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“It's not you, Ferdy. I'm just not used to being chased around a mall in the middle of the night by killer robots.”
Linda Stanton
Chopping Mall
 
 

THE FORTUNE COOKIE
 
Our first story takes place in the late 90s, about a decade after the mall opened. The events of this story were glossed over by the local papers, explained away as a random act by a criminal gang that brought terror to the mall. This came first hand from the woman at the center of a night of true carnage. 
 
“Well, that’s settled. You have to go.” 
My eyes remained on the tiny slip of paper, no more than two inches long by half an inch wide. The red letters stared up at me, daring me with their cryptic message. I knew deep down there was no more mystical power in these words than any of the other countless fortunes I’d found in cookies throughout my life, but I had to admit, I felt strangely empowered to read them again. 
“Your wildest dream now comes true.” 
I turned the white slip of paper over. Odd. There’s usually a series of lucky numbers on the back, plus a Chinese word to learn and a website I can go to and get a second fortune. Given that Kathleen had just spent twenty dollars on this so-called “golden” fortune cookie, I expected a little more. 
I placed half of the cracked cookie in my mouth and began to chew. Same taste as every other fortune cookie I’d ever eaten. Pleasant, lightly sweetened. I’d always wished one of the local ice cream places would offer a fortune cookie as a topping. I just know with the right vanilla, it would taste simple and wonderful. 
I looked across the table at Kathleen. She was so beautiful. Always had been. Her jet black hair was trimmed just below her shoulders, and her deep brown eyes were lit up with joy. She had been teasing me for weeks about this night, the night Kasey Cassidy would be at Dead Park Books signing his autobiography, No Girl Please! It was a goofy title, almost as goofy as the idea that a 25-year-old had lived enough life to write an autobiography. But Kasey Cassidy was no ordinary man. He’d become a star at the age of eight, co-starring in his first kids TV series Hillari-us, starring teen stand-up comic Hillari Jacobs. After stealing Hillari’s spotlight for six seasons he got his own series, The Many Loves of Kasey Stardust. That’s when the catchphrase that inspired the book title, “No, girl, please!” entered the national vocabulary. 
I was ten when I first discovered him in Hillari-us. I thought he was adorable. A year later, when Kasey Stardust went on the air, I fell in love. His star faded after Kasey Stardust went off the air, and he was nearly washed up at the age of nineteen, but a sudden return to the spotlight in the made for streaming movie Landshark afforded him enough of a Renaissance to score a book deal. 
I know, TMI. You know who Kasey Cassidy is, and you probably don’t care. Look, this is my life, and my story. You have to know how important he was to me! I had dreamt about him many nights. I had turned down dates in eighth grade, saving my lips and even my hand-holding for Kasey. I didn’t care that he was now on the comic-con circuit signing autographs next to former Power Rangers and the cast from the latest Halloween movies. I still loved him. 
I’d never had a dream bigger than meeting Kasey Cassidy. Or so I thought. 
I was too shy to buy a ticket in advance to meet Kasey and buy his book. What would I say to him? I felt so much pressure. Sure, I was rational enough at 23 to know I had a snowball’s chance in Hell of catching his eye and winning his heart, but a part of me refused to let go of the fantasy. 
Kathleen had bribed me to go out that night, offering me free dinner at the Triple Dragon Buffet. We’d gorged ourselves on four plates each loaded with lo mein, shrimp fried rice, General Tso’s chicken, and pan-fried dumplings. After securing a fifth plate, this one loaded with green Jell-O cubes, Kathleen told me she’d bought me a ticket. I nearly yelled at her! That’s a hundred bucks she did not need to spend, especially on me, and especially on top of dinner. Then she really went for it. She asked our waiter to bring us one of the golden fortune cookies. 
It had long been a joke to us, that golden fortune cookie. Triple Dragon had it on the menu ever since they opened, but I didn’t know a single person who had opened one. There were rumors about town that a man had once ordered one and left his wife the next day with a swimsuit model, but those were just the kind of urban legends you heard in the “Dead Park” neighborhood. No one really believed it. We all thought someone at the restaurant had fabricated the tale to make believers out of the rest of us. 
I wasn’t at all dressed to meet the man of my dreams. My long, wavy blonde hair was up in a bun. I had slipped on a pink and green checked button up shirt over a matching pink tank top and a pair of acid washed jeans. I looked okay enough to go line dancing, but not to introduce myself to my all-time celebrity crush. I’d told Kathleen this twice during dinner, but she’d refused to listen. 
“Misty, you always look amazing. He will love you.” 
“He will forget me two seconds after I’m gone.” 
“You will never forget this night,” said Kathleen. “And you will never forgive yourself if I use this ticket and go without you.” 
I sighed. “Okay! Fine! I’ll go. But I need a moment in the bathroom.” 
“No sneaking out the window,” said Kathleen. 
“I’m not!” I said. “But I am gonna re-do my hair. And I need some lipstick.” 
