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Making It Big
By DJ Tyrer

The  Laughing  Man.  The  name  had  immediately  seized  his

attention. Renzo had always wanted to make it big with his rap

– and nobody right now was bigger than The Laughing Man,

whose  nihilistic  lyrics  meshed  perfectly  with  the  febrile

atmosphere  of  hatred  gripping  the  capital,  the  bubbling

loathing. It was as if the man were the twisted, bile-sodden soul

of London. To be offered the chance to meet him was more

than he could’ve hoped when he’d emailed the music company

with a sample of his style.

“Come to the office to discuss your work,” read the

reply. “We think it has potential. The Laughing Man will be in

and we’d like to let him listen to it.”

“The Laughing Man?” exclaimed his blood, Mo, as he

finished.

“That’s what it says.”

Renzo had emailed straight back. A day and hour were

agreed.  There  was  no  way  he’d  miss  it,  even  if  it  meant

crossing another crew’s territory.



“Need  me  to  ride  shotgun?”  Mo’d  asked,  but  he’d

turned down the offer. He wouldn’t be wearing their colours or

badge  –  he  was  going  to  wear  a  black  hoodie  with  The

Laughing Man’s logo on the back. Besides, he’d be on a bus as

he travelled through enemy territory and would be keeping his

head down. He’d be about as safe as he’d ever be.

He had a bit of a scare on the bus when a trio in the

that other crew’s colours climbed aboard and one looked down

the aisle towards him, but he kept his gaze fixed upon a piece

of gum stuck on the back of the chair in front, non-threatening.

He felt  relief  when he heard them hitting on a girl  near the

front. They got off a few stops later and he had no problem

disembarking when his stop came.

The meeting itself was quite bland and not at all what

Renzo’d imagined. He’d though it would be this great artistic

meeting of minds in a real chill studio when, in fact, he was

being schmoozed by a couple of suits whose knowledge of the

music  scene  seemed  superficial,  despite  their  conviction  he

could win them a hit.

He wondered if he was selling out. Was The Laughing

Man a sell out? Surely not – and, yet...

Still,  they  were  offering  a  good  deal  –  a  decent

advance,  royalties  if  the  song  sold  and  his  five  minutes  of



fame; longer if he was lucky, became a star. Who wouldn’t sell

their soul for that?

“Ah,  there’s  T.L.M.  now,”  said  one  of  the  suits,

nodding towards the glass wall of the office.

Renzo turned and saw his hero in the hall: dressed all

in black with his face painted the same colour, he looked like a

clown in negative; his hair was a mass of black and there was a

bright-red smear across his lips and red circles on his cheeks

and  bloody-red  patches  surrounding  eyes  that  seemed

peculiarly deep and equally as red. Upon the lapel of his jacket

was a black badge with a red swirl upon it, the rapper’s logo,

the symbol that featured on the cover of his album and the back

of Renzo’s hoodie. The phrase ‘larger than life’ sprang to mind

– the man seemed to tower over the hangers-on who trailed in

his wake. Literally, someone to look up to.

“Let me introduce you,” one of the suits said, leading

him out.  “Hey,  T.L.M. – great  sales  on the  latest  track,  eh?

Kudos! This is Renzo – we’re hoping to sign him to the label.

You’re his idol, naturally.”

The Laughing Man inclined his head in a slight nod.

“Good to meet you,” said one of the entourage. “Hey,

nice to see you’re wearing the merchandise.  Here,” the man

fished in his pocket and handed him a logo badge.



Renzo pinned it to the front of his top.

“Now,  you’re  one-a  the  gang,”  another  hanger-on

laughed.

“We’re just heading to the boozer,” said a third.

“Fancy a drink?” asked the first.

“Sure.”

“Before you go, can we persuade you to sign on the

dotted line?” the suit asked with a waxen smile.

Mo had told him to play hard to get, ‘like a ho on a

date,’ but he was sold, heart and soul.

“Sure. Gimme a pen.”

He signed. Red ink, like blood. Nice.

The Laughing Man and his followers were already on

the move and he ran to catch them up. The pub was just around

the  corner  from the  studio  office,  a  dark  place  that  clearly

revelled in its association with the rappers and hip-hop artists

who frequented it.

The afternoon passed pleasantly in a haze of spirits,

pills and powder, the bar staff studiously averting their gaze.

Drugs and booze had made life bearable for Renzo, but he’d

never had the opportunity to indulge like this – it was amazing!

He began to feel as if he were no longer in a dingy pub in one

of the less salubrious corners of London, but floating through



dark  voids  of  infinite  wonder  in  which  red  swirls  beckoned

with the promise of strange secrets and peculiar pleasures he’d

never  before  experienced.  He  felt  as  if  he  were  living  a

thousand lifetimes at once.

