
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ClownFellas Tales of the Bozo Family Carlton Mellick III Hydra New York][image: ClownFellas Tales of the Bozo Family Carlton Mellick III Hydra New York]


ClownFellas is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

A Hydra eBook Original

Copyright © 2015 by Penguin Random House LLC

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Hydra, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

HYDRA is a registered trademark and the HYDRA colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

eBook ISBN 9780804179355

Cover design: David G. Stevenson

Cover illustration: © Paul Youll

readhydra.com

v4.1

ep

Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Ranks in the Bozo Crime Family


Part One: City of Clowns

Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29



Part Two: The Juggler Brothers

Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Chapter 50


Chapter 51



Part Three: A Sad Day for a Happy Clown

Chapter 52


Chapter 53


Chapter 54


Chapter 55


Chapter 56


Chapter 57


Chapter 58


Chapter 59


Chapter 60


Chapter 61


Chapter 62


Chapter 63


Chapter 64


Chapter 65


Chapter 66


Chapter 67


Chapter 68


Chapter 69


Chapter 70


Chapter 71


Chapter 72


Chapter 73


Chapter 74


Chapter 75


Chapter 76


Chapter 77



Part Four: Funny Business

Chapter 78


Chapter 79


Chapter 80


Chapter 81


Chapter 82


Chapter 83


Chapter 84


Chapter 85


Chapter 86


Chapter 87


Chapter 88


Chapter 89


Chapter 90


Chapter 91


Chapter 92


Chapter 93


Chapter 94


Chapter 95


Chapter 96


Chapter 97


Chapter 98


Chapter 99


Chapter 100



Part Five: The Unwhackable Bingo Ballbreaker

Chapter 101


Chapter 102


Chapter 103


Chapter 104


Chapter 105


Chapter 106


Chapter 107


Chapter 108


Chapter 109


Chapter 110


Chapter 111


Chapter 112


Chapter 113


Chapter 114


Chapter 115


Chapter 116


Chapter 117


Chapter 118


Chapter 119



Part Six: Wedding Day

Chapter 120


Chapter 121


Chapter 122


Chapter 123


Chapter 124


Chapter 125


Chapter 126


Chapter 127


Chapter 128


Chapter 129


Chapter 130


Chapter 131


Chapter 132


Chapter 133


Chapter 134


Chapter 135


Chapter 136


Chapter 137


Chapter 138


Chapter 139


Chapter 140


Chapter 141


Chapter 142



        About the Author



Ranks in the Bozo Crime Family

Boss


Don Bozo


Underboss


Uncle Jojo


Street Boss (Top Capo)


Vinnie Blue Nose


Capos


Lorenzo Laffypants

Beano Moretti

Buggy Buttons

Jimmy Bozo

Chunks Santoro


Soldiers (Made Clowns)


Captain Spotty

Bingo Ballbreaker

Hats Rizzo

Jackie the Grump

Winky Gagliano

Snuffy Sparkles

Puppets Palisano


Associates


Pinky Smiles

Nicky Bowtie

Spanky Carbone

Tickles Valentino

Drips Moretti

Zippo Moretti


Others


Earl Berryman—a veterinarian

Miss Tina—runs Rainbow Gardens brothel

Reverend Jellybottom—a preacher

Mr. Pogo—a contract killer

Slicey—runs the organ black market

Taffy Bozo—the boss’s niece

Happytooth—the boss’s lion

Mittens—a bulldog




Part One

City of Clowns


Chapter 1

“So you the doc?” the clown asked in a deep, raspy voice.

Earl couldn’t even respond to the question. He just stood on the curb, frozen in shock, trembling like a chicken about to get its head bitten off by a sideshow geek. Ever since he was a kid, Earl Berryman had been terrified of clowns. There was something about their googly eyes, inhuman smiles, and skin-curdling giggles that made the poor schmuck cry like a baby. You’d think he would’ve grown out of it, him being an educated man and all, but over the years his phobia only got worse—especially now that there was a whole race of clowns out there, walking around New York in their size 30 shoes.

The clown leaned out of his lipstick-red car. “Hey, foureyes, I’m asking you a question over here.”

Only spittle and gibberish sprayed out when Earl tried to speak. He hadn’t been this close to a clown since his mother hired some junkie to dress up in clown makeup for his sixth birthday party and the freak went into a drug-induced seizure, puking white foam all over his Power Rangers birthday cake. Earl thought he’d be able to handle spending a single day with a group of clowns, but his coulrophobia was getting the better of him. He already regretted taking this job.

“I’m here to pick up a guy named Berryman,” said the clown. Smoke billowed out the car window, but there was no sign of any cigar or cigarette. “If that’s you, get in the freakin’ car. If not, then get lost.”

Sweat pooled inside Earl’s slate-gray suit. Every fiber of his being begged him to turn around and run in the other direction, but he had to be strong. His family was depending on him.

After taking a deep breath, Earl said, “Yeah, that’s me.”

“Then hurry it up already. I’m on a schedule here.”

Earl picked up his case of medical equipment and rushed toward the tiny car. The smell of rotting cotton candy and cheap gin hit him in the face as he squeezed into the passenger seat. The interior was a swirl of pink and blue, with a stick shift that looked like a giant lollipop and purple balloons that hung from the rearview mirror like fuzzy dice. It hardly looked like the vehicle a killer would drive.

“They call me Captain Spotty,” the clown introduced himself, holding out his hand to shake.

When Earl looked at him, his skin crawled. With his wild-eyed stare and permanent crazed smile exposing a row of black rotten teeth, Captain Spotty was the single most terrifying clown Earl had ever seen. His style was that of a hobo, with a patchwork coat made of green-and-orange plaid. A family of cockroaches scurried beneath his shabby clothes, crawling in and out of his collar and up his neck. Earl had to hold his breath to stop himself from screaming.

As Spotty shook his hand, the paper-white clown skin felt cold and rubbery to the touch. Earl knew clowns weren’t human, but he didn’t realize just how inhuman they really were until he felt one in the flesh. He jerked his hand away as a cockroach crawled out the clown’s sleeve and tickled his knuckle.

Captain Spotty wiggled his bright-red nose when he saw the uneasy look on Earl’s face. “What’s wrong with you? You look like you’re shitting bricks over there.”

“No, I’m just…” Earl diverted his eyes.

“You wearing a wire?” Spotty asked.

“No, no way,” Earl said.

The clown pulled a pink knife out of his bow tie. “I’ll slit your throat if you come into my car wearing a wire!”

Earl had no idea where the clown’s outburst had come from. He shrank into the corner of his seat as the knife approached his throat. The blade was carved out of a watermelon Jolly Rancher, the edge sharp enough to cut through flesh.

He cried, “Why would I wear a wire? I’m just a veterinarian.”

“A what?”

“An animal doctor.”

“How do I know you’re not some cop pretending to be an animal doctor?”

Spotty waved the candy blade at the vet, his maniacal grin growing wider on his face. This clown wasn’t just scary. He was also a genuine honest-to-God psychopath.

“Look.” Earl dug his wallet out of his back pocket and held out his employee ID card. “I work at the Bronx Zoo. I have a degree in wildlife medicine. I’m not a cop. I’m just a normal guy.”

The clown peered at the ID with his bright-red eyes.

“Then why are you so nervous?”

“I’m just…coulrophobic.”

“You’re what?”

“I’m afraid of clowns.”

The clown looked Earl in the eyes, then back at the ID, then back to Earl’s eyes.

“I’m not wearing a wire, I swear,” Earl said.

Then the clown burst into laughter.

“Of course you’re not wearing a wire,” Spotty said. “Why would you be wearing a wire? You’re just an animal doctor.”

The wallet nearly fell out the window Earl was trembling so hard.

The clown cackled. “Lighten up. I’m just bustin’ yer balls.”

“It was just a joke?”

“I’m a clown.” Spotty put the shift into gear, beeped his high-pitched horn twice, and sped into traffic. “That’s what we do.”

It was quickly turning into the worst day of Earl’s life.


Chapter 2

As Captain Spotty drove toward Little Bigtop, New York’s infamous clown neighborhood, Earl did everything he could to calm himself down after having a knife shoved in his face by the deranged jester. Although the vet’s phobia was getting worse by the minute, his nervousness seemed to amuse Spotty to no end.

“You’re coulrophobic, huh? So are you one of those schmucks who believe that clowns hide in your closet at night and feed only on puppies and children?”

Earl shook his head. “No, it’s just I—”

“Well, I’ll have you know those rumors are grossly exaggerated. I haven’t eaten a puppy in years. And children give me gas.”

Spotty giggled at him. Earl didn’t think it was funny.

The clown came inches away from running over a jaywalker without batting an eye. “So if you’re afraid of clowns, why’d you agree to take a job with the Bozo Family?”

Earl shrugged. “My wife’s been out of work since the recession last year, so we’re up to our eyeballs in debt.” He didn’t like talking to the clown about his personal life, but talking seemed to ease his anxiety, so he continued. “My youngest daughter goes to a school for autistic children. It’s expensive. My mother-in-law has cancer treatments I’m responsible for. That’s even more expensive. Without this job, we’d probably be out on the street in a matter of weeks.”

“The Bronx Zoo doesn’t pay you enough?”

“Not as much as your boss,” Earl said.

“That’s for sure,” Spotty said. He lifted his scruffy porkpie hat and untangled a cockroach that was entwined in his frizzy green mop of hair. “When it comes to something he loves, Don Bozo spares no expense. And there’s nothing that man loves more than Happytooth—that pet lion of his.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, why did your boss choose me? Doesn’t he already have a vet that takes care of his lion?”

“He did have one, but the putz didn’t catch the tumor until it was the size of a cantaloupe.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means he wasn’t doing his job. When you don’t do your job, Bozo gets pissed. And when Bozo gets pissed, he feeds your ass to Happytooth.”

“Oh…”

Earl’s anxiety flared up again. Although he was considered an expert in the field of wildlife medicine, he never thought he’d have to stake his life on his veterinary skills.

The Bronx Zoo didn’t pay him as well as Don Bozo, but at least they didn’t feed him to the animals he failed to cure. Earl was just thankful that this was only a onetime gig. If it were a permanent position, the vet figured his life span would probably be cut pretty short.

“You ever been to Little Bigtop before?”

Earl shook his head.

“No, I guess you wouldn’t have, you being afraid of clowns and all. It used to be a lot nicer in the early days, but the place started going downhill once they let all the riffraff in. Still, I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.”

Earl saw a cockroach crawling on his knee, wiggling its antennae as it explored the sweat-drenched fabric of his pants. He raised his fist to smash it, but then stopped in midair as Spotty said, “What do you think you’re doing?”

The bug turned to Spotty, looking up at him as if it were a kitten caught in a mischievous act.

“Luigi, leave the vet alone,” he said to the roach. “Get back over here.”

On command, the cockroach fluttered its wings and returned to Spotty’s coat.

Pretending he was raising his hand to do something other than smash the clown’s pet bug, Earl scratched the back of his neck.

“I’ve been training them since they were larvae,” said the clown, smiling at Luigi and stroking its upper abdomen with a bright-green fingernail. “They’re like my children.”

Earl nodded, still scratching his neck.

Spotty looked the vet in the eyes. “Nothing personal, but if you try to smash any of them again you’re going to find yourself at the bottom of the East River.”

Earl put his hands in his lap and examined his surroundings to make sure there weren’t any more cockroaches crawling near him that might get accidentally squished. There was no telling how serious the mad clown really was about his pet bugs.


Chapter 3

Although Earl despised clowns, his youngest daughter, Mandy, adored them. She had dozens of clown dolls, she decorated her room with clown faces, had clown sheets and a clown lamp. She even dressed up as a clown every Halloween. Earl couldn’t have been more ashamed of himself for being terrified of his own daughter when he took her out trick-or-treating each year.

“Read me a bedtime story, Daddy,” Mandy said to Earl, tugging on his pants.

“Why don’t you ask your mother? I’m kind of busy…”

“You’re better at telling stories than Mommy. She doesn’t do the funny voices.”

She smiled up at him. He couldn’t resist her cute little freckled face. “Okay, I’ll read it to you out here, on the couch.”

“No, you have to tuck me in. It’s not a bedtime story if you don’t tuck me in.”

Earl didn’t want to go into his daughter’s room. He couldn’t even look inside when he passed it in the hallway. It might have brought his daughter great joy to be surrounded by clowns, but Earl saw it as a gateway to Hell.

“Pleeeasse…,” Mandy said.

Earl’s hands were shaking. He tried to come up with an excuse not to go, but nothing came to mind. “Okay. Go brush your teeth and I’ll meet you in bed.”

“Yay!” Mandy slid across the carpet in her yellow circus socks as she ran to her bedroom as fast as she could.

Earl’s heart was pounding. Nobody, not even his wife, could understand how doing as simple a thing as reading his daughter a bedtime story would bring him such anxiety. And from somebody who worked with dangerous animals all day! There was only one thing that would calm his nerves. He went to the kitchen, opened the liquor cabinet, and threw back two shots of Wild Turkey.

He went upstairs, entered his daughter’s room, and sat down on the edge of her bed. He did not allow his eyes to wander too much. There were clowns all around him, staring at him. He swore he could hear them giggling.

“Read this, Daddy,” Mandy said, handing him a book.

It was called A Day at the Circus and had a picture of a wild-eyed giggling clown on the cover.

“Hold on a minute, honey,” Earl said, handing her back the book. “I forgot to do something.”

Then Earl went back downstairs and took another shot.

—

While driving in the car with Captain Spotty, the memory gave him an idea.

“Do you have anything to drink?” Earl asked the clown.

“What, like some apple juice or something?”

“No, some whiskey,” Earl said. “For my nerves.”

Spotty laughed. He dug under his seat and pulled out a black-labeled bottle. “Try some of this.”

Earl took a swig. The burning sensation fried his throat and stomach. He spit the rest of it out. “What is this?”

Spotty laughed even harder. “Clown hooch. Best in Little Bigtop.”

“It tastes like gasoline.”

“It practically is. Vanillas like you don’t have a taste for it.”

“It’s terrible,” Earl said, but he still forced another shot down his throat.

“Yeah, well take it easy on that.” Earl took the bottle away from him. “The boss don’t like people drinking on the job.”


Chapter 4

There was an explosion of color as they entered Little Bigtop. Earl felt like Dorothy, traveling from the drab black-and-white Kansas landscape into the vibrant, magical Land of Oz. Only to Earl it was a horror show.

Clowns were on every street corner. Little girl clowns played hopscotch on the side of the road, their baby-pink pigtails flopping up and down as they hopped. Fruit vendor clowns juggled apples and pears back and forth to one another, entertaining their customers. A morbidly obese clown in a purple suit held a cluster of balloons as big as a wrecking ball, while teenager clowns with rainbow Mohawks tried to pop them as they rode past on their skateboards. There were a few ordinary humans walking around, but the clowns outnumbered them ten to one. Earl was completely surrounded.

“So how’s the coulrophobia treatin’ ya?” teased Captain Spotty.

“I’m fine,” Earl said, lying out his ass.

Spotty stopped the car at a red light, right next to a particularly creepy clown in a blue polka-dot trench coat.

“How about now?” Spotty asked. “Still fine?”

The clown peered into the passenger-side window at Earl, gawking at him with spinning yellow eyes. His red nose, as long as a Coney Island hot dog, pressed against the glass with a squeak. He was just smiling at Earl, waving his floppy hand. Spotty laughed his ass off.

“What’s he want?” Earl asked, inching away from the window. “Why’s he looking at me like that?”

The long-nosed clown opened his coat, as if offering to sell him something. But before Earl could see what was hiding in the trench coat, a pie hit the clown in the side of the face.

“Look out,” Spotty said, hitting the gas and speeding through the red light.

Blood sprayed from the long-nosed clown’s throat in a geyser and painted the side of the car as Spotty pulled away.

“What the heck was that?” Earl turned back to see the clown falling to the ground, clutching his pie-covered neck. “What was in that pie?”

It was the teenage clowns on skateboards who’d done the deed. They sped away from the scene, turning down an alley before anyone could get a good look at their faces.

“Razor blades,” Spotty said.

He was too far back for Earl to see for sure, but it looked as though the long-nosed clown was no longer moving, lying limp in a pool of his own blood.

“Why’d they kill him?”

“Who knows…Probably some turf war. The joker was probably dealing in the wrong territory.”

“Do they work for your boss?”

Spotty chuckled. “Those guys? You kidding me? They’re nothing but a couple a two-bit street clowns. The Bozo Family’s got more style than that.”

“How so?”

“Get outta here, I’m not telling no vanilla about the family business,” Spotty said. He paused, then went ahead and told him anyway. “For starters, razor blade pies are for turks. Anybody can make them. You wanna whack a guy with style, you use a real pie. Something professionally crafted.” Spotty opened his glove compartment. “Like this.”

Steam poured into Earl’s face. Inside the glove box rested a hot cherry pie, baking in there as if it were an oven.

Earl reached his hand inside to touch it. “What is it?”

“Get outta there.” Spotty slapped his hand away. “That’s no shoddy street clown pie. That there’s the real deal. I call her the cherry bomb.”

“It smells delicious.”

“It tastes delicious, too. But I don’t recommend taking a bite. The crust is made of plastic explosive dough. Throw that baby and it’ll take out half a city block.”

After Spotty closed the glove box, Earl moved his knees as far away from the dashboard as he could get them.


Chapter 5

Little Bigtop was once a major tourist attraction, but now it was a hotbed for criminal activity. A place of sin and debauchery. A place you’d never want to bring your kids. The farther into the neighborhood they went, the more this became evident to Earl Berryman. The buildings, though painted in bright colors, were old and crumbling. The sidewalks smelled like a sewer, even from a moving vehicle. Half of the shops were long-closed and abandoned, with boarded-up windows and three layers of clown graffiti.

“This is the side of the neighborhood most vanillas never see,” said Spotty. “The clown ghetto.”

Earl stared out the car window, watching the Bigtop citizens as they passed them by. Homeless clowns soaked in urine and cheap booze slept on bus stop benches. Laughy-gas junkies hid in alleyways, giggling together as they inhaled their next fix. Prostitutes with cherry-red hair and neon-green fishnet stockings lured customers to their doorways. It was quite a depressing sight, despite the fact everyone was smiling all the time.

“Tragic, ain’t it?” Spotty said. “I grew up around here. It’s not the Little Bigtop it used to be, that’s for sure.”

It was a bit nicer once they got to Bozo territory, but not by much. Spotty pulled up to a large building designed to look like a circus tent. It was the center of operations for the Bozo Family. They called it The Greatest Show on Earth.

“Welcome to The Show,” Spotty said, putting his little car in park.

Earl didn’t get out of the car right away. He stared straight ahead, taking deep breaths, trying to calm his nerves. All he had to do was perform a single operation, but it would surely be the most difficult of his career.

“Don’t act so nervous when you’re in there,” Spotty told him. “The boss don’t like nervous people. They make him nervous.”

Captain Spotty got out of the car, circled to the other side, and opened the passenger-side door.

Before Earl stepped out, he looked up at the clown. “Bozo isn’t really going to kill me if the operation fails, is he?”

The clown shrugged.

“Who knows,” he said. “You might get lucky. He might only chop your arms off.”

Then he grabbed the vet by the elbow and pulled him out of the car.


Chapter 6

Inside the tent-shaped building was a vast auditorium designed for circus acts, but it didn’t look as if anything had been performed there for a long time. Three clowns sat at a table off to the side, playing a game of go-fish with cards the size of magazine covers.

“Go fish, ya mook,” said a plump clown with a thick green beard and a grumpy expression.

“You don’t got no threes?” asked a squeaky-voiced clown. A tall yellow-checkered hat stood an arm’s length above his head.

“I keep tellin’ ya. No threes. You think I’m lying over here?”

“Yeah, and if you don’t make with the threes you’re gonna be pushin’ up daisies.”

“Oh yeah?”

The two clowns stood up from their chairs and raised their white fists. The one with the hat had glittery fingernails and round rosy cheeks. Earl couldn’t tell if the two were just joking around with each other or really starting a fight.

Captain Spotty led the veterinarian toward the table and said, “Boys, calm down. We got company over here.”

The green-bearded clown looked over at Earl. “What’s with the vanilla?”

“He’s the boss’s new vet,” Spotty said. “Come to help Happytooth.”

They looked at Earl, but he shook his head. “I’m not the new vet. I’m just here to do one operation.”

“I thought the boss needed a new vet,” said the grumpy clown. “This guy’s not the new vet?”

“I already have a job at the zoo,” Earl said.

“What, working for clowns too good for ya?” asked the tall-hat clown.

Earl turned to Spotty. “I thought I just had to remove the tumor?”

Spotty ignored the question. He pointed at the clown with the tall hat. “This is Hats Rizzo.” Then he pointed to the one with the green beard. “And Jackie the Grump.” The other clown was sitting by himself on the far side of the table, quietly smoking a cotton candy cigarette as he built a house of cards the size of a milk crate. “And over there’s Vinnie Blue Nose.”

The blue-nosed clown didn’t look up, just taking a slow drag on his cigarette as he calmly placed another card on top of the stack.

“Wait here,” Spotty told the vet. “I’ll let the boss know you arrived.”

As the shabby clown walked toward a door on the other side of the auditorium, Earl said, “Hold up. He doesn’t really want me to stay on as his normal vet, does he?”

Captain Spotty just held up his hand in response. Earl didn’t like being left alone with the three clowns. Although they weren’t quite as scary as Spotty, they seemed even less friendly.

Hats and Jackie went back to their card game. For a moment, Earl thought he could just avoid them and stand in the back until the boss arrived, but then Hats Rizzo pointed at the chair next to him.

“Take a seat,” Hats said.

Earl didn’t move.

When Hats looked back at him, Earl said, “It’s okay. I’ll stand.”

“I said take a seat.”

The vet went to the table, set down his case of medical equipment, and dropped down into the chair. A loud farting sound rumbled beneath him. The two clowns burst into laughter.

Hats sniffed at the air. “Who cut the cheese in here?”

The clowns laughed even harder as Earl pulled the whoopee cushion out from under him and held it over the table.

Jackie the Grump said, “I can’t believe he fell for it.” It looked weird seeing Jackie laugh so hard with that grumpy clown face of his.

Earl tossed the whoopee cushion onto the table and sighed as the two clowns pointed and slapped their knees. He didn’t look them in the eyes.

“Why aren’t you laughing?” Hats asked the vet.

Earl didn’t know how to respond.

Hats grabbed Earl by the cheeks with his cold rubbery hand. “It’s a joke. You’re supposed to laugh at jokes.”

Earl didn’t laugh. The clowns were offended.

When Hats let go of the vet’s mug, his jokey demeanor turned from happy to annoyed. He stared him in the eyes.

“That was a grade-A prank right there. It should’ve left you in stitches. It left Jackie in stitches and that guy’s a schmuck.”

The smile fell from Jackie’s face. “Hey…”

Earl turned to the blue-nosed clown, but the guy wasn’t even paying attention. He just stacked card over card onto his paper mansion.

Hats wouldn’t let it go. “How could you not laugh at that? Was my joke not good enough for ya?”

Earl shrugged.

Hats leaned in closer. “You don’t think I’m funny? Is that it? What, am I not a clown to you?”

Earl shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

Hats jumped out of his chair. “What d’ya mean ya don’t know!”

Before Hats could grab the vet by the scruff of his neck, a rigid voice said, “Sit down.”

It was Vinnie Blue Nose who said it. He put his cigarette out in the ashtray next to him. Hats didn’t move a muscle.

“But the guy disrespected my sense of humor,” Hats whined. “He didn’t laugh at my joke.”

“Your jokes stink,” Blue Nose said.

Jackie the Grump burst into laughter as he shuffled the deck of cards.

Hats Rizzo pointed his glittery finger at the blue-nosed clown. “They’re better than yours, ya prick. You don’t even have a sense of humor. What kind of clown doesn’t have a sense of humor?”

Vinnie looked up at the clown. One glance with his hard eyes and Hats had to turn away.

“Just leave the guy alone,” said Blue Nose. “He’s here to do a job. Show a little respect.”

Hats kicked the table and Vinnie’s house of cards tumbled over. “Fuck your respect.”

He spit at Earl’s shoes and stormed away from the table, heading for the exit. Vinnie Blue Nose picked up the cards and started a new construction, letting the incident wash over him like nothing happened.

Earl had never seen a clown like Vinnie Blue Nose before. The guy wasn’t the wacky, giggling clown stereotype one would expect. He seemed like a real professional. Calm. Relaxed. No time for jokes. He wore a neatly pressed pin-striped suit that matched his dark-blue nose and clean-cut hair. A guy who’d definitely earned his rank as top capo of the Bozo crime family.

“Hats, you idiot…,” Jackie the Grump said to himself, shaking his scruffy head. “Disrespecting a capo like that…You’re gonna get yourself killed.”


Chapter 7

The veterinarian almost fell out of his seat when his cell phone rang. The clowns eyeballed him as he fumbled through his pockets to get to his phone. It was his wife.

“Damn it…”

His wife didn’t know he was there. If she found out he’d agreed to do a job for Don Bozo and put himself in such a dangerous position she’d probably strangle him to death. He wanted to reject the call, but he knew if he did that she’d be suspicious. He had no other choice.

“Do you mind if I take this?” Earl asked.

The clowns didn’t answer. They went back to what they were doing, stacking and shuffling cards. Earl stood from his seat and stepped away from the table.

He calmed himself, took a couple of deep breaths, and tried to sound natural as he answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Earl?” Something was wrong. Her voice was frantic. She seemed to be crying.

“Laurie?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer. It sounded like she dropped the phone.

“Laurie?”

“Mr. Berryman?” It was a man with a deep French accent.

“Who is this?”

“Listen carefully if you ever want to see your wife and kids again,” said the Frenchman.

It felt like a fist squeezed its way into Earl’s guts as he heard the man’s voice. “What’s going on?”

“Calm down,” said the Frenchman. “Pretend like you’re having a casual conversation with your wife. Ask her about her day.”

“What?”

“Say How is your day?”

Earl didn’t know how to react to the man giving orders. He saw the two clowns at the table looking over at him. They could tell something was up.

“How is your day?” Earl said, trying to ignore the clowns as they eyeballed him.

“Not very convincing. You’ll have to do better.”

Earl stepped farther away from the table. In a whispering tone, he asked, “What’s this all about?”

“Don’t speak. Just listen. I need you to do a favor for me. It’s not going to be easy, but the lives of your wife and kids depend on you succeeding at this task. If you understand me, say What are we having for dinner tonight?”

Earl complied. He used the same tone of voice he would use while talking to Laurie. “What are we having for dinner tonight?”

“Good, you’re catching on,” said the Frenchman. “Now, this is going to come as a shock to you, but you must remain calm. If you think you can handle that, say Mmmm, blanquette de veau is my favorite.”

“What the hell is blanquette de veau?”

“Never mind. Just say That sounds delicious.”

“That sounds delicious.”

“We know you’re just a veterinarian there to perform an operation on the circus lion. We know this means you’ll be getting very close to Don Bozo. That’s why we chose you. He’ll never see it coming from a guy like you.”

“You don’t want me to…”

“I told you to remain calm. Don’t say anything that I don’t tell you to say. But you’re right. We want you to kill Bozo.”

“But…but how could I…”

“Don’t speak. I’ll tell you how. If you follow my instructions you’ll be able to succeed at this task and your family will live. In your possession you should have a large dose of sodium thiopental intended for the lion’s anesthesia. If I am correct, say What do you want for dessert? I’ll pick it up on the way home.”

“What do you want for dessert?” Earl didn’t bother saying the rest.

“The first chance you get, I want you to inject Bozo with the stuff. It’ll be enough to put him into a coma, then he’ll die in his sleep. Use your phone to take a picture of his body and send it to me. Then figure a way out of there. If you understand, say I’ll see you tonight.”

Earl didn’t say it.

“Say I’ll see you tonight.”

Earl looked behind him. Captain Spotty was leading a group of three clowns into the auditorium toward him. He wasn’t sure if any of them was the boss.

“I’ll see you tonight,” Earl said.

“When we get the picture, we’ll let your family go,” said the Frenchman. “You have one hour. Say I love you.”

“I love you.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Berryman. I really am. If we were able to get close enough to Don Bozo we would have done it ourselves. But he’s just too well protected. It’s in your hands now. Remember, if you ever want to see your wife and children again, Don Bozo has to die.”

Earl watched the clowns as they came toward him. None of the guys with Spotty were the boss. They were the boss’s bodyguards. Large clowns the size of bodybuilders, armed with .38s and caramel apples. Even if Earl succeeded in killing Bozo, there was no way he was getting out of there alive. The boss’s men would take him down before he got ten feet to the door. He was beyond fucked.

The Frenchman said, “Say Good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” he said, but the Frenchman was already gone. Earl was on his own.


Chapter 8

Earl’s hands shook as he returned his phone to his pocket. His wife, his daughters, they were being held captive at gunpoint, their lives riding on him succeeding at something he couldn’t possibly accomplish. He wondered what was going through their heads at that very moment. Were they scared? Confused? Was his wife keeping their daughters calm or was she heightening their anxiety? One thing was for sure, if they all made it out of there alive Laurie was going to be pissed. That woman was not someone you ever wanted to see pissed.

But strangely enough, the thought of how angry his wife would be only made Earl smile. He had no idea why, but he liked her when she was angry. It was how he fell in love with her in the first place.

Back when he was in grad school, working toward a degree in wildlife medicine, he had a part-time job making corned beef sandwiches at a bagel shop and deli. The waiter kept moaning about this girl who wouldn’t stop yelling at him.

“First, she’s pissed that we’re out of lox and whitefish salad. Then she’s pissed that we don’t take credit cards. She complains about the smell. Then she demands to switch tables because the one she was at was supposedly covered in poppy seeds and cream cheese, but it looked spotless to me. I’m telling you, the girl’s a grade-A bitch.” Then the waiter dropped everything to go out back and smoke a cigarette even though it wasn’t his break time.

Earl nearly dropped the pastrami on the floor when a woman walked up behind him and said, “Where’s that lazy waiter with my food? I’ve been waiting out there for fifteen minutes!”

When he turned around, he saw a woman who did not match her grating voice. She had short, curly hair tucked behind horn-rimmed glasses, and dark-blue eyes he could swim inside.

Earl couldn’t believe the nerve of the woman. “What are you doing back here? You’re not allowed in the kitchen.”

“I’m going to be late getting back to work. I’ve never had to wait this long for lunch in my life.”

Earl wasn’t used to dealing with customers. He worked in the kitchen for a reason. “It’s busy at this time of day. We’re short-staffed.”

“Save your excuses. Is my food ready yet or not?”

Earl looked at his orders on deck. “Which one is yours?”

She walked right up to him and pointed at the ingredients on his sandwich assembly line. “I had the tuna salad on a jalapeño bagel. How hard is that? It should have taken you five minutes tops.”

Earl hadn’t even started on her bagel yet. “I’ve got four orders to do before yours. I haven’t gotten to it yet.”

“Are you kidding me? I don’t have time for that. Give me the soup for free. What kind of soup do you have?”

“It’s cabbage borscht.”

“Give me some of that and some of the house-made pickles.”

“I don’t have the authority to do that. Just go back to your seat. You’re slowing me down.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Are you kidding me? What’s your name? I’m going to get you fired for talking to me like that.”

“It’s Earl. And go ahead and get me fired. I don’t like this job anyway.”

“Earl? What kind of name is Earl?”

“Seriously, go back to your seat. You’re not allowed back here.”

“Give me the soup and I’ll leave.”

“Fine, take the soup,” Earl said.

He poured her a bowl of soup and scooped some pickles onto a plate.

“And an éclair. I like those éclairs.”

“Whatever you want.” He didn’t question it. He pulled an éclair out of the case and gave it to her.

“Thanks, Earl,” she said. “At least now I’ll get to eat something before I go back to work. I’ll take the sandwich to go when it’s ready.”

Earl was furious. He rolled his eyes and went back to making sandwiches. She was even worse than the waiter said she was.

But then something happened. Before the girl left, she put something in his back pocket. Earl thought it might’ve been payment for the food she asked for, but he had no idea why she’d pay for something after demanding to get it for free. When he pulled out the slip of paper, he saw her name and phone written on it. She wanted him to call her.

“Are you serious?” he said, looking back. But the woman was gone. Through the whole unpleasant experience, he had no idea she’d been flirting with him.

At first, he didn’t want to call her. The girl seemed like trouble. Who’d ever want to date somebody like that? But he admitted to himself that he did find her attractive and admired her audacity. So he gave her a call and they went out on a date. Two years later they were married.

As Earl thought back on his life with Laurie, all those times she got mad at him for inconsequential matters or embarrassed him when she was angry in public, he just laughed out loud. Then tears rolled down his cheeks. No matter how annoying she was to other people who had the misfortune of meeting her, Earl absolutely loved that woman with all his heart.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Captain Spotty said when he saw the vet’s face.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Earl said.

Then he wiped his tears away. He couldn’t handle the thought of anything happening to his wife and children.


Chapter 9

The three bodyguard clowns searched Earl’s medical case and then patted him down. It showed the boss was thorough. Even with an ordinary guy like Earl, he couldn’t be too careful.

“Let’s go,” said Captain Spotty, leading Earl into the back. The three guards followed.

Earl tried to keep his hand from shaking as he carried his case down the hall. He had no idea how he was going to give a lethal injection to the boss clown with these goons surrounding him.

“Be on your best behavior,” Spotty said. “The boss is in a foul mood today.”

Earl nodded.

Spotty saw his lips trembling. “And stop being so antsy. You look like a rat wearing a wire. Relax. You’ll do fine.”

But Earl couldn’t help it. By the time he entered the boss’s office and saw the big man in person, the vet’s neck was dripping with sweat. One look at him and the boss was immediately displeased.

“This is the guy who’s supposed to heal my darling Happytooth? This sorry excuse for a prick?”

Don Bozo was an intimidating figure with his keg-sized belly, bushy fire-red eyebrows, and a Dominican cigar hanging out of his bulldoglike jowls. He sat behind his desk, eating sausages with a serving fork. He didn’t bother to remove his cigar as he ate.

“You wanted the best doc at the zoo,” Spotty said. “They said he’s the best.”

“He ain’t even a clown,” said the boss. “How’s a vanilla vet going to save a clown’s lion?”

“There ain’t no clown vets at the Bronx Zoo,” Spotty said. “There ain’t no clown vets anywhere for that matter.”

“Well, I don’t trust him.” Don Bozo shoved the rest of the plate of sausages down his gullet. “The man makes me nervous.”

Spotty saw that Earl Berryman was shaking in his boots, even worse than before. He whispered into his ear, “I told you to relax. Be a man for cryin’ out loud.”

Earl wiped the sweat from his brow and tried to suck it up.

Bozo rolled his eyes. “Christ, the putz can’t even stand up straight. How’s he going to hold a scalpel while he’s shaking like that?”

“He says he’s coulrophobic,” Spotty said.

“Callya what?”

“Coulrophobic. You know, he’s scared of clowns.”

The boss’s bushy eyebrows shot up to the top of his thick white forehead. “Then what the hell is he doing in Little Bigtop? Get rid of him. Come back with a doctor who’s got some balls.”

Captain Spotty looked at Earl, then back at the boss. He shrugged and grabbed the vet by the elbow. “If you say so. Come on, Doc. You blew it.”

As Spotty escorted him toward the door, Earl panicked.

“Wait,” Earl yelled, shoving away from the shabby clown. “You’ve got to let me do it.”

The boss nearly choked on his sausages when the vet charged toward his desk. The large clowns grabbed him. “Is this guy for real? Who’s he think he is coming at me like that?”

“I’m sorry, but I need this job,” Earl said, putting his finger in the boss’s face. “And you’re not going to find anyone in the whole state with half as much surgical experience as I have with large felines. You’d have to fly in somebody from Florida. And by then, it might be too late.”

Bozo spit his cigar at the vet. “Get your finger out of my face before you lose it, shrimp.”

Earl lowered his hand but didn’t stand down.

Spotty came forward. “He’s already here, boss. You might as well have him take a look at Happytooth. See how long she has.”

Bozo leaned back, staring the vet in the eyes. “Well, I guess the vanilla’s got more balls than I thought.”

“So can I do my job or what?” Earl asked.

The boss stood up from his seat. His massive belly flipped over the empty plate and spilled gravy all over the desk. “Fine, we’ll give him a shot.”

Earl let out a sigh and nearly fell to his knees. He couldn’t believe he’d actually gone through with that.

Bozo wobbled toward the door. “Come with me.”


Chapter 10

The boss took Earl to the animal shelter on the other side of the building. The place was like an indoor zoo, filled with all manner of circus animals. A yellow-haired clown woman scrubbed the backside of an elephant in a tutu. The confined creature trumpeted at them as they passed its cage. A zebra kicked over a bucket of its own feces into their path while an old clown janitor tried to sweep out its enclosure. Earl didn’t like seeing the animals in such small confines. They didn’t seem exactly neglected, but they didn’t look happy, either. It was obvious they were in need of a proper caretaker and a proper habitat.

“These are my children,” said Don Bozo as they passed the giraffes, the seals, the ball-balancing bear. “I’ve raised them since they were just pups.”

As they walked, the boss made balloon animals. He pumped them full of air then twisted them into shape, sculpting them to match each animal they passed. When they came to the ponies, he made a balloon pony. When they came to an ostrich, he made a balloon ostrich. But these weren’t ordinary balloon animals. Once Bozo twisted them into shape, the creatures came to life. They fell to the floor and walked around, sniffing at Earl’s heels.

“They need more space,” said the vet, kicking a balloon pony out of his way.

“Don’t worry about them,” said the boss, dropping a balloon boa constrictor on the ground. “They got plenty of room when we let them go in the field out back. They’re better taken care of than most animals in the circus.”

The balloon snake coiled around Earl’s leg and squeezed. He couldn’t pry the thing loose. Captain Spotty had to pop it with his pointy green fingernail to get it off. The boss didn’t notice.

“At least they’re well fed,” Earl said, as they passed a morbidly obese kangaroo sitting like a drunken couch potato inside a tractor tire.

The lion was at the end of the line, away from the other animals. She had her own private room. A pink sign on the door read HAPPYTOOTH. Inside, it was like a luxury hotel suite. The beast even had a heart-shaped king bed to sleep in. The boss obviously spoiled the creature like he would his own daughter. He probably loved her even more than his real kids.

“There she is,” Bozo said with a sigh. “My poor, sweet little girl.”

The lion was lying on a rug on the other side of the bed. She was medicated and hooked up to an IV drip. One side of the animal’s face was so swollen that her eye was squeezed shut.

“Have you ever seen a sadder sight?” the boss said.

Earl nodded. “I’d like to examine her now if possible.”

“Of course, Doc. Of course.” Bozo turned to his men. “All you mugs outside, on the double.”

“But boss…,” a bodyguard said.

“The doc’s scared of clowns. I don’t want him any more nervous than he already is.”

“You really want us to leave you alone with this guy?” another guard said.

“He’s just a vet. What could he possibly do to me?”

“Come on, move it,” Spotty said, pushing the three brick-wall-sized clowns out the door.

The boss grumbled at his men. “Ya buncha lousy bums. Think I can’t take care of myself? Who do you think I am?”

When the door closed and Earl was alone with Don Bozo, the boss gave him a stern look.

He said, “So you think you can save her, Doc?”

Earl glanced over at the lion. “Yeah, I do. It looks worse than it is. Once I cut it out, she’ll be right as rain.”

The boss’s demeanor suddenly changed. It took Earl by surprise. All of a sudden, a droopy frown appeared on Bozo’s face and his white bulldog jowls trembled.

“Oh, thank God!” Bozo cried.

Then the big man burst into tears. He wrapped his flabby arms around Earl and squeezed him into his belly, bawling his eyes out. It was as though he’d bottled up his emotions that whole time, trying to act tough in front of his men, only now letting them all out.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Doc,” the boss sobbed, squishing his big red nose into Earl’s shoulder. “She’s all I have in the world.”

Earl didn’t know what to do but pat the clown’s back with one hand. He wasn’t expecting the hardened criminal to get so emotional on him. It was enough to make him feel sorry for the guy.


Chapter 11

As Earl opened his case of equipment, Bozo hummed a clown lullaby, stroking Happytooth’s fluffy mane while the animal purred like a buzz saw. The boss’s back was turned. Earl knew it was the perfect time to strike, but he wasn’t mentally prepared to go through with it. As he filled the syringe with sodium thiopental, he wondered if there was any other way out of his situation. He had a little over half an hour to send a photo of a dead clown to the Frenchman or his family was done for. He thought about telling the mob boss about his situation, try to get his help to save his family, but he couldn’t risk Bozo turning him down and throwing him out on his ass. There was also the police, but what good would they do? They’d just get his family killed. His best option was to follow the Frenchman’s orders, even if there was little chance of him saving himself. With those guards outside the door, all he could hope to do was send the picture to his wife’s phone before they plugged him.

“Don’t worry, Happytooth. He’s gonna fix you up good as new.” Bozo wiped a tear from his cheek and turned to Earl. “Almost ready there, Doc?”

“Yeah,” Earl said, holding the massive needle in the air.

When the boss turned back to the lion, Earl lunged at the clown and stuck him with the syringe.

“What the fuck?” Bozo cried. His tone changed from sad to livid.

After he was done pumping the fluid into the clown’s arm, Earl jumped away seconds before the boss could grab him by the throat.

“What the hell is this shit?” asked the boss, looking down at the needle sticking out of his arm.

Earl’s hands were so shaky he could hardly hang on to his phone as he dug it out of his pocket. He switched it to camera mode and pointed it at the boss, waiting for the big man to fall over.

But the boss clown stayed standing.

“Are you freakin’ kidding me?” Bozo asked.

Something was wrong.

“Why are you still upright?” Earl cried. “I injected you with enough sodium thiopental to put down a cow.”

The boss pulled out the needle. “You didn’t inject me with shit.”

The arm fell out of the clown’s sleeve and plopped onto the floor. It was made of cloth and plastic. It was a fake—a gag arm used for practical jokes. Earl had no idea how he hadn’t noticed it before. He could have sworn the clown was using both hands when making the balloon animals. But there it was, lying there before him. The clown must have switched it out when he wasn’t looking. But it didn’t matter anymore. He failed his mission. He failed his family. He never should have taken this job.

Earl shook his head as the big man got to his feet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”

Bozo’s real arm slipped out of the baggy sleeve. His fingers curled into a fist. “You no-good rotten prick.”

The last thing Earl saw before blacking out was a row of white knuckles coming at him like a brick.


Chapter 12

When his eye opened, Earl Berryman found himself tied to a dusty carousel horse in some kind of storage room. He couldn’t open the other eye on account of it being swollen shut like a liquor store on Sunday. There were others in the room with him but he was too dizzy to make out what they were saying. He faded in and out of consciousness. When his vision cleared, he saw Captain Spotty’s menacing grin inches away from his face.

“You awake, Doc?” Spotty asked.

Earl mumbled out the closest thing he could to a “Yeah.”

“Good,” Spotty said. “I was waiting until you could feel this.”

The clown punched him in the gut so hard the vet puked up the corned beef hash he’d had for breakfast.

“You think you can come in here and put our boss on ice?” said Hats Rizzo, splitting the vet’s lip with a punch to the kisser. “You got a lotta nerve for a dead man.”

Hats punched him in the mouth again. Then he kicked him in the stomach with his club-sized shoe.

“That’s enough,” said the man in the back of the room, tossing his cigarette to the floor.

Vinnie Blue Nose stepped into Earl’s field of vision as the other two clowns backed away.

“Who are you working for?” Vinnie asked.

He didn’t threaten to hurt Earl. He didn’t have to. One look in those piercing clown eyes of his and Earl knew he wasn’t the kind of guy you dared lie to.

“I don’t work for anybody. I’m a veterinarian.”

“Then why’d you try to kill the boss?”

“I didn’t want to.” Earl drooled blood. “I got a call. Just after I got here, some guy called me and told me to do it. He said he’d kill my wife and kids if I didn’t.”

“Is this true?” Spotty asked.

“I swear.” Earl looked at Vinnie. “You heard my phone ring.”

“Who was it?” Vinnie asked.

Earl shook his head. “I don’t know. Some guy with a French accent.”

Hats and Spotty looked at each other.

“Le Mystère…,” Hats said.

“Those motherfucking frog-eating bastards!” Spotty yelled, then he kicked the side of the carousel horse.

“Who’s Le Mystère?” Earl asked.

“French clowns,” Vinnie said, pulling a new cigarette out of his pack. “They’re a rival family who’s been trying to muscle in on our territory for the past year.” He paused to light his cigarette and take a drag. “Real nasty pieces of work.”

“They’re the ones who have my wife and kids?”

Vinnie put a cigarette in Earl’s mouth and lit it for him.

“I’m sorry,” Vinnie said. “If it’s Le Mystère behind this, your loved ones are already dead.”


Chapter 13

“Cut him loose,” Vinnie said as he returned to the storage room where they were keeping Earl Berryman.

Captain Spotty pulled his candy knife out of his bow tie and did as he was told. Then the two clowns left the vet alone with the capo.

“The boss agreed to cut a deal with you,” Vinnie said.

Earl looked up at him, rubbing his wrists where his bonds had cut off the circulation. “What kind of deal?”

“He still needs you to operate on his lion,” Vinnie said. “Save Happytooth and he agrees that we’ll save your family.”

“But you said my family’s already dead.”

“Not necessarily,” Vinnie said. “There’s a chance they’re still alive.”

“But not for long,” Earl said. “The Frenchman said he was going to kill them if I didn’t send a picture of your boss’s dead body. I’m not going to be able to perform an operation before the time runs out.”

“You have plenty of time. We already sent them this.” Vinnie held out Earl’s phone. It showed a picture of Don Bozo, lying on the ground with the syringe poking into his gag arm. It was staged, but looked real enough. “We also texted them a message saying that you got out of The Show alive.”

“So you think they’ll let my family go now?”

Vinnie shook his head. “Not a chance. But since they think you got out alive, you’ve become a loose end. They’ll be waiting for you back at your place. And if they’re smart, they’ll keep your family at hand just in case they need to lure you in.”

“So there’s a good chance they’ll make it? You’ll be able to rescue them?”

“First things first. You got a surgery to perform. If it goes smoothly, then we’ll talk about your family.”

Earl’s eyes lit up with hope. “I can’t believe it…I thought I’d never see them again…”

“Hold up.” Vinnie grabbed him by the shoulder. “I never said anything about you seeing them again. I said we’d save your family. You, on the other hand, are dead either way.”

The vet heard what Blue Nose was saying loud and clear. He didn’t want to die, but Earl knew he was a dead man. He had to suck it up and move forward. If he didn’t want his family to die with him, the surgery had to be a success.


Chapter 14

This time, the boss didn’t attend the surgery. Two clown women who ordinarily took care of the animals dressed up like nurses and assisted the vet. They batted their long blue eyelashes at him and honked their red noses every time they handed the doctor a tool. The vet told them it was unsanitary to touch their noses like that, but they seemed to do it impulsively.

As he performed the operation, with the lion’s face peeled back, the meaty tumor exposed, it reminded him of the time his oldest daughter cracked her head open on the driveway. It was one of the most frightening days of his life. For a moment there, when he saw her lying in a pool of blood, he thought he’d lost her.

“This is why I told you to wear a helmet!” Earl’s wife yelled at their teenage daughter as she lay in the driveway. “I told you this was going to happen. Didn’t I tell you?”

Sarah was trembling. She gripped her father’s hand tightly as he examined her scalp.

The mother hovered over her daughter, blocking out the sunlight. “I never should have let you get that skateboard! Only boys can ride skateboards. You’re lucky you didn’t break your neck!”

Earl looked up at his wife. “Laurie, calm down. She’s in shock.”

Laurie ignored him. “This is going in the trash.” She picked up the skateboard and tossed it in the garbage can.

Sarah reached out. “My skateboard…”

“And I forbid you from hanging out with those spike-haired friends of yours. They’re responsible for this.”

“Can you drop it already?” Earl said. “Help me get her inside.”

The wife huffed at him. She was so furious he didn’t want to go near her. Complaining was the only way she knew how to deal with situations like this. It was the only way she could keep her mind off the seriousness of what was happening. She did the same thing to Earl when he broke his leg in a car accident a year after they were married.

“Come on,” Earl said.

Laurie took her daughter’s legs and helped carry her into the house. She groaned when Sarah’s blood got all over her. “Eww, there’s blood everywhere…Don’t get any on the carpet.”

Inside, they put Sarah on the couch. She was able to sit upright, but was visibly dizzy.

Laurie looked down at the blood on her clothes. “Damn it, you ruined my dress.”

Earl got a better look at his daughter’s head. The bottom half of her scalp was shaved, so it was easy to see the wound through her hair. A flap of skin dangled open. He could see a pink skull behind the flesh. “She’s going to need stitches. We should take her to the emergency room.”

“We can’t afford that,” Laurie said. “You can fix her up.”

“I’m a veterinarian.”

“So?”

“So it’s illegal. I could lose my license.”

“Just do it. Who’s going to find out? You’d probably do a better job than the ER doctors anyway.”

Earl didn’t want to argue. “Fine. Get my stuff.”

Earl’s youngest daughter, Mandy, stood behind her older sister. Staring at the gaping wound on Sarah’s head, her expression was that of amazement instead of worry.

“Sarah, you have another mouth on your head!” Mandy said, pointing at the wound. “Can you talk through it?”

“Mandy, go play with Vicky,” Earl said.

“But I want to see her talk through the mouth on her head,” Mandy said.

“Leave her alone. She hurt herself.”

When he was done sewing up his daughter’s scalp, he gave her a bowl of ice cream. Even though she was practically a woman, she could still be cheered up by ice cream.

“Don’t let Mom throw away my skateboard,” Sarah said.

Earl poured caramel sauce on his daughter’s sundae. It was her favorite. “Do you really want to keep skating after this?”

“Everybody falls down when they first start,” she said.

Earl smiled at her. He couldn’t believe how much she’d grown up. “I’ll tell you what. Once your head heals and your mother calms down, I’ll buy you a new skateboard. As long as you promise me you’ll always wear a helmet.”

He brushed the lock of green hair out of her face.

“Get me a helmet that’s not embarrassing and you’ve got a deal. This never would have happened if Mom didn’t force me to wear her ugly old cyclist helmet instead of buying me a new one.”

She smiled and took a big bite of ice cream. The caramel turned her lips sticky and tan.

When Laurie entered the kitchen and saw her daughter eating the ice cream, she rolled her eyes and said, “You shouldn’t be eating that junk. You’re going to get fat.”

“Are you kidding?” Earl said. “She’s the scrawniest kid in her school. A few extra pounds would be good for her.”

Sarah laughed and took another bite. “I’m not the scrawniest.”

Laurie put the gallon of ice cream back in the freezer and left the room. She always resented the fact that Sarah was a daddy’s girl.

As Earl patched up the lion, he realized Sarah wouldn’t be able to be a daddy’s girl anymore. Even if she forgave him for all he put her through, even if she didn’t blame him for the strange men that broke into her house and kidnapped her at gunpoint, even if she got through the whole ordeal unscathed, she was never going to see her father ever again.


Chapter 15

When it was over, Earl dropped onto the heart-shaped bed and closed his eyes. He had never put so much care and attention into an animal in all his career as a veterinarian. He was satisfied with the procedure and couldn’t be more confident that Happytooth would recover just fine.

“I got to thank you, Doc,” Don Bozo said, after he saw his pet’s face was back to its regular shape. “Putting aside the fact that you tried to kill me, you’re a real lifesaver.”

“So are you going to uphold your side of the bargain?” Earl asked.

“Of course, Doc. I’m a man of my word. I’ll send Vinnie and the boys out to your place as soon as possible.”

The boss turned and wobbled toward the door.

Earl looked back at him, “Where are you going? Aren’t you going to kill me?”

Bozo replied, “Not yet. I’ll keep you around until Happytooth makes a full recovery. I can kill you another time.”

Earl stood up. “In that case, can I go with them?”

“What?”

“Can I ride along with Vinnie when he goes to save my family? I just want to make sure they’re safe with my own eyes.”

“Wouldn’t you rather not know for sure?”

“I have to know. I’m the one who got them into this.”

Bozo nodded. “I’ll talk to Vinnie about it. If he doesn’t mind babysitting you, I don’t mind you seeing your family one last time.”

“Thanks, Bozo.”

“No. Thank you, Dead Man. Thank you.”


Chapter 16

Blue Nose gathered the men together. “Hats, Spotty, Jackie, we’re heading out. Get your gear together.”

Earl and the boss stood behind the capo, watching the three buttons as they dove into the arsenal, grabbing all manner of clown weaponry. The room was filled with items that Earl had never even heard of before. They looked more like the kinds of things he’d find in a novelty toy store—slinky bombs, bladed Frisbees, chain-saw yo-yos, an assortment of weaponized pies and cartoony handguns. They appeared more ridiculous than deadly.

“We’re taking the doc with us,” Vinnie said as he grabbed two clips of laughing bullets. “Any of you got a problem with that?”

“I’m fine with the doc, but do we have to take Hats?” said Captain Spotty, loading a pink plastic shotgun with gumballs. “The guy’s a jamook. He’s gonna get us all killed.”

“Who you think you’re calling a jamook?” Hats said, leaning an automatic squirt gun over his shoulder.

“We need every clown we can get,” Vinnie said.

“Give me five minutes and I’ll get Pinky and Bingo over here,” said Spotty. “I’d rather have those two backing me up any day.”

“Forget it, Hats will do fine,” Vinnie said.

“Yeah, Hats will do fine,” Hats said, filling his gun with a blue fluid.

Once the men appeared ready, Vinnie said, “Let’s head out.”

Jackie the Grump left the arsenal with so many weapons you could hardly see his face. “Those surrealistic pricks don’t know what they got coming to ’em.”

Before they left, Don Bozo stopped Earl Berryman. “I want you to take this with you.”

The big man inflated a yellow balloon, twisted it into the shape of a gun, and handed it to the veterinarian.

“Just in case,” the boss said, patting him on the shoulder.

Earl looked at the balloon in his hand. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do with it.

“You sure you want to give that guy a piece?” Vinnie asked when he saw the vet holding the gun balloon. “He just tried to kill you not thirty minutes ago.”

“He’s got no reason to whack me anymore,” Bozo said. “His beef’s with the Frenchies now.”

Vinnie Blue Nose nodded and moved on.

“Here, take a knife, too,” Bozo said to Earl, twisting a red balloon into an upside-down T.

The vet put the knife-shaped balloon through the belt loop of his pants, then shoved the top half of the gun balloon in his coat pocket. He assumed the big man was just messing with him. He was a clown, after all. But he decided not to question it.


Chapter 17

The clowns piled into Captain Spotty’s little red car. There should have only been enough room for two people in the backseat, but somehow Vinnie, Hats, and Jackie the Grump all fit back there without a problem. When Earl looked back, the three clowns seemed to be occupying the same space. They overlapped one another, like a hand of cards.

“It’s how so many clowns can fit in a clown car,” Spotty said when he saw Earl’s confused expression.

“How does it work?”

“How should I know? I don’t even know how a microwave works. But if we had a dozen guys with us they’d all fit back there as well.”

They left Little Bigtop and headed out to Earl’s house in the suburbs. The vet prayed they’d get there on time. He didn’t care what happened to himself anymore, but he didn’t want to die knowing he’d brought about the demise of those he loved most in the world. At one moment, he realized the clowns didn’t scare him anymore. The thought of what was going to happen to his family was far more frightening than some irrational phobia. These clowns weren’t monsters. They were his only salvation.

“So what are these French clowns like?” Earl asked the driver. “I’ve never even heard of Le Mystère before today.”

Captain Spotty tensed up when Earl mentioned their name. It was then that the vet realized these clowns were just as nervous to go into this fight as he was. Spotty squeezed the steering wheel tightly as he spoke. “Le Mystère isn’t like the Bozo Family. These guys are kind of a new wave of clown. They do things different—let’s just leave it at that. They don’t respect the clowning traditions that our people value so dearly.”

“Have you been at war with them long?”

“We’re not officially at war. Not yet, anyway. There’s been a truce between the two families ever since they arrived in Little Bigtop five years ago. But they’ve been pushing us, trying to elbow in on our territory. And now they make an attempt on the boss’s life. After this, those avant-garde bastards are gonna have to make amends or I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“Hey, Spotty,” Hats said from the backseat. “Why are you talking to a dead man?”

“None of your business, that’s why,” Spotty said.

“Well, why don’t ya keep your fat mouth shut.”

Spotty and Hats were the same rank, so the putz couldn’t tell him what to do. Still, when Spotty and Earl looked at the clowns in the backseat the expression on Vinnie’s face said that the lot of them oughta keep quiet and get their heads in the game. They had no idea what they were about to walk into.


Chapter 18

As they drove in silence, Earl wondered how his children were doing. He wasn’t too worried about Sarah. She was tough. As long as she didn’t get too tough and try to stab one of the clowns in the throat when the others weren’t looking, he knew she’d be fine. He also wasn’t too worried about his youngest, Mandy. She probably didn’t even know they were in any danger. In fact, she was probably having the time of her life being surrounded by clowns. But his middle child, Vicky, was the fragile one. She was the one who was easily scared.

Earl had no idea what made Vicky so paranoid, but she always thought something horrible was going to happen. Just the other day, Earl woke up to find her staring at him while he slept. She had a look of panic on her face. It was three in the morning and he had no idea what was going on.

“What’s wrong, honey?” Earl asked. “Why are you awake?”

“I thought you were dead,” she told him.

“What?” Earl sat up in bed.

“You stopped breathing. I thought you died in your sleep.”

“That’s just sleep apnea. It’s no big deal. Go back to sleep.”

“Okay,” Vicky said, but she didn’t go back to sleep. She just went downstairs and sat on the living room couch.

When he heard a crash in the kitchen, Earl put on his robe and went to see what was going on. He found the blender on the floor. Vicky was unplugging all the appliances.

“What are you doing?” Earl asked her.

She didn’t stop what she was doing as she replied, “My teacher said you shouldn’t ever leave toasters plugged in. They can cause a fire.”

“The toaster wasn’t plugged in.”

“Yeah, it was. So was the coffee machine, the blender, the juicer, the popcorn maker, and the microwave. All of it should be unplugged. Mom needs to be more careful.”

“You don’t have to unplug the microwave.”

“I had a dream the house burned down while we were asleep,” she said. “I can’t sleep until I know the house isn’t going to burn down.”

“The house isn’t going to burn down,” Earl said.

“Nine out of ten people who die in house fires die in their sleep, because they weren’t able to catch it in time.”

“Where did you get that figure?”

“We should sleep in shifts. That way, we’d always have somebody prepared to deal with the fire.”

Earl didn’t know what to say to her. She was completely serious about the issue.

They had taken Vicky to a psychologist several times, but she was still having horrible dreams about her friends and family dying in car accidents or plane crashes. Sometimes she dreamed the world was going to end by either a meteor strike or a nuclear holocaust. The psychologist wondered if she had ever been through a traumatic experience in her life, but nothing bad had ever happened to her. It was her dreams. She had been traumatized over and over again in her dreams.

Earl had no idea what would happen to Vicky after a real traumatic experience like the one she was going through at that moment. He worried that her paranoia would be ten times worse. He worried that she would need counseling for years to get over it. Like Earl, she would become terrified of clowns.


Chapter 19

Outside the Berryman house, Earl and the four clowns crept up the driveway behind a row of azalea bushes. They didn’t do a very good job of being discreet, though, since their brightly colored outfits could be seen down the block. And Hats’s size 30 shoes squeaked every time he took a step, and he couldn’t keep his three-foot top hat from poking above the bushes no matter how far down he squatted.

“Keep it down, would ya?” Jackie the Grump said to Hats.

“I’m just walking,” Hats whined. “It’s the shoes that won’t keep quiet.”

“You’re going to give us away,” Jackie said. “This is supposed to be an ambush over here.”

“What do you want me to do, take them off? I’m not going in there barefoot.”

“Walk on your hands or something. You’re going to get us all killed, ya mook.”

“Forget about it. They’ll just think it’s a dog with a squeak toy.”

Spotty turned back. “Quit clownin’ around, the both of yas.”

When they arrived at the top of the driveway, they heard a group of men speaking with French accents. They were right inside the living room.

Vinnie Blue Nose looked at Spotty. “Send in the scouts.”

The grubby clown nodded in compliance. He opened his coat, and five cockroaches crawled up his torso and into the palm of his hand.

“Luigi, Donny, Carmella, Carlito, and Little Alphanso,” Captain Spotty whispered to his pet cockroaches. “I need you to go inside and check the place out. Then report back to me.”

The roaches wiggled their antennae at him and then buzzed their wings, flying across the yard toward the open window. As they waited, Hats Rizzo stepped back and forth, squeaking his shoes.

“Why are you still squeaking over there?” Jackie whispered. “We’re not even walking anymore.”

“I got to take a leak,” Hats whined, squeaking back and forth.

“Then go take a leak.”

Hats didn’t argue. He unzipped his fly and stepped toward the other side of the garage door. As he took his noisy steps, the Frenchmen went to the window.

“Do you hear that?” asked one of the French clowns. Earl couldn’t see his face through the window, but he could hear him. It wasn’t the same man he’d spoken to on the phone.

“Hear what?” asked another Frenchman.

“I don’t know. It sounds like a dog with a squeak toy.”

The clowns kept quiet as they listened to the Frenchmen—all of them except for Hats, who emptied his bladder in loud splashes against the concrete.

“What dog? I see no dog.”

“It’s there. I can hear it taking a leak.”

“Well, don’t let it inside. I’m allergic to the rotten mutts.”

When the cockroaches returned to Spotty, the grubby clown had them crawl into his hand, and then he put them up to his ear.

“Uh-huh,” Spotty said, as if the bugs were actually talking to him. “Yeah. Are you sure? Really? Shit.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Vinnie Blue Nose.

Spotty looked at Earl. The expression on his face wasn’t good.

“What?” Earl asked. “Is my family okay?”

“Sorry, Doc,” Spotty said. “They’re not in there.”

“What do you mean they’re not in there? Where are they?”

“I don’t know. Somewhere else.”

“Are they dead?”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Vinnie said. “We need to take one of them alive for questioning.” He turned at Spotty. “How many of them are there?”

“Six.” Spotty ordered his roaches to form a map of Earl’s house on the garage door. He pointed at the area of the living room by the front entrance. “Two here.” Then he pointed at the back of the living room with the couches and television. “Two here.” Then he pointed at the kitchen. “And two here.”

Earl was surprised at how detailed the cockroaches were with their map of his house. They even had baby cockroaches positioned where the Frenchmen were standing.

“Why so many?” Jackie asked. “They need six guys just to take out one vanilla vet?”

“Maybe they know we’re coming,” Vinnie said. “Let’s not take any chances.” He pointed at Spotty and the Grump. “You two wait here. I’m taking Hats and the doc around back. Once you see the smoke, come in blasting.”

“You got it,” Spotty said.

When Hats Rizzo was finally finished taking his piss, Vinnie waved him over and said, “Take those damn shoes off and follow me.”

“I’m not going barefoot,” Hats argued.

“You don’t want to take them off, fine.” Vinnie pulled out a switchblade and stabbed it into the sides of the noisy shoes. A frown grew on Hats’s face as the air oozed out.

“You ruined them.” Hats stepped back and forth, but they no longer squeaked. They only made a soft whooshing sound. “You owe me a new pair of shoes.”

“Shut up and get moving,” Vinnie said.

Since it was his house, Earl led the way to the backyard. He unlocked the gate, waved them through, and tried not to rustle the leaves on the ground as they hiked along the side of the house.

“I’m serious. These things don’t come cheap. I had to get them custom-made and everything.” Hats wouldn’t stop complaining. Earl wished Vinnie hadn’t used the switchblade to solve the problem. Squeaky shoes were much quieter than a whining Hats Rizzo.


Chapter 20

The back door opened and a French clown stepped out, lighting up a curvy purple pipe that looked more like a bassoon than something you’d want to smoke. As they peeked out from behind the toolshed, Earl realized what Spotty was saying about the French clowns having a different style from the Bozos. This clown had puffy clothing that made him look more like a thirteenth-century court jester than a circus clown. His green sideburns curled like tentacles off the sides of his face. He wore a monocle over one eye and a pink patch over the other. A miniature umbrella poked out the top of his leopard-print hat.

As the clown blew smoke rings into the air, Vinnie Blue Nose screwed a silencer onto the top of his handgun, and loaded it with a clip of laughing bullets. Then he aimed it at the clown and fired.

The bullet hit the jester in the chest. He looked down at the blood leaking from his wound and immediately started to laugh. It was just a light giggling at first, then a deep chuckle. When he noticed Vinnie coming out from behind the toolshed, he was cackling at the top of his lungs. He dropped his bassoon-shaped pipe and tried to go for his gun, but was laughing so hard he couldn’t get ahold of it before Vinnie Blue Nose put another bullet right between his eyes.

As Vinnie dragged the French clown’s body into the bushes, Earl asked, “What the heck was that?”

“Laughing bullets,” Hats said. “Just as deadly as regular bullets but they also paralyze you with laughter. That is, until they kill ya.”

They waited a minute to see if any of the clowns inside heard the laughter, and when nobody came running they gathered by the back door.

“I want you to wait here,” Vinnie told Earl. “Grab anyone that gets past us.”

Earl agreed, though he had no clue how he would stop a clown thug if one came at him.

“Hats,” Vinnie said. “Smoke them out.”

“My pleasure,” Hats said.

The clown removed the massive yellow-checkered hat from his head to reveal a slightly smaller hat beneath, this one patterned with orange polka dots. Standing on top of the hat was what looked to be a coconut cream pie.

“Stand aside, gentlemen,” Hats said.

He opened the back door and tossed the pie into the living room. When it hit the floor cream-first, the pie exploded into a cloud of smoke.

“Let’s go,” Vinnie said.

The Frenchies didn’t know what hit them.

They charged through the door and fired into the smoke. French clowns laughed at the tops of their lungs as they were filled with bullets. Captain Spotty kicked down the front door and blasted the clowns with his gumball shotgun.

As Earl watched the chaos from the back door, he noticed the man escaping from his daughter’s bedroom window. The clown’s skin was striped blue and white, with sunflowers sticking out the top of his head like horns.

“Hey, one of them’s escaping,” Earl yelled into his house, but the clowns couldn’t hear him over the gunfire.

Earl didn’t know what to do. He looked at the clown and said, “Hey, stop!”

The clown’s eyes met Earl’s. He recognized the vet. This was the man they’d been sent to kill. A sinister grin widened across the clown’s face as he pulled out a machete.

“Wait, get back…,” Earl said, holding out his hands.

The clown was no longer trying to escape. He was coming for the veterinarian’s head.

“I’m armed,” Earl said, pretending he had a handgun in his pocket, even though all he had in there was a balloon.

The clown charged the vet, raising the machete.

Earl pulled out his gun-shaped balloon and pointed it at the man. He had no idea what he was going to do with it, hoping his attacker wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a real gun and a balloon gun in the dim lighting.

“Stop or I’ll shoot,” Earl cried.

Then he pulled the balloon trigger. The vet shrieked when it actually fired. A bullet came out of the top of the balloon and hit the clown in the lower abdomen. He dropped his machete and fell to the ground.

“How the hell…”

It wasn’t possible. It didn’t make any sense. Earl shook the balloon in his hand. There was nothing inside it. The thing was as light as a feather, filled with nothing but air. There was no way it was capable of firing a bullet.

“You got him,” said Captain Spotty as he stepped through the back door. “Good job, Doc. We accidentally killed all the ones inside.”

Earl didn’t respond. He was still staring at the balloon gun.


Chapter 21

“Where’s the family?” Vinnie Blue Nose asked the wounded Frenchman.

The clown spit in Vinnie’s face. Then Spotty kicked him between his legs.

As Vinnie calmly cleaned the spittle from his face with a handkerchief, he said, “You’re going to tell me where your people took this man’s wife and three daughters or your death will be slow and painful.”

“It’s too late,” the Frenchman wheezed. “You’ll never see them again.”

Spotty kicked him in the bullet wound.

“That’s not the question I asked,” said Blue Nose. “But if you want to play this the hard way, we’ll play it the hard way.”

Vinnie pulled on a pair of rubber gloves. Then he took a small pouch out of his coat pocket.

“If I were you I’d start talking,” Jackie the Grump told the Frenchman.

The wounded clown watched Vinnie open the pouch. “What is that?”

Vinnie turned over the pouch and poured a tiny amount of its contents on the Frenchman.

“Weapons-grade itching powder,” Vinnie said. “This much will make you feel like you’re being eaten alive by fleas.”

At first, nothing happened. The French clown just spit at him again. But then the itching crept into the folds of his paper-white skin. He scratched his neck, then his chest.

Vinnie poured a few more shakes of the powder onto the wounded man. “This much will make you feel as if you have the worst case of chicken pox anyone has ever experienced in the history of the disease.”

The Frenchman cried out and scratched furiously, his fingernails thrashing against his body, trying to itch every part of his body all at the same time.

“The next dose will itch so badly that you’ll literally tear your own skin off trying to get it to stop. And the dose after that, you will be begging for me to kill you.”

Before Vinnie could tip the pouch of powder, the French clown held out his hands and begged him to stop.

“I can’t take it anymore!” cried the wounded clown. “Get the stuff away from me!”

“You have three seconds,” Vinnie said.

“It was Coco’s idea,” the clown said.

“You mean Coco de Merde?” Vinnie asked.

“Who’s Coco de Merde?” Hats asked.

Vinnie shook his head. “An up-and-comer in the French mob who’s recently made a name for himself. He’s been rising through the ranks pretty quickly as of late. Very ambitious.”

“Ambitious enough to go after Don Bozo?” Spotty asked.

“Stupid enough to go after Don Bozo.”

The wounded clown scratched at his crotch as the itching powder went down his pants and got into his bullet wound. “He’s the one who came up with the idea to use the zoo doctor to kill your boss. It wasn’t me. I was just following orders.”

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Vinnie said, holding the pouch closer to the man’s wound. “Where’s his wife and daughters?”

“They’re still alive,” said the Frenchman. “Coco’s got them down at the docks.”

“What are they doing at the docks?” Earl asked.

“They’re being sold,” he said.

“What do you mean being sold?” Earl cried.

“That’s how Coco earns for the family. He sells women into the sex trade, usually runaways. They’ll be shipped overseas. Nobody will ever hear from them again.”

“You monster!” Earl screamed.

The vet kicked the clown in the ribs, but the clown was scratching so furiously that he didn’t seem to feel it.

“We have to get them before the boat leaves,” Vinnie said. “Let’s go.”

“It’s too late. There’s no way you’ll get to them in time.” The Frenchman laughed. “By tomorrow, they’ll be hooked on laughy-gas and doing anything for anybody to get their next fix. You’ll never see them again.”

“Son of a bitch…” Earl grabbed Vinnie’s pouch of itching powder and dumped its entire contents on top of the Frenchmen.

They left him thrashing, screaming, and tearing at his own flesh as they walked out of the yard.

“Here, use this,” Hats Rizzo said, tossing the clown back his machete. “It’ll help with those deep-down itches.”

Hats giggled like a madman as the French clown hacked into his own body with the machete, slicing off layers of skin and scooping his insides out.


Chapter 22

When they got to the docks, they saw a group of French clowns loading crates onto a ship.

“How many of them are there?” the capo asked Spotty.

“A couple dozen,” Spotty said, with his ear against his pet cockroaches.

“Any sign of my wife?” Earl asked.

“The ship is too big for my scouts,” Spotty said, allowing the roaches to crawl back into his coat. “We’ll have to search it ourselves.”

A clown in a brown trench coat was ordering around the men loading the ship. He had black-and-white swirly patterns on his skin and long yellow hair.

“There he is,” Vinnie said. “Coco de Merde.”

“That guy’s a clown?” Spotty asked. “He looks more like a goddamn juggalo.”

“Well, there’s no way we’re going to be able to fight our way through,” said Vinnie Blue Nose. “We need to find a way to sneak on board.”

“Should we take a small boat and come at it from the other side?” Spotty asked.

“Where are we going to find a boat?” Jackie asked.

Rizzo stepped forward. “Allow me.”

He took off his orange polka-dot hat to reveal a smaller hat beneath. This one was red and white, striped like a candy cane. Resting on top of the hat was a chocolate cream pie. He set it on the ground and grabbed a string dangling from the tin. When he pulled the string, the pie exploded. In an instant, it inflated to the size of a boat big enough for four.

“It’s my life raft pie,” Hats said. “You know, just in case I ever get lost at sea.”

The clowns looked at Hats. Then they looked at the inflated boat. Then they looked at Hats again. The mook wouldn’t take the dumb smile off his face.

“Good job, knucklehead,” said Spotty. “Now how are we going to get it to the water without being noticed?”

The dumb smile faded from Hats’s face. “How am I supposed to know? I don’t even know if it floats.”

