
"Make Me Laugh" by ROD SERLING 
 
HIS MOTHER WAS A COOCH DANCER, his father a carnival donicker, and he arrived on earth a squalling, protesting 
lard-ass—fat and ugly, screaming around the clock, as if someone had already told his fortune and whispered 
it into his mother’s womb for him to bear.  
 His last name was Slatsky—and they named him Jacob. But no one ever called him by name, even as an 
infant. They called him “Fats”—always as a description and never as an endearment.  
 By the time he was five, his infant ugliness had taken root in his piggish little face and obese little body. 
When he was ten, his father abandoned his mother. When he was fifteen, his mother deserted him. And by 
the time he was twenty, he had forsaken his name and become Jackie Slater.  
 Jackie Slater. A balding, baggy-pants fat man who did stand-up monologues in third-rate “nightclubs”—
smelly little places with broken neon signs—and he would stand in front of a cheap and distorting 
microphone, wheezing out broad burlesque in between arthritic acrobats and over-the-hill, big-thighed 
dancing girls, playing to bored boozers who had either heard his jokes or didn’t want to hear them.  
 Jackie Slater. An overweight thief of other people’s material, trying to be Jackie Gleason, Sam Levenson, 
or Joe Miller; trying to be anybody and everybody just to squeeze out laughter from the grim dark silhouettes 
sitting at tables beyond the spotlight. He was bad. A coaxer and a cajoler. A classless clown, freakish but not 
funny. Gross. Wheedling. Desperately cute. A hippopotamus in ruffled panties, waddling around the stage, 
sweating his life away in one-nighters.  
 
 
 Myron’s Mecca was a roadhouse outside of Corning, New York. On the walls were faded murals from the 
Arabian Nights, looking like bad cartoons. The two waitresses, dressed as harem girls, looked like two crone 
rejects from a long-dead Sultan; the bartender wore a Shriner’s fez with a bare spot underneath a beaded 
scimitar with the faded lettering “Scranton, Pa.” The place smelled of stale beer mixed occasionally with the 
wafting salty scent of a fresher liquid when the door leading to the rest rooms was opened and closed. Beaded 
curtains had been hung behind a six-foot-square platform which served as a stage, and there was a dissonant 
four-piece combo, now mercifully silent as Jackie Slater stood on the stage, clutching a microphone and dying.  
 “You like this suit? It’s a chopped-liver gray. Nice fit? My girl friend says it looks more like a convulsion.”  
 Silence in the audience. A half-dozen bored drunks. One short, staccato burst of laughter, and then a 
high-pitched female giggle. On Jackie’s pale, perspiring, uncooked dough face, a hopeful half-smile, quickly 
erased. The man had poured a drink down the dress of a peroxide bimbo and laughed. The bimbo had giggled.  
 “Yessir—more like a convulsion,” Jackie perspired and repeated and milked.  
 “It is—you ain’t,” said a man at the bar, and the bartender chuckled.  
 Jackie gripped the microphone tighter. “Just the other day,” he said, “I met some very good friends of 
mine out in front of the Plaza in New York. That’s where I was living at the time. Out in front of the Plaza.”  
 Silence from the audience, then somebody coughed. Somebody else overturned a glass.  
 “Yessir,” Jackie repeated, “that’s where I was living at the time—out in front of the Plaza.”  
 “We heard you the first time, fat man,” yelled the man at the bar. Then he turned to the bartender. 
“When do the dames dance?”  
 The bartender scratched his forehead underneath the fez. “Anytime now.”  
 The heckler looked toward Jackie. “What does it take to get him off? A lynching?”  
 The bartender grinned. “He’s great for all the other acts. He makes ’em look so good.”  
 “I believe it,” said the man. He cupped his hands in front of his mouth and yelled toward Jackie. “Hey, 
klutz—you can get off now. The trained seal just recuperated.”  
 Jackie smiled a sick smile and waved. There was always one; always one smart ass in the audience. 
Usually drunk. Usually big. Always belligerent. Jackie looked around the room. His smile was a suspended, 
crooked thing—like a billboard that had slipped. And he waddled around, back and forth, holding on to the 
microphone, slipping the back of his hands together, grunting like a seal. Oh, God, why didn’t they laugh? And 



