I will indeed call security,” she said, giving another warning because she didn’t want the scene to spill out into the office.

	

	“Oh fiddle sticks you crabby dust mop!” Louie snapped. He felt like this was his only chance to really get his message across to Milt, even if he couldn’t quite articulate it. “Mr. Keystone, I know I’ve made some mistakes but I just need you to give me some of your time. I know what’s in your heart and I need to show you what’s in mine.”

	

	Milt just sighed. “Cancel that call, Mrs. Bumber. I’ll escort him out myself.”

	

	Burt and his assistant passed Margaret in the hall. She knew that Louie was coming to reveal Burt’s wrongdoings, and with an air of confident moral superiority, said to Burt, “Cheating never got anyone anywhere.”

	

	He almost laughed. Burt could tell she didn’t know what had happened yet. “It’s a dog eat dog world, sweetie,” he said. Mrs. Bumber saw them and called Margaret over. “Margaret Martinez? Could you come here please?”

	

	“Have fun,” Burt said to Margaret.

	

	Out in the parking lot Milt walked Louie over to his truck. “I just had to make the thing so you could see it for yourself. It’s going to be really wonderful. Please, Mr. Keystone, if you just—”

	

	“You remind me of myself when I was younger,” Milt told Louie. “I was a moron sometimes. But I was an ambitious moron. And a stubborn one.”

	

	“Thank you,” Louie replied.

	

	“To be honest, I’ve been in something of a malaise of late. Maybe I just miss the old days when we were figuring things out as we went along. And having known many sorts of creative people, I can see you’re the sort that can probably understand that feeling. This your’s?” Milt looked over the old truck. It looked like some kind of delivery or service vehicle, now dented and worn from use.

	

	“Yes sir.”

	

	“Well… let’s take mine then,” Milt said. Louie was momentarily confused, not prepared to get what he wanted. “Really?”

	

	Milt walked over to his car, a long, shining white luxury vehicle that looked like something Gatsby might drive. Louie watched him unlock the door and get in before realizing he was supposed to go with him.

	

	Upstairs in the office, Burt, still not sure if he was going to make it out clean, watched over the parking lot through the window. He saw them talking and tried to gauge Milt’s reactions towards Louie. Then he saw Louie get into Milt’s car. “Jesus Christ!” Burt clamored around his desk looking for his own car keys and then dashed out the door.

	

	Milt drove through suburban California with Louie in the passenger seat. Louie ran his fingers over the chrome and pearl inlay on the dashboard in Milt’s car. “Turn here,” he directed Milt, between attempts at explaining his ideas. “There would be one entry that goes off to all the different special lands, and each land is like it’s own park. And you can walk from the frontiers of the wild west right over to the future in just a minute, where you can ride a real rocketship! Not really real but it would look like it could fly.”

	

	Milt didn’t say anything as he focused on driving.

	

	“And then you could ride the train to the haunted house, but it won’t really be haunted. I mean it’ll be more fun than frightening. And then there will be an area just for midway games but done better, like a ferris wheel with a big face of Ollie the elephant at the center, you know? Or it could be like a boardwalk. With a carousel with different color horses and all sorts of animals. Then when you go over—”
 

	“I was at the park the other day with my grandkids,” Milt finally said. 

	

	“I didn’t know you had kids. Or grandkids,” said Louie.

	

	“The park grounds were dirty and littered. Parents stood around like they were counting every second before they could leave, just waiting for the damned song to finish. And the kid running the carousel couldn’t care less. Smoking like a chimney.” Louie nodded along.

	

	“All the rag tag places out there…” Milt continued, “It’s a shame that people come to Hollywood expecting glitz and glamour and they leave with nothing but gum and cigarette butts stuck to their shoe. I think a little quality could go a long way. And frankly, people will gladly pay for it. Is it a right or a left up here?”

	

	“Left. Just wait’ll you see it, Mr. Keystone!”

	

	Milt pulled into Louie’s driveway and they saw a plume of smoke coming from behind the house. Louie jumped out of the car and ran out to the yard.

	

	The shed was completely engulfed in flames.