They looked at the boat and saw that it was slowly deflating.

“Follow me,” Vinnie said. “I’ll get us a boat.”


Chapter 23

Vinnie Blue Nose was probably the only person Earl ever met who actually looked cool in a duck-shaped pedal boat. There were two pedal boats, each with room for four people. Vinnie and Earl took one, Hats and Jackie the other; Earl’s family would fill the empty seats. They left Captain Spotty back at the car to act as getaway driver.

“Shouldn’t there be a ladder somewhere?” Jackie asked when they got to the ship.

Vinnie scanned the hull. “We’re going to have to find another way up.”

Hats shook his head. “I swear. You guys would be lost without me.” He pulled off his red-striped hat to reveal a leopard-print hat with a peacock feather dangling off the side.

“Is that a pimp hat?” Jackie asked.

“Of course it’s a pimp hat,” said Hats. “I’ve got every kind of hat there ever was.”

Inside the hat was another pie. This one was attached to a rope and a pneumatically powered gun. Hats aimed the gun at the top of the boat. When he pulled the trigger, the pie shot into the air and splatted against a wall on deck. Hats tugged on the rope. The pie was tightly adhered to its spot.

“It’s a glue pie,” Hats said.

Vinnie grabbed hold of the rope and pulled on it. When he thought it was safe, he started to climb.

Looking back at Hats, he said, “Tie up the boats before coming up. We’ll need them if we want to get out of here in one piece.” Then he continued climbing.

Earl went up next. Then Hats. They didn’t have any difficulty until it was Jackie the Grump’s turn. The clown was so fat and had so many weapons strapped to him that he couldn’t pull himself up.

Hats looked down at him from the deck of the ship and said, “Come on, Fat Boy, we ain’t got all day. Maybe you should stay down there so you don’t sink the ship.”

The two pedal boats were floating away.

“Hey, Hats,” Vinnie said. “I thought I told you to tie up the boats.”

Hats shrugged. “What the heck was I supposed to tie them up with?”

“Maybe the end of that rope we just climbed,” Vinnie said.

“Oh yeah,” Hats said, his face lighting up. “That would’ve been a good idea.”

They looked down at Jackie. The clown was exhausted and he seemed to be sliding back down the rope.

“Wait for him,” Vinnie told Hats. “We’re going on ahead.”

“Whatever you say, Skipper.”

“Don’t get yourself seen.”

Hats just tipped his pimp hat in response.


Chapter 24

It took Hats and Jackie five minutes before they got themselves seen. Vinnie and Earl were searching the cargo hold when they heard a commotion on deck, followed by gunshots.

“Wait here, I’m going to check it out,” Vinnie said.

Earl kept going. He wasn’t going to rest until he found his wife and daughters. He could sense they were near. He didn’t know how, he could just feel it. Perhaps it was their scent lingering in the air or perhaps he could hear them crying somewhere in the distance, so faint that they only registered in his subconscious.

A clown was working down there. His back turned. Earl came up behind him and pointed his gun at the man’s head.

“Don’t move,” Earl told him.

The clown turned around. He was calm. He wore a black-and-white-striped shirt with a red beret on his head. He had a five o’clock shadow permanently coloring his face as if it were clown makeup.

“Or what?” the Frenchmen said.

Earl looked at his balloon gun. He realized it wasn’t very threatening. “I’ll shoot you.”

“With what? Your balloon?”

Earl pointed the gun over the clown’s shoulder and fired. The bang was enough to make the clown flinch, but just barely.

“I’m looking for my wife and three daughters,” he said. “I know they’re down here somewhere. Tell me where and I’ll let you live.”

The clown nodded over Earl’s shoulder. “They’re in one of the crates behind you.”

Earl looked back. There were too many of them.

“Which one?” Earl said.

As he turned back, the clown poked a needle into his balloon. It popped and fell to the floor.

“Oops,” the clown said.

Earl’s mouth dropped open. The clown pulled a handgun from the back of his pants. But before he could point it at the vet, Earl whipped out his balloon knife and drove it deep into the clown’s chest.

The Frenchman tried to pop the balloon knife with his needle, but his hand went limp before it could make contact.

“Ridiculous…,” the clown wheezed.

His eyes rolled back and he fell to the ground. Earl pulled the balloon out of the man’s chest. It was still intact. Just like the gun, it was a mystery how the balloon could pierce solid flesh. It was full of air.

Earl looked back at the crates and called out to his family. “Laurie? Mandy? Are you there?”

No answer. He went deeper into the cargo hold.

“Vicky? Are you in here?”

He heard an army of footsteps running across the deck above him. More gunshots.

“Dad!”

It was Mandy’s voice.

“Mandy! Where are you?”

“Daddy, I’m in here!”

Earl followed the sound of his daughter’s voice until he came to a crate. It was sealed tight. He had to shove his balloon knife between the boards to pry it open. When the wood splintered apart and the crate opened up, Mandy came running out and wrapped herself around his waist. There were other girls inside, all around her age. They looked hungry and sick. None of them spoke.

“Where are the others?” Earl asked his daughter. “Where’s your mother?”

The little girl’s eyes were red and dehydrated from crying so much.

“Help me find them,” he said.

The other girls didn’t stick around to help out the veterinarian. They took off running out of the cargo hold. Earl hoped they were smart enough to jump overboard rather than trying to go through Coco de Merde and his men. They wouldn’t get very far otherwise.

Mandy held her father so tight that he couldn’t walk. She cried into his knees and wouldn’t let go.

“Help me find Mom and your sisters,” Earl said.

He took his daughter by the hand and led her through the maze of freight.

“Laurie? Vicky?” They called out.

After some searching, they found another crate filled with older girls, mostly teenagers. When they opened it up, the girls all took off. Many of these teens were strung out, already addicted to laughy-gas or some other clown drug. A few of them didn’t even seem to know where they were.

When Earl entered, there were only two girls left. Vicky was in there cradling his teenage daughter, Sarah. Vicky was crying and rocking the teenager. Neither of them could speak.

Earl knelt to her. “Vicky, what happened?”

“Is she dead?” Mandy cried.

When Earl felt his teenage daughter, he realized she was still alive but in bad condition. Somebody had hit her over the head with some kind of blunt object. She had a concussion.

“We have to go now,” Earl told Vicky. “Let’s go.”

Vicky wouldn’t move. She shivered. Her eyes glossed over.

“Snap out of it, Vicky,” Earl said. He clapped his hands in front of her face. She looked up at him, her lips trembling.

He helped them to their feet, Sarah staggering as if she were heavily intoxicated.

“Where’s your mother?” Earl asked them.

Vicky cried when he asked the question. A memory she didn’t want to remember had clearly flashed into her head. “They took her,” she said, between gasps.

“Where?” Earl tried to get her to focus as he held Sarah upright.

Vinnie Blue Nose came into the cargo hold and ran to Earl.

“Come on,” Vinnie said. “We’ve got to get out of here. They called in backup.”

But Earl was focused on his daughter. “Where’s your mother, Vicky? Where’d they take her?”

“They took her away,” she said. “The other boat.”

Earl’s eyes widened. He nearly dropped his daughter.

“We need to go,” Vinnie said, helping him carry Sarah.

“Where’s the other boat?” Earl asked. “They said my wife’s on a different boat.”

Vinnie didn’t slow down in order to talk. “There’s no other boat out there.”

“There has to be.”

“If there was, it’s already gone.”

“It can’t be gone,” Earl said. “We have to find her.”

“There’s no time,” Vinnie said. “We need to go.”

Earl resisted, pulling his teenage daughter away from the clown. “I’m not leaving without her.”

Vinnie straightened his suit. “You have to forget about your wife and focus on your daughters now. If you don’t, none of them will make it out of here.”

Earl shook his head, tears tickling his eyes.

“Save your daughters,” Vinnie said. “Think of what your wife would want.”

Earl thought about it for only a second longer. Then he sucked it up, picked up his teenage daughter, and carried her out of the cargo hold. His other two daughters followed close behind, holding on to the back of his pant legs.


Chapter 25

When they got on deck, Earl wondered just what kind of man Vinnie Blue Nose really was. There were bodies everywhere, all of them filled with laughing bullets—one of them lying with half his face blown off, using his dying breath to giggle at the rising moon. Blue Nose had taken them out single-handedly.

“Don’t look,” Earl said to the youngest daughters as they walked through the corpses. “Close your eyes.”

Vicky had no problem closing her eyes tight, but Mandy wouldn’t do it on her own. Earl had to cover them for her.

Mandy said, “Daddy, why’s it all slippery?”

“Never mind that, honey. Just keep moving.”

They couldn’t swim for it, so they headed for the ramp leading down to the dock. Along the way, Vinnie used his silencer to take out two more French clowns who were looking for them.

“Why are people laughing, Daddy?” Mandy asked.

“Because they’re really happy, baby,” Earl said.

When they ran into Hats Rizzo, he was hiding behind a lifeboat. His acid squirt gun hadn’t been fired at all.

“Where’s Jackie?” Vinnie asked Hats as he pulled him out of hiding.

“How the heck should I know?” Hats said. “He never made it up the rope.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Last time I saw him he was swimming back to shore.”

“Have you seen Coco de Merde?”

“Does he have yellow hair and a brown trench coat?”

“Yeah.”

Hats Rizzo pointed over his shoulder. “Then I think he’s right behind you.”

Vinnie turned around to see the sunny-haired scumbag leading a group of French clowns across the deck, searching for the intruders who’d killed his men. The Bozos ducked behind the lifeboat where Hats had been hiding.

“What do we do?” Earl asked.

“We’re going to have to run for it,” Vinnie said.

“There’s at least twenty of them. We’ll never make it. Not with my daughters.”

Vinnie looked at the condition of the vet’s teenage daughter. She was still in bad shape, barely conscious. They weren’t going to be able to run very fast.

“You still got your emergency pie?” Vinnie asked Hats.

“Yeah, right here.” Hats removed his pimp hat to reveal a small mincemeat pie resting on top of a miniature cowboy hat. “I’ve been saving it for an emergency.”

“Well, it’s an emergency.” Vinnie took the pie from Hats. He nodded at Earl. “Get ready.”


Chapter 26

When Coco de Merde and his men came in range, Vinnie slid the mincemeat pie across the deck. It opened up like a package and a machine grew out of it and unfolded into a turret gun. How such a massive machine gun fit inside the pie, or how Hats was able to carry all that weight on his head, Earl had no idea. He plugged his youngest daughter’s ears as it opened fire.

“Now,” Vinnie yelled.

As the turret gun pie oscillated from side to side, emptying bullets into the French clowns, Earl and his daughters took off running in the opposite direction. Hats and Vinnie soon followed.

“Stop them!” Coco yelled to his men, but they were busy diving for cover or getting torn up by the blitzkrieg of bullets.

Coco did not jump for cover. He raised his hands into the air, moving them up and down, then side to side.

Earl looked back and saw the French clown’s movements. “What’s he doing?”

Bullets fired directly at Coco, but they didn’t hit him. They bounced off what appeared to be an invisible barrier.

Hats held on to his mini cowboy hat as he looked back at Coco. “He’s miming!”

“Just keep moving,” Vinnie said.

Coco de Merde continued miming the invisible wall until the turret gun ran out of bullets. Then he stepped forward, kicked the pie gun out of his way, and mimed something else with his hands.

“What’s he doing now?” Earl asked.

Hats cried, “He’s miming a machine gun!”

Bullets poured out of the invisible gun as Coco stepped toward them. Although there was no sound coming from the gun in his hands, they could hear the bullets as they whistled through the air and tore through the deck. Earl couldn’t move fast enough with his daughters. They had to duck for cover behind a cargo crate.

The French clown laughed. “I presume Don Bozo is still alive, no? His death was all a ruse?” Earl recognized his voice as the man he’d spoken with on the phone. This was definitely the guy who kidnapped his family. “Well, it’s no problem. I’m happy to settle for killing you, Mr. Blue Nose—street boss of the Bozo Family.”

While Coco was busy speaking, Vinnie stood from cover and fired two laughing bullets directly into the clown’s chest. Coco staggered back, looked down, then wiped the flattened slugs away. They hadn’t broken his skin. Vinnie aimed for Coco’s face and pulled the trigger, but the gun only clicked. He was out of ammo.

“Good thing I already mimed a bulletproof vest.” Coco fired his invisible gun until Vinnie returned to his hiding spot. “That’s one of many reasons why Le Mystère is superior to you Bozos. You can’t mime, you have no acrobatic talent, you lack imagination and wonder. All you do is throw your pies and honk your noses.”

Vinnie double-checked his pockets, but he didn’t have any more laughing bullets.

“I’m out of ammo,” he said, as Coco fired more rounds at them. “What have you two got?”

Earl held up his balloon knife. “I only have this.” The second he held it out, a gust of wind blew it out of his hands. They all watched it as it rose up into the air. “Never mind…I’ve got nothing.”

“I got my squirt gun.” Hats handed the weapon to Vinnie.

Vinnie tilted it up, inspecting the fluid tank. “What’s it filled with?”

Hats smiled. “Toxic waste.”

“That’s not going to kill him very quickly.”

“Yeah, I prefer dealing a long, painful death to my enemies. Get hit with a splash of this, and it can take weeks or months to die.”

Hats smiled proudly at his sadistic yet completely ineffective weapon.

“It’s useless,” Vinnie said.

As they spoke, Coco de Merde continued firing at them, stepping casually across the deck. The invisible gun seemed to have limitless ammo. All Coco had to do to was mime a longer ammunition belt to feed into the weapon and he’d be able to fire it all day long.

Coco said, “Little Bigtop doesn’t need you Bozos anymore. You’re old, outdated. The future of clowning belongs to Le Mystère.”

“What about pies?” Earl pointed at the miniature cowboy hat on Hats’s head. “Do you have another pie under that?”

Rizzo removed his final hat to reveal a mini white-frosted cupcake beneath.

“What’s that?” Earl asked.

Hats took a bite out of it. “It’s coconut.”

“Coconut?”

“It’s delicious.” Coconut frosting coated Hats’s nose after he took a second bite.

“Mr. Blue Nose, they say you’re the luckiest clown in Little Bigtop,” said the French clown as he reached their hiding spot. “And that nobody’s ever been able to beat you in a game of poker.”

Vinnie had no other choice but to use the squirt gun. He nodded at Hats and Earl, telling them to get ready to run.

“But it looks like your luck has finally run out,” Coco said. “Your full house is a good hand, but it does not beat my royal flush.”

Vinnie stood up. “That’s where you’re wrong.” Then he sprayed the toxic waste into the Frenchman’s eyes.

The clown shrieked, dropping his invisible machine gun. The toxic chemicals burned through his retinas.

“Poker is a game of skill,” Vinnie said. “Luck has nothing to do with it.”

As his eyes melted down his face, Coco mimed a .50-caliber Gatling gun large enough to be mounted on a helicopter. “Goddamn filthy clown!”

But before Coco could open fire, the wind changed direction.

He never saw it coming. It floated delicately on the breeze, like a leaf drifting through a stream, but when the yellow knife-shaped balloon hit Coco in the back it pierced through his chest and poked out the front of his rib cage as if it were a steel sword. The Frenchmen fell to his knees and coughed blood onto the deck.

“I guess he was right,” Hats said to Blue Nose. “You really are one lucky son of a bitch.”

“It wasn’t me.” Vinnie put his hand on Earl’s shoulder. “It was the vet’s knife that killed him.”

Hats licked frosting from his round nose. “Thanks, Doc. You saved our asses.”

But as blood pooled beneath him, Coco de Merde moved his hands around an invisible box in front of him.

“What’s he miming now, Daddy?” Mandy asked.

The smile fell from Hats’s face when he saw the invisible box. “It’s a bomb!”

They picked up the girls and ran as fast as they could. When the bomb went off, the blast was just as invisible as the device. They could hear the ship breaking apart and feel the force of the explosion as they were thrown off their feet, but they saw nothing. Even the flames were invisible as the ship caught fire.


Chapter 27

“Come on!” Jackie the Grump yelled from the dock.

The girls coughed on the mime smoke as Earl and the clowns staggered down the ramp. Jackie stood there dripping wet, holding a gumball shotgun, the bodies of three dead clowns by his feet. “What took you guys so long?”

Hats handed Mandy off to Jackie the Grump. “We ran into Coco de Merde. The douchebag knew how to mime.”

“I hate mimes,” Jackie said.

Three cars filled with Le Mystère reinforcements came roaring down the road toward them. Vinnie waved the group toward Captain Spotty’s car. “Let’s go. We’re not out of the woods yet.”

Captain Spotty pulled up next to them. Vinnie, Hats, Jackie, and the three girls piled into the backseat. Earl rode shotgun.

“Hold on,” Spotty yelled. Then he floored it and sped away from the docks into the streets of Little Bigtop.

Earl couldn’t believe it when he saw the six people in the backseat. It looked strange enough when there were only three people layered together back there. They looked like a 3-D movie without the glasses, his daughters folded inside the clowns sitting between them.

“Can you lose them?” Vinnie asked.

Spotty looked a little worried. “I don’t know. I’m going as fast as I can. They’re gaining on us.”

The clowns on their tail opened fire. Spotty swerved as the bullets pierced his trunk and back window.

“Get down,” Vinnie told the kids, holding their heads as low as they could go in the backseat.

Jackie poked his head out the window and returned fire, but the gumball shotgun had a limited range.

The back of Spotty’s car was shredded into Swiss cheese. “We’re not going to make it without backup. Where’s Jimmy and Bingo?”

“Forget about them,” Vinnie said. “I’m not bringing Jimmy into this.”

“What about Bingo?”

“There’s no time. You’re just going to have to shake them.”

Earl opened the glove box. Steam poured out. “We could use the pie.”

He grabbed the piping-hot pie out of the oven, the tin burning his fingers.

“Not the cherry bomb!” Spotty cried.

But Earl moved too quickly. He leaned out the window and tossed it at the car behind them. The pie splatted against the windshield. The French clowns riding in the car stopped firing their weapons and stared at it.

When Captain Spotty said the cherry bomb could take out half a city block, Earl figured he was just exaggerating. But once the French clown car evaporated in the explosion and the streets were swallowed by flame, Earl realized that Spotty had actually understated the weapon’s potency. The pie was a miniature nuke.


Chapter 28

Earl woke up in the hospital surrounded by clowns. With their sinister smiles and wide piercing eyes, his first thought was that he was having some kind of horrible nightmare. But then the memories flooded in, as did the pain.

Bandages covered half his body. One arm was in a cast, propped up in a sling. One eye was swollen shut. He didn’t remember anything that happened after the explosion, not even being hit with a faceful of shrapnel. Vicky and Mandy were by his side, safe and uninjured, happy to see him wake up. His teenage daughter wasn’t with them.

“Look who’s awake,” said Captain Spotty. “I thought you bought it back there.”

“Where’s Sarah?” Earl raised himself up, trying to get out of the bed.

“Relax, Doc.” Spotty pushed him back down. “She’s in the next room. She’ll be fine. Just a slight concussion.”

“And my wife? Laurie? Where’s she?”

Captain Spotty shook his head. “We still don’t know, Doc. You shouldn’t worry about that now. Just be happy that your kids are alive and well.”

Earl held out his hand to Vicky and Mandy. They each grabbed on to a finger. But when he looked them in the eyes he couldn’t stop thinking that, because of him, they’d gone through the worst ordeal of their life. Because of him, they might never see their mother again.

Vinnie Blue Nose stood in the doorway and said, “Everyone out. The boss wants to speak to the vet.” When he saw the look on the girls’ faces, he could tell they didn’t want to leave their father. He nodded at Hats. “Take them to their sister.”

Hats scratched his bald scalp. He didn’t feel comfortable without any hats on his head. “Are you kidding me? Leaving me with the brats…” As he mumbled to himself, Mandy hopped onto his back.

“Give me a piggyback ride, Hats!” the kid cried in his ear.

“Get the heck off me, twerp.” Hats tried to shake her off. “I don’t like kids. I’m not that kind of clown.”

“Piggyback ride!”

“I’m gonna strangle this brat,” Hats said, but despite his words he still carried her into the next room. Vicky followed. Then all the other clowns dispersed.

When Don Bozo entered the room, Vinnie said, “I’ll be outside.” He closed the door behind him, leaving the two of them alone.

The boss clown waddled across the room and pulled up a chair next to Earl’s bed. He let out a sigh. Then he blew a balloon animal and twisted it into the shape of a flower.

“Here,” Bozo said, handing him the balloon flower. “A get-well-soon present.”

When Earl held the flower in his hand, it swayed back and forth, almost dancing.

“I’m real sorry about your wife,” said the boss. “We’re doing everything we can to get her back. I can’t promise anything, but there’s a good chance you’ll see her again.”

Earl just listened. He wanted to believe everything the boss was telling him.

“It looks like Coco de Merde was acting on his own when he kidnapped your family and blackmailed you into whacking me. Le Mystère isn’t too happy about it. I had a sit-down with their administration and they assured me they’d get your wife back as a peace offering, which is good for all parties involved. Neither of our families can afford to go to war right now.”

Bozo made another balloon animal. This one was a little monkey. He set it down on the bed next to Earl and it danced alongside the flower.

“Even though you tried to kill me, I feel kind of responsible for all this. None of it would’ve ever happened if it weren’t for me.”

He made another balloon animal. This time a lion. It seemed the boss liked to make balloon animals whenever he felt awkward. The big clown pet the lion’s rubbery mane after it came to life.

“So I’ve decided to pardon you on the condition that you come work for me as my new chief caretaker. I’d pay you twice as much as you were getting at the Bronx Zoo. But you wouldn’t be able to quit until I say you can quit. And you and your family would have to move to Little Bigtop. I know you’re scared of clowns and all, but I’m sure you’ll get over it eventually.”

Earl looked down at the balloon animals on his bed. The balloon lion jumped on the balloon monkey and popped it. The balloon flower hopped away in terror.

“So what do you say, Doc?”

Earl shrugged. “You’re going to kill me otherwise. Do I really have a choice?”

“Not really, but I want you to want this. I don’t need you if you only take the job out of obligation. Think about it. Your family will be taken care of, your wife will be returned to you, you’ll get more money than you ever did before. You should be happy.”

“Yeah, I guess I should…” Earl put away his phobia and thought about it for a moment. His actions had torn his family apart and working for Don Bozo seemed like the only way he could bring them together again. Although working with clowns sounded like a fate worse than death, he had to give it a try. For his family. “Okay, I’ll work for you, but I have conditions of my own.”

The boss chuckled. “Oh yeah?”

“I want better living conditions for those animals of yours,” Earl said. “If I’m going to be your chief caretaker, then things are going to have to be brought up to my standards. It might not be cheap. It might not be easy. But when it comes to the health and well-being of those animals, you’re going to have to answer to me. And if you don’t like it then you might as well kill me right now, because I won’t do a half-assed job.”

The boss stared at him for a moment. Earl thought he was about to be strangled to death for speaking to the big man like that. He shrank into his hospital bed, but he didn’t break eye contact.

“Very well, Doc. You got yourself a deal.”

Then Don Bozo laughed so loud his belly shook the hospital bed and sent waves of pain through Earl’s shattered arm.


Chapter 29

It was two weeks of living and working in Little Bigtop and Earl still hadn’t gotten used to being surrounded by clowns. His job was fine. He loved working with animals. He always did. It filled him with pride knowing that he was able to do good by them, give them better habitats to live in than cages in an old warehouse.

His home life, on the other hand, was a mess. Vicky hadn’t said more than three words since the incident. Sarah wasn’t adjusting well to her new school—it wasn’t easy being the only non-clown girl at Little Bigtop High School. And Mandy, though happy and excited as ever, had already given up hope of ever seeing her mother again. It was depressing. Earl felt like he’d destroyed his family, destroyed his daughters’ happiness. The only thing that would make things right is if their mother were to come back to them. But even then, Earl was worried she would come back changed. He knew it was possible she could come back psychologically damaged or addicted to laughy-gas. The road to recovery would be long and arduous, and that was if she didn’t leave him and take the kids away.

At the end of a long day, Don Bozo came up to Earl with a disturbed look on his face. At that moment, Earl knew it. His fears had come true. His wife was dead.

“I’m sorry, Doc,” the boss said, putting his hand on the vet’s shoulder.

Tears pooled in Earl’s eyes. “You found her?”

The boss nodded and looked down. “Yeah, we found her.”

Earl didn’t want to believe it. He thought for sure she would have been alive. Even if they never found her, he thought she still would’ve been alive somewhere, even if she was living in misery.

“So, she’s dead…,” Earl said.

The boss shook his head. “No, I didn’t say that. She’s here.”

“What?”

“She’s just not the same…”

“What do you mean not the same?”

Earl wondered what they’d done to her. His worst fears went through his head: She could be a crazed addict, she could be beaten or scarred, she could be diseased or left in a horribly malnourished state.

The boss led him out of the animal shelter toward the offices where she was being held.

“You see, the men who purchased your wife had specific tastes,” said Don Bozo. “They had no need for any human women.”

“What does that mean?”

When Don Bozo opened the door to one of his accountants’ offices, Earl saw a clown sitting in the chair behind the desk.

“Who’s this?” Earl asked.

“They shot her up with Happy Juice. It changed her genetic makeup.”

Earl stepped into the office and got a closer look at the clown sitting there. She had frizzy red hair and neon-green horn-rimmed glasses.

Earl’s heart stopped. “Laurie?”

He hardly recognized her with that big round nose and paper-white skin. Her dark-blue eyes seemed to twirl at him.

“Hi, baby,” she said in a high-pitched, bloodcurdling clown voice. “Want to go home and blow some bubbles?”

She pulled out a bubble kit and blew bubbles at him. Then her bright-red lips curled into a deranged smile. She wasn’t just a clown; she was the most frightening clown Earl had ever seen, even more horrifying than Captain Spotty. And he was married to her.

“I think it’s a pretty nice improvement if you ask me,” Don Bozo said. “Of course, I can imagine how it might upset you, you being afraid of clowns and all.”

That clown wasn’t his wife anymore. She was something else. Something grotesque. The thought of bringing that crazed clown woman into his home, into his bed, into his life…

“Are you all right, Baby?” the clown woman said as Earl fell to the floor.

She came out from behind the desk and lifted him up off the ground. When she looked him in the eyes, Earl saw a spark of her former self. Deep down inside, it was still her. She still had the same memories, the same feelings she always had. She just wasn’t human anymore. Earl truly loved her. He should be able to live with that.

Rainbow-colored tears fell down the clown’s cheeks, as if she heard the thoughts in his head. He wasn’t able to speak, but he smiled back at her.

“I missed you so much,” she cried. Then she hugged him against her marshmallowy breasts and honked her nose against his shoulder.

As Earl kissed the new version of his wife, he realized that one day he would be cured of his clown phobia. But before it got better it was going to get a hell of a lot worse.



Part Two

The Juggler Brothers


Chapter 30

The phone rang at two in the morning. If he knew what was going down at that very moment, Vinnie Blue Nose would have answered. Instead, he let it go to voice mail. This was not very characteristic of the top capo of the Bozo crime family. The guy was usually the most responsible clown Don Bozo had on staff, always on call, always business-first. But he was having a very serious discussion with his wife, Samantha. She no longer wanted to be a regular human being anymore. She wanted to become a clown like her husband.

“I’m sick of being vanilla.” Samantha stood in the bedroom doorway in her black nightie, drinking cognac on the rocks. “I finally saved up enough money to buy a dose of Happy Juice. Just let me take it. I want to be a clown like you and your friends.”

Vinnie was building a house of cards so large it took up half the living room. It would be more aptly titled an airport of cards or a city of cards. He focused on the construction one card at a time, taking it so seriously that you’d think he was building a bomb.

“It’s not worth the risk,” Vinnie said, carefully placing his next card on the stack.

“It’s worth the risk to me. You don’t see how the other wives look at me. I feel like an outcast.” Samantha stirred the ice cubes in her glass with her long fingernails.

“Who cares what they think. I don’t want to lose you.”

“But the odds of it going wrong are so low.”

“One in ten isn’t low in my book. You don’t know how many friends of mine took that gamble and lost. I don’t want that happening to you.”

“What about when we start having kids? They’ll be half clowns.”

“What’s wrong with half clowns?”

“You know what it’s like for half clowns in Little Bigtop. They’ll be treated like garbage. Just look at your friend Pinky Smiles.”

“Pinky’s a good kid. I’d be proud if our children turned out anything like him.”

Water puddled in the corners of her eyes. “But everything would be so much easier if I were a clown…” She put her hand over her mouth.

Vinnie got up from the couch and went to her. “Sam, what’s gotten into you?” He tucked his hands into the crooks of her waist and looked her in the eyes. “I like you just the way you are. If I wanted to marry a clown I would have married a clown.”

“I just want our life to be perfect together.”

“Come here,” Vinnie said, opening his arms around her. She fell into his embrace and pressed her face against his neck. “Our life is perfect just the way it is.” His white fingers weaved through her long black hair and he kissed her on the scalp.

When they let go of each other, Sam went to the kitchen to refresh her drink and Vinnie went back to his cards. Sam was a very sensitive girl, yet she was always embarrassed when she got emotional. It was no easy task for Vinnie to figure out when he needed to be attentive to her feelings and when to ignore them.

“That’s a big one,” Sam said, pointing her drink at the mountain-sized card towers. “You’re really getting good at that hobby of yours.”

“It’s not a hobby. It’s exercise.”

“How is stacking cards exercise?”

“A mental exercise. You see, your brain is filled with different muscles. Memory is a muscle, creativity is a muscle, organization is a muscle. You have to exercise these muscles or else they get weak.” Vinnie carefully stacked another layer of cards. “When I do this activity, I’m exercising my focus muscles, as well as my patience. It’s important to have focus in my line of work. I need to be able to think clearly, solve problems no matter how tense the situation. It gives me an edge.”

Samantha turned to the kitchen. “I should get myself a hobby…”


Chapter 31

When Vinnie Blue Nose finally checked his voice mail, he regretted not listening to it sooner. It was Miss Tina. Her voice sounded like she was in a panic, and Miss Tina was a gal who did not easily succumb to emotional outbursts. “Vinnie, you got to get down here. It’s Jimmy.” She didn’t have to say anything more than that. He could hear Jimmy Bozo in the background, yelling at the top of his lungs, drunk and disorderly. “He’s on a freakin’ rampage over here. Do you know how much this is going to cost me? You need to get the psycho out of my establishment right now.”

Vinnie put his phone back in his pocket and rubbed the tension building in his forehead. The Rainbow Gardens clown brothel was supposed to be under Bozo Family protection. It didn’t look good to have the boss’s son wrecking the place.

He stood from the couch and tied his red polka-dot tie around his neck.

“Where are you going?” Samantha asked from the kitchen.

Vinnie didn’t answer. He grabbed his gun and loaded it with laughing bullets.

Samantha set her drink down. “Is it Jimmy again? What did he do this time?”

Vinnie wouldn’t even look at her as he kissed her on the cheek and went for the door. “Don’t wait up for me. This could take a while.”

She didn’t yell or raise her voice, but Vinnie knew she was upset. She hated sleeping alone. As he left the apartment, he heard the splashing sound of a drink being thrown across the room.


Chapter 32

It was five years ago when Vinnie Blue Nose made capo. He was taken out to celebrate with the rest of the guys, drinking at one of the boss’s downtown strip clubs. Everyone was letting loose, turning the night into a carnival of debauchery. Hats Rizzo was on stage, getting spanked with a rubber mallet by a topless clown girl. Captain Spotty was lining the bar with shots, forcing his underlings to slam them down without using their hands. Even Jackie the Grump had a giddy smile on his face as he was taken into the back for a lap dance. Only Vinnie Blue Nose, the man they were all celebrating, restrained himself.

When the boss saw the sober look on Vinnie’s face, he called him over to his table.

“What are you still doing standing upright?” Don Bozo asked, pointing at Vinnie’s barely touched single-malt scotch. He was sitting in a booth with three members of the old guard—his brother and underboss, Uncle Jojo, and two of the well-established capos: Buggy Buttons and Lorenzo Laffypants. All four had half-naked girls wrapped around them, squeezing their big red noses against their cheeks.

“I’m pacing myself,” Vinnie said. “I’ve got things I need to do tomorrow.”

The old clowns laughed at him.

“Take tomorrow off,” Bozo said. “It’s your party. You should enjoy yourself.”

Vinnie nodded at the boss, but everyone could tell he had no intention of taking the next day off.

“What’s with kids these days?” Uncle Jojo said to the other men at the table. “They either don’t know how to enjoy themselves or they enjoy themselves way too much.”

Lorenzo chuckled. “And you didn’t enjoy yourself too much when you were their age, Jojo?”

Jojo leaned in and pointed at his old friend. “Hey, I was dependable, unlike the turks you got running numbers in your crew who think clowning’s just fun and games.”

“It is fun and games,” Lorenzo said, bouncing the pudgy clown girl in his lap as he laughed. “You think I would’ve gotten into this business if it wasn’t?”

“No wonder why your crew’s such sorry earners,” said Uncle Jojo. “They’ve only got you to look up to.”

“My boys do just fine.”

Vinnie smiled at the old men laying into each other, pretending to be amused by their banter. Laughing at a clown’s jokes, even when they weren’t funny, was a sign of respect. He couldn’t believe that he was actually one of them now. He was actually a capo. And he was the youngest to be promoted to such a high rank in the history of the Bozo crime family.

“Why don’t you guys take these lovely ladies into the back for some lap dances,” the boss said to his friends. “I want to speak to our new capo in private.”

The old clowns got up from their seats and escorted the women away. Before he left, Uncle Jojo stopped and turned to Vinnie.

“Congratulations, kid,” he said, patting Vinnie on the shoulder. “You earned it. Now don’t let us down.”

“I won’t,” Vinnie said.

“I know you won’t.” Then the old clown was led off by a frisky clown girl with raspberry-blue hair. Vinnie didn’t know if Jojo said that as a threat or because he actually had faith in the young clown’s abilities.

Vinnie sat down in the seat across from Don Bozo. The boss wasn’t fidgeting with his balloon animals, which always meant that he had something important on his mind.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” the boss said. “Or, rather, someone.”

“Yeah?” Vinnie said, taking a sip of his scotch.

“It’s about my son, Jimmy. You know Jimmy, right?”

Vinnie looked across the club at Jimmy Bozo. The guy was at the bar, laughing so hard he was screeching, slamming whole bottles of tequila down his throat and licking salt from a clown girl’s stomach. Although they’d never worked together, Vinnie absolutely despised the guy.

“Of course.”

The boss looked over at his son, then back at Vinnie.

“I want him to be a part of your crew,” Bozo said.

Vinnie paused for a moment. Then he took down half his glass of scotch. That was the last thing he expected to hear.

He put his glass down, turned it clockwise a few times, then said, “With all due respect, why Jimmy? The two of us have never really seen eye-to-eye. I don’t know how he’d be able to get along with me or the guys in my crew.”

“Don’t take it personally. Jimmy doesn’t get along with anybody. He’s a self-centered brat just like his mother was. But someday I want him to take my place as head of this family. For that to happen, he needs to learn to show respect. He needs to be more like you.”

Across the bar, Jimmy Bozo was getting into a fight. Some frat boy from out of town knocked over his drink and Jimmy wasn’t about to let it go. He shoved the college kid and yelled in his face like a deranged joker.

“In a few years, I plan to promote Jimmy to capo,” Bozo said, his expression getting even more severe. “Not many people are going to like that, especially not my brother. He doesn’t think Jimmy’s got what it takes to handle that level of responsibility.”

Vinnie looked over at Jimmy to see the crazed clown still yelling at the frat boy. The situation was escalating and the boy’s friends came to his aid. One of them threw a drink at the clown and Jimmy went ballistic.

“That’s why I need you to take him under your wing. You’ve got to train him. You’ve got to keep him under control and show the rest of the family he’s showing signs of maturity.”

Jimmy head-butted one of the frat boys in the face, breaking the kid’s nose. Then he threw a pie at one of his friends. Before the college kids knew what hit them, Jimmy was breaking bar stools over their heads and kicking them in the guts with his size 20 shoes, giggling with delight as their blood sprayed across the floor.

The boss didn’t seem to notice or care about what his son was doing across the bar. It was so common for Jimmy to get into fights that it didn’t even faze him anymore.

He said, “It’s not going to be an easy job, but you’ve got to keep him out of trouble. You’ve got to teach him to show respect. Can I count on you?”

Vinnie Blue Nose finished his drink. Then he nodded.

“For anything,” he said.

Then he stood up from the booth and marched across the bar to break up the fight.


Chapter 33

When Vinnie arrived at the Rainbow Gardens clown brothel, Miss Tina was waiting outside.

“What took you so long?” she yelled at him.

A crowd of clown girls and their customers filled the sidewalk, staring into the windows of the historic downtown parlor.

“I just got your call,” he said. “Is he still in there?”

She didn’t have to answer that question. He could hear Jimmy’s voice echo through the building as he yelled unintelligible nonsense at nobody in particular.

“What do you think?” she replied.

Miss Tina was a majestic clown. Statuesque. Her emerald-green hair styled into a tall beehive, her long eyelashes stretched all the way up her forehead, her lips like shiny ropes of red licorice. She’d been the madam at the brothel long before Vinnie was in the clowning business. And although she was in her late fifties, she was still drop-dead sexy.

She said, “The son of a bitch has gone crazy. You’ve got to get him out of there.”

“I’ll handle it,” Vinnie said, stepping through the crowd of half-naked women.

The madam stayed where she was, smoking a long clove cigarette, trying to keep her cool around her employees. “And while you’re at it, get rid of the body, too.”

“What body?”

But he didn’t hear a response. The sound of an air horn blast drowned out her voice, shattering the windows and sending shards of glass over the crowd. Vinnie crouched down as he went in.

“Step right up, folks! Welcome to the Bozo Family circus!” Jimmy screamed as Vinnie Blue Nose crept into the brothel’s lobby.

The place was a mess. Broken bottles were all over the floor. Chairs were overturned. A frightened clown girl hid beneath one of the tables as the mad clown shot up the place. When she caught sight of Vinnie, she begged him for help with her eyes.

“I’ve got a joke for you, boys and girls!”

Jimmy poured a bottle of whiskey down his throat, then smashed it against the floor. He pointed his 12-gauge air horn at the bar and fired, blasting a hole through the front.

“What’s blue and red and running for his fucking life?”

When Jimmy looked through the hole, he saw a cowering blue-haired bartender. The man cried out when he saw Jimmy’s sinister smile beaming back at him.

“Give up?” Jimmy laughed. “It’s John, the asshole who had the nerve to tell me I had too much to drink!”

As the bartender ran for the door, Jimmy fired his air horn. The blast went over the bartender’s head, shattering a row of vodka bottles. Jimmy was thrown off balance and he fell onto his back, blasting a hole in the ceiling.

Plaster rained down on Vinnie’s blue suit as he stepped forward.

“What the hell’s wrong with you, Jimmy?” he asked, lighting a blueberry cigarette. “Yer a capo now, for chrissake.”

When Jimmy saw his old boss, he chuckled and pointed his air horn at him while still lying on his back. “You! I’ve got some words for you, Blue Nose!”

Vinnie kicked the air horn out of his hands.

“You’re a disgrace, you know that?” Vinnie said, picking up the weapon and shoving it in the back of his pants.

He looked over at the clown girl hiding beneath the table and nodded at her to leave. She hesitated only for a second before she bolted for the door.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” Jimmy moaned, getting to his knees. “You think you’re better than me, don’t you? You think you’re better than everyone.”

“And you don’t?”

Jimmy staggered to his feet. “I’m going to wipe that smug look off your face.”

Vinnie grabbed a bucket of ice from the bar and dumped it down the back of Jimmy’s collar.

“What the hell, asshole?” Jimmy cried as the freezing water hit his white clown flesh.

“You need to sober up,” Vinnie said. “The cops will probably be here any minute.”

The clown shook the ice out of his suit. “I don’t have to do jack.”

At first, Vinnie didn’t see the body Miss Tina was talking about. He saw the blood sprayed across the floor, but no corpse. He had to follow the blood trail around to the back of a booth to find the poor sap crinkled up like an old newspaper under a mound of broken furniture.

“What happened here?” Vinnie asked.

Jimmy Bozo looked over and snorted. “He pissed me off.”

That’s what he always said whenever he killed somebody for no reason.

“So you murdered him?”

“He was disrespecting me. What do you think I’m going to do, just take it like some kind of vanilla fruitcake?”

Jimmy turned away and took a hit of laughy-gas.

“Maybe if you were a more respectable person then people wouldn’t disrespect you so much. This is the third time this year you pulled this shit.”

Vinnie turned the body over. The guy’s face was completely obliterated by an air horn blast. He went into his wallet and pulled out an ID. When Vinnie read the name, the cigarette dropped from his lips.

“Shit…,” Vinnie said. “You damn idiot, Jimmy…”

The clown prince looked up at Blue Nose. “What?”

Vinnie shook his head. “You really messed up this time.”

Jimmy staggered forward. “What?”

“Don’t you know who this is? You just killed Pierre Beaumont.”

“So?” Jimmy giggled. The laughy-gas was kicking in.

“So there’s going to be war if Le Mystère finds out about this.”

“He’s not in Le Mystère. The prick isn’t even a clown.”

“But he’s still related. His uncle is a damn captain. His cousins are the Juggler Brothers.”

Jimmy froze. Even after another hit of laughy-gas, the smile disappeared from his face.

“Yeah, those Juggler Brothers. And if they find out you killed their cousin, they’re coming after you.”

As he went silent, Vinnie wondered if the clown prince finally understood the severity of the situation. The Juggler Brothers were the most deadly soldiers in the French clown family. With their cousin dead, they would stop at nothing to get revenge. And Vinnie had no idea if he would be capable of protecting the sorry excuse for a Bozo.

“We have to get rid of the body,” Vinnie said. “Nobody can find out you were the one who killed him.”

Jimmy was sobering up fast. “But what about all the witnesses?”

“Despite the damage you caused, Miss Tina and her girls are loyal to your father. They’re not going to say anything. Hopefully, none of their other customers was from the French side of town.”

As the two clowns moved the body, taking it out the back to put it into the trunk of Jimmy’s clown car, they didn’t see the man watching them from the shadows on the second-floor balcony. Pierre Beaumont hadn’t come alone that night. His friend was upstairs, having some fun with one of Miss Tina’s girls, when Pierre got into the fight with Jimmy Bozo. He was already on the phone with Pierre’s cousins by the time Vinnie got there. The Juggler Brothers were on their way.


Chapter 34

The first day Jimmy Bozo joined the Blue Nose crew, there was already trouble. Jimmy was born a clown and didn’t respect anyone who wasn’t purebred, as he called it. Half clowns and humans who became clowns later in life by taking Happy Juice to alter their DNA were considered lesser by his standards. But Vinnie and his crew didn’t come from clown families. They had to earn their clownship. They had to prove they were worthy of wearing the nose.

“But what about your father and Uncle Jojo?” Vinnie Blue Nose asked Jimmy. “They’re not purebred. They had to take Happy Juice just like we did. Nobody from their generation was born a clown.”

They were working a birthday party for some senator upstate. Don Bozo owed the politician a favor and so he sent Vinnie’s crew in to show his guests some Little Bigtop–style entertainment. A group of Miss Tina’s girls were also in attendance as well as some of Buggy Buttons’s best comedians. Vinnie, Jimmy Bozo, and Captain Spotty were hanging around the bar outside, keeping an eye on the clown girls as they flirted with the senator’s wealthy friends.

“That’s different,” Jimmy responded. “They were the original clowns. There wasn’t any Happy Juice until after they were born.”

“But there wasn’t any Happy Juice until after I was born, either,” Spotty said. The cockroaches crawling in and out of his sleeves freaked out the passing party guests. “I just took it thirty years later than your parents did.”

Spotty and Vinnie had been ganging up on the clown prince all day, trying to get him to admit that his prejudice wasn’t justified. But no matter what they said, Jimmy would not open his mind.

“You see, that’s why we’re not equals. You didn’t grow up as a clown like I did. You weren’t a clown as a child. You didn’t go through clown puberty. Unless you’re a purebred, you have no idea what it’s like to be a true clown.”

Jimmy set his drink down on the bar.

“Not even my father understands,” he said.

Then he walked away to join the company of his two purebred associates, Tickles and Spanky. Although he was forced to work under an impure capo, all the guys who worked under Jimmy were born clowns. He made sure of that. And not a single one of them got along with the rest of the Blue Nose crew, even those of a higher rank.

“What the heck are we going to do with that kid?” Captain Spotty asked.

Vinnie looked over at the hobo clown, then back at the untouched drink in his hand.

“We’ve got to teach him respect,” Vinnie said.

“And how do we do that when he holds us in contempt?”

“He won’t listen to us, so we don’t tell him how to behave. We show him. Respond to his immaturity with absolute professionalism. He’ll eventually realize that our way makes him money and his way makes him broke.”

“But what about all of the money he gets from his father? Won’t he be loaded no matter what?”

“I had his father cut him off.”

“You what?”

Captain Spotty looked back at the clown prince on the other side of the pool. He was wondering why the kid had been in such an irritable mood. It wasn’t just because he had to work with impure clowns. It was also because he actually had to work instead of living off his father’s money as he’d done most of his life.

“I told Bozo that it was the only way I’d let him join my crew,” Vinnie said.

“And he actually agreed?”

Spotty watched Jimmy Bozo and his friends hassling Hats Rizzo across the pool. Rizzo was entertaining party guests, removing his layers of oversized hats to reveal an assortment of colorful fruit-based appetizers, cut into the shape of the senator’s head. When Hats wandered too close to the purebred clowns, they taunted him and flicked the appetizers off the top of his hat when he wasn’t looking.

Vinnie said, “I convinced the boss it was the only way to turn a spoiled brat into a reputable clown. He had to have his wealth taken away from him so that he’d be motivated to earn. It’s the only way I could think of to change the guy.”

As Hats Rizzo walked away, Jimmy Bozo tripped him and the clown fell into the pool with a splash so big it hit several party guests. Rizzo’s seven layers off hats fell off and floated on top of the water, along with all the fruit appetizers. The three purebreds laughed at the chubby clown as he swam through the pool. The senator saw it happen and he did not look happy. Jimmy Bozo didn’t care.

Captain Spotty said, “So you really think he’s going to fit in?”

Rizzo pulled himself out of the pool and walked toward Vinnie and Spotty. He was sopping wet, dripping all over the pavement and holding his soggy hats in his hands with a miserable look on his face.

When Rizzo reached Vinnie and Spotty, he said, “I don’t care if he’s the boss’s son. I’m going to kill that little shit.”

“He’ll fit in,” Vinnie said. “Eventually…”

Then Rizzo squeezed water out of his collection of hats, pretending he was wringing Jimmy Bozo’s scrawny little neck.


Chapter 35

“We need to dump the body on the French side of town,” Vinnie said as he drove Jimmy’s clown car into enemy territory. “It has to look like a couple of street clowns took him out. They can’t suspect anything else.”

Jimmy snorted a line of glitter, trying to overwhelm the alcohol in his system with a more powerful drug.

“People are going to see us if we go driving on the French side of town,” Jimmy said. “Let’s just dump the body and get out of here.”

“We’ll take the back roads,” Vinnie said.

The little red car beeped and chugged through the French ghetto, passing hoboes and junkie clowns, unable to avoid their attention. It was obvious Jimmy’s car didn’t belong there. The French side of Little Bigtop was like a completely different place than Bozo territory. Instead of bright reds and yellows, this area of town was colored with the darkest blues and deepest purples. The architecture was surreal, with black-and-white-striped pillars, ornate doorways, and circular windows revealing expressionless mimelike children in eggplant-colored pajamas.

“We should have paid somebody to do this,” Jimmy said, licking glitter from his fingers.

Vinnie shook his head. “That would’ve created a loose end.”

They turned down a darker, less populated road.

“Don’t worry about it,” Vinnie said. “We’ll find a deserted area and drop the body off. We’ll make it look like a mugging. It happens all the time here.”

When they found a quiet enough spot, they pulled over. Vinnie waited outside the car for a few minutes, just to make sure it was all clear. Then he had Jimmy help him move the body and stuff it behind a dumpster.

“So we make it look like a mugging?” Jimmy asked.

Vinnie nodded.

Jimmy took the money out of Pierre’s wallet and tossed it on the ground next to him. Then he kicked the corpse in the chest.

“What are you doing?” Vinnie asked.

Jimmy kicked the corpse again. Blood exploded from its throat.

“Making it look like a mugging,” Jimmy said.

He continued stomping on the body until its ribs were caved in.

“Why would a mugger break his rib cage?”

Jimmy shrugged. “That’s what I’ve always done when I mugged people.”

“Beating somebody to death for fun and then taking their money afterward is not the same as mugging.”

Jimmy wiped the blood from his size 20 shoe. “It is to me.”

“This is why you’re the smallest-earning capo in the family. You’re lazy when it comes to details.”

“Oh yeah?” Jimmy asked, raising his voice. “And you think I’d be the top earner if I were more like you?”

“It wouldn’t hurt.”

Jimmy raised his voice even louder, loud enough to wake the people in the apartments above. “The only reason I don’t earn as much as you is because my crew is small and inexperienced. You have the largest crew in the family. Of course you’re going to bring in more money.”

“Keep it down, all right?” Vinnie said, looking up at the apartment windows above them, making sure none of their lights turned on. “We should get going. We can argue on the way home.”

Jimmy pushed him.

“Fuck you, Blue Nose. I’ll keep it down when you stop talking to me like I’m an idiot.”

“You’re not an idiot,” Vinnie said. “You’re a capo. You should act like one.”

“You see what I mean? That’s what pisses me off more than anything. You still treat me like I’m your dumb underling.”

“After you were promoted, your father asked me to continue looking out for you. I’m just respecting his wishes. And I’ll keep looking out for you for as long as you need looking out for, even after your old man retires and you become the new boss.”

“You think I’ll keep you around once I’m boss?”

“Yeah, I do,” Vinnie said. “I believe you’ll make a great boss one day. And a great boss doesn’t get rid of his prime assets.”

Jimmy snickered. “You’re a prime asset?”

“Let’s just go,” Vinnie said.

Vinnie was done arguing. He got into the car and started the engine. Jimmy had to follow him inside so his words could be heard.

Jimmy said, “Fuck that. You’re no prime asset in my book. You’ll be the first thing to go. You can count on that.”


Chapter 36

At the end of the birthday party, Jimmy Bozo was nowhere to be found. He disappeared while the other clowns did their bits for the guests, sneaking off to cause who knew what trouble. Vinnie and his boys tried to be discreet as they searched the senator’s home, but it was obvious to the staff that something was up.

“He’s upstairs,” Rizzo said.

Vinnie followed Hats up to the third floor where he’d heard the drunken laughter of Jimmy and his boys.

“That idiot…,” Vinnie said when he realized the noises were coming from the master bedroom.

When they opened the door, Vinnie and Hats saw the purebreds taking laughy-gas and giggling in a euphoric daze. Tickles was digging through a jewelry box, stuffing diamond necklaces and gold earrings down his baggy polka-dot pants. Spanky was squishing his big red nose into a pair of pink panties he got from the hamper, sniffing deeply. And Jimmy Bozo was sprawled out on the bed, taking long hits of laughy-gas as he counted stacks of money he’d taken from the senator’s safe.

They didn’t even notice Vinnie and Hats enter the room until they heard him say, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Spanky and Tickles froze in place. Just the look on the capo’s face was enough to sober them up. But Jimmy didn’t care. He continued counting the money, giggling in a cloud of laughy-gas vapor.

Vinnie went to the clown prince and ripped the money out of his hands. “Are you fucking nuts?”

“What?” Jimmy said. “I have to ask you before I rob a guy now?”

“Yes, exactly,” Vinnie said. “You’re a part of my crew. You don’t do squat without clearing it with me first.”

“Fuck you, Blue Nose.”

Hats grabbed the kid by the scruff of his shirt and pulled him to his feet. “That’s your capo you’re talking to, you little shit. Show him the proper respect.”

Jimmy pulled away from Hats. “You’re not paying me for this job so I got to make it worth my time somehow.”

“None of us is making money here,” Vinnie said. “We’re doing this as a favor. The senator’s relationship with the Bozo Family will pay off later on.” Vinnie held up a stack of cash. “Unless you blow it to get a little pocket change.”

“He wouldn’t have found out it was us,” Jimmy said.

“Who do you think he would suspect, his politician friends or the known criminals who continuously disrespected him at his own party?”

Jimmy broke eye contact and sneered at the floor. Vinnie could tell the clown was fighting the urge to throw a punch at him.

Vinnie looked at Spanky and Tickles. “Put everything back.”

The two purebreds didn’t move. They looked at Jimmy, waiting for him to tell them what to do, but he didn’t look back at them.

“Now!” Vinnie demanded. Then the two clowns jumped straight to work, emptying out their pockets and gathering the cash from the bed. “I don’t want there to be a single sign that any of you was ever in here.”

Jimmy didn’t do a thing to help his associates. He just stood there, his cherry-colored eyes glaring at the floor.

“I’m not telling your father about this,” Vinnie said.

“Why not?”

“Because it’s my job to keep my men in line, not his. I respect his time too much for that.”

Jimmy laughed, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe how much of a kiss-ass the capo was.

Vinnie continued, “When you’re in my crew, you’re not the boss’s son anymore. Get used to that idea. You’re my underling. And you’re going to have to start acting like my underling.”

“Or what?”

“Or you’re going to stay a worthless screwup the rest of your life.”


Chapter 37

Jimmy Bozo said he knew a safer way out of the French clown neighborhood. Vinnie should’ve known better than to listen to him. After ten minutes of following Jimmy’s directions, they were lost.

“It’s a couple blocks farther,” Jimmy said. “Just keep going.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Vinnie said.

“Look, I used to date a girl from this side of town. I’ve been here dozens of times before.”

“How long ago was that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe ten years ago. It doesn’t matter. I know what I’m talking about.”

It was true Jimmy had dated a French clown girl ten years back, but that was long before Le Mystère took over the place. The neighborhood had changed a lot since then.

“Well, if we keep going this way we’re going to end up in The Sideshow.”

“We’re not going to end up in The Sideshow. Don’t even joke about something like that.”

“What, are you scared of The Sideshow?”

“Who the hell isn’t scared of that place?”

They went a few more blocks, traveling in silence. Jimmy read every street sign they passed. The look on his face grew increasingly confused. While the clown prince tried to figure out where they were and how to get back home, Vinnie examined the surroundings. Something didn’t feel right to him.

Vinnie pulled over. “We need to stop.”

“What’s wrong?” Jimmy asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Vinnie looked in the rearview mirror.

“I think we’re being followed.”

Jimmy looked behind them. “What are you talking about? There’s not another car on the road.”

“It’s just a feeling. It’s probably nothing.”

Vinnie got out of the car.

“Where are you going?”

“Wait here. I’m going to ask for directions.”

“Are you kidding me? Who the heck asks for directions anymore?”

“I do.”

Vinnie walked a block down to a convenience store on the corner. The lights were on. The sign said OPEN. The hours said it never closed. But the door was locked. He couldn’t see anyone inside.

He knocked three times on the glass and waited for an answer, assuming the clerk was probably in the back taking a nap. But nobody came out. The street was cold and quiet except for the sound of the clown car’s engine rumbling down the block.

Before Vinnie returned to the vehicle, a squeaky sound echoed the streets. It was the sound of a bicycle wheel that needed oiling. Vinnie turned around, but the street was empty. He lit a cotton candy cigarette and headed back to the car. The squeaky sound returned. Vinnie listened carefully. The noise came from behind him, but not at street level. It was above him. Perhaps it was coming out of one of the apartment windows.

The sound followed him all the way back to the car.

“We’ve got company,” Vinnie told the clown in the passenger seat.

Jimmy had dozed off for a moment. He lifted his head and wiped spit from the side of his red face. “Huh?”

Vinnie looked in the rearview mirror. A clown on a unicycle was riding along the telephone wire like a tightrope. He tilted the mirror to see another clown riding a matching unicycle along the edge of an apartment building. They both moved slowly, their wheels squeaking as they pedaled.

“It’s them,” Vinnie said.

“Who?” Jimmy had no idea what he was talking about. He looked back to see the clowns riding above them. They were juggling glass bottles, tossing them back and forth to each other across the street.

“The Juggler Brothers,” Vinnie said.

“What?” Jimmy looked more carefully, wondering if they might be some other pair of identical juggling clowns riding unicycles. “Are you sure it’s them?”

“Somebody must’ve tipped them off.”

The juggling clowns didn’t acknowledge them at all, focusing on their juggling and balance, staring straight ahead as if they were completely unaware of a world below them. They passed them by without even looking at the clown car, squeaking slowly over them. The sound of glass bottles smacking against the palms of their hands echoed through the street.

For a moment, Vinnie wondered if it was just a coincidence that the Juggler Brothers were there. Perhaps they just happened to be out riding in the middle of the night. Or perhaps one of their friends saw the Bozos driving in their territory and called them up. Perhaps the way they rode their unicycles overhead was just their warning to get off their turf. But Vinnie didn’t believe in coincidences.

“Get down!” Vinnie yelled as an explosion of fire erupted on the hood of the clown car.

The clowns on the unicycles weren’t just juggling glass bottles. They were Molotov cocktails. As they passed them back and forth, one of them lit the ends and the other pitched them at the car below.

“Get out of here!” Jimmy cried.

Vinnie hit the gas. Another cocktail shattered on the roof of the car, covering them in flames. They were like a ball of fire racing down the street. The Juggler Brothers followed after.


Chapter 38

Jimmy Bozo was a dangerous clown to be around. Most people in the family steered clear of him. He had the bad habit of getting into trouble and getting people killed. The two clowns who worked under him, Tickles Valentino and Spanky Carbone, had no idea how much they shortened their life spans by joining Jimmy’s crew. It was only a matter of time before they found themselves with bullets in their heads.

It was a few weeks after the incident at the senator’s birthday party when Vinnie paid them a visit. The two clowns lived together in a small apartment a couple of blocks away from Jimmy’s place. It was where Jimmy wanted them to live, so they’d always be nearby if he needed them.

“Blue Nose?” Spanky asked the second he opened the door.

It wasn’t every day that a capo paid a visit to a couple of turks. In fact, it was rare that capos even knew the names of low-ranking clowns like these.

“Is Tickles here with you?” Vinnie asked.

“Yeah, he’s in the back, taking a shi—” Spanky stopped and corrected himself. “I mean, he’s going to the bathroom.”

Vinnie smirked. It was amusing to him how respectful they were when Little Bozo wasn’t around.

“No disrespect, but what do you want with us?” Spanky asked.

“Get Tickles and come with me,” Vinnie said. “I have some things I want to talk to you guys about.”

When the two turks were ready, they followed Vinnie out to the car. Spotty and Hats were standing out there, waiting for them.

“How you kids doing?” Hats asked.

They froze in their tracks when they saw the smile on Hats’s face. They didn’t know what to make of the situation.

Tickles said, “Fine. Just fine…”

“Good to hear,” Hats said, opening the door for the turks.

They hesitated at first, but the two did as they were told. They got into the back of the car with the three higher-ranked clowns. As they drove, Vinnie lit a cotton candy cigarette and offered one to each of them. Spanky took one, but Tickles refused.

“Relax, kid,” Hats said to Tickles when he saw the turk visibly shaking. “We’re just going for a ride. You’ve got nothing to be nervous about.”

Spotty drove them out of the neighborhood to nowhere in particular.

“How do you like working for Jimmy?” Vinnie asked the clowns.

They looked at each other.

“It’s great,” Spanky said.

“Jimmy’s the best,” Tickles said.

“What would you say if I asked you to stop working for him?” Vinnie leaned over to Spanky and lit his cigarette for him.

“You mean you want us to work with you instead of Jimmy?” Spanky asked.

Tickles smiled and nodded. They both clearly loved that idea.

“No,” Vinnie said. “I don’t have any use for either of you at the moment.”

“Then what do you mean?” Tickles asked.

“I mean if I asked you to quit working for Jimmy and just walk away, would you do it?”

A look of panic crossed their faces.

“But we like working for the Bozo Family,” Spanky said.

“Yeah, it’s all I’ve ever wanted since I was a kid,” Tickles said.

Vinnie paused to take a long drag off his cotton candy smoke. “I can’t tell Jimmy to get rid of either of you. I can only ask him. And I’m sure his answer would be no. But I can ask the two of you. Will you stop working for Jimmy?”

“What did we do wrong?” Spanky asked.

“We’ve been doing a good job.” Tickles was on the edge of his seat. “Just ask Jimmy. We’ve been doing great.”

“I know,” Vinnie said. “You’ve been doing fine. That’s not what this is about.”

“Then why?” Tickles asked. “Why do you want us to quit?”

“It’s none of your business why,” Hats said, smacking Tickles in the back of his head. “Now answer the capo’s question before I get physical with yas.”

Vinnie gave Hats the look to quiet down back there.

“You said it’s not up to you, right?” Spanky asked. “You said that if Jimmy doesn’t want to get rid of us he doesn’t have to.”

“Yeah,” Tickles said. “You can’t do nothing to stop Jimmy if he wants us on his crew.”

“So that’s your answer?” Vinnie asked.

“Look, we mean no disrespect,” Spanky said. “It’s just that working with the Bozos means everything to us. We wouldn’t walk away from this. We couldn’t. It’s in our blood.”

Vinnie nodded. “I understand. I’d feel the same way if I were in your shoes. When I was a turk like you guys, nobody could get me to walk away from the Bozo Family no matter what the consequence.”

“You see?” Spanky said, breathing a sigh of relief. “That’s exactly as we feel. Nothing could make me turn my back on Jimmy Bozo. He’s like a brother to me.”

“I can tell,” Vinnie said, ashing his cigarette out the window.

“So you’re okay with us working with Jimmy?” Tickles asked.

“If you won’t leave voluntarily what else can I do?” Vinnie said.

“We’ll make you proud,” Spanky said. “You’ve got nothing to worry about. We’re just as loyal to you as we are to Jimmy. We promise.”

“Thanks,” Vinnie said, turning to Spanky and placing a hand on his shoulder. “It’s good to know I can count on you.”

Then Hats put a gun to Spanky’s ear and pulled the trigger. It was a novelty gun that shot out a sign that read BANG. The sign went in one of Spanky’s ears and out the other. As Tickles saw the BANG sign sticking out his friend’s ear, covered in the clown’s brains, he opened his mouth to scream. But before any sound came out, Hats pulled the trigger again. A second sign shot through Tickles’s mouth and out the back of his head. The new sign read DOUBLE BANG.

“What the heck was that?” Spotty cried, wiping blood from his suit. “I thought we were just going to scare them, not whack them.”

Hats lowered the bodies out of view and cleaned the brains off the side of the window.

“Now, that was satisfying,” he said. “If only Jimmy’s stupid head was right between them my day would be complete.”

Vinnie turned to Spotty. “We needed them gone one way or another.”

“And you really think Little Bozo will fall in line with these guys out of the picture?”

“He’ll have no choice,” Vinnie said. “Without these guys to support him, Jimmy will be all alone. The only people he’ll have to back him up are my people. He’ll have to learn to be a team player.”

“Still though,” Spotty said. “They were just kids. Killing them seems kind of…harsh.”

Vinnie shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. They were Jimmy’s boys. They were going to get killed sooner or later.”

Spotty couldn’t argue with him there. But with Tickles and Spanky dead, the danger was now on Blue Nose and his crew.


Chapter 39

The fireball of a clown car roared down the street with the Juggler Brothers tailing close behind. No matter what he did, Vinnie just couldn’t shake them. The jugglers rode their unicycles across the telephone wires as quickly as if they were on motorcycles, launching bottle after bottle of liquid fire into their path.

“How the hell did they find us?” Jimmy yelled, hanging out the window and whipping at the flames with his coat.

“Somebody must’ve seen the direction we were headed after we left the brothel.”

“Shit.” Jimmy’s coat caught on fire and he tossed it away. “You think Miss Tina told them?”

Vinnie shook his head. “It had to be another customer. Did you see him with anyone before you got into the fight?”

Jimmy shrugged. “He might have been hanging out with other vanillas.”

“Were they French?”

“I don’t know. All vanillas look alike.”

Another bottle exploded in the road ahead of them. Vinnie swerved to avoid the pool of flames, nearly rolling the little car in the process.

“They’re sloppy,” Vinnie said. “But they’re not bad.”

“How the heck are they keeping up with us on those unicycles?”

“They say these guys have been riding unicycles nonstop since they were old enough to walk,” Vinnie said. “And they’ve built up their leg muscles into super-powered pedaling machines.”

“They’re faster than hell.”

But they quickly learned that the jugglers weren’t even going as fast as they could go. Once they dropped down from the telephone wires onto the street, they were able to pedal at full speed. The jugglers came up alongside the car, one on Vinnie’s side and the other on Jimmy’s. They were no longer juggling Molotovs. They juggled chain saws, tossing them back and forth over the roof of the car.

“Where did they get chain saws?” Jimmy asked.

The saws sliced through the car’s exterior as the French clowns juggled. Sparks flew from the hood as the chain-saw blades grazed the metal.

“Take them out,” Blue Nose said, handing Jimmy his air horn.

Up close, Vinnie was able to get a good look at one of the jugglers—a clown so skinny that his limbs were like twigs of muscle. His clown face was patterned with black and white circles around his blood-red eyes, wide black grins stretching across his round cheeks. He looked like a spring-action doll from a jack-in-the-box, complete with the pointy little hat on top of his bald white head and a frilly collar around his neck. His brother was identical but he wasn’t as thin and he was missing his nose, as if it had been bitten off in a bar fight long ago.

“This is for Pierre, you filthy Bozo,” said the noseless juggler in a thick French accent.

Then he tossed the chain saw into the car with them. It cut a gash across Jimmy’s chest, then sliced the top of Vinnie’s wrist, and the skinny juggler caught it as it passed through the driver’s-side window.

“Motherfucker!” Jimmy cried as blood gushed from his torn shirt.

Jimmy aimed his air horn at the noseless clown and fired, but the juggler was too quick. He leaned back on his unicycle, his back nearly touching the street as he pedaled at seventy miles an hour. The sound wave went right over him and shattered the windows of a hardware shop.

Vinnie let the blood drip from his wrist. It was bleeding fast, but it wasn’t that deep. He jerked the wheel and made a hard left, trying to knock over the juggler riding alongside him. The skinny clown moved with him, turning just as quickly, as though he anticipated Vinnie’s every move.

“We don’t want you, Blue Nose,” the skinny clown said. “Turn over the Bozo boy and we’ll let you go.”

“Yes, blue man, don’t you want to go back to your pretty human wife? Are you sure you want to make poor Samantha a widow so young?”

Vinnie had no idea how they knew so much about him. All the Bozo Family knew about the members of Le Mystère were rumors they heard from friends of theirs around Little Bigtop. But the French clowns must’ve done their research on every high-ranking Bozo in the family. Vinnie couldn’t help but respect that, despite the vulnerable position they put him in.

“It would be a shame to let the mademoiselle’s bed go cold without you,” said the noseless one, juggling the chain saws by himself.

“We’ll make sure to keep her warm when you’re six feet underground,” said the other, who was now juggling grenades that were attached to his suspenders.

Vinnie didn’t like to let his emotions lead his actions, but he couldn’t help himself when they were talking about his wife. He pulled out his gun and shot at the skinny clown. All three of the laughing bullets missed their target when the juggler fell back into Vinnie’s blind spot. The clown chuckled, delighted to have gotten a rise out of the stone-cold capo.

“So that’s your answer then?” the noseless clown said through the passenger window. “You care so little for your wife’s well-being?”

Jimmy fired his air horn at the clown peeking through his window, but again the juggler dodged as fast as wind. When he pulled himself upright, the noseless clown tossed one of the grenades into the backseat of Jimmy’s car.

“Look out!” Jimmy cried as the glittery pink-and-blue-speckled ball landed in the seat behind them.

The Juggler Brothers fell back, waiting for the vehicle to blow.

“Get it!” Vinnie said.

Jimmy didn’t have time to crawl back there and throw it out the window. He aimed his 12-gauge air horn at it and fired. The blast had enough force to blow the back door out, sending the explosive out the new hole in the side of the car.

Vinnie looked in the rearview mirror, watching the grenade as it bounced down the street like a colorful rubber ball. As it bopped between the two unicycles, the smiles dropped from the Juggler Brothers’s faces as the French clowns disappeared into a cloud of blue fire.

“Did we get them?” Jimmy asked, sitting on the edge of his seat. He stared back at the blue flames behind them, so excited that he forgot about the blood dribbling down his chest.

“I don’t see them,” Vinnie said, watching the flames through the mirror.

“We got them. I know we got them.”

But only a moment later, the Juggler Brothers emerged from the blue flames, pedaling their unicycles like apocalyptic horsemen. Their clothes were scorched. Their pointy hats had been blown from their heads. But they weren’t wounded. They were pissed.

“No…,” Vinnie said. “They don’t go down that easily.”

“Those sons of bitches.” Jimmy leaned out of the window and fired three more blasts from his air horn, but at that range the sound waves dissipated in the wind before reaching their targets.

The juggler brothers threw everything they had at the Bozos. Vinnie swerved the car in a zigzag pattern as grenades exploded into blue fires that tore apart the exterior of the car. When they were out of grenades, the jugglers came at them with the chain saws. Jimmy pointed his air horn out the window and the noseless clown sawed it in half as he pedaled by. Then the skinny brother juggled a saw into the front of the car, cutting into the engine. Smoke poured from the hood.

The engine made a shrieking sound as Vinnie hit the gas, trying to go even faster.

“Hold on,” Vinnie said. “I’ve got an idea.”

He took a hard right and floored it.

“What’s that?” Jimmy yelled, looking at the jagged remains of his air horn.

“We’re going into The Sideshow.”

“What!” Jimmy’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Are you freaking nuts?”

“The Juggler Brothers won’t follow us in there.”

“Yeah, because they’re not stupid.”

“You got a better idea?”

“Yeah, we can put a couple bullets in our heads right now and make it easy on ourselves.”

Vinnie shook his head. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but it’s the only choice we got.”


Chapter 40

The jugglers didn’t turn back when Vinnie led them into The Sideshow. No matter how dangerous that area of town was, nothing was going to stop them from getting their revenge.

“Those crazy motherfuckers,” Jimmy said. “Well, at least if we die they’ll go out with us.”

“They don’t plan to be in here for long,” Vinnie said. “They’re going to try to take us out before we get too deep into Sideshow territory.”

Jimmy looked back at the clowns on the unicycles. They were pulling machetes from sheaths on their backs, preparing for their final attack.

“Be ready for them,” Vinnie said.

Jimmy glanced down at the spliced air horn in his hand. He didn’t know how he was supposed to protect himself. Vinnie had one hope. If the French clowns hesitated long enough, they could realize that there wasn’t enough time to both attack and return to safety. It was possible they would choose to play it safe.

As they headed deeper into The Sideshow, Vinnie became a little more than worried. He’d only seen this area from a distance, never daring to step foot inside. The place was a wasteland. It had once been an industrial area, now long abandoned. The buildings were left to crumble and rot. Weeds grew through the cement and cracked apart the road. The air was so thick with toxic smog that he couldn’t see ten feet in front of him.

When the jugglers came in, they came in hard and fast. They went straight for the tires, cutting through the two in the back as they juggled their machetes back and forth. Vinnie just heard the thunderous pops, then lost control of the vehicle. He glanced away from the road for a moment. Just a moment. He didn’t see it coming out of the fog. All he saw was a distorted, maniacal grin as the clown car plowed through its misshapen form.

The tiny clownmobile spun out, hit a pile of debris, and flipped into the air. Red metal crumpled around them as the car crashed roof-first into the street.

For a moment, everything was silent. Blood dripped from Vinnie’s round blue nose as he hung upside down inside the mangled vehicle. He blinked. His vision blurred in and out. All he could see of the Juggler Brothers were their unicycle wheels squeaking past his broken window as they circled like sharks.

“Motherfuckers…” Jimmy moaned.

He was more banged up than Vinnie, but he was able to move. He crawled out of the car and staggered to his feet.

“Don’t go out there,” Vinnie said.

But Jimmy didn’t listen. Jimmy never listened.

“You wanna fight me?” he yelled at the jugglers. “Fine, come and fight me.”

Vinnie tried to pull himself out of the car to back Jimmy up, but his seat belt was jammed, pinning him to the spot. He tugged and thrashed but couldn’t get free.

“I’ll do the same to you as I did your pussy cousin,” Jimmy yelled.

The French clowns circled him, one on each side, hurling their machetes back and forth across Jimmy’s front and back, trapping him within their juggling loop. Jimmy just stared at them, laughing death in the eyes.

“You’re like a dumb animal, Jimmy Bozo,” said the skinny brother.

The noseless brother finished his statement, “Somebody should have put you down a long time ago.”

