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A CLOWN CREEPING THROUGH THE WOODS
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They couldn’t find the bodies, they couldn’t even link him to their disappearances. I knew it was him, though. The creep showed up to kids’ parties, to school events, anywhere there were children in that goddamn clown outfit. My brother loved it, loved the balloon animals he would make, and loved the little flower that squirted water. 

Bo-bo Buddy, that’s what he called himself in that fucking costume. He trembled below me with the muzzle of my father’s forty-four magnum against his forehead. The face paint caked up around the muzzle as he moved ever so slightly.

“Where is he?” I asked him calmly. “My brother. I know you have him.” 

The makeup streaked down his face from the rain, blood and sweat, but he still managed to shrug with those exaggerated movements. “Don’t know Benny boy, lottsa kids wandering off these days, it seems.” His colorful outfit was a splash of color in the November woods. Everything was brown and gray besides him. He was garish with the white face, yellow suit and red pom poms. 

I smacked him with the butt of the pistol again. The paint stuck to the gun. “Tell me where he is!” I screamed. His head jerked, but he came back again with his cartoonish smile and exaggerated gestures. Tired of these games, I shot him in the leg.

“Fuck man!” Bo-bo finally screamed, holding onto his mangled leg. The forty-four bullet was large and devastating. Bone chips and viscera cover my pants and shoes. “I don’t have your brother.” He finally sneered. I couldn’t tell if his teeth were red from the red face paint or blood. 

I moved the pistol to the other leg. “Tell me.”

He still smiled, the paint on his face making it seem ghoulish. Like that maw could unhinge and swallow a child whole. Except he wasn’t a monster, or a demon. He was a man, a creep, a lowlife who preyed on children. 

“I told you Benny boy, I don’t have him. I don’t have any of them!”

I fired, blowing apart his other leg. The screech of tinnitus in my ears seemed to harmonize with his screams. My arm and hand ached from the recoil, but my anger overwhelmed any other sensation. His face contorted in pain, the white paint and yellow costume were now speckled with his blood. 

Then he started laughing. It started as a chuckle and grew into a full body roar of a laugh. It gave me chills.

“They are all gone Benny boy. They were gifts! What he wants I give, and there are no take backsies.” He said his eyes were frantic, wide and looked as if they stared into the face of God himself. “If you take me, there will be no one to give him gifts! It will only be a matter of time until he takes on his own... and you don’t want that.”

“Who the fuck are you talking about?” I seethed and pushed my gun against his neck. 

“Why the old one, of course. The original jester himself. Old and red and white himself! It’s all a joke you know. Little phalluses all the time, especially in the rain. How is that not a joke? All of this, it’s all a joke. Puppets on strings, you see.” The man’s eyes were dilated and crazed. I swore I could see the constellations of distant stars in those pupils. “He plays games with us, and I am just one of his little friends. His pranksters. A puppet for him to cause chaos.”

I wasn’t sure how he was still talking with all the blood he had lost. “What the fuck are you talking about? You realize you’re going to die. No matter what. Do one last good thing with your miserable life-”

“They are dead, all of them. Including your brother. Death isn’t the end, though! The old one. Takes good care of them. He is a lover, you know. He loves all of humanity. Especially the kids-” The side of his head blew off as the bullet left his skull. 

I dragged the colorful mess of a body to the old well left over from when this land was a farm a hundred years ago. I dropped him down and heard his body smash against the ancient stones the entire way down until there was a splash. 

No one bothered to look for him.
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Ten years later...

“Come on, you are turning a quarter century. We have to do something!” Charlie pleaded.

“People don’t celebrate that, twenty-one makes sense, thirty makes sense, but twenty-five?” I said, shoving a slice of pizza into my mouth. The place was damn near empty, which was good since it was a small place. A little hole in the wall with the best New York-style pizza in the county.  

“I know, and you didn’t celebrate your twenty-first. You never do anything fun!” Charlie said, looking exasperated.

“I don’t like them. They are nothing special.” I took a long drink of my mountain dew. Charlie did this every year. Every year I told him no, and this went back and forth until we compromised on some small excursion. 