	

	Louie searched through the overgrown weeds and grabbed a garden house. He turned the metal nozzle on a pipe he’d never even tried before but nothing happened; either it was never connected or had broken years ago.

	

	Milt followed and watched Louie scrambling for anything to throw on the fire. Margaret’s easel was still standing in the yard and Louie grabbed the canvas and futilely tried batting the flames. He kicked the door open and saw his mountaintop and castle and little town and rocketship burning away, plastic parts melting and the papier mache disappearing into ash as it burned,  leaving nothing but the flame-licked wire mound. It was all just out of reach and too hot to get any closer.

	

	Milt went into the house and found the kitchen and filled a pitcher with water from the sink; when he came back out it was clear that the fire was overwhelming the old wooden shed and nothing would save it now, but he ran up and threw the water anyway. It hissed and steamed away into nothing.

	

	Bits of paper and canvas tacked onto the walls curled up and turned to cinders as the painted illustrations bubbled and went black and colorful wax from pastels dripped down the walls. The castle collapsed as its cardboard structure burned and hissed.

	

	Louie sat on the patchy grass and watched, still holding a canvas that was slowly being eaten by a small flame.

	

	-

	

	As the fire truck departed from the house, Milt went over to look at what was left of the black charred wooden structure. It was barely standing, four corner posts like black spikes marking where the collapsed roof used to be, dripping with water and steaming and smoldering as it all cooled. Louie was still and quiet, gazing where there was once a doorway. There was some melted plastic and metal wire in the debris but otherwise nothing was recognizable.

	

	Milt placed his arm on Louie’s shoulder, not fully knowing what Louie had lost but understanding what it may have been, at least in Louie’s mind. “I’m sorry Louie. It’s rotten luck for something like this to happen. But you’ll move on and make something new.”

	

	The sun was setting and Milt couldn’t spend all day with the young man, even if he felt the loss. “I have to get going now. In the morning I have to present our work to the investors… Maybe we’ll speak again someday, but for now we’ll just have to leave this here.” He waited a moment to let Louie respond and then started to walk away.

	

	“Let me do it. Let me speak to the investors,” Louie said, still watching the smoke rise.

	

	Milt was sympathetic towards his desperation and chuckled. “Son, it’s not as simple as that.”

	

	“I can do it. I’ll tell them all about my big carnival like I told you.”

	

	“But you have nothing to show. Even if I put my weight behind it, it’s still just a cloud of smoke.”

	

	“I can’t just give up now,” Louie told him, his voice cracking with tears. “You don’t give up on your dreams. Even you say that! Your gut tells you what to do and you do it.”

	

	“I don’t know what to tell you, Louie.”

	

	“You started from nothing. You understand. Just give me a chance.”

	

	Milt knew that he couldn’t share Louie’s wild ideas at his investor meeting. But he did have plans to present some of the new projects that other artists at the studio had been working on as a way to dismiss any perception of creative doldrums. For a moment, he really did consider letting Louie run loose.

	

	“I would if I could. But this is a professional business, Louie, built on my reputation and decades of work. I can’t play games with the livelihoods of all our staff just to present some daydreams, regardless of what they mean to you. In any case you don’t have time to prepare anything.”

	

	“What if I already have? What if I have something else to show?” Louie asked.

	

	Louie went inside to the desk in his bedroom and searched through a mess of papers and boxes as Milt watched. He pulled out a cigar box from the clutter and opened it. It was full of 8mm film reels.

	

	-

	

	It was now night as Louie walked up to Margaret and her father’s home and knocked on the front door. The peephole went dark. Louie could hear muffled voices on the other side and after a moment, Mr. Martinez answered.

	

	“What do you want?” he asked. He wasn’t going to let Louie inside but thought he might be returning something of Margaret’s.

	

	“I just want to speak with Margaret,” Louie told him.

	

	“You get my daughter fired and think you can return in good graces?”

	

	“I didn’t mean to get her fired. It was an acci—”

	

	“Accident?” Mr. Martinez laughed. “Yeah, it seems like you’re pretty good at train wrecks.”