Jimmy wasn’t brave. He was impulsive. He’d fight fire with gasoline if the mood struck him, and somehow he thought he’d always be lucky enough to get away with whatever crazy action he took.

“You think you’re the only clowns who can juggle?” Jimmy asked. He grabbed one of the machetes from midair as it twirled past him. “I can juggle, too.”

Then Jimmy snatched up another machete. He juggled both of them, giggling at the two brothers. The Frenchmen did not respond, staring at their target with blood in their eyes.

“You think you’re better than me?” Jimmy asked, juggling far sloppier than the brothers. “You’re not better than me. I’m going to slaughter the both of yas.”

Jimmy threw a machete, aiming it right at the skinny brother’s head. But the juggler just snatched it in the air, flipped it around, and threw it right back at Jimmy. The Bozo tried to catch it, but it was too fast. The machete impaled his right hand.

“Son of a bitch!” Jimmy fell to his knees.

The sixteen-inch blade split the center of his palm open. He couldn’t move any of his fingers. Four of the tendons had been severed. Blood sprayed down his white arm.

“I’ll cut off your damn gumballs,” Jimmy yelled, grabbing the other machete with his left hand.

The noseless brother threw a machete into Jimmy’s left shoulder. The noise was like a loud clap as the blade tore through the muscles and scraped against bone. Jimmy’s arm fell limp and he cried out. His only weapon slid out of his fingers and fell to the ground. All he could do was curse the jugglers as they circled him on their unicycles.

From his upside-down position, Vinnie shot at the brothers, aiming carefully with both hands. But the jugglers dodged every bullet. It was like they knew when he was going to pull the trigger even before he did.

“It’s time to finally put you out of your misery, Jimmy Bozo,” said the skinny brother, closing in on the bleeding clown.

Jimmy growled at him like a wounded animal.

“You’re not getting away with this,” Jimmy said.

The brothers looked at each other, then back at Jimmy. They rolled up to him and stopped, taking their feet from their unicycle pedals. They finished juggling, catching the machetes and holding two or three in each hand. Bloodthirsty looks in their eyes as they stared down on their wounded prey.

“If your father wants to retaliate that’s fine,” said the noseless brother. “We’ll be ready for him.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Jimmy said. “You won’t get away with this because you won’t make it out of here alive.”

The clowns giggled. “You still think you’re a threat, Little Bozo?”

Jimmy shook his head. “Nah. I was just trying to make as much noise as possible.” He chuckled. “You know, so I could attract the locals.”

The Juggler Brothers looked around. They didn’t realize how many of The Sideshow natives had come out of the surrounding buildings, attracted to Jimmy’s screams. There were dozens of the deformed shadowy figures. All of them giggling in their warped, gurgling way.

“You’re not getting out of here alive, jugglers,” Bozo said, a big bloody smile on his face.

As the figures closed in, the Juggler Brothers looked at each other with panic on their faces.

“Rot in Hell, you son of a bitch,” the noseless brother said, raising a machete at Jimmy.

Before the machete went down into Jimmy’s neck, Vinnie fired at him. The noseless clown was forced to dodge. The laughing bullet missed. Vinnie fired twice more, but he didn’t go for the clown. He aimed for the street below the juggler’s feet. The bullets shattered on impact, spraying tiny pieces of shrapnel at the juggler’s ankle. The noseless clown’s leg was nicked with the tiniest sliver of metal, but it was enough to inject him with the laughing chemical.

The noseless clown raised his machete again. Then he chuckled. He paused in midair, laughing at Jimmy. Then he looked at his brother and laughed at him. Then he looked at the shadowy figures staggering toward him. He couldn’t stop laughing.

“You filthy Bozo scum,” the noseless clown shouted to Vinnie, choking out the words between laughs.

He tried to finish the job, but he was cackling so hard he couldn’t even hold the machetes. He dropped them to the ground and then fell to his knees, laughing at the top of his lungs. He wasn’t able to dodge when Vinnie put two more bullets into his chest.

“François!” the skinny juggler cried as his brother fell to the ground.

Vinnie fired two more rounds at the ground near the other brother’s feet, but the skinny juggler leapt up in the air as the bullets hit. He grabbed on to the power line, pulling himself and his unicycle up.

“You will die,” the skinny juggler yelled. “All of you Bozos will die!”

He looked at his brother’s body just one last time, then the skinny clown fled the scene, riding the power line like a tightrope over the horde of figures below. But those ancient cables weren’t designed to hold the weight of a clown, even one as skinny as the remaining juggler brother. The wire snapped and the clown fell. Vinnie and Jimmy were too far away to see what happened to him.

“We got them,” Jimmy said, looking over at Vinnie. “We actually took out the Juggler Brothers!”

But they both knew they wouldn’t live long enough to celebrate the victory as the giggling figures closed in on them. When they came into the moonlight, Vinnie got a good look at their faces. With their twisted smiles and bulging muscular bodies, they looked like reflections in a fun-house mirror. They were The Sideshow Freaks—deformed, mutant clowns with the minds of depraved psychopaths. Everyone feared The Sideshow Freaks. Even the cops. Even the clownfellas. Even Jimmy Bozo.

“Trespassers…,” said one of the freaks in a hissing voice. He looked like a clown-shaped tyrannosaurus with his hunched back and tiny clawed arms dangling from the center of his chest. “Wicked trespassers…”

The mob closed in around Jimmy.

“Get away from him,” Vinnie yelled, firing his last bullet at one bulbous blob of a clown that didn’t even feel it.

All Vinnie did was bring their attention to him. The mutant clowns surrounded the overturned clown car.

“Tuna in a can! Tuna in a can!” A stubby clown with eyes the size of grapefruits giggled at the clown trapped in the driver’s seat. “Tuna in a can!”

The last thing Vinnie remembered was a rock-sized red fist breaking through the windshield and colliding with the center of his face.


Chapter 41

A lot of people were afraid of taking Happy Juice because it didn’t always go well. Nine out of ten humans injected with the stuff became normal clowns like Vinnie Blue Nose, but for that unlucky 10 percent things would go horribly wrong. Their minds and bodies would become malformed and distorted. They would become Sideshow Freaks.

Vinnie had a friend named Bernie Malcolm who was a part of his crew. He was a good guy, a reliable associate who should’ve been on the up-and-up. But he was human. And he refused to take the Happy Juice.

“You should be a made man by now, Bernie,” Vinnie told him. “You’ll never get promoted until you take the Juice and become a full clown.”

Bernie wiggled the clover hanging out of his hat. Although he wasn’t a clown, he still dressed in clown clothes when working for the Bozo Family. He wore green baggy pants, checkered shirts, and sometimes a pair of sparkling red shoes that were two sizes too big. But no matter how he dressed, he always had a clover in his hat, maybe due to his Irish heritage.

“I’m not doing it,” Bernie said. “It’s not worth the risk.”

“Succeeding in this business is all about taking risks,” Vinnie said. “You’ll never be respected if you stay vanilla.”

“I’m making enough money as an associate. Really, it’s fine. I have too many nightmares about becoming a freak and getting sent out to The Sideshow. I think it’s some kind of omen.”

“Everyone has those dreams before they take the Happy Juice, Bernie. It’s normal you’d be afraid. But it’s worth the risk.”

Bernie shook his head. He was convinced taking the shot was a death sentence.

“I’m sorry, Vinnie. It’s not going to happen.”

Vinnie knew the man’s mind was made up, but it was his job to persuade him whenever he could. Bernie had a good head on his shoulders and Vinnie knew he’d make a good clown. He wished half his soldiers were as reliable as the vanilla Irishman.

When Jimmy Bozo needed new people for his crew after the disappearance of Tickles and Spanky, Vinnie gave him Bernie Malcolm. Vinnie wanted people he could trust working under Jimmy. Bernie was perfect. Unfortunately, the clown prince was none too happy about it.

“Are you kidding me?” Jimmy yelled at Blue Nose the second he found out. “You want me to work with that vanilla?”

“He’s a good earner,” Vinnie said. “Any of my other guys would kill to have him on their crew.”

“Fuck your other guys. I only work with purebred clowns. That prick isn’t even a clown at all.”

“You’re letting your pride get in the way of business,” Vinnie said. “How many times do I have to tell you to keep that ego of yours in check?”

“Give me somebody else. Anybody else. I’m not working with no vanilla.”

“You’ll work with who I tell you to work with.”

And that was that. Jimmy didn’t argue any further.

Although Jimmy still complained and disrespected his capo at every opportunity, he would succumb to Vinnie’s authority once the blue-nosed clown put his foot down. Vinnie’s plan to get rid of Tickles and Spanky worked perfectly. Without his own guys to back him up, it was as if Jimmy’s balls were cut off. He didn’t have the confidence to stand up to Blue Nose like he used to. So Jimmy had to do something he never liked to do: compromise. Unfortunately, when Jimmy figured out ways to compromise he usually made things a hell of a lot worse.

“What the hell did you do?” Blue Nose yelled at Jimmy two days after Bernie was assigned to his crew.

“I’m sorry,” Jimmy said. “How the hell was I supposed to know that was going to happen?”

They were at Bernie’s apartment. It was the night before they were supposed to do a job together.

“Where is he?” Vinnie asked.

“Upstairs.”

Vinnie followed him up to the bedroom. Bernie was barricaded inside. It sounded like a rabid beast was in there, tearing up the furniture and slamming itself against the walls.

“He took Happy Juice?” Vinnie yelled. “How the hell did you get him to take Happy Juice?”

“I didn’t get him to take it. I injected him with it when he was asleep.”

“Are you insane?” Vinnie roared, pushing the Bozo against the wall.

“I told you I wouldn’t work with no vanilla. The only way I was going to allow him in my crew was if he became full clown.”

“You don’t inject people against their will,” Vinnie said. “That’s seriously messed up, even for you.”

“How did I know he’d be part of the unlucky ten percent?” Jimmy said. “Had it worked out it would have been perfect. You’d be happy. I’d be happy. Even Bernie would finally get made.”

“Yeah, but it didn’t work out, did it?”

The beast on the other side of the door screamed and threw lamps and bottles across the room.

“Jimmy!” Bernie cried from the other room, growling like a rabid dog. “I’ll kill you, Jimmy! I’ll rip you to shreds!”

Vinnie didn’t recognize his friend’s voice anymore. It was deeper and garbled as if he had something in his mouth. As if his tongue and teeth were too large to speak through.

“What are we going to do?” Jimmy asked.

“Get Spotty. Tell him to knock out Bernie and then haul him out to The Sideshow.”

“I think you should just put him out of his misery,” Jimmy said. “That’s what I would do.”

“Just shut up and get Spotty.”

Then Vinnie looked at Jimmy as if he imagined himself choking the clown to death. Those weren’t the kinds of thoughts that usually went through Blue Nose’s head, but Bernie was a good friend of his. He couldn’t stand that he was taken out this way: shot up with a bad dose of Happy Juice just because some spoiled brat had a prejudice against non-clowns.

“If you were anybody else…,” Vinnie said.

Jimmy didn’t argue. Even if he hated Bernie, he knew he’d fucked up. He went downstairs without saying another word.

When Vinnie opened the door, he saw what had become of his former friend. Bernie was twice the size he used to be. His legs were short and stubby, but his chest and upper arms were like those of a gorilla. His head was lumpy and his chin stretched all the way down to the bottom of his neck. He looked like a cartoon made flesh.

“Bernie…,” Vinnie said.

The mutant was crying, sitting on the collapsed bed with his hands in his eyes. When he looked up, Vinnie saw the distorted mess that his face had become. He had one tiny red eye and one large green eye. His hair was a curly yellow mess that grew more out of his shoulders and chest than the top of his head. His nose was so large it looked like a blood-filled water balloon. His lips were the size of sausages. All that was left of the Bernie that Vinnie knew was the green clover sticking out the top of his hat.

“It happened…,” the mutant clown grumbled. “Vinnie, it happened…”

Then Bernie said a bunch of nonsense that Vinnie couldn’t understand. All those in the unlucky 10 percent retained a little of their minds after the transformation, but for the most part they became untamed psychopaths that could no longer function in society. There used to be asylums for the freaks, but the feds could only afford to take care of so many. It was easier to just send them out to The Sideshow, where they would be cast out and forgotten.

“I’m sorry it ended up this way,” Vinnie said.

The mutant no longer acknowledged him.

“I knew it would happen…,” Bernie said.

Then Vinnie took one last look at him and closed the door. He wasn’t Bernie anymore. His old friend was dead. All that was left was a deformed monster that would soon disappear into the shadows forever.


Chapter 42

Vinnie Blue Nose woke in some black moldy basement, chained to a wall, rusty water dripping on his head. The only light was that of the moon shining through cracks in the ceiling. Three other men were chained to the wall next to him. There was also a body on the floor.

“Jimmy,” Vinnie said to the clown next to him. “Jimmy, wake up.”

Little Bozo was next to him, moaning in his sleep. The blades had been removed from his body, but his wounds had not been treated. Streams of blood were like red zebra stripes down his white chest. If the wounds weren’t cauterized soon the clown would surely bleed to death.

“Jimmy, come on. Wake up.”

Jimmy’s head rolled to one side, but he didn’t regain consciousness.

“Fuck him,” said a voice on the other side of Jimmy. “The salaud deserves to die.”

Vinnie recognized the French accent. It was the skinny juggler brother. The freaks had kept him alive. There was a large gash on his bald head, but otherwise the clown was in good shape.

“I’m glad to see you’re still alive,” Vinnie said to the French clown.

The skinny juggler laughed. “Me? You’re happy I’m alive? That’s funny because all I’m thinking about is how to kill you before the freaks get a chance to.”

“Don’t you want to get out of here?” Vinnie asked. “We’d have a better chance surviving this if we work together.”

The juggler laughed louder. “There’s no getting out of here, Blue Man. The best I can hope for is killing you before I die.”

“But what if there was a chance to live? Wouldn’t you rather live today and kill me tomorrow?”

“You think I would really help you after what you did to my brother?”

The juggler pointed at the body lying in the center of the room. It was the noseless brother. He was facedown in a pool of blood.

Vinnie said, “It was nothing personal. It’s my job to keep Bozo’s son alive. You two left me with no choice.”

“Be quiet!” cried a voice on the other side of the juggler brother. He spoke in a loud whisper. “He’s going to hear you.”

Vinnie squinted to see the other prisoner in the room with them. It was a male clown in a faded pink suit. His red hair was long and dreadlocked with mud. His green eyes were youthful, but his skin was withered and saggy, like he was a kid in his twenties who’d done enough drugs to give him the body of a fifty-year-old.

“Who’re you?” Vinnie asked.

“My name’s Bobo,” said the trembling clown. “You’ve got to be quiet or he’ll come back. Seriously. You don’t want him to come back.”

He was obviously some junkie who wandered into The Sideshow after dark. People disappeared in and around The Sideshow all the time. Nobody ever knew exactly what happened to them. Based on the multiple layers of blood caked on the concrete floor below him, Vinnie assumed this was where all of those missing people ended up.

“Who’ll come back?” the French clown asked.

“The Butcher.” The clown flinched as he said the name. “He doesn’t like noise.”

“How long have you been here?” Vinnie asked. He kept his voice down, but he didn’t stop talking.

“I don’t know.” The junkie clown’s whisper was so low Vinnie could just barely hear him. “A few days. Maybe a week. I was with a friend. We were squatting in an abandoned garage, just trying to get out of the rain, you know? We didn’t have any idea we were so close to The Sideshow. If we knew we never would have stayed there.”

“What happened to your friend? Did he get away?”

The junkie shook his head and then closed his eyes tight. He obviously didn’t want to think about what had happened to his friend.

“What are they planning on doing with us?” Vinnie asked.

“What do you think they’re planning on doing?” Bobo said, pointing at his lower body.

Vinnie didn’t realize it before, but the junkie’s legs were missing from the knees down.

In the dark, he assumed the clown was just sitting on his legs. He didn’t notice the bloody wounds on the ends of his thighs.

“They’ve been eating me one piece at a time.” The junkie broke down in tears. “I watched them eat my friend.” He didn’t even care about keeping quiet anymore. “They’re not freaks. They’re monsters.”

Vinnie wasn’t at all upset by this news. In fact, he was more relieved than anything. It meant they would be kept alive longer. It would give him more time to come up with a plan.

“How many are in this building?” Vinnie asked.

Bobo shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“How many come down here?”

“Just The Butcher,” Bobo said. “He’s the one who cuts you up.”

“Does he—,” Vinnie began, but a loud noise interrupted him.

The body in the center of the room started coughing and gagging on blood. The noseless juggler wasn’t dead. His arms twitched and his eyes blinked open.

“François!” his brother cried.

“He’s still alive?” Vinnie asked.

The skinny juggler leaned in as close as he could to his brother. “François! Get up. You have to get up.”

“Stop yelling,” Bobo whispered. “He’s going to hear you!”

The juggler didn’t care. “François!”

Vinnie said, “He’s not chained down like the rest of us. He might be able to get us free.”

The skinny brother’s expression was completely different from a few moments ago. He was now in a panic, desperate for his brother’s survival. “I’ll call a truce if you help me save my brother.”

“Deal.” Vinnie had no idea how he’d be able to save the half-dead clown, but turning his enemies into his allies was the first step in getting out of there.

“François!”

The noseless clown continued coughing and shaking. He didn’t respond to his brother. He didn’t seem aware of his surroundings.

“Please, be quiet,” Bobo said. “He’ll hurt all of us if you make him mad.”

“Noise makes him mad?” Vinnie asked.

“François!”

“He’s sensitive to sound,” Bobo said. “He can hear everything we say, even when we whisper.”

“François!”

Bobo was right. The noise they were making soon brought a mutant clown down the stairs. He was four times the size of a normal clown—seven feet tall and about five hundred pounds. He had one massive arm and one normal-sized arm. His eyes, nose, and mouth were tiny on the center of his flat red face, but his ears were like those of an elephant.

“Noise…,” grumbled the mutant clown. “Stop noise.”

He carried a meat hook in his small hand. The large hand looked too big and deformed to do anything but clobber someone to death. As he approached the prisoners, he held out the hook.

“Absolute silence…,” hissed the freak, wiping blood from the hook against his butcher’s apron.

“Sensitive to noise?” Vinnie asked him.

It was only a normal speaking voice, but The Butcher flinched at the sound. Even the low volume was enough to bother the freak’s oversized eardrums.

“Quiet!” The Butcher cried, grabbing Vinnie by the throat with his massive left hand.

It felt like a lumpy slab of meat wrapped around his neck, squeezing the air out of him. Vinnie stared the mutant in his beady black eyes. There was little intelligence behind those eyes, as if he were looking into the eyes of a rat or a spider. The Sideshow Freaks lived by instincts. They no longer had the morals of civilized beings. Looking at the mutant now, Vinnie thought it made sense that they’d turned cannibal.

The Butcher shoved the end of the meat hook into Vinnie’s blue nose and pulled, stretching the nostril. Even Vinnie couldn’t help but whimper at the pain of having the hook in his nose. For a minute, Vinnie thought The Butcher was going to rip his nose right off, but then he let go. He released Vinnie’s throat from his grip and stepped away.

“Silence, always…,” said the freak.

The prisoners did not make a sound.

Then The Butcher stabbed the meat hook into the wounded juggler on the floor and dragged his body upstairs.

“François!” the skinny juggler cried. “Leave him alone!”

The Butcher didn’t stop. He just cringed at the sound of the juggler’s yells as he took his brother away. The noseless clown moaned, sluggishly moving his arms to try to grab on to the stairs as he was pulled. But he was too weak. He banged his head against every step on the way up.

“François!”

The juggler kicked off his shoes and revealed a small switchblade that was hidden inside one of the soles. Using only his tiny white toes, he flipped open the blade and hurled it at the freak. The knife hit the Butcher in the side, piercing the rib cage just below his abnormally thick arm. But the mutant didn’t even notice he’d been stabbed.

“I’ll fucking kill you!” the skinny clown yelled at The Butcher. “Did you hear me, you bastard? If you touch him I’ll gut you like a pig!”

“You’re not in a position to threaten him,” Vinnie said.

“Fuck you!” the juggler spit at him. “We need to figure out a way to save him.”

Vinnie turned away from the troubled clown and tried to come up with a plan. If only the juggler had told him before that he had a concealed switchblade, they could have used that to their advantage. But in his desperation, the juggler went and threw away the only weapon they had. Working with the Frenchman wasn’t going to be easy. He was just as impulsive as Jimmy.

When they could no longer hear The Butcher dragging the body across the ceiling, Vinnie turned to Bobo. “What’s he going to do with him?”

Bobo stared up at the ceiling, hesitating to speak.

“He might just cut a piece off and bring him back,” Bobo whispered even quieter than before. “But if he thinks he’s dead or almost dead, he’ll carve him up like a side of beef and we’ll never see him again.”

“Then I guess we don’t have much time,” Vinnie said.

Vinnie knew there was little to no chance of saving François, but if he was going to get his brother’s help he’d at least have to try.


Chapter 43

Jimmy Bozo regained consciousness and Vinnie told him the situation. The clown prince laughed in the juggler’s face when he heard his brother was being butchered upstairs.

“Jimmy, cool it,” Blue Nose said to him.

But Jimmy couldn’t resist. “Come on, the prick deserves it.”

The juggler looked like he was imagining all the ways he would kill the young Bozo once he was freed.

“We need to work together if we’re going to get through this,” Vinnie said. “We can’t be at each other’s throats. Now when I say, I want you to yell as loud as you can.”

“What?” Bobo cried. “You can’t do that.”

“Trust me,” Vinnie said. “Just yell. Loud.”

Vinnie had a plan, but he didn’t want to tell them what it was just in case the freak could hear them. He wanted to use The Butcher’s sensitive hearing to his advantage.

It was the juggler who got it started. “Hey, you big-eared freak! Come down here and face me, you ugly mutant! I’m going to kill you!”

Then Vinnie and Jimmy joined in, yelling at The Butcher, calling him a freak and a mutant.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Bobo said. “Please, stop shouting.”

But the clowns only shouted louder.

By the time The Butcher came downstairs, the deranged clown was clearly pissed. He had both a meat hook and cleaver, though he could barely hold on to the cleaver in his deformed hand. Fresh blood trickled down the blades.

“What did you do to my brother?” the juggler yelled. “If you touched him I’ll rip your throat out.”

The Butcher went to the French clown and kicked him in the chest so hard it knocked the breath out of him. The juggler gasped, trying to breathe. He was unable to go on yelling.

“Think you’re tough, you freak?” Vinnie shouted, trying to get him closer. “Think you can make me shut up?”

The mutant stomped toward Vinnie with his cleaver raised.

“Stop speaking…,” hissed the freak.

“You want me to stop? Try to make me.”

The Butcher came at Vinnie. “I’ll cut out your vocal cords.”

Once the freak was close enough, Vinnie let out a long shriek right into the mutant’s giant ear. The Butcher wavered as if he’d been hit with a frying pan, his knees wobbling, trying to cover his ears. The juggler and Jimmy Bozo joined in, screaming as loud as they could. The juggler’s voice was able to hit such a high frequency when he shrieked that the mutant seemed almost paralyzed by the sound.

Vinnie didn’t waste any time. He wrapped his legs around the freak’s ankles and rolled over, tripping the mutant to the ground. As The Butcher landed, he dropped his weapons on the concrete floor. The juggler grabbed the meat hook between his toes, raised it into the air, and stabbed it into the mutant’s neck. A sneer of satisfaction stretched across the French clown’s face as he squeezed his toes together and ripped out the freak’s throat in one scooping motion.

“Holy shit…,” Bobo said as a geyser of blood splashed out of the mutant’s neck.

Before the juggler could beat him to the punch, Vinnie used his legs to pull the mutant closer to him. Once in reach of his hands, he searched The Butcher’s pockets until he found the keys to their chains.

“Unlock me,” the skinny juggler said.

Vinnie unlocked his own chains. Then Jimmy’s.

The juggler cried, “Come on, he could be bleeding to death up there.”

“If he’s even still alive,” Jimmy said.

“He’s alive. He has to be.”

Vinnie held out the keys. “Do you promise to keep the truce until we get out of here?”

“Give them here.”

The juggler reached for the keys, but Vinnie pulled them away.

“Promise?” Vinnie asked.

“Yes, yes. Just hurry.”

Vinnie dropped the keys next to him and the French clown quickly unlocked the chains, grabbed his shoes, and ran upstairs.

“What about me?” Bobo asked. “Free me, too.”

Vinnie helped Jimmy to his feet before acknowledging the junkie clown. Jimmy wouldn’t be able to fight with his damaged hand and shoulder, but at least he’d be able to walk.

“I’m sorry.” Vinnie didn’t look him in the eyes as he unlocked the chains.

“Sorry about what? We’re free.”

“I’m sorry that we won’t be able to take you with us.”

Bobo’s face went from excited and hopeful to panicked. “What do you mean you won’t take me with you? You have to take me with you.”

“Your legs are gone,” Vinnie said. “You’ll never make it. We have to leave you behind.”

“Are you sure? You can’t strap me to your back or something?”

“Just put him out of his misery,” Jimmy said.

“Quiet,” Vinnie told him.

“He’s got only one arm. What’s he going to do for the rest of his life? He might as well be dead.”

“I said be quiet.” Vinnie gave the Bozo a look until he walked away. Then he turned back to the dismembered junkie. “I’m sorry. It’ll never work. We have little chance of getting out of here ourselves.” Vinnie watched the life fall out of Bobo’s eyes. He couldn’t help but feel sorry for the guy. “Look, if we get out we’ll get you help.”

“Yeah.” Bobo nodded. “I understand. You guys go on without me. Call the cops and tell them where I am.” There was no optimism in the words he spoke. “I’ll find a good hiding space somewhere. They’ll think I left with you. Even if they catch me again, I’m sure I’ll survive the next twenty-four hours. The cops will surely come get me by then.”

“That’s the spirit,” Vinnie said, patting him on top of his green dreadlocks. “Never give up hope.”

“Come on,” Jimmy said, holding the blood in his shoulder. “We don’t got much time before the other freaks notice one of theirs is missing.”

Vinnie grabbed the cleaver and the meat hook. They were going to need a lot of weapons if they were going to fight their way out of The Sideshow. The freaks outnumbered them a hundred to one.


Chapter 44

Upstairs was a makeshift butcher shop. Bloody knives and hooks lined the wall. A pile of clown bones lay in the corner, covered in rotten bits of flesh and buzzing with flies. Vinnie pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his nose.

“François,” said the skinny juggler, leaning over the cutting block his brother was spread across. “Don’t get up. I need to stop the bleeding.”

The noseless clown was still alive, but he was missing a leg. The skinny juggler used a part of his shirt as a tourniquet, cutting off the circulation around his severed limb.

“We need to get him out of here,” said the juggler.

“Let’s not rush things,” Vinnie said through his handkerchief. “It’s a long way out of The Sideshow.”

Blue Nose examined Jimmy’s wounds. He was still losing blood. The clown was shivering, his teeth were chattering, and it wasn’t because he was cold without a shirt. His body temperature was dropping from lack of blood.

“We’ve got to cauterize these wounds,” Vinnie told the clown prince.

There was a battery-powered soldering iron next to the cutting block, most likely used for burning shut the blood vessels of victims the creeps wanted to keep alive. Vinnie held the iron up to Jimmy, pointing it at his shoulder.

“This is going to hurt,” Vinnie said. “Don’t scream.”

“I can take it,” Jimmy said.

But when the heated metal pierced into the hole in his shoulder, Jimmy cried through his teeth. He closed his eyes and whimpered at the pain. It was the most vulnerable Vinnie had ever seen the miserable bastard. When he was finished, he passed the soldering iron off to the juggler.

“Use this on his leg,” Vinnie said, pointing at his brother. “Then take whatever weapons you can find from this room. We won’t be getting out of here without a fight.”

When they were ready, the juggler put three butcher knives in his belt loops and Jimmy armed himself with a hatchet that he could barely hold in the one hand that didn’t have a hole through it.

“We need to be as quiet as possible,” Vinnie said. “We might be able to take on a few of them at a time, but we’re dead if we get mobbed.”

The juggler nodded as he pulled his brother onto his back.

“By the way,” Vinnie said, holding out his hand to the French clown. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“It’s Jean,” said the French clown. “Jean Dupont.”

The juggler shifted his weight to hold his brother with one arm as he shook the Bozo’s hand.

“Until we get out of here, we need to pretend we’re best friends, Jean,” Vinnie said. “We can kill each other once your brother’s back on his feet, maybe a few months from now.”

Jean snickered. “Oh, it won’t take that long for François to get back on his feet. He might need a new leg, but I promise you he’ll be capable of killing the both of you in two weeks’ time.”

Vinnie smiled at the Frenchman’s response. “Okay. Two weeks then. But for now, we watch each other’s backs.”

“Consider it watched.” Then the French clown carried his brother out of the room.

On the way out of the building, they sneaked past a doorway in the hallway leading to the exit. As Vinnie crept by, he got a good look inside. There were dozens of mutant clowns in there, dancing with one another. It was like a grand ball, only there wasn’t any music. The deformed clowns wrapped their bulbous bodies around one another, rocking back and forth. They all giggled as they danced—soft, tender giggles. It was as if their giggling was the music they danced to. Wide, sharp-toothed grins stretched across their faces as they moved. Their bodies were so misshapen that Vinnie couldn’t tell the women from the men.

“Quiet…,” Vinnie whispered as they passed the doorway.

But the mutant clowns didn’t notice them. They were too deep inside their own worlds to distinguish dream from reality. After the dance they were most likely expecting a feast, but the only dinner they’d be served that night would be on a big platter of disappointment. Their meat had already gotten away.


Chapter 45

With the biggest mob of freaks dancing like loons in their imaginary ballroom, much of The Sideshow was left empty and quiet. The Bozos and the jugglers didn’t have too hard a time sneaking through the crumbled streets. Most of the freaks they came across didn’t seem to notice them, and those that did were quickly dealt with by Vinnie and Jean. But morning was starting to break and they still had a long way to go.

“We must find our unicycles,” Jean said. “I’d be able to get out of here faster if I had my unicycle.”

“I don’t know how to ride no stupid unicycle,” Jimmy said.

“Who said I’d let you ride a unicycle? They’re only for me and my brother.”

“Then what about us?” Jimmy asked.

“You and the Blue Man can flip your car over. It might still work.”

Vinnie interrupted, waving at them to keep their voices down.

“We’re not going back that way,” Vinnie said in a quiet tone. “That area’s probably still crawling with freaks. Besides, we have no idea where we are and would never be able to find it.”

“But my brother won’t last long on foot,” Jean said.

“We don’t have a choice. It’s probably only a thirty-minute walk out of the sideshow. Then we can get a car and get to a doctor.”

“Do we even know where we’re going?”

“The sun is rising in the east. If we keep heading toward it we’ll get out of here eventually.”

“What do you mean eventually?”

Vinnie ducked to the ground as he saw figures up ahead. A group of freaks piled out of an old garage, stretching their lumpy muscles and smiling up at the rising sun.

“Get down,” Vinnie said.

Their giggles echoed down the street toward them. The freaks hadn’t noticed them yet, too busy rubbing the morning crust from their big bulging eyes.

“How many of them are there?” Jimmy asked.

“Six,” Vinnie said. “Too many for us to handle.”

“We can handle them,” Jean said.

Vinnie shook his head. “We shouldn’t risk it.”

“We don’t have time to go around them or wait for them to leave. We should kill them and go through.”

Vinnie’s gut was telling him it was a bad idea. A really bad idea. “We might be able to kill all six, if we get really lucky. But there’s no chance we’d get through it unscathed. And if there’s any more of them over there that we can’t see yet, we’re dead.”

“We have to risk it,” Jean said. “My brother is dying. If you won’t do it I’ll kill them by myself.”

“Go ahead and get yourself killed.” Jimmy chuckled at the Frenchman. “I’m not going to stop you.”

Vinnie watched the mutants, waiting to see if any more joined them. He was most worried about the mutants the fight would attract. One more and they’d be dead. With just six, there was a chance. Not a great chance, but a chance. If he let Jean fight all six by himself, he wouldn’t survive. And with Jean dead, Vinnie wouldn’t be able to fight more than one or two mutants at a time on his own. His best option was a bad one. He had to fight them.

“Okay, let’s do it,” Vinnie said. “But we have to take them by surprise.”

The juggler agreed. They had to act while the freaks still had their backs to them.


Chapter 46

With the rising sun in their eyes, they couldn’t tell which direction the mutants were facing. They just saw the sunlight reflecting off their shiny bald heads. Jean threw a butcher knife at one of the freaks and that was the end of that. When the deformed clown turned to face them, their friends saw the knife sticking out of his back and then the attacking clowns lost their element of surprise.

“Breakfast is coming…,” said a giggling freak with a distorted clown face three times too big for his body. His teeth alone were like ivory bricks.

Jean threw his remaining butcher knives at the freak clowns. One of them at a big-headed mutant, which barely pierced the skin of his massive red scalp, and the other at a long skinny clown seemingly made of pink taffy who caught the blade in his piranha-like teeth. The gang of freaks glared at the French clown with cold bug eyes. Then they giggled and squealed with delight.

“Hold it,” Vinnie said, skidding to a stop. “Fall back.”

When Jean stopped, he nearly tumbled to the ground. He was a sloppy runner. He didn’t seem very experienced at walking on his feet at all, as if he spent all his time every day riding a unicycle. “What’s wrong?”

Blue Nose realized it was suicide charging them without getting the jump on them first. They had to have killed two of them in the sneak attack to stand a chance against all six.

“Let them chase us,” Vinnie said.

“Why? Let’s just attack.”

“It’ll spread them out. Some of those freaks are fast and some are slow as snails. We let the fast ones come to us first and kill them before the slower ones get to us.”

“Okay, but we don’t lead them to François,” Jean said. “We lead them away.”

Vinnie nodded and crossed the street, leading the mutants in a new direction. He was careful to head for a wide-open desolate area. He didn’t want to run into another group of freaks and get attacked on both sides. That was one big problem with Vinnie’s plan. The other was leaving Jimmy Bozo with the wounded juggler. Who knew what the clown prince would do on his own.

“Here,” Vinnie said when they entered a large crumbling lot.

“This is no good,” Jean said. “We should lead them into an alley where they’d be forced to fight one or two at a time.”

“No, our biggest advantage over them is our speed,” Vinnie said, catching his breath and sizing up the mutants approaching them. “An alley would limit our movements and give them the upper hand. We’ll still be able to fight them one or two at a time as long as we don’t let the slow ones catch up.”

The first mutant to arrive was the tall wiry clown with the knife in his teeth. He giggled as he ran, his long arms stretched out wide enough to hug a truck.

“I’ll get this one,” Jean said. “You get the next.”

Vinnie nodded. He ran past the wiry clown and charged the one with the knife in his back. The clown was a brick wall, bulbous muscles and a frizzy green Afro with large black eyes and tiny nose and mouth. A real creeper of a clown, giggling in a little schoolgirl’s voice.

Blue Nose went straight for his legs, dropping all his weight on the creature’s ankles. The freak crumpled to the ground.

“Tickle me! Tickle me!” the mutant cried as he rolled in the crumbling asphalt.

Vinnie lowered the cleaver into the mutant’s face, splitting his nose in two.

“Tickle me!” The freak grabbed Vinnie by the throat, strangling him with both hands as Vinnie chopped at his distorted face.

“Tickle me!”

It took five swings before the freak loosened his grip. Then Vinnie used the meat hook to finish him off.

“Tickle…,” the mutant said, gargling blood as he died.

“Go for the legs,” Vinnie said. Their malformed bodies gave them horrible balance.

But when Vinnie turned around, Jean was in trouble. The mutant clown’s wiry arms were wrapped around the juggler like blue-and-pink-striped boa constrictors. The juggler was lifted off the ground, kicking his feet in the air.

“Jean!” Vinnie ran to him.

Vinnie was surprised how helpless the juggler was when he wasn’t on his unicycle working in tandem with his twin brother. Jean and François had trained to become masters at certain fighting techniques, but were completely inept at fighting any other way.

Before Blue Nose could get to Jean, the wiry clown pulled the Frenchman back toward his mutant friends. It was almost as if the freak knew Vinnie was trying to separate them in order to fight one at a time. The next thing he knew, he was surrounded by the freaks. Four of them boxed in Vinnie as the wiry clown wrapped his rubbery arms around Jean’s neck. The juggler couldn’t even gasp as the life was being squeezed out of him.

Not only was Vinnie horribly outnumbered, but more freaks were coming into the lot toward him. A large muscled mutant carried a metal rod with one end sharpened. He charged through the lot, aiming it at Vinnie’s head. Although Blue Nose thought there was a solution for every problem, his options had run out. The best he could hope for was taking one or two more of them out with him.

“Well, that’s the end of that,” Vinnie said.

His only consolation was the thought that maybe Jimmy Bozo would survive. If he ditched the wounded juggler and took his time sneaking out of The Sideshow, moving just one building at a time, it was possible he could get out of there on his own, even with his wounds. It was unlikely, but possible.

Surrounded by the giggling fun-house freaks, Vinnie composed himself. He raised his cleaver and meat hook, pointing them at the ferocious maniacs. On his cleaver hand, his wedding ring glistened in the morning sunlight.

He looked deep into the candy jewels on the gold ring. “I’m sorry, Samantha.”

As the freaks closed in on him, a spear was hurled into the air. It impaled Big Head through the chest. At first, Vinnie assumed that it was an accident. The mutant running toward him had thrown the spear and had to have been aiming for the trespasser. But then Vinnie saw the hat on the mutant’s head, the clover sticking out the top.

“Bernie?” Vinnie asked.

The mutant tipped his hat once at his old boss, then ripped the metal rod out of Big Head’s rib cage. The two of them back-to-back, the other freaks didn’t stand a chance.

“Where the hell did you come from?”

“I saw Jimmy’s car wrecked in Sideshow territory,” Bernie said in his distorted mutant voice. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

Vinnie targeted the legs of the freaks as his mutant friend speared them through their giggling faces. When it was only the stretchy freak left, Vinnie came up behind him and cut his throat with the meat hook. Jean fell to the ground, gasping for air. He looked up at Bernie as if he was about to attack.

“He’s with us,” Vinnie told the French clown. “He used to be a part of my crew.”

“Even if he was your friend, Sideshow Freaks shouldn’t be trusted,” Jean said. “We should go.”

Vinnie looked at Bernie. The ogrelike clown looked like he’d been through Hell. His body was caked in dirt and weeds. He smelled like rotting snake eggs and fish oil. Vinnie couldn’t imagine what his old friend must have gone through over the past few years living as a freak in The Sideshow.

“I’m not like the others,” Bernie said. “I’ve retained most of my sanity.”

“Let’s just go,” Jean said, cradling his aching throat.

Bernie looked at Vinnie. “Come with me. I can help you.”

The juggler shook his head. “You can’t trust him.”

“It’s not far,” Bernie gurgled.

Vinnie nodded at the mutant. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 47

They regrouped with Jimmy and François along the way. The two of them were huddled behind a dumpster a block from where Vinnie left them. Bernie and Little Bozo didn’t look each other in the eyes when they met. It seemed as if the freak didn’t even recognize the clown. Most memories were lost or distorted once a person transformed into a Sideshow Freak. It was possible Bernie didn’t remember how Jimmy had given him the Happy Juice, or even who Jimmy was.

“I know where there’s a car nearby,” Bernie said.

“Does it run?”

“Yes, I’ve tried it. There should be enough gas. But you’ll have to go quickly. There are others who live in the garage where it’s parked.”

They followed him for five blocks until they reached the garage, only having to hide once when a mutant patrol crossed the railroad tracks.

“It’s in there,” Bernie said, pointing at the garage with his spear. “Go quickly.”

“You’re not coming?” Vinnie asked.

“If they see me helping you they’ll kill me. Just open the garage door and the car will be there. The others are on the other side of the building. If you’re fast they won’t see you.”

Vinnie looked up at Bernie. His old friend had a drooping frown on his clown face. He was the most miserable-looking creature Blue Nose had ever seen.

“How have you been, Bernie?” Vinnie asked in a soft voice.

Bernie broke eye contact. “Just go.”

Vinnie wasn’t ready to leave. “I never would have guessed that you’d have held on to your sanity like this. I figured your mind would have been gone, turning you into a wild animal, like the others. If I’d have known…”

Bernie put his lumpy white hand on his old friend’s shoulder. “Don’t, Vinnie. It’s okay.”

“What has it been like for you living out here?”

“It’s been a living hell. What do you think? Just get out of here while you still can.”

Bernie turned away.

“Thanks for helping us,” Vinnie said. “I’ll never be able to repay you.”

When Vinnie turned to head toward the garage, he let his guard down. Just for a second. But it was long enough so that he didn’t see it coming. Bernie spun around and plunged that jagged metal rod of his right into Jimmy Bozo’s stomach.

“You already have repaid me, Vinnie,” Bernie said, laughing maniacally as Jimmy puked blood into the air. “You let me finally get my revenge on that worthless bastard.”

Jimmy fell to the street, grabbing at the pole sticking out of his guts.

“You son of a bitch, Bernie,” Vinnie said. “I trusted you.”

“I wasn’t lying about the car,” Bernie said as he backed away. “Even though you let Jimmy do what he did to me I’ll always consider you my friend.” Before he turned and ran away he said, “I’ll see you in Hell, Jimmy!”

The cackling filled the streets as the freak with the clover in his hat fled the scene.

“Come on.” Vinnie pulled the metal rod out of Jimmy’s belly and put pressure on the wound as he lifted him off the ground. “We need to get to a doctor fast.”

They went into the garage, hopped into the old Buick, and hauled ass out of The Sideshow. Once back in the civilized area of Little Bigtop, Vinnie sped through morning traffic, running red lights, and forcing pedestrians to jump out of the way.

“Where are you going?” Jean cried. “The hospital isn’t in this direction.”

“We don’t have time to make it to the hospital.”

“Then where the hell are we going?”

“I know a doctor who doesn’t live far from here. Well, he’s not exactly a doctor. He’s a veterinarian.”

“A veterinarian?” Jean cried.

“Don’t worry,” Vinnie said. “He’s one of the best. And he’s on the Bozo Family payroll, so we won’t have to deal with the cops.”

“Are you insane? I won’t put my brother’s life in the hands of a vet.”

“Then find your own way to the hospital.”

Vinnie wouldn’t be persuaded otherwise. The boss’s son was bleeding out fast. There wasn’t enough time to second-guess his actions.


Chapter 48

Earl Berryman almost had a heart attack when the group of blood-drenched clowns burst through the front door of his apartment. He was standing there in his pajamas, eating a bowl of cornflakes that dropped from his hands and shattered on the kitchen floor when he saw the son of Don Bozo being carried inside.

“Mr. Blue Nose?” Earl asked. “What are you doing here?”

“You have to help him,” Vinnie said.

Jean and Vinnie carried the bleeding clown to the vet’s dining room table. Jean cleared the table with one sweep of his arm, knocking the children’s breakfast onto the floor.

“Why didn’t you take him to the hospital?” Earl asked.

“There’s no time. You have to save him. Do you have your medical equipment here?”

“Yeah, but my kids are getting ready for school,” Earl said. “They can’t see this.”

“Forget about them,” Vinnie said. “Tell them to stay in their rooms. You have to concentrate. This is the boss’s son that’s dying over here. You don’t want to be responsible for his death.”

Earl looked over at the hallway to see his three daughters were already peeking in on the commotion. Their clown mother was standing behind them, blowing bubbles into the air.

“Take them to your room,” Earl told his wife. “Then get me my bag.”

The woman nodded and giggled. Her bright-red lips pursed as she blew bubbles at her concerned daughters.

“Get to work,” Vinnie said. “He’s not the only patient we have for you.”

The vet examined Jimmy Bozo and said, “We’re going to need a blood donor.”

“I’m type O,” Vinnie said. “You can take mine.”

Then Vinnie and Jean went to the car to get the other patient.


Chapter 49

When there was nothing left that Vinnie could do to help, Earl Berryman told him to wait outside.

“I’ve done all I can,” Earl said. “It’s up to them now.”

Vinnie looked down at the clown prince. He’d never seen Jimmy in such a sorry state. The young Bozo had gotten closer to death than he’d ever gone before. Blue Nose hoped the guy learned something from the ordeal. He wasn’t indestructible. He had to use caution or the next time would be his last.

Outside, Vinnie lit up a blue raspberry cigarette and walked over to the Frenchman, who was waiting with the same impatient look that Vinnie’d had all morning.

“The doctor said your brother will likely pull through,” Vinnie said, offering him a cigarette. “He’s one tough bastard.”

Vinnie lit the cigarette for him.

“You’re damn right he is,” Jean said. “When he was four years old, his nose was bitten off by a stray dog. He didn’t cry or complain after it happened. Instead, he quietly chased the dog down and bashed its head in with a brick. Can you believe that? When our father asked him what had happened, he just said, ‘My nose fell off.’ Like it was a shoe or something. Just a little thing that he didn’t even need.”

Vinnie nodded. “He’s quite a character.”

He could tell that François was the stronger of the two brothers. Without him, Jean would’ve been lost. Just looking at how shaken up the juggler was, Vinnie knew that had François died, half of Jean would’ve died with him.

“So what do we do now?” Vinnie asked. “Are we going to go back to killing each other two weeks from now or can we resolve this peacefully?”

Jean thought about it for a minute before speaking. He said, “You might have nearly killed my brother, but you also saved his life. We have no quarrel with you.”

“And what about Jimmy?”

Jean inhaled his cigarette so loud Vinnie could hear the sucking sound. Then he exhaled in an annoyed moan. “I’m sorry, but Jimmy Bozo must die. He killed my dear cousin Pierre. This cannot be forgiven.”

“If you kill Jimmy it will be all-out war between the two families. Little Bigtop will become a war zone. Is that what you really want?”

“It’s blood for blood. It is only fair.”

“But how many others will have to die? Don Bozo will not rest until you and your brother pay for the murder of his son.”

“Then so be it,” Jean said, tossing his cigarette in the street. “If it must come to war, my people are ready.”

Vinnie shook his head. He didn’t understand why everyone had to be so stubborn all the time. “Then I guess the next time we meet, I’m going to have to kill you.”

As Jean walked up the steps to return to his brother’s bedside, he turned to Vinnie and said, “Tell me, Blue Nose. Why do you risk your own life to protect that worthless son of a bitch? I see it in your eyes. You want him dead just as much as I do.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Vinnie said. “I owe that man everything.”

“Everything?”

“No matter how much trouble that idiot causes, I’ll always back him up.”


Chapter 50

It was the night Jimmy Bozo was promoted to capo. All of the Bozo Family was gathered together at Uncle Jojo’s estate, and the party was hopping. Vinnie arrived in his nicest blue suit with his wife on his arm. Samantha, as always, felt uncomfortable being the only vanilla in a crowd of clowns.

“I only have to make an appearance and then I can leave, right?” Samantha asked as they traversed the crowd of drunken clowns.

“Yeah,” Vinnie said. “Just get a strong drink, say hi to the other wives, make a little small talk, then come up with some excuse to leave early. It’ll take ninety minutes tops.”

Samantha sighed with relief. “Are you sure you’re okay with me leaving you here by yourself?”

“I’ll be fine,” Vinnie said. “If it was any other event I would leave with you, but it’ll look disrespectful if I don’t stay. I’m one of the few supporters of Jimmy’s promotion.”

Samantha nodded. She’d been with him enough to know his job came first. She’d learned to live with that.

“Vinnie!” Jimmy Bozo yelled from across the party. He charged through the crowd to get to him, a goblet of whiskey in his hand. The clown was already clearly drunk, staggering over his giant feet. “Vinnie, you stuck-up blue bastard. Where you been?”

“I was picking up my wife,” Vinnie said. “Have you met Samantha?”

Jimmy grabbed her by the hand and squished his red nose into her knuckles to kiss her fingers like she was some kind of princess. “How did such a boring prick like you win yourself a gorgeous dame like her?”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Samantha said, wiggling her hand away from the drunken clown.

Jimmy leaned into Vinnie’s chest. “I’m finally rid of you, you son of a bitch. No more of your bullshit orders. No more managing who I keep on my crew. I’m my own man now, Blue Nose. I’m a capo, same as you.”

Then the clown prince wandered away to attack the busty clown waitress carrying a platter of drinks.

“So that’s what you had to deal with these past few years?” Samantha asked.

They watched Jimmy grab the waitress around the hip as he snatched someone else’s drink from the platter. Then he mumbled into the woman’s ear; it was probably some kind of obscene proposal judging by her facial expression.

“Yeah,” Vinnie said. “Good riddance.”

Then they moved as far away from Jimmy as they could. Who knew what the clown would do if he got any drunker.

When Don Bozo saw Vinnie, he had a large smile on his fat clown face. It was as if somebody had told him he was becoming a grandfather or something. Vinnie had never seen the big guy in such a merry mood. When he reached them, he went straight for Vinnie’s wife.

“Samantha, how have you been, doll?” The boss hugged her against his belly and kissed her on the cheek.

“I’m doing great, Mr. Bozo,” she said with a nervous smile. “It’s a lovely party.”

“Mr. Bozo?” the boss chuckled. “Please, we’re family. No formalities.”

She just nodded and smiled.

“Mind if I borrow your husband for a moment?” he asked Samantha.

“Sure,” she said. Then she turned to Vinnie and kissed his neck. “I’ll be at the bar.”

When Vinnie was alone with the boss, they embraced each other.

“You did a good job with my boy,” Bozo said. “I can’t believe how far he’s come in such a short time. I thought he’d never grow up.”

They looked at Jimmy stumbling over himself on the other side of the party. Bozo clearly wondered if he’d spoken too soon.

“He still has a long way to go,” Vinnie said. “But the extra responsibility will be good for him.”

“Not a lot of people were in favor of promoting him so young. Thanks for helping with that.”

“He’s become a hard worker and surprisingly reliable when it counts. The main thing I’m still worried about is that temper of his. And the fact that he gets out of control when he drinks.”

Don Bozo nodded. “I know. That’s why I want you to still be responsible for him.”

“How so?” Vinnie asked.

“I’m promoting you again,” Bozo said.

“What do you mean? I’m already capo. Are you making me your underboss? Is your brother retiring or something?”

“No,” Bozo said. “I’m making you street boss.”

“The Bozo Family’s never had a street boss before.”

“Well, there’s a first for everything. You’ll be the top capo, the third in command. That doesn’t mean you’ll have extra responsibilities. It just means you outrank the other captains. It means Jimmy still has to listen to you.”

Vinnie was happy to be promoted, but he’d thought he was finally done with taking care of that unruly clown.

“You don’t have to order Jimmy around or involve yourself with his affairs,” Bozo continued. “Just give him advice from time to time. And put him in his place when he needs to be put in his place. Capisce?”

“Okay,” Vinnie said, nodding. “I’ll keep him out of trouble.”

“Good boy,” Bozo said, patting him on the back. “Now go have a good time. It’s a party.”

Vinnie made his rounds and then met back up with Samantha. She was with the other clown wives, standing in the back of the group, faux-smiling at their jokes. She looked over at Vinnie with a please-get-me-out-of-here face.

“Don’t you have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow?” Vinnie asked his wife with a wink.

She looked down at her watch. “Oh yeah! I completely forgot. I need to get some sleep.”

She was a terrible actress, but the other wives didn’t seem to care.

“Here,” Vinnie said, holding out his keys. “Why don’t you take the car? I’ll get a ride home with Spotty later.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I can take a cab?”

Taffy, the boss’s bitchy niece, rolled her eyes as she heard Sam’s phony performance.

“Yeah, it’ll be fine.”

Jimmy Bozo burst between them holding up a pair of keys. “Take my car.”

“What?” Samantha said, stepping away from the slobbering drunk.

“The boss won’t let me drive home in my condition, so I’m staying here tonight,” Jimmy said. “Just take my car.”

Sam shook her head. “No, thank you. It’ll be okay.”

“I insist,” Jimmy said, pulling the woman through the crowd.

Vinnie followed. He didn’t like the way the clown was getting so touchy-feely with his wife.

“I’ll escort you out,” Jimmy said, wrapping his arm around her waist.

Outside, Jimmy gave Samantha his keys and kissed her on the neck. Vinnie pulled him away.

“That’s enough, Jimmy,” he told the man, holding him by the arm.

Samantha walked away from the boss’s son as fast as she could. She unlocked the door of the clown car and hopped inside.

“I’ll call you when I get home,” she told her husband from the car window. “Try not to be out too late.”

“You know me,” Vinnie said.

As Vinnie turned away to head back to the party, Samantha put the key in the ignition and turned it, but the engine wouldn’t start. It made a strange grinding sound. She tried it again.

“Get out of there!” Jimmy cried.

Vinnie looked at the clown prince, wondering why he was racing for his wife at top speed. Then he saw the look of panic on Samantha’s face. Something was wrong.

“It’s a bomb!” Jimmy yelled.

Vinnie Blue Nose knew there were a lot of people in the Bozo Family who were against Jimmy’s promotion, but he had no idea they’d actually try to stop it by planting a bomb in his car.

Time slowed almost to a stop. There was nothing Vinnie could do but watch. His eyes met his wife’s. He read her lips as she mouthed the words I love you. Vinnie realized that was the end. He’d lost his wife. He got the love of his life killed because he insisted on taking her to a Bozo Family party, which she didn’t even want to attend.

But before the bomb went off, Jimmy Bozo pulled Samantha out of the car and threw her to the ground, dropping himself on top of her to protect her from the blast. The explosion could be seen down the street and Jimmy had to be rushed to the hospital with third-degree burns on his back.

But Samantha walked away unharmed. That asshole brat of a clown saved her life.

Nobody ever found out who exactly put the bomb in Jimmy’s car, but most suspected it to be the underboss—Jimmy’s own uncle. There was no way to prove it, though. The boss had a sit-down with his top men, made a few threats, and there was never another attempt on his son’s life.

After that night, Vinnie had a newfound respect for the clown prince. The prick hated Vinnie and he hated humans, yet he put his own life at risk to save Vinnie’s human wife. Maybe it was just because he was drunk, but Vinnie saw a side to Little Bozo that not many had ever seen before. There was actual heart buried in that clown’s rotten white flesh. And Vinnie would never forget what he did for him. If he’d lost Samantha that night, Vinnie wouldn’t have been able to live with himself.


Chapter 51

When Jimmy Bozo woke in Earl Berryman’s bedroom, he saw Vinnie looking down at him.

“You stupid son of a bitch,” Vinnie said.

“What?” Jimmy said. Then he winced at the pain that shot through his body when he spoke.

“Do you know how much trouble I’d be in if you got yourself killed?”

“Hey, fuck you, Blue Nose. I almost died back there.”

Vinnie stared him in the eyes. Jimmy stared back. Then they laughed.

“I can’t believe we actually got through that one,” Vinnie said.

Jimmy chuckled. “I know, right? When we were in that basement with The Butcher, I thought we were toast. Did you ever send help for that legless guy we left behind? What was his name again?”

“Bobo,” Vinnie said. “Yeah, I called it in. Hopefully, he’ll be all right.”

They looked down for a moment. They both knew that there was no way Bobo was going to be all right.

“You really need to be careful from now on,” Vinnie said. “The Juggler Brothers still want you dead. I might not be around to help you next time.”

Jimmy shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I can take care of myself.”

“Even when your father finds out about this?”

Jimmy chuckled at the comment, but Vinnie wasn’t laughing.

“I’m serious,” Vinnie said. “You started a war by killing Pierre Beaumont. It’s coming no matter what we do and it’s going to end messy. Your father’s not going to be happy about it.”

Jimmy stopped smiling and nodded in agreement. “We’ll get through it. The Bozo Family always comes out on top.”

“Only when we use our heads,” Vinnie said. “And if you want to live to become boss of this family someday, you’re going to have to start using yours.”

Jimmy didn’t have a response. He knew the blue-nosed clown had a point, but he hated when Vinnie was right.

“Damn you, Blue Nose,” Jimmy said. “Why do you always have to act like you’re so much smarter than everyone all the time?”

Vinnie replied, “Who said I’m acting?”

Then he pulled out a deck of cards from his suit pocket and passed them to Jimmy. The clown prince was going to need something to do while he was recovering, and exercising that lazy side of his brain was probably just the thing he needed. In the clowning business, without a good head on your shoulders, you needed to be lucky or you’d be a dead man. And luck in this town lasted only about as long as a scoop of rainbow sherbet on a summer afternoon.



Part Three

A Sad Day for a Happy Clown


Chapter 52

They called him Pinky Smiles because the kid always had a smile on his face. And it wasn’t no creepy maniac clown smile neither. It was a pleasant smile. A genuine smile. An I’m-having-a-good-day-and-don’t-give-a-crap-who-knows-it kind of smile. Pinky, you see, was always in a good mood. Nothing could bring down this clown’s spirits, not even on what would soon become the worst day of his candy-sucking life.

“Today’s the day,” Pinky told Captain Spotty.

A bright cheery grin beamed off his face as they shoved the thrashing Scottish clown into the back of their car.

“Oh yeah?” Spotty asked, slamming the trunk down on the Scotsman’s legs.

Pinky squinted at the morning sun breaking on the horizon.

“Today’s the day I’m going to ask her to marry me.”

The Scottish clown’s pink-and-blue kilt was pulled up to his waist, revealing a pair of yellow polka-dot boxers as he kicked his legs.

He cried, “Come on, Spotty. You don’t have to do this. Give me another week!”

But the clownfella didn’t acknowledge a single word he said.

“Good for you, kid.” Spotty slid an oversized row of brass knuckles onto his red-gloved hand. “I’m happy for you.”

Then Spotty punched the Scotsman in the face until two teeth were knocked loose and the clown’s kilt was sprinkled with blood.

Pinky Smiles closed the trunk all the way. “See, I’ve got the ring with me right here.” He pulled out a white ring containing a rainbow-colored gem the size of a jawbreaker. “It’ll take me all year to pay off the debt for a rock this big, but you know Taffy. She wouldn’t go for anything smaller.”

Captain Spotty held the ring to the sunlight. “Holy smokes, kid. You really went all-out. It’s not even a fake.”

“She’s worth it.”

Nicky Bowtie poked his head out of the driver’s-side window. “Are we going or what? We’ve got witnesses over here.”

Pinky and Spotty looked away from the ring and saw a crowd of spectators forming on the sidewalk near the car. Two old lady clowns who were out walking their perfectly manicured pink poodles pointed at the thumping and whining sounds coming out of the trunk. Spotty wiped the blood from the back of his car, pretending as if nothing were out of the ordinary.

“Let’s go, kid,” Spotty said.

As they got into the car, Nick pointed at the elderly clowns and said, “You didn’t see nothing.”

Then he sped away.


Chapter 53

“I’ve got it all planned out,” Pinky said, raising his voice so he could be heard over all the thumping and honking coming from the trunk. “We’re having dinner at Boffo’s tonight. Once they bring out the dessert, the ring will be right in the middle of her slice of strawberry trufflecake.”

“You’re such an idiot, Pink,” Nick said. “Even if Taffy says yes, which I highly doubt, Uncle Jojo’s going to call it off the second he hears about it. She’s his only daughter. There’s no way he’d ever let her marry a two-bit half clown like you.”

“He’s got a point there, kid,” Spotty said. “The underboss is really protective of his daughter. It’s going to be tough convincing him.”

Nick slammed on the brakes when he got to a red light, causing their guest in the trunk to roll over and smack his head. “If I were you, I’d get far away from Taffy Bozo before you find yourself with a contract on your head.”

“You don’t think Uncle Jojo would really go as far as that, do you?” Pinky asked.

“Are you kidding?” Nick said, straightening his massive bow tie in the mirror. “You’re lucky you’re still alive as it is. The last guy Taffy was in a serious relationship with ended up in the hospital with both his legs broken.”

“That’s different,” Spotty said. “That guy wasn’t a member of our family. He was just some junkie loser who used the underboss’s daughter as a punching bag.”

“Still, though,” Nick said. “The kid’s walking a dangerous line.”

“Unless Jojo approves of Pinky.”

“Yeah.” Nick snickered. “Like that’s ever going to happen.”

Spotty looked back at Pinky and shook his head. “Are you kidding me? Jojo couldn’t ask for a better son-in-law. And Taffy couldn’t ask for a better husband.”

“And why’s that?” Nick asked.

“He’s respectful,” Spotty said. “He treats Taffy like the princess she is.”

“Princess?” Nick chuckled. “That’s a nice way to describe that spoiled little bitch.”

“Hey, she’s royalty,” Spotty said. “You don’t talk about her that way.”

“She’s worse than her cousin, Jimmy Bozo.” Nick glanced back at Pinky. “How can you even put up with her?”

Pinky paused for a minute. He wanted to describe all the ways he loved Taffy. It wasn’t just how beautiful she was—a perfect clown body with big glowing blue eyes and a tiny round purple nose—or the way she styled her long pink hair up into a globe of curls, or even her cute high-pitched squeaky voice that made her sound like a cartoon baby bunny. It was the way she made him feel whenever they were together. She had a secret smile just for him. She had a look that she gave him when nobody else was around. She made him feel special because he was the only thing in the world that was good enough to make her happy.

He finally said, “Because she’s perfect. She’s my flower.”

Nicky Bowtie burst into laughter. “Yeah, a poisonous flower with thorns the size of switchblades.”


Chapter 54

They fitted the Scotsman with a pair of concrete clown shoes, then carried him down the pier.

“Come on, Spotty,” the Scottish clown cried. “Just call my brother. He can get you the money. It’s only fifty large. He makes that in a week.”

Spotty didn’t have an ounce of sympathy in his voice. “This isn’t just about the money you owe, McClanky.”

“What do you mean? What else could this be about if it’s not the money?”

“You insulted Don Bozo.”

“What? When?”

“At the last poker game,” Spotty said. “You know, the one you weren’t supposed to be at because you were already fifty large in the hole? You said he was fat and that his jokes aren’t funny.”

“That!” McClanky cried. “That’s all?”

“Don Bozo’s a very sensitive clown. Your words hurt his feelings.”

“Are you freaking kidding me?”

“You also embarrassed him in front of his friends. A clown who isn’t funny isn’t much of a clown at all. And you know how it is, if he lets the insult go it’ll make him look weak.”

“I was just messing around,” McClanky cried. “Everyone knows Don Bozo’s jokes are funny. It’s my jokes that aren’t funny. Come on, you can’t whack me just for telling a bad joke.”

Spotty looked over at Pinky. “Is the cement dry yet?”

Pinky leaned down and poked at the long shoes made of concrete. They were twice the width and three times the height of normal clown shoes, and heavy enough to sink an elephant. The cement was still a little wet to the touch, but solid. “It’ll do.”

“Help me lift him up,” Spotty said.

Pinky grabbed the Scottish clown by his other leg, and they lifted him into the air. The guy weighed a ton.

“Come on, guys! You can’t do this!”

McClanky continued to beg and cry when they tossed him over the side, but the Bozos had no pity for a guy who insulted their boss. They waited for the sound of a splash to quiet his screams, but for some reason it didn’t come. The Scottish clown was still screaming and pleading for his life, as if hovering in midair.

“What happened?” Pinky asked.

“I didn’t hear a splash,” Nick said, standing behind them while straightening his bow tie.

Spotty and Pinky looked over the edge to see McClanky hanging onto the support beam, clutching it with dear life.

“That’s never happened before…,” Pinky said with a smile, completely amused by the situation.

Spotty let out a frustrated sigh. “We don’t have time for this.” He looked over at Nick. “Go down there and pry him loose.”

“What are you talking about?” Nick asked. “How the heck am I supposed to get down there?”

“Jump in the water and pull him off.”

“But then I’ll get my suit wet…”

“Then take it off,” Spotty said.

“Then I’d have to take off my bow tie. I never take off my bow tie. Not even when I’m having sex.”

“Do as you’re told,” Spotty said.

“Can’t we just push him off with a stick or something?”

Before the argument continued any further, Pinky climbed down the edge of the pier. “I’ll do it.”

Without jumping into the water, Pinky dangled toward the Scottish clown and kicked his fingers until he lost his grip. McClanky hollered as he dropped into the murky water, sinking like a tricolored bowling ball.

When Pinky climbed back up and wiped the dirt from his baby-blue suspenders, Spotty looked at Nick and said, “That’s why he’s getting made before you, Nick.”

Nicky Bowtie leered at the idea. “You think they’d really promote a half clown before me?”

“You forget we work under Vinnie Blue Nose,” Spotty said. “He only judges people by how they get the job done. And I tell you, Pinky’s going to be the next clown to get made.”

As they walked back to the car, Nicky Bowtie shook his head. “A half clown getting made in the Bozo Family? That’ll be the day…”


Chapter 55

Over at the Rainbow Gardens brothel, the three clowns met up with the other two members of Spotty’s crew: Drips and Zippo. They were the Moretti brothers, two stubby little goofballs who hardly had enough smarts between them to cook a Pop-Tart.

“It’s about time you guys got here,” Miss Tina said, racing toward them as they walked through the door. She pointed at Drips and Zippo in the background. “The place is in worse shape than it was before these two idiots got here.”

Spotty inspected his boys’ work. There was smashed furniture and broken glass everywhere. “At least they got all the blood cleaned up. It doesn’t look like a murder scene anymore.”

“How’s it going, Cappy,” Drips said, saluting Captain Spotty with a blood-soaked mop.

Captain Spotty just ignored them, trying to figure out how much more work was required. The night before, Jimmy Bozo had shot up the place and killed some sorry sap in the process. It was the job of Spotty’s crew to clean the place and pay for the damages.

“Have you heard from Vinnie?” Captain Spotty asked Miss Tina.

“Not since last night,” she said. “Once he calmed Jimmy down, the two of them took off in a hurry. No one’s heard from them since.”

“And they took the body with them?”

“I assume so,” she said.

“I’m sure they’re all right,” Spotty said. He pulled out a wad of money and flipped through the bills until he counted three grand.

“Will this cover the damages?” he said, holding up the money.

“It’s a start,” she said, taking the cash and shoving it into her cleavage. “But it doesn’t cover the cost of having this place closed for sixteen hours.”

Spotty handed over the rest of his money. “Contact Vinnie if you need more. I’ll have people out here to fix the windows within the hour.”

“You better,” she said. “This place has to look as good as new by the time the sun goes down or there’ll be hell to pay.”

“I’ll make it happen,” Spotty said.

A cockroach crawled across his nose. When Miss Tina saw the vermin, she stepped back and gave him a look of disgust.

“And make sure my girls don’t see any of those little pets of yours,” she said, pointing at the roach with her long shiny fingernail.

Spotty turned to his crew and smacked his hands together. “Okay, boys. I want this place spotless within the next three hours.”

Drips and Zippo tipped their oversized clown hats at him, knocking over the mop bucket in the process. Spotty shook his head at them.

“You can count on us,” Zippo said.

“Don’t worry about a thing, Cappy,” Drips said.

The Moretti brothers were hard workers and as loyal as any clown could be, but they were absolutely ineffective at doing anything other than clowning around. If their father, Beano Moretti, weren’t a high-ranking member of the family, Spotty never would have let them join his crew.

As the others got to work, the madam of the house took Pinky Smiles into the back.

“Hey, where’s Pink going with Miss Tina?” asked Nicky Bowtie. “He was just saying how in love he was with Taffy Bozo. Now he’s getting into bed with some old whore?”

“Don’t be an idiot, Nick,” Spotty said, handing him a broom. “They’re not doing what you think they’re doing.”

“It sure looks like it to me.” Nick pointed at Pinky wrapping his arm around Miss Tina’s waist as they went through the door.

“I highly doubt they’re the incestuous type.”

“Huh?”

“You didn’t know? Pinky Smiles is Miss Tina’s son. He’s probably just telling her the good news.”

“Really…,” Nick said. “He was raised by a whore? Makes me feel kind of lucky my parents were only restaurant owners.”

Spotty gave Nick a look. It was the look he always gave him, telling him to show a little more respect. Nobody called Miss Tina a whore in her own establishment.
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The second they were in private, the madam lost her statuesque posture and went right into excited-mommy mode.

“Oh wow,” Miss Tina said when she saw the ring. “That’s gorgeous.”

She took the ring from his hand and held it to the light of the crystal chandelier hanging over her desk.

“I’m asking her tonight,” Pinky said.

Tina gave her son a big hug. “She’s going to say yes. I just know she is.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know…”

“What don’t you know? You two make the perfect couple.”

“Well, it’s just that the guys were saying her father probably won’t allow it.” Even though his words seemed glum, he still smiled while saying them.

“Jojo? That old clown better not object to your wedding or he’s going to have to answer to me.” She rubbed her big round nose against his pink cheek. “That man can’t make it one week without visiting my establishment. I wonder how he’d manage if he were banned for life.”

Pinky nodded. He knew it wasn’t something he should be worried about. Jojo was a stubborn clown, but he wasn’t anywhere near as stubborn as his daughter. If Taffy wanted to marry Pinky she would eventually get her way.

“Spotty was also talking about how he thinks I’ll be promoted soon,” Pinky said. “Once I’m made, I’ll be set. I’ll be able to give Taffy the life she deserves.”

Miss Tina smiled at her son and gave him another hug. “I’m so proud of you, Pinky. I know it wasn’t easy for you, growing up in this place.” She rubbed a finger gently down his half-painted cheek. “Always getting picked on for being a half clown, never knowing who your father really was…”

“I had a great childhood, Ma,” Pinky said. “Who needs a father, anyway? When I lived here, I had twenty mothers. And every single one of them was tougher than any man I’d ever known.”

Miss Tina smiled at her son. “You always see the bright side of everything. How the heck did you turn out that way? You sure didn’t get it from me.” She pulled licorice sticks out of her hair and let the beehive hairdo fall down in long emerald-green locks.

Pinky looked down at a picture on his mother’s desk, taken fifteen years ago when he was just a child. He hadn’t looked much different when he was a kid, with his cantaloupe-colored hair and pink Caucasian skin. His only clown features were the rosy circles on his cheeks, pointy green eyebrows, bright-blue lips, and the red dot on the tip of his nose. He looked more like a fast-food mascot than a clown.

“Of course I got it from you,” Pinky said.

“You’re a terrible liar.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Come on. Let’s break open a bottle of champagne.”

“It’s not time to celebrate yet. She needs to say yes first.”

“Just the fact that you’re asking her is enough cause for a celebration in my book.”

“But I’ve got work to do.”

“Oh no. You’re not lifting a finger here. I’ll be damned if I let the Bozos force my son to clean up the mess they made of this place.”

She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him out of the room.

“I’ll just help out a little bit, then,” Pinky said. “I don’t want to let Spotty down.”
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When his mother went into the kitchen, Pinky grabbed a broom and swept a pile of glass into a dustpan. Spotty was on the other side of the bar, explaining to Drips and Zippo how to organize the furniture for the eighth time. Nicky Bowtie was lying in a booth, reading a newspaper, pretending to be looking over the instructions on how to assemble the new bar stools that just arrived.

As Pinky swept up the floor, the front door flew open as if by a gust of wind. When he turned to look, there was a clown standing before him. He seemed to appear out of thin air. The jester wore all black with gray makeup. He hardly looked like a clown at all. He looked more like a grim reaper.

“Sorry, this place isn’t open,” Pinky told the dark clown. “You’ll have to come back later tonight.”

The clown in black did not respond. He just stood there, looking carefully at Pinky, examining his every step. Despite the wide smile painted over the clown’s lips, his face was expressionless. His white eyes seemed empty and hollow.

“Are you Pinky Smiles?” the dark clown asked.

“Yeah, that’s me. Can I help you with something?”

The dark clown pulled an envelope out of his coat and handed it to the boy. “This is for you.”

Pinky took the envelope. No matter how intimidating the clown looked, Pinky still couldn’t remove the smile from his face.

“Thanks,” Pinky said.

He opened the envelope and peered inside. It wasn’t a letter, as he expected. It was a card. A playing card. A black joker.

“What’s this?” Pinky asked, holding up the card.

But as he looked up, the dark clown was already gone. The front door rattled closed.

“Huh…,” Pinky mumbled, flipping the card over. Nothing was written on it at all.

When Miss Tina entered the room and saw her son holding up the playing card, she dropped the bottle of champagne and it shattered on the floor.

“Where did you get that?”

Pinky shrugged. “Some clown just dropped it off for me. No idea why.”

After Pinky tossed it into the garbage, he realized everybody was staring at him. Captain Spotty had the same alarmed expression as Miss Tina. Even Nicky Bowtie was unnerved, dropping the newspaper to his feet.

“Mr. Pogo…,” Nicky said.

“Who?” Pinky asked.

“Is it really a black joker card?” Drips asked. “I’ve never seen one before.”

Both Moretti brothers went to the trash bin and looked down at the card. Zippo poked it with the end of his broomstick.

“What’s the black joker card?” Pinky asked.

His mother stared at him with shaky eyes.

Captain Spotty went to his underling and sat him down. “This isn’t good, kid.” No matter how dire the look on Spotty’s face, Pinky still seemed in his same happy mood. “The black joker is the calling card of Mr. Pogo, the most deadly contract killer in all Little Bigtop. Receiving this card means that somebody put a hit on you.”