even as he probed for the next gag, the cheapness of the place rose up in front of his eyes in waves. It was as if 
his entire world was Myron’s Mecca, and the giggling broad, the two loaded Teamsters, the bored bartender, 
and the former Pacific Fleet champion sitting at the bar were his own private ghosts, hired to haunt him 
through eternity. They were always the same. And his performance was always the same. Tonight was like all 
the others. A long line of funerals. He did a little half-step, yanked up on the microphone cord, pointed a finger 
at the half-sleeping combo, then turned to face the eight people in the room. “And now,” he shrieked, “ladies 
and gentlemen—four of the most beautiful, talented ladies you’ve ever met in your life—”  
 “Jesus, it’s about time,” yelled the man at the bar.  
 “Here they are,” said Jackie, ignoring him. “The Finger Lakes Fandangos.”  
 The combo, chords apart, spewed out a ragged fanfare.  
 Jackie bowed low at imaginary applause, took another little dancing half-step, deposited the microphone 
in its stand, and walked off the stage and through a side door that led to the rest rooms and his own dressing 
room. The Finger Lakes Fandangos passed him en route—eight sagging tits in sequins.  
 The voice of the man at the bar drowned out the combo. “Oh, Jesus. Out goes the hippo—in come the 
dogs!”  
 Jackie walked down the dark, narrow corridor to the tiny little cubicle set between “Men” and “Women.” 
He opened the door and went inside. From either side came the sound of flushing through the thin walls, 
mixed with the snores of his agent, Jules Kettleman, who lay asleep on the threadbare sofa.  
 Jules was a gaunt, bony little man with a perpetually startled look in his eyes. He awoke with a start and 
sat up. “How’d it go?” he asked.  
 Jackie sat down heavily in front of a cracked mirror on a rickety card chair—the only other furniture in 
the room. He averted his reflection in the mirror and forced a smile. “For a first shot . . . for a first shot, maybe 
not so bad. I’m gonna rework it a little bit before the next show.”  
 He rose and banged his head on the yellow bulb that hung by a naked wire. It swung back and forth, 
sending out little shadows of light and dark that played hide-and-seek with the jowled flesh of his face. He was 
conscious of Jules staring at him, and there was a long and deadly silence.  
 “Dammit—say it.”  
 “Say wot? Whaddya wanna hear, Jackie?”  
 Jackie turned to him. “It would’ve been nice to hear you push a coupla laughs out there. Or maybe bang 
your hands together a few times. Honest to God, Jules—I’m playin’ in front of Forest Lawn—and you’re in here 
like it was a federal law to be horizontal after the sun goes down.”  
 He turned back toward his reflection, his bald dome, with the eight or ten straggling hair strands, 
glistening in the yellow light—like an ivory ruin with weeds coming up through the cracks.  
 “Didn’t go over so well, huh?” Jules’s voice was soft and knowing.  
 “That’s the only tomb with a stage in it,” Jackie said as he sat back down in the chair.  
 “That’s the only stage with a corpse on it,” a new voice said.  
 Jackie turned in the squeaking chair to look toward the open door.  
 Myron Mishkin stood there. He was the owner. He entered the room—a dyspeptic-looking tall man in a 
funeral-parlor-blue suit who took the step into the room like a man walking into a sewer, afraid to touch 
anything.  
 Jules started to sweat. “He warms up slow, Mr. Mishkin.”  
 “It’s a hundred and two out there,” Mishkin said. “This guy couldn’t warm up in a boiler room.”  
 Jackie tried to laugh. It turned his voice ragged. “That’s a tough audience, Mr. Mishkin. You’ll give me 
that, won’t you?”  
 “I’ll tell ya what I’ll give ya,” Mishkin said through a barely lit cigar in his teeth. “Papers to walk. Do the 
last show, then cut.”  
 “You said three weekends—” Jules began, slightly whining.  
 Mishkin turned to him. “That was before I heard him. You are his agent—isn’t that the idea?”  
 “Twenty-four years, Mr. Mishkin.” Jules tried to say it proudly.  



 Mishkin put his hand on the doorknob. “Then book the schmuck in the Air Force Museum.” He pointed 
his cigar at Jackie. “This guy don’t tell jokes—he goes on bombing missions. Do the last show, and I’ll tell the 
bartender to pay ya off.”  
 He started out the door. Jackie got to his feet and followed him out.  
 “Wait a minute, Mr. Mishkin. Please. You can’t ace me out after one lousy show.” He started toward 
Jules as if for confirmation.  
 Mishkin took the cigar out of his teeth. “I can’t?” he asked. He looked toward Jules and jerked a thumb 
at Jackie. “Read him the contract.”  
 Jackie felt the age-old panic. The fantasy again—the nightmare. The whole world was Myron’s Mecca. 
And Myron Mishkin was the Great Omniscient Ass Kicker in charge of the universe. He presided at Jackie’s 
nightly funerals, Jackie’s failures, the busts, the flops, the crap-outs—the daily, weekly, monthly boots out of 
the door.  
 “Mr. Mishkin . . . look, Mr. Mishkin . . . it’s a tough house. Honest to God. It’s a tough house. But if I could 
have a coupla weeks—”  
 Mishkin looked at Jackie’s hand on his arm and very gingerly removed it.  
 “Mr. Mishkin.” Jackie’s voice trembled. “An act’s gotta build. I mean—you gotta allow a coupla weeks for 
word of mouth.”  
 “I do?” Mishkin stared at him. “Honest to God—I gotta allow a coupla weeks for word of mouth?”  
 Jackie took hope. He whirled around toward Jules. “Tell him, Julie. Will ya tell him? Tell him about that 
gig in Buffalo. Six weeks held over. And capacity, man. In a tough room—lemme tell ya. But when I get started, 
man, I zoom. I could fill the Hollywood Bowl.” He laughed, shrill and high-pitched. “Tell him, Julie. Go ahead, 
tell him.”  
 Mishkin looked from one to the other. “Unasked,” he said softly, putting the cigar back into his mouth. 
“Unasked, I give ya the following opinion.” He took out the cigar and pointed it again at Jackie. “You couldn’t 
fill a men’s room with free shoeshines. I’m strictly truck trade here, but they know what they like. And you, 
they don’t like. A piece of advice, Mr. Slater—from an old-time saloon keeper. This is your agent here? Well, 
you tell him to buy you a correspondence course in diesel-engine fixing. Or maybe the Regular Army. But he 
should get rid of ya.”  
 His cigar went out, and he extracted a kitchen match from a side pocket, then scratched it against the 
shiny surface of the seat of his pants and lit the cigar. “Slater—as God is my witness—you don’t have enough 
talent to pay ten percent to yourself—let alone that poor putz over there who books you.”  
 Mishkin turned and walked down the corridor, passing the Finger Lakes Fandangos as they came out 
from the stage—a quartet of rouged and powdered beef.  
 Jackie moved back into the room, past Jules, and slumped down into the chair. He closed his eyes for a 
moment, then opened them and looked at his reflection. “You wanna hear somethin’, Julie?” he said, 
whispering. “I was a fat, ugly little kid the day I was born. I had eight sets of foster parents before I was 
seventeen. They used to play jokes on me. Like when I’d come home from school—they’d moved.”  
 Jules tried to chuckle, but it caught in his throat. He just looked down at the floor.  
 “One of them,” Jackie said, quietly, “sent me to a Y.M.C.A. camp one summer. Y’know what the kids used 
to do there for kicks? They pushed me off the dock. Like every day, they pushed me off the dock. And then 
they’d all laugh. So I figured . . . I figured that’s what I’d do with my life. I’d make people laugh.”  
 Jules kept his eyes fixed on the floor, but he made a little gesture, spreading out his hands at his sides. 
“You made some people laugh, Jackie.”  
 Jackie closed his eyes. “Once,” he said, “once I really got a boff from a guy in a men’s room. I had this 
toup—this hairpiece. Black curly hair. And I’d left my date in the restaurant. Beautiful chick. And I went to the 
toilet . . . and when I was finished . . . I bent over to flush the john—and the toup fell in the toilet. You shoulda 
heard that guy. Like he started to cry, he laughed so hard.”  