	

	Finally Margaret, who had been listening behind the door, decided to step in and pushed her father aside. “Just let us talk.” Mr. Martinez looked at her skeptically but acquiesced and went back inside.

	

	Louie’s knees almost buckled under his own weight when he saw her, knowing that she’d been fired because of him. “Margie—Margie I’m so sorry. I didn’t want anything to happen to you. I thought you’d be left out of it.”

	

	Margaret, still holding onto the front door, was afraid of how she’d feel looking him in the eye and stared down while he spoke. His shoes were filthier than usual, stained with soot and mud.

	

	“I know,” she said to him. “I know it was an accident but I think I need some time to decide what to do, Louie. Here.” She handed over his old brass ring. He accepted it. “I don’t think I should have this.”

	

	“I’m going to fix this,” Louie said, holding onto his ring. “I already have a plan.”

	

	Margaret couldn’t help but ask what he was going to do. “Are you going to show Milt your model park?”

	

	Louie half laughed. “Margaret, it’s gone.”

	

	“What?”

	

	“It burned down. It’s all just burnt rubbish now.”

	

	She let go of the door and stepped closer. “What happened?”

	

	“I don’t know. It was all on fire. Maybe it was Burt, I don’t know. But I’m going to fix this and I need your help. Right now.”

	

	Margaret looked back inside to see if her father was listening before she continued but he was nowhere in sight. “What are you going to do?” she asked Louie.

	

	“We’re going to the studio.”

	

	Someone in the street sneezed loudly. Margaret realized that Louie’s truck wasn’t at the curb. It was a long white car and Milt Keystone was waiting in the driver’s seat.

	

	“Is that…?” she asked. Louie nodded.

	

	“You said you used to work in the editing department,” he told her. “I’m going to need your help there.”

	

	Margaret again found herself frustrated that she’d already been won over despite knowing better. “Will you ever not need my help?” she asked, both joking and serious at once.

	

	Louie thought about it. “Probably not. I might never not need you.”

	

	

	Milt’s car rolled up to the security gate at the entrance; it was always closed and manned with a guard at night. The guard was reclining back in his seat with his eyes closed and a newspaper across his chest, rarely needing to rise from his post. Milt gave him a little honk and the guard jumped like he’d just fallen from a dream and landed with a thud. He saw the glistening white car and saw Milt Keystone smiling patiently at him, alone in his car.

	

	“Anything good in the paper today?” Milt asked.

	

	“Sorry Mr. Keystone,” the guard replied, opening the gate. “Have a good night.” As Milt pulled his car forward there was some shuffling in the back seats under a pile of coats.

	

	The offices were quiet and empty, with dim lights sporadically left on throughout the building as Milt led Louie with his cigar box and Margaret down a dark corridor. They stopped at a double door and Milt unlocked it. In the dark, the large room looked like a vast tomb with ominous, large machines.

	

	It was the editing room. Milt found the lights and flicked them on; the room was filled with big editing stations, machines covered with an elaborate series of cogs and wheels that fed 35mm film through the system and projected an image on a glass screen in the center.

	

	“Welcome to the chop shop,” Milt said. Louie had never seen it before.

	

	The walls were covered with film strips pinned onto long tackboards, each one a clip from a work-in-progress. Elsewhere were shelves with rows and rows of film cans, mostly big 35mm theatrical reels, foot-wide circles, but also smaller 16mm reels and even some 8mm. “Over here,” Milt directed them to one corner of the room. On a wooden desk was a smaller machine designed for 8mm film, a Moviola. It had a six inch glass screen flanked by two hand-cranked spools, and the only electric part was the light bulb that projected an image of the film onto the glass.

	

	Louie was enamored by the rows of complex machines until Milt stepped in front of him and grabbed his shoulder. “The meeting with the investors is at 9AM. Sharp. I’m going to give you a shot, Louie, to show us what you’ve got, and I hope that you don’t put me in a position where I have to backpedal and explain.” Milt held onto Louie’s shoulder and stared into his eyes to make sure Louie understood exactly what he was saying. “Got it?” Louie nodded.