Nicky Bowtie leaned in behind Pinky, bumping into his back. “They say that anyone who’s ever received a black joker has been whacked exactly twenty-four hours later, without fail.”

“What’s that mean?” Pinky asked.

“It means you have only a day left to live,” his mother said, tears flowing down her rosy cheeks.

Pinky didn’t know what to say. He assumed they were just joking with him. So he did what he always did: gave them a big cheery smile and laughed out loud.
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Once he finally came to terms with the reality of the situation, Pinky Smiles had to figure out what he was going to do next.

“Everyone who’s ever gotten a black joker always makes the same moves,” said Captain Spotty. “They either try to escape town or try to take on Mr. Pogo once he comes for them. But there’s no escaping Mr. Pogo. He’s got some kind of sixth sense or something. He’ll find you in twenty-four hours no matter where you go or where you hide. Take a plane to a deserted island, he’ll already be there waiting for you under the sand. That’s how he is. He’s not just a killer, he’s like some kind of force of nature.”

“And there’s no way to fight him neither,” said Nicky Bowtie. “The guy’s bulletproof. Nobody’s been able to take him on and survive more than five minutes.”

His mother was behind the bar, pouring herself a glass of wine. She didn’t know how to react to the situation. Even in her son’s line of work, she had no idea who would ever want Pinky dead.

“There’s only one way to stop this,” Spotty said. “You’ve got to get the hit called off before Pogo comes for you.”

“But that’s the thing,” Pinky said. “I have no idea who would put out a hit on me. I don’t have any enemies.”

“Are you kidding?” Nick said. “You’re a half clown and next in line for a promotion. You know how many people in this family will want to stop that from happening? I put my money on Jimmy Bozo.”

“If Jimmy Bozo has anything to do with this I’ll kill him myself,” Miss Tina said, gripping her wineglass tight enough to crack it.

“I’ll talk to the boss,” Spotty said. “If anyone from the Bozo Family put out the hit, he’d likely know about it.”

“Unless somebody doesn’t want him to know about it,” said Nicky Bowtie.

“If anyone went behind the boss’s back on this there’s going to be hell to pay.”

Pinky thought about it for a minute, trying to figure out who could possibly kill him. There was only one person who came to mind.

“You don’t think…,” Pinky began, then looked up at his mother. “…that maybe Uncle Jojo is behind this, do you? Maybe because he doesn’t want me to marry his daughter?”

Spotty shook his head. “I doubt it, kid. You haven’t even proposed to Taffy yet.”

“But I’ve told quite a few people,” Pinky said. “Word might have gotten around. What if he wants to stop me before I even get the chance to ask her?”

The room was silent for a moment as Spotty tried to come up with a game plan. Pinky was his best man. He’d mentored the turk since he was fresh out of high school. He’d given the kid’s mom his word that he’d look after him.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this, Pinky,” Spotty said. “I’m going to go see the boss and get this straightened out.” Spotty looked down at his cell phone. A cockroach crawled across the screen. “I wish Vinnie would pick up.”

Pinky stood up from his seat. “Can you drop me off at Taffy’s place on the way? I want to see if she can talk to her father about this.”

“Sure, kid,” Spotty told him, then he turned to Nicky Bowtie. “You’re in charge of finishing the job here. Don’t disappoint me.”

“Are you kidding me?” Bowtie whined.

Spotty gave him a look. “What? You can’t handle a little job like this?”

Nick just groaned in response and got back to work.

Before they left, Miss Tina hugged her son and honked her nose against his sweaty pink forehead. “I’ll do everything I can to stop this. Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to my baby.”

“I’ll be fine, Ma,” Pinky said. “It’s just a misunderstanding. I’m sure of it.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without you…”

The clowns watched the woman cry into her son’s neck. They’d never seen the madam in such a frail state. She was a strong woman, but no mother was strong enough to handle the thought of losing her only son.
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When Spotty dropped Pinky off at the Ringmaster Luxury Apartments, the half clown couldn’t wait to see his girlfriend again. Once he was in Taffy’s arms she would make all his problems disappear. Even if it was his last day on the planet, it would be a day well spent if he was spending it with her.

“Taffy?”

He knocked at the door, but there was no response.

“Are you there?”

He knocked again. He wondered if she was still asleep. Because she’d never worked a day job in her life, she usually stayed out all night drinking with her friends and then slept into the late afternoon.

“Are you awake, Taffy?” He knocked three more times. “It’s important. I have to talk to you.”

Pinky put his ear to the door. Something was going on inside. He could hear a woman’s cries. It sounded like Taffy and it sounded as if she was being choked.

Pinky cried, “Taffy? What’s going on in there?”

She screamed louder, crying for help.

Thoughts raced through Pinky’s head. Maybe the same person who’d put a hit on him was going after Taffy. Like her cousin, Jimmy Bozo, she was always getting herself into trouble with all sorts of the wrong people—maybe she’d seen something that she wasn’t meant to and somebody put a hit out on her. Then put a hit out on her boyfriend, Pinky Smiles, just in case she told him anything.

Pinky yelled, “Hold on, Taffy. I’m coming!”

He slammed his weight into the door repeatedly until he broke through. Her apartment—decorated in fuzzy pink furniture and brightly colored wall paintings of abstract nudes—was a disaster. Clothes and underwear were thrown all over the floor. A lamp was knocked over. Two wineglasses were broken on the kitchen floor.

“Taffy?”

Her cries came from the bedroom. She shrieked at the top of her lungs. There was a man in there with her, laughing like a maniac.

“Get away from her!” Pinky yelled as he ran down the hallway.

When he broke through the bedroom door, he saw her lying on the bed. The man was on top of her, holding her down.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Taffy cried.

When he saw the clown’s fat white butt bouncing in the air at him, Pinky finally realized what was going on. The male clown honked his horn and shot clouds of confetti into the air. Pinky’s girlfriend, the love of his life, the woman he thought he’d spend the rest of his life with, moaned and wiggled beneath the chubby naked man, crying out like she was having the best sex she’d had in her life.

Pinky was dumbfounded, standing at the edge of her bed with such an awkward look on his face. He felt as though he were the one at fault for intruding on them.

“What’s going on?” Pinky said in a soft voice they barely heard.

He didn’t know what else to say.

“Pinky?” Taffy cried. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She pushed the naked clown off her.

“Hey, what’s the deal?” the man yelled at her. “I wasn’t finished over here.”

Pinky’s eyes met with the clown who was boinking his girlfriend. Even without the massive hats on his head, Pinky would know his face anywhere. He couldn’t believe it. Of all the guys Taffy could have cheated on him with, she’d chosen the most obnoxious jerk of a clown Pinky had ever met.

“Hats Rizzo?” Pinky yelled. Then he looked at his girlfriend. “You cheated on me with Hats Rizzo?”

Hats looked at Pinky and just laughed out loud. “How ya doing, kid? I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Although Hats was completely amused by the situation, Taffy Bozo glared at Pinky as though she wanted to dig her fingernails into his face and rip his eyes out.

“Get out of here.” Her bright-blue eyes turned cold and icy. Her purple button nose wrinkled with anger.

“Why…” Pinky was so flustered he didn’t know how to get the words out. “Why would you do this? I thought you loved me.”

Hats laughed even louder when he heard Pinky’s meek response. He put an oversized novelty cigar in his mouth and puffed on it.

“How could I possibly love you?” she cried. “After what you did…”

Taffy covered her naked marshmallow-white body with a blanket as if Pinky were some strange pervert who’d walked in on them.

“What did I do?”

“Don’t act dumb with me. I’m through with your lies. I can’t believe I was with you for two whole years and didn’t even realize it…”

“I’m serious. What did I do? What’s going on?”

“Pinky, we’re through.” She threw her pillow at him.

Pinky caught it and put it back on the bed. “But you have to tell me what I did.”

“My daddy told me all about it,” she said. “He said you’re a rat.”

“A rat?” Pinky cried. “How am I a rat?”

“You’re working with the cops to put my father and uncle behind bars. You used me the whole time just to get to them.”

“I did not. I’m no rat. No way.”

“Do you know how embarrassing that is for me?” Taffy said. “Do you know what people are going to say when they find out I’ve been sleeping with a rat for two years?”

“Wait…,” Pinky said, putting the pieces together in his head. “Is this why I got a black joker card today? Because somebody thinks I’m a rat?”

“You got a black joker?” Hats chuckled so hard he almost bit through his cigar. “Wow, they didn’t take any chances with you, did they, kid? You’re one dead clown.”

Pinky tried to go to Taffy. He wanted to hold her, at least one last time, at least to say good-bye. But she cringed when he took one step in her direction.

“Get out,” she cried. “I never want to see you again. I can’t wait until Mr. Pogo gets his hands on you.”

Pinky couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of her mouth. He wanted to scream. He wanted to let out all the tears he was holding back.

“I promise you, Taffy,” Pinky said. “It’s all a mistake. Somebody’s setting me up.”

Taffy stood out of the bed and pointed at the door. “I said get out!”

Hats chuckled. “Yeah, get out of here you stinking rat, before I whack you myself.”

Pinky didn’t know what else to say. He turned around and walked out of the room, his heart crumpling up like a wad of newspaper in his chest.

As he went for the front door, he said in a voice too low to hear, “I’m no rat, Taffy. And I’ll prove it to you if it’s the last thing I do.”
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Pinky Smiles was shell-shocked as he walked away from Taffy’s apartment building. He didn’t know where he was going; he just walked, staggering like a zombie down the sidewalk. Hobo clowns and laughy-gas peddlers tried to get his attention, but the half clown didn’t even notice them. It was as if his whole world were crumbling around him. It was the only time he’d ever lost the smile on his face.

Taffy had cheated on him, and with Hats Rizzo of all people. But the part that devastated him most was how quickly she’d turned her back on him. She wouldn’t even listen to his side. She treated him like a piece of trash.

But he didn’t love her any less for how she reacted. In fact, he kind of loved her more. If Pinky actually was a rat that’s exactly how he’d want the love of his life to respond. It showed she had loyalty. An enemy of the Bozo Family was an enemy of hers, no matter who they were, no matter what they had done in the past. That was exactly the kind of clown Pinky wanted to marry.

“Of course she would think I was lying…” Pinky smiled. “Who would ever admit to being a rat?”

He knew he just had to prove his innocence and get the hit called off, and then everything would go back to normal. If only he had more time.

After a few blocks, Pinky snapped out of his head and noticed a brown car trailing behind at a leisurely pace. Somebody was following him. When he looked back, the car stopped. He couldn’t see the two men in the front seats, but they were clearly watching him. He could tell they weren’t clowns.

“Do you want something?” Pinky called out to them.

The car rumbled in response.

He crossed the street in front of them and went in another direction, taking a side street behind the fish market. The car followed him.

“Hello?” Pinky asked, but his pursuers didn’t respond.

After another block, the car pulled up alongside him and the two vanilla men looked out the passenger-side window.

“Pinky Smiles?” asked a man with a blond buzz cut.

“Yeah?” Pinky said.

“We’re with the FBI,” he said, showing him a badge. “Get in.”

They opened the back door for him.

“Am I under arrest or something?” Pinky asked.

“We’re here to help you out,” said the man in the driver’s seat.

Pinky recognized the man driving the car. No one but Manny Malone had that smug condescending smile and forty-year-old-frat-boy fashion sense. The bastard had been trying to take down Don Bozo for the past five years. Pinky didn’t want to be seen anywhere near the son of a bitch.

“No thanks,” Pinky said and continued on his way.

The cops drove alongside him, matching his pace.

“Get in,” Manny said. “We need to talk.”

Pinky stopped walking. He looked around to see if anyone was watching.

“About what?” Pinky asked.

“Just get in.”

Pinky scanned the street again. Then he got inside. The second he closed the door, they sped off.

“Did you get one of these this morning?” said Agent Buzzcut. He handed him a photocopy of a black joker card.

Pinky took the paper and nodded.

“Then you know what that means, right?” Manny asked.

“Yeah,” Pinky said.

Manny turned into a parking garage to get off the street. It was mostly empty, only a few cars on the first level.

“It means a hit man who goes by the name Mr. Pogo is after you,” Manny said. “And you’ve got less than twenty-four hours to live.”

“But it doesn’t have to be that way,” said Agent Buzzcut. “We can protect you from Pogo if you cooperate with us.”

“How can you protect me from Pogo?” Pinky asked. “That’s supposed to be impossible.”

Manny Malone smirked as he pulled into a parking spot. “They say he’s never lost a target. They say he’ll find you no matter where you hide. They say he knows black magic. But do you know how he’s really able to do what he does?”

Pinky shrugged.

Agent Buzzcut said, “We’ve autopsied several of Mr. Pogo’s victims. In each case, the bodies had tracking devices planted on them. That’s how he’s always able to win the game of cat and mouse that he plays with his targets.”

“He never planted a tracking device on me,” Pinky said.

Agent Buzzcut turned around, “Show us your hands.”

Pinky gave him his right hand.

“See, right here.” Buzzcut pointed at a black mark on Pinky’s index finger.

“Isn’t that just ink?” Pinky asked.

Buzzcut shook his head. “When you accepted the black joker card from Mr. Pogo’s courier, the device was injected into your bloodstream.”

Pinky touched the mark on his finger. There didn’t seem to be anything under the skin. “I don’t remember feeling a prick or anything.”

“The device is so small it’s almost microscopic and moves through the bloodstream. It could be anywhere in your body. Getting it removed is not easy, but we have the means. If you work with us we can get it out of you and take you to a place where Mr. Pogo will never be able to track you down.”

“What would I have to do?” Pinky asked.

“We want information that will lead to the arrest of Don Bozo,” Manny said. “And to testify, if necessary. If you can help us, we can help you.”

“I don’t know who you think I am,” Pinky said. “But I don’t have any information like that. I’ve only met Don Bozo once.”

“Our sources tell us differently,” said Buzzcut. “You’ve been seen at your boss’s residence on numerous occasions, as well as at several gatherings thrown by the Bozo Family’s second in command, Jojo Bozo.”

“But I only attended those as Taffy Bozo’s boyfriend,” Pinky said. “I wasn’t even introduced to anyone important at those events.”

“Think carefully, Mr. Smiles,” Manny said. “If you can’t help us then we can’t help you.”

Pinky knew plenty more than he was letting on, but he wasn’t about to give up anything to the cops—especially not when one of them was Manny Malone. The only reason he always put the screws to the Bozo Family was on account of him being on the French clown payroll. And they’d pay a hefty sum if he could put their competition behind bars.

But still, it was possible that these cops were the only thing that could save him from Mr. Pogo. He had to decide between death and betraying everything that he stood for.

After a moment of thinking about it, Pinky said, “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything. I’m just Taffy Bozo’s boyfriend. That’s all.”

“Then there’s nothing we can do to protect you,” Manny said.

Pinky opened the door and stepped out. Then he looked through the passenger-side window at Manny Malone.

“I’d rather die a clown than live as a rat.”
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Pinky knew what he had to do next. He had to try to get the tracking device removed without the help of the feds. But he had no idea who he could turn to. He thought about contacting Captain Spotty, but if his old mentor suspected him of being a rat then he might kill Pinky himself. He thought about asking his mother, but she wouldn’t know the first thing about removing such a thing. He didn’t want to go to a hospital. If he went to a doctor’s office telling them he had a tracking device swimming through his bloodstream, they’d probably send him to the funny farm.

There was only one option he could think of. Although the man wasn’t a real doctor, Earl Berryman—the Bozo Family veterinarian—could possibly help him out. Since Earl had little communication with members of the Bozo Family, he likely wouldn’t refuse assisting Pinky on account of him being a rat. Unfortunately, being only a veterinarian, the chance of him removing such a device was pretty slim. But Pinky didn’t have a whole lot of options.

When Pinky arrived at Earl’s apartment, he didn’t expect Vinnie Blue Nose to be the one to answer the door. The capo was in horrible shape. His clothes were filthy and covered in bloodstains. His nose and lips were cracked. Scabs had formed on the red and white parts of his skin.

“Mr. Blue Nose?” Pinky asked.

At first, he thought Vinnie was there to whack him. As his capo, it would have been Vinnie’s responsibility to make sure Pinky got what was coming to him. But nobody knew Pinky was going to Earl Berryman’s place, so it had to be a coincidence. The capo had to be there for some other reason.

“Hey, Smiles, how’s it been?” Vinnie opened the door all the way to let him inside. “Did Spotty send you?”

Pinky stepped into the apartment. “No, but he’s been looking for you. Is the vet around?”

“He’s with Jimmy,” Vinnie said.

Pinky Smiles looked around, not knowing where to sit. The place was covered in blood, and whichever surfaces weren’t covered in blood were used to hold houses of cards. Vinnie had built ten small card towers around the room, most likely out of nervousness, giving himself something to do while waiting to hear about his friend’s condition.

“What happened here?” Pinky asked.

Vinnie shrugged. “Jimmy and I got into a scrape. This is mostly his blood.”

Pinky looked at him with a concerned face. Even though he was in danger, he was more worried about Taffy’s cousin than himself. “Is he going to be okay?”

“He’ll be fine,” Vinnie said.

But Pinky still wanted to know every detail of what happened, just in case he could help in some way.

Vinnie said, “It’s a long story. Forget about it.”

Pinky nodded.

“So why are you here?” Vinnie asked.

“To see the doctor,” Pinky said. “I mean the vet. I need his help.”

“You know, a real doctor would probably be more effective than the vet. You want me to drive you to a hospital?”

Pinky shook his head.

“Why not?”

Pinky didn’t want to give him too many details. He was a dead clown if Vinnie suspected him of being a rat.

“I just want him to take a look at something,” Pinky said.

Vinnie pointed to the hallway. “He’s in the master bedroom. Why don’t you let him know you’re here.”

Pinky nodded.

Then Vinnie went for Earl’s phone. “I’m going to check in with the boss. He’s going to be pissed when he hears about what happened last night.”

As Vinnie entered the phone number, Pinky turned and walked down the hallway with every muscle in his body tightened. If Blue Nose didn’t already know about the hit on Pinky’s life, he was going to after that phone call with the boss. He wasn’t sure what to do.

Before he entered the master bedroom, Pinky saw a window at the end of the hallway that led to a fire escape. He paused for a moment, debating whether to enter the room or flee out the window.

In the next room, he thought he heard Vinnie say, “Yeah, Pinky’s here with me now. Why?”

And with that, Pinky’s panic made the choice for him. He crawled out the window and went down the fire escape.


Chapter 62

Pinky had to find another way to remove the tracking device. There was only a small chance Earl could have possibly helped him, and he didn’t know any other people in the medical profession. It was possible that he knew people who knew people who could help him, but there weren’t many people he could trust at that moment.

Then an idea: His mother could help after all. She knew doctors. They came to the Rainbow Gardens all the time. Some were clients; others came to give checkups to the girls. If anyone could help remove the tracking device, she would know who.

When he called, he knew his mother would be worried about him but he had no idea she would be in such a frantic state.

“Pinky? What’s going on? Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“There’s Bozos all over this place looking for you,” said Miss Tina. “They say you’re a rat.”

“I’m not a rat.”

“Well, they sure think you are for some reason. What did you do? Is there any reason they’d suspect you were working with the cops?”

“It’s just a misunderstanding, Ma,” Pinky said. “I’ll figure it out. But right now, I need your help.”

“You can’t come here. You need to stay away.”

“But I don’t know where else to go,” Pinky said.

“I can’t help you, Pinky,” she said, her voice choking on her words. “They’ll probably kill you if you come anywhere near me.”

Pinky paused and took a deep breath.

“Okay, I’ll figure it out myself,” he said.

His mother was crying on the other end.

“I love you so much,” she said.

“Don’t worry, Ma. I’ll prove to them it’s all a mistake.”

“Pinky…,” Miss Tina began, but she couldn’t say anything else.

Pinky told his mother he loved her and then canceled the call. He hoped it wasn’t the last conversation he’d ever have with his mother.

As Pinky put the phone back into his pocket it vibrated in his palm. He looked down to see that it was Spotty who was calling. He hesitated answering. There was no way of knowing if his mentor was still on his side.

Spotty had a serious tone in his voice when Pinky answered.

“Meet me at Pumpernickel’s,” Spotty said.

“What’s going on?” Pinky asked.

“Just meet me there. Make sure you’re not followed.”

Then Spotty hung up. Pinky didn’t like where this was headed, but he didn’t have many options left. He had to have faith in his old friend.


Chapter 63

Pumpernickel’s was an antique bookshop run by a clown by the name of Sir Reginald Van Pumpernickel. The man was a fancy sort of clown who wore a three-piece suit straight out of the seventeenth century accessorized with a gold pocket watch, a cream-colored top hat, and tiny round-lens reading glasses that perched on the tip of his plump green nose.

“Smiles, my boy,” Pumpernickel said upon Pinky’s arrival. “Come in, come in.”

The bookshop owner stepped down from a ladder, holding a stack of old leather-bound hardbacks. Pinky helped him carry the books to the front counter.

“It’s always a pleasure to see you. How have you been?”

Pinky nodded. “I’m doing well. I haven’t read the book you recommended to me last week. Things have been rather hectic lately.”

“Which book was that again?”

“The Count of Monte Cristo.”

“Ah, yes yes. One of my absolute favorites. You must make time to read it, my boy. It is one of the quintessential works.”

Pinky had to switch the topic immediately. Get Pumpernickel going on the topic of literature and he’d go on for hours.

“I’m meeting Spotty. Is he here?”

“In his office,” Pumpernickel said. “I believe he’s waiting for you.”

“Thanks,” Pinky said and went toward the door in the back of the shop.

Despite his shabby appearance, Captain Spotty was a bit of a rare-book collector. He was also one of Pumpernickel’s best customers. Many years back, when Spotty worked under Uncle Jojo, he was ordered to shake down some of the local businesses for protection money. When he came across Pumpernickel and his little antique bookshop, he knew the old guy wasn’t getting enough business to even keep the place afloat, let alone pay a few points to the Bozo Family. So Spotty offered to pay Jojo the protection money himself in exchange for taking over the back storeroom to use as his office. The deal worked out well for old Pumpernickel, because Spotty soon developed a love for old books, being surrounded by them and all. The clownfella had ended up dumping a small fortune into his book collection over the years. Even Sir Reginald’s personal collection was not quite as vast as Spotty’s.

When Pinky Smiles entered his office, Spotty was flipping through a copy of Don Quixote. Pinky was very familiar with that book. Spotty rarely ever took it out of the case. It was far too valuable.

“Remember this book?” Spotty asked, holding up the old volume as cockroaches crawled across the cover.

Pinky nodded and closed the door behind him.

“This is the same book you tried to shoplift from this store ten years ago. Don Quixote. First complete English edition. A very valuable book.” Spotty snickered and shook his head. “You were so young back then.”

Pinky sat down in a chair next to his desk. “Yeah, I thought I would’ve gotten away with it, too. Pumpernickel had no idea I’d be able to pick the lock on the bookcase so quickly.”

“If I hadn’t come out of my office right at that moment, you would’ve gotten away with it.”

“I would’ve brought it back,” Pinky said.

“Yeah, that’s what you said at the time. Of course, I didn’t believe you.” Spotty flipped through the pages, wearing special gloves to prevent his finger oils from damaging the pages. “I remember it like it was yesterday. You said you took it just because you wanted to read it. You had no idea how valuable it was.”

“I didn’t know I could’ve gotten it from any library.”

“Right then, I knew there was something special about you. Not many kids your age were reading books, let alone going through so much trouble to steal one.”

“I just wanted to know what it was about. The way old Pumpernickel kept it locked up like a treasure, I thought it had to be a really good book. I had to read it.”

“I made you work off the offense in Pumpernickel’s shop for the whole summer. But you did the work with pleasure, not complaining once—another trait that was rare in kids your age. And soon after that, I took you under my wing. I taught you everything you needed to know in this business. You were like a son to me.”

Then Spotty set the book on his desk. “I was going to give this to you either on your wedding day or on the day you got made, whichever came first. Then you’d finally get to read it after all these years.”

Spotty tapped his finger on the cover, staring his underling in the eyes. “Why’d you do it, kid? After all I’ve done for you, how could you betray me? I never thought you’d be the kind of clown to flip.”

Pinky then noticed the gun on Spotty’s desk. It was obvious now that his mentor was planning to whack him.

“I figured it would be better if I did the job myself,” Spotty said. “Despite what you did, I can’t let Mr. Pogo be the one to take you out.”

“You think I’m a rat, too?” Pinky asked.

“You say you aren’t?”

“Of course I’m not,” Pinky said.

Spotty shook his head. “I wish I could believe you, but the boss said there’s proof.”

“How? What proof?”

“It was Beano Moretti who hired Mr. Pogo, with the boss’s blessing. He has a fed on his payroll who informed him of a rat in our organization.”

“And the fed said it was me?”

“He said it was the clown who was sleeping with the boss’s niece. Taffy is the boss’s niece and you’re the only clown in the family dating her at the moment. So it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?”

“No…” Pinky paused for a moment. He couldn’t believe it. They had it all wrong. “I’m not the only one sleeping with Taffy.”

Pinky’s eyes lit up. Spotty wondered if he was telling the truth.

“Then who is it?” Spotty asked.

“Just today I caught her in bed with another clown. She was with Hats.”

“Hats Rizzo?”

Pinky nodded.

Spotty thought about it for a minute, putting all the pieces together in his head. Then he ground his teeth and pounded his fist against the desk. “That no-good son of a bitch. It’s just like that bastard to rat out his friends to save his own skin.”

“So you believe me now?” Pinky asked.

“Yeah, kid,” Spotty said. “I’m sorry I doubted you.”


Chapter 64

Spotty and Pinky rushed out of the bookshop and headed down the sidewalk toward Spotty’s car.

“We need to find Hats,” Spotty said. “If we don’t get proof that he’s the rat instead of you, they’ll never call off the hit.”

“How do we get proof?” Pinky asked.

“We search his apartment, see if he’s got any listening devices stashed away in there. If that fails then we’ll beat a confession out of him.”

“You think that will work?”

Spotty chuckled. “No, but it will sure be fun to try.”

The smile fell from Spotty’s face as he saw something over Pinky’s shoulder. By the time Pinky turned around, it was too late. The yellow clown car raced down the street toward them, the popcorn tommy gun pointed out the window.

“Get down!” Spotty cried.

“Say good-bye, ya dirty rat!” cried the wild-eyed clown when he opened fire.

It was Winky Gagliano, a trigger-happy young turk from another crew who was always itching to whack anyone at any given opportunity. He giggled, firing popcorn bullets across the sidewalk and through the bookshop’s windows.

Spotty threw Pinky to the ground as the bullets rained down on them. Pinky covered his face and vital areas, surrounded by popping sounds as the bullets hit the cement. When the car drove on and the gunfire went silent, only the roar of the engine and Winky’s giggling could be heard echoing through the street.

Getting to his feet, Pinky felt his body. He wasn’t hit. He wasn’t even grazed. Pinky knew the danger of being hit by a popcorn bullet. Those things expanded the second they entered your flesh, like popcorn popping inside your body. They could do five times the damage of a normal bullet.

“That was a close one, eh Spotty?” Pinky said, looking over at his mentor.

But his mentor wasn’t moving. A pool of blood formed beneath him. Cockroaches scurried across the ground in circles around him.

“Spotty!”

Pinky went to him, turned his body over. Two bullet holes dotted his chest. The old clown wheezed.

“He popped me good,” Spotty said, gasping out a laugh.

Pinky put pressure on the wounds. “Hang on.”

Sir Reginald Van Pumpernickel looked out of the entrance to his store. He saw Spotty on the ground, bleeding all over the sidewalk.

“What happened?” Pumpernickel asked, standing in his doorway as if afraid to go out in the street. “Is he okay?”

“Call an ambulance,” Pinky told him. “He’s been hit.”

“I shall immediately,” Pumpernickel said, and ran back inside to call for help.

“Don’t worry, you’re going to be all right. I’ll get you to a hospital.”

Spotty shook his head. “No, you gotta get out of here, kid. You don’t have time for this.” He pulled his car keys from his pocket. “Here, take my car.”

Pinky ignored the keys, too focused on stopping the bleeding. “I’m not just going to leave you here.”

“You’ve got to go after Hats,” Spotty said. He pushed Pinky’s hands away from his wounds and folded his fingers around his keys. “Prove your innocence to the boss and the hit will be called off.”

“But I can’t let you die,” Pinky said, fighting the tears forming in his eyes.

“I’m probably dead already,” Spotty said. “But you still have time to save yourself. Get out of here. Prove you’re not a rat. Marry that girlfriend of yours. You still got your whole life ahead of ya.”

Pinky scanned the street. He didn’t want to leave until he heard the sound of ambulance sirens, but he didn’t have time to wait. And judging by the look of him, Spotty didn’t seem like he was going to make it either way.

“Don’t die,” Pinky said. “You’ve got to be the best man at my wedding.”

Spotty didn’t respond. His eyes rolled back and his body went limp. Pinky turned away. He didn’t want to believe his mentor was really dead. He got into the little red clown car and sped away.

After he was gone, Spotty’s pet cockroaches scurried around his body. One made its way up to his nose and perched off the tip, staring down at the clown and wiggling its antennae.

Spotty opened one eye and saw the roach staring down at him. “Luigi, what are you doing there?” He smiled a blood-caked smile and then lifted the little bug off his nose. “You wouldn’t by any chance know how to treat a bullet wound, would you?”

The roach wiggled his antennae.

“No, I didn’t think so,” he said.


Chapter 65

Pinky had no idea where to find Hats Rizzo. He didn’t know where he lived and had nobody to ask for his location. The only place he knew where Hats frequented was Bonkers—one of the Bozo Family’s downtown strip clubs. It wasn’t safe to show his face in a joint with so much of the clientele being members of the family who were most likely out for his head, but he didn’t have a choice. It was his only lead.

The second he walked through the door of the shady back-alley building, Pinky scanned the place for familiar faces. It wasn’t a busy time for the club, so there were only a few customers: an old retired clown sucking down cotton candy martinis, a vanilla businessman who’d probably ditched work to ogle naked clown girls without letting his wife know he got out early, and a couple of street clown brats who looked way too young to be in such an establishment. There was nobody Pinky had to hide from, but there was no Hats Rizzo neither.

Pinky stepped through the club and went to the bar, trying to keep a low profile. If he wasn’t going to find Hats he at least needed a drink. The events of the day were wearing him thin. First, he got the black joker card, then he found the love of his life cheating on him, then he learned that his own friends and colleagues were out for his blood. And after what happened to his mentor, who was like a father to him, he didn’t know how he was going to hold himself together. All of it left him in a state of shock.

The portly guy behind the counter recognized Pinky immediately. He didn’t know the kid’s name but knew he was with the Bozos, which meant that he knew not to keep him waiting.

“What can I get for you?” said the bartender, a fat-jawed clown with a permanent five o’clock shadow.

“Candy apple whiskey,” Pinky said.

As the bartender made his drink, Pinky looked back at the stage. There was a nude clown girl up there, dancing to circus music for the small crowd. She had a frizzy rainbow-striped Afro with matching pubic hair and massive breasts that honked when she squeezed them. That was one reason Pinky never visited many strip clubs in Little Bigtop—he wasn’t fond of the new trend of honkable breast implants that a lot of clown girls were getting, especially those who danced in the local strip clubs. The other men in the club giggled with delight whenever a dancer squeezed their faces between her breasts, honking the marshmallow melons against their ears, but Pinky just didn’t see the appeal of turning breasts into squeak toys.

“Here you go,” the bartender said as he passed him a drink with a tiny caramel apple sticking out of it.

Pinky pulled out a wad of cash. He paid the bartender, then stuffed two large bills into the tip jar. The portly man took notice.

“I’m looking for Hats Rizzo. Have you seen him around?”

The bartender shrugged. “That lousy tipper? He hasn’t been in here for a couple of days. Sorry.”

Pinky tipped a larger bill. “I need to find him. Do you have any idea where he lives?”

The clown shook his chunky head. “You’d know that better than I would.”

The bartender moved away from Pinky for a moment to pour a glass of Chardonnay for the girl arriving at the counter next to him. With her bright-ruby-red hair and pink-bubblegum lips, Pinky recognized her immediately. She was Isabella Funshine, a burlesque dancer who happened to be in a serious relationship with the biggest, toughest mug in the Bozo Family—Bingo Ballbreaker. If she was performing that day there was a good chance that Bingo might show up. Pinky couldn’t stick around long.

“How’s it going, sweetie?” Isabella said.

She blinked her long lashes at Pinky, but he didn’t look at her. He didn’t want to make eye contact. When he showed no interest, she turned away and wrapped her pink lips against the rim of her wineglass.

“I just thought of something,” the bartender said when he returned to Pinky.

“Huh?” Pinky asked, too focused on Isabella to remember what they were talking about.

“Hats. I thought of where you might find him.”

“Where’s that?” Pinky asked.

“Over at the church on Eighty-Second near the park. He volunteers there on the weekends.”

“Volunteers? Are you sure we’re talking about the same Hats Rizzo?”

The bartender asked, “Short guy who always wears a big collection of hats on his head?”

Pinky nodded.

“Yeah, I’ve seen him over at that church loads of times.”

Pinky couldn’t believe it. “I never thought of Hats as a religious man.”

The bartender shrugged. “Yeah, it kind of surprised me as well. Don’t tell anyone I said it, but I always thought he seemed like kind of a prick.”

Pinky slammed his drink, put another bill in the tip jar, and said, “Thanks.”

On his way out, Pinky ran into somebody on their way in. His first thought was that it was Bingo Ballbreaker, coming in to see his girl. But this guy wasn’t nearly big enough. It was Manny Malone, the filthy cop he’d met with earlier that day.

“Hey, it’s Pinky Smiles,” Manny said, with a big grin on his face. “Pleasure meeting you here.”

Pinky couldn’t tell if it was just a coincidence or if the cop was following him. Either way, Pinky didn’t care. He pushed past him and walked through the door.

Before the door closed behind him, Manny said, “Tick-tick, Pinky. You’re running out of time. Tick-tick.”

But Pinky Smiles didn’t want to hear it. No matter what happened, he wasn’t going to go crawling to the feds even to save his life.


Chapter 66

Pinky Smiles figured Hats Rizzo wouldn’t be at the church when he arrived. The bartender said he volunteered on weekends, but it was only a Thursday. Still, he knew the church kept a record of every parishioner in the flock. If he could get his hands on that he’d be able to obtain the clown’s address no problem.

Miss Tina hadn’t raised Pinky in the faith, but he was very familiar with the beliefs of the church. A lot of members of the Bozo Family attended worship. Even Taffy Bozo considered herself a devout follower of the religion, though she usually slept through Sunday services.

A clown church wasn’t like other churches. While their beliefs might have been very similar, they did things a little differently. For instance, there usually wasn’t a lot of pie throwing in normal churches, nor was it common to have whoopee cushions lining the seats.

When Pinky entered the building, there was a small crowd gathered in the front rows. It was the time of the day that the preacher was taking confessions.

“And for the next sinner to step up to the confessional stage we have Mr. Al Butterscotch, who works down at Dinko’s Diner.”

Pinky recognized the preacher at the podium. It was Reverend Jellybottom—an old purple-haired clown who wore a yellow polka-dot cassock and, as his name suggested, had a big jelly-filled rump that was twice the size of his body.

“Brother Butterscotch, come on up here and receive forgiveness,” said Reverend Jellybottom.

The crowd laughed and applauded as a fat young clown took the stage. They threw rotten tomatoes and heads of lettuce at him, booing and cheering him at the same time.

“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” said Al Butterscotch. “It’s been fifteen days since my last confession.”

The crowd threw even more tomatoes at him as well as handfuls of confetti that stuck to the front of his blue suspenders.

“Tell us your sins, Brother Butterscotch,” said Reverend Jellybottom.

“I’ve committed the sin of gluttony at least thirteen times,” said Al Butterscotch.

The clowns in the front row laughed and pointed at him, slapping their knees through baggy checkered pants.

“I stole two hams from my work and blamed it on the waitress,” Al continued. “She was fired for it. I also ate twelve candy bars while waiting in line at the grocery, before even paying for them. And yesterday I ate pizza from the garbage.”

The clowns’ laughter became an uproar as they listened to the confessor. They clapped their hands and dropped to the floor, giggling wildly.

“I can’t help it,” Al said, his red cheeks covered in tears. “I have an eating disorder.”

One major difference between a clown church and a normal church was that in a clown church parishioners had to confess their sins in front of a public audience where they were humiliated for all the bad things they had done. Clowns from all over would attend the confessions and laugh at the sinners as they revealed all their deep, dirty secrets—all of which was encouraged as a part of the forgiving process in the clown faith.

When the crying clown finished confessing and the uproar of laughter settled, Reverend Jellybottom stepped forward. “Do you seek absolution from these sins, Brother Butterscotch?”

The clown nodded.

“Then accept of the sacramental pie.” Reverend Jellybottom took a cream pie from a pedestal and threw it into the clown’s face.

The pie tin fell to the floor, revealing Al Butterscotch’s face coated in a thick layer of whipping cream. The preacher then squeezed the plastic flower on his cassock, spurting holy water all over the parishioner and washing away the pie cream. “And be blessed, Brother.”

While Reverend Jellybottom was busy with the confessional, Pinky Smiles crept around the side walls to get to the office. A new sinner announced his moral offenses to the audience. As the clowns screamed with amusement, Pinky picked the lock and slipped inside.

The computer was password-protected, but Pinky was lucky the church also kept a paper record of everything. He went through the address book and found Rizzo’s information. Pinky was surprised to learn that he lived in the Ringmaster Luxury Apartments, just a few floors below Taffy Bozo. No wonder she was able to cheat on Pinky without him finding out about it.

As he copied down the address, Pinky realized large sums of money had been donated to the church in Hats’s name over the years. The obnoxious clownfella wasn’t the selfish bastard he made himself out to be. Pinky didn’t understand.

“Who in the world are you, Rizzo?”

He wondered if Hats only pretended to be an asshole. Perhaps he was really an undercover fed trying to get information on the Bozo Family. If that were true Pinky had to get this information to the others. After so many years as a made clown, Hats probably had enough on the Bozos to take down the whole administration.

On the way out of the church, Reverend Jellybottom spotted Pinky trying to slip away.

“Brother Smiles?” Jellybottom said. “That’s you, isn’t it?”

Pinky paused. He was surprised Jellybottom even knew who he was. The whole congregation was watching him.

“I was expecting you to pay the church a visit today,” said the preacher. “Word has gotten to me that you don’t have long on this earth. Come forward. After living a life such as yours, you must have much to confess.”

Pinky didn’t have time to participate in the confessional. If this were the final hour, he might have submitted. But he wasn’t out of hope yet.

“Maybe later,” Pinky said.

Reverend Jellybottom’s face transformed into a giant toothy smile stretching from ear to ear.

“We’ll be waiting for you,” he said.

Then he called up a new sinner for humiliating.


Chapter 67

When Pinky arrived at Hats Rizzo’s apartment, he heard movement through the door. Hats was definitely there. And from what he knew about Hats, the guy wasn’t going to be easy to subdue. Pinky had to get the drop on him.

Armed with only a small revolver he pulled from his ankle holster, Pinky rested against the door and took a few deep breaths. The gun was loaded with flower seeds—a type of bullet that caused flowers to instantly grow from the wounds they inflicted. Not only did the roots cause extra damage when the flowers grew from the target’s flesh, they also left behind pretty corpses after a gunfight. Pinky preferred using this type of ammunition because he felt that it was respectful to leave flowers with those he was forced to murder.

Pinky burst through the door into a tornado of activity. Hats was running through the room, digging through drawers, emptying cabinets, ripping open closet doors. He tossed everything he could grab into a tiny suitcase: clothes, guns, toy trains, blow-up dolls, rubber duckies, ropes of sausage, stacks of money, and a wide variety of hats in all different sizes and colors. He didn’t seem to notice Pinky stepping into the room, too busy shoving his weight on top of the suitcase to force it closed even with all the items hanging over the sides.

“Don’t move, Hats,” Pinky said, pointing his gun at the clown.

Hats looked up at him for a second, then went back to packing. He gave up on trying to close the suitcase and started tying the lids together with string.

“Help me tie this down,” Hats said.

Pinky didn’t answer the request. He’d heard that Hats was quite the clever weasel. He couldn’t lower his guard around him. Pinky opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He realized his gun hand was trembling.

“If you’re not going to help me then get lost,” Hats said.

Hats stood up and could barely lift the suitcase off the floor.

“Why’d you do it?” Pinky finally asked.

Hats gave him a grumpy sneer. “Why’d I do what?”

He didn’t even acknowledge the gun in Pinky’s hand. It might as well have been a banana.

“Why’d you flip?” Pinky asked.

Hats looked at him as if he were crazy. “Me? Flip? What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re a rat.”

“I’m no rat. You’re the rat.”

“It was a mistake. They put a hit on my head because they mistook me for you.”

“Are you messing with me? Why’d anyone take me for a stinking rat? I’ve given everything to this family.”

Pinky tightened his grip on the revolver. “Beano Moretti is the one who hired Mr. Pogo to take me out. He said that the clown who is sleeping with Taffy Bozo has been working for the feds. That’s why he thought it was me. But I’m not the only guy sleeping with Taffy, am I? You’re the rat he should’ve targeted.”

Hats looked away from Pinky and mumbled, “That son of a bitch…”

Pinky couldn’t tell what he was on about.

“I’m a made clown,” Hats said. “That prick can’t do this to me. I’m supposed to be untouchable.”

Hats broke open his suitcase. Clothes and money exploded across the carpet as he dug out a sawed-off gumball shotgun.

“Put a hit out on an innocent clown, would ya?” Hats loaded the shotgun. “That prick doesn’t know who he’s messing with.”

“What are you talking about?” Pinky asked, his finger twitching on the trigger as the clown pumped the shotgun.

Hats looked at him. Then he went to his dining room table and grabbed a playing card. “I got it earlier today, not long after you got yours.”

When Pinky saw him hold up the black joker, he lowered his weapon.

“We’re in the same boat, kid,” Hats said. “They sent Mr. Pogo after the both of us.”


Chapter 68

Hats poured himself a glass of whiskey and sat down on his mustard-stained couch. He poured Pinky one as well, but it was only half the size.

“Beano, that miserable prick…,” Hats said, shaking his head. “This isn’t the way things are supposed to be done. If a made guy like me is suspected of being a rat, you make damn sure he’s a rat before you try to whack him.”

“Why would he do it this way then?” Pinky asked, sitting down on the cleanest section of couch he could find.

“He must not be taking any chances. He must have put out a hit on every poor schmuck who’s ever boinked Taffy Bozo.”

“So there’s others?” Pinky said, looking away. He didn’t want to think of how many other people she’d cheated on him with.

“There’s got to be.” Hats drained half his glass down his throat, then rubbed his bald hatless head.

“If neither of us is the rat, then who is?” Pinky said.

“Who the heck knows. With a girl like Taffy, it could be anybody.”

“We’ve got to find out who,” Pinky said. “If we can prove our innocence then they’ll call off the hits.”

Hats laughed out loud. “Yeah, good luck with that, kid. There’s probably dozens of guys in Little Bigtop she’s been with. Any of them could be the rat. And how the hell are you going to even prove they’re working with the cops? They’re not just going to tell you. Go ahead and try if you want, but if you ask me it’s just a big waste of time. Me, I’m going to use my final moments drinking myself stupid. And if there’s time I’m going to go find Beano Moretti and blow those stupid elephant-sized ears off his head.”

Pinky stood up and tore Hats’s drink out of his hand before it could reach his mouth.

“Hey, what’s the big idea?” Hats cried.

“We can’t give up now,” Pinky said. “Not when there’s still a chance.”

“What chance? A chance is exactly what we don’t have.”

Pinky put the drinks too far away for Hats to reach. “We know the real rat was sleeping with Taffy. All we have to do is talk to her about who that could be. I’m sure we’ll be able to narrow it down. How many clowns could Taffy possibly have slept with?”

Hats paused and stared at Pinky. Then he burst into laughter.
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“I’ve never slept with anyone but you two!” Taffy cried shortly after Hats and Pinky arrived at her apartment demanding information regarding her promiscuities. “What kind of girl do you think I am?”

Hats stood behind Pinky’s back, snickering.

“Please, Taffy,” Pinky asked. “If you ever cared about me in any way, you have to tell me the truth. If you’ve been with anybody else I have to know.”

“But I haven’t!” she cried. “Do you think I’m some floozy or something?”

Taffy was dressed in a puffy mini skirt and a low-cut half shirt that revealed her white cleavage and butterfly tattoo next to her belly button. She was on her way out to a nightclub when they caught her. One minute later and they probably would never have gotten to question her.

“Of course not,” Pinky said.

Hats laughed even louder.

“Shut up, Hats!” she cried.

Pinky blocked Hats from her view. “They say the rat is a member of the Bozo Family and he’s somebody who’s been sleeping with you.”

“Who the heck is saying that?” she cried. “Is somebody spying on me? What kind of pervert would be keeping track of my sex life?”

“I don’t know.” Pinky shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“What do you mean it doesn’t matter?”

“Forget about that for now.” Pinky tried to speak in a calming tone. “Look, we need your help. Hats isn’t a rat. I’m not a rat. It’s got to be somebody else you’ve been with.”

“Who says it’s not one of you? For all I know, you both could be rats.”

“It’s not us, Taffy. You’ve got to believe me.” He stepped closer and took her hand in his, then looked her in the eyes. “You know me. I’m loyal to the Bozos. I’d give my life for this family. Please, help me figure out who’s the real rat so we can prove our innocence.”

There was a glimmer in Taffy’s eyes as Pinky looked at her. But only for a split second. When the glimmer faded, she jerked his hand away. “I told you. There’s no one else. I can’t believe you’d even think there was. I’ve always been faithful.”

Hats put his hand on Pinky’s shoulder. “Come on, kid. I told you this was a waste of time.”

Pinky sighed and lowered his head. He wondered if Hats was right.

“Oh, wait…,” Taffy said. “I guess there was that one guy, but he doesn’t count…”

Pinky’s eyes brightened. “What guy?”

“Yeah, what guy?” Hats said in a pissed-off tone.

Taffy backed up, getting flustered with the confrontation.

“I don’t remember his name. He was just some guy in the family. A low-level nobody. But I wasn’t really sleeping with him.”

“I thought you said you weren’t sleeping with anyone else, you lying bitch,” Hats cried.

Pinky had to hold him back.

“I wasn’t sleeping with anyone. Well, not exactly. I got in bed with this guy a couple times but I didn’t have an orgasm. It doesn’t count if I don’t have an orgasm.”

Hats looked like he was ready to strangle her. “How the hell does that not count?”

“You know how hard it is to get me off. Why do you think I cheated on Pinky with you in the first place?”

“Are you saying you just used me for sex?” Hats cried.

“You think I’d let you anywhere near me if you were some limp-ballooned loser?”

Pinky tried to break up the argument but couldn’t get a word in edgewise. Back at his place, Hats acted as if he didn’t care for Taffy at all, as if she were just some cheap slut. Now he was getting upset. Either he truly cared for the girl and didn’t realize it until now or he was just getting upset because she’d hurt his ego.

“I thought we had something special going on…” Hats turned away as his voice went soft.

Taffy snickered at him. “Yeah, right. I’d never choose you over Pinky. He’d be the perfect boyfriend if he wasn’t always so gentle in bed.”

Pinky turned to her. “I’m too gentle?”

She looked him in the eyes for a second and then glanced away. Then she shrugged and said, “Well, when we make love…it’s really sweet and all, but sometimes I want more. Sometimes I like it rough.”

“Oh…,” Pinky said.

He felt inadequate. He knew he should’ve been pissed that she cheated on him, but at that moment he figured it was all his fault. He just wasn’t good enough.

In the background, Hats was getting impatient. “So are you going to tell us about this guy you were fucking or not?”

Taffy shrugged. “Like I was saying, I don’t know his name. If he told me I wasn’t paying attention. I only ran into him at clubs when I was drunk.”

“Well, what did he look like?” Hats asked. “What color was his hair? What size were his feet?”

“I don’t know. He looked like an average clown,” she said.

Pinky said, “Think Taffy. Was there any distinguishing feature about him?”

“Not really,” she said. “Except for his clothes.”

“What about his clothes?”

“Well, he always wore this weird bow tie. He wouldn’t ever take it off, even when we were having sex.”

“Holy shit…,” Hats said.

Hats and Pinky looked at each other. In unison, they said “Nicky Bowtie!”

“Yeah,” Taffy said. “I think that’s what he called himself.”

Pinky couldn’t believe it. He’d been working with Nick for months. He couldn’t believe he’d been wearing a wire that whole time.

“Are you sure he’s the one?” Pinky asked. “He’s the only one you’ve slept with besides the two of us?”

“Yeah, I promise,” she said. “Just him.”

“That little shit,” Hats said.

“You know him?” Taffy asked.

“I just saw him today,” Pinky said. “He’s in Spotty’s crew with me.”

“I’m going to kill him.” Hats punched the wall. “I’m going to beat him to a pulp and then I’m going to kill him.”

Then Hats turned and walked away, going down the hall toward the elevator.

“Where are you going?” Pinky called.

Hats didn’t bother turning around. “I’m going downstairs to my place to put on my best hats. We’re going after that son of a bitch.”

When they were alone together, Taffy and Pinky didn’t know what to say to each other for a few minutes. They didn’t make eye contact.

Taffy was the first to speak. “Look, I’m sorry I slept with Hats and that Bowtie clown.”

Pinky didn’t respond.

“Look, I don’t have a ring on my finger,” she said. “I don’t have to be faithful to you. If we’re not married, I’m free to do what I want to do with whoever I want.”

Pinky felt his pocket. He wanted to show her that he did plan to put a ring on her finger, that he planned to propose to her that very night. But as he felt his pants, he couldn’t find the ring. His eyes widened.

“Don’t get all upset about it,” she said when she saw his facial expression change. “I still loved you with all my heart…up until I found out you were a rat.”

Pinky had no idea what could have happened to the ring. He wondered if he lost it when he was shot at. The last time he’d had it was when he received the black joker card. Maybe his mother never gave it back to him when he showed it to her. No matter where it was, he wasn’t able to show it to her yet. He had to forget about proposing to her for the time being.

“So you still think I’m a rat?” Pinky asked.

“Of course I do,” she said.

“Why?”

“If my father says you’re a rat then you’re a rat. I won’t treat you as anything else until you can prove it to the family.”

Pinky nodded. He respected her decision.

“Then that’s what I’ll do,” Pinky said.

As he turned to follow after Hats, she yelled, “And until then you better stay the hell away from me. I don’t want to be around when Mr. Pogo comes for you.”

A smile crept up on Pinky’s face after she said that. No matter what she said or did, he couldn’t help but continue to be hopelessly in love with that woman.
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Hats Rizzo had so many hats on his head that he could barely fit into his car. The hat on the top of the stack was more like a big green sleeping bag with a rim at the bottom. It stretched into the backseat when Rizzo took the wheel.

“This is your car?” Pinky asked.

“What? You got a problem with my car?”

It was a clown station wagon with a HANDICAP sticker on the window. The engine popped and churgled, rumbling Pinky’s whole body as he sat in the passenger seat.

“No, it just doesn’t seem like the kind of car I’d imagine you driving.”

“Shut up. It used to be my mom’s car, okay?”

“Can’t you afford to get a better one?”

“Can’t you afford to shut your face?”

Hats hit the gas.

“So where’s this prick live?” Hats asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know? Weren’t you in the same crew?”

“Yeah, but we really didn’t spend much time together. I don’t think he liked me.”

“Great…” Hats shook his head. “How the heck are we supposed to find him then?”

“Last time I saw him he was on cleanup duty at my mom’s establishment, but he would’ve finished that a long time ago. He could be anywhere now.”

Hats exhaled through his teeth, then pulled his cell phone from his coat pocket.

“Who are you calling?” Pinky asked as Hats went through the contacts on his phone and hit the CALL button.

“A friend,” Hats said, then he paused and thought about it for a second. “Well, not exactly a friend. He’s kind of an asshole, but he might be willing to help.”

Hats put his phone on speaker and set it on the dash. The engine rumbled the phone so much that it nearly bounced out the window.

“Yeah, what?” said the guy on the other end.

Pinky recognized the voice. It was a friend of Spotty’s who went by the name of Jackie the Grump.

“Hey Jackie, it’s me, Hats. I need a favor.”

There was a loud groan on the end. Hats yelled, “And don’t hang up, you prick!”

Another groan. Jackie sounded like he was on a toilet with the phone cradled in the crook of his neck.

“What do you want, Hats? I’m busy over here.”

“Listen, ya lousy mook. I got a black joker today. That crazy bastard Pogo is aiming to whack me.”

Jackie laughed into the phone.

“You think that’s funny?” Hats yelled.

“Kinda,” Jackie said.

“Yeah, yeah. Fuck you, too. I didn’t call to cheer you up. I need some help over here.”

“What do you want me to do about it?”

“I need you to help me find Nicky Bowtie,” Hats said. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch once I get my hands on him.”

“You can’t kill Nicky Bowtie. He still owes me fifty bucks. Wait until he pays me back.”

“Screw your fifty bucks. The guy’s a rat.”

“Says who?”

“Says me. Anyway, I need you to tell me where he lives.”

“How the hell should I know?”

“Because you’re a goddamn shylock. You know where everyone lives.”

“Yeah, but not that guy. He moved a while back.”

“And you didn’t bother updating your address book?”

Jackie shrugged so loud they could hear it through the phone. “I’ve been busy.”

“What the hell kind of loan shark are you?”

“So you’re going to insult me now?”

“Just find out. Call around.”

“When? Right now?”

“Yeah, right now.”

“Can’t this wait?” Jackie asked. “I’ve got stuff to do.”

“No, it can’t wait. What stuff?”

“You know, stuff. I’ve got company over. The mother-in-law wants me to bake her some snickerdoodles. I make the best snickerdoodles.”

“Are you shitting me? My life is on the line and you’re blowing me off for snickerdoodles?”

“They’re really good.”

“Just get me the damn address. Talk to Blue Nose. Buggy Buttons. Whoever.”

“Why don’t you do it yourself?”

Hats raised his voice. “Because they probably all want me dead, you prick! You’re the only clown I know who’s too damn lazy to care whether I’m a rat or not.”

“Wait, you’re a rat? I thought you said Nicky Bowtie was the rat.”

Hats wanted to strangle him through the phone.

“Are you going to help me or not?” Hats asked.

Jackie let out another groan. “I don’t know…maybe. I’ll see what I can do.”

Hats shook his head and said, “I’m going to kill him,” beneath his breath.

“Hey, did you hear what happened to Spotty?” Jackie asked.

“No, what happened to Spotty?”

“He was shot up pretty bad. He’s in critical condition at the hospital now. They think he’ll probably pull through, but still…”

When Pinky heard that, he sat straight up. “Spotty’s still alive?”

“Who the heck’s that?” Jackie asked.

“It’s Smiles,” Hats said.

“Wait…did you have me on speakerphone this whole time?”

“Yeah.”

“Goddamn it, Hats. You know how much I hate being put on speakerphone when I don’t know I’m on speakerphone.”

“So what?”

“I thought we were having a private conversation between the two of us,” Jackie said. “It feels weird knowing someone else was listening in the whole time. And what are you doing with Pinky anyway? I heard he’s a rat.”

Hats had reached the limits of his patience. “Just get me his address, ya mook.”

Before Jackie could groan again at the request, Hats closed his phone and put it back in his pocket. As he shoved the phone in his pants, Pinky thought about Nicky Bowtie. Nick was a master pickpocket. The guy could swipe the glasses from your face without you ever noticing.

“Turn around,” Pinky said.

“What? Why?”

“I think I know where Nicky Bowtie is.”

“Oh yeah? Where?”

“He’s going to hawk some jewelry.”
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As they sped down the road in the rattling station wagon, Pinky said, “Nick always goes to the same pawnbroker for everything he swipes. And knowing him, he’d head there immediately after he finished the job at Rainbow Gardens.”

The reason Pinky was missing his engagement ring wasn’t because he’d lost it. After Pinky got the black joker card, Nicky knew the kid wasn’t going to need the ring anymore. He’d picked his pocket while everyone was in shock. It was just the kind of stunt Bowtie would pull, being the snake that he was.

“You sure about this?” Hats asked. “Even if that was his plan it probably would only take him twenty minutes for the broker to examine the goods and fork over the cash.”

Pinky nodded. “He’ll be there. I know exactly how long it would have taken him to get the job done with only the Moretti brothers for help. He’ll have gotten out of there less than an hour ago. If we hurry we’ll be able to catch him before he leaves.”

“I hope you’re right,” Hats said.

But Pinky was wrong. Nicky Bowtie hadn’t even shown up yet. Two blocks away from the pawnbroker, they passed Nick on the street. He was walking down the sidewalk, straightening his bow tie and whistling without a care in the world.

“There he is!” Pinky yelled.

Hats slammed on the brakes and pulled the station wagon up on the sidewalk, blocking Nick’s path. Bowtie froze in his tracks.

“Hey Nick,” Hats said, sticking his head out the window. “You’re just the prick I’ve been looking for.”

Bowtie stepped back. He didn’t know what they wanted until he saw Pinky get out of the passenger-side door.

“Pink?” Nick’s voice stuttered. “What are you doing here?”

He played dumb but he knew exactly why they were looking for him.

“Get your ass over here, you filthy rat,” Rizzo said as he stepped out of his car, trying to pull the enormous green hat off his head.

“Oh, shit…” Nick turned and ran.

Rizzo continued pulling his hat but he couldn’t separate it from the others.

“Damn it,” he said. Then he turned to Pinky. “Get that son of a bitch!”

Pinky took off after the man with the giant bow tie as Rizzo gave up on removing his hat and got back into his car. Nick ran through a family of clowns coming out of a restaurant, throwing a grandfather to the ground in order to get past. Pinky went around the group, avoiding a vanilla mother carrying a half-clown baby. It widened the gap between them by at least five yards.

Hats roared up the road in his station wagon, passing Pinky and catching up to the clown in the bow tie. The vehicle seemed like it was about to fall to pieces as he cut Nicky off on the sidewalk, but he was able to block the clown’s path. As Pinky closed in, Nick scanned the area. The nearby alley was blocked by a fence. He had no choice but to climb it.

“Stop him,” Hats yelled.

But Pinky wasn’t fast enough. He grabbed Nick’s ankle before he got over, but Nicky was able to kick out of his grasp and jump to the other side.

Hats grumbled and pulled back into traffic.

“I’ll cut him off on the other side,” Hats said as he sped off.

Pinky climbed over the fence and chased Nicky into the alley.

“Get back, Pink!” Bowtie cried, tugging on something in his belt as he ran. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

It was a handgun that Nick was trying to reach, but it was stuck in his belt loop. Knowing Nicky, the gun was probably loaded with his bullet of choice: depressors, aka sad bullets. Not designed to kill, but to put the target in a state of depression so severe that it usually resulted in suicide. They were very useful for suppressing targets, obtaining information—interrogations always went smoothly when the person being questioned was too depressed to care about anything anymore—and getting rid of enemies in such a way that the cops would never suspect foul play. It was just the kind of clown weapon that a snake like Nicky would prefer to use.

Pinky’s gun was in his ankle holster; he didn’t have time to get it while running. He picked up the pace. While Nick was struggling to remove his piece, Pinky charged him and tackled him to the ground before he could get the weapon free.

“You son of a bitch!” Pinky punched him in the face, cutting his knuckles open on the clown’s teeth.

Nicky spit blood and giggled.

“You look pissed off, Pink,” Nick said. “I think it’s the first time I’ve seen you without a smile on your face.”

Pinky punched him again. Then he pulled out a knife and held it to the rat’s throat.

“Why’d you do it, Nicky?” Pinky asked, shoving his blade closer to clown’s neck. “You’re supposed to be one of us. Why’d you flip?”

Nick gasped as Pinky held the blade tighter against his throat. He was more in danger of being choked to death than having his throat slit.

“I didn’t flip, Pink. You did. Everyone knows that you’re the rat.”

“Oh yeah?” Pinky ripped open his shirt. “Is this the reason you never take this thing off?”

Pinky grabbed Nick’s bow tie. It was connected to a wire. He cut it from his neck. Then he smashed it against the asphalt. It didn’t seem like it was on at the moment, but Pinky couldn’t be too careful.

“Yeah, so what?” Nicky said. “I didn’t have a choice. You would’ve done the same.”

Pinky picked him up off the ground and shoved him against the wall. Nick was nearly a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier than Pinky, but the kid threw him around like a stack of pancakes.

“No, I wouldn’t have,” Pinky said.

“Why? Because you follow a bullshit code of honor? Or maybe you think you’ll lose your worthless slut of a girlfriend if you rat out her family?”

“You don’t talk about Taffy that way.”

Nicky laughed through his bloody teeth. “You’re actually in love with her, aren’t you? That spoiled brat of a whore wasn’t even a good lay.”

As Pinky let go of Nick to throw another punch, the rat ducked out of the way. Pinky’s knuckles collided with the brick wall, leaving a fist-shaped blood mark. Nicky pushed him to the ground and ran.

“Hey, Pink,” Nicky said, turning back. “If you love her that much, then you’ll probably want this back.”

He held up the engagement ring. As Pinky charged him, Nick threw it across the alley, aiming for a storm drain. Pinky’s eyes widened. He didn’t think. He just acted. Instead of going after Nick, Pinky ran in the opposite direction. He leapt into the air and landed face-first into the storm drain. The ring went through the grate, but he managed to catch it with the tip of his little finger. His eyes locked on the rainbow-colored gem as the ring dangled off his pinkie.

It took three minutes of careful coordination for Pinky to pull the jewelry out of the grate using only his little finger. By the time he had it in his hands, Nick was long gone. Pinky went to the end of the alley just as Hats pulled up to the curb.

“What happened?” Hats yelled. “Where is he?”

Pinky looked around. Then sighed, rubbing his bloody knuckles.

“He got away,” Pinky said.

Then Hats hit the steering wheel so hard the air bag blew up in his face.
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They spent the entire night driving around, looking for Nicky Bowtie. He was no longer on the streets. They knew Nick was going to play it safe. He already knew they were after him. All he had to do was wait until their time ran out and Mr. Pogo whacked them, and he’d have nothing to worry about.

Jackie the Grump eventually got back to Hats with Nicky’s address, but no one was there when they showed up. Hats took the liberty of raiding his refrigerator and urinating on his bed, but it wasn’t much of a consolation prize.

“So what now?” Hats asked, flipping through Nicky’s vintage record collection and smashing the vinyl disks against the wall one by one.

“We wait for him to show up,” Pinky said. “He’s got to come home eventually.”

“I can’t believe we let him slip through our fingers.” Hats removed his massive hat to reveal a heavy machine gun. He aimed it at Nicky’s seventy-inch plasma screen television and opened fire, turning the rat’s entertainment center into plastic Swiss cheese.

After an hour of waiting around, Pinky’s phone rang.

“It’s Nick,” Pinky said, holding up the phone.

“Are you serious?”

Pinky answered.

“Hello?” Pinky asked.

“Hey, Pink, how’s it going?” Nicky asked, his voice friendly and chipper, as if nothing had just happened between them at all.

“Where are you?” Pinky asked.

“You don’t have to know where I am,” Nick said. “I’m not at my apartment, as you’ve probably found out by now.”

“Yeah…,” Pinky said, wondering how he knew they were at his place.

“Feel free to help yourself to a bottle of scotch, on me,” Nick said. “But if you touch my record collection I’m going to shit on your grave.”

Pinky looked over at Hats who was spray-painting the word RAT across what remained of Nicky’s record collection.

“Sure…,” Pinky said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I know you don’t have a lot of time left on this earth, so I’ll keep this short,” Nicky said. “You will not come after me again. You will not tell anybody about my secret arrangement with the police. You will do nothing but wait patiently for Mr. Pogo to come for you. Then you will die.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I asked you nicely,” Nick said.

Pinky laughed. “Not a chance.”

“Well, how about if I said that if you didn’t do as I requested your little girlfriend is going to die.”

Pinky nearly dropped the phone. “What?”

He could hear her screams in the background. Even though there was a gag in her mouth, he could still tell that it was her.

“You…” Pinky couldn’t even find the words for what he wanted to say to him. Tears pooled in his eyes. “You son of a…”

Nicky chuckled. “I know you’d never let anything bad happen to her, Pink. You’d even give your own life to save her. That’s just the kind of pathetic guy you are.”

Pinky tried to think. There had to be a way to convince him to let Taffy go.

“You won’t kill her,” Pinky said.

“Why not?”

“She’s Jojo’s daughter and the boss’s niece. If you killed her there wouldn’t be a fed in the world who could save you from their wrath.”

“That’s if I was the one who killed her, Pink. But, remember, I use sad bullets. I’d just fill her with depressors until she killed herself. The Bozos would think she was so distraught after Mr. Pogo killed her dear half-clown boyfriend that she just couldn’t go on.”

“You better not hurt her,” Pinky said.

“I won’t, if you do what you’re told.” Nicky snickered again as Taffy’s cries escalated in the background. “You will do what you’re told, won’t you, Pink?”

Pinky’s teeth were clenched. He wanted to reach through the phone and strangle Nicky to death.

“Yeah,” Pinky said, his voice going soft. “Fine. Just don’t hurt her…”

Nicky laughed out loud and hung up the phone.

“So what did he say?” Hats asked, holding a flamethrower to Nicky’s rare-comic-book collection.

“He has Taffy. We can’t go after him.”

When he heard that, Hats turned the flamethrower on the rest of Nick’s living room and burned it all down.
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Hats didn’t object when Pinky said he didn’t want to go after Nick for Taffy’s sake. Deep down, the son of a bitch cared for Taffy and didn’t want anything bad to happen to her.

Without any other course of action, they spent the night drinking in Nicky’s apartment. He had a carousel-shaped wine case on his coffee table that he used to store bottles of single-malt scotch. As they lounged on the charred couch, still smoking from when Hats took the flamethrower to it, they took turns swigging from the bottle and spinning the carousel around with their feet. When morning came, they wondered if they shouldn’t just go to bed and let Mr. Pogo take them in their sleep.

“Hey, Hats?” Pinky said.

“Yeah?” Hats blinked his eyes open, realizing that he was dozing off.

“How come you volunteer at a church on weekends?”

“Huh?” Hats was still partially asleep.

“I went to your church yesterday and found out that you not only volunteer there, you also donate a lot of your earnings. I’m just curious. Why do you do it? You don’t strike me as the type to be generous or even religious.”

“Oh, that…” Hats sat up straight and shook himself awake. “Nah, I’m not religious.”

“Then why do you go to church? Why do you volunteer your time?”

“For my mother,” Hats said. “She was the religious one. The faith was a big part of her life, especially toward the end of her life.”

“She died?”

Hats let out a sigh. “Yeah, quite a while ago. But I made a promise to her and I never made a promise to my mother that I couldn’t keep. The lady was a saint.”

“You promised her you’d attend church?”

“No, I promised I’d donate a percentage of my earnings to the church. You know, to kind of make up for working in the business I’m in.”

“Then why do you attend?”

Hats shrugged. “I don’t know.” He seemed like he was getting too lazy to answer Pinky’s questions. “I guess it’s because it feels like I’m with my mother when I’m there. If I close my eyes or zone out on the sermon, sometimes it feels like my mother’s there right next to me. Sometimes I’d even feel her elbow me for snoring like she used to do when I was young…”

Hats snickered and then trailed off, thinking about how he might be seeing his mother again soon. Before Pinky could continue to pry into his personal life, Hats changed the subject.

“So you sure there’s no way to get the tracking device out of our bloodstream?”

“Not that I can think of,” Pinky said. “We can try to find a doctor, but I doubt he’d be able to. The feds told me that only they could remove them. They said they’d take it out if I flipped.”

“Don’t trust the cops. They’ll say anything to get you to flip.”

Pinky nodded and handed Hats the bottle of scotch. “Maybe if we donated blood we might get lucky and bleed out the device.”

Hats snickered and took a swig. “I’m not lucky enough for anything like that. My plan is to put as much alcohol into my bloodstream as possible. Maybe that will interfere with it somehow. Make me untraceable.”

Then he poured back the rest of the bottle down his throat.

“If only I knew where he was…,” Pinky said. “I’d rescue Taffy and choke him to death with his own bow tie.”

“Yeah, but there’s no time left for that.” Hats looked at his watch. “Pogo will be coming for us in an hour or so.”

Hats spun the carousel on the table and pulled out another bottle of scotch.

“I’ve got to hand it to Nicky,” Hats said, checking out the hand-carved bottle holder. “For a low-level grunt, he’s sure got a lot of nice stuff. Where’d he get his hands on a liquor holder like this anyway? If I wasn’t about to die I’d definitely have to get myself one.”

“That? He probably got it from his parents’ restaurant.”

As he watched the carousel spinning on the table, Pinky remembered something. He sat up.

“That’s where he is…”

“What?” Hats asked, gasping at the scotch fumes.

“The Carousel.”

“What the heck are you talking about?”

“His family’s restaurant. It closed down after his dad died last year, but I think Nicky still owns the building. He always talked about turning it into a nightclub someday.”

“You really think that’s where he is?”

“I’m sure of it. It’s not in Bozo territory, so it’s the only place he’d feel safe holding Taffy captive.”

“We only have an hour left. You really think we still have time to go after him?”

Pinky nodded. “Yeah.”

“What about Taffy? He said he’d kill her.”

“Who says he won’t kill her anyway? If he let her go and Taffy told her father all about what happened, Nick would be a dead man.”

Hats stood up. “Then let’s go after that sorry sack.”

But then Hats got dizzy and had to sit back down again. With all the liquor in him, he didn’t know how he was going to be able to drive.


Chapter 74

They hit the road just in time to get caught up in morning traffic. It took them the whole hour just to get to The Carousel on the other side of Little Bigtop. Hats’s blood-alcohol level didn’t help pick up the pace.

“Mr. Pogo will be coming for us any minute now,” Hats said. “Even if we get Bowtie, there’s no way we’ll be able to get the hit called off before Pogo gets us.”

Pinky had a determined look on his face. “I just have to live long enough to save Taffy.”

“I texted Blue Nose a ton of times, but he’s not replying. Either he’s too worried about Jimmy’s condition or he just doesn’t care enough to bother.”

“Or he lost his phone,” Pinky said.

When they arrived at The Carousel, Pinky was amazed that it was so big. He’d never seen it in person before. It was big enough to be a department store. As the two clowns stepped out of the station wagon, they looked through the cracks between the boarded-up windows. Every booth in the place was its own mini carousel. Back when the place was open, customers were able to eat in the center of their own carousel as the animals circled their table. They were known for having the best clown cuisine in all of Little Bigtop. It was a big attraction for vanilla tourists. But that was a long time ago.

“It’s kind of a dump,” Hats said.

He wasn’t exaggerating. The restaurant was closed less than a year ago, but this damage looked a lot older than that. The carousel figures were splintered with faded chipped-off paint. The floor was covered in trash. It looked like homeless clowns had been using it as a bathroom.

“You sure he’s in here?” Hats asked. “The place looks deserted.”

“Yeah.” Pinky pointed at the entrance. “Look.”

Planks of wood lay on the sidewalk by the front door. Somebody recently broke in.

“He’s here all right.”

As they went through the front door, they scanned the dining room. It was a massive area to search, but they didn’t see or hear anyone. Hats took off one of his caps and retrieved a retractable sniper rifle that was stored underneath. After he searched the area with the scope, he said, “I don’t see anyone.”

“He’s probably on the roof,” Pinky said. “There’s supposed to be a miniature theme park up there.”

As they walked through the restaurant, Pinky looked down at the rifle Rizzo was carrying, then up to the hats on the stubby clown’s head. “How the heck do you store all that weaponry in all those hats anyway? I’ve never really understood that.”

Hats knocked on the side of his hat. “I’ve got a strong head.”

When they got to the roof, Hats realized that Pinky was right. There was a small run-down theme park up there with a massive carousel in the center of it. Tied to one of the horses was Taffy Bozo, and standing next to her, pointing a handgun at her head, was Nicky Bowtie.

“I’m surprised to see you here, Pink,” Nicky yelled across the rooftop. “I thought you actually loved your girlfriend enough to stay away.”

“Let her go, Bowtie,” Pinky said. “If you let her go and confess to the family that you’ve been working with the feds we’ll let you live.”

Nicky scratched his head with his gun. “And how does that work out well for me in the end?”

“You have time,” Pinky said. “You can leave town. Get help from the feds. You’ll at least have a chance. If you don’t comply then you’ll have no chance at all.”

As Pinky spoke, Hats got into position with his sniper rifle, trying to get a clear shot at the clown with the bowtie.

Nicky laughed at Pinky’s demand. “I’m calling your bluff, Pink. If we get into a firefight, Taffy will not survive it. I’ll make sure of that. And I know you’d rather die than let that happen. Go ahead and make your threats. I’m not backing down.”

