
 1 

The Scabs of Fate 

 

By Darren Simpson 

 

http://darrensimpsonwrites.wordpress.com/ 

 

 

 

Prospero flashed the blade across the whetstone, releasing firefly sparks into the dark air.  

He held the knife up to his eye and studied its tip.  Still not fine enough.  He continued to 

skim the whetstone, and his neighbours – for bearded ladies and aquamen are as nosy as 

anyone else – stared at the flickering windows, wondering if a storm was trapped in the 

palm reader’s trailer. 

At Prospero’s feet, amongst peanut shells and tiny bones, sat piles of books.  

Some were open, revealing charts and drawings on crisp brown pages.  The words of 

Anaxagoras, Valmiki, Jaquin and Desbarolles filled the trailer with their dusty breath. 

Prospero eyed the blade again.  Much better.  Sharp as a whore’s tongue. 

Grabbing his notebook, he moved into the kitchenette and turned on the lamp.  He 

placed the notebook on the hotplate and found the right page: a crude drawing of his 

palm, stubby fingers reaching to the edges of the paper.  Holding his hand out next to it, 

he studied his palm and checked the drawing.  He squinted up close, his eye flickering 

between the creases in his hand and the ink on the paper.  He flicked back a few pages, 

checked some calculations and grunted to himself, satisfied. 

With his free hand he picked up the knife and held it over his open palm.  The tip 

of the blade was poised above his fate line, just below his middle finger.  As the blade 

dipped it began to tremble.  Prospero cursed and spat, inhaled sharply.  This was no time 

for cowardice; this was the time for necessity.  Business at the palm reading tent had been 
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pitiful – just one customer in nearly three months.  If trade didn’t improve, Bolero would 

throw him out.  The freak show’s manager had more profitable mouths to feed: diseased 

mouths, gnashing mouths, pierced mouth, mad mouths – mouths that called out clearly to 

the rubes who were apparently deaf to the palm reader’s invitations. 

Although he could hardly call them invitations.  He’d been reduced to pleading, to 

begging in the dirt at the entrance of the tent.  Yet no-one listened, no-one came.  His 

desperation drove them off, making them more uncomfortable than any of the show’s 

attractions – even more so than Old Ma with Baby Foetus at her sad droopy teat.  They 

hopped past him, heading for the tents of Salem the Spider Boy, Lambert the Limbless, 

The Human Pincushion, The Siamese Sisters…anyone but the pleading palm reader.  

And all the while Bolero watched from his hill, arms crossed over his barrel belly, his big 

bearded head shaking from side to side.  

Yes: necessity.  He had to do this.  He couldn’t allow Bolero to kick him out.  He 

had nowhere to go.  And besides, the thought of Bolero’s smugness – after insisting for 

so long that Prospero’s craft was as useless as a eunuch’s whore – was sickening. 

Prospero belched and steadied the blade.  He lowered the tip into his palm, hissed 

at the knife’s bite, and carefully carved a nick which branched off from his fate line.  His 

face was grim with concentration, and grimmer still as he moved the blade back and forth 

to ensure that the cut was deep enough. 

There.  It was done.  He dabbed at the blood with a rag and wondered if it had 

worked.  How would he tell?  He could have some luck tomorrow – a customer, two 

customers, maybe more – but how would he know whether it was due to the altering of 
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his fate line?  It could merely be coincidence.  But no matter.  Custom is custom, be it 

from the hand of fate or the cut in his palm. 

# 

 

The next day was uneventful for Prospero.  True, he’d caught the rat that had been 

crapping all over his trailer for weeks, but that was hardly extraordinary luck.  It wouldn’t 

bring customers to his tent, and it wouldn’t stop the tut-tuts that fell constantly from 

Bolero’s mouth. 

The day after was different.  Prospero was sat in his tent, contemplating suicide, 

when the clouds opened up suddenly over the camp.  The storm pelted the tent with hail, 

whipped its canvas into frenzy.  Prospero, too deep in his thoughts, was undisturbed by 

the storm until a suited man fell into the tent.  He staggered through the entrance with 

sodden coat and squelching shoes. 

‘Jeeesus!’ he spat, squeezing water from his sleeves.  ‘Talk about a bad run!’ 