	

	“Alright.” Milt watched Margaret setting up the Moviola, relieved to see she was clearly familiar with how it worked. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, and closed the doors as he left.

	

	Louie touched a button on an editing bay and the film spool spun faster and faster until he flicked it off. “Do you know how to work these things?” he asked Margaret.

	

	“I know a few things,” she said, already having fed one of Louie’s reels through the machine to see what was on it.

	

	They worked late into the night, with Louie watching the small flickering image over Margaret’s shoulder as he directed her. He laughed and grinned at the screen and pantomimed through the scenes he was watching, flapping his arms like a flying machine and then making finger guns at others. When there was a segment he liked, Margaret would mark the film with a wax pencil and carefully clip it out, and Louie would tack it onto a wall in the proper order. It was a slow and sometimes tedious process, but there were soon dozens of 8mm strips ready to be rejoined into a single film.

	

	The editing room was windowless except for those above the door facing the hallway. Eventually they saw all the hallway lights turn on, meaning that it was morning and Mrs. Bumber had made her usual early bird arrival at the office. Time was running out. Margaret then used a film splicer, a device like a little guillotine that held film precisely on its sprockets so that she could control exactly which frames to cut and rejoin. She carefully brushed a special type of glue onto the film, applied with her usually precise strokes, and pulled down the lever of the machine to make a splice.

	

	Finally, eventually, all the clips had been spliced together into a single film and she respooled it onto a reel and handed it to Louie. After hours of deep focus Margaret was exhausted; Louie moved the hair that was dangling in her face and kissed her on the cheek.

	

	“Thank you Margie. Now comes the fun part,” he said.

	

	-

	

	The walls of the conference room were lined with posters of past Keystone Studio film successes. One featured a young, twenty-something Milt Keystone in a rakish hat with his arm around a cartoon dog. “Never give up on your dreams!” the poster read. At the head of the table were several cloaked presentation easels beside a projection screen, with a slide projector sitting ready. A dozen men from the bank sat around in their gray flannel suits quietly chatting along with Burt and other senior artists in attendance, including Roy, Chuck, and Mrs. Bumber.

	

	Milt walked in and took control of the room. “Gentlemen, thank you for meeting with us today,” he started, looking over all the faces staring back at him. “First of all I would like to recognize the efforts of our staff over the past few months. They’ve been working hard on final revisions of Ollie the Elephant and we’ve all been burning the midnight oil more than usual. And I really appreciate that.” He looked to Roy, who nodded in recognition and appreciation. “But before we show you how that motion picture has progressed, I thought we’d start with something brand new.” Some of the men around the table mumbled and whispered to each other; after all it was Milt Keystone, the legendary filmmaker and animator and they were excited to see what he’d come up with next.

	

	“Now, many of you know that I’ve been interested in taking our studio in new directions,” Milt continued. “And I understand that you may be concerned by the financial risks of exploring unproven grounds. As such I’ve prepared some concept visuals with the help from one of our artists.”

	

	Milt walked around the table and opened the conference room door. Louie, wearing a striped blue train conductor’s hat, wheeled in a film projector; Margaret followed and loaded some photos into the table’s slide projector. Burt clenched his jaw and stayed silent; Mrs. Bumber was baffled and couldn’t find any answers on Milt’s face. The other animators who knew Louie were surprised to see him, but had faith in whatever Milt might be doing.

	

	“I want to tell you a story,” Milt said to the room. Margaret turned off the lights and turned on the slide projector; on the screen was a photo of the crumbling carousel in the park. “Just the other day I was with my grandchildren. I wanted to take them out somewhere nice, so we went to the old carousel in the park on Townsend and Fourth. But as you can see, it’s run-down now and barely working at all. And I wanted better for my grandkids.” Margaret moved on to the next slide: a photo of the rusty ferris wheel. “So then we drove by the fairgrounds but I could tell from a mile away that those rides were dangerous contraptions run by drunks and grifters.”

	

	The businessmen around the table were curious where Milt was going, if perplexed. Next on the screen was a black and white photo of Milt as a child sitting on a shining wooden carousel horse, holding on to the golden pole. Everyone in the room awwed at the cute photo.