Hats adjusted the scope, trying to get Nicky into focus.

“Almost got it,” he whispered to Smiles.

“Yeah, but you forgot one thing,” Pinky said.

Nicky chuckled again. “What’s that?”

Pinky pulled out his revolver and pointed it at Nick. “Your gun is loaded with depressing bullets. You can’t kill her. You can only make her sad enough to kill herself.”

“So?”

“So how is she going to kill herself when you have her all tied up like that?”

When Nick saw that Pinky was right, his eyes flooded with panic.

“I’ve got the shot,” Hats said.

Pinky nodded at him. “Take it.”

But once Hats had the rat in his line of fire, he saw something over Nick’s shoulder. On the roof of the building across the street was a clown just standing there on the ledge, staring at him with an expressionless face. The clown wore a jester’s cap with bells on each side. His skin was bone-white, with deep-blue circles around his eyes and a blue mouth that seemed to be slanted to one side of his face.

Even though he needed a scope to see him, the clown with the slanted mouth required no special equipment to peer deep into Hats’s soul.

“Shit…,” Hats said.

He saw something else in his scope coming at them. It looked like a small blue baseball attached to two springs like legs. A slinky bomb.

“Mr. Pogo found us!”

When the slinky bomb bounced off the roof of the Carousel, it exploded in midair between them and knocked all three of the clownfellas off their feet.
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Nicky Bowtie was laughing his ass off as he pulled himself up, picking shrapnel out of the side of his face.

“Time’s up, Pink!” Nicky said.

Mr. Pogo dropped from the ledge of the other building, bounced off the street and landed on the roof of The Carousel. Pinky rolled over and got up to his knees. As the smoke cleared, he saw the clown hit man standing there, wobbling up and down. Mr. Pogo’s legs were springs from the thighs down to his shoes.

The slanted mouth did not say anything. The clown just stared at his target, waiting for him to make his move. Pinky looked at Taffy tied to the carousel horse. Nicky Bowtie stood next to her, laughing. Pinky saw him laugh but couldn’t hear any sound. His ears were still ringing from the blast. If he was going to save Taffy he was going to have to go through Mr. Pogo.

“He’s the one you want.” Pinky pointed at Nick. “He’s the rat. They put a contract on the wrong guy.”

Mr. Pogo just stared at him with his emotionless face. He didn’t care why people hired him. When a contract was made, he fulfilled his obligations without prejudice.

“Nice try, Pink,” Nicky shouted.

Pinky knew it wouldn’t work, but he figured he’d give it a try. But he couldn’t reason with Pogo.

Hats was lying on the ground. He wasn’t moving. Pinky didn’t know if he was dead or just knocked out.

He had to take out Pogo on his own.

Pogo leapt into the air as Pinky fired his revolver at him. The flower bullet whizzed beneath the hit man and pierced the ground, creating a bouquet of roses that burst from the bullet hole and grew on the spot. As Pogo dropped another slinky bomb on him, Pinky ran across the roof of the restaurant and rolled behind a bumper car to avoid the explosion.

“It’s pointless, Pink!” Nicky Bowtie yelled, giggling from his cover behind the carousel. “You don’t stand a chance. You might as well just give up now.”

Pinky stood up and aimed his revolver. Mr. Pogo dodged, bouncing on his spring legs across the roof as Pinky fired at him. With each round, the roof became dotted with an assortment of flowers growing out of the bullet holes. There were daisies, sunflowers, tulips, all bursting into life, adding color to the otherwise drab rooftop.

Unable to land a shot, Pinky aimed for the ground as Pogo bounced. When the hit man’s feet hit the ground, a rosebush exploded from the bullet hole and coiled into his spring legs. Mr. Pogo bounced back into the air. His spring legs stretched twenty feet up until they went taut, then he was slingshotted back to earth and slammed face-first into the cement floor. His feet were held to the ground by the roses.

Now was Pinky’s chance. He’d actually tripped up the notorious hit man, a clown believed to be invincible. But as Pinky fired, his revolver only clicked. He was out of bullets.

“Shit, shit, shit.” Pinky ducked behind cover and reloaded his gun. He only put in a couple more bullets. But he could already hear Pogo ripping the roses from his springs. Pinky missed his only shot.

By the time Pinky stood up and raised his weapon, Pogo was on his feet. The hit man had pulled twin revolvers from holsters on his back and fired them in unison. Pogo was a master at using slinky bullets—spring-action rounds that could pierce flesh, bounce off solid surfaces, then hit the victim a second time. When Pogo’s two slinky bullets hit Pinky, they entered through his arms, ricocheted off a bumper car, then pierced through both his legs.

The pain was like nothing Pinky had ever felt before. He crumpled to the ground. Blood erupted from his body and cries gushed from his throat. Mr. Pogo always crippled his victims before killing them.

Pinky looked over at Taffy. She looked so frightened and weak. It wasn’t the way he’d ever seen her. She was usually so safe, so protected from both cops and criminals. Pinky couldn’t believe he’d done this to her. He couldn’t believe he’d put her in so much danger. And he wasn’t even able to save her in the end. Nicky Bowtie won.

“There you go, Pink,” Nicky called, cackling like mad. “Just lay there and die.”

Mr. Pogo leapt into the air above Pinky and aimed the barrels of his revolvers at his heart. But before Pogo could finish him off, a giant boxing glove the size of a wrecking ball hit Pogo from the side and knocked him out of the sky.

“What the hell?” Pinky said.

He turned over and dragged himself out from behind the bumper car until he saw where the massive boxing glove came from.

“Take that, ya mook!” Hats yelled, laughing at Mr. Pogo as the hit man was tossed over the side of the building.

Rizzo wasn’t dead. He was back on his feet, holding what looked to be a bazooka with a colossal spring-action fist attached to it.

Pinky got to his feet, barely able to stagger on his wounded legs.

“He still has twenty minutes before he can kill me,” Rizzo told Pinky. “I’ll hold him back. You go after Bowtie.”

Hats didn’t realize how wounded the half clown was, but Pinky agreed anyway. A look of panic crossed Nicky Bowtie’s face as Pinky turned toward him.
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“Come on, Pink,” Nick said as Pinky staggered toward him. “What do you think you’re going to do in that condition? You can hardly walk.”

Pinky pointed his revolver at him and staggered closer. In the background, Hats tried to swat at Pogo like a fly with his fist-bazooka. He wasn’t able to hit him, but the hit man wasn’t able to get past him, either.

“You never told me,” Pinky said. “Why’d you flip?”

Nicky ducked behind cover, hiding behind a carousel elephant.

“Because I wasn’t going to rot in jail for no one,” Nick said.

Nick fired a bullet in Pinky’s direction but didn’t even come close.

“You couldn’t do a little time for the family?” Pinky asked. “What kind of clown are you?”

Pinky shot at him. A collection of poppies grew from the wooden elephant’s neck.

“The kind that never gets what’s owed to him,” Nicky said. “Do you know how many times I’ve been passed up for promotion? It’s been years. I’ve put in my time. I’ve given my life to the Bozos. And what do they give me? A big fat wad of nothing. I’m only repaying the favor.”

Pinky fired another round at Nick. Carnations sprouted from the wooden pony behind him.

“You’ve been passed by because you don’t do a good job,” Pinky said. “You’re lazy. You don’t try hard enough.”

“What do you know, kid? I’ve tried plenty. It’s all just a popularity contest. They promote blood relatives, in-laws, people they owe favors to. They don’t promote guys like me.”

As Nick spoke, Pinky reloaded his revolver, losing half his bullets in the process. The more he moved, the worse his wounds were getting. He felt like he was going to keel over at any minute.

Nick continued, “And yesterday when Spotty said that you were going get made before me? That was the final straw. The Bozo Family can go to Hell if they promote some half-clown son of a whore before me.”

Pinky raised his revolver, aimed it at a part of Nick’s lower spine that was exposed beneath the elephant’s ear. “It doesn’t matter whether you get promoted or not. If you rat out the family, you’ve got to die.”

The revolver fell to the ground. Pinky attempted to squeeze the trigger, but he no longer had the strength. He tried to pick it up but his legs gave out under him. He fell to his knees.

When Nick saw his state, he came out from behind cover and kicked Pinky’s revolver away. Then he chuckled as he pointed his gun at the half clown.

“You’re right,” Nick said. “But remember: You’re the rat here. Not me. At least that’s how the family sees it.”

Pinky looked up at him. He could barely speak anymore.

Nick continued, “So if you say that a rat has to die then a rat has to die. Preferably by suicide.”

Taffy screamed through her gag as the gunshot rang out. The depressor bullet hit Pinky in the gut and flooded his body with chemicals. He looked up at Taffy. Tears flowed down his cheeks.

“You should be feeling the effects by now,” Nick said. “Your mind should be overwhelmed with a sense of utter despair. In less than a minute, you’ll have no choice but to end your own life.”

Pinky pulled out his knife.

“That’s it,” Nick said. “Now cut your own throat. That would be a quick way to end it all.”

Pinky looked up at Nick and smiled.

“Hey, why the hell are you smiling?” Nick asked.

Nick shot him again. But even with a double dose of depressors, Pinky wouldn’t stop smiling. He pointed his knife at Nick.

“What are you doing?” Nick asked. “You’re supposed to use that on yourself.”

Pinky pulled himself back to his feet.

“What the hell’s going on?” Nick cried. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Pinky staggered back for a moment, but then he took another step forward, the smile beaming from his face.

“Why are you still standing?”

Pinky raised the knife and kept coming at him.

“There’s no way,” Nick said, shooting him one more time. “Nobody can withstand that many depressor bullets.”

But what Nick didn’t realize was that Pinky Smiles was just too damn happy. Even after all he’d been through in the past twenty-four hours, Pinky still held on to his positive attitude. No amount of depressors in the world could wipe that off his face.

“It’s impossible…”

Even after he reached Nick and drove the blade deep into the rat’s belly, Pinky was still smiling—not because he got his revenge on Nick, but because he was thinking about how much he loved Taffy Bozo. He was thinking about what his day would’ve been like if he’d never gotten the black joker card, if everything had gone just as he imagined it. The thought of Taffy Bozo agreeing to marry him was enough to drive off any sorrow he could possibly face.
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As Nick fell to the ground, he fired the last round from his gun. But he didn’t hit Pinky with it. He shot the love of his life.

When Pinky turned to Taffy, he saw her muscles go slack, then tears pooled in her big clown eyes. He could sense the sadness radiating off her. Seeing her in such a state, it was almost enough to push Pinky into succumbing to his own artificially induced depression.

Taffy fought against her restraints with all her might. She wanted to free herself from her bonds, then free herself from the miserable world. She was looking at the rooftop. Then Pinky realized that she wasn’t firmly bound anymore. Shrapnel from Mr. Pogo’s explosives had hit her and cut into her ropes. She was nearly free. And Pinky was too wounded to reach her in time.

As Pinky tried to pick up his pace, a bloody form fell out of the sky and landed in front of him, blocking his path. It was Mr. Pogo. He looked beaten and bruised. Hats was lying wounded on the other side of the rooftop. The stubby clown had held him back for as long as he could, but the hit man finally got the best of him.

“Time’s up,” Mr. Pogo said. He had a surprisingly high voice for such an intimidating figure.

But before Pogo opened fire and finished him off, the hit man stopped in his tracks. Something got his attention over Pinky’s shoulder. Smiles looked back and saw a clown car pull up to the restaurant. Three clowns stepped out. Vinnie Blue Nose, Jackie the Grump, and Beano Moretti.

Beano Moretti had a black eye and a bloody lip. One of his massive plate-sized ears also looked bruised and swollen. When Beano Moretti made eye contact with Mr. Pogo, he shook his head. Pogo got the message. He looked back at Pinky Smiles only once. Then he hopped away, bouncing from rooftop to rooftop on his springing legs.

Once Pogo was gone, Taffy cried out in despair as she pulled her gag out of her mouth. She had gotten free of her bonds, and the depressant in her bloodstream was now overwhelming her system.

“Taffy…,” Pinky said, staggering toward her.

She looked back at him. Her tears had melted her green mascara down her white cheeks. Her bright-red lips were dry and cracked. Snot dripped from her tiny purple nose.

“Just wait there,” he said, trying to reach her in time. “Fight the depression. Don’t do anything stupid.”

But as she looked Pinky in the eyes, Taffy couldn’t help but remember all the bad things she’d ever done to him. The times she’d ditched him so that she could go dancing at clubs. The times she’d slept with other men. The times she’d made fun of him to her friends behind his back in order to save face for dating a half clown. She felt like such a horrible person.

“I love you,” Pinky said as he arrived in front of her.

Those words only made Taffy hate herself even more. She knew she didn’t deserve anyone as loving and faithful as Pinky. She didn’t deserve anyone. She was a spoiled brat and she knew it. Pinky was better off without her.

Taffy turned around to run for the ledge. She had to end it. She thought it was the only thing she could do to escape her overwhelming guilt. But before she even made it one step, Pinky Smiles grabbed her by the arm. He got down on one knee and held out the ring that he’d been dying to give her since the day they first met.

“And I want to spend the rest of my life with you,” Pinky said.

As Pinky Smiles proposed, the depression in Taffy’s mind drained as happiness poured into her.

She said, “Yes,” and then helped him balance his trembling hand as he put the ring on her finger.

When the two clowns embraced, not a soul in Little Bigtop would’ve been able to guess that they’d just been shot up with a bunch of depression bullets. The both of them looked as if they’d never been happier in all their lives.



Part Four

Funny Business


Chapter 78

The country hadn’t been the same ever since the government outlawed comedy three decades ago. Some comedian by the name of Bobby Goldstein, who was all the rage back in the day, made one too many jokes about how the presidency was handling the war overseas. This was not at all uncommon back in the day, but once some loon quoting one of Goldstein’s gags made an assassination attempt on the president’s life and took out the First Lady by mistake, a law banning jokes against the president was quickly passed. When the feds realized how easily they were able to get away with it while the country was in mourning, they also outlawed political satire of any kind.

It probably would’ve been fine if they stopped there, but the US government was like a bad gambler—they didn’t know how to stop when they were on a roll. The next thing everyone knew Congress was passing the Comedy Prohibition Act, which made all forms of comedy illegal. Sitcoms were pulled off the air, Hollywood stopped producing comedy films, and television censored jokes from older movies like they were obscenities. All types of comedians from stand-up comics to sketch comedy actors found themselves out of work. A person couldn’t even tell a joke on the street or laugh out loud at a funny thought without spending a night in jail. It turned the entire country into one dry, humorless place that took itself way too seriously.

But this was all good news for some people. Just as it was proven when they outlawed alcohol in the last century—in times of prohibition, the mafia prospered. Comedy didn’t disappear. It just moved underground.

Since then, the joke trade had been a good racket for the Bozo Family. They created a large distribution network, selling bootlegs of old uncensored comedies as well as any comical films still being made overseas. But a large portion of the Bozos’ income came from the speakeasy-style comedy clubs they had all over Little Bigtop, where citizens could be entertained to their heart’s content for steep ticket prices.

The business proved more lucrative than extortion, drug dealing, and prostitution combined. It was nothing less than an empire. And the clown in charge of this comedy empire was a capo by the name of Buggy Buttons.
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“Your jokes stink, Snuggles.”

Buggy Buttons sat behind his desk, bored out of his mind. He’d been auditioning two-bit comedians all day, and none was good enough to hire. Bad news. He needed some new blood, and fast. With the majority of his top comedians behind bars, he didn’t have enough acts to fill the shows he had lined up for that week. The boss was not going to be happy about it.

“What do you mean they stink?” Snuggles yelled. “I gave you my best routine. Those jokes should’ve left you in stitches.”

Moisture filled Buggy’s cream-colored clown suit as the afternoon sun invaded the room. He undid the top button to let some air inside, releasing a stench from his sweat-stained undershirt.

Buggy said, “Well, they didn’t leave me in stitches. They damn near put me to sleep.” He pointed at an elderly bulldog lying in the corner of the room. “Mittens didn’t like them, either.”

Snuggles started when he saw the bulldog; he hadn’t noticed it had been lying there the whole time. The animal’s hide was so mangy it blended in with the weathered furniture behind him.

Mittens looked up at the comedian with glazed eyes and said, “Erff…”

It was the laziest bark the comedian had ever heard in his life.

Snuggles approached Buggy’s desk. “I think your problem is that you didn’t get any of them. Everyone back home thinks my jokes are hilarious.”

Buggy was sick of having to deal with the egos that came into his office. Every single comedian thought they were God’s Gift to Comedy and took every ounce of criticism as a personal insult. The newer the comedian, the worse their attitude. And this clown was as green as they came.

Buggy used a copy of Playjoy to fan himself as Snuggles dug through his bag of whoopee cushions, plastic mallets, ventriloquist dummies, and other groan-worthy props.

Then Snuggles said, “I’m telling you, my stuff is comedic gold. Unlike your usual comedians, my jokes have edge. They’re going to blow people away. You just have to give me a chance.”

Buggy Buttons stared at the young clown. It was the same with every comedian who stepped into his office. No matter how direct he was with them, they just wouldn’t take no for an answer. And worst of all, they didn’t show him any respect despite the fact that he was a capo-ranked member of the Bozo Family crime syndicate.

“You had your chance,” Buggy said. “Try your routine at Open-Mike Mondays and see how it goes over with that crowd.”

“Are you kidding me? Only amateurs do open mike. I expect to get paid when I perform, especially with the risk it puts me in with the feds.”

Buggy just shrugged. “Then give up. Not everyone’s suited for comedy.”

Snuggles packed up his props. “You know what your problem is, Buttons? You have no sense of humor. You wouldn’t know a good joke if it was slapped across your face with a rubber chicken.”

Then the comedian stormed out of the office.

Buggy breathed a sigh of relief once Snuggles slammed the door behind him. He thought the guy would never leave. There were only three more auditions he had to suffer through, but judging by their nervous demeanor he doubted they had any promise at all. The clowns were going to have to wait a little longer. Buggy Buttons needed to take a long break.
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Buggy let out a loud groan as he leaned back in his chair to pet Mittens behind the ear. He wondered if the young comedian had a point before he left the room, if he really was losing his sense of humor. Buggy couldn’t even remember the last time he had a good laugh. Were the comedians who came to him looking for work really so bad or had Buggy just become jaded? He was getting old, at least ten years past the age of retirement, and the joke trade was wearing him to the bone. If it weren’t for the exorbitant medical bills he had to pay to keep his terminally ill bulldog alive, he would’ve quit the business years ago.

“Come on, Mittens,” Buggy said. The dog hadn’t moved from his spot all day.

“Erff…,” Mittens said, his lower canine teeth poking out over his jowls.

Buggy clapped his hands. “Come on, boy. Let’s go. Let’s get some lunch.”

“Errr…” Mittens closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

After ten minutes of coercing the dog out of its prone position, Buggy opened his office door and waved a bone at the entrance. Mittens groaned and pulled himself to his paws, lumbering slowly toward the old clown. He was connected to a life-support machine on wheels that made a squeaking noise as it dragged behind him. The dog didn’t seem to notice the machine was even there.

As he arrived in the doorway, Mittens looked up at Buggy. “Erff…”

Buggy knew that look. Mittens was too lazy to walk and wanted to be carried.

“Come on, Mittens,” Buggy said. “You can’t walk more than ten feet without giving up?”

“Erff…” Mittens sat down in the doorway and licked his jowls.

“Fine, you big lump.” Buggy picked the bulldog up in his arms. “But tomorrow you’re going on an exercise regime. You’re getting fat again.”

“Erff…,” Mittens said, then sneezed goobers of saliva against the side of Buggy’s neck.

Buggy packed his bulldog into the backseat of his clown car and squeezed himself into his front seat—he had to pull the seat all the way up to make room for his dog’s life support machine. One second after he started the engine, the streets filled with the roars of police sirens.

The feds didn’t see Buggy inside his car as they raided the comedy club. They burst through the front door with enough guns that you’d think they were going after a terrorist cell. Buggy didn’t wait around to see what happened to the members of his crew who were still inside. He hit the gas and got out of there as fast as he could go.

In his rearview mirror, Buggy saw Manny Malone, the son of a bitch who’d been trying to take down every one of Buggy’s comedy clubs in Little Bigtop. This was the last large venue Buggy had left in town, and Manny had finally made his move on the place. The old clown was able to avoid the slammer for now, but he wondered if he wouldn’t have been safer inside. After the fourth raid this month, he wasn’t looking forward to facing the boss.


Chapter 81

To say that Don Bozo was not happy would be putting it mildly. The boss clown was so angry that you could almost see the smoke billowing out the tops of his bushy eyebrows.

Uncle Jojo spoke for his brother. “Do you know how much money we’re losing because of you, Buggy?”

All eyes were on Buttons. He was having a sit-down with the Bozo Family administration and a handful of the top capos. Besides the boss and underboss, there was Vinnie Blue Nose, Beano Moretti, Lorenzo Laffypants, Chunks Santoro, and Jimmy Bozo who was still covered in bandages from his run-in with the Juggler Brothers last month. All of them had stakes in the comedy business and didn’t like that Buggy was messing it all up.

“You think I don’t know?” Buggy asked. “Whose wallet do you think’s getting hit the hardest over here?”

Jojo said, “It’s your job to keep those clubs up and running. They’re not up and running. So what are you going to do about it?”

Buggy was getting smaller and smaller in his seat. “It’s not my fault, Jojo. It’s Manny Malone. He’s coming after me like he’s got some kind of secret vendetta against me or something. You can’t blame me for—”

Vinnie Blue Nose, the street boss, stopped Buggy before he embarrassed himself any further. “Excuses don’t go over well with this crowd, Buggy. You know that. Only results matter.”

“But what am I supposed to do?”

“Why are you asking us?” Jojo said. “It’s not our job to figure that out for you.”

“The only clubs I got left are a few dives with a max capacity of twenty or thirty people each. I’ll never be able to meet my quota with low turnouts like that.”

“Then get some more clubs,” Jojo said. “This isn’t rocket science here. You’ve got the clientele. You’ve got the comedians. You just need the space to bring them together. It shouldn’t be this difficult.”

“I don’t have comedians. Manny Malone put all the decent ones behind bars. And as for the space, discreet venues cost money. I can’t afford to open enough new clubs. Are you going to front me that kind of candy?”

“What do you mean you can’t afford it? You earn more than most of the men at this table. It should be no problem.”

“I got medical bills to take care of.”

“What medical bills?”

“For Mittens,” Buggy said, pointing at his bulldog. “He’s not been doing well lately. He just had a new liver transplant last month and now his kidneys are beginning to fail. I can’t keep up with these kinds of expenses.”

Jojo looked at his brother, than back at Buggy. “Are you freakin’ kidding me?”

Mittens eyeballed Jojo and said, “Erff…” Then he rolled over, exposing his belly.

“Why don’t you just put that damn thing to sleep already?” Jojo asked.

“I can’t do that. He’s my best friend and the closest thing to family I got. I don’t know what I’d do without my Mittens.”

“How old is he anyway?” Jimmy Bozo asked. “I remember you taking that thing with you everywhere you went back when I was a kid.”

“He’s only twenty-two. He was just a puppy back then.”

Beano covered his round nose with a hankie. “Why’d you even bring him in here anyway? You know I’m allergic to mutts.”

“I can’t leave Mittens at home,” Buggy said, looking over at his dog. “He’s sensitive. He gets nervous and starts chewing up the furniture.”

“Erfff…,” Mittens said, chewing on the wires that connected him to the life support machine.

“Enough about the bulldog,” Don Bozo said, finally speaking up after ten minutes of silent frustration.

Buggy didn’t say another word about Mittens. He knew to shut his mouth when the boss was talking.

Don Bozo pointed his stubby finger at the old clown. “You need to fix this and you need to fix this soon. It’s going to make us look weak if we can’t bounce back after taking a hit from the feds like this.”

Buggy lowered his eyes. He’d never been in a bind this tight before. He didn’t know how to handle it.

The boss continued, “I don’t care how you get it done. Just get it done. And if you can’t do it I’ll find a clown who can.”

And with that the meeting was over. The boss stood up and left a balloon animal tiger in his wake.

“You have two weeks,” the boss said as he exited the doorway.

The other capos exited behind their boss, leaving Buggy alone with the balloon tiger. It growled and hopped toward him across the conference table. Although he could have popped it, Buggy decided to flee with his bulldog before it had the chance to attack. He knew what the boss meant by telling him he’d find a clown who could. When a clown lost the family the kind of money Buggy lost…By saying he had only two weeks, what the boss meant was that Buggy had that amount of time to set things right or he would find his head on the chopping block.


Chapter 82

Outside The Show, Buggy ran into Vinnie Blue Nose, who was smoking a cotton candy cigarette by the side of the road.

“Hey Bugs, can I have a word?” Vinnie asked, calling him over and offering one of his cigarettes.

“No, thanks,” Buggy said. “I don’t smoke. It doesn’t agree with Mittens. I think he’s allergic.”

The bulldog in Buggy’s arms squinted at the pink smoke rising from Vinnie’s cigarette and said, “Erfff…” Vinnie didn’t put it out.

“The boss asked me to advise you on your current situation,” Blue Nose said. “He didn’t want to appear as if he were playing favorites with you in front of the other clowns, you and him being old childhood friends and all. So let’s keep this little powwow between you and me.”

A large chunk of stress melted off Buggy’s face right there. Vinnie was half his age, but the clown had more business sense than the boss’s other capos put together. If anyone could give him an idea to get him out of this jam, it would be Vinnie Blue Nose.

“Sure, Vinnie. I’m all ears for any ideas you got. To be honest, I have no idea how I’m going to get out of this mess.”

Vinnie shook his head. “I’m not here to bail you out, Bugs. You’re going to have to make it work yourself. I’m just going to give you a suggestion that might put you in the right direction.”

Buggy didn’t care. Any help from Vinnie at all would be welcomed. “What do you have in mind?”

“I only had half a cigarette to brainstorm a solution for you, so this is the best I got. I was thinking about what I’d do if I were in your situation.” Vinnie took another drag of pink smoke.

“Yeah?” Buggy asked, too impatient to wait for him to finish puffing on his death stick.

“You only have two weeks, so I’d forget about trying to get a bunch of clubs up and running for now. You just need to earn and earn big. So I’d put everything into a single show.”

Buggy nearly knocked over Mittens’s life support machine when he heard the street boss’s recommendation.

“Are you kidding me?” Buggy asked. “How the heck could I earn enough to make up for what I lost the family in just one show?”

“Make it a big show,” Vinnie said.

“But even if I had any good venues left, I’d need to sell five thousand tickets at least. There’s no place big enough for that kind of show in all of Little Bigtop.”

“Then don’t focus on selling a lot of tickets. Focus on selling tickets for a lot. Charge ten or twenty times the amount you normally charge.”

“How am I going to charge ten times the normal amount? Who the heck would pay that?”

“Just about anyone will, if you make it worth their time. Forget about your normal comedians. You need to do something new. You need to create a sensation. It needs to be a once-in-a-lifetime event.”

“And what would that be?”

“That’s what you have to figure out. Think about what kind of show you’d pay a thousand bucks to go see. If it’s not worth your money it’s not going to be worth anyone else’s. Once you’ve got a performance you’re excited about, then spread the word around. It has to be the talk of the town, the kind of show that makes people feel stupid if they don’t attend.”

“That’s easier said than done, Vinnie. And I still don’t have a venue.”

“Rent one. If it’s just for one night it should be easy. Miss Tina has a venue space over at the Rainbow Gardens that might be suitable. Ask her.”

Buggy looked away from the street boss and shook his head. He didn’t know how to respond. What he was suggesting seemed impossible.

“In any case, you should start brainstorming as soon as you can,” Vinnie said, tossing his cigarette in a garbage can. “The only way to earn big is to think big.”

“Yeah, thanks…” Buggy’s voice went soft.

Then Vinnie patted the old guy on the back. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’ll come up with something. Comedy is in your blood. You’re a clown.”

Buggy watched Vinnie as he walked away in his nicely pressed turquoise suit and neatly cut dark-blue hair. Buggy had no idea where the heck the world grew clowns like Vinnie Blue Nose. The man seemed perfect in every way. Only a guy like Vinnie would dare to propose such an ambitious idea. And only a guy like him would be capable of pulling it off.

Buggy knew that if he was going to survive in the business he’d have to become more like that young blue-nosed clown. He was going to have to step up his game.


Chapter 83

Buggy had no idea what he was going to do. There was no show that he would ever pay a thousand dollars to go see, even if he had all the resources in the world to put it together. He wondered if he should put on a sketch comedy show. They had always proven to be popular in the past. But there hadn’t been a good sketch troupe in ages or else he would’ve already had them booked multiple times a week. He wondered if he could get a few of his best comedians out of jail. If he bribed the right people it was somewhat possible to get them out on work leave, or maybe to attend an arranged funeral, but that was a long shot and even with his best possible lineup it still probably wouldn’t be worth a thousand dollars to anyone.

He was so lost in thought that he didn’t hear the knock at the door when Cheeky Helga came for the weekly appointment. She had her own key so she let herself in and saw Buggy lying shirtless on his couch with Mittens the bulldog sleeping on top of his belly.

“Helga?” Buggy asked when she arrived. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She put a bottle of cheap wine on the coffee table and pulled out the cork. “What do you mean what am I doing here? It’s Friday.”

Buggy tried to remove the bulldog from his belly, but Mittens growled in his sleep. The clown decided to leave the dog where he was.

“Already?” Buggy asked, scratching his head. “It seemed like you were here just a couple days ago.”

Helga was an old clown prostitute who’d visited Buggy on a weekly basis for the past thirty years. She was once the most beautiful clown in all of Little Bigtop and Buggy would have been willing to pay triple for her services, but those days were long gone. Her looks faded. Her weight got out of control. Outside Buggy, she didn’t have any real customers left. And the only reason Buggy still paid her was because he felt sorry for the old gal. He’d known her for so long she was practically family.

“What’s wrong, Bugs?” Cheeky asked. “You look down in the dumps.”

They called her Cheeky due to the enormous rump she had stuffed into her obscenely miniature clown skirt. Her cheeks were two giant white globes with bright-red targets tattooed on each one.

“That’s ’cause I am, like you wouldn’t believe,” Buggy responded. “I’ve got to put on a million-dollar show and I have no idea what I’m going to do for it.”

“Poor baby.” Helga forced her butt into the couch next to him and rubbed his shoulder. “You sound stressed out. Maybe I can help you relieve that tension.”

Buggy shook his head and pushed her back. “Sorry, Helga. Not tonight.”

Although Buggy had been paying her for sexual services for years, he rarely ever actually wanted to sleep with the aged woman. As if they’d been married for thirty years, he just didn’t have much sexual interest in her anymore. Most of the time she just came to keep him company. She spent more time cleaning his apartment, washing his bulldog, and acting as his therapist than actually sleeping with him.

“Are you sure, baby?” she asked, continuing to rub his shoulder. “I’m here for you.”

“I’m just not in the mood right now. What I need is some ideas for a good show.”

“Then maybe I can help you with that,” she said.

“I don’t know,” Buggy said. “It’s got to be something really special. What show would you spend a thousand bucks on?”

Helga smirked her fat red lips. “A thousand bucks? I don’t got that kind of money to throw away on a single show.”

“But what if you had the money?” Buggy asked.

Helga shrugged. “Even if I had the money to blow, I wouldn’t pay it. You know me. I don’t like those underground comedy shows you put on. None of it’s funny.” She poured herself a glass of wine. “Comedy was far better before the act, back when it was legal. People like Bobby Goldstein. That guy was funny.”

When she said that, Buggy’s eyes lit up.

“What was that?” he asked.

“What?”

“Bobby Goldstein…,” Buggy said, rolling Mittens off him so that he could sit up straight.

Goldstein was the most popular comic there was before prohibition. Not only that, but he was also the person who told the joke so scathing that it caused the banning of comedy in the first place.

“That’s it…,” Buggy said. “That’s who I need.”

“Who? Goldstein?”

“Yeah,” Buggy said. “He’s perfect.”

“Are you serious? Is he even still alive?”

“Yeah, I believe so.” Buggy stood up, imagining what a massive show it would be. “Just think about it. A Bobby Goldstein comeback show. One night only. Who wouldn’t want to go to that? He was the king of comedy.”

“Yeah, but that was thirty years ago. Most of your audience wasn’t even alive back when he was popular. They don’t know his jokes.”

“But that’s even better,” Buggy said. “It’s not his humor that will bring a crowd. It’s the controversy. He’s the most notorious comedian of all time. He’s the one who got comedy outlawed. The young people who never heard his jokes will be even more interested than those who were fans, since they only heard his name through history class.”

“But would they really pay a thousand dollars a ticket?”

“Hell yeah, they will. If he’s performing one night only for just a single return show. It would be a once-in-a-lifetime event. Who wouldn’t want to go see that?”

Helga dunked her red nose into her glass of wine and took a long sip. “If you say so.”

A big smile crossed his face. He couldn’t believe he’d come up with an idea that could actually work. “It’s going to be perfect.”

Then he looked down at his bulldog, who was staring up at him with his tongue dangling out the side of his jowls.

He said, “Mittens, it’s pure genius.”

Then he hugged his bulldog and kissed him on the top of his head.

“Erfff…,” Mittens said.

As Buggy gave all of his affection to his bulldog, Cheeky Helga frowned into her glass of wine.

“Glad to be of help,” she said.

Then she took another sip.


Chapter 84

Buggy knew he shouldn’t have put all his hopes into a single idea for a show, but he couldn’t help it. It was the only idea he could come up with that had even a slight chance of success. He had no choice but to make it happen. But after three days, there was no progress. Bobby Goldstein was alive and still living in New York City, but he wasn’t returning Buggy’s phone calls. By the fourth day, Buggy got a sneaking suspicion that the old comedian was purposely avoiding his calls.

“That son of a bitch,” Buggy yelled, slamming his phone down on the receiver. “How many freaking messages do I have to leave until he calls me back?”

By the next morning, Buggy was done with trying to contact him by phone.

“Come on, Mittens. We’re going to pay Mr. Funnyman a visit whether he wants to see us or not.”

“Erfff…,” Mittens said.

Buggy wheeled his bulldog down to his car and drove across town. He planned to offer Mr. Goldstein a large sum of money to do the show. There was no way he would refuse. All he needed to do was meet with him in person and he was sure he’d be able to book Goldstein. Then he could move on to promotion and selling tickets.

Before he made it out of Little Bigtop, Buggy saw a street clown on the corner, slinging jokes to tourists.

“Are you kidding me?” Buggy yelled when he saw the young clown, slamming on the brakes.

He stepped out of the car, leaving it running with the driver’s door open in the middle of the intersection.

“What the heck do you think you’re doing?” Buggy charged to the corner, pointing at him with his fat greasy finger.

The street clown didn’t make eye contact with Buggy as he tried to finish the joke he was telling to the two young tourists holding a wad of cash. It was a young couple who smiled in anticipation of the punch line.

“Hey punk, I’m talking to you,” Buggy said as he arrived to the clown, getting between him and his audience. “What are doing on my street corner?”

The young couple backed away. They could see the angry clown clenching his fists at the young comedian and didn’t want to get involved.

“I’m just selling jokes,” the street clown said. “You want to buy a joke?”

“No I don’t want to buy your shitty jokes.”

The young clown smirked. “Are you a cop or something?”

“No, I’m not a cop.”

“Then get lost,” the kid said, turning back to the couple.

But Buggy wouldn’t let it go. He grabbed the guy by his coat.

“What I want to know is why you’re selling jokes on my turf, you little prick. You think you can do that in my territory?”

The clown just giggled at Buggy’s angry display. He was obviously high on laughy-gas.

“Your territory?”

“Yeah, my territory. You know what happens to punks like you who sling jokes in my territory?”

A line of cars backed up behind Buggy’s vacant vehicle honked their horns, yelling at the clown to move out of the way. When the young couple noticed the crowd that was gathering, they turned and rushed off.

“You just lost me those customers, asshole,” the street clown said.

“They’re not your customers. They’re my customers.”

Then the street clown head-butted Buggy right in his round nose. Blood painted the sidewalk as the young clown backed away.

“They’re not your customers anymore, asshole,” the kid said before he ran away, leaving Buggy holding his broken nose.

As blood covered his hand and chest, Buggy grumbled and moaned. “You damn prick. You’re dead. Your whole family’s dead. Do you have any idea who I am?”

But the young clown was already gone. Buggy staggered back into his car, flipped off the people honking at him, and sped off. He couldn’t believe the kid would disrespect him like that. A capo in the Bozo Family? That shouldn’t happen. It had been a while since he’d had to muscle out a street clown like that. Normally, he had younger guys to take care of that for him, but too many of them were currently behind bars. And those who weren’t behind bars were complete fuckups. He never thought he’d see the day when a lowly street punk got the best of him. In the old days, he just would have shot the kid. He wondered what the heck made him so soft.

“Erff…,” Mittens said.

Buggy looked over at the bulldog and stroked him behind the ear with the non-bloody part of his hand.

“It’s okay, Mittens. We’ll show ’em. We’ll show all of ’em.”

The bulldog just burped at him in response, releasing an odor that smelled of Buggy’s new slippers. Then Mittens rolled over and went back to sleep.


Chapter 85

“Can I help you?” Bobby Goldstein asked when he saw the clown standing outside his apartment doorway with two pieces of bloody toilet paper sticking out of his nostrils.

“You Bobby Goldstein?” Buggy asked.

“Yeah…,” the comedian said, leaving his mouth dangling open as he saw the bulldog hooked up to a life support machine behind Buggy.

“My name’s Buttons. Why the hell haven’t you been returning my phone calls? I’ve been calling all week.”

Then Buggy pushed his way through the door and entered the old guy’s living room. “We’ve got to talk.”

Goldstein was probably in his late sixties or early seventies, wearing yellow pajamas with a toothbrush dangling out of his front pocket. It was obvious that he’d just recently woken up and couldn’t tell whether he was fully conscious or still dreaming as the clown and the terminally ill bulldog invaded his living room and made themselves at home.

“Do you have any roast beef?” Buggy asked, stepping over to the refrigerator. “Mittens only likes roast beef.”

“I got some pastrami in there,” Goldstein said, still in a daze.

“That’ll do,” Buggy said.

As he watched the clown raid his refrigerator and feed the bulldog slices of pastrami, Goldstein shook his head to regain his senses.

“Excuse me…,” the comedian said. “Who are you again? What do you want?”

Buggy brought Mittens to the living room couch and rested the mangy dog on a couch cushion.

“Like I said in all the messages I left you, I need you to do a favor for me.”

But the comedian was only half listening. He was too focused on the foul-smelling bulldog that was slobbering all over his furniture.

“Excuse me, but that’s a new couch,” Goldstein said. “And pets aren’t actually allowed here.”

“It’s okay,” Buggy said. “He’s an emotional support animal.”

Goldstein looked down at Mittens as the dog chewed on a throw pillow like a fluffy bone. When he saw that, the comedian’s face went from perplexed to annoyed.

“So what do you want?”

Buggy let out a loud sigh. “I want to hire you for a show, Mr. Goldstein.”

“A show?” Goldstein asked. “Are you talking about a stand-up show?”

“Exactly,” Buggy said. “You were the best stand-up comic in your day. I want you to come out of retirement.”

Goldstein was shocked. “Me? Do comedy?” Then he shook his head. “No. No way. Comedy’s illegal.”

“That’s just a technicality, Mr. Goldstein. Just because a government makes something illegal doesn’t mean it goes away. People need comedy. It’s an important part of the human psyche.”

“Yeah, but I’m too old to do jail time,” Goldstein said. “You can forget it.”

“You’ll get paid,” Buggy said.

“I don’t care. It’s not worth it.”

Buggy sighed and pulled out a briefcase from beneath Mitten’s life support machine. He opened it to reveal stacks of hundred-dollar bills.

“Are you sure it’s not worth it?” Buggy asked. “I think we can make a lot of money together.”

Goldstein paused for a second when he saw all the cash. But then he shook his head again. “Sorry. It’s not worth the risk.”

“It’s just one night,” Buggy said. “That’s hardly a risk. I’ve got guys who’ve done shows several times a week for ten years who’ve never been caught.”

Goldstein wouldn’t budge. “But I really don’t need the money. I’m retired. I’m happy.”

Buggy stood up and looked the comedian in the eyes. “You don’t understand, Mr. Goldstein. I’m not going to take no for an answer. If the money doesn’t persuade you, then I’m going to have to find another method that will.”

“And what’s that?”

“You have family, don’t you?” Buggy asked, picking up a picture of the comedian’s grandchildren off an end table. “It would be a pity if anything were to happen to them.”

“Good luck with that,” Goldstein said. “One of them committed suicide when he was a teenager and the other has been missing for eight years. Have fun tracking her down. I’ve dumped hundreds of thousands of dollars into private investigators with no results.”

“I’m sure there’s other ways we can get you to agree, Mr. Goldstein. It would be a shame if your apartment were to catch fire while you were sleeping. Or if you took a spill down the stairwell while trying to escape. I assure you, a year or so in prison is nothing compared with being confined to a wheelchair for the rest of your life.”

Goldstein shrugged. “Threaten me all you want, but I’m not going to agree.”

Buggy tried to give the guy the most menacing look he could give him, but the comedian just wasn’t threatened by the old clown. He wondered if it was the pieces of toilet paper sticking out of his nostrils or that his ferocious bulldog was connected to a life support machine and having trouble staying awake.

Buggy only had one weapon left. He had to appeal to the guy’s ego. And if Buggy knew anything after working in the funny business for so many years he knew that comedians were completely driven by ego.

“Come on, Mr. Goldstein. Haven’t you ever had the desire to perform one last time? People would kill to see you again. You were the king of comedy. You still are the king of comedy.”

Goldstein paused for a moment. Then he shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s been years…”

Buggy smiled. He already had the comedian second-guessing himself.

“You’re a legend, Goldstein. You owe it to the world to perform again. People loved you. They never stopped loving you.”

Goldstein looked at the clown. Buggy could tell he wanted more than anything to be back on the stage. But the flicker lasted only a second before it disappeared from his eyes.

“Those days are over.” Goldstein walked to his front door and opened it for the clown, signifying for him to leave. “I’m sorry I can’t be of help. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do.”

Buggy picked up his bulldog off the couch and wheeled him out of the living room. Mittens still held a couch cushion in his jowls as they exited the comedian’s apartment.

“Before I go I have one more question to ask you,” Buggy said.

Goldstein was at the end of his patience, but he decided to hear the clown out.

“How do you live with yourself?” Buggy asked.

Goldstein was thrown off by that question. “What do you mean?”

“You’re Bobby Goldstein. You’re the comedian who told the joke that got comedy outlawed. How do you live with yourself knowing that you’re responsible for that?”

“It wasn’t my fault comedy was outlawed. Some nut-job tried to assassinate the president and things spiraled out of control. That’s like saying J. D. Salinger was responsible for John Lennon’s murder.”

“Then why didn’t you say that back then? You gave a public apology for telling that joke. You took the blame for what happened to the First Lady. You were in a position to stand up for comedy. You were in a position to fight. But what did you do? You conceded like a coward.”

“Hey, they forced me to make that public apology. What was I supposed to do? The president was shot. The First Lady was murdered. I would have looked like an asshole if I refused.”

Buggy rolled his yellow eyes. “Keep telling yourself that. The fact of the matter is that the government took away our First Amendment right to free speech and you were the man who could have been a voice of opposition. You could’ve been a hero. But you rolled over and let them take our rights away from us.”

Goldstein didn’t say anything. Buggy’s words were obviously thoughts the comedian had experienced himself a million times in the past.

“I’m not saying doing this show will make up for that,” Buggy said. “Nothing will make up for that. But do you really want to die knowing that you did absolutely nothing to fight against oppression? It’s not too late to show them that Bobby Goldstein still has some fight left in him.”

With that, Buggy walked away and let the comedian stew in his thoughts. He really didn’t believe in the words he said to Goldstein. Buggy was glad the Comedy Prohibition Act was passed. It made him a heck of a lot of money over the years. But laying the guilt on an ego-driven comedian like Goldstein was just the trick he needed to get him to perform. All he needed was to give him a couple of days and Goldstein would come begging to do the show. He probably wouldn’t even care to get paid for it.


Chapter 86

Two days passed, but there was no word from Bobby Goldstein. He didn’t come begging to do the show.

“That son of a bitch,” Buggy yelled, flipping over his dining table and smashing his collection of bulldog-themed coffee mugs. “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to rip off his scrawny legs and beat him to death with them.”

Buggy looked like a mess. He wore a mustard-stained wife-beater shirt beneath a pair of purple suspenders. His hair was dreadlocked with sweat. He hadn’t bathed in days. When he saw what he’d done to his coffee mug collection, he smashed it further with his size twenty shoes.

“Erff…,” Mittens said, upset over the crashing sounds that brought him out of his fourth afternoon nap.

Buggy turned to the two clowns sitting on the couch across from him. They were the only two men he had left who weren’t behind bars at the moment—Winky Gagliano and Snuffy Sparkles. And they were the least capable of all his men. Snuffy ran the smallest, dingiest, least-attended comedy club in Bozo territory and Winky was the man responsible for keeping street comedians from slinging jokes in their territory—which he was lousy at. Both of them had crews of three men each, who were even bigger fuckups than they were.

Buggy turned to Winky—an ex-boxer with a crooked green nose and a winking tic. “I want you to go see Bobby Goldstein. He’s doing this show whether he likes it or not. Use force if you have to. Show him we mean business.”

“You got it, skipper,” Winky said, punching his knuckles together.

“But don’t rough him up too much. He’s got a show to do.”

“Whatever you say.”

As Winky took the address and left the apartment, Buggy wondered if he was doing the right thing sending that clown after the comedian. Winky was trigger-happy and short-tempered. He liked roughing people up and he liked whacking them even more. Although he was only a lightweight during his boxing days and was mostly just used as a clown-shaped punching bag for training real boxers, he had an unrelenting passion for violence. It was possible that Goldstein would find himself with a bullet in his head if he resisted too much.

Buggy shouted, “And whatever you do, don’t kill him.”

But Winky was already gone.

Then it was just Buggy and Snuffy Sparkles. Snuffy was a sniveling weasel of a clown. Nobody liked the guy. How the joker ever got made, Buggy had no idea. They called him Snuffy because he sniffled all the time. He was allergic to pretty much all pollen, all animal dander, and all sorts of food products. It seemed almost impossible for a person to be allergic to so much. Buggy figured most of it had to be psychological.

“Can you open a window or something?” Snuffy asked, holding a red-and-blue-checkered handkerchief over his droopy nose. “The dog hair is killing me.”

Buggy sneered at the runt. “No, I’m not fucking opening a window. It’s raining out there. Mittens doesn’t like the draft.”

“Erfff…,” Mittens said in agreement, licking his nose.

“But I seriously can’t handle it, Buggy,” Snuffy said. “I have a serious condition. I could be hospitalized.”

“Deal with it,” Buggy said.

Snuffy sneezed glitter across the coffee table and into Mittens’s face. The bulldog didn’t seem to notice.

“You’re going to be responsible for promoting this thing,” Buggy said. “I know promotion isn’t your strong suit. If it was, you’d be able to get more than three people into your lousy club each night. But I don’t have anyone else. You’re going to have to promote this event and you’re going to fill the venue. Don’t screw it up.” The capo gave the clown an address book. “Take this. It’s a list of my regular clients. Those are the most important people to promote this event to. If we get them interested, word will spread. After that, get your crew to spread the word on the street. You’ve got the most important job. If you fuck it up you’re dead. You hear me?”

Snuffy nodded and sneezed more glitter into the air.

Buggy really wished he had somebody else to do Snuffy’s job. Anybody else.


Chapter 87

“What do you mean you’re already booked?” Buggy yelled, wheeling Mittens through the Rainbow Gardens clown brothel. “I thought the space was available. That’s what you said when I spoke to you last week.”

Miss Tina shrugged her fluffy shoulders. “I told you that it might be available. You never checked back in with me. It’s available next Saturday, but not Friday.”

“But I need it on Friday,” Buggy said. “I’ve already been promoting that it’ll be here on that date. I can’t change it now.”

“It’s not my fault you didn’t solidify plans before promoting your event. Besides, my event space is meant for burlesque shows, not comedy routines. Find somewhere else.”

“Come on, Tina.” Buggy followed her as the madam inspected a line of clown girls, correcting their posture and tightening their belts. She wanted each of her employees to look as sexy as possible before the customers started arriving for the evening rush. “You’ve got to do me a favor here. It’s a matter of life or death for me.”

“Spare me the sob story, Bugs.” Miss Tina used a long purple fingernail to wipe a drop of chocolate from one girl’s bright-pink nose. The girl cringed at the sensation. “The Bozos aren’t my favorite people right now. After Jimmy smashing up this place last month, not to mention the hit that was put on Pinky’s life, I’m not feeling up to doing you any favors. Your man Winky almost killed my only son. Do you know what that would have done to me?”

“None of that was my fault. Winky was acting on his own. I never would’ve agreed to it.”

“It doesn’t matter, Bugs. He’s part of your crew. He’s your responsibility. I’m not a Bozo, but even I know that.”

Miss Tina grabbed one of her girls by the breasts and squeezed them. The honking noise they made sounded more like a dying cat than a horn.

“Put more air in these, Cassie,” she told the large-breasted clown.

Buggy wouldn’t give in. “Can you at least tell me who reserved the space from you? Maybe I can cut a deal with him.”

“Confidentiality is important in my business,” Miss Tina said. “I don’t divulge that kind of information.”

Buggy pulled out a wad of hundreds.

Miss Tina looked at the capo, then at the money. She took it and shoved it in her cleavage.

“Reverend Jellybottom,” Tina said. “But you have to keep that between us.”

“Jellybottom? What kind of event would he want to throw at a brothel?”

Miss Tina shrugged. “I didn’t ask.”

Buggy tried to wrap his brain around what a priest would want to do with the brothel’s event space, but every possibility sent chills down his spine.

“If you can get him to agree to move his event elsewhere, you can have your event here,” Tina said. “But if I hear that you threatened him or forced him to change venues in any way, you’ll have to answer to me.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure money will be enough to persuade him.”


Chapter 88

Buggy didn’t like the idea of bribing a priest. Not because he was morally opposed to it, but because priests were usually expensive to bribe. He hoped Reverend Jellybottom was the corrupt easy-to-bribe kind of priest. The reverend was planning an event at a brothel, after all, so he couldn’t possibly be too ethical.

“Raarrfff!” Mittens roared when he saw the priest step out of his office.

“Reverend Jellybottom?” Buggy’s voice echoed through the church.

“Yes, can I help you, Brother Buttons?” said Jellybottom. The preacher had a wide smile on his face, stepping belly-first toward the capo.

Buggy had never met him before, but he was only half surprised the reverend already knew his name. He heard that the clown liked to keep tabs on everyone in the Bozo Family. Perhaps he hoped to one day convert a Bozo. It would be quite an accomplishment for a priest to get a clownfella to change his ways.

“Raarrfff!” Mittens roared again. It was the most passionate bark Buggy had heard from the animal in ages.

Jellybottom looked down at the dog and said, “It appears your bulldog doesn’t like me, Brother Buttons.”

Buggy picked the bulldog up in his arms, getting himself tangled up in the life support wires.

“Raarrfff!” Mittens cried.

Buggy had no choice but to hold the dog by the snout so he wouldn’t bark anymore.

“Sorry, Reverend,” Buggy said. “Mittens is agnostic. He tends to get upset whenever he’s around devout religious types.”

“Ahh-ha!” the reverend said with a big smile on his face. He assumed the clownfella was joking. “Well, what brings you here on this fine day, Brother Buttons?”

Buggy said, “Can we go somewhere private? I don’t like how my voice carries in this place.”

“Of course. Of course.” The reverend led him and his bulldog into his office and shut the door. “Please, have a seat.”

Buggy sat down in a chair across from the priest’s desk and put Mittens in the chair next to him with the life support machine between them. Mittens didn’t bark anymore, but he sat upright with a grumpy look on his face, his bottom teeth sticking up over his jowls with utter contempt for the reverend.

“I hear you’re throwing some kind of an event at the Rainbow Gardens.”

“Ahhh-ha,” said the reverend. “Yes, yes. The church is being renovated next week so I needed a place for my congregation to meet for mass.”

“On a Friday night?”

“Yes, yes. Friday Night Mass. That’s when we have the fish-juggling contest.”

“Fish-juggling what?”

“It’s very popular,” said Reverend Jellybottom, nodding with a wild smile on his face.

“So…you’re having mass…at the Rainbow Gardens…on a Friday night…” Buggy’s brain felt like it was about to melt out of his ears and roll down the back of his head.

“Yes, yes. Tina and I were childhood friends. We go way back. She often lets me use her venue for my church’s events.”

“You know it’s a whorehouse, right?”

“I know it’s a place of sin, yes. But most places in this world are havens for sin. As a man of God, I don’t judge.”

“And your congregation is okay with that?”

“I just tell them that it’s a jazz club. They don’t know the difference. Besides, there’s a separate entrance for the theater. My congregation doesn’t have to go through the brothel to get in.”

“Well, here’s the deal,” Buggy said. “The space was double-booked for next Friday. I have a really important event I need to throw there and it coincides with your Friday mass. I’m wondering if you can move it elsewhere.”

Reverend Jellybottom rubbed his nose and stood from his desk. He paced the room, bobbing his head up and down in thought.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “That is a dilemma indeed, Brother Buttons. But, unfortunately, it’s too late for me to make other arrangements. There’s not another space available that my church can afford.”

“What if I set you up at the Marriott?” Buggy asked. “I’ll pay. I can get you a real nice space to have your mass. It’s got to be better than doing it in the back of a brothel.”

“Nah, hotels won’t work,” said the reverend. “They won’t let us do fish-juggling. We can’t have Friday Night Mass without fish-juggling. Why don’t you have your event at the Marriott?”

Buggy let out a deep breath. He was getting impatient with the holy man. “I can’t do it at the Marriott because I need my event to be a little discreet, if you know what I mean. It’s not exactly legal.”

The reverend’s eyes lit up. “Is it a comedy show? Lord knows I love a good comedy show. When I was a boy I always dreamed about becoming a stand-up comedian, before it became illegal that is.”

“Yeah, it’s a comedy show,” Buggy said. “The biggest show this town’s ever seen. I’m bringing Bobby Goldstein back.”

“Bobby Goldstein? Are you kidding me?”

“I’m serious. That’s why the venue is so important to me. You can do your mass anytime, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime event.”

Jellybottom rubbed his chin. “Hmmm…Well, the mass is over at nine P.M. Perhaps you can have your show after that.”

“But I’m already selling tickets that say eight P.M. I can’t change it.”

Jellybottom thought about it some more. Then he snapped his fingers. “I got it! How about we combine our events?”

“Combine what?”

“We have both events at the same time. Friday Night Mass and Bobby Goldstein’s stand-up routine. It’ll be one heck of a night.”

“Combine a comedy show with a church service? Are you kidding me?”

“You haven’t been to my Friday Night Mass. It’s a crazy good time. You’ll see. People are going to love it. Maybe even more than Bobby Goldstein.”

Buggy waved his hands. “No. No way. People are paying a thousand bucks a ticket to see this show. There’s no way I can let a church service open a show like that. The crowd would have my head.”

“I’ll make it fun!” said the reverend. “You’ll see. My sermons are a blast.”

“Nobody’s going to want to listen to your boring-ass sermon.”

When Buggy said that, the reverend’s smile dropped from his face. He broke eye contact with the clown and straightened the crucifix on his wall.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Brother Buttons. But if you want to have your show at my venue, you’re going to have to do things my way. I give a sermon before your show or you find someplace else for your comedian to perform.”

Buggy didn’t know what to do. He considered threatening the clown, but if he even tried he knew word would get back to Miss Tina. Then she’d never let him use her space.

“This is going to be a disaster,” Buggy said as he wheeled Mittens out of the church. He didn’t care that the reverend could hear his voice as it echoed through the building.


Chapter 89

“Tell me you got Bobby Goldstein,” Buggy said when he met up with Winky Gagliano later that night.

They were at Snuffy’s club. When Buggy entered, he couldn’t believe the state of the place. The furniture was wobbly and splintered. The lighting was too dim to read a menu. The bar was only stocked with watered-down bottom-shelf liquor. The hardwood floor was sticky and smelled of urine. It was no wonder why nobody ever came to this club.

“Yeah, I got him,” Winky said. “Piece of cake.”

Buggy didn’t believe it. “Are you serious? He agreed?”

Winky popped a gumball in his mouth. “Yeah. It took a bit of persuasion, but he eventually gave in.”

“Are you sure? He said yes? He’ll definitely be there?”

Winky popped another gumball in his mouth. “Ask him yourself if you don’t believe me. He’s in the back.”

Buggy paused for a moment. He looked at Mittens and back at Winky. “What do you mean he’s in the back? He’s here?”

“Yeah,” Winky said.

“Bobby Goldstein?”

“Yeah, through that door.” Winky pointed at the door to the back storeroom.

“You didn’t…”

Buggy threw open the storeroom door and saw Bobby Goldstein in the center of the room. He was beaten, gagged, tied to a chair. His clothes were bloody and he looked like he had at least two broken bones.

“Winky, you stupid piece of shit…” Buggy turned to the clown. “What the hell is this? I told you to coerce him into doing the show, not kidnap him.”

“You said I could use force if I had to.”

“Not this kind of force, you son of a bitch!”

Buggy went to the comedian. “I’m real sorry, Mr. Goldstein. This was all a misunderstanding.”

When Buggy removed the gag, the comedian cried, “Take me to a hospital. Please…I think I’m bleeding internally.”

Buggy returned the gag to his mouth.

“What the hell did you do to him, Winky?”

Winky shrugged. “Well, I only roughed him up a little once he refused to do the show, but then he tried to escape.”

Winky paused. His winking eye started to twitch.

Buggy raised his voice. “And?”

Winky spit out his chewed gumballs. “Well, he was too fast to chase on foot so I had to use my car.”

Buggy raised his voice even louder. “And?”

“I couldn’t think of any other way to stop him so…”

“So you ran him over?”

“Just a little,” Winky said.

Buggy was about to strangle the kid. “What do you mean just a little?”

“Well, I wasn’t going that fast…and only part of him went under the tire.”

“You goddamn moron! How is he going to perform like this?”

Winky just shrugged.

“Do you know how bad you messed this up? People are going to be looking for him. The police are going to be looking for him. And where the hell are we going to take him if he actually needs a doctor? Not a hospital. We’d be arrested in minutes.”

“He’ll probably be fine to do one show…”

“You ran over his freakin’ leg! He won’t even be able to stand up on his own!” Buggy turned from Winky. He had to figure out how to fix this mess. He contemplated putting bullets in all three of their heads, dumping their bodies in the river, and getting the heck out of town before he got himself whacked. “You really messed this one up…”

Buggy looked over at the comedian and saw that he was trying to speak. When he removed the gag, Goldstein took a few deep breaths. He looked like he was in so much pain he could hardly talk.

“I’ll do your show,” Goldstein cried. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just get me a doctor. At least get me something for the pain.”

Buggy looked over at Snuffy. “You got any strong painkillers in this place?”

Snuffy’s voice was muffled beneath his handkerchief as he said, “I’ve got vodka.”

“Anything stronger?”

“I’ve got three kegs of laughy-gas,” Snuffy said, pointing to a few canisters in the back of the room.

“Will that work?” Buggy asked.

“Yeah. I think it’s morphine-based.”

Buggy nodded. “Give it to him, then.”

Snuffy and Winky moved a canister to Bobby Goldstein, slipped the mask over his face, and turned on the gas. Within minutes, Bobby relaxed. Then he began chuckling.

As they watched the comedian laugh at nothing in particular, Buggy realized how unusual it was for Snuffy to have so many laughy-gas canisters in his club. If he was dealing the stuff off the record, Don Bozo would be pissed. Their treaty with the Carnies explicitly stated that the Bozo Family was not allowed to deal laughy-gas in Little Bigtop. The Carnies had a monopoly on that market. If anyone else but Buggy saw this, it would’ve been enough to get Snuffy whacked.

Buggy turned to Snuffy and asked, “What the heck are you doing with this much laughy-gas anyway? I thought the only drug you did was glitter.”

“It’s not for me. It’s for my customers.”

“So you’re dealing? Behind the boss’s back? Are you nuts?”

Snuffy shook his head. “I’m not dealing it to customers. I use it for ambience.”

“What the heck do you mean by that?”

“Since the only comedians I can get to perform here are terrible, I usually have to flood the room with laughy-gas so that the customers enjoy themselves. It’s the only way to get them to laugh at all the bad jokes.”

Buggy shook his head. “You’re such an idiot, Snuffy. Do you know the street value of this stuff? No wonder your club’s hemorrhaging money. You spend ten times more on laughy-gas than you make from customers.”

Snuffy’s hands shook as he spoke, getting defensive. “But it’s an investment. If people enjoy themselves, then they’ll come back for more. Eventually, I’ll be able to pack this place every night. Then I can raise the cost of admission. Then I can afford good comedians. Then I wouldn’t need the laughy-gas.”

“Yeah, and how is your plan going for you so far?”

Snuffy responded with silence. He didn’t want to admit the number of years he’d been attempting his scheme with no results.

“That’s what I thought,” Buggy said. “You forget that this place is a complete dump. Nobody respectable would ever come in here. You’re spending a fortune for nothing.”

The volume of Bobby Goldstein’s laughter increased from a low chuckle to a mad roar.

“Turn that off. You’re giving him too much.” Buggy pointed at the canister until Winky shut off the gas. “We don’t want him to overdose on the stuff.”

“I once saw a guy OD on this,” Winky said, giggling at the thought. “He laughed so hard his head exploded.”

“That’s just an urban legend,” Snuffy said. “It didn’t actually happen.”

“It did!” Winky cried. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

“Cut the crap,” Buggy said, trying to speak over Goldstein’s insane laughter. “Winky, I want you to find a doctor for the comedian.”

“Where am I going to find a doctor?” Winky asked.

“I don’t care. Ask around. Get the boss’s vet if you have to. You know, what’s his name…that Jewish guy.”

“You mean Berryman?” Winky asked.

“He’s Jewish?” Snuffy asked.

“Whatever, just find somebody. Goldstein needs to be able to perform next Friday.”

Winky said, “You got it, boss,” and left the club.

Buggy and Snuffy left the back room and locked Goldstein inside. The comedian’s cackles could still be heard through the door.

“So how did you do today?” Buggy asked Snuffy. “Did you generate any interest for the show?”

Snuffy smiled and nodded. “Yeah, it went great. Everyone on that list you gave me seemed really interested to see Bobby Goldstein perform.”

“Even for a thousand bucks?”

Snuffy’s face grew confused. “You’re charging a thousand bucks a ticket?”

“Yeah, didn’t you tell anyone that?”

Snuffy shrugged. “I assumed it was the same price as always.”

Buggy was about to collapse at Snuffy’s words. “Tell me you didn’t sell any tickets…”

Snuffy inched away. He didn’t want to be within fist range when he answered. “Not many. Just a hundred or so.”

“A hundred or so! How many exactly?”

“A hundred and eighty-five.”

Buggy lunged at Snuffy, but the droopy-faced clown backed away before he could get him.

“You son of a bitch,” Buggy yelled. “I oughta chop you up and feed you to Mittens.”

Snuffy looked over at the bulldog in the corner and Mittens said, “Erff…”

“Look, I can make it right,” Snuffy said. “I’ll tell them it was a mistake.”

Buggy stepped toward Snuffy, ready to break his face if he got close enough, but Snuffy stayed out of arm’s reach. “You better make this right.”

“I will. I promise!”

When Buggy calmed down, he took a few deep breaths and thought of a plan. He knew Snuffy wouldn’t be able to figure out a solution on his own.

“I want you to refund the money of each and every person you sold a ticket to,” Buggy said. “You apologize to them and tell them that the tickets are actually two thousand dollars. But, because of the mistake, you’ll give them a half-off discount for only a thousand dollars a ticket. That way you might be able to actually sell a few.”

Before Buggy left, he said one last thing to the sniveling clown. “Whatever you do, make sure you get the tickets back from everyone you sold one to. I don’t want a single seat filled for less than a thousand bucks.”

Snuffy didn’t say anything. He just nodded. It was obvious that he’d sold at least a few tickets on the street that would be impossible to get back.


Chapter 90

When Buggy got back to his apartment that night, he walked into Uncle Jojo sitting on his couch, drinking scotch from a glued-together bulldog mug.

“Jojo?” Buggy asked, pushing Mittens’s life support machine into the room and closing the door behind him.

Uncle Jojo took didn’t look at him, flipping through a copy of Playjoy magazine. He took a sip of scotch.

“How ya doin’ there, Bugs?” Jojo finally said.

Buggy took a Tupperware container of roast beef out of the refrigerator and filled Mittens’s bowl with meat before he responded.

“I’m doing good, Jojo. What brings you here at this hour?”

Jojo took another sip of scotch.

“Can’t an old friend stop by for a visit from time to time?”

Buggy sat down in the recliner across from the underboss. “No disrespect, but you haven’t paid me a social visit in twenty years. I didn’t think you liked me very much.”

Jojo placed a pie on the table. He didn’t look at it or acknowledge it, just slid it on the coffee table so that Buggy knew it was there. The capo couldn’t tell if it was a normal pie or something explosive.

“What makes you say that?” Jojo asked. “We grew up with each other. You, me, and my brother used to run the neighborhood when we were kids.”

“That was a long time ago,” Buggy said.

Jojo shrugged, still absorbed in the magazine. He turned the page to the centerfold model—a green-haired clown girl who was smashing a watermelon with a mallet.

“I came to check up on how things are going with you,” Jojo said. “You’ve got only a week left and it doesn’t appear as though you’ve made any progress. There’s no new clubs open. No money coming in. You’re beginning to worry me, old friend.”

“You don’t have to worry, Jojo. I’ve got things under control.”

Jojo nodded his head. “That’s good to hear, because if you didn’t tell me so I’d swear you didn’t have everything under control at all. In fact, you look so stressed right now that if I didn’t know better I’d say you’re minutes away from going into panic mode. And when a guy panics, he gets desperate. And desperate men do desperate things.”

Uncle Jojo pulled out a large knife, then cut a piece out of the pie on the coffee table. It was chocolate cream. He put the slice on a napkin.

Buggy was relieved it was just a normal pie, but knew that it was all just an intimidation tactic. He knew Jojo too well to think it was anything else.

As the underboss continued to carve up the pie, Buggy said, “I’m having a few setbacks at the moment, but it’s nothing that I can’t iron out. I’ve got something going. Something big.”

Jojo licked whipping cream from his fingers. “And what’s that?”

“Next Friday, I’m putting on the biggest comedy show Little Bigtop’s ever seen.”

Jojo handed Buggy the slice of pie. “Oh yeah, and what show is that?”

“It’s going to be huge.” Buggy took the slice of pie, but didn’t have a fork to eat it with so he just held it awkwardly in his hand. “I’ve booked the one and only Bobby Goldstein for a return show. I’m selling tickets for a thousand bucks a pop.”

“And people are actually buying them?”

“Yeah, they just went on sale today and a couple hundred are already sold.” Buggy decided it would be best not to tell him that they hadn’t been sold at the thousand-dollar price. “This one show’s going to bring in more money than all my other clubs combined, even if they were all still up and running.”

Uncle Jojo nodded. “Sounds like a good plan.”

Buggy forced a smile. “Thanks, Jojo. I think it’s pretty good myself. After that night, I’ll be able to pay everyone what they’re owed and still have plenty left over to start up a bunch of new clubs. Everything will be back to normal. You’ll see.”

Jojo licked his fingers again and nodded his head. “Yeah. I’ll see.”

The underboss stood up, took his coat, and waddled toward the door. Before he left, he paused, rubbed his chin, and looked at the ceiling in deep thought.

“Did you say Bobby Goldstein?”

Buggy nodded. “Yeah. The one and only.”

“I used to love Bobby Goldstein,” Jojo said. “Put me down for twenty tickets. I want to take my whole crew out to see him.”

“Yes, of course,” Buggy said, surprised that the underboss would put up twenty grand of his own money to see the show.

Buggy thought that maybe the underboss wasn’t the nasty prick he always made himself out to be. Who would have thought that he’d actually support Buggy in his time of need?

“And it’ll be your treat, right?” Jojo said with a smile.

Buggy broke eye contact. “Yeah…of course.”

“Excellent.” Jojo slapped Buggy on the shoulder. “And you didn’t think we were friends.”

Then the underboss left and Buggy threw the slice of chocolate cream pie across the room.

“That miserable excuse for a clown…,” Buggy grumbled.

Not only would he have the underboss and a crew of his soldiers there supervising the show, but he was going to miss out on twenty grand’s worth of ticket sales. He couldn’t spare twenty seats. He needed to sell each and every one of them if he wanted to meet his quota. There needed to be another way to make some extra money on the side.

He called up Winky Gagliano.

“I got another job for you to do,” Buggy said, before Winky even had a chance to say hello.

“What’s that?”

“We need stuff to sell at the event. Posters. Coffee mugs. T-shirts. All with Bobby Goldstein’s face on them. Maybe also get some bootleg DVDs of his old act. We’ll charge out the ass for them and make a bundle. You think you can handle getting that stuff made?”

“Yeah, I know some guys,” Winky said. “How many shirts do you want?”

“Fifty in each size.”

“Sure thing.”

“Hey, did you find a doctor yet?”

“Yeah, I sent Slicey over there.”

“Slicey? What happened to Earl Berryman?”

“The vet was busy so I had to improvise.”

“But isn’t Slicey the clown who runs the local organ black market?”

“Yeah, that’s the guy. He’s not a licensed surgeon, but he gives organ transplants all the time so he’s got to know what he’s doing. Plus, he said he’d do it for free. All he asked for was one of the comedian’s kidneys.”

“What!” Buggy strangled his phone, pretending it was Winky’s neck. “Tell me you didn’t just say that.”

“It’s only a kidney,” Winky said. “He doesn’t need both of them to do the show.”

“What the hell’s wrong with you? Get your ass over there and stop the operation or I’ll cut your gumballs off.”

“But Slicey wants a kidney. What am I supposed to say to him?”

“Give him one of your own kidneys, you prick. This is all your fault, anyway.”

“I’m not giving him any kidneys…”

“Then we’ll find another doctor. Just get over there and stop him.”

“Fine. Whatever.”

After Winky hung up, Buggy looked at Mittens and said, “I’m surrounded by morons.”

The bulldog looked up at him, his head resting inside the half-chewed bowl of roast beef, and said, “Erfff…”


Chapter 91

When Buggy went to see Bobby Goldstein the next day, he brought him a sub sandwich and a six-pack of beer. The comedian cringed in pain as he opened one of the bottles. Then he took a long guzzle.

“I’m really sorry about that,” Buggy said, pointing at the bandage on his back. “I’m going to see what I can do to get your kidney back or at least make sure you’re properly compensated.”

Winky hadn’t gotten back to the club in time before Slicey removed the comedian’s kidney. Once it was out, Winky decided to just let the black-market doctor go ahead and keep the organ, even though he should have had him put it right back. And worst of all, Slicey didn’t even do that good of a job patching up the comedian. He still needed a cast for his leg.

The comedian didn’t speak for a while. He just ate his sandwich as best he could within his restraints.

Buggy finally broke the silence. “I know you’re probably not feeling up for it right now, but I’d like to hear your comedy routine. You still remember most of it, right?”

“No,” Goldstein said, speaking with his mouth full. “That was thirty years ago. How am I supposed to remember any of those dumb jokes now?”

“We bootlegged some of your old DVDs,” Buggy said. “I can get you a copy of one. Memorize it.”

“Don’t bother,” Goldstein said. “I can’t tell any of my old jokes. Why do you think I refused to do this gig?”

“You said you didn’t want to do it because you didn’t want to end up in jail.”

“Yeah, but you nearly persuaded me with your little speech. The only reason I had left to refuse was because my jokes are all dated. They wouldn’t fly with audiences these days.”

“Don’t worry about the jokes being dated. Good humor doesn’t go out of style.”

“No, you don’t understand. Most of my routine was political. I can’t tell jokes about politics from thirty years ago. Nobody would care. Outside of old guys like us, they probably wouldn’t even know what the heck I was talking about.”

Buggy thought about it for a minute. The comedian was right. Those kinds of jokes would bomb and bomb hard.

“Can you make up some new jokes?”

“I can try, but how much time do I have?”

“The show is on Friday. You’d have at least a few days to write it and a few more to rehearse.”

Bobby Goldstein just shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s possible. Even if I weren’t so rusty, I still wouldn’t be able to come up with a new routine by then.”

“Just do your best,” Buggy said. “We don’t have a choice now.”

Goldstein just laughed. His situation was so ridiculous, he didn’t know what else to do.