Prospero looked at him dumbly. 

‘First the car breaks down,’ continued the man.  ‘Then the nearest highway phone 

isn’t working, and the next gas station is god knows how far away; and then on the way 

there this godforsaken storm breaks out.  And the only shelter on offer is this damn freak 

show, and as I’m running through it to find a phone the wind goes knocking me into this 

damn tent!  What’s that?’ 

‘It’s vodka,’ said Prospero, holding out his flask.  ‘It’ll help to warm you.  Let me 

take your wet coat.’ 

‘Oh.  Thanks.’ 
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‘Please, take a seat.  My name is Prospero.  Perhaps – since we are both trapped in 

here for a while – perhaps you might like to have your palm read?’  He grinned 

anxiously, showing yellow teeth and flashes of gold. 

‘Ah, a palm reader!’ said the man.  ‘That explains all this stuff.’  He was 

squinting at some charms hanging from a rack. 

‘They’re half price,’ said Prospero.  ‘The chicken claws are for health, and the 

cats’ teeth are for virility.  You’d like some?’ 

‘Oh no,’ laughed the man, shaking his head.  ‘I don’t go in for that sort of thing.’ 

‘Let me read your palm,’ persisted Prospero, ‘and I’ll throw in two charms for 

free.’ 

‘Like I said, I don’t go in for this stuff.’  The man smiled the smile of a dentist. 

Prospero sagged and took a gulp from his flask. 

‘It’s very interesting though,’ said the man, sniffing loudly and wiping back his 

hair.  He fingered a dusty snake husk with some amusement.  ‘I think people are getting 

into this garbage these days.  My brother, he sells those god-awful dream catcher things.  

You know: the hoops with the threads and feathers.  He never used to budge many, but 

lately he says sales are shooting through the roof.  He makes them for a dollar and sells 

them for ten!  Can you believe that?!’   

Prospero took another swig.    

‘People are really starting to lap this crap up,’ nodded the man.  ‘You know, a 

good time could be coming for you.  It’s a shame you’re stuck out here in the sticks.’  He 

rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  ‘In fact…’   



 5 

He looked Prospero up and down.  Sure, he didn’t smell too good, but otherwise 

he was perfect: the thick black moustache, the gold teeth, the gypsy earrings, the carnival 

hunch…the real deal. 

‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ said the man, holding out his card.  ‘Eddie 

Lugermann, TV agent.’ 

Prospero took the card. 

‘I don’t usually do this sort of thing,’ said Lugermann.  ‘But I’ve got a hunch.  A 

very strong hunch.  You know the Saturday Night Variety Hour, right?  On Network 5, 

eight p.m.?’ 

Prospero didn’t, but thought it wise to nod. 

‘Well,’ continued Lugermann, ‘I look for acts to put on the show, and I think you 

might be worth a shot.’ 

‘A shot?’ said Prospero. 

‘Sure.  You could give some phoney spiel, read some celebs’ palms…  That sort 

of crap.  We’ve got a free slot this coming Saturday – the sword swallower had an 

accident.  You free then?’ 

Prospero stroked his moustache and feigned a browse through his mental diary.  ‘I 

think you might be in luck,’ he eventually said. 

‘Fantastic!’ grinned Lugermann, slapping him on the back.  ‘Well, the storm 

seems to have cleared, so I’m going to head back out.  But give me a call tomorrow 

lunchtime.  We’ll work something out.  Okay?’ 

Prospero nodded. 
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‘That’s great!’ said Lugermann.  ‘Maybe the breakdown wasn’t such bad luck 

after all.  Funny how things work out, isn’t it.’ 

‘Isn’t it,’ said Prospero, stroking the scab on his palm. 

# 

An hour later Prospero was strutting down the hill, having spent some time in Bolero’s 

mobile home.  The manager had very much changed his tune.  Crossed arms were now 

wide open, and tut-tuts had been exchanged for guffaws and offers of whisky.   ‘My dear, 

dear young man,’ Bolero had cried, ruffling Prospero’s greasy hair.  ‘I always knew 

you’d go far!  How proud I am.  One of my own, on the television!  This could do a lot 

for us.  More whisky?’ 