	

	“Now, when I was a kid, I remember that the carousel at the center of our town was a gallant thing, and every Sunday morning, my pop and I would walk down Main Street to the park so that I could ride the carousel. He’d sit me atop the biggest horse and I’d hold on as the world flew by, faster and faster while the music played. The speed seemed incredible. And when we really had steam, I’d finally reach for the brass ring.” Milt grasped the air suddenly like he was catching a fly. Men in the room sat up straight.

	

	“I didn’t even know what the prize was, but I wanted that darn ring. And I never got it. I reached and stretched, leaning until my grip on the horse started to slip, but I was just too small. I was just a pipsqueak, as you can see in this photograph. And the thing is, I remember all of this like it was yesterday. The feeling of the smooth wooden horse, the music, the fantastic speed. I’m sure you all have similar memories. It’s funny how your childhood stays with you.”

	

	The image on the screen changed to a color photo of Louie as a child with his dad, sitting in a shiny new bumper car. Louie had shaggy brown messy hair and was grinning with a few missing teeth next to his father in big black plastic glasses.

	

	“And as I think about all of this, I think of my grandchildren. I want them to have these sorts of memories to cherish when they’re older. But everything in the world seems broken now, like none of that old magic exists anymore.” Milt went over to one of the easels. “Folks, it’s time I got my brass ring.” He pulled off the covering cloth and revealed a small drawing tacked onto a large board. Everyone in the room leaned forward. It was one of Louie’s early sketches of a ferris wheel with Ollie the Elephant’s face on it, now crumpled and underwhelming. The businessmen in the room whispered to each other, asking if anyone knew what it was. Burt wiped sweat from his brow; he had expected to see his new schematics under the cloth. “Is this some kind of joke?” he bluntly asked Milt.

	

	Milt ignored him. “Louie,” he said, directing Louie to begin. Milt had a seat.

	

	“We don’t have time for this,” Burt said as he stood to exit. Everyone in the room could clearly see there was some kind of disagreement between the two men.

	

	“Have a seat,” Milt calmly told him. “We’re just getting started.” Burt held his ground for a moment but with everyone staring at him, he sat back down.

	

	Louie started the projector. “All aboard!” he shouted as the film rolled. He pulled a wooden whistle from his pocket and gave it a mighty blow. WOO WOO!

	

	The flickering, colorful, silent film started with Louie on screen waving to the camera. It panned over his model like it was aerial footage, flying over an old fashioned city street with a candy shop and a general store and an arcade with little clay figurines exploring the town. As the camera moved back it revealed that the street was just part of what looked like a huge city with different neighborhoods, each with their own exquisitely detailed, fantastical scenes. From a distance it was hard to make out what it all was; there was a huge castle and a rocketship and a decrepit, spooky mansion and a roller coaster and a ferris wheel.

	

	“And away we go!” Louie announced.

	

	The film cut to the point of view of the train down on ground level, as if the camera was mounted on the miniature train. It slowly began gliding down Main Street, giving a closer view of all the shops and buildings; they all had interiors with tiny figures going about their business. The train passed by toy cars on the street and a horse-drawn carriage and Louie did his best, surprisingly loud impression of a horse, startling some people in the room. “Neighhh!”

	

	Past all the shops at the end of Main Street the train gradually turned by an eerie old windmill covered in cobwebs, its thatched wooden blades slowly turning. Louie cackled, imitating a witch. The tracks descended and the train picked up speed as it went into a pitch black tunnel. Suddenly there was a flash of lighting. Louie banged on the table for effect. “Sorry folks. Things are going to get a little scary so please stay inside the vehicle.”