Kathleen opened her purse and started rooting for some makeup. About that time our waitress came to the table to collect the bill and run Kathleen’s card. She reached but hesitated, pulling her tiny hand back and wringing it in the other. 
“I am terribly sorry,” she said. “We cannot take Visa at this time.” 
Kathleen looked up. “You can’t take Visa?”
“No, our card machine is not working right,” said the waitress. “We cannot take Visa, MasterCard, or American Express. Only Diner’s Club.” 
“What’s Diner’s Club?” said Kathleen. 
“It’s a credit card,” I replied. “My dad had one years ago. I didn’t know it was still a thing.”  Kathleen looked at our waitress. “You really can’t take Visa? I thought everyone took Visa.” 
The waitress shrugged. “I’m so sorry. Our machine switched two days ago, and our IT people have been unable to fix it. We do have a cash machine out front if you would like to use it.” 
Kathleen sighed. “All right, we’ll do that. You still need to use the restroom?” 
“If that’s okay with you,” I said. 
She gave me a wink. “Just know, if you try sneaking out the back, I will find you.” 
Kathleen threw her purse over her shoulder and headed to the front lobby. I loved her and hated her at the same time. She hadn’t done anything for me that I wouldn’t have done for her, but if I had any idea she was going to trick me into a face to face meeting with Kasey Cassidy? Well, let’s just say I would have spent more than two minutes on my hair. And worn perfume. And nicer underwear. 
The first hint I had that something strange was about to unfold happened as I made my way back to the restroom. It was just a glimpse out of the corner of my eye. Something not right. Something that wasn’t supposed to be there. Triple Dragon Buffet had a very distinct color scheme of blue, purple, and green. It had been that way ever since the day they opened when I was still in junior high school. So a white face with a red nose and red hair definitely caught my eye as I strolled by the buffet line on my way to the back. 
The shock of that instant sent a chill down my spine. I immediately thought to myself, was that a clown? I looked back but didn’t see a thing. 
I cast a few glances around the restaurant before turning back towards the restrooms, trying but somehow unable to convince myself I was seeing things. A clown? With a red nose and red hair? It couldn’t be. The circus wasn’t in town, and believe me, I would KNOW if it was. Not because I’m a fan, mind you. Because I am utterly terrified of clowns. 
Did I have a traumatic experience with clowns as a child? No. Did I see Poltergeist at too young an age? Nope. So why do I fear clowns? I’ll tell you why. Because they’re freaking scary, that’s why!!! I mean look at them! Those painted faces! The garish colors! How does anyone derive any enjoyment out of watching such ghoulish, frightening people as clowns?? 
Clowns were evil. That’s what I always believed, and I had many nightmares over the years that only reinforced that belief. I didn’t go to places I knew would have clowns. I figured if I let them be, they would let me be. As I made my way to the restroom, I finally decided that I would let go of the strange vision that had popped into my mind and concentrate on the scary predicament Kathleen had created for me. 
Kasey Cassidy. Kasey Frickin’ Cassidy. I didn’t need to pee, but I needed a moment alone to process what was happening. I chose the handicap stall because it was big enough to allow me to pace. And boy, did I ever pace. 
What in the world was I going to say? Nothing! Absolutely nothing. At least, nothing beyond the niceties. “Hi… My name? It’s Misty… Thank you. I always loved your show… Goodbye.” Silly as it sounds, I rehearsed these lines, my mind filling in what Kasey would say to me in return. 
“Hi.” 
“Hi there. What’s your name?” 
“My name? It’s Misty.” 
“Misty.” I watch as he scrawls “To Misty” on the 8 x 10 photo and then signs it with a flourish. “Here you go, Misty.” 
“Thank you. I always loved your show.” 
“Hey, thanks for watching!” 
“Goodbye.” 
“Bye, Misty. Enjoy the book.” 
And then, it would be over. 
I could do this. I could do this. I could do this. 
I needed to freshen up. I would check my hair, taking all the time I wanted, fix my makeup, and walk out of the restroom. I’d find Kathleen, I’d go and meet Kasey Cassidy. 
I fought the urge to throw up and opened the stall door. 
CLOWN! 
There he was, the same white-faced, red nosed demon I had finally decided was just a figment of my imagination! He stood in front of the door, staring at me with yellow pupils in the center of his bloodshot eyes. He had big red shoes, too, and a hideous red and yellow striped jumpsuit. His hands were covered in white gloves, and one of them? Well, one of them, the left to be specific, was holding a big, rust-covered machete. 
The split second between my recognizing the clown and my reacting to the clown seemed to drag on for hours. The thoughts that ran through my head could fill volumes. I wanted to tell the clown to turn and leave. I wanted to tell the person under the makeup that this wasn’t very funny and they should just get out of my way. I wanted to say this was the ladies’ room, and as he most certainly appeared to be a male clown, he was simply in the wrong place. I bypassed all of these rational, coherent, well-spoken responses and responded only with a piercing, shrill, blood-curdling scream. 