 Jackie turned to stare at Jules. “That’s the story of my life, Julie. I keep fallin’ in toilets.” Then he turned 
back to stare at himself in the mirror. “I’m a second-rate schlep, goin’ nowhere. And after twenty-four years of 
scratching each other’s backs—we’re still doin’ one-nighters in garbage dumps. Julie—how right am I?”  
 Jules shrugged and said nothing.  
 “Well, I’ll tell ya somethin’,” Jackie continued. “I wish . . . I wish I could make everybody laugh. That’s 
what I wish. I’d give up everything I got. One trunk with the locks busted. Two suits and a sport coat. The 
wardrobe. Complete. One knitted tie with a hole in it and one that spells out, ‘Will you kiss me in the dark, 
baby?’ when the lights are out. One pair of shoes with lifts—one pair of sneakers.”  
 Jules sniffled.  
 “Everything I got,” Jackie said. “Everything. Just to make people laugh.’’  
 Then very slowly he put his face in his hands and he began to cry.  
 Jules swallowed, sniffled again, pulled out his handkerchief, and looked at this weeping whale in the 
chair. He wanted to reach out and touch him, say something gentle . . . something kind. But in the back of his 
fifty-seven-year-old agent’s mind, the thought came to him. Oh, God, but Jackie was right. He could break his 
balls for the next twenty years, lining up the one-nighters, counting out his ten-percent in nickels and dimes, 
and telling this poor, no-talent hippo that he was the greatest—when they both knew you could blow only so 
much smoke up anyone’s butt until you had to acknowledge defeat and officially surrender. He thought all this 
as he tiptoed quietly out of the room. Jackie was the last of the stable. Most of them gone. Some of them 
dead and buried. All of them either has-beens or never-wases. And as he walked down the corridor, he 
thought some more. Maybe he could find some stacked broad who’d sing topless. Or maybe he could latch 
onto a magician who did dirty tricks. He’d have to find some kind of act. He’d just have to scrounge. And 
scrounging, Jules Kettleman had done all his life. It wasn’t his fault, he thought, as he went out a side door into 
the alley, that he always unearthed dogs. Dogs, hambones, and fat Pagliaccis who planted their big asses on a 
wailing wall and wondered why they got carbuncles instead of laughs.  
 “It’s to weep,” he said to himself as he walked out the alley toward the street. “Not to laugh—but to 
weep.”  
 Inside the dressing room, Jackie Slater had stopped his crying and was practicing his routines in front of 
the mirror. “. . . and this one fag said, ‘I didn’t know we had a Navy—’”  
 
 
 Jackie Slater got drunk and forgot that Jules Kettleman wasn’t in his dressing room when he’d finished 
the last show. And now he was drunker and didn’t even remember who Jules Kettleman was. It was 2:30 in 
the morning, and he was the next-to-last customer in the Mark Twain Bar, a block from his motel. He sat with 
mammoth buttocks overlapping the bar stool, fondling his seventh bourbon.  
 The bartender was eating a sandwich in one of the empty booths, then rose and came around the other 
side of the bar and looked at Jackie. “Your name Slater?” he asked.  
 Jackie nodded.  
 The bartender reached into his apron pocket for a folded piece of paper. He tossed it on the bar. “Some 
guy came in earlier. He left this for you.”  
 Jackie blinked at it. “What is it?” he asked.  
 The bartender shrugged. “A note, I guess—for you. Some guy named . . . Kettleman.”  
 Jackie reached for the paper, unfolded it, and started to read it upside down. He blinked, then threw the 
paper back. “Would you read it for me?”  
 “You mean out loud?” the bartender asked.  
 “Right out loud.”  
 The bartender beamed as he unfolded the paper. Pouring drinks in that kind of flea-bag saloon was a 
listening job. Forever listening. And usually it was the tortured tomes of misunderstood husbands, depression-
ridden salesmen on the way down, or the blurred wisdom of all drunks who turn philosopher whenever they 
get bagged. He cleared his throat like a TV announcer and read aloud. “‘Dear Jackie. Please don’t hate me for 