	

	The train emerged from the tunnel in a blue-lit graveyard, with cardboard gravestones slanting over mossy hills. Louie moaned and groaned like a zombie as the train progressed through the eerie scene. Louie quietly stepped around the conference room with his zombie moans and intentionally brushed against some of the unaware investors, making them jump. On the screen,  suddenly a rattling puppet skeleton leapt in front of the train and it slammed the brakes, narrowly avoiding a collision before the skeleton slinked away and the train resumed its journey. Then a single hand burst out from a grave, grasping for any respite before being dragged back down into the dirt. It was obviously a shot of Louie’s hand in the dirt of his backyard, but he thought the effect was pretty good. “We gotta get out of here!” he shouted. The train continued forward through the graveyard before a hazy apparition appeared and dramatically flew over the camera. It was Dracula! The train accelerated and emerged back into the daylight.

	

	The train tracks were now surrounded by the thick foliage of a jungle; the leaves were so dense you couldn’t see what lay ahead. Without warning a plastic dinosaur burst through the foliage and roared, baring its sharp teeth as Louie bellowed on its behalf. “Oh no the fearsome beast has seen us!” In the conference room, Louie pulled out a toy pop gun and shot at the screen. “Close call.” The dinosaur fell back and the train continued forward, coming to a clearing in the jungle that revealed a papier mache volcano. It glowed bright red and orange and rattled and rumbled until it erupted forth in colorful foam! Louie rattled the table in the room as the entire image shook, but after the earthquakes subsided the train persevered and continued forward.

	

	As it turned another corner the train arrived beneath the great castle on the mountain, covered with delicate spires and steeples with bridges connecting towers in whimsical byzantine complexity. The train and its camera gazed up at the seemingly towering structure as a toy dragon swooped dramatically overhead along a string.

	

	“Hold on everyone!” Louie instructed. A few businessmen grabbed the table.

	

	The train accelerated once more as it descended into a tunnel at the foot of the mountain. The screen went completely black. Slowly, stars appeared in the darkness, twinkling like fireflies. The train moved forward through the starfield and a dangling toy rocket ship flew by with sparks shooting out of its rear engine. A shooting star raced across the sky and a flying saucer descended slowly in the center of the screen, piloted by little green men inside its clear bubble dome. Louie pulled out his toy gun again and improvised a laser. “Pew pew pew!” The flying saucer disappeared in a flash and the train ride continued.

	

	It reemerged in the bright sunlight of a miniature wild west town, the main drag made of cardboard facades and clay cactuses. A tumbleweed pulled by a string crossed the street. “Careful, got to watch out for bandits,” Louie told the room. A little figurine popped up from behind a cactus aiming a gun at the camera. It looked like a caricature of Burt. Louie shot off his toy gun again and the little man fell back.

	

	Finally the train pulled away from the desert town and approached the ferris wheel with the face of Ollie the elephant at its center. As the train came to a halt, the ferris wheel lit up and began to spin. After a moment the film flickered and flashed and ended and the screen turned blank. 

	

	Louie shut off the projector. “Thanks,” he told the room as he turned on the lights. Milt was grinning from ear to ear. The room was dead silent.

	

	Milt stood up. “Gentlemen, I propose we build such a place. An amusement park where parents can bring their children to have an adventure and enjoy it themselves; a place to leave the real world behind and enter another.” Louie took off his train conductor hat and joined Milt at the head of the table.

	

	“It will have everything you would expect of the best fairs and carnivals,” Milt continued. “Rides and roller coasters, shows and performances, music and magic. The very best of all of those things and new attractions never seen before. It will all be designed by our world-class artists with utmost attention to detail put into environments that recreate the past and fabricate the future.”

	
“I think we can do more than just make movies,” Louie added. “We can create a whole new world!”

	

	The room was quiet. Margaret began clapping in the back. Some men joined in, at first politely, unsurely, but soon everyone was applauding, with others shouting out questions to both Louie and Milt.

	

	“That reminds me so much of when I was a kid—”

	“What kind of acreage are we looking at?”

	“I used to play cowboys and robbers too!”
“Is Dracula seasonal or year-round?”

	“Do you get to ride in the rocket?”
“Pew pew!” 

	

	“Boys! Boys, We’ll talk about the details soon enough,” Milt told them, trying to corral the room.

	

	“What is this sort of thing going to cost?”