A solar  system  of  crimson  worlds  appeared  before

him,  then  resolved  into  the  grinning  face  of  his  hero,  only

colossal, infinite. He was like a mote of dust orbiting the sun.

“Death awaits those who fall into the clutches of the

Laughing God.”

Renzo  wasn’t  certain  if  The  Laughing  Man  had

spoken the words or if they appeared unbidden in his mind. He

recalled them from one of his raps.

He wondered what the words meant – if they meant

anything at all.

Then, the face seemed to melt, so that the red makeup

began to flow like blood until it was gone, leaving only a black

nothingness.

“They  want  to  come  in,”  Renzo  mumbled,  eyes

blinking open. He was back in the pub. Back in the mundane

world. He felt a strange mix of regret and confusion. Who were

‘they’? What did it all mean?

“Time to go, bro,” said one of the entourage, and he

stumbled to his feet.



Renzo was at the front of the group, beside his idol, as

they tumbled out onto the street. He was a big shot now. In this

moment, his life was complete.

There was the roar of a car engine and, then, a series

of pops as if the vehicle were backfiring as it raced past. Then,

he  felt  a  strange sensation  in  his  chest  through the  daze  of

drugs and booze; touching it, his fingers came away damp and

red with blood.

Toppling to the floor, his last-few disjointed thoughts

were of the studio feuds that were retold as folklore, of how his

name  would  be  on  the  news  and  that  a  dead  artist  always

commanded the most attention. Truly, he’d made it.

The blood drew a swirling pattern on the black cloth

on his chest to match that printed on the back, and a smear

spread across his lips to mimic that of The Laughing Man.

Then,  just  before  everything  faded  into  a  perpetual

silent blackness, his hero knelt beside him and spoke; the first

and only time he’d addressed Renzo:

“The Joke’s on you.”

Ends



The Laughing God
By Joseph Bouthiette Jr.

“—on you?”

Dennis  clicks  the  car  stereo  off  before  any  further

garbage can spew from its speakers. Dennis may be taking his

daughter  to  a  Laughing  Man  concert  tonight,  but  he’ll  be

damned if he has to listen to the shit on the way there, too. His

misting breath fills the car’s interior. Where the fuck is she?

Upstairs, the token of his annoyance finishes lacing her

combat boots. Jillian’s cell phone zings its text tone, and she

snatches it from her bed. An unknown number. She opens the

message.

‘do u have th guts 2 do wut u must do?????’

Fucking prankster bullshit.  Before she can send off a

reply, another zing. Dad.

‘Any day now.’

Jillian  clomps  downstairs  and  out  the  front  door,

unzipped hoodie flapping in the late autumnal breeze, waving

over her shoulder to her mother. Sandra waves back from the

doorway of the house, the gesture pulling up her shirt to reveal

an  overhang  of  cellulose  devouring  her  beltline.  Dennis



swallows  back  his  mild  disgust,  hoping  the  doughy  sight

doesn’t  haunt  his  adventures  tonight.  He fingers  the  concert

tickets  in  his  pocket,  thinking  about  the  cute  redhead  he’d

gotten the tickets from last week at the record shop. She was

holding  a  7”  with  a  faded  black  cover:  an  upside  down

pentagram with severed wolves’ heads at each point.  Classy.

He couldn’t help noticing, however, that the shower of freckles

on her cheeks extended down her neck and into her V-cut band

tee. She broke the ice, and half an hour later, he had agreed to

meet her at the Laughing Man gig. Who could say no to a nice

set of tits like that?

Dennis was, of course, familiar with the rapper—Jillian

was  damn near  obsessed  with  him.  Winning  a  Good Father

award by dragging her  to  what  he hoped was an adulterous

rendezvous was just a bonus. 

Jillian clicks her  seatbelt  on while  Sandra turns  back

into the house, the decency to cover up her gut lost on her. The

car heater finally sputters on.

***

Early seasonal flurries slow traffic to a grind. They pull into the

venue’s  parking lot  fifteen  minutes  late.  The Seventh  Street



Club is certainly discreet enough for Dennis’ evening plans, but

he  can’t  help  lamenting  the  fact  they’d  let  a  hack  like  the

Laughing  Man  perform  there.  He’d  heard  all  the  news

segments of the rapper’s European shows: riots, anarchy and

mayhem, even reported murders.  Probably swooning over the

novelty.  Shitty  rappers  are  a dime a dozen here;  I  think  us

Americans  can  handle  it. The  man  doesn’t  even  have  any

official  releases  out,  fans  satisfied  with  simply  circulating

shitty cell phone recordings and rumors.

Battered canvas signs hang outside the club’s door like

those  used  for  carnival  sideshow  attractions.  They  depict  a

poorly  painted  clown with  black  paint,  red lips  and cheeks.