The clown clearly didn’t take the hint. He raised his machete and lumbered towards me. Thankfully, there was enough room between the stalls and sinks for me to dodge his attack and slide across the floor, under his other arm. I yanked open the door to the restroom and ran, full sprint, through the main dining area. In the back of my mind, I imagined the manager, sweet Mrs. Hong, registering my act of poor dining room manners and banning me from the buffet. In that moment I really didn’t care. There was a clown trying to murder me, and if I was going to die, it was going to be from embarrassment at meeting my childhood crush and not from a clown with a machete. 
I burst out the front door of the restaurant and immediately bent over, hands on my knees trying to catch my breath. I looked up to my left and saw Kathleen standing there, her purse on one hand, a fist full of twenty dollar bills in the other. 
“Where’s the fire, Misty?” she asked. 
It was the last thing she ever said. A blade, rusty and blood-coated, cracked through her ribs, pointed straight at me. I screamed as I watched my best friend’s eyes widen with fear and then dim. Her hand let go of the twenties, and they drifted to the ground. Her purse fell with a thunk. The blade made a crunch-ching! sound as it withdrew, releasing her body to fall to the ground. 
There was another clown behind her. Shorter, maybe four feet tall. His hair was green, and his nose, of course, red. He wore a colorful body suit that matched his larger counterpart. I turned and looked in the window of the restaurant to see the wicked monster drive the blade of his machete into poor Mrs. Hong’s forehead. 
The smaller clown leaned forward and ran toward me. I backpedaled and did a 180 turn, picking up speed in my cute but not designed for running flats. I could hear his breathing, his panting as he gained on me. 
Gasping for air, I reached for the first open door I could find and burst into the shoe store. “Listen up, everyone!” I shouted after taking a few gulps of air. “There’s a killer clown outside!” 
A handful of ladies, some with kids, just stared at me, mouths open, as if I were dressed like a killer clown myself. A very perturbed, well-groomed man of about fifty glared at me from behind the sales counter. 
“Madam, I don’t know what you’ve had to drink tonight, but it’s time to call it an evening and go home.” 
I heard the glass shatter behind me and felt a brush of air as a large, rusted blade flew past my head, missing me by inches. The blade hit pay dirt, stabbing the shoe store manager right in the chest. He grabbed the blade with his right hand, cutting himself, and attempted to gurgle a few last words as he crumpled to the floor. 
I turned just in time to see the large clown had joined the smaller one and was now chopping away at the glass windows. 
I heard screaming behind me and felt the solid thud of a women’s hiking boot strike the back of my head. The women in the shoe store, rather than flee, had gone on the offensive, and I found myself ducking low and racing back for safety as pumps, sandals, sneakers, and all manner of footwear flew from the aisles in the direction of the evil, psychotic clowns. 
I tripped over a stack of Thom McCann shoe boxes and scrambled back to my feet, falling into the ranks with the other ladies and hurling a pair of really cute Hush Puppy loafers at the clowns. 
It was very obvious the shoe bombardment was having no effect. The little clown barely flinched as he retrieved his wicked machete from the dead clerk’s body. He leapt through the air and plunged the weapon into the head of a young woman who looked about my age, slicing through her skull as if it were butter. One of the sales clerks screamed, “Everyone out through the back! Now!” She barely got out before the large clown chopped into her left side, nearly cutting her in half! 
I fell in with the mob, racing for the back of the store. Knowing what I know now of human nature, I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was completely shocked at the amount of looting taking place in what should have been a fast retreat! At least one mom and I’m pretty sure both store employees were grabbing as many boxes of shoes as they could, taking advantage of the moment. 
“Are you kidding me??” I shouted at the mother. “Get your kid out of here! We’re all going to die if we don’t leave now!!” 
The short clown raced into the back room, his bloody blade swinging wildly. A young girl with a name tag took a chop right in the hamstring and went down to her knee, making it all the more easy for the clown to sever her head with his next wild blow. 
I grabbed the mom and pushed her, her kid, and her loot towards the back door. We nearly got trampled as we hit the alley. The first lot of customers to exit the store had cut left and suddenly done an about face as a third clown bore down on them from the direction of the Chinese buffet. 
The mom dropped her boxes and was struggling to gather them. “Chucky!” she shouted. “Do you want new shoes for school or not?” 
Frantic, I knocked the boxes out of the woman’s arms and grabbed her by the blouse. “Forget the shoes! Get your kid, and get out of here, now!” 
The woman pushed me off. “What are you gonna do, tell on me?” 
I could see the clown in the alley getting closer, and I knew the two from the shoe store would join forces with him at any moment. I thought about grabbing the kid, but fearing the mom was the type to carry a handgun in her purse, I left the child in his greedy mother’s care and ran for it. 
Fatigue was really setting in, and I suddenly realized I was in the wrong shoes for a foot chase. Quite frankly, I was not in the physical condition for it either. So rather than racing away from the mall, I decided to try another door, to seek shelter in the first store I could find. 