“Besides,” Buggy said. “All we need to do is sell tickets, and your name will sell tickets. If the show sucks that’s too bad for them. There’s no refunds.”

“Whatever you say,” Goldstein said.

But there wasn’t a lot of hope in his eyes.


Chapter 92

Snuffy called up Buggy Buttons with exciting news. After all the setbacks, Buggy was definitely in need of some good news.

“I did it,” Snuffy said, practically giggling with exhilaration.

“Did what?” Buggy was in his pajamas, running around the kitchen cooking chicken noodle soup and boiling honey lemon tea.

“I can’t believe I did it, but I did it.”

“Spit it out already. I’m busy over here. Mittens has a cold.”

Mittens looked up at the clown from his doggy bed, a thermometer sticking out of his jowls and a hot-water bottle resting on his head.

“Erfff…,” the bulldog said.

“We’re sold out,” Snuffy said. “Can you believe it?”

“You sold all the tickets?”

“Yeah. Every single one. We’re going to have a full house.”

“And you sold them for a thousand dollars each, right? Every single one?”

“Yeah, every one.”

“What about those tickets you sold for cheap? Did you get those back?”

“Not all of them,” Snuffy said. “But it’s okay. I printed up new tickets. Anyone who shows up with the old ones can be turned away.”

Buggy took the thermometer out of Mittens’s jowls and frowned at the results. “Not bad, Snuffy. I have to say I’m a little surprised you pulled it off. How on earth did you do it?”

“Well, it wasn’t easy at first,” Snuffy said. “I originally couldn’t sell any tickets at the thousand-dollar price. Nobody was biting. I tried promoting the heck out of the show. I got all my guys spreading word of mouth on the street. But still no sales. Everyone said they’d love to see Bobby Goldstein live, but they all thought it was too expensive.”

“So how’d you work it out?”

“I offered everyone a money-back guarantee. I told them it would be the best show they’ve ever seen or they’d get their money back. Once I promised that, nobody hesitated. I went through all the tickets in forty-eight hours.”

Buggy dropped the thermometer on the floor. “Tell me you didn’t really promise them that.”

“Yeah,” Snuffy said, not picking up on the angry tone in Buggy’s voice. “I told them they’d agree that it was completely worth the thousand-dollar ticket price or they’d get a full refund. It was enough to sell even the most jaded comedy fan.”

“You idiot…” Buggy said. “We never give refunds. What do you think this is, a Walmart? The only reason anybody bought tickets from you is because they plan to get their money back after the show, whether they liked it or not. Basically, you just gave away all the tickets for free.”

“Not if it’s a good show,” Snuffy said. “They can’t get their money back if they like the show.”

“And how are we going to prove whether they liked the show or not?”

“If they laugh,” Snuffy said. “They can’t complain if they laugh through the show. And this is Bobby Goldstein. There’s no way they’re not going to laugh at Bobby Goldstein.”

“You don’t get it, Snuff. Bobby Goldstein’s not that funny. He never was. People only want to see him because he’s a legend. Our goal was to sell tickets, not guarantee a good show.”

“Well, you never told me that.”

“It should’ve been obvious. How long have you been working in this business, anyway? The goal is always to sell tickets first and put on a good show second.”

“Well, I think everyone’s going to love Bobby Goldstein. I doubt anyone’s going to ask for a refund at all.”

“Yeah, you would…”

Buggy hung up the phone and filled Mittens’s bowl with hot chicken soup. He didn’t know what he was going to do. Before he didn’t care if Bobby Goldstein bombed, but now the comedian had to blow everyone away. If Bobby wasn’t the funniest comic ever to perform in Little Bigtop, it was going to be Buggy’s head.


Chapter 93

“So let’s hear this routine,” Buggy said.

Bobby Goldstein did not appear very optimistic about the routine he’d come up with. There wasn’t much he could do in only three days. Unfortunately, Buggy needed it to be golden.

“Can you at least untie me first? I’d be able to do my routine better if I were standing.”

Buggy shook his head. “You should stay off your leg as much as possible until the show. Just tell the jokes.”

Bobby Goldstein cleared his throat and got into character. He did his best to add a cheerful, charismatic tone to his voice as he spoke, but his physical and emotional conditions were just too pitiful to be masked.

“Have you ever noticed…,” Bobby began.

Buggy waved his hands to stop him. “Hold up, wait just a minute.”

“What?”

“You’re not seriously going to tell a have-you-ever-noticed joke, are you?”

“Yeah, what’s wrong with that?”

“Those jokes are cliché and terrible. Anytime a comedian auditioning for me starts a joke with that I kick him right out of my office before he even finishes his sentence. You might as well start a joke with knock knock.”

“But all I’ve got are have-you-ever-noticed jokes,” Bobby said. “That was my thing back in the day. Everyone used to love them.”

Buggy groaned and put his face into his oversized hand. “So you have no other material?”

“Not that I have prepared.”

Buggy groaned again. Then let out a deep breath and said, “Fine. Just tell me what you’ve got.”

“Okay,” Bobby said. Then he cleared his throat again and started over. “Have you ever noticed how it’s impossible to respect a guy who carries a dog with him everywhere he goes?”

Buggy stopped him again. “Wait, hold it right there.”

“What?”

“Are you talking about me?” Buggy asked.

Goldstein noticed Buggy was holding his bulldog in his hands.

“I always carry Mittens around with me everywhere I go. Are you trying to say that people don’t respect me?”

“No!” Bobby waved his hands in a panic. “I’m not talking about you at all. It’s just a joke. I was talking about other guys.”

Buggy stood up and pointed at Goldstein’s face with one hand while cradling his dog in the other.

“I have to carry my dog. Mittens can hardly walk on his own these days. What do you expect me to do? He’s terminally ill, you heartless prick.”

“I’m sorry,” Goldstein cried. “I didn’t know. As I said, the joke isn’t about you. I was talking about guys who carry terriers and poodles. Not…” The comedian looked down at Mittens. “Not bulldogs.”

“Erfff…,” Mittens said.

“Don’t tell that joke. It’s offensive and I don’t like it.”

“Sure, fine. I don’t have to tell it.”

Buggy went back to his chair and sat down. “I’m serious.”

Goldstein was clearly shaken up by the confrontation, but he moved on to the next joke with only a hint of a stutter.

“Have you ever noticed that at the end of every party there’s always a fat girl crying?”

“Hey!” Buggy said, interrupting him again. “My sister had a weight problem, you insensitive son of a bitch!” Buggy curled his fingers into a fist. “She was so depressed about it that it eventually drove her to suicide. Do you think that’s funny?”

“No,” Goldstein said. “No, that’s terrible. I’m sorry.”

“She tried losing weight, but it was really hard for her. You don’t know what it’s like. People were really cruel. She just couldn’t take it anymore.”

Goldstein tried to calm the clown. “Honestly, I had no idea. It’s tragic. I can’t even imagine what it would be like to lose a sister like that. I won’t tell that joke, either, if you don’t want me to.”

Buggy tried to calm himself down, but he was still visibly angry and annoyed by the comedian’s routine. “Just tell the next joke.”

The comedian tried to tell one of his jokes that wouldn’t offend the mobster, but he had no idea what was going to set him off. Goldstein just had to throw one out there and hope it was okay.

He took a deep breath and said, “Have you ever noticed how whenever you have sex in a public bathroom you feel all sexy and cool, but whenever you masturbate in a public bathroom you feel kind of perverted and creepy?”

“Whoa…Hold on…” Buggy’s face cringed with disgust. “You actually masturbate in public bathrooms?”

“No, it’s just a joke.”

Buggy pointed at the bathroom door. “You didn’t jerk off in there, did you? I just used that toilet not twenty minutes ago.”

“I didn’t, I swear. It’s just a joke. Don’t take it seriously.” Goldstein was getting frustrated with the clown’s defensiveness. “Can I please just tell the jokes without constant interruptions?”

Buggy didn’t believe him. He kept staring at the bathroom door, imagining what the old comedian was doing in there every time they untied him to use the toilet.

“Fine, I’ll shut up and let you tell your damn jokes,” Buggy said.

For the next hour, Buggy listened to joke after joke. All of them were terrible. Buggy waited for just one of the jokes to be funny. He was dying to hear a good joke. But as with all the bad comedians he interviewed, all the jokes were bad. It had been years since a comedian had actually made Buggy laugh. He wondered if it was even possible for him to laugh anymore.


Chapter 94

When the routine was finished, Buggy knew he was in big trouble. The act wasn’t going to fly with the audience. He had to figure something out.

On the way out of the club, he ran into Snuffy and said, “I want you to bring your canisters of laughy-gas to the show on Friday.”

“Why do we need that, skipper?”

“Because I want you to gas the crowd, just like you do at your own shows. We need them to laugh and since Goldstein’s performance ain’t gonna do the trick, we need to use some chemical enticement.”

“But the venue’s too big,” Snuffy said. “We’d have to use all three canisters.”

“Then we’ll use all three.”

“But I invested a ton of money into that stuff. Are you going to pay me back?”

“No, I’m not. Because it’s your fault we need to use the gas in the first place. If you didn’t offer a money-back guarantee we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“Are you serious?” Snuffy whined. “That’s bullshit and you know it, Buggy.”

“Who do you think you’re talking to? Just bring the canisters to the show or you’re done.”

“Fine…” Snuffy kicked a chair like a disappointed kindergartner.

But the laughy-gas still wasn’t going to be enough. Buggy needed to do one more thing to make sure the show went over successfully. In his current condition, Goldstein wasn’t going to be able to perform in a way that would capture his audience. Eighty percent of comedy was in the presentation, so Buggy had to do something drastic to make sure Goldstein performed with energy and charm.

“On more thing…,” Buggy said.

Snuffy turned back. “Yeah?”

“Pick me up some Happy Juice.”

“Happy Juice? What for? Do you know some vanilla schmuck who wants to be turned into a clown?”

“Yeah, Goldstein,” Buggy said.

“Goldstein wants to become a clown?”

“No, he’s not going to know about it. I want to inject him with a time-released dose just before the show.”

“But how will anyone recognize him if he’s a clown?”

“That’s why it will be time-released. He’ll transform on stage. I’m sure it will be a big hit with the crowd. Not only that, but he’ll have the energy and charisma of a clown. Who knows, he might even do a good job up there.”


Chapter 95

The night of the big show, Buggy was a nervous wreck. His palms were sweating inside his gloves and his bow tie was spinning in circles. He showed up at the Rainbow Gardens two hours early, but there was already a line around the block. At first, he assumed people were just dying to see Bobby Goldstein, but that wasn’t it. The majority of the crowd were parishioners from Reverend Jellybottom’s church.

“What are all these people doing here?” Buggy asked when he tracked down Jellybottom having cocktails in the bar of the brothel.

“Ah, Brother Buttons!” the reverend cried, already a bit tipsy from a few too many fuzzy navels. “How are the preparations for the show coming?”

“They’re coming fine,” Buggy said. “But what I want to know is why you’ve got so many of your churchgoers crowding the sidewalk?”

“I told you Friday Night Mass is popular.” The reverend slapped Buggy on the back and took another drink.

“You didn’t tell me it was going to be this popular.”

“Yeah, normally the turnout isn’t this good, but once I told everyone that Bobby Goldstein will be here they all wanted to come.”

“Are you kidding me?” Buggy said, pulling the reverend’s drink away from his mouth. “They can’t stay for Goldstein’s performance. They have to leave after your sermon unless they pay a thousand bucks a ticket like everyone else.”

“It’s too late,” Jellybottom said. “I already told them they’d be seeing Bobby Goldstein. I can’t deny them that now.”

“Well, you’re going to have to. This isn’t a free show.”

The reverend just laughed and shook his head. “I reserved this venue for the whole night. I said you can use the stage after my sermon, but I didn’t say that my parishioners had to leave.”

Buggy wondered what kind of Hell he’d go to for strangling a priest with his own robe. “Fine, but they’re standing in the back. Paying customers get the seats.”

“I’m sure that will be fine,” said the reverend, taking a fresh drink from a pink-haired waitress in a mini skirt. He didn’t attempt to hide the fact that he was admiring the clown girl’s behind as she walked away. A big smile crossed his face as he held up his glass in a toast. “Here’s to a great show.”

Then he slammed it down.

“You seem to drink a lot for a holy man,” Buggy said.

“Just loosening up,” said the reverend, slapping the behind of the clown waitress as she passed him again. “It’s going to be my biggest sermon ever.”


Chapter 96

Winky Gagliano and his crew were setting up the venue space. When Buggy entered, wheeling Mittens through the double doors, he was pleasantly surprised by how nice the setup was. The stage looked professional. The seats were surprisingly comfortable, more like movie theater seats than the usual high school cafeteria style of seating that most venues had. There was even a velvet curtain around the stage, giving it an almost luxurious look—the kind of atmosphere you’d expect for paying a thousand dollars a ticket.

Buggy was very impressed. That is, until he saw the merchandise table.

“What the heck is this?” Buggy asked, pointing at the row of T-shirts hanging on the wall.

“It’s a shirt with Bobby Goldstein’s face on it, just like you wanted,” Winky said.

“Yeah, I see that,” Buggy yelled. “But what the hell kind of picture is this?”

Buggy held up the shirt. The picture Winky used for the shirts, mugs, and posters had been taken recently, soon after Goldstein had been hit by Winky’s car. His mouth was bleeding. His eye was swollen shut. You couldn’t even tell who was in the picture. It just looked like an image of a violently battered face.

“You said you wanted a picture of Goldstein’s face so I took a picture of Goldstein’s face.”

“But you should’ve used an old picture from back when he was in his prime, not incriminating proof that he was beaten, kidnapped, and forced to do a comedy show against his will.”

Winky took a bite of a hot dog. “I think they look pretty cool.”

“Oh, you think they’re cool, do you? Would you pay two hundred bucks for one of these?”

Winky just laughed at the idea. “No.”

“Then why would anyone else?”

Winky shrugged and took another bite of his hot dog.

As Mittens sniffed at the food Winky was eating, Buggy looked around the room, wondering why all of Winky’s men had hot dogs in their hands.

“What’s with the hot dogs?” Buggy asked.

“You said you wanted a concession stand.” Winky pointed at the hot dog stand in the corner of the room. There didn’t appear to be any other food besides hot dogs.

“A hot dog stand? All you got was a hot dog stand?”

“Yeah,” Winky said. “I got a good deal.”

“I wanted upscale gourmet food. Crab fondue. Meat and cheese platters. Lobster pizza. You know, something we can charge fifty bucks a pop for. Nobody in their right mind would pay fifty bucks for a hot dog.”

Winky took another bite.

“They’re good hot dogs,” he said with his mouth full.

Buggy didn’t have time for this. He said, “Just charge twenty bucks a hot dog. And tell your crew to stop eating them all. They’re for paying customers.”


Chapter 97

Buggy went backstage to see how Bobby Goldstein was doing. Snuffy was back there setting up his canisters of laughy-gas.

“Make sure the gas blows away from the stage,” Buggy said to Snuffy. “We don’t want it to get Goldstein and cause him to laugh hysterically at his own terrible jokes…at least not until the audience is laughing first.”

Snuffy nodded.

Buggy went to Bobby Goldstein, who was still tied to the same chair from Snuffy’s club. Knowing Winky and Snuffy, Buggy assumed the two clowns just tossed him in the back of their truck and moved him over like a piece of furniture.

“You okay?” Buggy asked the comedian.

“Do I look okay?” Goldstein asked. “My broken leg is swollen bigger than before and I think the wound on my back is getting infected.”

“Will you be able to perform?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No, but I need to know whether or not we need to bring you out there in a wheelchair.”

“You’re not bringing me out there in a wheelchair,” Goldstein said. “I’ll walk. It’ll hurt like hell, but I’ll walk. If this is my last show I want to go out on my own two legs.”

“Good to hear,” Buggy said. “Now, after the show, you’re going to keep your mouth shut about everything that happened here, you got that?”

Goldstein shook his head. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I just want this to be over and done with. Just take care of my medical bills after this and we’re good.”

Buggy went around behind the comedian. “I’m going to untie you now, but I’ve got guys guarding all the exits so don’t try to run.”

“I couldn’t run if I tried,” Goldstein said, then laughed as if that were a joke. Buggy didn’t laugh with him.

As the capo removed the comedian’s bonds, he pulled out a syringe filled with Happy Juice and stuck it into his wrist.

“Ow…,” Goldstein complained.

Buggy finished injecting the fluid into the comedian’s vein and then hid the syringe back in his pocket. “Sorry, these ropes chafe pretty bad.”

“Just hurry up and get them off.”

When the bonds were free, Goldstein stood up and rubbed his wrists. He could stand up fine, even on the broken leg, but could hardly walk on his own. He needed to lean on Buggy just to get from one chair to another.

“Knock ’em dead,” Buggy said.

The comedian laughed. “Yeah, like that’s going to happen.”


Chapter 98

At showtime, or what would’ve been showtime if there wasn’t a church sermon going first, the doors were opened and the audience poured inside. Winky and his crew took tickets, making sure that those who’d actually paid the thousand-dollar price got the good seats.

Winky was chewing on hot dogs as he took the tickets.

“Hey, I told you not to eat any more food from the concession stand,” Buggy said to Winky.

“I thought you meant my crew wasn’t allowed to,” Winky said, still eating his hot dog as he ripped ticket stubs. “You didn’t say anything about me personally.”

“That meant you as well. The hot dogs are for the customers.”

“But they’re really good hot dogs.”

“Then eat the leftovers after the show.”

The next in line was Uncle Jojo and a large group of clowns who were friends of the family. Jojo made eye contact with Buggy and didn’t break it for a second as he went through the line.

“How’s it going, Bugs?” asked Uncle Jojo as Winky ripped his ticket. “You’ve got quite the turnout tonight.”

Buggy nodded, feigning a smile. “Yes, it’s going to be quite a show.”

“Good, I’m happy it’s working out for you,” Jojo said. “But what’s this I hear about a money-back guarantee?”

Buggy looked around. He hoped none of the other people in line heard him. “That’s what Snuffy told people out of desperation to sell tickets.”

“So are you going to actually honor that if the show stinks?”

Buggy didn’t know how to respond to that. “I guess…”

“Good, because my boys and I will most likely be expecting a refund by the time it’s over,” Jojo said. “Just on the way over we were talking about how Goldstein couldn’t possibly still be any good after thirty years. He’s old and washed up. This show’s going to be a bore.”

“So you want your money back?”

“Cash would be preferable.”

“But I’m the one who gave you the tickets. You didn’t pay for them.”

“Haven’t you ever returned a Christmas present you didn’t like so you could have the cash instead? Same thing.”

Uncle Jojo just smiled as he moved on, stepping toward his seat with his men in tow.

“That miserable prick…,” Buggy said beneath his breath.

The underboss wasn’t only going to watch the show for free, but he was also planning to have Buggy pay him the twenty thousand that he didn’t even spend on the tickets. How somebody hadn’t already blown Jojo’s head off by then was beyond Buggy.

“I don’t care how bad the show is or how much people complain,” Buggy said to Winky. “Don’t give anybody their money back.”

“Even Jojo?”

“Especially not Jojo.”


Chapter 99

The church event went first and most of the crowd had no idea what was going on during most of the show. The majority of the audience were vanilla tourists from outside Little Bigtop, so they had very little knowledge of what went on in a clown church. The fish-juggling contest was especially confusing to them. They weren’t sure if it was meant to be a comedy sketch or a real juggling competition. Buggy just hid in the back of the room for the duration, covering his face in embarrassment.

“Brothers and sisters,” Reverend Jellybottom said, stepping across the stage with yet another drink in his hand. “I hope you’re enjoying tonight’s festivities.”

The members of his church roared and applauded, but those who’d paid top dollar to be there stayed silent.

“Ahh-ha!” Jellybottom cried, applauding himself.

“Raarrfff!” Mittens barked at the reverend, as if booing.

“Mittens, be quiet,” Buggy said.

“Raarrfff!” Mittens yelled, tugging on the cords to his life support machine.

Buggy had to pick up his bulldog to stop him from barking at the reverend.

Jellybottom continued, “Right now, I want to take a moment for some serious reflection. In a short while, we’re going to have the one and only Bobby Goldstein out here to tickle your funny bone. But before that, I want to tell you a poem that will tickle your soul. Some of you may have already heard it before. It’s called ‘Footprints in the Sand.’ ”

Buggy knew the poem well. Pretty much everyone already knew the poem. It was a classic. He also knew it was the wrong audience to tell it to. He wondered if he could just run away.

“One day, a man was walking along a beach with the Lord,” Reverend Jellybottom said. He paced across the stage but never broke eye contact with the audience. “He looked behind him and noticed two sets of footprints. One set of footprints was made by him and the other was made by the Lord.”

“Please let this end…,” Buggy said.

Winky nodded in agreement, picking up another hot dog from the concession stand. Buggy snatched it away before he could take a bite and put it back behind the counter.

“The man turned to the Lord and asked, ‘What’s with all these footprints, Lord?’ And the Lord responded, ‘They represent your path through life. And as you can see, I have always been by your side.’ Then visions of the man’s life appeared in the sky above the footprints, each of his days corresponding to a step in the sand.”

Buggy rolled his head back and groaned. The preacher was too drunk to even remember how the poem went. He was messing it all up.

“Then the man noticed that during the hardest, most trying times of his life there was only one set of footprints. This upset him. He asked the Lord, ‘How come when my life was in its darkest days you abandoned me to walk alone?’ ”

Buggy noticed that Uncle Jojo and his whole row of associates were staring right at him. They were each giving him a look of confusion and disgust, as if to say, What the hell is this shit? Buggy just broke eye contact and ignored them. He knew he was never going to hear the end of this one.

“Then the Lord said, ‘When you see only one set of footprints in the sand, it’s not because you were abandoned. Those are the times that I carried you.’ ”

Buggy couldn’t take it anymore. He wondered if it was too late to have the reverend whacked.

The reverend continued, “Then the man noticed that in one area of the beach, near a single set of footprints, there were large dips in the sand. He asked the Lord, ‘But what are those large dips in the sand?’ ”

Buggy didn’t remember this part of the poem. He wondered if the reverend had gotten it mixed up again.

“And the Lord responded, ‘That was when you gained all that weight. You were too heavy to carry so I kept dropping your fat ass.’ ”

Then the reverend burst into laughter.

“Wait…What?” Buggy said.

“Ahh-ha!” the reverend said, as his parishioners laughed and cheered. “That’s how we do it in Little Bigtop!”

“What the heck is he doing?” Winky asked.

Buggy’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“Ahh-ha!” Jellybottom said again, as if it were some kind of catchphrase.

“Oh my God. He’s trying to steal the show.” Buggy watched in horror as Jellybottom shook his round butt at his applauding parishioners. “He’s going to do a stand-up routine.”

Then Reverend Jellybottom told a series of jokes. He’d mentioned to Buggy that he always dreamed of one day being a stand-up comic before the Comedy Prohibition Act was passed, but Buggy had no idea the reverend would’ve chosen that night to make his dream come true.

“So…,” Jellybottom said. “Any of you vanillas out there ever been with a clown girl before?”

It wouldn’t have been that big of a deal—a comedy routine was still better than a boring sermon—but the reverend chose to tell some raunchy, distasteful jokes that just didn’t feel right coming from the mouth of a holy man.

“I like me the rainbow-headed clown girls best. Mmm-mmm. Those are the yummiest. They taste like a bag full of Skittles.”

He even made his own parishioners feel uncomfortable.

“You know that with clown girls the carpet always matches the drapes…if you know what I mean.” The reverend paused to point at his crotch. “So doing it with a rainbow-headed girl makes you feel like a leprechaun. You have to follow the rainbow to get to the pot of gold.”

The audience just stared in horror as the reverend stuck out his tongue and made licking motions.

“Ahh-haa!” Jellybottom said, bursting into laughter and slapping his knee. Other than his own laughter, the room was completely silent.

This went on for an hour, and each joke was more perverted and disturbing than the last. If it were a normal comedian the jokes wouldn’t have been so bad, but because it was a preacher telling them they came across as extra creepy. He only got a small pity-applause when he was finished.

“See you at church on Sunday” was how the reverend decided to end his performance before he walked off the stage. It was clear that many of his parishioners were debating on whether they should sleep in that day or not.


Chapter 100

When Bobby Goldstein finally took the stage, the audience appeared shell-shocked. They weren’t ready for another comedian. They all wanted to go home. But Goldstein went out there anyway, staggering on his broken leg, stinking up the front row with his blood- and urine-soaked clothes that hadn’t been changed in a week.

“How you all doing out there tonight?” Goldstein said into the microphone. “I’m Bobby Goldstein…They said they were going to do some big introduction for me, but I guess they forgot.”

There was no response.

“It’s a good crowd,” he said with a nervous chuckle.

They were still quiet. Buggy rolled his hand in the air, indicating to the comedian that he should get on with it. Goldstein went right to his first joke. His voice, however, was shaky and quiet.

“Have you ever noticed how painful it is to urinate after you’ve had your kidney illegally removed by a black-market surgeon?” Goldstein said. He had no energy in his voice at all, as though he was just saying whatever popped in his mind so that he could get it all done with and go home as soon as possible. His lack of enthusiasm matched that of his audience.

Buggy went to Snuffy and told him, “Turn on the laughy-gas. Quick.”

Goldstein continued, “Have you ever noticed how humiliating it is when someone runs you over with their car in the middle of the day? It’s painful, sure, but nobody ever tells you how embarrassing it is. You’re just lying there, crumpled up, and everyone’s staring at you not sure what to do. Especially once the driver who ran you over gets out of the car, picks you up off the ground, and tosses you in the trunk.”

Buggy was so focused on the lack of a reaction from the crowd that he didn’t realize Goldstein’s routine was a thinly veiled cry for help.

“It’s not working,” Buggy whispered to Snuffy. “Turn the gas up higher.”

“But it’s already flooding the seating area,” Snuffy said. “They should be laughing by now.”

“Do you see anyone laughing out there? Crank it up.”

Goldstein looked around the room, waiting for a response. But there was none.

“Have you ever noticed how comedians don’t normally perform with broken legs, ripped-up clothes, or bruised-up faces?” Goldstein didn’t know how to get through to the audience without spelling it out more than that.

Buggy didn’t know why the Happy Juice wasn’t kicking in yet. The comedian should have transformed into a clown by then, giving the crowd a more lively show. Buggy also didn’t know why the laughy-gas wasn’t changing the mood of the audience.

“I don’t get it,” Buggy said. “Are the jokes so bad that even laughy-gas won’t help?”

“They are pretty bad…,” Snuffy said.

Buggy agreed. “Okay, then turn the gas all the way up.”

“All the way? That might be enough to kill them.”

“I don’t care,” Buggy said. “Nobody’s leaving here until they laugh their gumballs off.”

“Whatever you say…”

Snuffy turned the laughy-gas all the way up. It got so thick in there that even Buggy was beginning to feel woozy.

Goldstein said, “Have you ever noticed how I haven’t performed at all for the last thirty years because I’m a law-abiding citizen who would never do comedy illegally unless it was against my will?”

Somebody giggled after that joke. Goldstein paused, surprised to hear somebody actually laugh. Then another person giggled. Within a minute, the whole crowd was laughing.

“Have you ever noticed how the underground comedy club on Hundred and Second Street has a back room that’s perfect for imprisoning retired comedians who don’t do what they’re told?”

The audience laughed harder, slapping their knees as if he’d just told the funniest joke they’d ever head. Goldstein had no idea why his cries for help were being mistaken as humor.

“Have you ever noticed how I’ve been kidnapped and held hostage for the past week in order to do this show I never wanted to do and am now desperately trying to get you to call the police but none of you seems to notice or care?”

The audience screamed with laugher. They fell out of their seats and rolled on the ground. The clowns in the audience weren’t as susceptible to the laughy-gas as normal humans, but the humans were becoming spastic. They laughed so hard they couldn’t breathe. They choked and spasmed. Blood shot out of their lungs.

When Buggy noticed what was happening to the members of the audience, he gave Snuffy the signal to cut the gas. Then he stepped back so he wouldn’t inhale so much of it himself.

“Have you ever noticed how a clown named Buggy Buttons is the one responsible for imprisoning me? Call the cops and have him arrested immediately.”

Buggy heard that joke. He looked back at the comedian and realized what was going on. Goldstein was trying to get the crowd to call for help.

“That little prick,” Buggy said. “I’m going to kill him.”

Buggy clenched his fists. He was wondering if it was possible to whack him on stage in front of everyone and still get away with it.

“Erff…,” Mittens said.

“Don’t worry, Mittens. I’ll let you have a piece when I’m through with him.”

With the audience nearly paralyzed with laughter, Buggy decided that they wouldn’t even notice if he dragged Goldstein off the stage and out the back door. He would toss him in his trunk and nobody would ever hear from him again.

“Have you ever noticed how there’s an angry clown headed to the stage right now who will kill me if he gets his hands on me?” Goldstein said.

Just before Buggy could get to the stage, the side doors broke open and dozens of policemen poured inside.

“It’s a raid!” Snuffy cried.

Buggy jumped on the ground as the cops flooded the room.

“Kill the pig bastards!” yelled Winky.

Winky’s men pulled out handguns and fired at the cops, foot-long hot dogs dangling out of each of their mouths.

“Don’t shoot, you idiots,” Buggy yelled.

But Winky was too trigger-happy to stop. He didn’t realize how much worse the charges were going to be for everyone involved now that a firefight had broken out.

As bullets flew overhead, Uncle Jojo and his men crawled across the room toward the back exit. When they passed Buggy, Jojo said, “You’re dead, Bugs.”

“Erff…,” Mittens said, lying behind his life support machine with his belly in the air.

“Your dog’s dead, too,” Jojo said.

After Jojo made his escape, Reverend Jellybottom followed after him, as well as any other clowns close enough to the exit.

Winky and his crew of clowns continued eating hot dogs and firing at the cops, even after the cops shot both of Winky’s legs out from under him. The crowd was between them, right in the middle of the crossfire. But they didn’t run for cover. They just kept laughing and slapping their knees. Bullets tore through their bodies, but their laughter continued. One vanilla woman was shot right in the voice box. There was no noise coming out of her throat, but she kept laughing.

That’s when the Happy Juice flowing through Bobby Goldstein’s system finally kicked in. He was cowering behind the podium when it happened. Nobody really noticed until it was too late. It turned out that Goldstein was one of the unlucky 10 percent of people who have a bad reaction to Happy Juice. When he transformed, he didn’t become a normal clown. His body bulged and twisted into a monstrous, deranged mutant clown with muscles the size of bowling balls. His hair turned banana yellow and his eyes bulged out of his head like those of a giant alien slug.

“Have you ever noticed how human heads pop like grapes when you smash them together?” asked the Goldstein monster in a deep, demonic voice.

Then he leapt from the stage into the middle of the audience and crushed two human skulls with his bare hands.

“I think it’s time we took our leave, Mittens,” Buggy said.

With the mutated Goldstein keeping the cops occupied, Buggy lifted Mittens up off the ground and sneaked toward the back door.

“What do you say we hop on the nearest train and get the hell out of town?” Buggy asked his bulldog.

“Erff…,” Mittens said. Not even the gunfight was enough to excite the dog.

Just before exiting out the back door, Buggy looked back at the chaos he was leaving behind. The whole room was filled with laughing, applauding people, who didn’t seem to think anything they watched was real as Winky and the cops blasted each other full of bullet holes and a monstrous freak rampaged through the room, ripping arms and legs off anyone he could get ahold of.

Then Buggy found himself doing something he hadn’t done in a long time: He started to laugh. At first, he thought it was the laughy-gas taking effect, but then he realized it was something else. He realized that what he was witnessing was actually pretty funny. Maybe it was because he loved the idea of seeing all the people he hated in this business finally get their comeuppance—from the ego-driven comedian to the annoying yuppie clientele to his idiot staff who always messed things up to the cops who always tried to shut him down. Or maybe it was just the simple fact that his sense of humor had suddenly become morbid. Either way, Buggy opened his mouth and let out a deep, satisfying laugh.

And he didn’t stop laughing—not when he left the club and hopped on the first train out of town, nor when they strapped the straitjacket on him six weeks later. Buggy had finally gotten his sense of humor back and it was a damn shame he wasn’t able to put it to good use before his unexpected retirement.



Part Five

The Unwhackable Bingo Ballbreaker


Chapter 101

The clown woke in a pool of his own blood with a bullet in the back of his head.

At first, he thought it was just a bad hangover, that the warm fluid he lay in was just vomit or urine. But then he remembered he gave up drinking a few months back—the alcohol made him too violent and he was really trying to make an effort to cut back on the violence. Then he thought maybe he’d been sleepwalking. It wasn’t uncommon for the big lug to get up during the night and rearrange his furniture or cook a giant meal for eighteen people and then fall asleep in some random place in his house. For all he knew, he’d wrapped himself up in a warm blanket of homemade soup on his living room floor. He was used to doing that kind of thing.

When he opened his eyes and noticed that the warm fluid he lay in was actually a pool of his own blood, the clown just chuckled and went back to sleep. He was used to that kind of thing as well.

“So that’s Bingo Ballbreaker?” the clown heard somebody say in his half sleep.

There were people in his apartment with him. He couldn’t recognize them by their voices, but they were there, standing over him. All he could see of them from his prone position were the rubber gloves on their hands and galoshes over their feet.

“I guess so,” said another voice. “Damn, look at the size of him. He’s even bigger than I thought.”

“So he’s the guy who took out the whole Tortorello crew single-handedly?”

“Yeah, they say the Tortorellos shot him twelve times and he just kept coming.”

“How’d he even survive that?”

“They don’t call him unwhackable for nothing. Every single hit man who’s ever been sent after him ended up dead. Some people say the clown can’t be killed. Like he’s bulletproof or something.”

Bingo blinked a few times. He thought about saying something to his guests, but he was still really tired and his head was really sore. He just wanted to lie there for a few more minutes.

“Well, somebody finally got him. He’s dead now.”

“Yeah, and good riddance. I’m going to feel a lot safer sleeping at night knowing this freak isn’t walking around town anymore.”

Bingo wondered why the guy had to go and hurt his feelings like that. Just because he was covered in scars and too big to be allowed on an airplane without paying for two seats didn’t give the guy the right to call him a freak in his own home.

One of the intruders put down a sheet of plastic and said, “Get his legs. I want to get this done with so we can get out of here as soon as possible.”

“How the heck are we going to even lift him? The guy’s got to weigh as much as a horse?”

The other guy sighed. “Yeah…Maybe we should cut him into quarters first.”

Bingo sat up and stretched out his back, moaning at the tightness in his muscles from sleeping on the floor all night. When his guests saw him move, they jumped back.

“What the hell!” one of them cried.

“He’s not dead!” yelled the other.

Bingo cracked his knuckles, then cracked his neck. When he stood up, he towered over the men like some kind of clown-shaped Godzilla.

“How the heck is he still alive?”

Bingo rubbed the wound on the back of his head and pulled out a .38 slug from the hole in his bald scalp. A normal person would’ve died on the spot if they were shot with a .38 at that close a range. But Bingo’s skull was so abnormally thick that it stopped the bullet flat, leaving him with only a small headache and a bit of memory loss.

The two men winced when they saw the clown casually remove the bullet from his head and drop it on the floor as if it were a mere splinter. Then Bingo looked at them. He didn’t recognize either of the men. At first he thought they were clowns, but after blinking a couple of times he realized they were actually normal humans wearing clown makeup. One was in a red wig, the other in a blue. He figured they must have been Carnies or from one of the big vanilla families across town. Either way, Bingo didn’t care. He was thirsty and just wanted to get some cool liquid to wet his dry throat.

When Bingo turned away from them, the two men dressed as clowns looked at each other. He could hear them whispering to each other.

“I thought he was supposed to be dead?”

“He was supposed to be dead!”

Bingo wasn’t in the mood to go all the way to his kitchen fridge, so he grabbed a container of warm milk from his dinner table. When he took a sip, he immediately regretted it. He didn’t know how long it had been sitting there, but it had long since gone sour. He gulped it down anyway, then took another sip. The rancid curds were oddly soothing on his throat, but didn’t do much to quench his thirst.

“What do we do?” the blue-wigged man whispered.

“I don’t know,” said the red-wigged man.

“Let’s just go.”

“We can’t. We’ve already been paid.”

When Bingo turned around, the blue-wigged man panicked and pulled out a gun and fired. A bullet hit the clown in the lower abdomen. He didn’t fall or hardly even move. He just looked down at the fresh bullet hole and back up at his guests.

“Hey, cut it out,” Bingo said, only slightly annoyed. Then he took another sip of the old milk before dropping it back on the table.

The man in the blue wig just stood there, shaking so hard he nearly dropped his piece. If it wasn’t for the red-wigged guy taking the gun away from him he probably would’ve emptied the weapon into the eight-foot clown. If he did that, there was a good chance that he might have really started to piss Bingo off.

Bingo went to his couch and sat down, opening up a drawer in his coffee table.

“So either of you two gents going to tell me what the heck happened here?” he asked as he removed his blood-soaked T-shirt. The two men noticed dozens of old wounds sprinkled across his white muscled flesh.

The clown pulled out a pair of pliers and a jar of alcohol. He dipped the pliers in the alcohol to kill any germs that might have been lingering, then shoved them into his new wound to remove the bullet that came from Blue Wig’s gun. It didn’t take much effort. It hadn’t even gone an inch deep.

“You’d know better than us, wouldn’t you?” Red Wig asked.

Bingo shrugged. “I guess my memory’s gotten a little jumbled up. I can’t seem to recall much of anything that happened in the past few days or so.”

The clown dropped the slug in the drawer. Before he closed it, the two men got a good look at the collection of bullets he had in there. The pile was at least three inches deep, all slugs he’d removed himself over the years. There had to be at least fifty in there. Maybe a hundred. And those were probably just the ones he happened to remove himself.

“You got whacked,” Red Wig said. “Or at least you were whacked. You obviously survived it.”

“Yeah, but who did it?” Bingo stood up and went into his kitchen to get something to drink. “Obviously not you two.”

He returned with a quart of grape juice, lifting his baseball-sized red nose as he drank.

“We’re just the cleaners,” said Red Wig. “Freelance. Our clients wanted to remain anonymous, so we have no idea who tried to kill you. We just came to take care of the body.”

Bingo grunted and took another sip of grape juice. He tried to remember what could’ve happened. Somebody shot him in his own apartment while he had his back turned. Either the person was a contract killer who’d picked his lock and sneaked up behind him when he wasn’t paying attention or the person was somebody he knew well. He had no idea who would want him dead. He worked for the Bozo Family, so there was no way anyone would have dared whack him unless it was somebody within the Bozo Family. But he was loyal and never failed to get a job done. There was no way they’d want to whack him unless he did something stupid like break Jimmy Bozo’s neck for pissing him off one too many times, but he had no recollection of doing such a thing. Plus, there’s no way the Bozos would have hired some vanilla cleaners to dispose of the body. They would’ve done it themselves.

“Well, I guess I’ll never know then,” Bingo said. He leaned back and put his feet up on the coffee table.

The cleaners didn’t know what to make of Bingo. They thought he’d be a lot more angry at the people who’d tried to kill him.

“So that’s it? You’re just going to let it slide?”

“Yeah.” Bingo shrugged and grabbed a jawbreaker from the candy dish on the table. “No harm done. Maybe the son of a bitch will turn up and try again someday. I’ll get him then.”

Red Wig said, “I thought you were the kind of guy who’d track a man to the end of the earth if he did you wrong.”

“I don’t have time for that.” Bingo popped the jawbreaker into his mouth and sucked on it as he spoke. “Do you know how many people I’d have to chase down if I went after everyone who ever tried to kill me? I’d never get anything done.”

Then he dug his remote out of the cushions of his cereal-stained pawnshop couch and turned on the television to a football game. The Bigtop Bouncers were playing. They weren’t the best football team in the league, but they were always the most fun to watch. Clowns weren’t the best athletes, but their antics totally changed the game.

As the large clown watched the TV, the two men just stood there, too awkward to leave or even say anything.

“You think the Bouncers stand a chance this year?” Bingo asked.

Not sure how to respond, Red Wig stuttered, “Yeah…Sure.”

“You know, I played football when I was in high school,” Bingo said. “They kicked me off, though. Said I played too rough.”

“Oh yeah?” Red Wig didn’t know what else to say.

“So I put a few people in the hospital. Big deal. If they didn’t want to get hurt then they should’ve joined the water ballet team.”

The cleaners just wanted to get out of there, but couldn’t figure out how to leave. They were too scared to ask and too afraid what would happen to them if they tried to run.

Bingo waved them over. “Come take a load off. The game’s only just started.”

“Actually…,” Red Wig said. “We should probably get going now.”

“Nah, you can stay,” Bingo said. “I hate watching football alone.”

“Thanks. We appreciate the offer, but we really need to go. We got another job to do. Several, in fact.”

Bingo gestured to the couch. “Sit.”

The two men didn’t know what else to do. They inched their way to the couch and sat down as far away from the clown as they could.

“What the hell’s going on?” Blue Wig whispered to his partner. “Is he going to kill us?”

“I think he just wants us to watch football,” whispered Red Wig.

“But why? What’s wrong with him?”

“Just do it.”

The two men sat there, staring at the television screen. They were too nervous to actually pay attention to the game. At any second, they expected Bingo to get up and crush both of their skulls with his wrecking ball fists.

“Some say letting clowns into the NFL ruined the game,” Bingo said. “But they obviously made it better.”

On the television screen, a player from the Bigtop team switched the football with a pie when their opponents weren’t looking. As a Dallas Cowboy attempted to intercept the ball, he found himself with a helmetful of banana cream. The clown players laughed so hard they fumbled the ball and it was intercepted anyway.

“Classic move,” Bingo said. “Too bad it’ll give them a penalty.”

The ref threw the pie-throwing clown out of the game.

Bingo drove his fist through the coffee table and yelled, “What kind of bullshit is that!”

The two men leapt at the burst of violence.

“You can’t throw him out of the game just for a pie move!” Bingo cried. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Bingo’s mood turned foul and made his two guests twice as rattled as they’d been before.

Blue Wig looked at his partner and whispered, “What are we going to do?”

“Nothing,” Red Wig whispered back.

“We should run.”

“We’re not running.”

“I’m going to run.”

When they looked over at Bingo, they saw he was glaring at them. He’d clearly heard their conversation but didn’t acknowledge it in any way.

“Where’s my manners?” Bingo said, taking the jawbreaker out of his mouth. Although his words were polite, his tone of voice was still enraged. “You guys must be hungry. Either of you want any nachos or something? Can’t watch football without nachos.”

“No, thanks, I’m good,” Red Wig said.

“I’m fine, too,” said Blue Wig.

“I’ll go make some nachos,” Bingo said.

The massive clown stood up and squeezed past them toward the kitchen. As Bingo left the room, the two men looked at each other and nodded. Then they stood up to make their escape.

“What the hell!” Bingo cried from the next room.

Halfway across the room, the two men froze as the clown returned.

“Did I get robbed?” Bingo asked them.

Red Wig looked at the clown. He didn’t know what he was talking about.

“My pantry’s been emptied out,” Bingo shouted. “All my boxes of Lucky Charms are gone.”

“Somebody stole your cereal?”

“I keep my cash in boxes of Lucky Charms.”

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“Did you steal my Lucky Charms?” Bingo asked, then a weird switch was flipped in his head. “Who the hell are you guys anyway? What are you doing watching football in my apartment?”

Red Wig stepped away from him. The clown was clearly insane.

“We didn’t do anything. We’re just the cleaners, remember? Whoever shot you in the head probably took your stuff.”

Bingo looked down at the floor, searching his mind for the memories he’d lost. Some big piece of information was deep inside him screaming to get out. It felt like it was just barely out of reach.

“I was robbed…Who would want to rob me?” Then something came back to him. “Wait a minute. The robbery…”

Bingo remembered that he’d pulled off a flawless jewelry heist the day before. He did the job with five guys he didn’t really trust. Beano Moretti’s guys. He didn’t think Beano trusted them, either, or he wouldn’t have had Bingo tag along for the job.

“Those sons of bitches,” Bingo said.

His cut of the money was missing. It would’ve been in a briefcase nearby, but it was nowhere to be seen. He was sure it was those guys who’d taken the money and tried to whack him. It even made sense that they’d hire cleaners from outside the family, since they couldn’t get the Bozos to help them bury one of their own and were probably too scared to do it themselves.

“Wait…” Bingo realized something else was missing. “Where’s Melinda?”

The two men in clown paint looked around the room, wondering what the heck he was talking about.

“Who’s Melinda?” Red Wig asked.

Bingo didn’t acknowledge the question. “They better not have taken Melinda.”

The clown went into his bedroom, then into his closet, then his bathroom. He tore the place apart. The longer he searched, the angrier he got. By the time he gave up, he was so enraged that he felt the urge to rip somebody limb from limb.

“What did you do with my Melinda?” Bingo charged out of his room and attacked the men before they could get out the front door.

He grabbed Blue Wig by the throat and lifted him off the ground.

“Where’d you put her? I need her.”

“Who the hell are you talking about?” Red Wig said. “Nobody was here when we arrived. Just you. Honest.”

“She’s everything to me,” Bingo said, foaming in the corners of his blue-and-red lips.

“Is she your girlfriend? Your daughter?”

“My violin.”

“You play the violin?”

“It’s an Ilario Sperrazza. One of the most valuable instruments in the world.”

Bingo squeezed tighter. Blue Wig’s legs thrashed in the air.

“Put him down. You’re going to kill him!”

Bingo dropped the scrawny fake-clown. “Whoever took my violin is dead. I don’t care how long it takes me. He’s dead.”

Red Wig helped his partner to his feet. “So you let it slide when somebody tries to kill you but you go apeshit when they steal your violin?”

Bingo punched a hole in the wall two inches away from Red Wig’s head.

“I can deal with somebody shooting me or taking my cash, but nobody even looks at Melinda funny if they want to live.”

Bingo opened his coat closet and pulled out a fresh pair of pants and T-shirt. The two men had never seen anyone change their clothes with such fury. He nearly ripped the pants in half trying to get them on.

“When are you going to meet your client next?” Bingo asked.

Red Wig shrugged. “We’re not going to. We never met them in the first place.”

“Don’t they still have to pay you?”

“We got paid in advance. That’s how we work. As long as we get the job done, we never hear from our customers.”

Bingo cracked his knuckles.

“Okay, we’ll go see Squirrels then,” Bingo said. “I’m sure it was Squirrels who double-crossed me.”

Of the five clowns he did the heist with, Squirrels was the one he trusted the least. He was too twitchy. Too…squirrelly. Bingo never liked squirrels, not the rodents and not the clown.

“We?” Red Wig asked, wondering why they had to go with him. But Bingo didn’t respond as he put his boots on.

“Let’s go,” Bingo said. “We’ve got some pain we need to be allocating.”

The two men were too intimidated by the large clown to do anything but follow his orders. The next thing they knew they were getting in the back of his car.

“Is he for real?” Blue Wig whispered to his partner as the clown pulled into traffic.

“No clue,” Red Wig replied. “I think that bullet screwed with his brain.”

They couldn’t tell if the clown could hear them from the front seat, but they continued speaking anyway.

“Do you think he really plays the violin?”

“Who the hell knows? The guy’s nuts. There might not even be a violin.”


Chapter 102

Bingo had been playing classical violin ever since he was a little kid, but nobody ever believed it. He was the toughest, ugliest thug in all Little Bigtop—not the kind of person you’d expect to be a violin enthusiast. But he did play regularly, and he was unusually talented, even for a clown. He might have been big, bald, and ugly, but when Bingo played he was beautiful. The music he created was smooth, buttery heaven. Anyone who’d ever heard him play his sweet, haunting melodies would be brought to tears every single time. It was like he had an angel trapped inside him just aching to get out.

He got his first violin from his adoptive parents. They knew clown children were more likely to get in trouble than vanilla kids, so they got him violin lessons to give him something to occupy his time. Otherwise, they figured, he’d be out on the streets getting into fights with anyone who dared pick on him for being the only clown kid in the neighborhood. Still, despite their efforts, he often came home with blood on his knuckles.

Mr. Hengan, his violin tutor, would reprimand him anytime he came home after a fight.

“Fighting damages your hands,” Mr. Hengan always said. “You can’t play the violin if you always abuse your hands.”

“But I don’t damage my hands when I fight,” little Bingo would say. “I damage the other kid’s face, not my hands.”

Mr. Hengan examined his knuckles. They weren’t swollen or bruised, but the skin was peeled back. “See. Your hands are damaged.”

“Then I’ll just build stronger hands,” Bingo said.

Although Bingo was an undisciplined little monster compared with the other children Hengan tutored, not to mention twice the size despite being the youngest, he was never late for an appointment. He always gave it 110 percent. And he showed more promise than any pupil he’d had in twenty years.

“He’s a prodigy,” Mr. Hengan told his parents. “I’ve never met any child like him.”

As they spoke, they watched the clown kid outside, smashing bricks over his head just for the fun of it. Even back then Bingo had a thick skull and was completely bald outside small green tufts of hair sticking out of the sides of his face like moss-covered butterfly wings.

“Bingo? Are you serious?” said his vanilla mother. “I never would have thought.”

“He’s going to be a great violinist someday,” said the tutor. “Perhaps one of the greatest.”

She looked at her husband then shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s just a little shocking. When we decided to give him lessons, we never thought he’d actually be any good at it. We just wanted to give him something to do that wasn’t…” She looked outside to see her clown son smash his head through a whole wall of bricks. “Destructive…”

“Well, I’m very glad you did. Working with him has been the highlight of my career.”

“Our Bingo…,” the father said. “Who’d have thought?”

“But how can he be a prodigy?” said the mother. “He’s such a violent, angry boy.”

“That’s the thing,” said Hengan. “Somehow he’s naturally able to channel his violent energy into the music he plays and transform it into something magnificent. Believe it or not, his destructive behavior actually enhances his musical ability.”

The mother didn’t know how to respond other than to laugh out loud.

“There’s a violin competition coming up that I wanted to sign Bingo up for. It’s the most prestigious contest for musicians his age.”

“That would be great,” the father said. “I’d like to see how the scamp does against other prodigies. When will he compete?”

“I’m afraid he won’t be competing,” Hengan said. “He refused.”

“What do you mean he refused?” the mother asked.

“He didn’t want to,” Hengan said. “Instead, he wanted to sign up for another competition.”

The tutor pulled out a newspaper article and handed it to the parents.

“What’s this?” the mother asked.

“It’s a contest for adults. The best violinists from all over the world will be competing. It’s not something that’s easy to even register for, let alone place in. But Bingo’s insistent. He wants to compete and he wants to win. Personally, I don’t think he’s ready. Maybe in ten or fifteen years, but not now.”

“Why does he want to win this competition so bad?”

“Well, first prize is an Ilario Sperrazza violin. One of the finest instruments to ever be crafted. And for some reason Bingo wants it. I have no idea why. A kid his age wouldn’t even know what to do with such a valuable item.”

“So are you going to let him compete?” asked the mother.

“That’s up to you. The entry fee won’t be cheap and he probably doesn’t have a chance of even passing the tryouts.”

The parents looked out the window at their clown child as he tossed stones up in the air and tried to catch them with his teeth. Then they looked at each other.

“We’ll do it,” they said in unison.

The violin tutor folded up the newspaper article and nodded. “Very well. I guess we’ll soon see what the boy is really capable of.”


Chapter 103

Bingo Ballbreaker parked the car outside Squirrels’s apartment building. His two passengers stepped out of the vehicle, keeping their distance from the angry clown.

“Come on,” Bingo said. “Melinda’s nearby. I can smell her.”

A couple of passing old women gave Bingo appalled looks when they overheard his words.

As they rode the elevator up, Bingo looked at the two men. Their clown outfits were terrible. He could see the string holding on their rubber noses, and their makeup was smeared in multiple places, especially near the sides of their mouths.

“You know dressing like that can get you killed in this neighborhood,” Bingo said, staring at them.

Red Wig broke eye contact. “Yeah, but we wanted to blend in.”

“You call that blending in?”

“It’s better than coming in without the makeup,” Red Wig said. “Vanillas, as you call us, stick out in this neighborhood and it’s not good to stick out when you’re moving bodies.”

“Well, most clowns find it offensive,” Bingo said. “You’re lucky I’m the merciful type.”

Red Wig straightened the nose on his face as they reached the top floor. When they got to Squirrels’s place, the door was unlocked.

Bingo called out as he opened the door, “You here, Squirrels?”

There was no response. The place was a mess. It had been ransacked. When they found Squirrels’s body, the scrawny clown was lying with his pants down on his bathroom floor. Somebody had shot him in the head while he was taking a leak. But unlike Bingo, his head wasn’t hard enough to stop the bullet. His brains were sprayed across the shower curtains. Bingo turned him over to make sure he was the guy he was looking for. When the identity was verified, he stuffed the clown’s tongue back in his mouth and closed his eyes.

“Sorry I doubted you, Squirrels,” Bingo said, unzipping his fly to take a leak in the brain-painted toilet on the other side of the corpse. “I guess I wasn’t the only one who got double-crossed.”

When Red Wig saw the clown, he said, “Wait a minute. Is that who I think it is?”

He looked at his partner. The partner shrugged.

Red Wig asked Bingo, “Is his real name Arlo Palazzi?”

Bingo’s urine stream trickled down onto Squirrels’s corpse as he finished relieving himself. “Yeah, why?”

The two cleaners looked at each other again. “He was our next job.”

Bingo zipped up and looked at them. “What do you mean?”

“We were paid to dispose of this clown’s body as well,” Blue Wig said.

“Are you kidding me?”

“No, we would’ve come here right after we finished at your place. I wasn’t paying attention to the address when we pulled up so I didn’t realize it was the same guy until we saw him.”

Bingo was surprised to hear that.

“How many other jobs were you paid to do today?”

“Four others, besides this one and yours.”

“Who were they?”

When the cleaner listed all of the names, Bingo grunted. He didn’t like what he was hearing. It complicated things quite a bit.

“You know them?” Red Wig asked.

“Yeah.” Bingo lowered his head “We all did a job together. I guess Squirrels and I weren’t the only ones to be targeted.”

“I’m sorry,” Red Wig said.

“Don’t be. They were sons of bitches, the lot of them. It couldn’t have happened to a more deserving bunch. The only thing that bugs me is who would’ve done it. If the other five guys are dead, there doesn’t leave too many suspects.”

Red Wig didn’t know what to say. He just shrugged at the big clown. Blue Wig shrugged, too.

“So you were paid to take care of this body?” Bingo asked.

The cleaners nodded.

“Then I guess I’ll let you get to it,” said the clown.

“But we left our tools at your place,” Red Wig said.

“You’re professionals,” Bingo said. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out. I’ll be in the kitchen. Hopefully Squirrels left something edible in this dump.”

After the cleaners finished their job and Bingo finished his ham-and-bubblegum sandwich, they went to check on the corpses of the other four clowns with whom Bingo’d done the job just to make sure it was true they all got iced.

“I figured as much,” Bingo said, once they got to the final residence.

All four were dead. If one was still alive Bingo would at least have a suspect, but with the whole crew wiped out Bingo had nothing. He had to find another answer. But he had no idea who it could possibly be. Whoever shot him had to have something to do with the heist, since their goal was obviously to take the loot all for themselves, but very few people knew anything about the job. The only two people still alive who knew about it, besides himself, were Beano Moretti, who’d set up the job, and Bingo’s capo, Vinnie Blue Nose. The thought that Vinnie or Beano would take him out for mere peanuts was ludicrous. Bingo brought in far more money than that on a regular basis. They weren’t in the business of killing off their paychecks.

Then Bingo realized there was one other person who knew about the heist: his girlfriend, Isabella Funshine. She was an exotic dancer down at Bonkers, one of the Bozo Family’s clown strip clubs. A real looker, but young and naïve, way too innocent for a place like Little Bigtop. If it weren’t for Bingo coming into her life just as she moved in six months ago, the city would have eaten her alive.

With Bingo as her boyfriend, nobody touched her. Nobody even got too close to the stage when she was dancing at work. She was protected, but in order for her to be protected Bingo had to make sure everyone in town knew that the girl was his. Yet it was a double-edged sword. Though it made sure nobody abused or took advantage of the innocent girl, it also made her a target. Anyone who wanted to get to Bingo could go through her. That had to have been what happened. Somebody got to Isabella and forced information out of her. She told them about the heist and they made their move.

“Poor girl…,” Bingo said, thinking about all the things her captors could have done to her. Even though he knew she probably sold him out to save her own skin, he still felt bad about it. She didn’t have a choice. It was all his fault. He just hoped they let her live after they were through with her.

“Come on,” Bingo said to the cleaners. “We’re going to Bonkers.”

“Bonkers?” Red Wig asked.

“A strip club.”

Blue Wig asked, “Why are we going to a strip club?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Bingo asked as he went back to his car. “Don’t you like strip clubs?”

The cleaners looked at each other as if their time with the clown would never come to an end.

“He wants us to go with him to a strip club now?” Red Wig asked his partner.

“What’s he think we are, members of his crew or something?” Blue Wig asked.

“This day just keeps getting weirder and weirder,” Red Wig said.

But no matter how much they complained about it, they still couldn’t figure out a way to escape from their predicament.


Chapter 104

It wasn’t a busy time at the clown strip club, but it was the time Isabella was on the clock. She wasn’t as aggressive as the other dancers, so she never got to work the peak hours. She wasn’t much of a night person anyway and usually went to sleep around nine or ten like some kind of child or an old lady. Bingo thought it was kind of cute, but it meant he didn’t get to see her very much since he was usually up pretty late. He tried to wake up early enough to see her dance whenever he got the chance, but it had been a while. With the tension escalating between the Bozos and the French clown gang, Le Mystère, Bingo was working more hours than usual, putting in time as backup muscle on any job involving the boss or his son, Jimmy Bozo.

When they entered the club, the cleaners stood in the back of the room, awkwardness written all over their faces. Maybe they’d never been in a clown strip club before, or maybe it was because their makeup had smeared so much that it was obvious they were just vanillas in clown-face. But dancers in these clubs were masters at reading body language and knew they had to engage the shy customers if they ever hoped to get money out of them. Within five minutes, the two men were surrounded by half-naked clowns bumping their noses on their foreheads and pulling them by their ties toward the private rooms.

“Hey, Bingo,” the thick-jawed bartender asked when he saw Bingo’s big mug staring at him from the other side of the bar. “What can I get for you?”

“Where’s Isabella? She’s supposed to be working here today, ain’t she?”

The bartender shrugged as he wiped the bar with a washcloth. “No clue. I haven’t seen her in a few days.”

“Is she sick or something?”

“Not that I know of. She just stopped coming in. The owner’s been pissed.”

It was as Bingo feared. He hoped it wasn’t too late. It would destroy him if he had to live with the knowledge that a sweet girl like Isabella got iced on account of him.

“When was she last in?”

“I think Monday was the last I saw her.”

“Did she leave with any guys?”

“Not that I know of. People know to stay away from her, Bing. And if some vanilla tourist comes on a little strong our bouncers put him in his place. You got nothing to worry about.”

“Hmm…,” Bingo grunted. “I’ll try her at her place. Thanks, Lobo.”

When Bingo went for the two guys he came in with, they were stuck in the private booths as the clown dancers splattered cream pies in their faces and showered them with confetti. The thug decided he’d wait for them to finish so the girls could get their full payment. After dating Isabella for half a year, he’d learned that the girls working there deserved to get as much money as they could for having to deal with the guys that came in there. He wasn’t about to stand between them and their tips.


Chapter 105

Bingo remembered the first time he met Isabella Funshine. She was on stage at Bonkers and so painfully nervous that her little round nose trembled on her face. He could tell it wasn’t only her first night at Bonkers, but her first night dancing anywhere. She made eye contact with all the men in the room, which wasn’t something the regular girls ever did, and shot each of them a terrified smile. It was tragic. She didn’t know how to work the pole and her moves were mechanical. And worst of all she slipped on her own tips, as few as there were, and fell off the stage. She probably would have broken her neck if Bingo hadn’t caught her.

“You’re going to get your head cracked open if you keep dancing like that,” Bingo told her as she lay in his arms. Normally a guy would be kicked out of the club for grabbing a girl like that, even if it were to save her from a fall, but no bouncer in the club had the gumballs to ask Bingo to leave. It was lucky that the big clown was respectful to the dancers.

He wasn’t sure if it was because she was too afraid to move or if she was actually smitten with the big guy, but Isabella didn’t leave Bingo’s arms for what seemed like an awful long time. She didn’t get back on the stage until her song was already over and she only had just enough time to snatch up her meager amount of tips before the next dancer kicked her off.

After she was off the stage, nobody wanted a lap dance from the new girl. Despite being drop-dead beautiful, her clumsiness and awkward demeanor were not appealing to any of the customers, not even in a packed house with few girls working that night.

“You look like you need a drink,” Bingo said, waving her toward the bar. “Let me buy you one.”

A look of panic crossed her face. “I’m not allowed to drink on the job.”

Bingo looked around. All the dancers in the club had drinks. “It looks like you’re the only one who follows that rule. Come on. You need to loosen up.”

“I’m not supposed to spend time with only one customer unless he’s paying for a dance.”

“Then I’ll pay you for the amount of time it would take you to give me a dance or two.”

The girl was tense as she sat at the bar with him, but Bingo was even more nervous than she was. Every word that came out of his mouth made him sound like some kind of creep trying to get into her pants. That’s not what he was after at all. He just felt bad for the poor girl. But Bingo wasn’t very experienced with the ladies. For being such a violent brute of a clown, he was like a timid bunny rabbit in their presence.

Isabella and Bingo had a couple of drinks before they loosened up. The boss got a little annoyed that she wasn’t making rounds and missed her next turn on the stage, but because she was with Bingo the guy didn’t say anything. The manager worked for Beano Moretti and knew not to mess with any made clowns, especially not Ballbreaker.

“So what made you get a job at this dive anyway?” Bingo asked her.

“It was the only place hiring,” she said. “I was originally going to get a job at a nail salon or do some waitressing, but I didn’t even get a callback on any applications. When I didn’t have rent at the end of the month the landlord said the only job I was going to get in this town was at one of the strip clubs. So I checked around and got a job here. They say it gets better after the first couple weeks or so.”

“Yeah, Little Bigtop isn’t known for its job market,” Bingo said. “And it’s even harder on the vanilla side of town. They say there’s no discrimination anymore, but when it comes to hiring clowns for anything other than birthday parties people are as bigoted as they come.”

“When I lived in Phoenix I didn’t have problems getting hired anywhere. It really took me by surprise.”

“So why’d you move here?” Bingo asked. “Most clowns try to get out of Little Bigtop, not move in.”

“My dad was from here,” she said. “He always talked about how great it was. Ever since I was a kid he always told me stories about the clown capital of the country and it was my dream to someday live here.” As she spoke, she twirled the cherry inside her candy apple martini, smiling between words almost as if she was flirting with him and didn’t even realize it. “When my dad passed away last year, I decided it was finally time for me to come see his hometown. Mom warned me against it, saying it wasn’t the place it used to be, but I didn’t listen. I guess I can be pretty stubborn sometimes.”

Bingo smiled and nodded at her. He didn’t know what to say, but he liked being in her company. There was something about her, something pure. It wasn’t the kind of thing you saw in people in Little Bigtop.

“But besides getting a job, I’ve been loving my time in the city. I don’t care what anybody says, I think Little Bigtop’s beautiful. The circus music playing in the streets. The smell of popcorn vendors when you’re walking down the sidewalks. The jugglers on every corner. It’s kind of a paradise to me.”

Bingo couldn’t agree more. He loved the place. Every grubby corner was almost magical.

“I also love being surrounded by clowns. Growing up in Phoenix, I stuck out everywhere I went. Not many clowns live in the desert, except for rodeo clowns, and I can’t stand rodeo clowns.”

Bingo nodded. “I know what you mean. I grew up surrounded by vanillas as well. My own parents were vanilla. I didn’t even see another clown outside of the movies until I moved to Little Bigtop. The first time I stepped foot on the main street while in town for a recital, I knew it was the place I was going to spend the rest of my life.”

“You were in town for a recital?” Isabella asked, a half smile on her face. “What kind of recital? Ballet?”

She giggled a nervous giggle.

“A violin recital.”

“You play the violin?” She couldn’t believe the big guy was a musician. He looked more like a bouncer or football player to her.

“Yeah, since I was a kid.”

“No kidding? I play the cello. My mom always wanted me to join the symphony but I was never good enough to do anything like that.”

Bingo smiled. “Well, maybe we should play together sometime.”

He was only joking, but the second he suggested it a flash of excitement crossed her eyes.

“I’d love to. How does this weekend sound?”

He couldn’t believe she was serious. She was a stripper. Even though she was new, she knew the job was to flirt with guys and make it seem like they had a chance with her. Although she acted as though she liked him, he thought that was all it was—an act. But the clown wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

They met up that weekend and made passionate, soul-smoothing music that filled Bingo’s apartment in warm creamy bliss. She was actually far more talented than she let on, maybe even another child prodigy. She was good enough to be a professional but perhaps she faced the same problems Bingo did when pursuing a career as a violinist—nobody wanted clowns in their orchestras. But to experience that one moment with her, Bingo thought that all the hard work and practice he’d put into mastering the violin over the years had been completely worth it. It was the best sex he ever had and he didn’t even do as much as kiss her the entire evening.

By the end of the week, they were an item. And though Bingo never stopped feeling awkward around her and they spent far more time making love with their instruments than in the bedroom, it was the best relationship he’d ever been in. If anything did happen to his beloved Isabella Funshine, somebody was going to pay for it. And pay big.


Chapter 106

They were on their way to Isabella’s apartment when Bingo noticed somebody was tailing them. Whoever it was, they were terrible at being inconspicuous. Likely, they were the same group that had tried to whack Bingo. They probably got word that he was spotted alive and walking around town, and were coming after him to finish the job they’d started. That was exactly what Bingo hoped for. It only appeared to be two or three guys in the car. No problem.

As Bingo looked in the rearview mirror, he saw the two cleaners in the backseat covered in cream and confetti. They tried wiping off the pie from their faces but only managed to wipe off more of their clown paint. They looked like messes.

“Don’t get any of that crap on the upholstery,” Bingo said. “I just had this thing cleaned.”

The two men looked around. The seats were filled with bullet holes and burn marks. They couldn’t figure out why the clown would bother keeping the thing clean.

“We’ll see what we can do,” Red Wig said.

“Who the hell are you guys anyway?” Bingo asked.

“We told you,” said Red Wig. “We’re the cleaners.”

Bingo nodded as if he only just remembered. Then he asked, “What’s your names?”

“I’m Clyde,” Red Wig said. He pointed at his partner. “This is Caesar.”

“What are you doing telling him our names for?” Caesar whispered to his partner.

“Those are some funny names you got there,” said Bingo Ballbreaker. “Clyde and Caesar? For real?” Then he laughed.

When they got to Isabella’s apartment, the place was cleaned out. The only sign of his girlfriend was a few strands of her sunshine-yellow hair. Bingo picked one of them up and held it between his rubbery white fingers, wondering if it was the closest he’d ever be to her again.

“What are we doing here?” Clyde asked. “The place is abandoned.”

Bingo was worried about what could’ve happened to Isabella, but he felt a little relieved. After seeing her stuff missing, he assumed she was likely still alive. Either they let her go and she left town in a hurry—she was smart enough to know the Bozos would come looking for her after Bingo and five of their guys turned up dead—or somebody packed up her things and moved her out against her will. She was a beautiful woman. If the people who were after Bingo were from some other family, their boss could’ve taken a liking to her and promised to spare her life if she moved in with him. Anything was possible. Either way, she wasn’t going to be easy to find. There was a good chance he’d never see her again.

“She’s gone,” Bingo said. “We’ll just have to wait for our visitors to arrive and ask them what happened to her.”

“What visitors?” Caesar asked.

The cleaners didn’t hear the footsteps coming down the hall, but Bingo could hear them clear as day. Only there weren’t a few men coming for them. It sounded like an army.

“You might want to get into the back room if you don’t want any blood on your hands,” Bingo said.

“What do you mean blood on our hands?” Clyde asked.

When the door smashed open, the two cleaners hit the floor and crawled into the back room. But Bingo just stood there and watched as the twelve armed men raced inside. They carried MP5 submachine guns and pussy little Berettas, but there were far more of them than Bingo wanted to deal with.

The men all wore derbies and matching black suits with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows to show off their arm tattoos. Judging by their trashy demeanor, Bingo knew exactly who they were.

“Carnies?” Bingo said. “What are Carnies doing on this side of town?”

He didn’t move as the Carnies surrounded him, pointing their weapons at his chest.

“You’re supposed to be dead, Bingo,” one of the Carnies said. Bingo assumed he was the lead Carnie because he had the biggest beard and the stupidest tattoos of the bunch of them, including a Celtic knot around his neck and a shamrock on the side of his forehead.

Bingo shrugged. “I guess the bullet wasn’t big enough.”

“You deserve a lot worse after what you did,” said the lead Carnie.

“And what did I do?”

“It’s too late to deny it, sonny jim,” said the Carnie, scratching his scruffy chin with the barrel of his Beretta. “I’m glad I’ll be the one who gets to finish the job. Personally, I thought a single shot to the head was too merciful for the likes of you. It should’ve been a lot slower, more excruciating.” He growled with excitement. “Oh, I can’t wait to do all the things I plan to do to you.”

Bingo just stood there, unimpressed by the threats. “You talk too much, Beardy.”

“You really oughtn’t be rushing me to what comes next, sonny jim.” The Carnie scratched his beard with the barrel of his gun again. He did it so much that Bingo wondered if it was a nervous tic. “Once I’m done talking, the pain is going to begin and when I’m through with—”

His words were cut short as Bingo’s fist collided with his throat. A loud crack echoed through the empty room as the Carnie’s voice box was smashed through the back of his neck. When he turned to his friends, they saw the shape of Bingo’s massive fist imprinted in his neck, and that little pistol he’d been scratching his chin with was now embedded deep in his esophagus.

“I said you talk too much.”

As the lead Carnie dropped to the ground, choking on his own crumpled voice box, the others raised their weapons and opened fire. And once they started shooting, the Carnies didn’t stop—too afraid of the unarmed clown to halt the barrage of bullets for even a second. It sounded like a train racing through the room. But no matter how many shots they put in the big clown, he didn’t fall. He just took them. Every single one of those tiny peashooter rounds. And once they finished and their clips were all empty, Bingo was still standing.

“Are you done?” Bingo asked.

The Carnies responded with the clicking of their pistols, desperately hoping that more bullets lay hidden in their chambers.

Bingo wiped the slugs sticking out of his chest, most of them only partially breaking the skin. Then he cracked his neck and his knuckles.

“So you’re the pricks who stole my violin, are you?” Bingo stepped over their choking leader. “You really shouldn’t have done that.”

The Carnies lowered their weapons.

When he was on the other side of the room, blocking the only exit, he turned back to them with a smile. “You see, I have a deep need to be creative at all times. That’s why my violin is so important to me. When I play my violin, it relieves the pressure. It burns off all that pent-up creative energy.”

The Carnies looked at one another. Although there was just one of him and almost a dozen of them, they couldn’t help but cower at the sight of the giant clown with the maniacal grin on his face. The stupidest among them gripped his gun like a club and the others didn’t know what else to do but follow his lead.

“But when I don’t have my violin,” the clown continued, “I have to burn off my creative energy in other ways—violent ways. I like to think that I’ve turned hurting people into an art form. And I’m sorry to say, boys, but I’m going to have to use your sorry hides as my makeshift canvases.”

The Carnies charged and the room filled with the sounds of tearing meat and breaking bones. Bingo had been itching to express himself all day and was thankful these men were so forthcoming as to donate their bodies to his craft. He showed them firsthand how, when it came to causing pain and dismemberment, Bingo Ballbreaker was a true artist.

Clyde and Caesar couldn’t believe their eyes as they came out of the back room and stepped through the collection of twisted broken bodies. They didn’t see Bingo as an artist at all. They only saw him as a deranged clown-shaped madman.


Chapter 107

“Do you ever put that thing down?” Isabella asked Bingo, waiting patiently for him to come to bed.

The lights were off. Bingo was naked and playing his violin in the moonlight coming through Isabella’s bedroom window. The cool night air tickled his scarred flesh and sent chills up his spine, into his fingers, and through the instrument he played.

“I can’t put Melinda away without saying good night to her first,” Bingo said.

Isabella cupped her hand on her round nose. Like most clowns, her nose must’ve been too sensitive to the cold.

“Sometimes I think you love that thing more than me,” she said.

Despite her complaints, Bingo didn’t stop playing.

“I can’t neglect Melinda,” Bingo said. “She’s a demanding woman. And awfully jealous.”

“And what about me?” The clown girl sat up on the bed and wrapped her arms around Bingo’s waist. “You don’t think I get jealous?”

Their words were almost lyrics to the music he played.

“Of a violin? That’s awfully petty, isn’t it?”

