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THREE CLOWNS 

 I would like to include one final story.  It has nothing to do with me, and yet it has everything to do with me.  It is 

about being willing to sacrifice your whole life to your art.   

 At the time I lived in New York, there were three clowns who were a fairly common sight, just as likely to turn up 

in any part of the city and at any time of the year, sometimes singly, and sometimes in pairs.  They were always dressed in 

white clown costumes, and their faces were also painted white with black lines to accentuate their mouths and eyes.  In their 

hands they held bouquets of withered flowers from which they would pluck a daisy or a rose, and, smiling shyly in the 

manner of clowns, or blinking their eyes, they would extend these flowers to anyone who was passing by in the hope that he 

or she might purchase one from them for a quarter or a dime.  An overturned tambourine in which the money could be 

deposited always lay on the street in front of them or on a small stool beside them.  The clowns never spoke, but small, 

crudely-lettered signs around their necks said that the money thus collected would be used to provide entertainment in 

children's hospitals.  There was no other information as to the names of these children's hospitals or just where they were 

located so that it was hard to avoid the suspicion that the clowns pocketed some of the money for themselves, but they 

usually earned so little in a day that it was hard to begrudge them these few pennies.  I was both fascinated and repelled by 

them, fascinated because their devotion to their art seemed so total, repelled because they struck me as grotesque.  There 

was a mystery about them that I was eager to penetrate.  I can't remember how I made their acquaintance, or why they let 

me trail along with them, but one rainy day, I joined two of them for a whole afternoon and evening.  I had seen the third 

one on the street many times, but I only found out about his life and living arrangements from the two others.  Their names 

were Moth, Moonbeam, and Mist. 

 Of the three, Moth was the ring-leader.  There were several reasons for this.  To begin with, he was older than the 

others.  Moth was forty-six, although he only admitted to thirty-nine.  Moonbeam and Mist, thirty-two and thirty-four 

respectively, were mere children by comparison.  Then too, the whole idea of being an itinerant clown had been Moth's.  He 

was plying his trade on the streets of New York long before the others came along.  Attracted by his example, first 

Moonbeam and then Mist had asked if they might join him, and he had rather grandly consented.  For Moth was nothing if 

not grand, and this quality of hauteur, of noblesse oblige, must be considered yet another reason for his dominance over this 

little group.  Tall, and almost frighteningly thin, he towered over both Moonbeam and Mist who were each shorter by far 

than the average person.  And if Moth looked down on his two compatriots from the sheer altitude of his own physical 

height, he also looked down on them from the far more dizzying altitude of his even higher self-esteem.  In his own eyes, he 
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was a clown par excellence.  He regarded himself as the direct descendant of a long tradition extending all the way back to 

Harlequin, and, in his every gesture, in the expression of exquisite pain upon his face, he was conscious of upholding the 

finest standards.  Nor did he ever relax these standards, not even for an instant.  Out of his costume and makeup, he could 

easily have passed for a certain type of New York bank clerk or Madison Avenue executive whose tastes were, if anything, 

just a little too fastidious, a little too prissy.  His few remaining wisps of hair were too tightly plastered to his scalp.   His 

skin was too heavily scented.  His clothes were too tightly cut.  The umbrella he so often carried was too thin and too neatly 

furled.  And if his style and manner of dress could only be described as precious, this same word might be applied with 

equal appropriateness to the apartment in which he lived.  Although it was small and inexpensive, it was located in a most 

fashionable East Side neighborhood, and it was furnished with all the antiques then currently in vogue.  Tiffany lamps 

crowded Tiffany screens.  Objets d'art were everywhere, on the tables and in little glass cabinets.  There were art nouveau 

cigarette cases, jeweled eggs in the manner of Faberge, a fan made of peacock feathers, and, of course, a cradle telephone.   

The actual furniture was sparse, but this was more than compensated for by its ornateness.  Rising from floor to ceiling at 

one end of the room was a massive Victorian mirror, gilded and curlicued.  The single chair, or rather throne, vaguely 

Venetian in appearance, was similarly gilded and curlicued, and, although the petit point was threadbare and one leg was 

missing, no one could deny that it was majestic.  So too was the single, narrow bed.  It was of the Empire period, and the 

bolster and cloth that covered it were both made of purple silk edged in gold.  And finally, hanging over walls and windows, 

closing out every available bit of light, there were heavy velour curtains weighted down not only with tassels and fringe, but 

with the dust of all the years that Moth had lived in the apartment. 