I didn’t even see the name of the store as I grabbed the handle and pulled. I just ran blindly into the shop, racing around pallets of sealed boxes and bursting out onto the main shopping floor of the bookstore. 
If I had a moment to think, it would have registered right away that this was my original end destination for the evening. This was the bookstore where my beloved Kasey Cassidy was signing copies of his autobiography! As it was, I was oxygen deprived and panting and still in pure survival mode - a good thing, because a fourth clown was just steps away from me, butchering a young woman lying on top of a table with her guts spilled everywhere. 
I side-stepped away as the clown turned and faced me. He lifted his machete high, blood dripping from the rusted but clearly still effective blade, and he started to charge. I fell hard on my elbow, tripping over two more disfigured bodies the clown had already chopped to pieces. I started to cover my face with my arms, not wanting to see the killing blow. Then I felt a jolt in my injured arm as someone grabbed it, dragging me back to my feet and away from the clown. 
I turned my eyes forward, double-checking that the person who had just saved me from my doom was in fact human. To my relief he was. I couldn’t see his face, but I gathered he was a male, a few inches taller and clearly in much better shape. 
He ran hard as he lead me down a row of tall bookshelves. “Ha, ironic,” I think I muttered as I saw the word “HORROR” in white on black letters atop a few shelves. I glanced back, and the clown was hot on our heels. I was glad to have someone stronger than me pulling me along, or else I’d have probably given up already. 
“Are there any more clowns out back?” It was my rescuer, yelling over his shoulder. 
“Three of them!” I shouted. 
“Come on,” he said. “I have a car.” 
The strong, fit man let go of my arm and grabbed one of the heavy wooden chairs in the coffee shop. He did a quick spin and flung the chair at the window. The chair bounced hard off the glass, making a small chip and dropping to the floor with a loud ka-clunk. 
“Well that didn’t go how I hoped,” he said. 
“The door, idiot!” I shouted, grabbing his arm and making a beeline for the exit. 
He caught up quick and took the lead, pushing the door open and holding it for me. “The blue Cavalier!” he shouted. “That one’s mine!” 
I scanned the lot ahead and saw a number of blue cars as my mind frantically scanned its memory banks, trying to remember what a Chevy emblem looks like. Ultimately, I just followed my fast-moving rescuer to the right vehicle, racing to the passenger side and hoping he had automatic locks. 
He did, and before I could even get my seatbelt buckled, we were moving. I heard a thunk as a giant blade smacked the front of the car, bouncing off the hood and harmlessly flying away from us. The tires beneath us squealed as my rescuer navigated the parking lot, shouting, “How do we get out of here??”
I would have answered if I could, but I was hyperventilating. "Come on, come on,” said the man beside me. “In with the good air. Out with the bad. It’s going to be okay.” 
“Are you sure?” I said, turning to face him. I nearly got us both killed when I screamed, recognizing the face beside me. The poor man was so startled he cut the wheel, driving straight into a Stop sign that, true to its nature, brought our escape to a very quick and violent halt. 
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m so, so sorry!” I said. “I just… I just…”
“You just escaped from a clown with a machete,” he said. “I get it. I watched one cut up my manager and half a dozen other people in that store. It’s not something you get over in a minute.” 
“No!” I said. “I mean yes, I know what you mean, but that’s not why I screamed. You see I… I know you.” 
He flashed that grin that had made my teenage heart flutter on the television screen so many times. He shook his head. “Yes. It’s me.” 
Hell yes it was him. Kasey Cassidy. Kasey Frickin’ Cassidy in the living flesh was in the driver’s seat of the Chevy Cavalier. Kasey Frickin’ Cassidy had saved me from certain death at the hands of an evil clown in a bookstore. 
“So, I’m Kasey,” he said. 
“I know,” I replied. 
“And you are?” 
I couldn’t remember! In that moment, face to face with Kasey frickin’ Cassidy, I couldn’t even remember my name. Which is just as well because there wasn’t time to respond. Another clown, different from the first two, charged the car from the driver’s side, smashing his head through the glass and clawing at Kasey. I started screaming again, but thank goodness, Kasey had his wits about him. He reached across me, opening the passenger door, pushing me out and quickly scrambling behind. 
“Go, girl! Run!” 
I started to run but only got a few steps. The clowns from the restaurant were walking towards me. Once again I screamed, and once again, Kasey came to the rescue. I felt him grab my hand, and he pulled me in the other direction away from the clowns, back toward the mall. 
“There’s no sporting goods store?” he shouted. 
“You want to shop for sporting goods at a time like this?” I shouted back. 
“Well, a good driver or a baseball bat would come in real handy right now,” he said. “Or better yet, a gun!” 
We were nearing the curb, and the closest door was the Fashion Carnival, a discount women’s clothing outlet. Not wanting to remain in the open we dashed inside, pausing to catch our breath and look back through the windows for danger. 