“I’ll show you how petty I can be.”

Isabella removed the violin from his fingers, cutting the music short. Then she placed the instrument gently on the dresser.

“Melinda’s not going to like that,” Bingo said. “Interrupting us mid-song? She’s going to give me hell for that later.”

Isabella kissed his neck. She had to stand on the bed to reach it. Then she pulled him back into the mattress.

“Would you sell your violin if I asked you to?” Isabella asked, digging her forehead into his chest. Her long curly yellow hair covering his face.

He blew her curls that tickled his nose. “Would you sell your cello?”

“I might. If you wanted me to.”

“I could never sell my violin,” Bingo said. “It’s worth more than I am.”

“But why don’t you sell it and get another violin? The thing’s an antique. You can get a better instrument for a small fraction of what you’d get for it. Then you’d have enough money left over to retire on.”

“Even if it was worth that much, you don’t retire in my business,” Bingo said. “Besides, I don’t want another violin. This one is mine. It called out to me. I had to work hard for it. Ten years old and I competed against some of the best musicians in the world and I won. It was destined to be in my hands, I tell you. And it’ll remain in my hands till my dying day.”

Isabella snickered at him. The clown was stubborn, even more stubborn than she was.

“If the people you work for find out how valuable it is they’ll have it taken from you in an instant.”

“I’d like to see them try. The Bozos are my family and my life, giving me work when the symphony wouldn’t give me the time of day, but if they tried something like that, I’d end the lot of them.”

“Is that even possible? Just you versus a whole mafia family?”

“I don’t know, but if they took my violin I’d sure as hell try.”


Chapter 108

Now that Bingo discovered it was the Carnies who were behind all this, he knew exactly where to go next. He had to go to Carnival Island.

Carnival Island was a popular Little Bigtop tourist attraction, or at least it had been back in the day. On the surface, the place was a crappy carnival attraction that hardly anybody ever visited, especially not anyone with small children. But behind the scenes the place was used to manufacture the highly addictive narcotic known as laughy-gas that plagued the streets of Little Bigtop.

The Carnies had been running the laughy-gas drug ring for years and had a complete monopoly over its distribution in Little Bigtop. Nobody dealt laughy-gas unless they worked for the Carnies. Not even the Bozo Family. And anyone who tried was swiftly dealt with in traditional Carnie fashion—their gumballs were cut off and shoved down their throats. Not even Don Bozo with his army of clowns three times the size of the Carnie gang had the nerve to go up against them. He knew the Carnies would fight to the last man, and that kind of war just wasn’t good for business. He had a long-standing order among his men to not set foot on Carnival Island. But there Bingo was, all by himself, on his way to Carnie territory to start a little war all on his own.

“We got to be careful,” Bingo told the cleaners. “The Carnies are a dangerous lot.”

They pulled over in a parking spot overlooking Carnival Island. Through the fog rising from the river they could see the tips of the old carnival rides, a run-down Ferris wheel, and a rickety paint-stripped roller coaster. The rides still looked operational, but not exactly safe for human passengers. Anyone paying to ride them would be putting their lives at serious risk. All the machines seemed good for was collecting birdshit.

“They can’t be that dangerous,” Clyde said. “You just killed a dozen of them like it was nothing.”

“Those were just grunts,” Bingo said. “I could bulldoze through those wimps all day. But the higher-ranked Carnies are of a completely different class. They’re animals.”

The cleaners were getting nervous. They’d never heard of the Carnies before and didn’t know what the heck they were doing following the mad clown into a place that even he was afraid to venture.

Bingo continued, “In the Bozo Family, you move up in rank based on your loyalty, your ability to get things done, and how much money you’re able to earn for the family. Carnies aren’t like that. They move up in rank based on one thing and one thing only—viciousness. The higher the rank, the more brutal the Carnie. The toughest in the gang are their four generals. Each one of those bastards is worth a hundred of the guys we faced back at Isabella’s apartment. Going in there’s a death sentence. Even the cops stay away from the place.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you have a plan?”

Bingo shrugged. “Nah, I’m not much of the planning type.”

“You just said going in there’s a death sentence. So you’re just going to waltz in there without a plan?”

Bingo shrugged again. “I’m more of a doer. My capo, Vinnie Blue Nose, he’s the planner. I figure I’ll just head over there and introduce myself and see what happens.”

“Doesn’t that seem kind of…stupid?” Clyde said.

“Probably, but it’ll be the fastest way to get their attention.”

Caesar and Clyde realized it was their last chance to break ties with the big clown if they hoped to survive that day. Following him on a suicide mission was where they had to draw the line.

Clyde said, “I’m guessing you don’t need us for any of this, so we’ll be heading on our way now.”

“But you didn’t drive here,” Bingo said. “How you going to get home?”

“We’ll walk,” Caesar said.

“Through Little Bigtop?” Bingo asked. “In clown makeup? You’ll get yourself killed. You better just come with me until this is all over.”

“Seriously, we’d rather take our chances walking,” Clyde said.

“I insist,” Bingo said, stepping out of the car and opening the back door for Clyde. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

“Can’t we just wait by the car? You know, where we’re less likely to get killed?”

“You guys worry too much.”

Bingo wasn’t going to let it go. The two cleaners had no choice but to step out of the car and follow the mad clown onto the island of the Carnies.


Chapter 109

They crossed the pedestrian bridge to Carnival Island and arrived at the security gate. They had to buy a ticket to get through.

“It doesn’t look like this place is going to be easy to escape once we get in,” Caesar said, hiding behind his partner.

“Yeah, it’s a good thing, too,” Bingo said. “I don’t want any of those scumbags getting out of here alive, at least not until I get my violin back.”

They went to the ticket booth and saw a Carnie with a thin mustache sleeping on the job. Bingo knocked on the glass. The Carnie nearly fell out of his seat when he woke.

“Three tickets,” Bingo said.

“We’re closed,” the Carnie said, annoyed that his sleep was interrupted. “Get lost.”

Bingo just repeated himself. “I said three tickets.”

“How many times do I have to tell you?” the Carnie said. “We’re closed. We don’t let clowns in here anyway.”

“I’m asking you nicely.”

Bingo gave him a look. Then the man with the mustache recognized him.

“Hey, aren’t you the goddamn Bozo who—”

Bingo reached through the ticket slot, grabbed him by the neck, and slammed his face into the glass.

“Just let us in before I lose my patience,” Bingo said.

The Carnie choked out the words, “Sure, whatever you say, big guy.”

Then he opened the gate for them.

As the three men entered, they heard the Carnie calling up his superiors to alert them of the intruders.

“I think they know we’re here now,” Clyde said.

Bingo smiled. “You see? Things are working out already.”

“How’s that?”

“They’re saving us the trouble of having to go look for them ourselves.”

The carnival looked even worse on the inside than it did from the outside. The place was practically in ruins. Garbage blew across their path, half the buildings were boarded up, all the paint was chipped and faded, the tents were torn up and half burned, graffiti covered even the rides, and two-foot weeds grew from cracks in the sidewalk. Anyone who paid to get into the place probably would’ve turned back the second they saw the condition of the grounds. For the most part, the place seemed deserted, apart from the laughing and moaning of people having sex in one of the nearby game booths.

“Yep, the place definitely ain’t what it used to be,” Bingo said.

“You ever been?” Clyde asked.

“Only once. The first week I moved to Little Bigtop.” Bingo smiled as he remembered its former state. “The place was packed then. You could tell it was already beginning to go downhill, but it was still a pretty nice way to spend a Saturday night when you got nothing better to do.”


Chapter 110

Bingo was only nineteen and wasn’t yet accustomed to life in the city. The suburban clown from Connecticut didn’t know what he was getting himself into. Even being the size that he was, Carnival Island just wasn’t the place anyone went to on their own. The old lady living in the apartment next door warned him of the frequent muggings and reports of stabbings, but Bingo wasn’t worried. He figured nobody would see the point in mugging him. Clowns weren’t known for having much money.

The lines were long, the food was terrible, and families kept asking to take pictures of him holding their kids because they thought he worked there, but other than that Bingo thought it was a marvelous place. He liked the energy in the air and the crowds of excited people running from the house of mirrors to the dunk-a-clown to the bumper cars to the knife-throwing booth.

He got to meet Petunia the Bearded Lady, who was strangely beautiful even with the massive amounts of fur growing from her face. He witnessed Gustav the Knife Thrower toss six-inch blades at a young screaming woman, missing only by inches, all with a blindfold covering his eyes. And he even got to go muscle-to-muscle against Orlando the Strong Man, who was somehow able to lift twice the weight that Bingo could. The clown wondered if it was some kind of trick or if the guy really was that much stronger than him. He’d never met anyone who could outlift him before, even as a child. The strong man patted Bingo on the back and shook his hand, wiggling his handlebar mustache at the large crowd that gathered to witness the match. The crowd couldn’t tell, but Orlando was obviously annoyed at the clown for challenging him. Bingo could see it in his eyes. Had the strong man lost to a clown it would’ve been a great insult to him. Bingo thought he had to have cheated.

Bingo’s favorite part of the carnival was the rides. He’d never been on carnival rides before. His parents never took him to any amusement parks as a kid, probably because they didn’t want him to be influenced by the clowns who worked at them. They were a proper suburban family, after all, and had a hard enough time dealing with his aggressive personality as it was; the last thing they needed was for him to start telling jokes, juggling bowling pins, and riding a unicycle around the neighborhood like some kind of hoodlum. But it wasn’t until that day that Bingo realized exactly what he’d been missing out on. The rides were an adrenaline rush. He went on the roller coaster twelve times and puked after every single time. But no matter how much he threw up, he still had to go back for more.

After one particularly dizzy ride—one that was so rickety Bingo thought it was going to collapse halfway through, not to mention the rumbling belly full of carnival chili he just gobbled down to make up for all the food he’d lost after the previous rides—Bingo ran around the side of a building to hack up the chunkiest, spiciest stew he’d ever coughed up. The pile was still hot and steaming on the sidewalk as he wiped the slime from his blue-and-red mouth. That’s when he heard the muffled screams coming from around the corner.

If Bingo were any other local he would’ve let it go, but he just didn’t know any better. He could tell somebody was in trouble. When he stepped around the corner, he saw three men dragging a woman behind a dumpster. She was some vanilla tourist who must’ve gotten separated from her boyfriend. Either that or the boyfriend was knocked out cold in a bathroom somewhere.

The men were carnival security. Bingo realized right then why so many crimes were committed on Carnival Island. The muggings, stabbings, rapes, and beatings were not done by some street punks who wandered into the carnival to prey on the tourists. The security guards and the men committing the crimes were one and the same.

“What’s the big idea?” Bingo said to them.

When they saw the clown standing there, the security guards laughed out loud. They weren’t intimidated by the clown in the slightest, not even by his size. When they stood up, the woman ran away, holding her torn clothes together.

“Just having a little fun,” said one of the men. He had big black muttonchops, three gold teeth, and tiny round glasses held up by a crooked nose. “But we can have fun with you instead if you insist, big boy.”

Bingo didn’t move, clenching his fists.

“I don’t like guys who disrespect women,” Bingo said.

The security guards laughed.

“You think we were disrespecting her?” asked Mutton Chops. “Nah, we were just showing her a good time. Carnie-style.”

The three men closed in on Bingo, but the clown didn’t move.

“You ought to know that clowns aren’t allowed on Carnival Island.” Mutton Chops pulled an empty whiskey bottle from the dumpster. “Not unless you work for us.”

Bingo had gone up against far more than three guys in the past, but those were all suburban frat boys who didn’t like clowns. These guys were bloodthirsty thugs. He’d never had to fight anyone like these guys before.

“Maybe I’m looking for a job,” Bingo said.

Mutton Chops giggled. “Yeah, well we aren’t hiring.” He raised the whiskey bottle. “I hear they’ve got some openings in the morgue. Why don’t you try there?”

Then the head security guard smashed the whiskey bottle over Bingo’s head. The glass shattered across his face and sprinkled to the ground, but the clown just stood there, completely unfazed.

“You’re going to have to do a lot better than that,” Bingo said.

“I intend to.”

Before Bingo could take his first swing, somebody grabbed the clown from behind and wrapped a wire around his throat. The guy was strong, stronger than Bingo. He didn’t realize it was Orlando the Strong Man until his face was driven into the asphalt and the other Carnies kicked him in the chest and stomach. The big guy with the wiggling handlebar mustache really was stronger than Bingo. It was no trick. The guy kept him pinned down as Mutton Chops and his friends beat him to a bloody, swollen mess of a clown.


Chapter 111

Bingo debated on whether or not he should try out that roller coaster one last time while waiting for the Carnies to come after him.

“You think that thing would still hold my weight?” the clown asked the cleaners.

Clyde looked up at the rusty spiral of metal. “That thing? I doubt it could hold the weight of a chinchilla.”

Bingo was about to try it out anyway until he heard the footsteps racing toward them.

“Here they come,” Caesar said.

Before Bingo could even see if the machine was still operational he found himself surrounded by scruffy vanilla tattooed men with rolled-up sleeves and black suspenders. All of them were grunts and they were all better armed than the guys who’d hit him back at Isabella’s place.

“Well, I guess it’s time we got started,” Bingo said, slapping his knuckles together.

But the Carnies didn’t attack. They just formed a human wall around them, keeping them from getting away. The two cleaners inched their way behind the massive clown at their side.

“What do they want?” Clyde asked.

Bingo shrugged. “I guess they want us to wait here.”

The Carnies opened a path and let four of their men through.

“Who are they?” Caesar asked.

“They must really think we’re something,” Bingo said. “Sending their four generals out to greet us? I figured we’d have to kill a few dozen of them before they sent even one of the generals out.”

When Bingo saw the four generals, he recognized them from the first and only time he’d visited Carnival Island twelve years ago. Back then, they were lowly sideshow attractions. But now they were the lords of an army. There was Petunia the Bearded Lady, who was no longer as beautiful as Bingo remembered. She’d become a muscled beast of a woman with fists like bricks and a patch over her left eye. Then there was Gustav the Knife Thrower, smiling through his salt-and-pepper beard. Enzo the Human Pretzel, a scrawny bald man wearing only a loincloth, walked out on his hands with his legs tied around the back of his neck. And finally, there he was, the man who’d almost killed him all those years ago, the only man Bingo had ever met who was stronger than he was—Orlando the Strong Man.

Bingo eyed the strong man down as the generals approached. The big guy had aged more than a decade and Bingo had packed on twice the amount of muscle he’d had when he was nineteen, not to mention all the fighting experience he’d gained working for the Bozo Family. He wondered if Orlando could still take him, especially if he had all three of the other generals backing him up.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here, clown,” said Orlando the Strong Man. “After what you did, there’s not a man on this island who isn’t dying to tear you limb from limb.”

Bingo had no idea what the guy was talking about. The beardy Carnie back at Isabella’s place had said the same thing.

“And what is it you think I did?”

The strong man ignored his question. “You’re not getting out of here alive.”

Bingo wondered if he’d done something to them during one of the fuzzy spots in his memory. He didn’t at all like the Carnies. Given the opportunity, there wasn’t much he wouldn’t have done to them.

“Look, whatever I did I’m sure you scumbags deserved it,” Bingo said. “But what I want to know is what you creeps did with Melinda and Isabella.” He waited for a response, but they weren’t talking. “I’m sure I’ll have to kill a good number of you before you take my request seriously, but if you give them back to me in one piece then I’ll see what I can do about sparing the rest of your lives.”

The Carnies weren’t listening to the clown. They had bloodlust in their eyes. Whatever Bingo’d done to them, they weren’t going to rest until either he or they were dead.

“Okay, I’ll take the big one,” Bingo said to Clyde and Caesar. “You guys take the knife thrower and the bearded lady.”

The two cleaners dropped their mouths open.

“What?” Caesar cried. “You expect us to fight them?”

“Would you rather just sit there and watch?” Bingo asked.

“That’s exactly what we hoped to do,” Clyde said.

Bingo cracked his knuckles and then rubbed his round red nose. “You guys really don’t know a good time when you see one.”

The four generals attacked first, all of them going after Bingo and leaving the cleaners to hide on the sidelines. When Bingo’s fist collided with Orlando’s, he realized that the strong man hadn’t lost any of his might after twelve years. The blow sent the clown stumbling back. If it were one-on-one, Bingo thought that maybe he could’ve taken the strong man. But he quickly learned that he was no match for the four of them working together.

The bearded lady lit a match and blew a cloud of fire into Bingo’s face. As he smacked out the flames, Enzo the Human Pretzel wrapped himself around the clown, turning himself into living bondage.

“What the hell’s with this guy?” Bingo said with smoking eyebrows.

He tried to pull the human pretzel off his back, but the wiry man only tightened his grip on Bingo’s arms, making himself impossible to reach. Then Orlando punched Bingo in the stomach until the clown went slack.

“You’re probably pretty amazed by how much stronger I am than you, eh?” Orlando said, punching Bingo in the ribs. “You have far more body mass than I do, but you see, I have something you lack.” He punched him in the jaw as Enzo tightened his inhuman elbow around the clown’s throat. “I’ve got steel rods implanted throughout my body. Nobody in this town’s tougher than me.” He punched him in the face again, knocking a tooth loose. “Especially not some gutter clown like you.”

When Orlando kneed Bingo in the stomach, the clown could feel exactly what the big man was saying. Bingo fell to the ground. Then the Carnies took turns beating him as the human pretzel tightened his hold on him.

“This isn’t good,” Bingo said, as his eyes went foggy. “Damn Carnies. I can’t believe they got me again…”

The clown couldn’t help but chuckle as he passed in and out of consciousness. He had a strong feeling of déjà vu.


Chapter 112

After the first run-in with the Carnies, Bingo woke in the Little Bigtop hospital. He didn’t remember what had happened. Once he finally passed out after the beating he took, he didn’t expect to ever wake up again.

“You’re one tough son of a bitch, you know that?” asked a voice from within the room.

Bingo looked around to see a clown sitting next to him. The stranger wore a nice blue suit and had neatly combed short blue hair. His blue nose was so slick and shiny that Bingo wondered if the guy polished it on a daily basis.

The blue-nosed clown continued, “Even with you being unconscious, those Carnie pricks still couldn’t kill you. They stabbed you almost twenty times before they gave up and left you lying there.”

“Who are you?” Bingo asked.

“My name’s Vinnie,” said the blue-nosed clown. “But the more important question is, who are you? You didn’t have any identification on you. The hospital called my people assuming you worked for us.”

“And who is us?”

“You must be new in Little Bigtop,” Vinnie said. “Nobody around here wouldn’t recognize a member of the Bozo Family when they’ve seen one.”

Bingo had heard of the Bozo Family, long before he moved to Little Bigtop. He couldn’t believe that the guy sitting next to him was in the clown mafia. He looked around the same age as Bingo, maybe even younger. It was hard to believe that a guy so young would be working with the mob.

“There’s not many of us big enough to match your description,” Vinnie said, “nor any of us stupid enough to pick a fight in Carnie territory, so we assumed you couldn’t have been with the Bozos. But still, my capo asked me to come by and check on you anyway. Maybe see if you needed a job.”

Bingo couldn’t believe what the blue-nosed clown was saying. “A job? Are you serious?”

“Any clown who can pick a fight with the Carnies in their own territory and come out of there alive, even on a stretcher, would do pretty well for himself in our line of work.”

“But you don’t even know me,” Bingo said. “I could even be a cop.”

“You’re no cop.” Vinnie laughed. “Judging by your clothes, I’d bet you’re some suburban kid who probably didn’t get along with his parents and wanted to move to the city where you’d be around more of your own kind. But since you got here, you probably haven’t been able to find a job. And I hate to break it to you, but you’re not likely to find one, either. A lot of clowns like you come here every month, and this place eats them right up. They usually end up hooked on laughy-gas and living out of a cardboard box by the end of the first year.”

It only took Bingo a minute to think about it.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll pass,” Bingo said. “I’m a violinist. I plan to join the symphony.”

Vinnie shrugged. “If that’s what you want to do, then you should do it. I wouldn’t stand in the way of anyone’s dreams. But if the only violin gig you find yourself is playing on a street corner for pocket change, give me a call.”

Vinnie gave him his card. It said he worked for someplace called THE GREATEST SHOW ON EARTH. Obviously, it wasn’t the real company he worked for.

Bingo tossed the card on the table next to his bed. “Thanks, but I’ll do fine playing violin. They say I’m pretty good at it.”

“By the looks of your fingers, I’m sure you’re great,” Vinnie said. “But being great doesn’t always equal success.”

Vinnie placed his blue hat on his head and took his leave. Before he left the room, he said, “Just think about it. This town’s been waiting for you, Bingo. You could really go far here.”

At first, Bingo had no intention of ever calling Vinnie Blue Nose, but for some reason he kept his card. When he couldn’t find work playing his violin anywhere, or work of any kind for that matter, and his parents cut off his allowance and told him to either come back home or sell his violin, he decided to give Vinnie a call. He didn’t care what kind of work the Bozo Family wanted him to do, as long as he got to keep his violin and stay in Little Bigtop. It wasn’t the line of work he ever saw himself getting into, but he was pretty sure that he’d get the hang of it.


Chapter 113

It took eight Carnies, including Orlando, to drag Bingo across the grounds to see their boss.

“We had nothing to do with this guy,” Clyde said to the bearded lady as they were forced to come along.

“We swear,” Caesar said. “He practically kidnapped us.”

The guy in charge went by the name of Lord Preston Fantasio. When Bingo saw him through his swollen glazed eyes as they brought him into the boss’s tent, he recognized the son of a bitch immediately. Though the guy now wore a cloak and top hat like some kind of carnival ringmaster, he wouldn’t miss those stupid muttonchops and tiny round glasses anywhere. Fantasio was the rapist security guard bastard Bingo got into the fight with twelve years ago. The clown had no idea how the jerkoff could make it to the head of the Carnie gang being the scrawny prick that he was. He must’ve just been the brains behind the Carnival Island laughy-gas operation.

“So this is the guy who killed Boris?” asked Fantasio, tapping a skull-handled cane at the clown.

“Who’s Boris?” Bingo asked.

Orlando slammed his face into the concrete floor, and then raised it back up, leaving a round clown-nose-shaped splat of blood.

“He’s the guy you killed last week,” Fantasio said. “Boris the Sword Swallower. A dear friend of mine.”

Bingo had problems with his memory of the past couple of days or so, but he remembered everything from last week. There was no way he’d killed the guy Fantasio was talking about.

“I didn’t kill any friend of yours,” Bingo said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to take credit for killing any of you Carnie pricks. But it wasn’t me.”

Then the Carnie boss saw something in Bingo’s eyes. He just now recognized him as the clown he’d gotten into a fight with twelve years ago.

“Hey, Orlando,” Fantasio said to the strong man. “Isn’t this the same clown we beat down years ago? You know, the one we couldn’t kill no matter how many times we stabbed him.”

The strong man smiled through his handlebar mustache. “Oh yeah. I think he is.”

Fantasio shoved the skull side of his cane into Bingo’s mouth. “Is that why you killed Boris? You finally got the guts to get your revenge after all these years?”

Bingo used his nose to butt the cane out of his face. “I told you, I didn’t kill the guy.”

“It’s no use denying it. Charlotte saw the whole thing.”

“Charlotte?”

“She’s the carnival’s new fortune-teller,” Fantasio said. Then he turned and called her name. “And my fiancée.”

A tall, gorgeous woman stepped into the tent and wrapped her arm around Fantasio. She was covered from head to toe in tattoos and wore an albino anaconda around her neck like a scarf. The snake slithered across her shoulders, coiling around her arms in an almost sexual way.

“Yes, my love?” the woman asked.

Her voice was familiar to Bingo.

“Is this the man who killed Boris?”

It wasn’t just her voice.

She nodded. “Yes.”

She somehow wasn’t a clown anymore, but when he looked in her eyes there was no mistaking that it was her.

“Isabella?” Bingo asked.

She pointed at him with a long, black fingernail. “He’s the bastard who killed your friend.”

Bingo didn’t understand. How could she be Isabella Funshine? Isabella was a clown and this woman was vanilla. She couldn’t have just been wearing clown makeup the whole time. He’d made love to her many times, he’d held her in his arms, he’d pinched her little round nose. There was no way she wasn’t a true flesh-and-blood clown. To imitate a clown that well she would’ve had to go through some serious cosmetic surgery. It just wasn’t possible.

“Isabella, what’s going on?” Bingo asked. He was nearly in tears. “Why are you pretending to be some Carnie whore?”

The strong man smashed his face into the ground again.

Fantasio looked over at his fiancée. “Charlotte, do you know this clown?”

“No,” she said, then spit in his face. “The only time I’ve ever seen him was in my crystal ball, the day he killed Boris.”

“Then why does he think he knows you?”

She looked at Bingo and laughed. “He must be mad. That bullet you put in him must have scrambled his brain.”

Then it all came back to Bingo. The night before, Isabella came to his apartment. He heard her voice on the intercom and buzzed her up, but when she came through his door she was no longer a clown. She pretended to be some kind of woman in distress. He sat her down on the couch, asking her a million questions about why she was dressed up as a vanilla and why she was acting that way. His back was to the door, so he didn’t notice the group of Carnies coming up behind him. He heard the first split second of a gunshot and then everything went white.

“Who the hell are you?” Bingo asked the woman. “Did you work for the Carnies this whole time?”

“I’d appreciate it if you stopped speaking to my fiancée,” Fantasio said.

“No…,” Bingo said. “You’re not with them, either, are you?”

“Tell him to stop looking at me like that,” the woman said. “I hate clowns.”

Bingo turned his eyes to the Carnie boss. “She’s playing you, just like she played me. Do you actually think she’s a real fortune-teller? Do you think she can actually see anything in the crystal ball?”

But Fantasio wouldn’t listen to a word he said. It was obvious the guy was blindly in love with her and couldn’t possibly doubt her, not even when she claimed to have actual clairvoyant powers.

“Get rid of him,” the woman cried.

Her blind lover obeyed her command.

“Gustav,” Fantasio said to the knife thrower. “Finish him.”

Gustav threw a knife at the clown, but the tip barely entered his muscled chest. It fell back out and plopped in the clown’s lap.

Bingo continued, “Or maybe she knew what happened to your friend Boris because she’s the one who killed him.”

Gustav tried again, but the second blade just bounced off the clown’s head.

“Aim for the neck!” Isabella cried.

Bingo said, “Can’t you see what’s going on, you Carnie pri—”

The third blade plunged deep into the clown’s throat. An explosion of blood sprayed from Bingo’s mouth and he went limp, falling face-first into the floor.

When the clown was dead, the two cleaners looked at each other. They assumed they were going to be next. All eyes in the room turned toward them. Caesar nearly puked, his heart was racing so much. There was an awkward silence for a few moments.

“Well?” Isabella asked the cleaners.

“Well what?” Clyde asked.

“Well, get rid of the body,” she said.

Clyde pointed at the clown, then at himself. “You want us…to get rid of the body?”

“Of course,” she said. “We hired you to do the job, now finish the fucking job.”

“Oh, of course…,” Clyde said, shaking his head.

As the two men got to work, Caesar oozed with relief. “That’s why we’ve been following him around all day. We were just waiting for him to die so we could finish the job.”

Clyde elbowed him to shut up. He wanted to grab the body and get out of there as soon as possible.

“Why did you hire outside people to do the job anyway?” Fantasio asked the tattooed woman.

“Because if your men did it they’d do a lousy job and the Bozo Family would figure out the Carnies were behind this,” she said. “You really want a war with the Bozos?”

“The Bozos ain’t nothing,” Fantasio said, wrapping his arms around his woman’s waist. “Look at how easy we took out their toughest guy. I tell you, with the two of us working together, one day we’ll be running this town. And the Bozos will be wiped off the Little Bigtop map for good.”

Charlotte fake-giggled and then kissed him. As they embraced, the snake on her shoulders coiled itself around Fantasio’s neck like a cold, fleshy noose.


Chapter 114

Clyde and Caesar needed a wheelbarrow to get the giant clown’s body off Carnival Island and into the back of Bingo’s car. The second they were outside Carnie territory, they both gasped with relief.

“I thought we were dead back there,” Caesar said.

“It’s been my recurring thought all day,” Clyde said.

They bought a sturdy chain and enough weight to sink an elephant, then they attached it to the clown’s body and tossed him in the river. As he sank, the two cleaners watched the water to make sure he went down.

“So that’s it?” Caesar asked.

“That’s it,” Clyde said. “We just need to ditch the car, get our stuff back at the clown’s place, then get the heck out of this shithole circus town.”

As they turned to go back to the car, the water exploded behind them. Somebody gasped for air. The cleaners didn’t want to turn back. Even when they heard the chains rattling across the ground, they didn’t want to believe it was true.

“It can’t be…,” Clyde said.

“How the hell is it possible?” Caesar said. “He was dead. You saw.”

Then Bingo stepped up next to them, pulling the chains off his arms.

“I think you guys were right,” the clown said. “I think next time I’m going to have to go in there with a plan.”

“You can’t be serious…” Clyde shook his head. He should’ve known the day was never going to end.

Bingo held out his hand. “What I need is some gasoline, some lube, and one of those collars that those dominatrix girls wear.”

The next thing the cleaners knew, they were at a clown sex shop on the main strip of Little Bigtop.

Bingo looked at the clown woman at the register, holding up a glittery pink leather choke collar. His blood trickled down his arm onto the counter.

“I’d like the biggest one of these you got in stock,” he said.

Even with the Carnie’s knife still sticking out the side of his throat, Bingo was as casual as if nothing were wrong with him at all. The cashier couldn’t take her eyes off his disfigured condition as she rang up his order.

“And some lube,” Bingo said with an incredibly serious look on his face. “I’m going to need a lot of lube.”

The two cleaners tried to pretend as though they weren’t with him.


Chapter 115

Before they got back to the car, somebody pulled over in front of him. Vinnie Blue Nose stepped out and approached the big man.

“Hey, Vinnie,” Bingo said. “What’re you doing here?”

Vinnie didn’t have too happy a look on his face.

“I heard you paid a visit to the Carnies today,” Vinnie said. “You know the boss ordered us to stay far away from Carnival Island.”

Bingo shrugged. “Who said I went to Carnival Island? I haven’t been to Carnival Island in years.”

Vinnie pointed at his neck. “You’ve got one of their knives stuck in your throat.”

Bingo touched it and pretended to act surprised, as if he’d not noticed it before. “What? This? Nah, this was just from a couple of street jugglers who got me by mistake.”

“Come on, Bingo,” Vinnie said. “Why’d you go to Carnival Island? It’s not like you to break the rules.”

Bingo decided to stop with the act. “Look, Vinnie. They took my violin. You know how important that thing is to me.”

“Important enough to start a war over?”

Bingo didn’t want to let Vinnie know just how valuable his violin really was, but if he knew he would agree that it was worth risking a war to get it back.

“They know I didn’t go there on the boss’s orders.”

“It doesn’t matter. Rules are rules. If this gets back to the boss, I don’t know if I can protect you.”

“You don’t need to protect me,” Bingo said. “Besides, it wasn’t just the violin. I thought they kidnapped Isabella.”

Vinnie paused. He put a cotton candy cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “If that was the case you should’ve come to me first. I would’ve figured something out.” Then he took a deep drag. “Is she okay?”

“That’s the thing, when I got there it turns out she wasn’t Isabella anymore. I mean, she was the same woman, I’m sure of it, but she wasn’t a clown. She was vanilla, dressed up like a Carnie. Fantasio said she was his fiancée.”

Vinnie nodded his head. “Poison Strawberry.”

“Huh?”

“She’s a con artist that’s earned the nickname Poison Strawberry, on account that she usually kills her marks by feeding them poison berries once she’s through with them. She finds a guy who’s got something she wants, either a valuable antique or just a crap-load of cash, then she transforms herself into that guy’s perfect mate. After months of seducing the poor bastard, she sinks her teeth into him when he least expects it. I heard she was coming to town, based on the trail of bodies she left leading to Little Bigtop, but I never thought she’d choose you or Fantasio as her marks. I’d figured Uncle Jojo would’ve been more her style.”

Bingo still didn’t want to let on how valuable his violin was, but realized that must have been what she was after the whole time. He felt like such a sucker. He should’ve known she was too good to be true.

“I don’t think she really does it for the money,” Vinnie said. “I think she does it for kicks. She probably gets something out of becoming a new person every few months.”

Bingo still couldn’t believe it. He wanted to get her out of his head. He really loved that woman.

“I think she loved you, too,” Vinnie said, as if he were reading the clown’s mind. “When she plays a character, I believe she actually becomes that character. She felt everything Isabella felt. But eventually her fantasy world had to come to an end and she had to collect.”

“But I still don’t get it. How was she able to become a clown? I felt her. She was real. There’s no way you could fake that.” Then he pointed to the cleaners standing behind him. “Look at those guys.”

Vinnie looked over at the two guys with clown paint half smeared off their faces. They pretended he didn’t notice them.

“There’s all sorts of prosthetics and makeup effects that can be achieved these days. She surely knows every trick in the book. Otherwise, somebody would have tracked her down a long time ago.”

“Yeah, well she’s good. I’ll give her that.”

“Look,” Vinnie said, placing his hand on the clown’s shoulder. “I’ll talk to the boss and see what I can do about getting your violin back. But for now you got to get to a hospital and get yourself looked at. You’re tough, but there’s only so much injury a clown can take. I can’t afford to lose you.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Bingo shrugged so deeply he nearly drove the knife deeper into his throat. “This is nothing.”

“I’ll catch up with you later,” Vinnie said, heading back to his car. But before he got in, he turned back to the giant clown. “Just do as I say. Check yourself into the hospital and whatever you do don’t go back to Carnival Island.”

“Sure thing, skipper,” Bingo said.

Once Vinnie drove off, Bingo looked back at the cleaners.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“What?” Clyde asked. “Where?”

“Back to Carnival Island,” Bingo said.

“But that guy just told you not to go there.”

“You’d think I would’ve heard that,” Bingo said, rubbing the back of his scalp. “But I guess getting shot in the head really messes up your short-term memory.”

Then Bingo loaded them back into his car. He trusted his capo would help him the best he could, but he couldn’t count on him to get the job done. For starters, he didn’t know the value of the violin. And on top of that, Bingo had no idea how long Isabella was going to hold on to his violin. He had to get there before she sold it off and left town.


Chapter 116

“We’re really not having a good day, are we?” Caesar asked his partner.

Clyde yanked the clown nose from his face until the rubber band snapped, then tossed it on the ground. “Nope. I’d say this is quite possibly the worst day I’ve ever had the misfortune of experiencing.”

They were in the exact same place they’d been in three hours ago—standing in the center of Carnival Island, surrounded by a horde of angry Carnies. But this time Bingo had a knife stuck in his throat and a huge smile on his face.

“Aren’t days like these the best?” Bingo asked, as if he hadn’t just heard the cleaners’ conversation.

When the four Carnie generals saw the clown standing there again, they couldn’t believe their eyes.

“How the hell are you still standing?” asked Orlando the Strong Man.

Bingo cracked his knuckles and then rubbed his round nose. “I guess I just don’t know when to quit.”

Orlando sent the other three generals at him first. “Finish him.”

Gustav, Petunia, and Enzo charged the clown.

As Bingo saw Enzo the Human Pretzel leading the pack, he pulled off his shirt. The clown’s greasy well-lubed body glistened in the twilight. But Enzo must’ve assumed it was just sweat, because he jumped at him anyway.

“What’s wrong, Bendy?” Bingo asked as the human pretzel slipped and squirmed against the clown’s back, not able to get a good hold.

Bingo slipped Enzo off his torso like a used condom, wrapped his armpit around his neck, and bent his head so far back that even a master contortionist couldn’t endure it. The cracking sound echoed through the carnival. Then Bingo tossed the skinny man’s corpse to the ground like an old jump rope.

“Who’s next?” the clown asked.

The Carnies were furious. Seeing one of their own generals killed right in front of them was enough to send them into a feral rage.

When Petunia the Bearded Lady tried to spit fire at him, Bingo beat her to it. He took a swig of gasoline just as she was pulling out her lighter. Once she lit the flame, Bingo spit first, covering her face in a ball of fire. She screamed and ran through the crowd, trying to find water somewhere to put out her beard of flames.

Gustav threw knives at Bingo, but the clown just casually walked past him. The knives either bounced off the clown’s thick hide or went in just an inch, then fell back out. The knife thrower couldn’t even pierce his neck this time, now that Bingo wore his new glittery pink leather choke collar—which he had to alter to accommodate the knife already sticking out of his throat.

“Keep trying, buddy,” Bingo told the knife thrower as he strolled past him.

Gustav did keep trying, tearing up with frustration, until he ran out of knives to throw. Then he bent down and picked up empty beer cans and threw those, but they didn’t come even close to their target.

When it was just Orlando left, the strong man was furious.

“This time I’m ending you, big nose,” the strong man said.

“Then get on with it, mustache,” Bingo said.

The strong man charged, barreling down the sidewalk like a man-shaped boulder. He clenched his fists and howled at the heavens like a god of war. And from the other direction, Bingo was charging at him. The two monstrous men came at each other, two tanks playing a game of chicken.

When they collided, it was a thunderclap. The two men crushed into each other like a demolition derby made of flesh. But that’s when the fight ended. They both stopped moving. Nobody knew what was going on until Orlando backed up, holding his crotch.

Bingo wasn’t the kind of clown who was too proud to go after a man’s gumballs in a fight. And when a guy as big as Bingo goes for the gumballs, they’re surely going to burst as if a sledgehammer has fallen on two raw eggs.

“I guess those aren’t steel, too, are they?” Bingo asked.

The strong man crumpled to the ground, writhing in agony. He wasn’t going to be getting up anytime soon. In fact, he probably wouldn’t be able to walk for a few months at least.

Before Bingo could get to Lord Preston Fantasio and the snake he thought was his girlfriend, he found himself surrounded by the bulk of the Carnie gang. They all held shotguns and high-caliber rifles to his face, the kinds of bullets that not even Bingo’s thick skull could stop.

But before a single shot was fired, a tidal wave of clowns flooded Carnival Island. The number of clowns, armed with sizzling pies and gumball shotguns, matched the number of Carnies. They were locked in a stalemate. Everyone stood, aiming their weapons at each other, not even breathing.

Vinnie Blue Nose moved through the crowd like a cool breeze. He was unarmed and completely calm, removing blue gloves from his hands and stuffing them into his suit pocket.

When Lord Preston Fantasio saw the capo, he stepped forward and said, “What the hell’s going on, Blue Nose? I thought we had a truce.”

“Sorry, Preston, but I can’t let you kill my guy.” Vinnie gave Bingo a disappointed glance. “Even if he doesn’t follow orders.”

“He’s the one who invaded our territory,” Preston said. “He killed at least two of our guys and maimed a few more.”

As he said that, all eyes went to Orlando the Strong Man as he lay groaning on the ground.

Vinnie walked right up to the boss of the Carnies, and said, “We have to talk.”

Then he stepped past him and entered the boss’s tent.


Chapter 117

Bingo entered behind Preston and Vinnie. A few Carnies and a few of Blue Nose’s men came with them.

Once they were all inside, Fantasio said, “So what the hell do we have to talk about, other than us starting a war?”

“It’s about your new girlfriend.”

“Charlotte? What’s she got to do with this?”

“Everything,” Vinnie said. “She’s not who you think she is. Have you ever heard of Poison Strawberry?”

“Yeah, the woman who kills dumb rich bastards and takes all their money, so what?”

“So you and my man here have both become her latest victims.”

“Are you trying to tell me Charlotte’s Poison Strawberry?” the Carnie asked. “That’s nuts.”

“Is it?” Vinnie asked. “Think about it. How has your relationship been with this girl you call Charlotte? Has your relationship with her been anything less than perfect since you met her? Has she been everything you ever dreamed of in a partner? Does that sound like reality to you, or somebody who’s been trying to play you?”

Fantasio thought about it for a minute. It was obvious that she was the perfect girl for the Carnie boss, but he still wouldn’t believe that she was playing him. He was ready to give everything to that girl.

“You’re wrong,” he said. “Charlotte’s perfect because she’s perfect, not because she’s playing me for a sucker.”

“Then what’s that,” Bingo said, pointing at a bowl of strawberries on the table.

Everyone in the room gathered around the fruit bowl. Charlotte’s anaconda was lying dead on the table. Preston used his cane to pick up the limp snake.

“Just the fumes from those things were enough to kill it,” Vinnie said.

It was only then that Fantasio began to believe what the capo was saying. He went to the safe in the corner of the room and pushed open the unlocked door. It was completely bare.

Then he turned to his men, “Find Charlotte. Bring her to me.”

The three Carnies left the tent and went looking for the woman. As they left, a different group of Carnies entered.

“Boss, you gotta come quick,” said one Carnie, the same one who’d been running the ticket booth when Bingo arrived earlier that day.

Vinnie and Fantasio called a cease-fire as they stepped out of the tent, then they followed the ticket booth Carnie across the park. It was their laughy-gas lab. The place was in flames.

“Damn it,” Fantasio cried. Then he yelled at his men, “Put it out.”

The Carnies weren’t trained or equipped enough to deal with a fire that size, but they took their extinguishers to it anyway.

As the fire grew out of control, Bingo turned to run.

“Where the heck are you going?” Vinnie asked him.

“I can’t let her get away with Melinda,” Bingo said.

Vinnie didn’t get a chance to ask who the heck Melinda was before the big clown took off through the amusement park.


Chapter 118

Bingo searched the perimeter of the island until he found Isabella loading all her loot onto a small motorboat hidden behind a group of rocks on the south side of the island. Among the loot, Bingo saw his darling Melinda as the woman packed it into a waterproof case.

Isabella hit the gas on the motor and took off at top speed for about twenty feet. Then she wasn’t moving anymore. She looked back to see Bingo holding the rope that was used to tie her to the shore.

“Bingo?” she cried as he pulled her back in.

She drew a knife and attempted to cut through the rope, but she wasn’t able to cut faster than Bingo could reel her in. When the boat was close enough, Bingo hopped inside.

“Leaving without me?” Bingo asked.

As he sat down on the bench across from her, she tried to stab him with the knife, but the clown grabbed her wrist and bent it back until the blade fell into the water. Then she went for his violin—probably to threaten to toss it in the water if he didn’t let her go—but he just put his feet on top of the waterproof box like an ottoman, preventing her from getting inside. Then the clown leaned back and took a deep breath of the cool twilight air.

“You were far better looking as a clown,” Bingo said. “You should have stayed that way.”

Then he saw a shift in her eyes. It was an odd thing to witness, like a caterpillar becoming a butterfly. He could see her transforming, changing from Charlotte back to Isabella. Although she was still covered in the Carnie woman’s tattoos, her insides had completely converted into the clown girl Bingo had fallen in love with.

“What if I could be Isabella again?” she asked.

Bingo laughed so loud the knife in his neck jiggled. “I might not be the smartest clown, but you can’t fool me a second time.”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a syringe, then injected it into her neck. Within seconds, the pinkish tan color disappeared from her skin, dissolving all of her Carnie tattoos, leaving only bleached white flesh. Then she pulled out a little round clown nose made of some kind of plastic that had a realistic-feeling flesh texture. When she placed it on her nose, it suctioned itself into place.

“I really loved being Isabella,” she said. “I think it was my favorite character I’ve ever played.”

She placed contacts in each of her eyes, changing the color from hazel to a bright bubblegum blue.

“Being a clown was so wild, so magical. It’s why I stayed with you for six months instead of two or three as I normally do.”

She removed her black hair—the most realistic wig Bingo had ever seen—and revealed a bald head with tiny hooks along the sides. Then she pulled out her clown persona’s long sunshine-yellow curly locks and put them on. The hooks closed into the wig, making it impossible for anyone to remove but herself.

“Part of me wanted to stay with you forever,” she said. “I never wanted to give up being Isabella.”

With three electronic pens, she colored in her eyes and mouth, mimicking clown makeup. The pens weren’t painting her skin, but somehow altering its color. She was so used to doing it, she didn’t even need a mirror. Only once did she make an error, and to correct it she pulled out an electronic eraser and removed the color from that section of skin so that she could start over.

“The only reason I didn’t stay with you was because I knew that eventually someday you’d find out I wasn’t a real clown. Then you’d probably get so mad that you would’ve hurt me. So I figured I had no choice but to go through with my original plan.”

Bingo couldn’t believe his eyes. She was able to transform herself so quickly. He wondered how many times a week, or even per day, she had to go through that transformation.

When she was finished, it was like Isabella Funshine was back, sitting next to him. He couldn’t see any of the Carnie girl in her anymore. He couldn’t tell that she wasn’t a real clown. She was as perfect as she was the day they first met.

“I wouldn’t have hurt you,” Bingo said. “I don’t hurt girls.”

When he said that, a smile crossed Isabella’s lips.

“I was wondering if now that you know I’m not really a clown, maybe you can accept me for who I am.” She rubbed her white fingers down his cheek. “Maybe if you can find a way to forgive me, we can go back to what we were. Then I can stay Isabella forever.”

She leaned in and kissed his cheek. He let her do it. He thought it was nice to pretend that Isabella was with him one last time. But when she moved his face so that she could kiss him on the mouth, Bingo pushed her away.

“That’s enough,” Bingo said. “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested.”

“Why not?” Isabella cried, sitting back with a pouty look on her face, the same one she always used to give him when he refused to come to bed. “You can have your violin back. We can keep all this money I stole from those disgusting Carnies. We could be happy together.”

Bingo thought about it for a second and then said, “Nah, I don’t think so.”

“Why not? Didn’t you love me? If you loved me then, you can still love me now.”

“Yeah, but things change,” Bingo said. “Even if you’re telling the truth, and I highly doubt you are, I still wouldn’t be interested. You see, after what you’ve done to me, it got me thinking…”

The clown pulled the waterproof box closer.

“I never needed you, even before I found out you were a fraud,” Bingo said, then he tapped his knuckles on the box. “The only woman I’ll ever need is right here.”

Bingo retrieved his violin from the box.

“You were a good fling, but Melinda’s the true love of my life.”

A look of rage crossed Isabella’s clown-face. At first, Bingo thought it was because he hadn’t fallen for her lie, but then he realized it was something else. She was jealous. Genuinely jealous. Just as she always was whenever Bingo chose his violin over her. Vinnie Blue Nose was right…Poison Strawberry really did lose herself in her roles.

“That bitch is mine!” the clown girl screamed.

Then she lunged for the violin. But she wasn’t trying to take the instrument from him; she wanted to destroy it. She wanted to smash it to pieces for stealing Bingo away from her.

But as Bingo stood up, the boat began to rock. Isabella lost her balance and fell overboard.

“I’ve missed you so much, baby,” Bingo said to his violin, and then kissed it with all the love in his heart.

“Bingo, help me!” Isabella cried.

She thrashed her arms in the water, trying to stay afloat. Bingo just ignored her and stepped off the boat onto the rocks, carrying his violin like a bride over the threshold.

“I can’t swim!” she cried, her eyes filled with panic. “Help me!”

He turned his back to her. He knew Isabella didn’t know how to swim, but he didn’t know if that was part of her act or not. He wondered if the woman who played Isabella knew how to swim. And if she did, he wondered if the woman was so dedicated to the roles she played that she’d even allow herself to drown rather than break character.

“Please! Bingo! I love you!”

He just shrugged and walked on. Whatever happened to her, he was sure that she deserved it.


Chapter 119

As Bingo walked through the fires that swallowed Carnival Island, he emptied his soul into his violin. The music he created was both cheerful and sad, expressing the unbearable pain he felt apart from his darling Melinda and then the joyous time of their reunion.

Fantasio, his fancy outfit coated in ashes, ran to Bingo. “Did you find that fucking bitch?”

Bingo nodded—the knife in his throat tapping against the neck of the violin—but he didn’t stop playing.

“Back there,” Bingo said, pointing over the hill where he encountered her. “But she’s probably drowned by now.”

“What?” Fantasio yelled, pissed if he didn’t get a piece of her before she bought it.

Then he took off running over the hill.

Bingo continued to make loving music with his darling Melinda as he went through the burning carnival, passing Bozos and Carnies alike, both groups working together to try to put out the fire. He passed Clyde and Caesar, who now appeared trapped behind a wall of flames, having difficulty getting themselves to freedom.

“If I get out of this, I swear I’m retiring from this business,” Clyde said.

Then Caesar said, “If I get out of this, I’m locking myself in my apartment and never coming out again.”

Bingo was almost waltzing by the time he made it back to Vinnie Blue Nose. His capo was arguing with Gustav the Knife Thrower, trying to come up with a plan for fighting the fire.

“You see, this is why you don’t make it so cops and firemen are too scared of you to enter your territory,” Vinnie told the knife thrower. “When you need their help, they’re not going to come help you. It’s better to just pay them off, make them work for you instead of against you.”

The knife thrower didn’t appear to speak much English.

Bingo continued past his capo, flowing in whichever direction his heart pulled him. He emptied everything out of his soul, all of his anguish, sadness, fear, and pent-up aggression, and let his little wooden lover transform it into pure beauty. Bingo didn’t care about anything that was going on around him at that moment, even when he was surrounded by the mounting flames. He just played his violin without a single care in the world, because he was madly in love, and it was the sweetest music that any clown had ever heard.



Part Six

Wedding Day


Chapter 120

There was no son of a bitch in all Little Bigtop who deserved to be whacked more than Joey “Uncle Jojo” Bozo. The clown was a pig, a womanizer, a backstabber, and a cheat. But the fat conniving weasel reached a whole new level of scumbag the day he sold out his own nephew to the French clown gang, Le Mystère.

“Jimmy Bozo has to die.”

That was all those French bastards kept saying throughout the meeting. Jojo was getting sick of hearing it.

Two days ago, he got word that Le Mystère was planning to hit the Bozos on the day of his daughter’s wedding. This he could not stand for. There were few things Jojo loved in this world more than money and power, but one of those things was his daughter, Taffy. She meant the world to him. She was his pride and joy and there was absolutely nothing he wouldn’t do for her. So Jojo set up a sit-down between himself and the heads of Le Mystère, hoping he could come to some kind of arrangement to ensure that his beloved clown princess of a daughter didn’t have the best day of her life turned into a bloodbath.

“There’s got to be something else we can do for you,” Jojo said, getting annoyed at their inflexibility. “Money, territory, you name it. But I can’t hand over my own nephew.”

Mortimer LaCroix leaned back in his seat and put his tiny purple legs on the table. For being the boss of the French clown mafia, LaCroix wasn’t a very big man. In fact, the clown barely broke four feet tall and was technically considered a little person. Jojo was careful not to call the French boss a midget on account of his reputation for skinning alive anyone who used that word in his presence, no matter who it was.

“Why not?” Mortimer asked. “André here lost his nephew, so you should lose yours.” He gestured to the Frenchman at his side. “It’s a fair trade.”

Jojo eyeballed André Dupont, the notorious chef capitaine of Le Mystère. André was physically the complete opposite of his boss. The clown was so tall that his knees were higher than his shoulders as he sat. He went by the nickname Daddy Longlegs, because he’d had stilts surgically attached in order to stretch his legs twice their natural height. Sitting next to him were his two sons, Jean and François, better known as the Juggler Brothers. None of the three was prepared to rest until they avenged their cousin and nephew, Pierre Beaumont.

“Not exactly,” Jojo said. “Jimmy’s a capo, not to mention the boss’s son. And Pierre, with all due respect, wasn’t even connected with you guys. He was blood, sure, but just a regular guy. If this were a game of chess, Jimmy would be a rook or a bishop and Pierre wouldn’t even be a pawn. He’d just be some speck of dust that somehow blew onto the board. It’s not a fair trade at all.”

Judging by the looks in the eyes of all the French clowns at the table, Uncle Jojo had just said the wrong thing.

Daddy Longlegs leaned his head between his ear-high knees and raised a finger at the underboss. “I don’t care if Jimmy’s a rook, a bishop, or the goddamn king. He killed my sister’s kid. The little shit has to pay for that.”

The French clown’s voice was deep and his breath was foul. Jojo couldn’t even make contact with his beaming eyes—one red and one green—as he spoke.

“And he will, trust me,” Jojo said. “But he doesn’t have to die for it. There’s got to be another way we can make good on this.”

The group went silent as a clown waitress wearing a plastic pink apron entered and served them each strawberry sundaes. They were in the back room of an ice cream shop, the usual place the clown families met when settling disputes. There wasn’t a clown in Little Bigtop who didn’t like ice cream.

When the waitress left, Daddy Longlegs shook his polka-dot-patterned head. “There’s no other way to make this fair. Pierre was my family. I held him in my arms when he was just a baby. He didn’t deserve what happened to him. He was good kid, a straight-A student who was studying to be a lawyer. He was worth twenty of Jimmy. And not only that, because of him I also almost lost both of my sons in The Sideshow.”

Jojo waved his spoon in disagreement. “You can’t blame what happened to your sons on Jimmy. He almost died there, too.” Then he scooped the cherry off his sundae and tossed it aside.

“It’s too bad he didn’t,” said Longlegs. “Had he not made it out of The Sideshow, we wouldn’t be needing to have this conversation in the first place.”

Jojo realized he wasn’t going to get anywhere with them. It was clear that blood was the only thing that would satisfy them.

“Look, I’m going to level with you,” Jojo said. “Jimmy’s a worthless piece of shit who’s been a pain in the ass since day one. In all honesty, you’d be doing everyone in the Bozo Family, even his own father, a huge favor by wiping him off the face of the planet. But could you at least do it on another day besides my daughter’s wedding? It’s unnecessary. Hit him on the way out of a strip club or something.”

LaCroix shook his head. “It’s not good enough. If you want to save your daughter’s wedding you’re going to have to bring us Jimmy Bozo yourself.”

“What’s with you French bastards?” Jojo asked with a spoonful of rocky road in his mouth—he was just the kind of asshole who ate rocky road in his strawberry sundae. “This isn’t the way things used to be done. Back in the day, you just didn’t hit weddings, no matter what the grievance. We used to be more civilized than that. What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Jojo wasn’t the type to keep his mouth shut, even when he was at a table of rivals who were strong enough to take him out in seconds. The only clown he had to back him up was Beano Moretti, one of the few capos who was loyal to Jojo over his brother, but the big-eared bastard just sat there with his mouth shut, shaking in his baggy checkered pants. A lot of good he did him.

“I’m growing tired of this,” LaCroix said. “Are you going to give us Jimmy Bozo or not?”

Jojo looked at Beano, but just one glance at the big-eared clown’s face and it was obvious he had no advice to give him. If Jojo ever made boss the last thing he was going to do was make Beano consigliere. He’d make a terrible adviser.

Jojo sighed. “I can’t bring him to you. The blue-nosed prick who follows him around everywhere is too smart for that. He’d know something was up. But what I can do is help you set up the hit.”

“How?” LaCroix asked.

“Not sure yet. I need time to figure out the details.”

The French clowns pushed their untouched sundaes away.

“You’ve got one week.” LaCroix dropped down from his chair as Daddy Longlegs stood, grazing the ceiling.

When the Frenchmen were gone, it was just Beano and Jojo left in the room. Jojo pulled his sundae closer and took another bite. Then he let out a sigh.

“That could’ve gone better,” Jojo said, swirling his spoon in the ice cream.

“What are you going to do?” Beano asked, his Frisbee-sized ears wiggling with worry. “You’re not really going to set up Jimmy for a hit, are ya?”

Jojo took a few more bites of ice cream before answering. “Yeah, what choice do I have?”

“But what if your brother finds out?”

“He’s not going to find out.” Jojo took a bunch of large bites until his sundae was finished. “You know what your problem is, Beano? You worry too much. If you didn’t worry so much you wouldn’t make so many stupid mistakes.” Jojo scraped the bottom of his bowl for the remaining strawberry syrup. “That’s why you almost got my future son-in-law whacked last May. Don’t think I didn’t forget about that, either.”

“I told you, I thought he was a rat. Both you and the boss approved it.”

“Yeah, well you were wrong.” Jojo stood up. “And in this business, being wrong can get you killed.”

Then Jojo bent over and cried out in agony, grabbing his balding white forehead as an ice cream headache sent stabbing pains through his brain.


Chapter 121

“Hold up,” Uncle Jojo told Beano on the way out of the ice cream shop.

He tried to act natural as he rushed to the bathroom and locked himself inside. Then he collapsed against the back of the door, clutching his chest. The underboss was having an attack, which had been building up throughout the meeting with the French clowns.

“Damn cheap piece of crap,” Jojo said to his heart.

He went to the mirror and unbuttoned his orange suit, then wiped the sweat away from a small keyhole above his left breast. He inserted a brass key into the hole and then wound up his heart like a music box. He coughed as his ticker beat back into life, returning to its normal rhythm. Uncle Jojo had the mechanical heart implanted years ago when his heart failed and he was too old to get on the donor list. Nobody in the Bozo Family knew about his condition, not even his brother. It was a sign of weakness and he didn’t want anyone finding out.

The problem was that the heart was basically a cheap Tinkertoy that wasn’t meant to last long. Jojo had tons of money, but he was stingy with it and always went for the cheapest deal, even when buying himself a heart. The gears were getting rusty. The ticking noise had become more of a croaking sound. He used to have to wind it only a few times a month, but recently he’d been needing to wind it multiple times a day. It needed to be replaced ages ago, but Jojo just hadn’t found the time. If he didn’t get it taken care of soon enough it was going to kill him. And until then he needed to relax and lay off the stress, but lately it seemed like stress had been getting handed to him by the truckload.

As Jojo put the key back in his pocket and rebuttoned his shirt, he looked at his reflection in the mirror and said, “Where do you get off?”

Jojo looked around the bathroom, wondering who he was talking to. “Huh?”

Jojo repeated himself. “I said, where do you get off?”

Jojo looked at his reflection and pointed at his chest. “You talking to me?”

His reflection nodded. “Yeah, I’m talking to you, ya balding prick. Where do you get off selling out your own nephew to the French? He’s family. You don’t do that to family.”

“Hey, that little shit’s had it coming to him for a long time.”

His reflection just rolled his eyes at him. “Yeah, maybe he deserves it from somebody else, but you? You should be on his side. If you don’t like his behavior you should do what you can to help him correct it. But you don’t help his enemies take him out.”

Jojo was about to punch the mirror. “What the hell do you know, ya fat bastard? I’m not doing this because I’m heartless. On the contrary, I’m doing it for the well-being of my daughter. If I have to choose between Jimmy and Taffy I’ll choose Taffy every time.”

Jojo’s reflection chuckled. “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. But you know there’s other ways you could’ve taken care of this.”

“Like what?”

“Like moving the wedding out of town or, better yet, hitting them before they hit you. Send Mr. Pogo after them. Take out the Juggler Brothers and their long-legged father. That’d slow them down.”

“I couldn’t do that. It would start a war. We can’t afford a war right now, not with Manny Malone shutting us down left and right.”

“Well, why not talk to your brother about it? Maybe he’d disagree with you.”

“I know he’d disagree with me. He always disagrees with me. And if he had to make the call he’d rather send this family into ruins than give up his son. It’s best for everyone if I handle it.”

“You discredit your brother’s resourcefulness. Him and Blue Nose could probably figure out another way if you gave them a chance. Instead, you go off and have a sit-down with the French behind their backs, then roll over to their terms because you’re too weak to come up with anything better.”

“Look, who do you think you’re talking to?” he yelled into the mirror. “This family would be nowhere if it weren’t for me. Without my ideas we’d still be some pathetic vanilla gang just scraping to get by like Dad did in the old days.”

“Hey, don’t get so upset,” his reflection said. “I’m just telling you what you’re already thinking. There’s no point in arguing with yourself like some kind of loon.”

“It’s what has to be done,” Jojo said.

“Fine, it’s what has to be done. But before you go through with it, just think about what it’s going to do to your brother. He sees Jimmy as the future. Without his son, he’ll lose hope for the future. He won’t be the same clown. He’ll crumble.”

“Then I guess it’ll be time for me to finally take over the family.”

“And you’ll do a better job?”

“I always do a better job.” Jojo unlocked the bathroom door and then looked back at his reflection. “As I said, the family would be nothing without me.”


Chapter 122

Jojo always liked to think that it was his idea that the family got into the clowning business back in the day, but it was really his brother’s. Jojo had been completely against it. In fact, he’d thought it was nuts.

Thirty years ago, there was no Bozo Family. There was no Uncle Jojo, no Don Bozo. They were the Balzanos—Joey and Tommy Jr. Balzano. Both were in their early thirties when their father died and left them the family business. But things weren’t going well. The old ways of doing business just weren’t panning out the way they used to. A family of three hundred made men and countless associates had dwindled down to only a dozen or so. They had to do something drastic if they were going to survive. That’s when Joey’s older brother had an idea. He thought they should get into the clowning business. With the Comedy Prohibition Act passed in Washington, the joke trade was a new business opportunity that no other families had tapped into yet. Tommy wanted the Balzano Family to be the first.

“But why become clowns?”

Joey thought his brother was only joking at first. They were at their old hangout, a hot dog shop they’d once owned and operated as a front for their real business.

“Because it’s perfect,” Tommy said, shoving a hot dog in his mouth.

Tommy wasn’t the morbidly obese man he became later in life, but he was always a bit pudgy in the face and he was always a big eater. He had three hot dogs on his plate and was ready to steal Jojo’s if he wasn’t fast enough.

“I understand the comedy business,” Joey said, drinking a rum and cola out of a fountain drink cup. “We should move on that before any of the other families beat us to it. But why do we have to become clowns in order to do it?”

Tommy wiped the mustard from his chin. “Because it’s a loophole. Even though everyone else in the country is banned from telling jokes, clowns can still get away with being funny. Telling clowns to stop being clowns would be racial discrimination. The cops can’t do anything about it.” Tommy took another bite of hot dog and continued while chewing, spraying food everywhere. “It’s like how those Native Americans are still able to grow peyote and magic mushrooms on the reservations even though it’s illegal everywhere else in the country. If comedy’s a part of our culture, we’ll be protected.”

Joey didn’t know what was wrong with his brother. “But becoming clowns…how can you be serious? Why would you even want to be a clown for the rest of your life?”

“That attitude’s exactly what’s going to put us ahead of the other families. None of them have the balls to go clown. Even if they try to get into the joke trade, they’ll hesitate once they have to transform their DNA. They got too much Italian pride for that. But, see, we’re desperate. We got nothing to lose. And if we become the first clown family in town, nobody else will be able to compete with us.”

“But that serum that turns you clown is supposed to be dangerous,” Joey said. “What’s it called again? Happy Juice? You’ve got to be a nutcase to inject yourself with that crap.”

“There’s a little risk, but it’s worth it.”

“And what about starting a family? You really want to marry a clown woman? Have clown kids? I saw on the news when they showed those videos of that first clown baby born in San Francisco last year. The thing looked like it came out of a nightmare. I couldn’t imagine having one of those things running around my house.”

Tommy crumpled up a hot dog wrapper and went for the next one. “What do you have to worry about? You always said you’re never getting married.”

“I’m not. The idea of being with only one woman for the rest of my life drives me insane just thinking about it. But still, what if I knocked a girl up? I don’t want a kid with giant feet, rainbow hair, and a big round nose. It would be an embarrassment.”

“Well, everyone else is on board,” Tommy said. “And the decision has to be unanimous. Do we go clown and give ourselves a fighting chance, or do we let everything Dad spent his whole life trying to build up just crumble and die?”

Joey thought about it, but he couldn’t figure out any other option. He hated to admit that his brother was always the idea person. He wasn’t sure if it was his rum and cola answering for him, but he agreed.

“Fine, we’ll do it your way, but this better work out. If I become some idiotic clown for nothing, I don’t care if you’re my brother, I’m going to cut your balls off.”

“Hey,” Tommy said with a mouthful of hot dog. “I’m not just your brother, I’m also your boss. Don’t ever forget that.”

By the end of the month, the Balzanos became the Bozos. Every member of their crew had turned clown and they moved to the new but quickly growing community known as Little Bigtop. At first, Joey wasn’t too fond of being a clown. He didn’t like clown girls and most normal girls didn’t go near clown guys like him. The only good thing was that the money started flowing in. That kept him going for a couple of years.

But one day, he found a clown girl that he could fall in love with. She wasn’t like the other clowns. She wasn’t the loopy goofball type that he hated so much. She seemed normal, like a regular human woman in clown makeup. Her name was Gianna and within three short months he realized he was completely in love with her.


Chapter 123

“I completely despise that woman,” Jojo said the second his wife left the room.

He’d been arguing with Gianna so much that day that he had to wind up his heart every two hours. Their daughter’s wedding was coming up in less than a week, and Gianna blamed everything that went wrong on him. She was always trying to turn Taffy against him.

“Why didn’t you order the confetti cake?” Taffy yelled at her father.

“Your mother said red velvet cake would be better,” Jojo said. He sat in his recliner, trying to relax as his daughter flew around him.

“But I want a traditional clown wedding. It’s not a clown wedding unless there’s a confetti cake. And it should have gumballs and strawberry filling. I told you a million times!”

Taffy was running through the house, wearing her fluffy pink wedding dress with the back wide open. She was trying to do several things at once, speaking to her father as she put together carousel centerpieces, painted the cake topper, and picked out her husband-to-be’s tuxedo from a catalog—it had to be a suit in a shade of pink that would match her hair—all while getting her dress hemmed.

“I’ll take care of it, sweetie. Don’t worry.” He took a sip of blueberry cognac.

Taffy flipped frantically through the catalog to find a good suit, but none of them was perfect.

“Are the circus animals going to be there like you promised?” she asked.

“Yeah, I talked to Berryman, the caretaker. He’ll be able to get the elephants and juggling seals. Maybe even the lion.”

“What about the ponies?” Taffy asked. “It’s not a clown wedding if I don’t ride a white pony down the aisle.”

“I don’t know if my brother has any white ponies, but I’ll make sure you have a white pony one way or another.”

She gave up on finding her husband’s tux and went back to painting the cake topper—a bride and groom holding hands within a heart. Taffy thought it was the perfect topper for their cake, but they didn’t make it with a clown bride so she had to paint it herself. She wanted the little figures to look exactly like her and Pinky.

“What about the circus music?” she asked. “I need a clown orchestra playing circus music. That’s the most important part.”

“Yeah, sure. I spoke to Reverend Jellybottom and he’s even going to bring in the church choir as well.”

“What about Bingo? Will he be playing violin?”

Jojo shrugged. “Well, Bingo plays more of that classical stuff. He doesn’t do circus music.”

“I don’t care. I want Bingo to play violin. Pinky says he’s the best. Everything has to be the best.”

“Fine, I’ll talk to him.”

“And I want you to order Vinnie Blue Nose to be Pinky’s best man.”

“You want me to what?” Jojo nearly spit out his blueberry cognac.

“Pinky wants Spotty to be his best man, but I don’t. That clown’s gross. He’ll ruin all the wedding photos with those insects crawling on him.” Just thinking about Spotty’s pet roaches sent shudders through her marshmallow-white skin. “Tell Vinnie I want him to be the best man. Vinnie will be perfect, because he always wears blue. Blue and pink are the wedding colors.”

“Can’t you just let Pinky choose his own best man?”

“Not if it’s Spotty!” Taffy cried.

“Does this have to be my job? I can get the animals, music, and cake, but this sounds like something you should work out with your groom. It’s got nothing to do with me.”

“They all work for you, don’t they? They’ll do whatever you say. Even Pinky.”

Jojo didn’t know how to say no to his daughter. “Fine. If that’s what you want, I’ll see what I can do.”

Then Taffy charged into the hallway to go after Gianna. “Mom! I thought you were working on my dress!”

As she waited for her mother to come back, Taffy held out the tuxedo catalog to her father and pointed at the one that best suited her needs. “I want this one. Have it overnight-shipped tomorrow.”

“Shouldn’t you at least show it to Pinky before ordering it?”

“He’ll love it.”

When Gianna entered, she was rubbing her forehead beneath her short lipstick-red hair, trying to endure the headache that had been mounting from spending the day helping her daughter.

“Somebody keeps calling and hanging up,” Gianna said. “It’s the fifth time today. I’m getting sick of it.”

“Come on.” Taffy faced her back to her mom, pointing at the bottom of her dress. “Keep going. This has to be done tonight.”

Gianna just ignored her daughter and said, “I keep hearing somebody breathing on the other line, but they don’t speak.” Then she stared at her husband with exhausted eyes. “You better not be sleeping around again.”

“Huh?” Jojo had no idea where that came from. “I’m not sleeping with anybody.”

“I’m serious,” Gianna said. “I’m not going to stand for another psychotic floozy throwing pies at you through our bedroom window.”

“That only happened once and it was ten years ago.”

“Just one more time and I’ll divorce you so fast—”

“Mom!” Taffy cried, so tired of being ignored she stomped her feet. “My dress!”

Gianna fake-smiled at Taffy and took out her sewing kit, wondering if she could play it off as an accident if she stabbed her daughter in the back of the leg with a needle.


Chapter 124

“Were you the one calling my house last night?” Jojo asked his mistress after they finished having a long session of lethargic, straightforward sex.

The cutesy clown girl, less than half his age, wrapped her body around him and pulled up the covers. She looked at him and shrugged innocently, waving her long green eyelashes and smiling to show off her rosy red dimples. She was obviously trying to avoid the question.

“I’m serious, Pepper. We agreed you’d never call.”

Once he pushed it, the smile fell from Pepper’s face. “So what? I just wanted to hear your voice. Why didn’t you answer?”

“You don’t call there. Ever.”

She tossed the covers away and sat up, strapping on her pointy blue bra with propellers on the tips.

“Why haven’t you divorced her yet?” she asked. “You’ve been promising all year that you’d finally end it with her. Then we wouldn’t have to sneak around all the time.”

Jojo rolled over and put his face in the pillow. He went to see Pepper because being at her place was usually the only time he was able to relax. It was stress-free. He didn’t have to worry about his demanding work or his bickering family. He could just be himself. The last thing he wanted was to have to deal with Pepper getting on his case about leaving his wife.

Closing his eyes, he said, “I’ve told you. It’s complicated. We’ve been together thirty years.”

Pepper stepped away from the bed so she wouldn’t get hit.

“If you don’t tell her about us, I will.”

Jojo sat up with a look on his face that was absolutely livid. If the clown were closer, he probably would’ve hit her. “What did you just say?”

“Somebody has to tell her and if you won’t I will.”

Jojo pointed at her. “You don’t even think about it. This isn’t a game. If you call my wife again, or even mention to me that you’re thinking about telling her about us, I will destroy you.”

Jojo paused to grab the brass key from the nightstand and wind up his heart. He put his anger into every turn of the key.

“I won’t just cut you off financially, I’ll cut you off the face of the planet.”

Pepper sneered at him with her pouty green lips, sniffling as if she were about to cry. Her nose—light green, like a little Granny Smith apple on the center of her face—quivered below her wet eyes. She was upset, but not because she was afraid. She was used to his threats. He was a bastard, but he didn’t scare her. What bothered her most was the thought that he didn’t take her seriously.

“Well, what am I supposed to do?” she asked. “Just wait around forever?”

Jojo tried to calm himself. “I call the shots. When I’m ready to tell her, I’ll tell her. And if I decide never to tell her, that’s too damn bad. You either wait for me or you get lost, but you don’t talk to my wife. Got it?”

Pepper nodded, but the way she avoided eye contact Jojo could tell she wasn’t sincere. Uncle Jojo had actually been trying to break it off with Pepper for months now, but he didn’t know how. She was a crazy kid and he had no idea what she would do if he told her to take a hike. For starters, she would tell his wife about them. That part was a given. Then she would probably stalk him, slash his tires, basically do everything in her power to make him miserable. That was not something a guy like him could let happen. He was pretty sure the only way he was going to be able to break it off with her was by putting a bullet in her head, and that was not a thing he was looking forward to.

“I’m sorry I had to yell,” Jojo said to break the awkward silence.

Pepper ignored him, putting on her clothes and strapping on her five-inch heels.

“You going somewhere?” Jojo asked. “If you’re upset I should be the one to leave. This is your place after all.”

She went to her vanity and put on some makeup. Most clowns didn’t need to add makeup with all the natural color in their skin, but Pepper preferred to have a lot more red in her face to balance out the green. She didn’t think all the green features on her face were very pretty. But with her natural green-and-white skin, Jojo thought that all adding red makeup did was make her look like some kind of Christmas clown.

“I’m going out with Jimmy tonight,” she said.

“My nephew? You still hang out with him?”

Pepper put on layer after layer of lipstick, trying to turn her green lips red. “Yeah, you got a problem with that?”

“You’re not fucking him, are you?”

Pepper giggled. “We’ve known each other since we were kids. Jimmy’s like a brother to me.”

“So you’ve never done it with him, even after all those years? Jimmy doesn’t seem like the kind of kid who would keep girls around that he wasn’t giving it to.”

“Jimmy has no interest in me whatsoever. He said I’d be the last girl he’d ever want to be with.”

“Why’s that?”