“Well, I like you and your birthday, so you’re going to have to deal.”

“What do you have planned, then?” I asked, leaning back in the booth, ready to dread the whole idea. My right hand ached, and I massaged it as I listened.

“Camping, roughing it like you like to do.” The lady behind the counter made a show of looking at the clock. It was almost closing time, and she wanted us to get the hint rather than telling us to leave.

“That doesn’t sound bad. You know how I hate people.”

“I invited a few guys from work.” He said with a fake sorry face.

“There it is. I would rather not.” I said, picking up my plate and walking towards the counter.

“Too bad. You are.”

I still had dreams about that night, and about the night I got my revenge. During the day, I actively made a point not to remember the whole incident. I couldn’t help that at night, though, and every night I relived both days. The day Danny went missing, I was playing on my phone, looking up every so often at the playground. 

I would get a “Benny you see that?” or “Benny, watch this!” over and over. It was endearing but got old quickly. Because of this, I didn’t see him get snatched. I only noticed when a few quiet minutes passed. 

Danny was gone forever, and it was my fault.

They ambushed me with no hope of escape. They all but dragged me onto this forsaken trip completely against my will. Stuffed into Charlie’s Subaru, the four of us set off into the deep woods. 

“How far are we going to have to walk?” Jesse asked from next to me. 

“We are traveling for four days. At the end there is a resort, and I got us a room there. So we can shower, eat good food and unwind.” Charlie said, satisfied with his idea. 

“Can’t we just go there first... and stay?” Ray complained.

I didn’t like this. These guys had never set a foot in the woods, and now I had to be a babysitter. 

“What gear did you guys get?” I asked, dreading the answers. 

“The best Walmart has to offer! I went yesterday and dropped almost two hundred dollars.” Charlie perked up as he said it.

“Same, I didn’t even take some of it out of the packaging. Figure we could burn it.” Ray said with a shrug.

“You guys didn’t break in your hiking shoes?” Jesse asked, horrified. “I read you are supposed to break them in. I have been wearing them constantly for like two weeks now.” 

I rubbed my temples, a headache forming. I knew this was going to be a bad idea.

“Really? I am sure it will be fine.” Charlie said, seeming completely unconcerned. “What matters is we are going to have a great time!”

“You bought special shoes for this? I brought my New Balances.” Ray looked at everyone’s feet. “Shit.”

The trailhead was a decent sized parking lot, with nearly two dozen cars parked. A family with a small dog started off on the trail as we pulled in. 

Ray pointed at the family. “They don’t have hiking shoes and gear.” 

“There are small loops here too, not just the long one.” Charlie explained as he pulled up next to a car that had a thick dusting of pollen. Everyone got out of the car and gathered their gear. I couldn’t help but stare at the pollen covered car. The yellow reminded me of a certain costume. I pushed that association out of my mind. Still, the car looked like it had been there a while. 

I could see where it had rained, and the pollen had run down the side in rivers of yellow, only to be covered up again. How long has it been here? I looked around and noticed that there were three other vehicles that had layers of pollen and dust. 

I noticed a truck with two deflated tires and leaves caught between the windshield and hood. It reminded me of a forest I read about at the bottom of mount Fuji, the suicide forest. People would find abandoned vehicles and know that the forest claimed a victim. 

“I really don’t know about this, guys.” I said, as a directionless dread filled me. I thought about it for a moment, then put the large fixed blade knife on my belt loop.

“Why not? It will be fine. They brought a labradoodle. If a doodle can do it, so can you.” Charlie said, and then noticed the knife. “Whatcha going to do with that Crocodile Dundee?”

“You never know.” I said.

“Just don’t be murdering us out there,” Charlie said cheerfully and almost skipped to the woods with excitement and the rest of his little fellowship followed, significantly less enthused.

Ray groaned within the first hour, complaining that his backpack was too heavy. Charlie’s optimism was unshakable, and Jesse, against all odds, was nearly as prepared as I was. I could handle babysitting half of them.