 Moonbeam's living quarters were exactly the opposite from Moth's.  A large, sunlit room occupying the entire top 

floor of a six-story walk up on Greenwich Street, it could hardly be said to be decorated at all.  Rather, the few broken sticks 

of furniture that the apartment did contain seemed to be either the cast-offs of neighbors and friends or the gleanings of junk 

heaps and garbage pails.  These had been unceremoniously set down among a confusion of old trunks overflowing with 

costumes and magic props, a wash basket usually filled with laundry that had been allowed to accumulate for weeks, an 

ironing board with the iron plugged into an overhead light, a dressmaker's dummy, one table littered with a sewing machine 

and scraps of cloth, another with crayons and colored papers, and still another with dirty dishes, with pots and pans 

containing the remnants of meals several days old, with half-eaten cans of food, with jars of jam and honey. 

 Moonbeam did not reside here alone.  This welter also served as a home not only to two alley cats who could 

always be found picking their way gingerly through the mess or making nests for themselves in whatever piles of debris 
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happened to be lying about on the chairs or on the floor, but also, as might have been surmised from some of the articles in 

the room, to a tow-headed four-year-old boy who went by the name of Little Billy Sunshine.  Most likely this was not his 

real name, but if he ever had any other, it had long since been lost to obscurity, along with all other details of his birth and 

early history.  If you were to ask, Moonbeam would have probably told you that Little Billy Sunshine had been found in a 

basket on the doorstep or under a cabbage leaf.  Indeed, how else would a clown acquire a four-year-old boy?  But although 

this explanation might have satisfied Moonbeam, the actual facts of the matter were not quite so bizarre.  However painful it 

might be to admit it, Little Billy Sunshine was quite simply her son.  For Moonbeam, unlike Moth and Mist, was a young 

woman, although her sex was generally well concealed beneath her costume and makeup. 

 Whether Little Billy Sunshine was born of a marriage that had since been dissolved or was merely the chance 

outcome of one moment's indiscretion shall remain Moonbeam's secret.  The important thing about him was that for her he 

was everything his name implied.  He was the brightest star in her life.  He was the gleaming orb from which she borrowed 

her reflected light.  They were inseparable.  No matter where she went, no matter in what sort of weather, Moonbeam took 

Little Billy Sunshine along with her.  Whenever you saw her, you could always spot him just a few paces away, dressed in 

an old-fashioned blue sailor's suit with a little blue cap upon his head.  On the streets he never took his eyes off his mother, 

while at home he watched wide-eyed with wonder as she removed her makeup, at the same time maintaining a steady 

stream of jokes and chatter now and then pausing just long enough to pull a card out of the air or pluck a coin from behind 

his ear.  In such an atmosphere it is not surprising that the incredible and the commonplace, fantasy and reality, became 

hopelessly confused in his mind, but the thought that this might prove to be a problem in a young child's upbringing never 

occurred to Moonbeam.  She herself had always been totally unable to distinguish between the two, and so it was perhaps 

inevitable that she should encourage Little Billy Sunshine in all his delusions even going so far as to paint the walls of the 

apartment with a series of brightly colored scenes depicting such fanciful episodes from his life as Little Billy Sunshine in 

Dreamland, Little Billy Sunshine in Ice Cream Land, or Little Billy Sunshine in the Land of Flowers. 

 As for Mist, he had no home at all except the streets.  He sometimes went for days on end without sleep until he 

reached such a point of exhaustion that it was absolutely necessary for him to rest somewhere.  From long years of 

experience, he had devised several ways to cope with this state of affairs, and if none of them were especially practical or 

even sensible, they all revealed something of his total inability to provide for himself even those simple things which most 

people have come to regard as the basic requirements of life.  Sometimes he fell asleep sitting on the battered suitcase he 

always carried with him.  Sometime he slept on the subways, or, if he could afford a round-trip ticket to New Haven or 
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Boston, he slept on the train in greater comfort and for longer uninterrupted distances.  Sometimes strangers befriended him 

and let him sleep upon the floors of their apartments.  Sometimes people even shared their beds with him, but usually 

whenever this happened they attempted to have sex, and although an inability to hurt the feelings of others made it 

impossible for him to refuse their advances, this always made him sad.  No matter how often his experience had proved 

