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Mr. Pogo
By Sara Clancy

	 

	“They have a merry-go-round!” Eliza wobbled on her tiptoes, staggering in and out of the line as she strained to sneak peeks of the circus grounds.

	Addy didn’t know why Eliza was trying so hard. It wasn't as if there was a fence surrounding the circus, and the line for the ticket booth was two people thick at most. All she had to do was lean to the side and she'd be able to see everything she wanted to. But Addy supposed that wasn’t as fun.

	Rides puffed and whirled, the sounds almost unsettling beneath the clustered screams. Helium balloons bobbed above the heads of the crowd. Every so often, one would make a lazy escape into the clear sky. The scent of popcorn, toffee apples, and deep-fried food hung thick in the air, dense enough that even the lingering traces of animals and hay couldn't stop Addy’s mouth from watering. She was pulling her phone out of her purse when her little sister latched onto her arm with both tiny hands and proceeded to violently shake her.

	“They have elephants!” Eliza grunted through her clenched teeth.

	“Calm down, you little freak,” Addy chuckled.

	“Can we see the elephants?”

	“Sure.”

	“Can we go on the merry-go-round?”

	Addy hummed in agreement as she went back to her phone. Why did they have to get the most sensitive alarm system in the world? she thought.

	Her parents were obsessed with getting the newest, fanciest technology. Unfortunately, that often meant buying the first release…before they had time to work out the bugs. The newest addition to their home security was basically a motion sensor camera built into the doorbell. It started recording any time it was tripped and sent the first few minutes of footage as an alert to their phones.

	It had barely been a day since they had let Addy join the account, rite of passage to go along with being left home alone for the weekend, and she already detested it.

	A bee? She sighed and closed the alert. This thing gets set off by a bee?

	“Can I take an elephant with me on the merry-go-round?”

	“No, Eliza.”

	“How about the clown?”

	Addy reluctantly glanced up from her phone. “What clown?”

	Bright red filled her vision. Addy jumped back, realizing an instant later someone had slipped by beside her. The green-haired clown smiled, wiggling the red balloon animal as Eliza giggled and clapped. Addy caught the soft laughter of the people around them.

	“Hey, kids. I’m Mr. Jingles.” His every motion was exaggerated, making the numerous bells sewn onto his arms and legs rattle. “What’s your name?”

	“Eliza!” she declared all too loud, puffing out her chest with pride.

	Addy arched an eyebrow at her little sister, only to be startled by a balloon animal to the face again.

	“Addy,” she told Mr. Jingles, hoping he’d get the hint that she was too old for this.

	“What great names! Are you ready to have fun?”

	“Yeah!” Eliza’s cry was echoed by the surrounding children.

	“Well, you’ll just have to be patient a little bit longer. You’ve been so good already. I bet you can keep it up. No problem, right?”

	“Right!”

	For some reason far beyond Addy’s understanding, Eliza saluted the clown, her podgy face scrunching up with determination.

	Mr. Jingles grinned, gave Eliza the balloon animal, and continued down the line. It didn’t take long for Addy to develop a deep appreciation for Mr. Jingles. The rest of the way in line flew by now that Eliza had an inflated poodle to keep her entertained.

	At last, they closed in on the ticket counter. Addy shoved her phone into her purse and began rummaging for her wallet. The slight twist of her torso brought something vibrant into her peripheral vision. She ignored it. Everything was vibrant at the circus. It was the sensation of being watched that drew her attention.

	Looking up, her eyes instantly locked onto the clown. It wasn’t Mr. Jingles. This one was taller, stockier, with blazing rainbow hair atop a bone-white face. Ebony diamonds encased each eye, making the whites gleam like polished marble, and the standard crimson smile made its lips thick and wet. He was motionless in the swirling crowd. Arms hung limply at his sides, and his eyes remained unblinking as he met Addy’s gaze.

	“There’s another clown!” Eliza declared.

	“Yeah, I see him.”

	“I like his hair.” Hugging her poodle with one arm, she waved to the distant clown with the other.

	Slowly, the clown lifted one hand and waved back. Addy forced a polite smile, a nod of recognition, and tried her best to ignore him.

	The moment they entered, the clown was forgotten, lost under the flood of sensations. Rows of games, dozens of food vendors, rides and wandering entertainment kept her too busy to linger on one bad employee.

	Mr. Jingles is way better, she thought.

	“Hold my hand,” Addy said when it became clear the wild mass of people could easily separate them.

	“Addy,” Eliza whined. “I’m too big for that.”

	“Well, I’m not. What am I supposed to do if you lose me?”