“He said I’d be too much of a psycho to date. Can you believe that? He called me a psycho? If anyone’s crazy, it’s Jimmy Bozo.”

Jojo thought about it. He wasn’t really sure which of the two was crazier. They were both equally nuts in his opinion. He wondered if their unbalanced personalities were why they’d been friends so long. You’d have to be nuts to hang out with either of them for fun.

When she grabbed her things and left, Jojo closed his eyes to get a much-needed nap. As he drifted off, he wondered how Pepper was going to take Jimmy’s death. He hoped it didn’t make her more needy than she already was. And he really hoped it didn’t make her even crazier. He wouldn’t be able to handle her if she got any crazier.


Chapter 125

“What the hell, Tommy?” Jojo said to his brother.

Jojo was the only person who still called him Tommy. To everyone else, he was Don Bozo. First name Don. Last name Bozo. If anyone called him Tommy Bozo he took it as a sign of disrespect. But he let his brother slide, because he knew the son of a bitch didn’t respect him anyhow.

“You took the gumball factory from me?” Jojo placed his hands on his brother’s desk and leaned in. “My wallet’s already been hurting since Buttons ran out on us.”

Don Bozo didn’t like when his brother barged into The Show to complain about the way he was running things. It was something he did far too often. Jojo was never satisfied with the job his brother did, even on the best of days.

“I didn’t have a choice,” said Don Bozo. “Manny Malone’s breathing down my neck again. We got to keep things quiet for a while.”

“Do you know how much that’s going to cost me? The gumball factory’s a major source of income for me. It’s the only source of income for a lot of my guys.”

The gumball factory was what they called their black-market gun trade. They manufactured and distributed clown weapons all over the country, from gumball shotguns, to explosive pies, to happy bullets, to pretty much everything that a clown could use to kill someone. It was a major operation that brought in billions a year, and it wasn’t something that you just shut down out of nowhere for no good reason.

“It’s only temporary,” Don Bozo said. He twisted up a balloon dog and let it crawl across his desk toward his brother.

“Temporary? How temporary?”

“A few weeks. Maybe a few months.” The boss shrugged. “Until I say otherwise.”

Jojo banged his fists on his brother’s desk, crushing the balloon dog. “This is really bad timing, Tommy. I got my daughter’s wedding coming up. You know that. And with that girl, trust me, I need all the money I can get right now. She’s absolutely slaughtering my bank account.”

Don Bozo pushed his brother’s hand away from the desk to free the balloon dog before it popped.

“You’re going to have to get by without the gumball factory for now, Jojo. If you need a little extra for Taffy’s wedding I’ll float you the cash.”

“For how many points? I’m second in command here. I shouldn’t have to be taking out a loan to pay for a little wedding.”

Don Bozo just looked up at his brother. He didn’t have to say another word. Jojo knew he wasn’t going to budge.

“This isn’t going to stand, Tommy. If you don’t get the gumball factory up and running again there’s going to be hell to pay.” Jojo went to the door. They stared each other down for a few minutes, but his brother wouldn’t say another word. “Mark my word.”

Jojo walked out the door. Then walked right back in with a completely different tone of voice—a sweeter, more gentle tone. “You’ve got everything sorted for Taffy’s wedding like I asked, right?”

His brother nodded.

“She’s got her heart set on having those circus animals there. You got to come through with that, especially a white pony. She needs a white pony.”

Don Bozo nodded again. “Don’t worry yourself none, Joe. I want my niece’s wedding to be as perfect as you do.”

Jojo hated when his brother called him Joe, even worse than his brother hated being called Tommy.

“Thanks a lot, Tom.”

Then Jojo’s expression changed back to the sour mug it had been a moment ago and he stared down his brother while slowly closing the door.


Chapter 126

Pinky Smiles showed up at Jojo’s doorstep that night, carrying flowers and a bottle of rosé wine.

“Your bride’s not here,” Jojo said. “She’s out with her mother shopping for a chocolate fountain or something ridiculous like that.” Then he pointed at the things in Pinky’s hands. “Those for Taffy?”

The kid was obviously nervous. Jojo was an intimidating figure, especially for a soon-to-be father-in-law. And as second in command of the Bozo Family, he was not the kind of clown whose daughter you wanted to be messing around with.

Pinky looked down, then back up at the clown. “No, they’re for Gianna.”

Jojo laughed and let him inside. “It’s not my wife you have to impress, kid. It’s me. Where’s my bottle?”

Pinky looked down. “I just got the one.”

Jojo shrugged and said, “I guess we’ll have to drink that one then. My wife shouldn’t be having any on her medication anyway.”

The underboss uncorked the bottle and poured each of them a glass, then they went to the living room and took a seat.

“I’m glad you came,” Jojo said. “I’ve been needing to talk to you.”

Pinky took his glass and drank the tiniest sip. “Yeah?”

When Jojo took a sip of the wine, he cringed and spit it back into the glass. “This crap is terrible. Where the hell did you get this?”

Pinky didn’t know how to respond to that. He just shrugged and shrank in his seat.

“Seriously, kid. A real clown drinks whiskey, beer, and scotch…and maybe a little bubblegum cognac now and then. That’s it. None of this wine bullshit. We’re not fucking French.”

Pinky just nodded and sipped his wine.

“So, this was supposed to be a surprise Blue Nose was going to tell you at your bachelor party.” Jojo paused to take a couple of gulps of the wine, despite what he’d just said about never drinking it. “But I’m not invited to your bachelor party, not that I’d go if I was, so to hell with the surprise if I’m not going to be there for it…”

Jojo trailed off to take a few more sips of wine. He cringed after every sip.

“What surprise?” Pinky asked.

Jojo looked at Pinky and raised his glass. “You’re getting made, kid. Congratulations.”

Pinky’s eyes lit up. “Are you serious?”

“Try to act surprised when Vinnie tells you later this week.”

“I can’t believe it…,” Pinky said. All of his dreams were suddenly coming true. “Thank you.”

Even though Spotty had told him it was coming, Pinky was still shocked that it was really happening.

“Come here,” Jojo said, giving the kid a cheers with his glass and then giving him a hug. “By this time next week, after you walk down the aisle, you’ll be a major part of both my families.”

Pinky was practically glowing. “Thank you. This means everything to me.”

“You’re going to be the father of my grandchildren,” Jojo said. “This promotion will ensure you’re able to provide for them. If my brother didn’t approve of Vinnie’s request, I probably would’ve called the wedding off.”

Jojo laughed, but Pinky could tell he wasn’t joking.

“Speaking of my brother, you probably know that me and him don’t always get along too well.”

Pinky nodded. Everyone knew about how much the two Bozo brothers always butted heads.

“There’s going to come a day, maybe even sometime soon, when it will be time for my brother to step down and another clown will have to take his place.”

“Like Jimmy?”

Uncle Jojo frowned at the kid. That was the wrong name to say at that moment.

“No, like me.”

Pinky nodded. “Oh yeah, of course.”

“And when that time comes, I want to make sure you’re on my side. Not Vinnie’s side. Not anyone else’s side.”

The mood in the room became tense. Pinky with his happy-go-lucky personality wasn’t accustomed to this kind of talk. It took him by surprise.

“But Vinnie’s my capo,” Pinky said.

“Yeah, and you should be loyal to him. And my brother’s the boss, you should be loyal to him, too. But I’m going to be your father. The clown who marries my daughter has to be loyal to me over anyone else in the family. Capisce?”

Pinky nodded. It was clear he really had no clue what he was talking about. He didn’t understand why he’d need to be loyal to one clown more than another. He was loyal to the Bozo Family, everyone in the Bozo Family. The idea of choosing sides didn’t make sense.

“I have high hopes for you, kid. Don’t disappoint me.”

Pinky stood up, thinking Jojo was finished with the conversation.

“We’re not through yet,” Jojo said.

Pinky refilled his glass instead.

“The last thing I wanted to talk about is the most important,” Jojo said. He waited for Pinky to sit down before continuing. “It’s about my daughter. Taffy is everything to me. She means more to me than anything else in the world.”

Jojo pulled out a revolver and set it in his lap. He pretended to be polishing it with a napkin while pointing it directly at the kid.

“When I first heard that you and Taffy were engaged, I wasn’t too happy about it,” Jojo said. “In fact, I was a little annoyed…annoyed enough to put a bullet in your head.”

Pinky tried to shift away from his line of fire, but Jojo just tilted it toward his new direction while polishing.

“I didn’t want her to marry someone like you. It’s not because you’re half clown. I don’t care about that. In fact, half clown is better than full clown if you ask me. I was really hoping she’d end up with a nice vanilla boy. A doctor or an engineer, somebody who’d take her away from this town. But you? There was no way I could let her end up with someone like you…” He broke eye contact and looked down at the gun. “Or someone like me.”

Jojo put the gun down.

“But then I started thinking, maybe you’re the perfect guy for Taffy.” Jojo took another swig of wine. “Let’s be honest, she’s not the easiest person to get along with. I spoiled her too much. I love her with all my heart, but she’s kind of a little shit, to be honest. My dream of her ending up with some vanilla doctor? Not going to happen. But you? You’re something else.”

Jojo paused to laugh at the kid. “You have the patience of a saint putting up with her for as long as you two’ve been dating. She’s never had a boyfriend who stuck around as long as you.”

Pinky didn’t know what he was getting at, but smiled anyway. Just thinking about Taffy always put a smile on his face.

“When I think about what really matters to me, it’s not giving her the life I wanted for her. All I really care about is for her to be happy. And I don’t think any guy out there could make her as happy as you do.”

Jojo finished the bottle. By the end, he realized he kind of liked the flowery wine. It tasted a little too much like perfume, but pretty good.

“You’re like me,” Jojo said. “You see her as a princess. And the only way to deal with a princess is to endlessly shower her with gold and presents and admiration, and never ask for anything in return. Not many men are willing to do that for a woman. But you are. Once I realized that, I knew you were the only clown my daughter could marry.”

Pinky didn’t know what to say after that speech. He wanted to give the big guy a hug. But after he stood up, he found the barrel of the revolver shoved in his stomach.

“But if you ever stop treating my daughter like a princess,” Jojo spit in his face. “If you ever hit her, cheat on her, or do anything to even make her cry, I will bury you. Once that ring is on your finger, you’re dedicated to her for life.”

Pinky just smiled at him.

“Of course,” the kid said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Jojo was thrown off by the half clown. He wouldn’t expect him to be so cheerful with a gun in his stomach. It was like the kid was so confident that he’d always make Taffy happy, the threat was inconsequential to him.

“I’m glad we understand each other,” Jojo said.

Then he gave Pinky an awkward hug so tight the gun nearly went off between them.


Chapter 127

When Taffy was a little girl, Jojo gave her everything she wanted. He didn’t care how much it cost, he would always buy her anything she asked for. Every Friday since she was born, Jojo treated like it was his daughter’s birthday. He would shower her with presents when he came home, giving her every toy he could find for her. She had the biggest dollhouses of any kid she knew, the fanciest child-sized clown cars she could drive up and down the driveway, she had toy robots that worked on voice command, toy trains, toy dinosaurs, five-foot teddy bears, everything a kid could possibly dream of.

But out of everything he got for her, there was only one toy she truly loved far more than anything else. It was a doll named Princess Tutti-Frutti. There was a line of princess dolls that all the little girls her age were obsessed with. There were blond princesses, African princesses, Asian princesses, mermaid princesses, fairy princesses, but Tutti-Frutti was the only clown princess.

When she was seven years old, Taffy was obsessed with that doll. It was special because it was the only clown toy that they made to be beautiful and elegant. Most clown dolls were goofy and ridiculous. It was like the toy manufacturers didn’t think that clowns could be pretty. But Tutti-Frutti was different. She was beautiful. She was exactly the kind of clown Taffy wanted to be when she grew up. She even had pink hair like Taffy.

Then one day, Taffy came home from school with Tutti-Frutti in pieces in her hands. Her doll was broken into tiny parts. She was bawling in a way that still haunted Jojo to that day.

“What happened, sweetie?” Jojo said when he saw his daughter.

She cried so hard she could barely choke out the words, “The kids at school killed Tutti-Frutti! They chopped her up with the paper cutter!”

Jojo sighed. He thought it was his fault. Because he spoiled his daughter so much, she had turned into a bit of a self-entitled brat. This did not make her very popular with the other kids at school.

“Let me see,” Jojo said.

His daughter dropped the pieces into his hands. It was ruined.

“Can it be fixed?” Taffy asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I think we should buy a new one.”

Jojo knew it was impossible. They didn’t sell Princess Tutti-Frutti anywhere. She was a limited-edition toy and they just weren’t very popular. There was no way he’d be able to track down another.

“No, I want my Tutti-Frutti,” she cried.

Jojo didn’t know what to do. When he saw the look on her little clown face, his heart broke in two. There was no way to solve this problem, but he couldn’t let his daughter down. He had to do something.

“Okay, I’ll fix it,” Jojo said.

“Really?” Her eyes lit up.

Any adult would know that fixing the doll was impossible, but as a child she thought anything was possible.

“Yeah, I’ll do it no problem.” Jojo nodded.

“Promise?”

“It’ll be as good as new.”

Taffy jumped on her father’s lap and hugged him. He had no idea how he’d accomplish it, but it meant the world to him to see the smile return to her face.

Jojo spent weeks trying to fix the doll as his daughter grew sadder and sadder without having Tutti-Frutti by her side. He kept promising her it would be fixed soon, but he wasn’t any closer to fixing it than the day he started.

“Damn it…,” Jojo cried, trying to glue the thigh to the knee.

He had to use a powerful adhesive to connect the pieces together, but he mostly just ended up gluing the pieces to his own fingers. Large chunks of his skin were missing from always having to rip the adhered doll parts from his hand. It drove him insane with frustration.

“Come on, you little bitch,” Jojo said to the doll. “Stick together!”

But it was hopeless. He tossed the doll parts across the room and dropped his head to the table. There was no way he could fix the toy. It was at that moment that Jojo realized that he wouldn’t always be able to give his daughter everything she wanted. And it was the hardest reality he ever had to face as a father.


Chapter 128

“So I want you to play violin at my daughter’s wedding,” Jojo said to Bingo Ballbreaker.

They were at Bonkers, the clown strip club.

“Uh-huh,” Bingo said.

Jojo didn’t know if that was an agreement or just a sign that he understood what he was saying.

“She said she wants you and only you, but you’ve got to play circus music, none of that classical crap.”

“Uh-huh.”

When Jojo set up the meeting with Bingo, he figured Bonkers was the best place since the big clown was a regular there. He forgot that Bingo was only a regular because his girlfriend used to work there, and now that she was a sensitive subject with the clown it wasn’t a place he was happy to be in.

“Is that a yes?” Jojo asked.

“Uh-huh.”

A woman sat down at the bar and ordered a peppermint daiquiri. Jojo immediately noticed it was his mistress, Pepper.

“Will you excuse me for a minute?” Jojo asked.

“Uh-huh,” Bingo said, crushing a beer bottle with his bare hand.

Jojo moved to the other side of the bar and sat next to Pepper.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked her.

She tried to act cool, as if she were surprised to see him.

“Are you following me?” Jojo asked.

“Maybe I’m applying for a job,” she said. “Does that make you jealous?”

Jojo chuckled. “You, getting a job? That’d be the day…”

“I was a waitress here when we met,” Pepper said.

The thick-jawed bartender gave her the drink and she took a sip, not making eye contact with Jojo.

“We’ve got to talk,” Jojo said.

He grabbed her by the elbow, but she nudged him away.

She said, “I’ve decided that I’m going to tell your wife about us.”

“What did I say last time?”

“I’m telling her at your daughter’s wedding.”

“Are you nuts?”

He clenched his fist, ready to hit her. But hesitated when he saw Bingo looking at him. He knew how Bingo felt about guys hitting women. If Jojo smacked her up in public, the giant clown would have torn his arms off no matter his rank in the family.

“We went over this. You don’t talk to her. I’m warning you.”

“If you don’t want me to tell her, all you have to do is talk to her first. You’ve got almost a week to get it done.”

“Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“Are you going to kill me just because I want you to be honest with your wife?”

“If I was honest with my wife I wouldn’t have gotten involved with you in the first place.”

“I don’t care. I’m sick of being the other woman.”

“Look, if I tell her now it’ll ruin my daughter’s wedding. How’s she going to feel if I break it off with her mother on what’s supposed to be the happiest day of her life?”

“I don’t care. I’m through waiting.”

“All I’m asking is you give me some more time. I’ll talk to Gianna when Taffy’s on her honeymoon.”

“It’s not good enough, Jojo. Now’s the time.”

“Are you that selfish?”

Pepper stood up and left most of her drink unfinished.

“Tell her by the wedding, or I’m doing it for you.”


Chapter 129

Jojo ran into the bathroom, gasping for air. He wound up his mechanical heart and drank water straight from the faucet.

“You’re not going to do what I think you’re going to do?” Jojo’s reflection asked him.

“What choice do I have?” Jojo asked.

His reflection sighed and shook his head. “Just tell Pepper the truth. Tell her you don’t want to be with her anymore. You don’t have to kill her.”

“No, you know what she’s like. She’ll go nuts. I’d rather just have her out of the picture.”

“Why? Because it’s easier?”

“Hey, I warned her. She knows she shouldn’t go and threaten me like that.”

“Well, I guess you won’t have to worry about her feelings once you have Jimmy killed. They can die together.”

Jojo looked at his reflection. His mouth dropped open.

“Say that again?” Jojo asked.

“What?” his reflection said. “That they can die together?”

“Yeah,” Jojo said. “What if they died together?”

His reflection was thrown off. “Hey, I’m supposed to be your clown conscience over here, not the guy helping you out with your sordid plans.”

Jojo was liking the thoughts that were racing through his head. “What if I set up the hit at Pepper’s apartment? They’re friends, right? The Juggler Brothers could take them both out at the same time.”

“And you don’t think that will bring suspicion onto you?”

Jojo wasn’t listening to his reflection anymore. “It can happen during Pinky’s bachelor party. Jimmy hates half clowns, so he won’t be there. But Vinnie will. Jimmy won’t have the blue-nosed bastard to protect him.”

His reflection shook his head. “Killing your nephew at the same time as your son-in-law’s bachelor party. How low can you get?”

“It’ll be perfect,” Jojo said. Then he kissed the mirror. “You’re a genius.”

His reflection wiped the kiss away as the clown ran out of the bathroom to make the necessary preparations.


Chapter 130

It was the night of Pinky Smile’s bachelor party. Vinnie Blue Nose, Captain Spotty, Drips and Zippo Moretti, and even Hats Rizzo were among the clowns who took him out for a night on the town. Uncle Jojo told Beano Moretti to go along so that he could keep an eye on Vinnie for him. The last thing he needed was Vinnie to mess with his plan. Since Beano was the father of two friends of Pinky, and he also had a lot of making up to do for almost getting the kid whacked, the old guy was allowed to come along.

Uncle Jojo was at The Doughnut in the center of town. The Doughnut was an old tourist spot that was a doughnut-shaped mini mall that had different shops on each level, only most of the shops had long gone out of business so the place was mostly deserted. The doughnut shop on the top level was still in business, though, because it had the best view of Little Bigtop. People still liked to go there, have some doughnuts and coffee while taking in the circusy scenery. The Doughnut had a good view into Pepper’s apartment. He could see her in there, parading across the window in her underwear while playing some trashy street clown music. Jojo wondered if she had any self-respect at all.

Uncle Jojo took a few deep breaths, trying to build up all the acting skills he could muster, then called Jimmy Bozo.

“Yeah, what the fuck do you want?” Jimmy asked.

Jojo was supposed to act upset, but when he heard Jimmy’s disrespectful tone he got upset in another way. “That’s how you answer your phone?”

Jimmy didn’t respond. Based on the cries and rustling sounds on the other line, his nephew was obviously kicking somebody’s teeth in.

“Who is this?” Jimmy asked. Then kicked the poor schmuck again.

“Your uncle. Who do you think it is?”

“Uncle Jojo?” The kid sounded surprised to hear from him. It wasn’t often that he got a call from the underboss. “What’s going on?”

Then Jojo got into acting mode. “It’s Pepper. You got to go see her.”

“Huh? What’s up with Pepper?”

Jojo sighed loudly into the phone. “I broke it off with her last night. She didn’t take it too well.”

“Last night? I was with her last night. She didn’t say anything about you breaking up with her. She was celebrating because she said you were finally going to leave your wife.”

Jojo broke character again. “She what? That little…” Then he shook off the thought and got back into character. “It was really late at night. I called her and told her I changed my mind about my wife and that I couldn’t see her anymore.”

“Seriously? She’s going to be pissed. I’d get out of town if I were you.”

“That’s the thing,” Jojo said. “She’s gone nuts. I think she’s going to kill herself. She just said she was going to take a bunch of pills.”

Jimmy laughed into the phone. “She always says that. It’s not like she’d do it.”

“I think she did it this time.”

“Well, why don’t you do something about it?”

Jojo was getting frustrated with having to come up with more lies. “I can’t do that. That’s what she wants me to do. She’ll take it as a sign that I want to get back together with her. It has to be you.”

“Well, fine. I’ll give her a call and make sure she’s all right.”

Jojo raised his voice. “Don’t call, just go over there!”

“I’m busy,” Jimmy said.

“What the hell are you busy with?”

“Tony Jingles didn’t pay up, so I’m collecting what he owes from his face.” A thud and a moan echoed through the phone as Jimmy kicked the guy again. “With interest.”

“Don’t you have guys to do that for you? You’re a capo for chrissake.”

“Yeah, but I enjoy it.”

Jojo wanted to strangle him through the phone. “Are you going to check on Pepper or not? She’s probably dead by now.”

“Fine,” Jimmy said. “Just give me a few minutes. I’m almost finished.”

“Hurry it up. If she dies it’s on you.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Then Jimmy hung up.

After that call, Jojo couldn’t wait to see his nephew whacked. The kid was a pain in the ass and deserved everything he had coming to him.

Jojo called up the number he had for the Juggler Brothers.

“Is it all set?” Jean Dupont said the second he answered.

“He’s on his way,” Jojo said. “You in position?”

“Yes, we’re ready.”

“Don’t leave any witnesses.”

Then he hung up. All Jojo had to do was sit back, eat some jelly doughnuts, and watch the show.


Chapter 131

“What the hell happened to you?” Uncle Jojo asked Jimmy as he picked him up from school.

The kid had a bloody nose and his clothes were muddy and torn. Jimmy was in the sixth grade then. He was a much different clown when he was a kid than he was as an adult. He still had the short temper and foul mood back then, but he was kind of a wimp. He didn’t have a lot of friends and got picked on a lot.

Jimmy dodged the question. “Where’s my dad?”

“He couldn’t pick you up today. He’s busy.”

Jimmy crawled into his uncle’s car. “He’s always busy…”

It was a hard time for the kid. His mother died recently. And for months after his mother’s death, his father shut himself off, burying himself in his work. Uncle Jojo had to look after the kid for his brother on far more occasions than he could count. He didn’t know much about raising kids back then. His daughter was just a baby at the time and he still had a lot to learn about being a father.

As Jojo pulled out of the school parking lot, he returned to the topic. “So what happened?”

It took Jimmy a few minutes before he could answer. “The other kids jumped me.”

Jojo yelled, “For what?”

By the tone of his uncle’s voice, Jimmy thought he was mad at him for it.

“Because I’m a clown,” Jimmy said in a soft voice.

There weren’t many clown kids back then. Jimmy was one of the first hundred clowns born in the whole country. Even in Little Bigtop, most of the kids were vanilla. Jojo’s nephew was the only clown in his class.

“And you just took it?”

“There were too many of them.”

“So? You’re a Bozo. Bozos are supposed to be tough. What would your father say?”

Jimmy shrugged.

Jojo turned the car around and went in the other direction.

“Where are we going?” Jimmy asked.

“To the park,” Jojo said. “I’m teaching you how to fight.”

Uncle Jojo took Jimmy to the park and walked him away from the playground, away from the clowns who were juggling and hula-hooping in the grass, so they could have a bit of privacy.

“I already know how to fight,” Jimmy said.

“We’ll see about that.” His uncle put him in position across from him and raised his fists. “Show me what you got.”

Jimmy was too embarrassed to do anything but stand there.

“Come on,” Jojo said. “Hit me.”

“No…,” Jimmy said.

But his uncle wouldn’t let him get out of it.

“What, are you a wimp?” Jojo asked, shoving the eleven-year-old clown. “Are you going to let people push you around your whole life?”

Jojo wouldn’t quit shoving the kid until Jimmy got flustered.

“Are you going to cry now?” Jojo asked. “Go ahead and cry, you pansy. You call yourself a Bozo?”

Then Jimmy snapped. He ran at his uncle, swinging his fists. Jojo punched him in the stomach and the kid fell to the ground.

“Come on, I barely even touched you,” Jojo told his wheezing nephew.

“You hit me!” Jimmy cried, surprised his own uncle would’ve thrown a punch at him.

“What? You expected a slap on the wrist? I’m trying to toughen you up here. This is a real fight. Now get on your feet.”

Jimmy got back on his feet and charged his uncle, throwing fists at his stomach. His uncle just blocked every punch. Then he hit him in the face and the kid was on the ground again.

“I’m only using a quarter of my strength here,” Jojo said. “Stop being such a wimp.”

Jimmy tried again with a similar result.

“You know what your problem is?” Jojo asked. “You don’t use your brain. You don’t block. You don’t duck and move. You’re all offense with no defense, and your offense is wild and sloppy.”

He helped his nephew to his feet and looked him in the eyes.

“In a fight, you use your head, not your heart. Don’t let your emotions control your movements.”

Jojo showed his nephew how to hold up his fists.

“Once you learn how to block, I’ll teach you some combo moves,” Jojo said.

He spent the next two hours training his nephew to be a brawler. Then he took him out for ice cream. As they sat at the table in the ice cream shop, Jimmy wouldn’t speak to him. He was more upset with his uncle than he was with the kids who beat him up.

“I’m sorry for being rough with you,” Jojo said. “But I did what I had to do. It’s a rough city out there and people are going to be a lot rougher with you than I just was. You’ll thank me later.”

Jimmy shoved a spoonful of pistachio ice cream between his red lips.

“What do you want to be when you grow up?” Jojo asked, swirling the strawberry sauce and rocky road ice cream together with his spoon.

Jimmy wouldn’t respond for a moment, but Jojo was patient.

“I want to work with my dad,” Jimmy said.

Jojo laughed. “You what? Do you even know what your dad does for a living?”

“Yeah, he’s a clownfella,” Jimmy said.

Jojo laughed even harder. “Do you even know what that means?”

“It means nobody messes with him.”

Jojo nodded. “Yeah, that’s true. Nobody messes with your old man.” He took a bite of ice cream. “But why would you want to work with your dad?”

Jimmy shrugged. He wouldn’t make eye contact with him, just staring into his ice cream.

“You can do anything with your life,” Jojo said. “You can be a football player. Wouldn’t you want to be a football player? I remember you used to always love watching football with your dad and me.”

“Clowns aren’t allowed to play football.”

“Who says?” Jojo pointed his spoon at the kid. “Just because there hasn’t been one yet doesn’t mean there won’t be in the future. You could be the first.”

Jimmy shrugged. “I don’t know…”

Jojo lifted Jimmy’s face out of his ice cream. “What don’t you know?”

Jimmy didn’t answer.

“Look, kid. You’re a Bozo and Bozos don’t make excuses. If you think being a clown holds you back, you’re wrong. Being a clown makes you strong. You do whatever you want to do with your life and don’t ever let anything hold you back.”

Then he let go of the kid’s face and let him get back to his ice cream.

“Sorry for being callous,” Jojo said. “You’re my nephew, Jimmy. I just want what’s best for you.”


Chapter 132

The doughnut shop was getting crowded by the time Jimmy Bozo showed up at Pepper’s apartment. Not all of them were tourists, either. Jojo hoped nobody recognized him. The last thing he needed was someone witnessing him so close to the scene of his nephew’s murder.

A call came in on Jojo’s phone.

Before he could say hello, Jean Dupont said, “Where is he? It’s been half an hour and there’s no sign of him. Are you messing with us?”

“He’s on his way up now, ya French moron. Get off the phone!”

Jojo realized he was speaking too loud. All the other people in the doughnut shop looked at him.

When he hung up, Jojo watched his nephew enter the building. He went to bite into a jelly doughnut and bit his own finger instead.

“Damn it,” he yelled, as blood oozed out of the bite wound.

His phone rang again.

“Yeah, what the fuck do you want?” Jojo asked.

“That’s how you answer your phone?”

It was Don Bozo, his brother.

“Tommy?”

Jojo couldn’t believe his brother called. At that minute, no less. Now, Jojo wasn’t the kind of clown to shake in his boots, but there wasn’t a customer in that doughnut shop who couldn’t see him visibly shaking.

“What’s wrong with you?” his brother asked. “You sound like somebody’s got a piece pointed at your head.”

Jojo’s eyes focused on Jimmy down below as he listened to his brother. Something snapped inside him. He couldn’t even talk.

“No, no…,” Jojo choked out.

The guilt of hearing his brother’s voice as he sent his nephew to certain death hit him hard. He’d never felt such a thing in his life. He had to rip open his shirt and wind up his heart, right in front of everyone in that doughnut shop.

“Look, I wanted to talk to you,” Don Bozo said. “It’s about the gumball factory.”

Jojo could see Jimmy through the stairwell windows, rushing up the stairs, clearly worried about the condition of his old friend.

“Yeah?” Jojo asked.

Through Pepper’s window, he could see six armed guys break through her front door, the two Juggler Brothers riding their unicycles inside, juggling shotguns. They threw Pepper to the floor and aimed their weapons at the front door.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” Don Bozo said. “I feel bad about shutting down your operation without talking to you first. I know it’s a lot of money you’re losing out on.”

The Juggler Brothers rode circles around Pepper, waiting for the Bozo to step through the door.

“Yeah…,” Jojo said, unable to blink as his nephew arrived on Pepper’s floor. “It’s a lot of money.”

“So I’ve decided to make it your call,” Don Bozo said. “If you want to reopen the gumball factory, I’ll be okay with it. You’re the one who’d take the fall for it if Manny Malone raids the place, anyway. I want to caution you against it, but if you think it’s worth the risk who am I to stand in your way?”

Jimmy approached Pepper’s front door.

“Uh-huh…”

“So what do you say? Do you want me to put the green light on it?”

“Yeah…” Jojo couldn’t take his eyes off Jimmy through the hall window. Tears wet his cheek. “Sure…”

“I know you don’t always agree with my decisions, Joe. But I want you to know I’m always just trying to do what’s in your best interest. You’re my brother. I care about you.”

Jojo couldn’t believe what he’d just done. He wished he could take it back. He wished he could jump in that room right there and save his nephew, but it was too late to go back. Jojo couldn’t take his eyes off the window as Jimmy entered Pepper’s apartment.

“Thanks, Tommy,” Jojo said, as the sound of machine-gun fire echoed through the streets. “I care about you, too.”

“See you at the wedding tomorrow,” his brother said.

Jojo’s voice went soft and hardly audible. “You too…”

When his brother hung up, he dropped his phone into his plate of jelly doughnuts. He still couldn’t take his eyes off Pepper’s apartment. The windows were shattered from the gunfire, so he couldn’t see inside. He was happy for that. He couldn’t bear to see Jimmy’s body. The image of what he’d done to his nephew would’ve haunted him for the rest of his life.

Before he got up to pay the bill, Uncle Jojo saw two people rushing out of the apartment below. But it wasn’t the guys who’d done the shooting. It was Pepper and Jimmy Bozo. They were both alive, didn’t have a scratch on them. Jimmy pulled Pepper by the wrist to his car and sped away.

Jojo stood up from his seat and yelled at the top of his lungs, “How the hell did you get out of that one, you little shit?”

Everyone in the doughnut shop went quiet.

Then the shattered windows of Pepper’s apartment crumbled, revealing six dead bodies lying in the room. Somehow Jimmy had managed to kill them all single-handedly, including the two Juggler Brothers. Uncle Jojo had no idea how the hell that little bastard pulled it off.


Chapter 133

As Jojo drove away from the scene, his reflection in the rearview mirror was just laughing his ass off at him.

“Don’t you fucking start, now,” Jojo said to the mirror. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“You really messed things up now, didn’t you?” his reflection said, chuckling wildly.

Jojo slammed his fist on the steering wheel. “How the hell did that happen? He was one guy and caught by surprise…”

A jaywalker crossed in front of Jojo’s car and he slammed on the brakes, holding his hand on the horn until the lady got out of his way.

“You forget who Jimmy’s friends with,” his reflection said. “Vinnie Blue Nose is one resourceful clown. He probably knew the Juggler Brothers were going to come after Jimmy eventually, and he knew he wouldn’t always be around to help, so he surely took the necessary steps to ensure his safety.”

“Like what?”

“Like arming him with something that would instantly take out six guys.”

“Oh shit…”

Jojo just remembered. A few months back, Vinnie ordered a custom weapon from the gumball factory. He wanted a vest made that could be worn under a suit. With just a pull of a string, like pulling a parachute cord, the vest would burst open and eight small machine guns would spring out. It would instantly fire fifty rounds in every direction, tearing through everyone within the vicinity, as long as they weren’t lying on the ground. Vinnie must have given the vest to Jimmy for just such an occasion.

“That blue-nosed bastard…”

He couldn’t believe he hadn’t realized at the time that the vest was being made for Jimmy. Had he known, he could’ve mentioned it to the Juggler Brothers so they’d know how to deal with it. Those guys were supposed to be able to dodge bullets.

“Shouldn’t you be happy your nephew’s still alive?” his reflection asked him. “Just a few minutes ago you were praying you could save him.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t want him to kill the Dupont boys. Do you know how pissed those French bastards are going to be when they find out about this? They’re going to think I’m responsible, like I was the one who set them up.”

His reflection laughed again. “Yeah. They’ll want you dead far more than they wanted Jimmy Bozo after that.”

“They’ll hit the wedding for sure now,” Jojo said. “I can’t even tell my brother about this to get his help. He’ll find out I set up Jimmy.”

“If he doesn’t find out anyway. You think Jimmy isn’t going to tell him about what happened?”

“What do you mean? Jimmy doesn’t know I set him up.”

His reflection laughed again. “You don’t think he’ll wonder why you asked him to check up on Pepper when she didn’t really try to kill herself? You didn’t even break up with her. Of course he knows you set him up.”

Jojo nearly crashed into the car in front of him as he came to a red light.

“Oh shit…”

His reflection shook his head. “The French clowns are the least of your worries now. Your big problem is what your brother’s going to do to you once he finds out you tried to get his son killed.”

Jojo had to roll down his window to get air. He pulled open his shirt and wound up his heart, then just left the key in the hole. He figured he was going to have to wind up his heart a lot during the next couple of hours.


Chapter 134

Uncle Jojo knew his days were numbered. With both the French clown and the Bozo Family going to come after his head, Jojo didn’t know what choice he had. In a moment of weakness, he did something he never thought he’d ever do. He went to the feds.

“I want to cut a deal,” Jojo said to a tired-eyed agent with a blond buzz cut.

The only thing Jojo could think to do was rat on his brother and get into the witness protection program. It was the worst possible thing he could imagine himself doing, but it was better than getting himself killed.

“What kind of deal?” the agent asked, leaning back in his chair. He knew exactly who Jojo was, and exactly how valuable he could be in taking down the Bozo Family.

“I’m willing to testify against my brother, my nephew, and whoever else you want to put away in my family. As long as you can protect me from them.”

Agent Buzzcut nodded. “I think that can be arranged.”

Then the agent stood up from his desk and yelled around a corner, “Manny. I got someone for you.”

When Manny Malone came over to the agent’s desk, Jojo’s heart sank in his chest. He knew Malone was on the French clown payroll. There was no way the feds would be able to protect him with Malone on their team. He really didn’t think things through before coming here.

“This guy wants to cut a deal,” said Agent Buzzcut.

Manny nodded. When his eyes caught Jojo’s, he couldn’t help but laugh. “Sure, I’ll take care of it. Come with me, Mr. Bozo.”

Jojo followed Manny Malone. The fed snapped his fingers at three other guys and they came with him. Jojo thought they’d be going in to a private room somewhere, but Manny took him out of the building into the back alley. Then he grabbed the clown by the neck and threw him to the ground.

“You rotten lying scumbag,” Manny said. Then he kicked him in the stomach.

Jojo hadn’t gotten a beating in a long time. It was usually him telling others to do the beatings for him. When Manny’s foot connected with his soft clown belly, Jojo nearly puked all over the asphalt.

“You set my men up, you son of a bitch,” Manny said.

His men took turns kicking him and stomping his chest.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Jojo asked, coughing up bloody spit.

They picked him up off the ground and held him in place as Manny used him as a punching bag.

“Those guys who accompanied the Juggler Brothers to do the hit on Jimmy Bozo worked for me.” Manny punched him in the mouth. “They were good friends of mine. You set them up to get killed by Jimmy Bozo.”

Jojo shook his head. “I didn’t have anything to do with that. I set up the hit, but Jimmy was the one who managed to kill them all.”

Manny punched him again. “You expect me to care about whether you were behind it or not, clown? You killed them out of either malice or incompetence. Either way, it’s your fault.”

“It’s not my fault your guys couldn’t take out one measly clown who didn’t even know they were coming.”

Manny went for the gumballs next, kicking the underboss right between his baggy legs. Jojo crumpled to the ground.

“Jimmy killed one of their friends,” Manny said. “I promised them payback for that. And you know what they got? Nothing but early graves.” He kicked him in the face. “They were good men. They had families. They didn’t deserve what happened to ’em.”

Jojo drooled blood down his cheek. “I didn’t know…”

Manny said, “We should just kill you ourselves, but now that you got both of the major Little Bigtop families after you we think it’ll be more fun to see who kills you first.”

Jojo gurgled his own blood.

“We got a pool going to see who kills you first. My money’s on Daddy Longlegs.”

Another fed said, “I put my money on Don Bozo.”

“Nah, they’re going to send Mr. Pogo after him,” said another. “He won’t stand a chance.”

Then the feds continued beating him in silence, taking out their aggression for losing their close friends. Jojo had made a huge mistake. He wasn’t going to get help from the feds. Not only that but he was going to look terrible at his daughter’s wedding. She was going to kill him if he ruined her wedding photos.


Chapter 135

The day of the wedding, Uncle Jojo was still swollen and bruised. He had to add quite a bit of makeup to cover the wounds on his face. His body still hurt like hell, but his daughter didn’t notice anything wrong with him. That was all that really mattered.

Jojo didn’t know how he was going to face his brother and nephew that day. He was in a panic, terrified of what was going to happen. He also didn’t know if Pepper was going to show up and tell his wife about the affair. He didn’t know how his wife would react when learning what he’d been doing behind her back. Yet the thing he was most worried about, the thing he knew was going to happen without fail, was that Le Mystère would hit the wedding. But whether they would be targeting him or his nephew, he had no idea. At that moment, they were probably far more pissed at Jojo than they were at Jimmy. As far as they knew, Jojo was the brains behind getting the Juggler Brothers killed. He’d made himself a much higher-priority target. Their father, Daddy Longlegs, was surely on a warpath.

Jojo thought about coming clean to his brother in order to get his help protecting the wedding. He knew his brother would do it for Taffy’s sake. But he couldn’t bring himself to contact him. He was never good at facing the music. So, instead, he went to Beano for help—the only clown he knew he could trust. Together, they rounded up about a dozen burly mugs who could work security for the wedding, and let them know exactly what to expect. He just hoped they would be enough.

“Everything’s ruined!” Taffy cried, running through the house in her pajamas. “The wedding’s off!”

Jojo was kind of relieved to hear that canceling the wedding was actually a possibility. “What’s wrong, princess?”

“My hair!” she cried, pointing at her head. “Look what they did to it!”

Taffy’s hair was tied up in an elegant hairdo—a traditional clown wedding hairstyle that made it appear as if she had three scoops of bubblegum ice cream on her head—that exposed a cluster of pink polka dots on the back of her neck. It was common for clowns to have colorful polka-dot birthmarks, but most clowns were embarrassed to show them off. Taffy, on the other hand, thought they were one of her cutest features.

“What’s wrong with your hair?” Jojo asked. “It looks beautiful.”

“No, it’s terrible!” she said, nearly in tears. “It’s supposed to be cotton candy pink but it turned out salmon pink!”

Gianna stepped out of the kitchen, already breaking open a bottle of rosé wine.

“Don’t cry, you’ll make your eyes all puffy,” her mother said.

She seemed to be at her limits with her daughter and couldn’t take anymore.

“It looks great,” Jojo said. “No one’s even going to notice.”

“But it won’t match Pinky’s suit. The whole point was for my hair to match his suit!”

Gianna laughed and shook her head.

“I told you the hairdresser was mixing the dye wrong,” Gianna said. “Didn’t I tell you? And did you listen?”

“But she was supposed to be the best in town,” Taffy cried.

Jojo put his hands on his daughter’s shoulders. “It’s not the end of the world. The wedding will be great. You’re going to look great. You just need to relax. It’s okay if everything’s not a hundred percent perfect.”

“But it has to be perfect in every way or else I don’t want to get married!”

“Okay, then it will be perfect,” Jojo said. “Your hair does look perfect. I’m sure it’s just the lighting in here. It’s too dark. The church lighting will be much brighter. I’m sure your hair will look cotton candy pink when you walk down the aisle.”

Taffy sniffled and wiped her little pink nose. “Are you sure?”

She was beginning to calm down.

“I’m positive. Don’t worry. Everything will be perfect.”

Taffy nodded and took a few deep breaths.

After she seemed almost relaxed, her face went angry. “It better be perfect!”

Then she stormed out of the room.

His wife just laughed again and lit a cigarette. “She’s been like that all day. I’m about ready to shoot myself.”

She took a large swig of wine.

“Are you sure you should be drinking that on your medication?” Jojo asked.

She shrugged. “There’s no way I’m getting through this thing sober.”

“But you sure you should start so early? You’re going to be trashed by the time the wedding starts.”

“I sure hope I am,” she said. “It’s the only way I’m going to be able to get along with the mother of the groom.”

“Tina? What’s wrong with Tina? She’s a good lady.”

“She’s a damn whore is what she is. I can’t believe we’re letting our daughter marry a son of a whore.”

“I thought you liked Pinky.”

“I do like Pinky. I absolutely adore the kid. Once he becomes my son-in-law, he’ll be the only member of this family I can actually stand. But his mother? I don’t want a prostitute coming to our Thanksgiving or Christmas. And babysitting our grandchildren? I won’t stand for it.”

“Who said anything about inviting her to Christmas? We don’t even invite my brother to Christmas.”

“We’ll still have to interact with the piece of trash on occasion. It’s going to be embarrassing.”

“Miss Tina’s a great lady once you get to know her. And she isn’t a whore, she’s the manager of a brothel. She’s actually an intelligent, respectable businesswoman. She’s got class.”

“How would you know? Are you fucking her?”

Jojo just groaned and left the room in the middle of the argument. He had bigger things to worry about than their future family gatherings. Jojo would be happy just to live long enough to make it to one.


Chapter 136

Taffy was picked up by her bridesmaids—three giggling clown girls who spoke in such high-pitched voices that Jojo had to deal with a piercing headache for an hour after they left. Jojo and his wife took a separate car. They didn’t speak for most of the way there. It was almost like she knew there was something she should be mad at him for, she just didn’t know what it was yet.

Once the silence got to Jojo, he asked, “So where they going on the honeymoon?”

“The Bahamas.”

“What? Why?”

“That’s where Taffy wanted to go,” Gianna replied, while trying to get a wine stain out of her fluffy polka-dot dress.

“With all that sun? You know what that’ll do to her clown complexion? She’ll come back looking like a jack-o’-lantern.”

Gianna shrugged. “That’s what I said, but does she ever listen to me?”

“She should’ve gone to Vegas like a normal clown. My cousin Dinko could’ve set them up with a nice penthouse suite.” He snickered and shook his head. “The Bahamas? What an idiot…”

Gianna rolled her eyes at her husband. “Your daughter’s getting married today. Quit criticizing her decisions and just try to be happy for her for a change.”

Jojo wondered where the queen of criticism got the nerve telling him that.

When they got to the church, they saw that the circus tent was already set up for the reception. Earl Berryman and his crew of animal trainers were tending to the caged elephants and horses. The neighborhood clown children were gathered in the lot, pointing at the elephants and trying to feed them peanuts through the bars. There were hundreds of wedding balloons hovering over the tent, ready to be released at the end of the ceremony.

It was still a couple of hours before the ceremony so only the ushers and wedding party were there. Among the groomsmen was Vinnie Blue Nose, someone Jojo had to avoid. Jimmy had to have already told the clown everything about what went down at Pepper’s apartment. The last thing Jojo needed was to be confronted about it by that cocky prick.

Once they got inside the church, Jojo split from his wife and ducked into the men’s room. He had a whole minute of solitude until Reverend Jellybottom came in, slapping across the tiles with his floppy dress shoes. The big-bottomed clown went to the urinal next to him and stared him in the eyes as he relieved himself.

“It’s going to be a fine wedding, Brother Bozo. A fine wedding.”

Jojo couldn’t urinate with the clown staring at him, so he just stood there with his fly open as the reverend started a conversation.

“There’s nothing I like more than a clown wedding.”

Jojo didn’t know what else to say to the large clown, so he said, “Thanks for getting the choir together for this.”

Jellybottom smiled wide. “My pleasure, Brother Bozo. My pleasure.”

Jojo gave up on trying to urinate, zipped up his fly, and went to wash his hands. Before he could escape, the preacher stopped him.

“Hey, you were at my performance I gave over the summer, weren’t you? The one where Bobby Goldstein performed?”

Jojo couldn’t forget. The event was a disaster. “Yeah, I was there.”

The reverend zipped up his fly and turned to him, just staring for a minute, as if waiting for compliments.

“Well, what did you think?” the reverend asked. “Of my act, I mean.”

“Umm…” He’d hated every second of it, but didn’t want to hurt the guy’s feelings before performing the ceremony. “It was fine.”

Jojo tried to turn to leave, but the reverend grabbed him by the shoulder.

“So I was wondering if maybe you can help me out a little. I had this idea for making some comedy recordings called The Jokes of Jellybottom. I got the recording studio, the money for producing them, but I need distribution. That’s where you come in.”

The reverend just stared at him for a moment, waiting for an impressed look to cross Jojo’s face.

When he didn’t respond, the reverend asked, “So what do you say? Think we can go into business together?”

Jojo didn’t want to be having this discussion right now. He tried to make his expressions obvious to the preacher, but Jellybottom wasn’t picking up on it.

“Well, you know that’s illegal, don’t you, Reverend?” Jojo asked. “You sure you want to go down that path?”

Jellybottom laughed. “Ah, what’s the harm in spreading a little of the gift of laughter? Nothing in the Bible says comedy’s a sin.”

“Nothing in the Bible says that selling narcotics is a sin, either, but you don’t want to get caught doing something like that. Comedy’s a serious offense in this country these days.”

Jellybottom laughed. “Yeah, but when you got a gift like mine it’s a sin not to use it.”

Jojo couldn’t take it anymore. The big-bottomed clown was getting under his skin.

“Look, we’ll talk about it another time. It’s my daughter’s wedding. I’m not interested in doing business on my daughter’s wedding day.”

“Of course, of course…”

The reverend winked at him. Jojo had no idea what the wink was all about.

Jojo thought he was finally able to break free of the conversation when the reverend said something that killed Jojo’s patience.

“One last thing, do you think it would be okay if I told a few jokes during the ceremony? I got a few goods ones I just came up with.”

Then something snapped in Jojo. He couldn’t control himself.

The reverend continued, “I believe a ceremony should have a good balance of entertainment and inspiration. If I told a few of my hilarious humdingers—”

Jojo grabbed the preacher by the neck, shoved him against the wall, and yelled in his face, “If you even think about telling one of your shitty, idiotic jokes at my daughter’s wedding, I’ll shove your head so far up your fat ass…”

Then he realized what he was doing and let the reverend go.

“No problem.” Jellybottom nearly wet himself. “I don’t need to tell any jokes.”

“Reverend, wait…,” Jojo said, trying to apologize for his outburst.

The stress must’ve gotten to him. He didn’t know what he was doing.

The reverend ran for the door in tears. “I’ll never tell any jokes ever again!”

“I’m sorry,” Jojo said, but the reverend was already gone.

He washed his face and pressed his head against the mirror.

“You got to get ahold of yourself, jackass…”

He hoped he hadn’t upset the reverend too much. The last thing he wanted was to mess up the ceremony.

He looked up and saw his reflection shaking his head at him.

“Don’t you even start,” he said to the mirror.


Chapter 137

Jojo did his best to lay low. He had a few cigarettes out back, fed the elephants a handful of peanuts, scared the hell out of the clown-phobic caretaker, Earl Berryman, just by looking at him funny. It was all a good distraction, until he knew it was time to get back inside.

“Where the hell have you been?” Gianna asked him when he stepped back in.

She was drinking straight from the bottle of wine. Based on the way she staggered, he could tell she was already trashed.

“Are you drunk already? I told you to pace yourself.”

“I’m fine,” she said as she tripped over her heel.

He held her by the elbow so she could keep her balance.

“It’s an embarrassment. What’s Taffy going to say?”

She avoided the question. “We have to go and greet the guests as they arrive.”

“What?”

“We need to stand outside the church and thank people for coming as they get here. Tina has to as well.” She said Tina in a disgusted tone.

“What are you talking about? We don’t have to do anything like that.”

“Taffy said that’s what we’re supposed to do.”

Jojo hoped he could’ve avoided facing his brother and nephew until at least after the ceremony. If he had to greet every person as they entered, he’d have to stare the man right in the eyes with a stupid smile on his face, pretending that he hadn’t just tried to kill his son. Jojo didn’t know if he could do that. Then he wondered if Jimmy had told anyone else in the family. He could have told half the people coming. What if every single person he greeted knew all about what he’d done?

“Don’t even think about getting out of it,” Gianna said.

Jojo and his wife went outside and took their positions. Miss Tina was already out there.

“How ya doing, Tina?” Jojo said to the madam as they approached her.

Tina smiled and gave him a hug. “Hey, Jojo. Ready for the big day?”

“A father’s never ready to give his daughter away,” Jojo said, fake-laughing.

He was beginning to wonder if his wife didn’t have the right idea. He should’ve been pouring stiff drinks down his throat.

“Hi,” Gianna said to Miss Tina. She waved for a second, looked away from her, and then completely ignored the woman.

As the guests arrived, the three of them shook their hands, thanked them for coming, and had the ushers take them to their seats. Among the first guests was a group of older clown women in low-cut dresses, exposing their marshmallow-white cleavage. They embraced Miss Tina, congratulating her on her son’s marriage.

“Are those prostitutes?” Gianna asked her husband, trying to speak quietly but everyone could hear.

Jojo just nodded and kept the fake smile on his face.

Gianna raised her voice. “Who invited whores? I don’t want a bunch of whores at my daughter’s wedding.”

“Pinky invited them,” Jojo whispered. “He was raised in a brothel, remember? These women are like aunts to him.”

Gianna was fuming. She wouldn’t even look at the women, let alone greet them, as they passed her by.

As members of the Bozo Family arrived, Jojo did his best job to act happy to see them. The clowns all had stern looks in their eyes and shook his hand with a firm grasp. He could swear they all knew what he’d done, but he tried to pretend as though everything were fine.

“Thanks for coming,” he told every single one of them while shaking in his boots.

When his brother arrived, Jojo took the bottle away from his wife and slammed it.

“What’s the big idea?” she asked.

“You had enough,” he said.

Then he tossed the bottle in the bushes.

Don Bozo was carrying the biggest present of any of the guests, so big that his head was covered. If it weren’t for his wide hips Jojo wouldn’t have recognized him.

“Hey, where do I put the presents over here?” his brother said.

When Jojo saw his face, the clown wore a giant smile. He seemed genuinely excited about the wedding, wearing his nicest blue-and-purple-striped tuxedo and oversized yellow bow tie.

“How’s it going, Tommy?” Jojo asked in a meek voice. He pointed at an usher to take the present from him.

“Good, good. Where’s the bride? I want to give this to her personally.”

He seemed to be in an unusually good mood. Jojo didn’t know his brother to be such a good actor. Normally, his emotions were written all over his face.

“Nobody sees her yet,” Jojo said. “Not until after the ceremony.”

“Are you serious? Well, where should I put this then?”

Jojo waved an usher over to come take the present.

“Careful with that,” Don Bozo said to the usher. “There’s kittens in there.”

“Kittens?” Jojo asked.

“Yeah.” His brother nodded excitedly. “I thought Taffy would like them.”

“You got my daughter a box full of kittens for a wedding present?”

“Yeah, who doesn’t want a box full of kittens on their wedding day?”

Then Don Bozo laughed and gave his brother a giant hug.

“You’re in a good mood?” Jojo asked.

“You know how much I love weddings, Joe. I’ve been waiting all week for this.”

Then his brother was escorted inside. Jojo couldn’t believe it. That wasn’t what he expected from his brother at all. He wondered if Jimmy’d never told his father about it. Maybe Jimmy’d kept it to himself so that he could go after his uncle without his father getting in the way. If that were the case, Jojo wasn’t as bad off as he thought. The wrath of Jimmy wasn’t going to be as bad as the wrath of his brother.

Ten minutes later, Jimmy Bozo showed up. But he also seemed to be in a good mood. Jojo was relieved at first. Then he noticed who his nephew brought with him. Jimmy’s plus one was Jojo’s mistress, Pepper.

“How’s it going, Uncle Jojo?” Jimmy asked, giving him a hug.

“Hi, Jimmy,” Gianna said, giving her nephew a sloppy kiss on the cheek.

Then Jimmy introduced Pepper to Jojo’s wife, “This is my old friend, Pepper. You remember Pepper from when we were kids, right?”

“Oh yeah,” Gianna said, nodding at Pepper. “It seemed like yesterday that you were just that little green-haired girl playing hopscotch. You’re so grown-up now.”

Pepper gave Gianna a big hug and kissed her on the cheek. “I remember you, too. You always yelled at me for climbing on your car.”

“Oh, yeah!” Gianna laughed.

Hearing his wife and mistress talk like that, Jojo felt like he needed to wind up his heart a few times.

“So, Uncle Jojo…,” Jimmy said, taking his uncle aside.

“Yeah?” Jojo said in a nervous tone. Knowing the impulsive kid, he wouldn’t be surprised if Jimmy stabbed him right then and there.

“About Pepper…,” Jimmy continued, trying to keep his voice down so Gianna didn’t hear. “I went by her place like you asked me to but she didn’t take no pills like you said. She didn’t even remember you broke up with her.”

Jojo didn’t know what else to do but lie. He came up with the best one he could in the moment. Even if Jimmy wouldn’t believe him, he didn’t know how else to respond.

“Did I actually do that?” Jojo asked.

“Yeah, don’t you remember?”

“A little bit…” Jojo faked a laugh. “You know, I was half asleep when I called you. I think I dreamed all that about breaking up with Pepper. Never mix booze with pills.”

Jimmy chuckled. “Yeah, I thought it might have been something like that. She was pretty surprised when I showed up all worried about her for nothing.”

Jojo laughed with him and nodded. He didn’t think Jimmy completely believed him, but it didn’t matter. As long as there was even the slightest bit of doubt, nobody would move against Jojo. All he had to do was deny it up and down. Not Jimmy, not Blue Nose, not even his brother would dare go against Jojo unless they were 100 percent sure he was responsible. And since Jimmy had survived the ordeal, they had no reason to be too sore over it.

Jimmy turned to go inside the church and Jojo breathed a sigh of relief.

“Oh, one more thing,” Jimmy said, turning back to him.

His nephew pulled a phone from his pocket.

“I found this phone when I was over at Pepper’s. Is it yours?”

Jojo looked back at his wife. He said it loud enough so that she could hear, but she was so busy gossiping with Pepper that she didn’t notice.

“No, it’s not mine,” Jojo said after examining the phone.

“That’s weird,” Jimmy said. “I thought it had to have been yours. It’s got your phone number programmed into it.”

Jimmy opened the phone and handed it to his uncle. Upon closer examination, Jojo saw that the text on the screen was in French. He realized it had to have belonged to Jean Dupont, one of the Juggler Brothers. The phone would’ve kept a record that Jojo was in communication with the Juggler Brothers right before the hit went down. Jimmy was just messing with his uncle. He had definite proof he was behind it all.

“Keep it,” Jimmy said. “Whosever it is, they probably don’t need it no more.”

Jojo just stared at the phone with his mouth open. He couldn’t say anything. If Jimmy had the slightest bit of doubt, his uncle just confirmed it based on the expression on his face.

Pepper followed Jimmy into the church, but on the way she leaned into Jojo’s ear and said, “I’m telling her tonight.”

Then she smiled at him and continued on her way.

Jojo realized he wasn’t going to get away with it. He was one screwed clown.


Chapter 138

When all the guests were seated, Jojo met up with his daughter on the side of the church. He had to push aside his worries about Jimmy and Pepper for a while. It was time for him to walk his daughter down the aisle.

Taffy was in her pink wedding dress. In traditional clown fashion, the dress was wide in the hips and back, cut low to expose her marshmallow-white shoulders; blue bows lined each side of her torso, and a bouquet of balloons was pinned to her chest. She was the most beautiful clown bride Jojo had ever seen.

Jojo went to his daughter to tell her how wonderful she looked, but the second she got there her face turned from beautiful to fuming mad.

“What the hell are those!” Taffy cried as she saw some of the staff laying out pies on tables outside the church.

“What’s wrong?” Jojo said as he approached her.

“Those pies,” she said. “What are they for?”

Jojo was confused. He figured she’d already know. “They’re for the pie throwing after the ceremony.”

Taffy panicked. “What! I didn’t want pie throwing!”

It was a tradition at clown weddings to throw pies at the bride and groom after they left the church. By the reception, they would always look like two mounds of cream and pie filling, usually licking the cream off each other’s faces before dinner.

“But you wanted a traditional clown wedding,” Jojo said. “The pie-throwing part is one of the biggest traditions there is.”

“I wanted them to throw popcorn, not pies!” Taffy said. “Popcorn’s just as traditional. I can’t be covered in pie all night. It’ll ruin my dress! And my hair!”

When Jojo saw the panicked look on her face, he couldn’t let it stand. He went to the waiters and told them to take away the pies.

“They’re going to try to get the popcorn ready in time,” Jojo said as he returned to his daughter. “Don’t worry about it. Your dress won’t be ruined.”

His daughter tried to relax. If they didn’t get the popcorn in time, she didn’t care. She just didn’t want to be covered in pie.

Then Jojo called Earl Berryman over. The vet brought a white circus pony to them. It was covered in flowers and balloons, with an elegant pink saddle. The vet gave Jojo the reins and the clown petted the side of the horse’s neck.

“It’s a beautiful horse,” Jojo said.

When she saw the pony, Taffy’s mood changed completely.

“She’s so perfect,” Taffy said, approaching the horse.

“It’s a he, actually,” Earl Berryman said.

When he said that, Jojo gave the vet a grumpy look and waved him away. The clown could’ve punched the guy for ruining the moment. Luckily, Taffy didn’t seem to care that the horse wasn’t female.

“Are you ready?” Jojo asked his daughter.

“I think so…,” Taffy said in a mousy voice, terrified to go out there in front of everyone.

“You look absolutely stunning,” he said.

She smiled at her father. Then they didn’t speak for a few moments. There weren’t words they could say to each other that could convey what they wanted to express in that moment.

His daughter was about to get onto the pony when Jojo stopped her.

“Hold on a minute,” he said.

Taffy turned back to him. “What? We have to go. They’re all waiting for us.”

“Let them wait,” Jojo said. “I have something I want to give you first.”

“What?” Taffy asked.

“It’s your wedding present from me,” Jojo said.

“My wedding present? Just give it to me later.”

“I wanted to give it to you now,” Jojo said. “When it was just the two of us.” He took a small box from his pocket and handed it to her.

“We don’t have time for this,” she said. “What is it?”

Annoyed with her father, Taffy ripped off the wrapping paper and opened the box as fast as she could. But when she saw it, she nearly fell to her knees.

“How did you…”

Her pink nose trembled and her eyes became glossy as she pulled Princess Tutti-Frutti from the box. The lost toy from her childhood was glued together so perfectly that she was practically as good as new. It had been years since she’d thought about her beloved clown princess, but as she held the doll the memories flooded back.

Jojo smiled at his daughter. “It took me almost twenty years, but I finally fixed her for you.”

Taffy looked in her father’s eyes. She had no idea he’d still been working on her doll all these years, trying to accomplish the impossible in order to make her happy, even after she grew up and no longer had any interest in dolls or toys.

“Tutti-Frutti…,” Taffy said, not even caring about ruining her makeup as tears ran down her cheeks.

As his daughter hugged the clown princess to her chest, Jojo no longer saw her as an adult bride about to be married off and start a family of her own. Before his eyes, she transformed into Jojo’s little girl again. She became the sweet seven-year-old who dreamed of one day becoming a clown princess like Tutti-Frutti.

“You always called that doll the prettiest princess in the world,” Jojo said. “But that’s just a hunk of plastic. If you ask me, you’re the real deal.”

Taffy wiped her pink nose against his suit as she hugged him with all her strength. She wouldn’t let go of Tutti-Frutti, even as Jojo helped her onto the horse. She probably would’ve walked down the aisle holding the doll if he hadn’t taken it away from her and put it in the saddlebag.


Chapter 139

As the doors of the church were thrown open, the place erupted into the most beautiful circus music that any clown had ever heard. Bingo Ballbreaker led the clown orchestra, playing his violin with such passion that it affected every person in the building. Even Hats Rizzo and Jackie the Grump were moved to tears, passing a tissue back and forth to each other. And Taffy, riding her pony, was the most beautiful clown bride anyone had ever seen. It was a perfect moment. The stuff of fairy tales. And as Jojo led the pony by the reins down the aisle, he, too, got swept up in the moment. He suddenly got it in his head that everything was perfect, that nothing could possibly go wrong with the wedding.

But that moment was short-lived. As he walked closer to Reverend Jellybottom and Pinky Smiles—the groom waiting with bated breath in his slick pink tuxedo, so blown away by his bride’s beauty that he, of all people, couldn’t even smile—he saw who was sitting in the seat next to his drunken wife, Gianna. Because Jimmy was a family member, he and his guest were seated in the front row with the rest of the Bozos. And Jimmy sat Pepper right next to Gianna.

It was at that exact moment that Pepper decided to tell Jojo’s wife about the affair. Pepper looked Jojo in the eyes and smiled, then she whispered in Gianna’s ear. Now, his wife was short-tempered, but she wasn’t the type to make a scene. However, with all that wine she’d drunk, mixed with her medication, she was completely inebriated. She didn’t even know what she was doing when she stood from her chair, charged down the aisle, and slapped her husband across the face right in front of everyone.

The music stopped and every clown in the church dropped their jaws.

“You son of a bitch!” Gianna’s voice echoed through the building “You’re fucking that little whore behind my back?”

Taffy was so absorbed in the moment that she was the last person to realize what was going on. But once she saw her belligerent mother in the center of the aisle, screaming at her father about sleeping around, her heart nearly stopped.

“Mom!” Taffy cried, her face turning red.

Her mother yelled, “It’s not my fault your father’s a no-good pig!” Then she smacked her husband again. “How could you do this to me? You said you’d never do it again. Do you know how stupid you’ve made me look?”

Jojo tried to calm his wife down, but she was out of control. She wanted everyone in the room to know what a rotten son of a bitch he was. Pepper and Jimmy just laughed their asses off as Gianna went off on him.

“Calm down,” Jojo said. “This isn’t the time.”

While they caused the scene, nobody saw the French clowns coming, not even the clowns working security. With the entrance to the church wide open, a single clown car pulled up to the church steps. The doors flew open. Then, from just the single car, dozens of clowns poured out one at a time—a small army of jesters carrying popcorn tommy guns.


Chapter 140

As the gunfire erupted in the church, the pony freaked out. He threw Taffy off his back, dropping her headfirst into the floor, flattening the elegant hairstyle that she’d spent all day preparing. Then the pony kicked Jojo in the ribs and he fell on top of his wife, who was still cursing and smacking him. She didn’t seem to care or realize that the church had been turned into a war zone.

Within two minutes, the French clowns tore through the clown security Jojo had hired to protect the wedding. Then they turned their fire on the rest of the church. Old women dove under their seats, mothers used their own bodies to cover their children, and ushers dropped to the floor, while members of the Bozo Family pulled guns out of their suits and returned fire.

“Get down!” Vinnie Blue Nose yelled to the crowd while loading a clip of happy bullets.

Reverend Jellybottom knocked over the shrieking bridesmaids while trying to get to safety, pushing women and children out of his way to the back exit.

“Taffy!” Pinky Smiles cried as he saw his bride tangled up in her own wedding dress, right in the middle of the chaos.

The groom ran down the aisle, pulling a pistol from an ankle holster and firing as he went. He shot flower bullets, which caused roses to grow from the wounds of the clowns he hit. Pink and blue roses bloomed throughout the room, which coincidentally matched his wedding colors.

He got in front of his bride to act as a shield, taking two popcorn bullets to his upper back as he helped Taffy to her feet. But even as the bullets exploded in his body, they didn’t stop him from saving the woman he loved. He didn’t even realize red spots were forming on his pink tuxedo until he’d gotten her to safety. The clown who was supposed to be his best man, Captain Spotty, came to his aid to stop the bleeding. Taffy screamed at him, begging him to save the boy.

The French clowns threw pies into the pews, which exploded on impact, sending bits of wood and shredded suits into the air. As the explosions died down, Don Bozo blew up a collection of balloons and twisted them into the shape of a machine gun. He stood up, pointing his balloon weapon at the pie throwers, and filled them with bullets before another exploding dessert could be tossed.

Jojo stayed on the ground, hiding his face beneath his drunken wife’s fists. He wanted to run, but could hardly move after getting kicked by the pony. He thought at least two of his ribs were broken. No matter what happened to him, he was relieved that the groom got his daughter to safety.

“You dirty bastard!” his wife cried, clawing at his face.

But even with his wife on top of him, he couldn’t remain hidden from the enemy.

“You’re a dead clown, Jojo,” Daddy Longlegs yelled, stepping through the church on his massive stilt legs.

The chef capitaine of Le Mystère carried a bottle-rocket launcher—a device that wasn’t normally used as a weapon. It looked like a cross between a Gatling gun and a rocket launcher, only the mini rockets it rapidly fired were supposed to be used in firework displays.

Jojo grabbed his wife and rolled out of the aisle, between two rows of seats, as Daddy Longlegs fired dozens of rockets at them. The room lit up with colorful explosions as the rockets burst above Jojo’s head. Some of the fireworks created shapes as they went off, such as hearts and stars. Jojo would have been in awe of the colorful lights if they weren’t meant to kill him.

“Would you cut it out already?” Jojo said to his wife as she continued smacking him.

One rocket bounced off the back of a seat and exploded near the orchestra. Bingo Ballbreaker looked down. The explosion had created a scratch on his violin. It was the tiniest scratch that probably wouldn’t even be visible to the naked eye, but Bingo could see it. He could almost hear his beloved crying out in pain.

“Melinda…,” he cried.

Then Bingo looked up at the clown who’d injured his precious violin. His eyes tightened around the sight of Daddy Longlegs. He put his violin back in the case, straightened his suit, and charged the clown on stilts.

“You killed my sons, you miserable bastard,” Longlegs yelled at Jojo, creeping toward him like a spider.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Jojo cried. “I’m sorry.”

Jojo had a gun on him but couldn’t reach it with his wife still beating on him.

“Don’t apologize to me, apologize to my sons.”

Longlegs got right up to Jojo’s hiding spot and aimed his weapon at the clown’s head. Gianna finally sobered up to what was going on around her. She got off her husband and crawled away.

“I’ll send you to Hell so you can tell them yourself,” Longlegs said.

Then Bingo Ballbreaker barreled through the seats and tackled Daddy Longlegs. The brawny clown went straight through the Frenchman’s stilts, breaking them in half. Then he threw him to the ground.

“This is for Melinda,” Bingo said, as he punched the legless clown in the mouth.

Jojo used that opportunity to escape. He held his broken ribs and forced himself to his knees. Then he crawled under the gunfire and escaped into the bathroom.


Chapter 141

The bathroom was full of cowering wedding guests. Two of them were security guards he’d hired for the event, the only two left alive. When Jojo saw them, he was pissed.

“What the hell are you doing in here?” he yelled at the security clowns. “Get the hell out there and do your fucking job.”

The clowns wouldn’t move. Jojo didn’t have the patience to deal with them.

“Suit yourself,” Jojo said, then he pulled out his handgun and shot them both between the eyes.

The other wedding guests screamed as the security clowns flopped to the floor. When Jojo turned his back, they ran out of the bathroom before he turned on them.

He ripped open his shirt and wound up his heart. Then he washed his face and pulled up his shirt to examine the dent in the side of his chest.

“You really fucked things up, didn’t you?” his reflection said to him.

Jojo couldn’t disagree with himself. “Yeah, I sure did, didn’t I? You think Taffy will ever forgive me?”

“No.” His mirror image laughed. “You turned the happiest day of her life into a bloodbath. Did you see her groom out there? You nearly got him killed.”

Jojo groaned. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

“So what are you going to do now?” his reflection asked. “You just going to hide in here until it’s all over?”

“That’s what I was thinking, yeah,” Jojo said.

“Are you that big of a coward? Your daughter’s still out there, so is your wife and brother. You’re the one who caused this mess. You should be the one to fix it.”

“What do you expect me to do? Kill all those French bastards single-handedly?”

“Yeah, if you have to. Or you could die trying. That’s what a real clown would do.”

Jojo shook his head. “It shouldn’t last much longer. I’m just going to let it run its course.”

“You worthless piece of crap,” the mirror said. “Are you telling me when this is all done your only contribution will be killing two of your own guys for hiding in the bathroom?”

“Guess so,” Jojo said.

His reflection shook his head at him. He didn’t respect himself in any way at that moment. “I thought you were a clown with brass gumballs. What happened to you? You’ve become soft in your old age. Where’s the clown who helped build the Bozo Family from a group of no-good gutter brats into the kings of Little Bigtop?”

Jojo couldn’t look himself in the eyes.

“You need to go back out there and show those bastards what you’re made of,” his reflection said. “It’s the least you can do. If you won’t do it for yourself, at least do it for your daughter. Do it for your family…even if they all probably want you dead.”

Jojo took a deep breath. He checked how many bullets he had in his clip, then held it up and nodded.

“Okay, we’ll do it your way,” Jojo said. “We’ll show them just what kind of stuff Uncle Jojo’s made of.”


Chapter 142

But there was nothing Jojo could do to make up for all that he’d done. As he stepped out of the bathroom, the first thing he saw was a metal chair coming at his face. The seat collided with his forehead and he crumpled to the ground.

“How’s it going, Uncle Jojo?” Jimmy Bozo said, leaning over Jojo with the chair propped on his shoulder. Bullets flew over his head and shoulders, but the kid seemed to have no worries of getting hit.

Then he smacked his uncle again.

“Jimmy, you got to understand…”

His nephew kicked him in the teeth. “Understand what? That you sold me out because you were afraid of Le Mystère? What kind of coward are you?”

Jojo tried to guard his face as the chair hit him again. “I was worried about my daughter.”

“Well, you had nothing to worry about,” Jimmy said. “We’re Bozos. We made short work of those bastards, even when they got the jump on us.”

Jojo looked around the room. The French clowns were fleeing. Bingo Ballbreaker picked Daddy Longlegs off the ground and snapped his neck, then threw his limp body at the fleeing Frenchmen. It was over. In the end, the Bozos wiped the floor with them.

A high-heeled shoe stabbed Jojo in the cheek. He cried out and looked up to see Pepper standing over him, kicking him with her heel.

“You tried to have me killed, you bastard?” Pepper cried, shoving her heel in his crotch. “You actually tried to have me killed? Just because I loved you so much!”

Pepper and Jimmy took turns beating the crap out of Uncle Jojo. Once Gianna saw what was happening, she came over and helped them out, calling him a fat bastard with every swing of her foot. And then, after it was assured that Pinky would be okay, Taffy joined in. She was so pissed that her wedding was ruined that she took out her aggression on her father, punching, kicking, and screaming at him in her blood-soaked wedding dress.

And as she kicked her father, all the bride could say was, “I was supposed to be a princess! I was supposed to be a princess!”

As he was being beaten, Jojo stared at his reflection in a pool of his own blood, but his reflection just shrugged and said, “Don’t look at me. If I could, I’d be with them beating the crap out of you myself.”

Then Jojo felt his heart giving out again. He pulled out the brass key and put it into the hole in his chest. But as he turned, the key snapped in half. The old rusty piece of crap had finally given out.

He looked at the broken piece of key and said, “Cheap piece of shit…”

Then he curled in a ball and let his loved ones beat him half to death.
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