Hours go by. Charlie and Jesse talked, while Ray groaned. My mind drifted like mist through the trees. I remembered the feeling of the gun going off in my hand, the kicks that broke fingers and cut skin. The blood spattering against my face, the tinny smell and taste of a killer’s blood. His voice. “He plays games with us, and I am just one of his little friends. His pranksters. A puppet for him to cause chaos.”

“You think this thing is poisonous?” Ray asked and pulled me from my thoughts. He was pointing towards a red and white mushroom. “It’s so colorful.”

“Don’t touch that!” I shouted louder and more frantically than I meant to. “It’s poisonous and causes hallucinations. Not something we need to deal with now.” 

“Oh, okay.” Ray said. His exhaustion was starting to really show.

“You know I had shrooms a few times. Felt like I was talking to things from somewhere else.”

“The machine elves?” Jesse said as he kicked a small piece of wood into the shrubs. “Oh wait, no that’s DMT I think... I am no psychonaut. 

“No, actually... They were clowns.” Charlie looked like he had just eaten something sour as he remembered. “It was really weird.”

“Most trips are.” Jesse said. “I saw an anthropomorphic raccoon in a pro-wrestling outfit telling me to forgive my mother.”

We made camp a little while longer and even though Charlie’s tent was missing a pole; we made it work. The fire was simple too, the ground and wood were dry and we had plenty of lighters. I set up my hammock tent and then sat around the fire with them. 

Charlie pulled a joint from his backpack. “Anyone want a hit?” He asked while lighting it up. 

“We passing the peace pipe?” Jesse asked, reaching for it. Ray passed on the joint and so did I. 

“Someone needs to remain sober and competent out here.” I said, even though that was only a cover. I was terrified to be too high to handle a serious situation. So Jesse and Charlie puffed on the joint and giggled as they all talked about their bosses and coworkers.

I couldn’t get into the conversation because something was vexing me and I couldn’t place it. A sound, dissonant from the laughter and crackle of a fire. I saw a flash of color in the darkening woods, it looked red. Too bright to be anything but maybe a cardinal.

I stood up and muttered something about taking a piss and walked past the edge of light from the fire. It became more clear away from them. It was the plucking notes of the Entrance of the Gladiators, also known as circus music. 

I sat in a circus tent alone, all but the clown performing in the center. The tent was the classic white and red striped coloration. A car with a large windup key drove into the center circle of the tent. It stopped and one large shoe came out with a squeak. Then I saw the yellow costume, green hair, and white face.

Bo-Bo buddy the clown pantomimed looking over a vast distance, his hand shielding his eyes from an imaginary sun. Then they locked on me. Bo-Bo stood up straight, animated. His red-faced makeup looked like a large bloody grin. He waved to me with his fingers before cartwheeling away. 

Then Bo-Bo called out. “For all you in the audience, I know you all adore me.” He bowed as if before a massive crowd. “Now I want to show you why.” He said before pulling deflated balloons from his sleeves. He raised a gloved hand and put balloons on the tip of each. They all inflated, as if connected to a compressor.  

“I hope you like balloon animals, Benny boy.” The clown’s grin was wide and carnivorous 

I watched as a giraffe was twisted into existence. He tossed it aside, shaking his head. Then came a dog, a hat, a sword. All tossed aside, then he jumped up as if a literal lightbulb went off over his head. He grabbed several balloons and started twisting about as he formed something. 

Now, as he was folding, Bo-Bo walked to my seat. I couldn’t stare away as the balloon took form. He got maybe ten feet from my seat and held up his masterpiece. A person in balloon form. 

“Now Benny boy, I hope you admire this, it’s your brother!” He said with a dark cheer.

I was disgusted by the sight of it. Twisted up in the long tubular abstraction was the countenance of my brother’s face. 

“There's more...” Bo-Bo growled and pulled out a large pin and poked the balloon part that looked like his brother’s head. Air escaped in a high-pitched whine. The clown’s grin was as wide as a snake’s. 

The whistling whine of air had something underneath it, another sound contained. I listened closely and heard a small voice say.