	

	“Cost? Let’s not worry about a few dollars getting in the way of a big idea,” Milt said as he saw Burt quietly stepping away. “Burt Kealey? A word in my office please. Roy, you can take it from here and show the fellas what else we’ve been cooking.”

	

	-

	

	Burt sat in Milt’s office, sweating bullets and holding the arm rests like it was an electric chair and he was waiting for a masked man to pull the lever.

	

	“Burt, we have a piece of film I’d like you to take a look at,” Milt said from behind his desk. Louie brought in the projector, loaded a different reel of film, and aimed it at a blank space on the wall.

	

	As the projector purred and the film rolled it showed Louie’s model earlier on when it was unfinished inside the shed. With Louie behind the camera he panned up to reveal Burt in the doorway. He waves to the camera and says a few words, and looks over Louie’s illustrations on the walls. Burt carefully removed a drawing of the castle from the wall and the film cut. Louie switched off the projector.

	

	Burt was flustered. “Well you see I was trying to help the man out. I was concerned for Louie at the time and—”

	

	“As it happens I have that drawing right here,” Milt said as he pulled that specific drawing from his desk. “And for some reason, that drawing now has your signature on it.” He pointed to the corner, which clearly read KEALEY.

	

	“I’m really disappointed, Burt,” Louie finally said. “I thought you were my friend.”

	

	“I was just trying to help! You saw him give me the drawing in the movie! This is all just a miscommunication!”

	

	“Did you start that fire, Burt?” Milt asked.

	

	Burt didn’t want to answer that. He felt real shame about it. He had rushed over to Louie’s house when he saw Milt and Louie together in the parking lot and, not knowing what else to do, ignited the blaze. He didn’t know what happened after that, sneaking away when it was just a small flame and hoping that eliminating all of Louie’s work would solve his dilemma.

	

	“I may be naive,” Louie told him, “but I am loyal to my friends. I would never do anything like that to you, Burt.” Burt didn’t say anything.

	

	“I think that’s enough,” Milt said. “Do I need someone to escort you out?”

	

	Burt stood up. He didn’t have any more to say in his defense. “The whole thing just got away from me. Sorry Louie.” He walked out.

	

	Milt pulled a bottle from a shelf. “Now that that’s done with, can I pour you a drink?” Louie shrugged. “Okay!” As Milt poured two glasses there was a knock at the door. It was Margaret; she peeked inside and let herself in.

	

	“Margie!” Louie excitedly went to her. Milt offered her a glass and she shook her head no. “Milt, Margie helped me a lot. In fact she did all the real work,” Louie said. “She can have her job back, right?”

	

	Milt brought Louie his small glass of amber liquid and had a sip himself. “Now Louie, I’m not so sure about that.” The young couple looked at each other, confused and disappointed. “As I see it, Louie, you’re going to have a gosh darn lot of work on this new project. And it might be best for Margaret to help you.”

	

	“Thank you Mr. Keystone,” Margaret said. Louie hugged her and she gave him a peck on the cheek.

	

	“Please, Mr. Keystone is what my lawyers call me. My name is Milt.” He set down his glass on his desk. “Now if you don’t mind me, I should get back to the money men.” He gave them a playful wink and left the two alone in his office.

	

	“Gosh,” Louie said, “I guess all that’s left now is to build the thing.” Margaret laughed. “I think there’s more to it than that but we’ll make a good team,” she said.

	

	“Wait til Pete hears about this!”

	

	-

	

	The fair had ended and the grounds were once again covered in the disarray of dismantled rides and booths, trucks half loaded with gear. Paper scraps and discarded popcorn bags blew in the wind over the dead grass. In the distance an elephant bellowed. Louie and Margaret heard the sound and walked towards the animal pens.

	

	There was a fresh bucket of carrots sitting outside of the small elephant’s fence. Having watched Pete feed the animal, Louie grabbed a carrot to try it himself. “Hi sweetheart,” he said to the young animal. The hesitant elephant slowly stepped forward and reached for the carrot after eyeing Louie through it’s thick lashes. “An elephant never forgets a friend.” He gave it another carrot as Margaret watched. “This is Corgi,” he told her.

	

	“Corgi, like a dog?”