Captions shout THE LAUGHING MAN! and DEATH AWAITS!

Jillian rushes them inside, but their being late doesn’t seem to

matter—the shower hasn’t started yet.

Kicking slush from his shoes, Dennis gives the club’s

backroom a once over. He immediately feels overdressed: the

room likely has a capacity for less than fifty, and it’s nowhere

near full, but each attendee seems to have an outrageous outfit

and some sort of face paint. A group of guys in fishnet shirts

and blue jean shorts  carefully  sip  their  beers,  careful  not  to

smear their juggalo make-up. A girl near the stage wears what

looks  like  a  red  corset  and  a  chainsaw  skirt,  and  is  that  a



swastika on her forehead? Still others, alone or in pairs, wear

black robes like brooding neo-witchcraft impostor fucks, hoods

up  and  faces  shadowed.  In  this  context,  Dennis’ grey  dress

shirt, black slacks, and sensible shoes look ridiculous.

A couple dozen freaks, and no sign of his redhead date.

Halfway  between  the  stage  and  the  door,  the  house

lights  cut  out.  “They  want  to  come  in!”  shouts  a  distorted

voice.  “They want to come in!” Red and purple stage lights

burst into life. In that fraction of darkness, Dennis immediately

loses Jillian. The crowd feels larger, more hoods, and garbled

synthesizer music blares from every direction, thin and loud.

A man stands on stage, and the circus posters outside

could never have prepared Dennis for the sight: a man, clearly

white, in sloppy blackface, red circles for cheeks, a shock of

orange  hair.  His  white  hands  are  vermilion  in  the  light,

clutching  a  microphone  which  he  shouts  into  again:  “They

want  to  come in!”  With  that,  he launches  into  a  verse  with

blistering speed. His lyrics are incomprehensible, sounding like

he’s spitting words with a mouthful of marbles.

Dennis steals a look through the crowd, trying to catch

a glance of Jillian, or his date, and why didn’t he get her phone

number? Shit, how about her fucking name?

Is she even here?



He wants to find the exit, hesitant to push through the

throng  of  sweaty  bodies,  but  the  stage  catches  his  attention

once again: two stilt-walkers in wolf masks and garish striped

pants  take  long  strides  onto  the  stage,  dancing  in  place,

gesticulating  wildly.  One  steps  into  the  crowd,  the  freaks

parting just long enough to accept the clawed foot at the apex

of the stilt. The ceiling feels lower. Dennis wants to get out, get

his dick wet, maybe just get a fucking drink, but the asshole on

stage  never  stops  rapping,  and  the  door  never  seems  to  be

where  Dennis  assumes  it  is.  He  stumbles  over  something,

catches himself, sees one of the fishnet juggalos prone on the

floor.

Is that man bleeding?

A yellow light flares out. A stilt-walker is aflame, his

pants catching quickly, his mask melting like a second saggy

skin wrapping his face. A gunshot rings out.

“Jillian!” Where the fuck is she? Where the fuck is she?

“Jillian!”

And… is that his daughter over there? Dennis pushes a

robed  figure  away,  and  her  hood  falls  from  her  beautiful

freckled face.

Her!



Blood  spills  from  his  mouth  before  words  can,  the

redhead holding a short blade between two of his ribs. “Death

awaits those who fa—“ Her voice is lost in the din. She pulls

the knife free, just to slip it back in, one rib higher. In this way,

it climbs his chest like a ladder.

The burning walker blazes on. Another gunshot.

Dennis  shouldn’t  still  be  standing,  but  he  is.  The

thought never occurs to him, only that her tits look great in that

robe,  and with  every hole  in  his  chest,  the Laughing Man’s

words get a little clearer:

“The lost and the damned play their game.

Whatever the result, the end is the same.”

Jillian might be close enough to see his demise. Dennis

thinks he sees her in the corner of his failing vision. She might

be rooted in place, confusion overridden by fear.

She might be trying to scream…

“Do you have the guts to do what you must do?”

…but an expression of recognition falls across her face.

“Or will you discover that the joke is on you?”

The roof collapses to a soundtrack of crackling flames

and howling wolves.

***



A new town, new faces, but the same New England cold. Jillian

tucks a lock of her raven hair behind an ear, aware of the man

ogling her from the next aisle of the record store. She stares at

the  LP  in  her  hands  for  a  second  longer:  an  egg  with  a

screaming human mouth.  The tickets  in  her  left  pocket  feel

heavy; the knife in her right, heavier.

When she meets his eyes, the staring man immediately

smiles. He nods at her record and comments, “I guess I don’t

gotta  ask  how  you  like  your  eggs,  huh?”  She  looks  at  the

fellow patrons and laughs at his joke. At all of the jokes.

Ends
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