“May I help you?” A middle-aged woman with a syrupy voice behind the counter had taken notice of the former child star and his would-be adoring fan, doubled over and catching our breath in the front of her store. 
I tapped Kasey on the arm - yes, I freaking touched him for the first time!!! - and pointed out the window. There were five clowns now, all armed with large, rusty blades, all walking with intent towards us. Kasey turned to the woman at the desk. “You have to get everyone out of here. Out the back door, now!’ 
“And why do I need to do that?” she said, not amused. 
“Killer clowns!” It was all I could get out. I pointed frantically at the cadre of made-up murderers stalking us. “They will kill everyone.” 
The woman shook her head. “Another high school prank. Honestly! Will you children never learn? I am calling security.” 
Just as she picked up the phone, almost as if on cue, two security guards dashed out into the parking lot, armed only with batons. We watched as both men put their hands out, ordering the clowns to halt their advance. One of the guards immediately lost his hand for the trouble. The other took a blade straight through his forehead while his clown brethren sliced and diced his handless partner. 
I turned back to the counter, not really surprised to find it was now unoccupied. The woman who had been standing there just moments before was gone, vanished into the back in a desperate attempt to save her own neck. Kasey and I looked at one another and nodded. We both began shouting. “Everyone needs to get out of here, now! Out the back door!” 
The ladies milling the racks looked up and answered in confusion. 
“What’s going on?” 
“Who are you?” 
“Whoa, is that Kasey Cassidy??” 
“I wish I had my camera!” 
“I have one! It’s in my purse!” 
“Please!” Kasey shouted. “Everyone! Flee for your lives! Get out the back door now! All of you!” 
Behind us, we could hear the breaking of glass as the clowns didn’t even bother with the door handles. The noise, and the sight of the ghastly clowns changed the response time of the customers immediately. Kasey and I herded everyone as quickly as we could to the back, but they just weren’t moving fast enough. Thinking fast, he pulled one of the metal extension rods out of the end of a clothing rack, brandishing it like a club. 
“Hey,” I said. “Better than a baseball bat!” 
“You better get out of here too,” he said. “I got this!” 
“Not alone you don’t!” I went to another rack and found another extension rod. It was heavier than I expected, but I was determined not to run, even in the face of something that had given me great terror all my life. 
“Misty,” I said. 
“What?” he answered. 
“You asked my name earlier. It’s Misty.” 
Kasey swung the metal pole in his hands at the nearest clown. He missed with his first glance but brought it back around swiftly, catching the clown in the ribs. 
“I hope I live long enough to say it was nice meeting you!” he shouted as he attacked another clown. 
“We lived long enough for me to say I’m sorry for calling you an idiot,” I replied. “So hey, there’s hope!” 
The short clown charged at me, hissing out a hideous scream. I aimed my own weapon straight at his face like a lance and poked him, right in the red rubber nose. At the risk of sounding like I made it all up, it actually made one of those old timey car honking noises. I wish I was making it up. 
Casey got a little cut when two of the clowns double teamed him, taking a wound on the left forearm. He stood his ground and swung that makeshift club like a Viking warrior, clubbing each of the clowns in the head. 
Somehow, I was able to disarm the final clown with a shot across the wrist, knocking the blade from his hand. When he lunged at me I brought the pole straight up, catching him in the crotch. 
I stood back, my heart racing, looking at the clowns. They were all still alive, and for some reason, they didn’t look all that phased by the beating we had given them. Checking to make sure the store was clear, Kasey and I raced out the back door, hoping to put some distance between us and the clowns. 
The mob of women’s clothing shoppers was already rounding the corner to our left behind the arcade as we emerged into the back alleyway. Kasey and I went the other direction, not walking but not sprinting, trying to keep up speed while catching our breath. 
“So Misty,” he said. “You all get many clown attacks around these parts?” 
“Are you kidding? This is the third one this week,” I said facetiously. “But I’m sure being from Hollywood you see clown attacks all the time.” 
“I’ve seen some weird stuff in Hollywood,” Kasey admitted. “Stuff my agent said I couldn’t even print in my book. But this? This is a new one for me.” 
I spotted a door cracked open up ahead. It was the vacant space that housed a Claire’s when the mall first opened but quickly closed. “In here,” I said. Kasey followed my lead, and we closed the door behind us. 
We made our way through the back office and storage area into the front of the store. Save the sales counter, everything was gone: the fixtures, the signage, you name it. We spotted the clowns out in the parking lot, walking slowly in a pack. In the distance we heard police sirens closing in. 
I breathed a long sigh of relief. If the police were coming, this would soon be over. That’s when the full reality of the moment hit me.  I sank down behind the counter and started to cry. 
“Hey, hey,” said Kasey, sitting beside me. “What’s the matter?” 
“Kathleen,” I said, struggling to choke out the words. “My best friend. She’s gone. They killed her.” 
“Oh Misty, I am so sorry.” He put an arm around me, and I began to weep into his shoulder. “I’m so very sorry.” 