taking a run-out. But I’m as desperate as you are, and I’ve got to have bread. There’s a steel-guitar band in 
Philadelphia—’”  
 Jackie upset his glass on the bar, then reached over and yanked the paper from the bartender’s hand. He 
looked at it briefly through swimming eyeballs, then crumpled it up and threw it on the floor.  
 “Son of a bitch,” said Jackie. Then he pointed at his empty glass.  
 The bartender shrugged and poured a shot into it. “What do you do?” he asked.  
 “What do I do? I’m a comic.”  
 The bartender surveyed him dourly. “A comic?”  
 Jackie nodded vigorously. “And Kettleman is my agent. Was my agent. I hope his frigging steel guitar 
band rusts!”  
 “Where you been playin’?” the bartender asked.  
 “At Myron’s Mecca,” Jackie responded. “I did two shows. Just two shows.” He downed his drink. “And I 
will never again set foot in Myron’s Mecca.”  
 The bartender started to wipe the bar, looking up at the clock over his shoulder. “I gather you didn’t kill 
’em in Myron’s Mecca.”  
 Jackie drained the glass. “How could I? They were already deceased.” He tapped at the glass with a 
forefinger.  
 “I’m closin’,” said the bartender.  
 “One more.”  
 The bartender shrugged and poured out another shot.  
 Jackie held up his glass. “I give you Corning, New York,” he toasted. “I give you Myron’s Mecca. Six tables 
with a pallbearer at each one of them.”  
 He finished the drink, put the glass down, and lumbered to his feet. It was at this point that he took note 
of the other customer in the bar.  
 Sitting cross-legged on a bar stool, dressed in a cape, upturned tasseled bedroom slippers, and a turban 
housing a cracked ruby, was a tiny little man with an iodine-colored face who looked like Sam Jaffe playing 
Gunga Din. He was looking out the corner of his eye toward Jackie, then turned on the bar stool to face him, 
unfolding his tiny little pipestem legs as he did so.  
 “We have not met, yefendi,” he said in a fluty little voice. “Chatterje is the name. Miracles by 
profession.”  
 Jackie blinked at him through blurred, bloodshot eyes. “Miracles?”  
 Chatterje smiled a tiny apologetic little smile. “Miracles.”  
 “That’s what I need,” Jackie said, “a miracle. Not a big son of a bitch of a miracle—but a lousy little 
miracle. You know what, Mr. Chatterje? You are face to face with Mr. Unlucky.”  
 Chatterje got off the stool and walked over to Jackie. “Forgiveness, Mr. Slater—but compared to me, you 
are the winner of the Irish Sweepstakes. You are the owner of the l969 New York Mets. And on the day they 
repealed Prohibition—you are the Little Old Wine Maker.”  
 Jackie looked down at the dark face and the black, slightly clouded, shoebutton eyes. He patted the little 
man’s shoulder. “Mr. Chatterje—you don’t know what trouble is. You know that? You are now looking at a 
shipmaker in the desert, a jewel cutter with the palsy, and an opera singer with laryngitis.”  
 Chatterje held up his hands as if in protest and shook his head back and forth. “Reflect, if you will, Mr. 
Slater, this undersized guru who stands in front of you—this child of adversity—”  
 “Mr. Chatterje,” Jackie interjected, “I played a B’nai B’rith convention in New Rochelle where they 
wanted to replace me with an Arab—”  
 The bartender looked from one to the other, like watching a Ping-Pong match, then started to untie his 
apron. “Maybe fifty thousand people are in this town,” he said to his reflection in the mirror, “and who do I 
get? The Formaldehyde Twins. I gotta open up the only morgue with a liquor license in the whole state of New 
York.” He turned from the mirror. “Why the hell don’t you two guys go out and get mugged someplace?”  