	
“No, pure elephant. I wonder where Pete is.” Louie looked around and saw Dracula walking by, no longer in costume or makeup. “Dracula? Hey!”

	

	He was carrying a tool bag and came over. “Name’s Leroy,” he said. “Leroy Dracula.”

	

	“Oh. Have you seen Pete around here?”

	

	Dracula set down his tools. “What?” He seemed completely befuddled. "There's no one by that name here." An eerie breeze blew through the fairgrounds. Dracula took a drag on his cigarette. "Never was."

	

	Louie was confused. "No, I spoke with Pete just the other day."

	

	"Oh, Pete!” Dracula said. “I thought you said beet, like the purple vegetable. Delicious."

	

	"So where is he?"

	

	Dracula looked uncomfortable, like he was hiding something. "Pete? Well... I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Pete's... how do I say it? Pete's departed."

	

	Margaret held onto Louie's hand.

	

	"Departed to the next town! He's long gone, man. Drove off in a hurry to scout locations. Sorry."

	

	Louie and Margaret just stared at each other.

	

	"Dracula, I don't like you very much,” Louie told him. Dracula shrugged and picked up his tools and wandered off. “Gosh, that’s too bad,” Louie said to Margaret. “I wanted to tell Pete the good news.”

	

	“You’ll see him again,” Margaret reassured him. “Next year. That’s life on the road I guess.” The two returned their attention to the elephant.

	

	“You aren’t leaving now, are you Corgi?” Louie asked. The little elephant sneezed.

	

	-

	

	At Keystone Studio, Roy looked over an array of storyboards tacked onto the wall depicting alien landscapes and shining spaceships. He looked at the clock; it was 10AM. Chuck came in with his ukulele and gave it a strum. Without a word Roy grabbed his trumpet and the men went out into the hallway.

	

	They started their routine, marching down the hall as they played their lively dixieland jazz, and were quickly joined by new fellows and their instruments. One man had a banjo, one had a clarinet, and the parade grew longer and louder as they tooted their horns and strummed their ukuleles marching through the office.

	

	They walked past Burt and Louie’s old spot but no one was there. Down the hall they passed Milt’s office, but it too was empty.

	

	

	Milt sat in a shiny new baroquely detailed ferris wheel car with his grandkids, as they went up  and up over the brand new amusement park. In the distance a roller coaster rumbled and roared as passengers screamed from cars that looked like cartoon biplanes.

	

	Nearby stood a giant, five-story rocket that looked real enough to blast off, were it not for the great big ramp going into its interior chamber with children running up and down in plastic space helmets, zapping each other with rayguns.

	

	Vendors along all the walkways sold cotton candy in colorful swirls aside popcorn machines while a jazz band dressed like a barbershop quartet played in a nearby plaza, where five walkways splayed out in all directions into the park like a star.

	

	At the end of one of those walkways, lined with willow trees and roses, sat a fancifully decrepit gothic mansion with great twisting columns and balustrades leaning as though the entire structure were alive and trying to avoid the bright California sunlight.

	

	Down another path stood a fearsome dinosaur, at least three stories tall, with its great toothy mouth agape as children ran beneath its legs towards a steaming volcano on the horizon. And down another path stood the bright, radiant castle, with blooming vines crawling up lustrous stone walls leading up to golden spires, as two knights in radiant silver armor stood ready at the gate.

	

	Corgi the young elephant, in a vibrant new tutu, walked down the street being led by a handler. Behind the elephant, Burt, wearing a colorful vest and a 1920s straw boater hat followed with a broom and a dustpan, sweeping up its droppings.

	

	And down the long Main Street with all its old-fashioned shops and eateries came Louie, looking sharp and proud in a fine new suit. He had his brass ring in hand and was fidgeting with it, moving it along his fingers absentmindedly, when a young boy riding his father’s shoulders passed by with his arms extended. Louie held out the brass ring and the child grabbed it and squealed with glee.

	

	Margaret joined Louie’s side with an ice cream cone and they started off down the street, hand in hand into Foreverland.

	

	

	
The End


--
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