“She was my best friend,” I sobbed. “She’s the reason I was here tonight. Well, I guess technically, you were the reason we were both here tonight.” 
“You came to see me?” he asked. 
“Yeah,” I said. “I was a big fan of yours, right from the start. I didn’t have the guts to buy a ticket to meet you, so… Kathleen bought one for me. She told me we were just going to dinner. Just as I was finishing my fourth helping of pot stickers, she told me I was going to meet you.” 
Kasey grinned. “She sounds like a good friend.”
I looked up into Kasey’s eyes, those beautiful eyes that sparkled. Yes, I know, it was the lights from the police cruisers barreling into the parking lot outside that made them dance, but they sparkled, and that’s why I kissed him. 
Kasey took me in his arms, and we began to make out. It wasn’t anything like the fantasies I had had since I was in junior high. For one thing, we were hunkered down behind the sales counter in an abandoned Claire’s. For another, we didn’t have the Righteous Brothers’ hit “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feeling” playing in the background. We had police sirens, gun fire, screaming, explosions. We also had the constant strobe of red and blue police lights illuminating the room around us. At times there was as much giggling as kissing taking place behind the Claire’s sales counter. 
We kept stopping and starting and stopping and starting, pausing every few minutes to peek over the counter and make sure we were still out of harm’s way. Yeah, maybe we should have taken advantage of the moment and ducked out the back door to race for safety. But pulling yourself out of the arms of a celebrity crush who wants you as badly as you want him is not so easy, even if you are within earshot of a violent clash between police and homicidal clowns. 
At some point the noise finally died down. The eerie silence made it hard to concentrate on one another, so Kasey hazarded a glance around the counter. The lights were still flashing outside, but there was no sign of violence. 
“I think it’s over,” he said. 
“Did we win?” 
“I don’t know,” he said. “By we, you mean the cops, right?” 
I giggled. “Yes, we’re pulling for the cops.” 
“I certainly hope so,” he said. “I can’t see anything out there. They must have used some tear gas or something.” 
“Then it’s probably unsafe to walk outside right now,” I said, dripping a hint of seduction into my voice. 
Kasey glances back at me with those gorgeous eyes. “You’re probably right.” He took me into his arms and we laid out on the thin carpeting. Kasey ran his fingers through my hair, raising goosebumps all over my body. “Did you ever think in a million years you’d be in such a romantic place with me tonight?” 
I laughed. “Not a clue. Well, maybe a tiny clue.” 
His right eyebrow lifted in surprise. “Really?” 
I blushed and covered my face. “This is so stupid, but right after dinner, I opened a fortune cookie.” 
“And?” he said. 
“And,” I said, “It told me that my wildest dream was about to come true.” 
Kasey smiled at me. “Your wildest dream is to make out with a has-been TV star in an abandoned storefront?” 
“No, silly,” I said. “My wildest dream…” 
I trailed off, stopping myself. Making out with Kasey Cassidy wasn’t even my wildest fantasy about him! That dream involved the two of us gathered with some of our closest friends on a mountain top in South Carolina, where we’d get married with a heavenly view of the Smoky Mountains behind us! 
I couldn’t tell him that. I’d sound like a crazy woman! It was ludicrous to think we’d end this day, or even this week, with a Smoky Mountain wedding. We’d only just met, and at that time, I was the kind of girl who took up to a week to buy a new pair of shoes. No way was I going to rush into marriage, even with Kasey Cassidy. 
I was about to babble something completely made up, something about Kasey and I showing up at my job, sweeping me off my feet, and the two of us doing a song and dance number as he took me away from that miserable office forever. But before I could start, Kasey put a finger to his lips to silence me. He pointed upward at the wall behind us, still flashing bright with the reds and blues of the police cars. They were coming our way. Five sinister clowns walked side by side, approaching the front of the store, their shadows silhouetted by the flashing police lights. 
The silence wasn’t because the clowns were dead. The cops were dead, and the clowns were still very much in the mood to kill. 
“Back door,” he whispered. We scrambled onto all fours and began crawling as fast as we could, keeping our heads low. The glass of the front windows shattered as the clowns breached the storefront. Passing through the door to the back office and storage area, Kasey leapt to his feet, pulling me up with him and pushing me forward. 
We made it to the alley and breathed a sigh of relief when we saw it was completely empty. “If I may make a suggestion,” he said, “Let’s not go right or left, but straight ahead.” 
Straight ahead led into the Lead Park Woods. They were dark and ominous to look at on a good day, but at night with a horde of clowns chasing you… Well, to be honest, they looked a lot safer than the mall parking lot. 
“Okay, let’s go,” I said. 
We raced into the woods at a brisk pace, stopping about a hundred yards in to crouch behind a fallen tree trunk and make sure we had not been followed. Clever Kasey whipped out his phone, switched to camera mode, and zoomed in on the back of the mall. 
“Are they coming?” I asked. 