 Chatterje folded his hands together. “Preferable,” he said morosely. “Decidedly preferable to what is in 
store for me. Death—certainly before dishonor.” He looked up at Jackie. “You, Mr. Slater, are yet a young man 
with much ahead of you. It need not always be Myron’s Mecca. You could yet make it on the Ed Sullivan Show. 
I, on the other hand, am fingering the tassels at the far end of my rope. Let the Pale Horseman gallop in now. 
Let a celestial tailor enter to measure me for a shroud. For by dawn tomorrow, if I do not perform a miracle—I 
am relieved of my powers and I have dishonored my ancestors for centuries back.”  
 The bartender went to the front door and lowered a shade. “So work a miracle already,” he said, “but do 
it outside.”  
 The turbaned little man shrugged. “There is no willing recipient,” he said. “There is no soul trusting 
enough to allow this poor guru to conjure up a blessing.” He fingered the cracked ruby of his turban. “I am 
without hope,” he said. “I am a dispossessed soul, tiptoeing in agony across the wasteland of my shattered 
dreams.”  
 “So tiptoe the hell outta here, Swami,” the bartender said, preparing the night lock on the door.  
 Chatterje turned on his Arabian slippers and started toward the door.  
 Jackie reached out and grabbed his arm. “Wait a minute,” he said. He studied Chatterje’s face. “What is 
it with the miracle?”  
 Chatterje smiled sadly. “You are now diddling with the essence! That is what it is all about. Miracles. 
Every miracle-making guru must work a wonder at least once a month. I am in arrears. Hence—disaster.”  
 Jackie focused his swimming eyeballs. “What kinda miracle?” he asked.  
 Chatterje shrugged again. “Name it.”  
 “I got a choice?” Jackie asked.  
 “You should only ask.”  
 “Could you . . . could you get me on the Ed Sullivan Show?”  
 “Most likely.”  
 “Could you get me four weeks at the Sands in Vegas?”  
 “With options.”  
 A dream started to build. Jackie clutched the little man’s silk vest and almost lifted him off the floor. 
“Could you . . . could you—”  
 “Speak, yefendi,” Chatterje said.  
 “Could you fix it?” Jackie whispered. “Could you fix it so that I could make people laugh?”  
 He held his breath, waiting for the dream to burst apart.  
 “Make people laugh?” Chatterje repeated. “Hysterically, yefendi. Uncontrollably. Laughter beyond your 
wildest dreams.”  
 Jackie’s mouth was wide open. “Do it,” he whispered again.  
 “Do it?” Chatterje repeated softly.  
 “Make a miracle,” Jackie said, his voice shaking.  
 Chatterje gnawed on his lower lip. “This moment?”  
 “You gotta make a miracle by morning,” Jackie said. “So make a miracle on me. Fix it so’s I can make 
people laugh!”  
 Chatterje put a forefinger to his mouth. “It shall be done . . . but—”  
 “But,” Jackie shouted out loud, “there’s a ‘but,’ huh? But what? What comes now? The payoff, huh? The 
small print? The strings?”  
 Chatterje winced. “Yefendi,” he said, “please—” He held up his hands again. “Candor dictates certain 
prior admissions. Before a miracle is wrought—it is necessary that I leave no truth unspoken. This is a cardinal 
rule amongst the Order of Working Miracle Gurus.” He took a deep breath. “In the hierarchy of my art . . . how 
shall I say . . . I am something less than proficient. That is to say—I am given to small imperfections in the 
miracles wrought.”  
 Jackie blinked at him. The dream still hovered but was beginning to fade. “What kind of imperfections?” 
he asked breathlessly.  



 “Insignificant,” Chatterje said with a shrug. He held up forefinger to thumb. “Small. Itsy-bitsy. But—it is 
necessary that I acquaint you with the fact that in the circle of my peers . . . amongst Working Gurus, I am 
known as a . . . a dum-dum. I am obliged to tell you of certain miracles performed by me where small ironies 
intruded, and the results were . . . unfortunate.”  
 Jackie grabbed him again by the lapels of his silk vest. Two buttons popped off. “I don’t care,” Jackie said. 
“I want the miracle.”  
 Chatterje gulped. “Indeed. And you shall have it. But first—my faith dictates this candor. There was a 
wrestling promoter in Vero Beach, Florida, who wanted to take an ocean trip. That was his dream. I booked 
him passage on the Andrea Doria.”  
 “I wanna make people laugh,” Jackie said.  
 “I have in mind,” Chatterje said, as if Jackie weren’t in the room, “another ill-starred situation. Having to 
do with a retired schoolteacher lady in Spokane, Washington. A Civil War buff. An admirer of the Great 
Emancipator. Wanted only one thing. To be in Lincoln’s Cabinet.” He closed his eyes. “Wound up in an asylum, 
claiming she was a sock with ‘G.A.R.’ embroidered along her side—and had to be restrained from sticking 
darning needles into her head.”  
 “I just wanna make people laugh,” Jackie repeated, like a record needle caught in a groove. “Laugh—
understand?”  
 “I had a transaction,” Chatterje said, “with an elderly man in Los Angeles. Seventy-one years old. He had 
been forced to give up the act of love because of a cessation of male powers. We transacted for one glorious 
moment in which he might once again rise to the occasion.” Chatterje looked off mournfully. “It occurred at a 
large Kiwanis banquet in front of a mixed audience of a thousand people while he was making a speech on 
‘Communists Cause Depression.’ He actually lifted the speaker’s table and spilled all the desserts. And as to 
finding a partner worthy of his ardor—that was quite impossible. Most of the women had fainted.”  
 “I don’t give a damn,” Jackie said. “I wanna make people laugh!”  
 “But am I getting through to you, Mr. Slater? There are miracles . . . and there are risks.”  
 The dream still hovered. “I’ll take the risk,” Jackie said. “Just go ahead and do it!”  
 Chatterje looked up toward the ceiling, closed his eyes, whispered something under his breath, then 
smiled. “It is done,” he said.  
 “What’s done?” Jackie asked.  
 The bartender stood at the door, then suddenly smiled and then laughed. “What’s done?” he said. “Did 
you get that? What’s done?” He began to laugh, and stood there, laughing even louder.  
 Jackie walked over to him and gaped. “What did I say?” he asked.  
 The bartender screamed with laughter. “What did he say! Oh, Jesus—you knock me out. I swear—you 
knock me out!” He bent over double, catching his breath, as the laughter rolled out of him.  
 Jackie turned and looked across at Chatterje. “I think you’ve done it,” he said, as the dream floated down 
to embrace him. “Guru! You’ve done it! You’ve made the miracle.”  
 The bartender sent out another spasm of laughter.  
 Chatterje smiled, swallowed, and tiptoed across the room past the shrieking bartender. He opened the 
front door, then turned and looked over his shoulder. “All things are possible.”  
 He walked out into the streets, but paused long enough to look through the window at the convulsed 
bartender and Jackie standing there, bemused and bewildered. Chatterje closed his eyes, then slowly opened 
them and looked skyward. “Oh, Great Guru,” he said reverently to the black canopy above him. “I have 
wrought another miracle. Please . . . in your infinite compassion . . . don’t make this as piss-poor as all the 
others!”  
 