What a bloated, bearded, two-faced balloon of a man, thought Prospero as he 

descended the hill.  He continued on his tipsy way to the trailer of Esther and Esmeralda, 

the Siamese twins.  His news may sway more than just the balloonish Bolero today. 

‘What do you want?’ snapped Esther, as beautiful as ever.  The twins wore 

identical expressions of irked disgust, and crossed shared arms over shared breasts. 

‘Good evening, ladies,’ he said, bowing slyly. 

‘Go away,’ said Esther.  They went to slam the door, but Prospero was quick 

enough to catch it with his hand. 

‘Have you heard the news?’ he said. 

The twins huffed at him, unamused. 

‘Yours truly will be on the television this coming Saturday.  I shall be flaunting 

my art to the nation, and will be reading the palms of the rich and famous.’ 

The twins weren’t impressed.  ‘So?’ they chorused. 
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‘So?’ growled Prospero.  ‘So…I thought that perhaps you may like to reconsider 

my invitation.’ 

‘Stop inviting us to your squalid little trailer,’ said Esther. 

‘You’re a horrid little man,’ added Esmeralda.  They succeeded this time in 

slamming the door, causing the palm reader to squeal and clutch at his fingers. 

As soon as he got back to his trailer he dug out his notebook and studied it 

beneath the lamp.  It was time to find out whether his little trick had really worked, or 

whether Lugermann had been pure, coincidental luck. 

The trailer’s windows flashed again as he sharpened the knife.  Identifying the 

correct point between the heart line and the Girdle of Venus, he lowered the knife and 

carved a tiny crease into his palm.  He stemmed the flow of blood with a rag and waited.  

He’d passed out on the sofa bed, nestled amongst dirty long johns and mouldy 

dishes, when the twins finally came to his trailer.  They banged on the door and called 

through the windows until he drowsily answered.  They explained that Esther had had a 

change of heart, and since they shared a heart Esmeralda had had it too.  Their repulsion 

had somehow turned into lust, and so here they were.  Prospero grinned and grunted, and 

stepped aside to let them in. 

The next morning the twins left the trailer, tired and dishevelled.  They staggered 

towards their tent, clumsy on their four aching legs.  ‘You’re a disgusting little man!’ 

yelled Esther, turning back and shaking her fist.  ‘Don’t think that will ever happen 

again!’ 

But it would. 

They staggered on with red prints of Prospero’s palm clinging to their thighs. 
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# 

Eddie Lugermann was delighted with his new client.  Prospero’s slot on the Saturday 

Night Variety Hour had been an astounding success, and Prospero was launched headfirst 

into his own weekly show on Network 5.  Celebrities were queuing up to have their 

palms read by the ever-so-rustic palm reader, and Prospero found himself in a freak show 

of a very different kind: a freak show in which the manure lay hidden beneath red carpet, 

in which the faces were horribly tight, with grins grotesquely white.  There was a tragedy 

to these hungry clowns and glittery hags which far exceeded that of Old Ma and Baby 

Foetus.  Prospero felt quite comfortable. 

Even though the money was rolling in, Prospero didn’t leave the freak show.  He 

explained to the magazines that he was a man of humility, of loyalty and roots.  He didn’t 

explain, however, that he was having too much fun with the freak show’s manager.  

Every time Prospero threatened to leave, Bolero would fall to his knees and rub his oil 

slick beard into the dirt.  He’d weep and beg, kiss the soles of Prospero’s new Italian 

shoes, offer up his very soul – for Prospero’s success had been very good for the camp.  

The freaks would gather around in awe of the scene: the barrel-bellied Bolero rolling 

around in the filth, crying like some ball-shaped baby! 

It wasn’t long before Bolero was transferred from his abode to Prospero’s 

dilapidated old trailer.  The palm reader took up residence in Bolero’s former nest – a 

palace-like mobile home at the top of the hill, which boasted a bird’s eye view of the 

camp shared only with the gods.  So thought Prospero, fingerer of fate. 

