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      Clowns never laugh. Not out loud. Seven-year-old Clarence had learned that the hard way.

      Fifteen years later, he stood under the empty big top hours after a show, tossing his juggling pins high in the air. A rip in the tent allowed moonlight to shine through, and every few minutes, he shifted his red-and-yellow size thirty-twos to remain in its spotlight. They were the only thing his dad was still proud of: the size of his feet relative to his five-seven height.

      Clarence tossed a pin, his highest yet, and imagined a crowd gasping in surprise, allowing him to completely focus on them and feign distraction, like he’d forgotten he’d just been juggling.

      The pin! He imagined a child yelling from the grandstand. Catch the pin!

      Clarence puzzled at the imaginary child and had a silent but animated conversation with him for as long as he could‍‍‍—then he snatched the pin out of the air.

      It was a real crowd-pleaser. Probably. Clarence hoped to find out someday, to one day prove that he would be a great clown, maybe even the best.

      He had all the right features to impress‍‍‍—curly green hair, big feet, a big smile on an expressive face‍‍‍—but when he’d been seven years old, he’d . . .

      But it was better not to think about that.

      He threw the last pin as high as he could, then pulled a long, slender balloon from his pocket, blew it up, twisted it into a circle‍‍‍—all while smiling as wide as he could, his mouth corners almost touching his ears‍‍‍—then caught the pin in the balloon circle.

      He felt the imagined audience applauding, wondering what he would do next, watching him with rapt awe.

      Then again, he always felt something watching him. Something that wanted to make him laugh.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Buzo broke his foot climbing out of the clown car during practice.

      “I’ll help him,” Clarence said, rushing out of the shadows and into the big top’s center ring. He nudged Pennywows aside and knelt down beside Buzo, and‍‍‍—one! two! three!‍‍‍—he and Grimilda hefted Buzo off the ground.

      They carried him to the infirmary, Clarence moving faster than Grimilda. They found Nurse waiting for them outside.

      “Trade places with Clarence,” Buzo grumbled. “He’s going so fast I’m bouncing like a burping baby and Grimilda’s about to trip.”

      “Sorry, Buzo,” Clarence said, passing him off. But Clarence couldn’t have helped his excitement. With Buzo out for the day‍‍‍—maybe for the week! maybe for the season!‍‍‍—the ringmaster would have to shuffle the lineup.

      And his quarters were just across the alley.

      The ringmaster’s tent had no door, but it did have two phones, and Bailey Barnum was talking on the giant one, holding the receiver to his ear with both hands.

      “Uh-huh . . . Right. . . . Okay. Thanks for letting me know.” He heaved the receiver off his shoulder and hung up, then picked up the small phone. “Moneybags? It’s Barnum. Buzo’s out. . . . Broken foot. . . . Yup, you got it.” He hung up, put hands to hips, and sighed so forcefully it wubbled his lips in a raspberry that left no doubt Barnum had started out in the world as a clown.

      Clarence stepped inside, pulled off his polka-dotted pageboy hat, and said, “Mr. Barnum?”

      Mr. Barnum looked up and smiled. “Clarence! What can I do for‍‍‍—aaah.” He smiled and wagged his finger and came around the desk to perch on the front edge. He was wearing a leisure version of his red ringmaster tails. “You want Buzo’s job, don’t you?”

      “No,” Clarence said, wringing his hat. “You can give it to Pennywows or”‍‍‍—Clarence winced‍‍‍—“or even Grimilda, but . . .”

      “You want in the car.”

      “I do, sir.”

      “I don’t know,” Barnum said. “The skit’s funny, Clarence.”

      “But I’ve been practicing and—and I’ve been watching the troupe from the shadows‍‍‍⁠—”

      “Clarence! That’s dangerous‍‍‍⁠—”

      “‍‍‍—and I haven’t laughed once, sir. Not once. Not even a one-beat huff of chuckle. If I ever laughed, you’d know it, sir. You would know it.”

      Barnum nodded, conceding the point. “How old are you now, Clarence?”

      “Twenty-two, sir.”

      “Already?”

      “Twenty-three next month, sir.”

      “Right.” Barnum rubbed his chin. “Do you remember that night, Clarence? The one . . . the one where you . . .”

      “Laughed?”

      Barnum nodded. “Do you?”

      “Not really,” which was true. But Clarence feared that what little he did remember was the exact part Barnum was asking about. “Do you remember it, sir?”

      Barnum looked away, at a room partition covered with pictures of performers who’d passed on. A photo of Clarence’s mother was on that wall.

      “I remember her laughing.” He shuddered. “It still gives me chills. And I remember the troupe trying to pull her off you, and then . . .” Barnum looked back at Clarence and frowned with sympathy.

      The troupe had been practicing a new skit that required a small clownling, and right away Clarence had impressed. The elders, the troupe, the audience. All he’d had to do was clown around, but doing so changed something‍‍‍—what, he didn’t know‍‍‍—but he remembered how it had felt: the strange sensations against his ribs, in his armpits, and over the arches of his feet.

      And he remembered how he’d laughed.

      The thought made him tremble.

      “Did she”‍‍‍—Barnum shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe he was asking‍‍‍—“did she attack you?”

      “I . . . don’t remember,” Clarence said.

      But he remembered.

      His mother—the great Sparkle, one of the most talented clowns who had ever lived—had stopped performing and had smothered young Clarence to the ground like he was on fire and she was a blanket‍‍‍—and then she started laughing herself.

      When the troupe had finally pulled his mother off him, the great Sparkle was dead, and her seven-year-old son was still shaking with silent giggles.

      But she hadn’t attacked him. She had protected him. Clarence knew she had.

      He just didn’t know from what.