	Eliza’s eyes narrowed as she tried to determine if this was a trick or not. “You do get lost easily. Here.”

	She’s getting smarter, Addy thought with a sigh. That’s going to make babysitting a lot harder.

	Eliza kept the poodle in the crook of her free arm as they began to meander around the exhibits. They stopped to get a photograph with a woman on stilts, the colossal butterfly wings protruding from her back glittering in the sunlight, and then made a beeline for the cotton candy. Addy ended up eating most of it while Eliza struggled with a ring toss game.

	“I can get it,” Eliza promised, puffing out her chubby cheeks in frustration.

	“Sure you can.”

	“I can!”

	Addy chuckled and passed another dollar to the carnival worker. He lingered only long enough to hand Eliza another half dozen rope rings.

	“Go on, you were just warming up. You’ve got it this time.”

	“Yeah.” She said the word with a toothy grin and threw another ring.

	It bounced off the top of a bottle, rolled like it was going to settle over it and win her a prize, then flipped off and scattered out of sight.

	“You’ll get the next one,” Addy assured, trying to stifle her smile.

	After that, Eliza took her time, ducking and weaving to better judge the distance. She even went so far as to lick one little finger and stick it in the air to ‘judge wind resistance.’

	Where does she get this stuff? Addy wondered while mindlessly munching on her little sister’s share of the cotton candy.

	She paused. While she couldn’t say what had caught her attention, Addy found herself scanning the crowd over her right shoulder. There, in the flow of people, she spotted a flash of rainbow hair and bone-white paint.

	The crowd parted, and the clown came into view. It was smiling now, ivory teeth cutting the bloody red lips in two. While it didn’t move its body, its eyes roamed endlessly. Tension squeezed Addy’s chest.

	Don’t be so stupid. He’s just an idiot who thinks he’s funny.

	Still, her parents’ copious warnings flashed across her mind in rapid succession, feeding into her growing unease. As subtly as she could, she shifted closer to her sister, waiting impatiently for her to throw the last ring. It missed, just like the others, but the worker still smiled and let Eliza pick out a small trinket.

	Addy took her eyes off of the clown to thank the man. As she was bundling her little sister into motion again, she couldn’t resist a glance back. People passed by in a living stream of color and laughter.

	The clown was gone.

	Probably found someone else to bother.

	After riding the bumper cars, they set off in search of more snacks. That was when Eliza spotted Mr. Jingles. He stood within a small crowd of children, effortlessly entertaining them with jokes and some impressive juggling skills.

	“Can we watch?” Eliza asked, still hugging her balloon.

	“Sure.” Addy was also curious. And, while she would never admit it to any of her friends, the clown was pretty funny.

	For the first time, she was happy her parents weren’t here today. Sure, having full responsibility of her little sister was intimidating, but at least she didn’t have to smother her giggles to make sure she didn’t spontaneously regress to childhood. It had taken her months to convince them they could go on their trip and leave her in charge; no babysitter required. She was seventeen and more than capable of caring for Eliza and herself for two days. If they had seen her laughing at a clown, she would have been right back at the kiddie table in their eyes.

	The sun warmed her shoulders as she stood on the edge of the crowd with the other adults, allowing the kids to form a miniature mosh pit in the center of the circle. They jumped and clapped and giggled as Mr. Jingles did his routine. When the show was over, Eliza rushed back to tell her big sister everything, forgetting in her excitement that Addy had been there the whole time.

	“Carousel?” Eliza pleaded.

	“Sure.”

	The crowd had swelled over the course of the show. It was now impossible to walk at anything faster than a casual stroll. Addy quickly tired of the constant sidestepping and, with Eliza’s hand tight in her own, ducked down a back alley created by the game tents and food trucks. Sealed boxes of stuffed toys were stacked to their left while rubbish bins speckled their right. It didn’t really have the same carnival ambiance, but it was far easier to walk, and there were still a few people milling about. While some of the staff on lunch breaks shot them exasperated looks, no one tried to chase them off.

	After rounding a small cluster of people, the carousel came into sight. Suddenly, Eliza jerked hard on Addy’s hand, forcing her to stumble clumsily a few feet before she could regain her footing. Addy clenched her jaw and waited for an onslaught of teasing and bad jokes. It never came.

	“What’s up?” Addy asked.

	Eliza jabbed a chubby little finger back to the small group they had just passed. “Can we watch?”

	There weren’t enough people there to call it a crowd, so Addy had no trouble seeing what had caught everyone’s attention. A clown. The one with black paint and rainbow hair.