“No,” he said. “They’re not looking this way either.” 
“How many do you see?” 
“Five,” he said. “That’s all there was, right?” 
“I hope so,” I said. 
“Me too,” he replied. “We should keep moving, just in case.” 
“Okay,” I said. “Which way?” 
“You’re the local,” he said, putting his phone away. 
“Yeah, we locals don’t come to the woods,” I said. “At least my crowd never did.” 
“They’re not haunted, are they?” he said. 
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just know I have never been in them!” 
We walked in near darkness for a while, letting the lights of the mall fade behind us. I was starting to freak myself out. In the darkness, my mind kept replaying the images of blood and gore, evil clowns, and the lifeless look in poor Kathleen’s eyes as she fell to the sidewalk. I was about to have a panic attack when Kasey spoke up. 
“That look safe to you?” 
He pointed to a large concrete dome maybe twelve feet high and twenty in diameter. It looked terrifying in the dark, the forest having long overtaken the man-made intrusion and begin to grow over it. It also looked sturdy enough to protect us from a bomb blast and, I hoped, a couple of killer clowns. 
Kasey found a set of six steps leading down to a steel door. He pulled the latch and leaned into it, forcing it open slowly. Kasey pulled a lighter out of his pocket to allow us to see the space inside. It was empty, nothing but bare concrete floors and arched walls with just a few openings letting in the dim starlight that penetrated the tops of the trees. A rusted metal sign on the wall warned us that there was absolutely no smoking allowed, but other than that, no sign of the building’s former life could be seen. 
“What is this place?” he said. 
Thanks to some Google searches I did while writing down my story, I know now the dome was one of many built adjacent to the old Lead Park Munitions Facility the Army used to operate. This was where groups of two to four people would pack gunpowder into explosive devices. The domes were built to contain accidental explosions. A ghastly way to die, when you think about it. 
I didn’t know any of this at the time, of course. History was never my strong suit, especially history pertaining to guns and war, so I simply shrugged and said, “I don’t know.” 
Kasey pushed the door shut. It wouldn’t latch back, but after some pushing and shoving, he decided we were safe enough. He flicked the lighter on and shined the tiny flame light left and right. 
“Which side is the girl’s room, and which side is the boy’s?” 
“I’m not sleeping alone in here,” I said. “And not just because you were my childhood crush.” 
Kasey laughed. “You promise not to peel off my skin to wear as an outfit?” He paused and then added, “Not the best night for that joke, is it?” 
“Absolutely not,” I said. 
“Okay then,” he said. “Which way to our room?” 
I walked to the left, leaned against the curved wall, and slid down to the floor. “Here.” 
He walked over to the wall. “Here it is then.” 
Kasey put his lighter away and slid his back down the wall until he was nestled next to me. Exhausted, I leaned my head on his shoulder. I nearly knocked us both over, but he steadied us and held me. I laughed. 
“How’s that wild dream of yours going?” he said. 
“That dream,” I said. “How can I ever say I am sorry enough for dreaming about you?” 
“Well, the original dream didn’t involve clowns, did it?” 
“It most certainly did not,” I said. 
“Then no apologies needed,” he said. “Just an unfortunate coincidence.” 
“I’ve never had a coincidence that involved killer clowns,” I said. 
“You know something? Neither have I.”
I felt the curve of the wall pressing against my head and neck as I tried to lean back and relax. Clearly, this building was not build to accommodate leaning. “I can’t relax like this,” I said. I leaned away from Kasey, putting my arms beneath my head and stretching my legs out the opposite way. I was relieved and delighted when Kasey took my lead, stretching out between me the wall, putting an arm around me. I had never felt so safe, not since I was little and my dad and grandpa used to hold me in their arms. 
“Penny for your thoughts,” he said. 
“Holy crap, holy crap, Kasey Cassidy is spooning me,” I said, exhausted. 
He laughed out loud but then quickly silenced himself. “It really echoes in here,” he said. “We should stop talking. Get some rest.” 
“I’ve been chased by clowns. With knives. I don’t think I can rest,” I said. 
“Me neither,” he replied. 
I remember hearing him lightly snoring just before I dozed off. 
My sleep was as dreamless as could be, but any rest I actually had was ruined by the rude awakening of a clown’s glove gripping me by the neck. My eyes popped wide open as I felt the sinister chuckle head lift me off the concrete floor. I tried to scream, but his grip was too tight. 
They had found us! 
In the early morning light peeking in through the slits in the dome, I looked and counted five: four tall ones plus the little guy. It was the first one from the Chinese place who held me tightly in his grip. He started to laugh, and the others joined in, cackling like hyenas. 
The clown tossed me aside, hurling me across the concrete. I landed on my bad elbow and yelped out loud. Hearing a scuffle, I turned around to see Kasey was on his feet, trying to fight off the monsters. 
“Kasey, don’t!!” I yelled. 