“Benny... where were you? I needed you...” The voice was weak, and without a doubt, belonged to my brother. “Help me...”
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I woke up with a start, almost sitting up in the hammock. Thank god it was just a dream. I thought and looked up through the mesh. The stars were vibrant, luminous, and malevolent. I shouldn’t have been able to see them through the trees, yet they seemed to be falling down around me.

“What Benny didn’t like my Balloon animals?” A voice whispered right next to my ear. “Maybe you will like my disappearing act instead.” A balloon twisted into the shape of a man became visible through the mesh next to me, held in a white gloved hand. A second hand rose up brandishing a needle pinched between forefinger and thumb. Then it stabbed the balloon. It deflated, the balloon caricature of a man shriveled and then was sucked into the yellow sleeve.
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I woke up again, this time with a slower creep of awareness. At first I heard the soft snores of my friends and then felt the damp air on my skin. I opened my eyes and could see a bright day waiting. Pools of water had gathered in the folds of the rain fly and pine needles floated in them like fish in a pond. I unzipped and got out of the hammock tent, and I stepped on something soft. 

It was a mushroom, a bright red and white Fly Agaric. They had popped up all over our campsite in large overlapping rings. Fairy circles. This is not a good omen. We are trespassing here. 

Groggily, they all rose from their tents. None seemed nearly as concerned as I was over the rings. 

“What’s wrong with you guys?” I had asked, trying to get them moving. 

“Nightmares, I couldn’t sleep a wink.” Charlie said.

Ray nodded, rubbing his eyes. “I haven’t had nightmares since I was a kid. Strangest thing too. It was that clown from when we were teenagers. At least I think it was the same one.”

I tried to maintain my composure for that. The idea they shared the same subject of a dream made my stomach churn uncomfortably. 

The rest of the hike for the day went on well enough until they got closer to night. Ray was complaining about his legs, and Charlie had blisters he refused to comment on. Even though they were slowing him down. His obdurate optimism was grating on everyone. Even Jesse, who was fairing fine, was getting annoyed at Charlie. 

“I don’t understand why we can’t just take a break now?” Ray asked, frustrated. “What is the difference between camping here and camping later?”

“The further we go, the less we have to walk tomorrow.” Charlie explained. “We don’t want to finish our walk at night.” 

Ray groaned but kept walking. I noticed Jesse was a knuckle deep in his ear. 

“Got a bug in there?” I asked. 

“Nah man, I swear I am hearing music, but I am sure it’s just impacted wax doing weird things to my eardrum. Wouldn’t be the first time it happened.” He kept digging and then pulled out his keys to dig better. 

I felt my heart jump, and my hands go cold. “What kind of music?” I asked quietly, not sure if I wanted the answer.

“The Entrance of the gladiators, that circus song. I am surprised I even know what it’s called.” He kept digging in his ear. “It’s the strangest thing. It isn’t any louder as we walk. That’s how I know it’s my ears and nothing weird out here.” 

I stopped and thought about the dream I had. It can’t be a coincidence. “Let’s just make camp up here” I pointed towards an open spot under some hardwood trees. No one argued and unpacked. 

I helped Ray and Charlie with their tents, just to save some time. Jesse had his tent up fairly quickly. He was talking to us about how much he had wanted to camp since he was a kid, but never did it outside his yard. Then he unzipped his tent and stopped. I saw the color drain from his face. I looked inside and saw what had scared him. 

“What is it?” I asked, walking over. He raised his hand weakly to point inside. On the floor in the center of his tent stood a small balloon dog. It was standing upright and was fully inflated. 

“That was not there when I first looked in.” He said, trembling. The bright blue balloon dog appeared to be posed, as if it was waiting for him.

“Let’s get rid of it.” I said quickly, stepping in and grabbing the balloon. I pulled my knife out and stabbed it. We all braced for a loud pop, but it slowly deflated with the sound of a wheezing cackle. We all stared at the deflated balloon, and I felt Jesse digging in his ear next to me. 

“Did you hear that, or was it just this damn wax in my ear?” Jesse looked at his finger and then at everyone else. “No?” 

The cackle continued in the recess of my memory. “Don’t you like balloon animals Benny boy?” 

The Entrance of the Gladiators, and the death of my brother, haunted my
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