 
 On the following Tuesday he filled in for a barker on a roadshow outside of Syracuse and barely escaped 
a mob of concessionaires who were of a mind to beat the hell out of him. His pitch had drawn ninety percent 
of the audience away from everything else on the Midway. And while three hundred people screamed their 



laughter at him, the rest of the show died. Nobody looked at the freaks, played the games of chance, checked 
out the dancing girls, or bought the cotton candy. They stood there, elbow to rib cage, convulsing at the little 
fat man on the stand whose every gesture sent them into explosive gales of uncontrollable hilarity.  
 The carny owner gave him a week’s pay, which he drank up by the next night. But he also gave him the 
name of a nightclub owner in New Rochelle. Jackie played that roadhouse beginning on a Friday night. By the 
following Wednesday, it was SRO in a club whose audience up to that point couldn’t have supplied a ten-man 
minyan on the night of the Armistice.  
 It kept going.  
 He played the Copacabana in New York for a week’s booking and a three-week holdover. Then he went 
on the Ed Sullivan Show and broke all precedents by being asked to come back on three weeks in a row.  
 He filled in for Johnny Carson on the Tonight Show. And NBC offered him twenty bills a week to do his 
own show.  
 His humor remained the same: Ancient. And he was constant: Fat, ungainly, ugly. But people laughed.  
 A year passed. He was playing the Dunes in Vegas when Jules Kettleman returned and walked into his 
dressing room between shows, looking like a runaway mongrel a step ahead of a dog catcher.  
 “Hey, Jackie,” Jules said sorrowfully as he entered the sumptuous dressing room, “I’ve been out front. 
You killed ’em. Honest to God, Jackie, you killed ’em. I hope . . . I hope you understood why I had to cop out.”  
 It was then he realized that Jackie was barely listening to him. He sat at his dressing table, staring at the 
letters and telegrams. Then the fat man looked up. “I always kill ’em, Julie. I fracture ’em. I lay ’em out.”  
 “You’re fantastic,” Jules whispered. He took a step over and put his hands on Jackie’s sloping shoulders. 
“I . . . I was proud of you, Jackie.”  
 “What about the steel-guitar band?”  
 “Played a Fair date in Columbus, Ohio. They got booed off the stage.” Jules closed his eyes. “I didn’t have 
no choice in that, Jackie. I hadda take on somebody else—or starve.”  
 Jackie reached up and patted Jules’s fingers. “Forget it,” Jackie said. “I understand.” Then he folded his 
hands in front of him on the dressing table. “What I don’t understand,” he said softly, “is why I’m not getting 
any kicks.”  
 “Whaddya mean, Jackie?”  
 “I mean . . . I’m boffo. No matter what I do . . . what I say . . . I open my mouth and everybody goes ape. 
They fall down. I tell a gag that’s got spider webs on it. I don’t mean just old, Julie—I mean like a collector’s 
item. And the people roll on the floor.”  
 “That’s great, Jackie.”  
 Jackie turned to him. “It should be,” he said tremulously. “It should be great. But it isn’t, Jules. It isn’t at 
all. It’s—” He struggled for a word. “Dull. That’s what the hell it is. It’s dull.”  
 Jules took a step back and looked around the paneled room. “Isn’t that what you want?” he asked. “To 
make people laugh?”  
 Jackie nodded.  
 “Isn’t that what you’re doin’?”  
 Again Jackie nodded.  
 “I seen the Variety review when you did the Carol Burnett Show. It said you broke up the joint.”  
 Again Jackie turned to him. “I broke up the joint. You wanna know how I broke up the joint? I walked out 
in front of the camera—and I took my hat off. That’s it. I took my hat off. They screamed. They fell down. Then 
. . . at the end of the show, I put my hat back on. You shoulda heard ’em. I haven’t had laughs like that since 
they used to push me off the dock.”  
 Jackie looked at his reflection in the mirror. “Julie—” he said softly.  
 “Yeah, Jackie?”  
 “I’m bored. I know it don’t make any sense—but I’m bored. It used to be I had to work for it. Fight for it. 
Kill myself for it. And now . . . ” He closed his eyes. “Now it’s dullsville.”  