otherwise, Mist had never lost his childlike faith that most people are good.  He trusted that the motives of others were as 

pure and uncomplicated as his own, and therefore, he was often hurt and bewildered whenever he discovered that this was 

not the case.  It would seem that Mist was one of those rare creatures who are entirely free from the appetites that beset most 

mortal men.  From all appearances, he was not especially interested in food, or sleep, or sex, and certainly not in money.  It 

is true that once he had gotten a woman pregnant, but this was one of those instances where the woman had made all the 

advances and he had simply tried to comply with her requests.  Later, when she discovered her condition, she became 

hysterical and attempted to force him to marry her, but the idea of trying to trap Mist into a marriage was as absurd as trying 

to catch sunbeams in the palm of your hand.  He simply slipped out of town one night and was never heard from again.  The 

name of the woman, as well as the name of the daughter who was eventually born to him, even the name of the town where 

the unfortunate incident occurred, have long since been forgotten by him. 

 There was one thing, and one thing only, which bound Moth and Moonbeam and Mist to each other, and this was 

their devotion to their art.  In this they were like members of some religious order.  They had renounced all worldly goods 

and sworn themselves to the lives of poverty.  They had donned costumes as traditional as a nun's habit or a monk's robe.  

They seldom spoke outside the confines of their homes, and usually they spoke only by telephone to each other.  They had 

even given up those names which connected them to other human beings, to their mothers and fathers, to their sisters and 

brothers, and taken instead names that would be more likely to denote their inner natures: Moth because in his sad and wan 

appearance he somewhat resembled a great Luna Moth, and also because he was attracted to bright things; Moonbeam 

because she was quick and darting in all her movements, and because her laughter was silvery; Mist because he was so 

vapid.  They were three people entirely estranged from all the thousands of people around them, but in a curious way this 

estrangement brought them closer together and probably made them less lonely than many of those people who passed them 

on the street and shook their heads in pity for such sad and wasted lives. 

 On this particular morning, Mist awoke first.  He had spent a restless night on the floor of a loft near Cooper 

Union.  His sleep had been fitful, as it most often was.  No matter what position he took, he was uncomfortable.  As always, 

he was somewhat relieved at the first sign of light.  Night held certain terrors for him.  The strange rooms in which he found 
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himself took on weird and menacing shapes.  But with the arrival of day, these apparitions mysteriously faded away and the 

world seemed a far friendlier and more inviting place. 

 Now, lying with his head propped against his suitcase, Mist looked about him.  He was not sure to whom the loft 

belonged.  The previous evening he had fallen in with a large group of people, and they had dragged him along with them to 

this place.  Apparently some of the others were just as homeless as he was, because scattered here and there throughout the 

loft like human flotsam and jetsam were other sleeping figures, among them several couples lying in each other's arms, 

possibly for sexual purposes or possibly simply for warmth.  Some of the young men were bearded.  Their long hair was 

matted and uncombed.  They nearly all wore blue jeans that were patched and threadbare, and the dirty sneakers that 

covered their feet generally had holes in them.  As for the girls, they were equally unkempt. 

 For a long time Mist kept absolutely still.  He did not want to disturb anyone else's sleep, but after a while the 

snores and heavy breathing of the others convinced him that there was little chance of waking them, and so he got up.  

Walking on tiptoe, he made his way to one of the tall windows at the front of the room and looked out.  It was already 

raining.  There were streaks of water on the dusty panes, and the streets were wet and glistening.  Damn!  Mist always 

dreaded when it rained because it meant he had nothing to do, and although he was able to amuse others, he was absolutely 

unable to amuse himself.  Desperately he scanned the grey and leaden skies for some sign of clearing.  Just over the top of 

the buildings in the East he thought he saw a break in the clouds, and whether this was real or a product of his imagining, it 

was enough to convince him that the rain would probably soon stop or at least was not coming down hard enough for him to 

curtail the day's activities.  Besides, he had an old raincoat in his suitcase for such an occasion. 

 Cheered by this thought, he tiptoed back to the suitcase, opened it, took out a very soiled and very tattered raincoat, 

and put it on.  Then he reached into the suitcase once again and pulled out a small round mirror and a stick of clown white 

makeup.  The first thought of most people on waking is to wash or brush their teeth, but not so with Mist.  His only concern 

was to repair the mask he always wore, for unlike Moth and Moonbeam, he never removed his costume or makeup.  He 

slept at night in the clothes he wore by day.  It had been so long since he had seen his own face reflected back to him from a 

mirror, that he had almost forgotten what he himself looked like. 