      “I guess we’ll never know,” Barnum said. “You think you can keep it controlled?”

      “Whatever it was, it was a one-time thing, sir.”

      Which was true. Except Clarence felt whatever-it-was watching him. Always had. Whenever he practiced. Whenever he picked up his gear or dreamed of being first out of the clown car. Even now, he felt the sensation of being stared at. And phantom sensations at his ribs, his armpits, and the arches of his feet. Not intense enough to make him laugh, just enough to remind him that he could. That he had before.

      “Okay,” said Barnum. “I think Jingles Junior will want a chance too‍‍‍⁠—”

      Clarence flinched at the sound of Jingles’ name. The clownling was only thirteen.

      “‍‍‍—but you can practice with the troupe,” Barnum continued. “Impress them, and you’re in.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Barnum, sir.” Clarence put on his pageboy and turned to leave.

      “And Clarence?”

      “Yes, sir?” Clarence pulled off his hat again and turned back. But Barnum seemed unable to say the words, words that would likely be full of hesitation and second thoughts. So Clarence helped him out: “I won’t laugh, sir.”

      Not on his own, anyway. Not if he could help it.

      Clarence hustled back to the big top, where the troupe was still holding practice for the night’s show. The hood on the car was up, and Grimilda and Pennywows had their heads buried inside.

      Jingles was already in the ring, and when the clownling spotted Clarence, he pointed him out to the other clownlings. “There he is.”

      “Don’t sound so disappointed,” Clarence said.

      “Better disappointed than being so full of enthusiasm that I’m on the verge of laughter.”

      “Ooohh,” said Dizzy and Bubbles, both under twenty and so technically still clownlings.

      “So it’s gonna be like that, uh?” Clarence wound up his fist until it was suddenly wearing a boxing glove.

      “Okay, that’s impressive,” said Bubbles. “You gotta admit that’s impressive.”

      “Whatever,” said Jingles.

      But Clarence just smiled, stretching the corners of his mouth until they almost touched his ears.

      “Sheesh,” said Dizzy. “I knew you were practicing, but sheesh.”

      Clarence just smiled wider, and‍‍‍—holy pie‍‍‍—throw one in his face if his mouth and ears weren’t touching.

      Dizzy and Bubbles grinned back and threw him compliments and shifted their feet until their size twenty-sevens and twenty-nines, respectively, were planted on either side of Clarence’s size thirty-twos.

      “Nice shoes,” said Clarence.

      “Whatever,” said Jingles. “At least my mom didn’t laugh herself to death.”

      But nobody oohed this time. The troupe went quiet, even Pennywows and Grimilda. Clarence hadn’t even realized they’d been listening. But they weren’t scowling at Jingles, chastising him for his words. They were looking at Clarence with pity, curiosity, and . . . accusation?

      “What?” Clarence said. “I was seven.”

      That only added to the pity and curiosity.

      “Enough.” Pennywows shut the car hood. “Get back to clowning around.”

      “Places, everyone,” said Grimilda.

      Dizzy and Bubbles found their places, but Jingles and Clarence didn’t have theirs yet, so they were left standing alone at the edge of the ring.

      Jingles tugged on his huge striped tie, stretching the loop of elastic around his neck. “Sorry,” he said to Clarence.

      “Me, too,” Clarence said.

      “Last time Dad went to Clowns International, he took me,” Jingles said.

      “Yeah, I remember,” Clarence said on a sigh. His own dad’s health had declined following Sparkle’s death, so there’d been no adventures for him growing up. “What about it?”

      “I overheard some clownlings talking about a . . .” He glanced at the troupe. The clowns were all focused on the new skit, taking advantage of the opportunity Buzo’s broken foot had given them and jockeying for new roles. Still, Jingles leaned closer to Clarence and whispered, “a tickle monster.”

      Clarence frowned. “Tickle?”

      Jingles had wide eyes to begin with, but as they bore into Clarence’s own, they took up half his face in earnest. “It’s a touch designed to make a clown laugh.”

      Chills rippled across Clarence’s skin. “You’re kidding.”

      Jingles shook his head. “I asked an elder about it, and he said it’s true. He said the touch is most effective here, here, and here.”

      Jingles pointed to his own armpits, ribs, and the bottoms of his feet.

      Clarence went cold.

      “Okay, you two.” Pennywows waved them over and explained their roles for the night. He told them they would both be juggling. And he gave the least desirable role of first-in-last-out-of-the-car to Jingles, which meant if anyone was cut tonight, it would likely be him.

      Clarence flushed with warm tingles. He was getting his chance to shine.

      But as they started rehearsal and Clarence started to juggle, the tingles subsided. And what lingered was a light brushing sensation along his ribs. Slow at first, and then faster and faster.

      Clarence wiggled, trying to get away from the sensation, but it followed him, tickling his armpits and ribs‍‍‍‍—and then it suddenly attacked his feet. Clarence jumped, just barely catching his pin.

      “Good effort, Clarence!” Pennywows said.

      But it wasn’t effort. It was an involuntary response to the sensations, sensations he could no longer call phantom. They were intensifying. Affecting his diaphragm. He clamped his lips shut for safety, but his smile widened and his eyes grew bigger with the effort to keep his mouth closed.

      “Yes!” said Pennywows. “Keep it up, Clarence, and you’ll be second-in-second-out in no time.”

      But that prospect only worsened the sensations: One stroked him in the armpit in just the right spot, and he gasped, releasing all his air. He clamped his hands over his mouth before he could inhale with any erratic sound‍‍‍—and his juggling pins crashed to the floor.

      “Clarence!” said Pennywows.

      Clarence’s diaphragm bounced, but he held his
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