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      Marcie and Beth sat on the couch watching Dancing with the Stars, arguing about who was better in the latest round. The show took a break, and a commercial for Al Jones' Used Car Extravaganza came onscreen. Beth rolled her eyes at the guy on the commercial, wearing clown makeup and honking a big red horn every time the announcer yelled "Sale!"

      Marcie picked up the remote and turned the TV off.

      "What the Hell was that for? It's got ten more minutes!" cried Beth.

      "I hate clowns, they freak me out. That guy comes on every night at this time... I can't watch it any more," Marcie explained.

      "Maybe a shrink is in order," Beth suggested, trying to decide if she were joking or not. "It's fine. I have to get going anyway. What time does your date arrive?"

      "Nine. Any minute now actually. Thanks for coming over tonight. I needed some backup. I haven't dated in months."

      "Are you good?"

      "Yeah, I'm good. See you tomorrow for lunch, and I'll tell you all about it."

      "Night!" Beth let herself out, closing the door behind her.

      Marcie turned the TV back on and caught the end of her show. Just as the credits started rolling, there was a buzz at the door.

      She asked who was there, and the response sent a shiver up her spine, "It's me, Michael."

      She'd been talking to Michael for two weeks on one of the big Internet dating sites, and he sounded like a lot of fun. Only one thing bothered her about him. He'd been very evasive about his job, but he assured her that he had one. She'd have to do a little digging at dinner to find out what the mystery man did.

      Fifteen minutes later, they were seated at La Tuna Pecos, one of the trendiest French/Mexican fish places in town. Marcie ordered red wine, and Michael ordered the house beer. They talked while they waited, and finally Marcie insisted that Michael tell her what he did as a job.

      "I don't want to say."

      "Why not? Are you embarrassed? I won't laugh or say anything."

      "It's not that... I just know you won't like it."

      She smirked. "C'mon..."

      "I'm a clown. Really. I do children's parties and sometimes local trade shows. I didn't want to say anything cause you specifically said on your dating profile that you really hate clowns."

      Marcie made a dismissive gesture, "It's nothing. You don't look like a clown right now." She giggled outwardly, but she was already disturbed by his revelation. Even before the food arrived, she imagined that he looked paler overall, and his cheeks took on a reddish hue. Was his nose bigger now too? She knew in her mind that it was her phobia, her fear, her imagination talking, but she couldn't put it out of her mind. It killed any further conversation that Michael tried to get going.

      By the time the food did arrive, Michael couldn't wait to wolf it down and end the date. He at least drove Marcie home. Michael dropped her off outside her little suburban ranch home. As soon as she stepped onto the curb, he peeled out and drove away. Marcie imagined he was honking a little red horn at her from the open window of his car. Clowns. She shuddered.

      She unlocked the door and opened it. Then she carefully locked the doorknob and used the key to engage the knobless deadbolt once she was inside. Marcie turned on the hallway light and put her purse in the hall closet. Then she went into the bathroom, peed, and washed off her makeup. Carefully, she took off her best dress and draped it on a hanger hung from the shower rod in front of the closed shower curtain. Wearing nothing but bra and panties, she walked to the kitchen for something to drink; she needed it to calm her nerves after the thing with Michael.

      Her hand flipped the kitchen switch and she froze.

      In front of the sink, between the dishwasher and the stove, stood a real, live clown. He had the red makeup, the lacy collar, and impossibly big red shoes on even more-impossibly large feet. His nose glowed a bright red. OK, that last part was her imagination, but she was already lost in terror. To make matters worse, this clown was holding a large knife in one hand.

      "You had to come home early," the clown creaked. He didn't sound funny at all. He didn't sound like Krusty, or Bozo, or Clarabelle. He sounded like Hannibal Lector: He was a British clown, the worst kind of all.

      The clown charged toward Marcie, knife arm outstretched in front of him. He obviously intended to stab Marcie.

      Marcie did the first thing that came to mind; she reached up and grabbed the door to the freezer, flinging it open, and catching the clown right in the big red nose with the door, heavy with frozen vegetables and Pizza Rolls. The clown's face stopped instantly, while his momentum carried his body forward, resulting in him being laid out on the floor.

      Marcie saw that he was dazed, but not unconscious. She grabbed hold of herself, and ran to the front door. It was locked, and she needed the key to open the deadbolt. Damned knobless locks; they said they were to keep intruders out, not her in. She ran back to the hall closet for her purse and started rummaging for her keys. Dammit, where are they? She thought in a panic. Her keys weren't here. Where had she put them?

      Then she remembered the gun. She had bought a gun the previous year, supposedly for self-defense, but she had never felt safe with the thing in her purse; besides it was too big and bulky for most of her purses. It was in a box on the top shelf of her bedroom closet.