 At last he was satisfied with his appearance.  He grinned at himself in the mirror.  He blinked his eyes.  Yes, now 

he was ready to face the world.  He put the mirror and makeup back in the suitcase and closed it.  Then he tiptoed to the 

door.  Here he paused for a moment and took one final look around the loft.  He felt he should thank someone for letting 

him spend the night, but he didn't know who and besides everyone was still asleep, so he silently let himself out.  Once he 
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had reached the street, he relieved himself in the alleyway beside the building, and then headed in the direction of 

Washington Square. 

 It was nearly seven o'clock when Mist reached the park.  This meant he had over two hours to waste before he 

could think of knocking on the door to Moonbeam's apartment.  Fortunately, it was not raining so hard as to make it 

unpleasant to be out of doors, and after a while, just as he had hoped, the rain stopped altogether.  He spent his time in 

watching the pigeons, in rummaging through the trash receptacles at the corners of the park, in jumping over puddles.  The 

two hours passed pleasantly enough, but nevertheless he was glad when nine o'clock arrived and he found himself climbing 

the six flights of steps to Moonbeam's apartment. 

 Moonbeam was waiting for him in costume and makeup.  As soon as she opened the door, she began chattering 

away a mile a minute, so that even if Mist had wanted to say anything it would have been impossible for him to get a word 

in edgewise.  He preferred not to talk, however, and therefore he was perfectly content to sit and listen.  Had he had any 

breakfast?  No, of course not!  (Moonbeam answered her own question.)  He must come in and let her fix some scrambled 

eggs for him.  (Somehow she never got around to doing this.)  Would he like a cup of coffee?  (She forgot to pour it.)  Now, 

he mustn't be impatient, she would have Little Billy Sunshine ready in just a minute.  (The poor child was left to dress 

himself.)  What was the weather like?  Should she bring a raincoat too?  Would he excuse her for just a moment while she 

called Moth?  (As it turned out, Moth had a slight cold and for this reason had decided not to brave the elements.  Fully half 

an hour of advice followed on the cure of colds, the need for complete rest, the consumption of large quantities of fruit 

juice, tea, etc., etc.)  By the time she hung up, it was ten o'clock.  My goodness, did Mist realize how late it was?  Why had 

he let her babble on so long? Then, a hasty exit from the apartment.  A hurried trip on the subway to the flower market on 

Washington Street where they picked out their bouquet of flowers for the day.  All the while Moonbeam was talking, Mist 

followed her every movement with his eyes.  From time to time he would shrug his shoulders or nod his head, but this was 

all that was required of him to keep her going.  Only once did he say anything.  They were passing the Riker's on Eighth 

Street and he mentioned the fact that perhaps he would like a cup of coffee after all.  Moonbeam stopped dead in her tracks 

on hearing this.  For heaven's sake, why hadn't he told her that he was hungry?  She would have fixed him something to eat 

back at the apartment. 

 Over cups of coffee, they made their plans for the day.  Moonbeam felt it would be best if they split up – on rainy 

days people didn't seem too interested in buying flowers and therefore they each stood a better chance of taking in more 

money if they were on their own.  They could meet later in the afternoon and compare their earnings.  Having settled on a 
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time and place. Moonbeam made Mist stand up and turn around so that she could check his appearance.  Oh, he was cute!  

Oh, he was adorable!  She clapped her hands with delight and kissed him on the forehead.  (This little scene provoked some 

stares from the other people at the counter.)  After this they paid the cashier and went out into Eighth Street, where, with 

much waving, with many backward glances, they each went in opposite directions.  As always, they both felt cheered by 

what time they had spent together.  Moonbeam walked with such a light step that Little Billy Sunshine had trouble keeping 

up with her, while Mist gaily swung his battered suitcase back and forth.  People could not help but turn and look at them as 

they went by, and some even smiled.  Of course, whenever this happened, Moonbeam or Mist never smiled back.  It was 

one of their rules that no sign of recognition must pass between the performer and the spectator, and therefore they always 

kept their eyes fixed firmly straight ahead.  But secretly they felt a twinge of pleasure.  At such moments they both could 

not help but wonder if there was any more rewarding profession in this world than that of being a clown. 