“Run for it, Misty!” It was the last thing I heard him say, as the tall clown backhanded him across the face. He crumpled to the floor, a few feet away from me. The little guy gave him a swift kick, and the “oomph!” I heard from Kasey assured me he was still alive? 
But for how long?? 
The clowns turned and walked in my direction. The little guy pulled out his knife, the same blade that had taken Kathleen from me. I rolled onto my back and scooted backwards on my two feet and good arm. 
“What do you want with me?” I cried. “Why won’t you leave me alone?” 
The one from the Chinese buffet reached into his deep pocket, rummaging for something. He pulled out a rubber chicken and tossed it aside. He pulled out a balloon dog and popped it with a squeeze. Then he pulled out a head. A woman’s head. 
The mom from the shoe shop. 
He dropped the woman’s severed head with a thunk to the floor and reached back inside. He nodded, and he pulled out a small slip of paper. He held it out to me, nodding for me to take it from him. 
I reached out slowly, shaking my head. Even before I saw the words printed in red, I knew what it was. It was my fortune from the fortune cookie. 
I dropped the fortune and looked at the lead clown with as much disgust as I could muster. “Are you kidding me? You’re my wildest dream?” 
The clowns all nodded, bobbing their stupid heads like the baseball players my dad collected at the ballpark. 
I gingerly lifted my bad arm and pointed to Kasey. “I thought he was my wildest dream.” 
Their heads all shook from side to side. One of them guffawed loudly, braying like a stupid jackass. I wanted to kick him in his clown balls, and I wondered for a moment if they would honk like a horn when I did. 
The clowns surrounded me. Two of them took hold and lifted me roughly to my feet. The little one turned his wicked machete over in his hands, eyeing me like a side of beef. 
As the first rays of the sun began to pierce one of the open windows, illuminating the green and purple hair on the heads of two clowns, I realized I had one card to play, one chance at saving myself and Kasey and getting out of this alive. Maybe this was my wildest dream. Maybe I got a nightmare instead of a romantic happy ever after with a former child star. 
But dreams are for nighttime. 
“Guys,” I said. “I hate to break this to you. It’s morning.” I pointed to the sunlight. The clowns looked at the window and then each other and then me. “Dream time is over. I’m awake now. Time for the dream to end.” 
The Chinese restaurant clown shook his head. One of the other tall ones raced over to the window, confirming it was, in fact, the sun peeking through the crack in the dome. 
He turned to the others, and spoke in a plain, normal, ordinary man’s voice. “Is it really over?” 
“I’m afraid so,” said the small clown, also speaking in a perfectly dull, ordinary man’s voice. “It’s morning. Time to call it a night.” 
The Chinese restaurant clown sighed and spoke in a normal voice with the slightest hint of an East Coast accent. “Well, this one was fun.” 
They all nodded and agreed. “Yes it was. Fun times.” 
“And hey,” said the short clown, “It’s not like we didn’t get to kill a lot of people, right?” 
“You said it, Noodles!” said one of the other clowns. 
“Well,” said the Chinese clown, “Have a nice day.” He gave me a salute, and turned to leave. The short clown followed next, then the guy by the window, who paused to pick up shoe mom’s head on the way out. The last two clowns high fived and departed. 
Kasey started to stir as soon as the clowns were gone. “What happened?”  
I shrugged. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
If I had a dime for every time I said those words, I’d be a rich woman by now. 
Other than giving my story to the police, I’ve never told the clown tale to anyone since. They were polite in trying to stifle their laughs, but I didn’t take much offense. The story is ridiculous, and if I heard someone else tell it, I’d think they were crazy. 
I left the dome with a little sliver of hope that it had all been a dream. That hope was dashed when Kasey and I made our way back to the mall. There were cops and EMS all over the place, and the smell of dead bodies burned our nostrils. We saw shoe mom’s decapitated body, and I was greatly relieved that her son, although traumatized, escaped unharmed. I don’t envy the nightmares he’s had since. 
I thought about asking someone about Kathleen or revisiting the spot where she died. I wanted to believe maybe I saw things wrong. Maybe she was only wounded and not dead. I knew without even looking it was a hopeless wish. The next time I saw her she was in a casket a week later. Ironically enough, Kasey was there with me to send her off. 
It’s been ages since I’ve been in my hometown, and I don’t have any desire to break the streak. I moved West shortly after Kathleen’s funeral, and I never looked back. I’ve had more than a few night terrors about clowns since, and I’ve paid a lot of money to shrinks to help me sort things out. Somehow, sitting down and writing out the whole miserable story has done more for me than those years of therapy. 
At least I can say my story has some happiness at the end. The clowns might be my “wildest dream,” but my other dream came true too. Sure, we got divorced two years later because he had an affair with Hillari Jacobs’s sister, but I married Kasey Cassidy on a mountain in South Carolina, and I have the pictures to prove it. 
So there. Screw you, clowns. 
 
 
For more tales of horror in an outdoor shopping mall, go to www.deadparkbooks.com and order your copy of The Shops at Dead Park.  
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