 Jules stared at him. “Whaddya want, Jackie? I mean—you alla time wanted to make people laugh. Well, 
that’s what’s happened. What more do you want? A comic wants to get laughs.”  
 Jackie got to his feet. Two hundred arid eighty pounds of blubber, suet, accordion flesh. “That don’t do 
it, Julie,” he said positively. “Laughs aren’t enough. Anybody can get laughs. A fat little Yo-Yo kid gets pushed 
off a dock. So, big deal—they laugh.”  
 He paced back and forth across the room. “There’s gotta be something more. A guy can’t go through life 
just tickling people. A guy’s gotta be more than just a clown.” He paused by the table and grabbed for a fistful 
of letters and telegrams. “Looka these! Telegrams. Letters. Cables. Deals. Offers. Guarantees. But to do what?” 
He waved them in the air. “To be a rum-dum, baggy pants, horse’s ass of a nitwit—well, I’ll tell you something, 
Julie—”  
 He stopped in midair, staring down at a telegram in his hand. The other papers fluttered to the floor.  
 “What is it, Jackie?” Jules asked.  
 Jackie handed him the telegram. “Read that,” he said.  
 Jules took the telegram and read it, then looked up, his intense little face mildly questioning. “Who’s 
Daniel Merrill?” he asked.  
 Jackie ripped the telegram from his hand. “Jules,” he said, his voice shaking, “you’ve gotta get outta the 
tent show. You gotta forget the carnival. You wanna handle donickers and rag-bag operators all your life?” He 
held up the telegram in his fist. “This is legit! This is Broadway!” He looked down at the telegram and read 
aloud. “‘Would like to discuss with you the possibility of your playing a straight dramatic role in play I have 
under option—”’ Then he slowly lowered the telegram and stared out at nothing across the room. “A passport 
to greatness—and there it sits on my dressing table. Julie—you dig? A straight dramatic role! Me! Jackie 
Slater! An actor!”  
 Jules scratched his jaw. “Jackie,” he said somberly, “you never done no acting. You was never a straight 
man. You’re a comic.”  
 Jackie looked at him almost pityingly over the middle roll of a triple chin. “Was a comic,” he said softly. 
“Was a clown. Was a joker. Was a funny man. Was a dolt, clod, dunce, klutz! But no more! Understand? No 
more! Jack Slater.” He paused for a moment, looked up at the ceiling. “Make that John Slater.”  
 He moved to a position in front of the mirror and looked at himself with a raised eyebrow. “Jonathon 
Slater.”  
 Another dream was building. He wasn’t in the dressing room. He was in the Santa Monica Civic 
Auditorium. There were three thousand people in the place—and not a sound.  
 “For the best actor,” Jackie said in somber tones, “in a leading role—the envelope, please. And the 
winner is—”  
 Fireworks. Sky rockets. Bursting lights across the sky. The dream. The new dream. There goes Jackie 
Slater, Ma. Oh, God, what a man. What an incredible actor. What a brilliant talent.  
 
 
 The readings were held in a drafty, semidark Fifty-eighth Street theater.  
 Five rows back from the proscenium sat the director, the producer, and a couple of the show’s backers.  
 On the stage a few actors lolled around, reading scripts. One or two of them looked at Jackie, who stood 
in their midst waiting expectantly.  
 The director leaned forward in his seat from the audience. “Page one of Act Two, Mr. Slater—from the 
top. Just keep in mind that you’re a circus clown. You’ve just discovered that your wife has left you. You’ve just 
read her note, and at this moment there isn’t a single thing on earth you want to live for.”  
 “Right,” Jackie said breathlessly, “right—I got it.”  
 “Miss Wilson,” the director called to a girl standing a few feet away on the stage. “Play the girl acrobat, if 
you will.”  
 The pretty mini-skirted girl walked over to stand next to Jackie, carrying her script. She looked up toward 
the director, who nodded.  



 “What’s the matter, Bozo?” the girl read from the script. “You look odd.”  
 Jackie cleared his throat and unbuttoned the middle button of a shrieking houndstooth sport coat. 
“Sure,” he announced in stentorian tones, “I’m odd. I’m a clown. A clown is supposed to look odd. But a funny 
thing happened to me on the way over to the circus. My life just got dissolved.”  
 He closed his eyes and put a fist to his forehead and let out a short, strangled sob.  
 One of the actors chuckled. Another actor blew out his laughter after holding it back for a moment. One 
of the backers in the theater seats let out a loud, cackling giggle.  
 Jackie looked down at his script again. “A clown isn’t supposed to cry,” he said, putting a wavering 
quality to his voice. “A clown is supposed to laugh. Ha-ha-ha.”  
 The director in the audience began to smile. Merrill, alongside, laughed softly. And after a moment, 
everyone in the theater was laughing.  
 Jackie had to shout to make his next line heard. “But the smiles are hand painted.” He made a gesture of 
applying paint to his mouth.  
 That did it.  
 No more reading.  
 No more anything.  
 Only laughter. A thunderous, rolling, shrieking laughter.  
 The director turned to Merrill. “I’m sorry, Mr. Merrill,” he said through his laughter, “the guy’s a comic. 
No matter what he reads—it comes out like a gag.”  
 Merrill nodded and scratched his moustache, wiping the tears off his own cheeks as he did so. “I thought 
he was what we needed,” he said. “Something . . . something about his face—”  
 “His face!” The director shrieked and laughed again. “His face, gestures, everything—is for laughs.” He 
looked back toward Jackie on the stage and convulsed. “Look at him,” he shrieked. “Will you look at him?”  
 Jackie just stood there, script in hand, his pudgy little face screwed up like a child about to cry. And 
around him the laughter surged.  
 Merrill continued to wipe the tears from his cheeks and turned to the director. “I made a mistake,” he 
said. “Shake his hand, pat his back, and get him the hell out of here.”  
 The director nodded, rose, and carried his laughter with him to the aisle and then down to the foot of 
the stage. “I’m sorry, Mr. Slater,” he began.  
 Jackie glared at him over the footlights, then looked briefly around him. His voice drowned out the 
laughter. “You wanna know something?” Jackie shouted.  
 Very gradually the laughter faded into silence.  
 “I’ll tell you something,” Jackie said. “You’re dirty, rotten people is what you are! You’re dirty, rotten, 
insensitive people! You’re the kind . . . you’re the kind who would push a kid off a dock—that’s what you’d 
do!”  
 More silence. Then the director screamed with laughter. “Push him off a dock,” he said, the laughter 
gurgling and bubbling inside of him. “Push him off a dock.”  
 They were all laughing . . . and they couldn’t stop as Jackie wrapped his dignity around him like a cloak 
and stalked off the stage.  
 Chatterje was out in the alley when Jackie came out the stage-door exit. He was sitting on a garbage can, 
looking as ratty and poverty-stricken as ever. The cracked red ruby reflected the glint of a dying afternoon sun. 
He surveyed Jackie sadly.  
 “As must be obvious, yefendi,” he said in his fluty little voice, “miracles are not without risks . . . 
unforeseen little addenda.”  
 Jackie lumbered over to him. “Unforeseen little addenda,” he repeated, his features working, “like 
spending the rest of my life tickling people. Lemme tell you something, you half-pint guru—I can’t say ‘Good 
morning’ . . . . ‘How are you?’ . . . ‘A glass of orange juice, please,’ without people laughing at me.”  
 Chatterje seemed to shrivel. “It was as you wished,” he said in a whisper.  