	Unthinkingly, Addy tightened her grip on her little sister’s hand. “I don’t know. We just saw one.”

	“But I like clowns,” Eliza protested.

	She had barely spoken the words loud enough for Addy to hear, but the clown snapped his head up as if she had screamed. A toothy grin stretched its wet, crimson lips as its wide, unblinking eyes latched onto Eliza. The clown leaped onto his hands and startled to waddle over to them, feet flopping and head craned up. All the while, he never took his eyes off of Eliza. The smile never faded.

	The small group migrated to gather round the sisters, chuckling as a few of them clapped. A tingling sensation sparked inside of Addy’s chest. The closer the lumbering clown got, the worse it became. It wasn’t until there was only about a foot of patchy grass separating them that Addy realized what had left her so uneasy.

	The clown never made a sound. He never gave a huff or grunt of strain. His big, podgy, gloved hands scuttled across the patched grass without scraping or stirring the dirt. His clothes never shifted or rustled. He was as silent as a ghost.

	Stopping before them, the clown effortlessly lifted one hand to Eliza. The small girl giggled with delight and eagerly took hold of the oversized glove, shaking it rapidly, the jerking motion having no effect on the clown's balance. Addy kept a tight grip on her sister’s other hand. Just when she was about to tug Eliza back, the clown let go, and an explosion of glitter caught everyone off guard. It erupted from the clown’s hand, gushing up to form a rainbow cloud that danced and sparkled like fireworks.

	A smile flicked across Addy’s face at the sight as people recovered enough from their surprise to clap. The colorful specks fell upon her cheeks, their delicate touch reminding Addy of something she had missed—the glitter bomb hadn’t made a sound. No pop or whoosh. Nothing. It had been as quiet as the clown itself.

	Eliza’s voice snagged Addy’s attention. Her little sister held a strip of holographic paper between her hands, the luminous surface making the black block lettering stand out all the more. She was struggling to sound out the name. Still on his hands, still smiling, still silent, the clown inched closer. Its rainbow hair bobbed wildly as he nodded his encouragement, coaxing Eliza on.

	“It says Mr. Pogo,” Addy blurted out, tugging Eliza back a step.

	Mr. Pogo’s head snapped back so he could lock his unblinking eyes with Addy’s. The clustered ruffles around his neck made it impossible to tell just how far he had contorted himself. It looked wrong, as if his head were no longer attached to his neck but hovering in front of it.

	She didn’t know why she did it, but Addy ripped the piece of paper from Eliza’s hands and offered it back.

	“Thank you,” she said more from a desire to quell the suspicious looks being leveled at her. “But we have to go now.”

	“Addy,” Eliza whined.

	“Don’t you want to go on the carousel? The line’s getting really long. Come on, say goodbye to Mr. Pogo. We’ll catch his next act.”

	Torn between her two loves, Eliza finally gave a sigh of defeat. “Alright. Bye, Mr. Pogo.”

	Almost instantly, the clown was moving. His head twisted like a corkscrew and his legs fell to the side as if they had never been attached. A hop and spin, and Mr. Pogo had impossibly contorted himself back into a standing position. The amazed group clapped and cheered.

	“How did he do that?” a boy next to them asked his father.

	A part of Addy strained to hear the answer, but the father just applauded, and the next burst of glitter put an end to the question.

	Addy’s gut twisted and churned. Mr. Pogo dropped to one knee, framed by the now shimmering air, and flung his arms out wide. A silent request for a goodbye hug. Eliza had torn herself free and looped her arms around his neck before Addy could stop her. The sight was cute enough that a few of the mothers around them sighed happily.

	As if feeding off the energy of his audience, Mr. Pogo burst back up and started spinning around, making Eliza cackle wildly. Faster and faster they spun, kicking up the glitter-coated dust and making the crowd part. Every so often, Mr. Pogo would kick up a leg like a ballerina or do a little awkward jump to keep the group entertained.

	Suddenly, the people were shifting in front of Addy to see better. It was then she noticed how far away they were. Eliza still giggling. The clown carrying her further and further.

	“Hey,” Addy stammered.

	Swirling around with her laughing little sister like he was in an overdramatic waltz, Mr. Pogo covered a few feet more.

	“Hey!” Addy shouted.

	The outburst earned her a few disapproving scowls.

	“Do you mind?” someone whispered harshly. Addy didn’t bother to look and see who it was. “We’re trying to watch the—”

	Mr. Pogo was now only one tent from the chaotic main drag.