      She heard the clown stumbling around the kitchen and saw from his shadow on the wall that he was standing and moving again. He just came into view as she ducked into the bedroom and raced for the closet. She pulled open the door and turned on the light. There was the box, under last winter's Christmas sweaters. Marcie pushed the sweaters aside and grabbed the container. Just as she did, she felt hands on her waist pulling at her.

      The next thing she knew, she and the box were flying through the air to land on the bed. The box, and presumably the gun inside, slid over and fell onto the floor on the far side of the bed. Marcie, who was heavier, just flopped onto the comforter onto her back, staring wide-eyed at the nightmare vision before her. She noticed for the first time, that he was wearing a name tag. This was "Charlie Klown."

      He approached slowly, his intent clear. He raised the knife over his head and swung it down with both hands. Marcie rolled out of the way, over the side of the bed and onto the floor. She grabbed the gun, pointed it at Charlie, and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing.

      Charlie looked at the gun. Marcie looked at the gun. They both froze there for a moment, lost in confusion. Marcie knew the gun was loaded, but...

      The safety is on! It came to her just as Charlie started moving around the bottom of the bed, cornering her between the bed and the wall.

      Marcie gripped the gun in both hands, pointed it at Charlie Klown's head, and pulled the trigger. Most of Charlie proceeded to fall on top of Marcie, but the upper part of his head splattered on the ceiling above the hallway door. Gonna have to call the landlord about that. Wonder if I'll lose the deposit over it? She pushed off Charlie's limp body. The bleeding had already stopped, and he was as dead as a clown with half a mind could be.

      Marcie stood up, shaking now that it was over, and walked back out into the hallway to the kitchen. She called the police, telling them what had happened, and they said they'd be there in fifteen minutes.

      Marcie stood there in the kitchen, and washed the blood off her hands in the sink. She turned the TV back on, listening to the news while she got control of herself. She noticed she had blood on her bra, and didn't want to be so exposed when the police arrived. She went into the bathroom to put her dress back on.

      While she was pulling the dress on over her head, she heard the newscaster. "Charlie Lee Jackson, also known as Charlie Klown, has escaped the Springfield home for the criminally insane."

      "No shit," Marcie smiled. "Woulda been nice to know that half an hour ago."

      The newscaster continued, "He escaped this afternoon with the help of his former partner and circus sidekick, 'Tiny Terry' whose real name is currently unknown. He was, however, the first 'little person' to be put on death row in this state..." he droned on, but all Marcie heard was the rustling on the other side of the shower curtain.
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      Dan walked through the mall, noticing the people he passed. A lot of old people were there, just walking for the benefits of walking. Women passed him with a stroller or a small family, and teenagers gathered and grouped in front of the Hot Topic. The Santa Claus Land display had packed up and left more than a month ago, but it was still too cold to go for his daily walk outside in the snow, so he chose to do it indoors.

      He approached a corner that had had been covered up for the past month. Something new was moving in. He'd read online that it was a major new clothing store. He didn't buy new clothes often, and when he did, it was rarely at the mall, so he hadn't paid much attention to the article.

      He wasn't really surprised to see that the new store had opened. It was brightly-lit, well-stocked, and even had a live female DJ inside, pressing buttons and turning knobs on a control panel. There were only a few old women browsing the racks, so Dan wondered exactly what the DJ was doing with those knobs. Did DJs really do anything with those controls, or was it all just a performance in itself? These are the kinds of thoughts Dan often had while walking the mall.

      He passed the opening to the store and continued on. He looked at the mural painted on the store's outer wall next to their display window. That's new too, he couldn't help but notice. The long painting was that of a large group of people walking a busy city street. Dan couldn't make out any of the names on the signs or really distinguish any of the faces on the people in the painting. It was really just a scene of a generic crowd. Something about the picture bothered him, but he couldn't really say what.

      He shook his head and moved on. I just don't get art, he told himself. He completed his first walking lap of the mall. The place wasn't that big, so he usually did three laps. As he started his second round, he couldn't get the disturbing-for-no-good-reason mural out of his mind. When he passed the store again, he stopped to take a closer look.

      The mural had started out as a photo, but had been airbrushed and blurred into an artsy image of people en mass. The street those people in the picture were walking on looked familiar to Dan, but he knew he didn't recognize any of the sign shapes. All the sign names had been blurred out, as had most of the faces. Probably for licensing reasons, Dan thought. You could still see some eyes and mouths and other facial features, but the specifics had been airbrushed away, intentionally blurred.

      Then he saw it. He knew the instant it clicked in his mind what had been bothering him. There, right in the center of the crowd, in one of the most prominent positions on the entire mural, was Dan. It was him, walking along with the others, staring off into the distance with his jacket on and his hands in his pockets. Why hadn't he noticed that immediately?
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