The Siamese twins moved in with Prospero and – much to their randy 

bewilderment – still offered their double-delights nightly to the palm reader.  Prospero 
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saw fit to add some touches of class to the mobile home: a frothing jacuzzi was put on the 

roof, along with a huge satellite dish to suck baseball from the heavens; a housemaid and 

a chef were installed; the door was framed by fat marble pillars; and at the bottom of the 

hill, white statues guarded each side of the path that led up to his home.  They were 

statues of Tyche and Nemesis, the Greek goddesses of providence and fate – his second 

pair of Siamese slaves.    

Like most of us, Prospero was not immune to a certain variety of greed: that sly 

variety which assures us that it’s okay – perhaps even sensible – to maltreat our blessings.  

He quickly became master of his palm, and just a tiny nick in exactly the right place 

could cause rain to stop, improve TV reception, curse his competitors with gonorrhea or 

piles. 

The taking of such liberties was finally curbed when one night Prospero found the 

twins to be unusually unforthcoming.  Deciding that an adjustment of his heart line 

should do the trick, he got out his penknife and, upon lifting his palm to the lamp, was 

horrified to discover a huge crusty stump where his hand had been.   

He awoke in his bed with a silent scream.  He looked at his hand, which – though 

marred by a small cluster of scabs – was still there.  Esther and Esmeralda snored 

peacefully by his side.  It was just a dream.  Nevertheless he took it as a sign.  He decided 

that from that moment on he would be content with the blessings he had.  Never again 

would his palm feel the knife, and never again would he be arrogant to fate.  Wiping the 

sweat from his moustache, he passed some wind and slipped into calmer slumbers. 

# 
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The next day Prospero was vaguely haunted by his dream.  He eventually decided that, as 

a gesture of newfound humility, he would send the chef home and make himself some 

potato stew.  Just like old times.  

While peeling potatoes at the kitchen sink, something occurred to Prospero.  Even 

though he would no longer bully his own blessings, couldn’t he still encourage those of 

others?  Surely it was his duty to offer his expertise to those in dire need of his help.  At a 

considerable fee, of course. 

And why stop there?  His gift could be shared much more generously if he 

actually taught it to others.  He could teach his craft to the luck-starved masses all over 

the world.  Just think of the obscene amounts of money that people would to pay for 

control of their destinies! 

As Prospero daydreamed cheerily on he became distracted from peeling the 

potatoes.  The peeler slipped sharply from the potato and caused him to shout, for it had 

carved a gash into his palm.  He cursed the peeler, threw it to the floor and began to rinse 

the blood from his hand.  As the blood was washed away he glanced at his palm.  Then 

he looked again, raising his hand slowly to his face.  He interpreted the mark on his palm 

and became very pale. 

It was then that the mobile home began to shake on its metal legs.  An ominous 

rumbling came from up above, quickly followed by the shrieks of the Siamese twins. 

‘Esther, Esmeralda!’ shouted Prospero.  ‘What’s happening?!’ 

‘It’s the jacuzzi!’ cried Esther from the rooftop while Esmeralda gurgled noisily.  

‘It’s out of control!  It’s in a rage!  Do something, you horrible little man!’ 
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Prospero ran to the fuse box, but received a painful shock when he tried to shut 

down the power.  ‘Ak!’ he yelped, his hair crackling.  ‘I can’t switch it off!’  All around 

him pictures were falling from walls and crockery was smashing on the floor.  The giant 

TV set fell forward and exploded into flames.  A cleaver fell from its hook and narrowly 

missed his toe. 

‘Help us!’ screamed Esther, knocked and battered by bubbles. 

Prospero kicked down the door and ran.  He ran and ran down the hill, 

occasionally tumbling down the path before recovering his feet and carrying on.  He 

didn’t look back, and didn’t see the huge satellite dish as it broke free from its moorings 

on the shaking roof.  It lurched forwards with a metallic roar, crashed onto the grass and 

started to roll down the hill. 

Prospero was at the bottom of the hill when he finally glanced back.  He saw the 

rolling satellite and tried to jump out of its path, but was tripped over by something.  He 

groaned and looked up to see what had tripped him: the extended foot of Nemesis.   

Both statues gazed at him with stony eyes as the dish rolled over his neck and 

took off his head.  His blood pooled at their feet and the dish continued on its way into 

the camp. 

So died Prospero, fatality of fate. 