	“Hey!” Addy burst forward, pushing aside the people in her way. The sole focus of her existence was on the clown and the crowd he could easily disappear into. “Give me back my sister!”

	Addy had never run so fast in her life, had never pushed herself until her legs couldn’t meet the demands of her mind and began to wobble. Her lungs burned and her heart ricocheted around her chest, but none of it seemed to matter. She wasn't fast enough. Mr. Pogo stood at the mouth of the alleyway, Eliza still clasped within his arms.

	“Stop!”

	A few of the workers finally took notice. They stood up from their makeshift stools just as Addy hurled herself forward and latched onto her little sister’s ankle. Holding on with both hands, Addy dug her heels into the dirt, jerking the clown to a sharp stop.

	Eliza was still smiling blissfully. Too dizzy to actually grab onto her big sister, she instead flung her arms out and hung in Mr. Pogo’s tight grasp. Slowly, the clown’s head turned. He glanced over his shoulder, and then kept going, inch by inch, until he was looking directly behind him, staring unblinkingly at Addy. His painted smile stayed in place even as his flesh pulled into a scowl. All the while, his chest and arms remained forward, her sister still trapped in his embrace.

	Addy swallowed thickly and tried to force a smile. “Cool trick. But I need my sister back now.”

	Mr. Pogo didn’t move.

	“Our parents are waiting for us,” Addy blurted.

	“No, they’re not.”

	Eliza’s chirped comment brought the smile back to the clown’s lips. It turned Addy’s insides cold. A rush of movement past her legs made her jump. The little boy from before latched onto Mr. Pogo’s baggy pant legs, begging to have a turn next before shifting his attention to the clown’s stance.

	“That’s so cool,” the boy declared. “How do you get your head to do that?”

	Some of the parents repeated the question while others insisted the clown shouldn’t reveal the secrets behind his magic tricks. Emboldened by the witnesses around them, Addy steeled her voice and demanded with as much authority as she could muster.

	“I want my sister back. Now.”

	It was all for nothing.

	Mr. Pogo stared at her. He didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, only smiled. Everyone else continued to prattle on about tricks and skills. Addy found herself uncertain. She glanced around, trying to find a single person who shared her concern. She didn’t find one. Even Eliza was enjoying herself.

	Maybe I’m overreacting.

	Addy shoved the thought away. It didn’t matter if she looked rude or paranoid. Eliza was her responsibility. Glancing down at the clown’s arm, she wondered how much trouble she would get in if she physically forced him to let go.

	If she hadn’t been holding onto Eliza’s ankle, she wouldn’t have noticed Mr. Pogo slowly inching backward toward the larger crowd. The tug brought a flash of panic and inspiration in turn. Raising her voice so everyone around them could hear, she snapped something she was sure none of the adults could argue with.

	“I never said you were allowed to take her anywhere.”

	Addy held her breath until the first rumblings of discontent coursed through the group. In a blur of movement, Mr. Pogo leaped, his body swinging around to join the same direction as his head. Eliza’s foot was wrenched free of Addy’s grasp. She staggered forward, desperate to regain the connection, when Eliza was dumped heavily into her arms. The sudden weight almost toppled her over.

	The combination of his impressive feat matched with Addy’s clumsiness, shattered whatever tension had formed within the group. They began to laugh again.

	Addy didn’t linger. She grasped Eliza tight against her chest, pushed past the clown, and fled into the safety of the larger crowd.

	“What’s wrong?” Eliza asked.

	Now, with the warm, spring sunlight heating their shoulders, nestled within the noise of the crowd and the rush of the rides, it was hard to remember what she had been afraid of. Doubt crept into her mind, whispering to her that it had all been a joke at her expense. Just part of a routine he probably did a dozen times a day.

	No one else had been worried.

	The scent of popcorn filled her nose, and the song of the carousel rose up to greet them.

	“Addy?”

	“Nothing,” she stammered, determined not to let her moment of paranoia ruin her sister’s day. “Come on. Your horse awaits.”

	The line had swelled to coil around the protective fencing before they managed to join it. Waiting almost an hour in the now sweltering heat left Addy with sore feet, a sweaty shirt, and a willingness to head home.

	“Single rider!” the ride worker called out, sparking Addy’s interest. “One horse left! Single rider!”

	Addy hurriedly took him up on his offer, and they slipped to the front. The ride operator looked them over and frowned.

	“There’s only one spot.”

	“I’m just going to watch,” Addy assured.

	Despite herself, she felt a twinge of annoyance that Eliza didn’t hesitate to agree. She actually shoved past Addy and sprinted for the carousel. Leaning back against the gate, Addy nursed her wounded pride by watching her sister desperately search for the last empty horse. The worker took pity on her, pointed it out, and got the ride started.