 “Well, I don’t wish it now!” Jackie shouted at him. “I’ve had it with the boffos. I want another miracle. 
You understand? You dig, you motheaten Gunga Din, you? I want you to fix it so that nobody ever laughs at 
me again.”  
 Chatterje unfolded his skinny little toothpick legs and got off the garbage can. He looked stricken. 
“Yefendi,” he said apologetically, “there is an unwritten law. One miracle to a customer. And as must be 
obvious with me and my miracles—this should be an occasion for you to count your blessings!”  
 Jackie thrust out a big hambone arm and lifted Chatterje off his feet. “You listen to me, you second-rate 
swami, you—I want another miracle. I want people to cry when I talk—not laugh. So you make that happen, or 
they’ll be able to wrap up what’s left of you in that Ace bandage you wear around your head and deposit you 
in a quart can.” He shook Chatterje. “You hear me? You wilted wizard, you—make another miracle.”  
 Chatterje clawed at Jackie’s hands until he removed them. He stood there for a few silent moments, 
then looked skyward and mumbled some soundless words; then mournfully he turned back to Jackie. “It is 
done,” he said.  
 “Done?” Jackie asked suspiciously.  
 “Done,” Chatterje answered. “You will never again be laughed at, yefendi. Never ever. Never, never 
ever!”  
 Chatterje took a quick step backward as Jackie moved closer to him.  
 “You sure?” Jackie asked.  
 Chatterje touched his forehead. “I am as certain of this, yefendi, as I am that my peers are quite correct.” 
The corners of his mouth turned down. “As a guru, I am a dismal, abject, altogether substandard klutz. A 
failure, yefendi. That is what I am.”  
 Jackie glared at him. “We’ll see,” he said. “We’ll just see.”  
 He took his fat man’s walk to the opening of the alley, then looked across the street, where a shriveled 
old woman sold flowers from a battered kiosk. “Hey,” Jackie shouted at her. “Hey, lady! Ever hear the one 
about the two Arabs who got on the streetcar?”  
 The old woman looked at him, startled.  
 Jackie stepped off the curb. “Well, this one Arab says to the other Arab—”  
 Chatterje screamed.  
 The old woman shut her eyes.  
 The cab driver went cold all over as he tried to jam on the brake.  
 There was the sound of a thud and a squish, and then two funny sounds, like twin balloons being 
punctured as the wheels rolled over Jackie Slater’s body.  
 Pedestrians stood transfixed, staring at the motionless, twisted body of the fat man in the middle of the 
street.  
 Moments later there came the sound of an approaching siren.  
 There were the shocked murmurings of the on-lookers.  
 But no laughter. No laughter at all.  
 The flower lady cried. Tears rolled down her cheeks and dropped like little liquid petals onto the bunches 
of violets.  
 Chatterje’s little black shoe-button eyes took in everything. He let his gaze rest on the sobbing flower 
lady, then toward Jackie Slater’s body. Laughter wasn’t enough for you, yefendi, he thought to himself. No, 
indeed—tears you wanted. He took a deep breath and moved in the opposite direction down the street. “It’s a 
moot question,” he said to the pink-and-orange-sunset sky. “An altogether moot question.”  
 The thin little sounds of the flower lady faded off, and in their place came the ear-splitting din of the 
ambulance’s siren.  
 “Shall I continue the miracle route? Shall I perhaps open up a restaurant featuring curried delicacies, or 
perhaps a sabbatical while I brush up on the guru art?”  
 Chatterje took a last look at the body of Jackie Slater being lifted onto a stretcher and smiled sadly. “Poor 
yefendi,” he whispered. “At least you have no more choices to make.”  



 Then he continued down the sidewalk, as once again the ambulance’s siren sent out its wailing notice of 
departure, and the big white vehicle disappeared around the corner carrying two hundred and eighty pounds 
of a late comedian.  
 