	Music blared over a dozen conversations; the horses bobbed up and down, their polished metal and plastic catching the ridiculous amount of lights fixed upon the pointed roof. Eliza waved as she passed by, her other hand clutching the reigns as if her fake horse would take off at any minute. Addy returned the gesture until her purse buzzed.

	Pushing past the balloon poodle she was safekeeping, she found her phone.

	The motion sensor again?

	This time, the small snippet of video had captured the paperboy making his rounds. Dismissing the alert, she kept her phone out. Eliza passed by again, and Addy completed her waving obligation. Then she started to scroll through her text messages. With any luck, one of her friends would be willing to jump on board with this babysitting gig and give her an excuse to leave. The circus had lost its charm.

	Maybe we can go to the movies or something, Addy thought. Eliza would be okay with that.

	“Addy!”

	Smiling broadly, Addy looked up and waved. Eliza was just rounding the corner, almost out of sight, when Addy noticed the other figure waving to her. One with black eye paint and bright hair. Her stomach dropped like a stone as Mr. Pogo’s grinning face curled out of sight.

	“Can you stop the ride?” Addy asked the worker, shoving her phone in her back pocket.

	“What? No. There’s only like two minutes left, anyway.”

	“I have to get my sister,” Addy pressed.

	“It’s just two minutes.”

	By this time, Eliza was coming around again. Addy pushed up onto her toes, straining to keep her in sight through the cluster of horses, children, and parents.

	“Addy!” Eliza giggled gleefully from the far turn.

	Whirling around, Addy finally saw her. She was still waving happily, Mr. Pogo by her side.

	“Eliza!” Addy burst forward, panic crashing through her veins.

	“Hey! You can’t get on while the ride is in motion!”

	She pushed past the worker and scrambled onto the moving platform. A sea of color and confused faces greeted her.

	“Eliza!”

	Bracing herself against the shifting horses, she staggered more than ran, the constantly changing flow leaving her seasick. Lights, laughter, and music disoriented her.

	“Eliza!”

	She caught glimpses of the worker pacing alongside the machine, but didn’t pay any attention as she surged on, weaving deeper through the layers, eyes darting from one face to the next. It felt like hours had passed before she found a single horse without a rider. Ice replaced her skin. She could barely breathe as she spun around rapidly, desperate for just a glimpse of Eliza or rainbow hair.

	“Eliza! Has anyone seen my sister? The clown took my sister!”

	The ride released a low groan and jerked to a stop. Addy stumbled and smacked into the horse, clutching at the reigns to keep her balance, all the while repeating those three short sentences.

	Someone has to hear me. Someone has to listen.

	A few sparks of recognition became a wildfire, burning through the crowd until every parent joined the search and continued to spread the alarm. Addy ran to the side of the carousel platform. All she could think of was to run to the exit gate. She was met there by a security guard, a tall, burly woman with a stern face.

	“You’re missing a child?”

	Logically, Addy knew they needed details, descriptions for what they should be looking for. But working the sentences past her panic was nearly impossible. The guard kept her radio up by her mouth, passing on every snippet of information she received.

	“The clown took her!” Addy said, mind crashing and blood an icy sludge. “Mr. Pogo! You have to hurry!”

	“You mean Mr. Jingles?” The guard asked.

	“No! The other clown. Mr. Pogo.”

	“We only have one,” the ride worker mumbled, his eyes wide.

	The world whirled around Addy.

	I should have reported him. If I had just reported him!

	She shoved the thoughts to the back of her mind, forcing herself to focus. The guard’s radio crackled to life. Someone had spotted them by the hall of mirrors. Addy took off at a sprint, her shorter stature allowing her to weave through the crush of bodies faster than the other two. Witnesses became active participants as rumors spread. People converged on the hall of mirrors, becoming a living wall that trapped anyone within, but that also kept Addy out.

	Addy stood amongst the simmering chaos, trapped from going any further by the mass of bodies and the guard’s sturdy hand. Trembling with terror of the unknown, she listened to the conversations around her. Everyone had a theory for why the clown would take her sister, each one more depraved and horrifying than the last.

	Finally, when Addy was clutching desperately to the last traces of her sanity, someone emerged from the hall of mirrors. A willowy man jogged down the metal stairs with Eliza bundled in his arms. She was weeping and shuddering, but she was most assuredly alive.

	Addy wrenched her arm free and ran the remaining distance separating them, barreling into
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