 

 Just a little before six o'clock, Mist and Moonbeam, with a weary Little Billy Sunshine in tow, met as planned in 

front of a supermarket on the corner of Christopher Street and Sixth Avenue.  The two clowns went inside to shop for their 

evening meal, while the little boy sat down on a water main outside the store and waited for them there.  As soon as the 

other children in the neighborhood spotted the clowns, they converged on the store, some to dog their footsteps, and others, 

more shy, to wave at them through the plate glass windows.  In their turn, Mist and Moonbeam smiled and waved back as 

they went about their business.  They were quite accustomed to having mobs of children around them, and it didn't faze 

them in the slightest.  Up and down the aisles of the store they went, their outsize shoes flapping on the shiny linoleum 

floors, their ragged costumes a startling contrast to the gleaming plenty that surrounded them, their faces ghastly white 

under the fluorescent lights.  They made an incongruous picture as Mist pushed a grocery cart through row upon row of 

canned goods and detergents, while Moonbeam selected those items she needed from the shelves, but, as always, they were 

either oblivious or unaware of the reactions ranging from amusement to shock to horror they produced on the faces of the 

other shoppers. 

 Little Billy Sunshine, however, was very much aware of the effect his mother had on others.  He was jealous of the 

mobs of children with whom he so often had to share her.  He resented the fact that they seemed to have just as much of a 

claim on her affections as he did.  In addition, he had been born with the instincts of a true performer, and he did not at all 

like the idea of watching from the wings while she always held the spotlight at center stage.  After all, the sailor suit he 

wore was somewhat of a costume too – at any rate, he had never seen another child dressed in the same way.  Why did 
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nobody ever notice him?  Dislodged from the water main where he had been sitting by the children who crowded in front of 

the store to get a look at his mother, he first tried to attract their attention to himself by making weird and horrible faces at 

them.  He stuck out his tongue.  He pulled down the corners of his eyes and stretched his mouth with his thumbs.  When this 

failed to produce any reaction at all, he put his two hands on his head, index fingers outpointed, and charged the other 

children like a bull.  But even this had no effect.  He was busily devising more fiendish schemes when Mist and Moonbeam 

finally came through the checkout counter, and his mother took him by the hand and led him off. 

 A great whoop and holler greeted the clowns as they emerged from the supermarket.  They set off in the direction 

of Moonbeam's apartment on Greenwich Street with several children in hot pursuit, but they moved so fast that no one 

could keep up with them, and one by one their followers dropped by the wayside.  Even then, they did not relax their pace.  

Moonbeam was in the lead, the remainder of the bouquet of flowers with which she had begun the day still clutched in her 

hand.  Then came Little Billy Sunshine, panting and puffing to keep up with her.  And finally Mist brought up the rear, a 

bag of groceries in one hand with the remainder of his bouquet of flowers stuffed into it, and his ever-present suitcase in the 

other.  It was still raining, although so slightly as to be just barely noticeable, nothing more than a thin, steady drizzle.  But 

the pavements were filled with puddles reflecting the glow of the street lights which had just come on, and as the clowns 

went along they leaped over these, Moonbeam and Mist clearing them easily, but Little Billy Sunshine always making a 

splash as he landed just short of the edge.  This made everyone laugh so that eventually he didn't even try to clear the 

puddles any more, but instead landed square in the middle of each one with both feet.  Everyone only laughed harder.  And 

so the small procession wended its way homeward, all silhouetted against the wet night sky, leaping and laughing through 

the city's streets, and then ascending six flights of steps in a dizzying climb, until at last they burst through the door of 

Moonbeam's apartment, and, completely winded, hurtled themselves into chairs or upon the floor. 

 As soon as she had regained her breath, Moonbeam raised herself with an effort from the chair where she had been 

sprawled, disappeared into the bathroom, and emerged a few moments later, minus her flowers, minus her damp clown's 

costume, but dressed instead in a kimono of faded lavender silk and a pair of bedroom slippers.  She removed the groceries 

from the paper bag and set them in neat little piles on the kitchen table, fully intending to put them away in cabinets or the 

refrigerator, but then another idea suddenly struck her, and she went to the telephone and dialed Moth to see how he was 

feeling.  It turned out that his cold was much improved, but he felt it best to remain in bed, a point with which Moonbeam 

was in full agreement.  Did he have enough to eat in his house?  Yes.  Did he want her to come up and take care of him?  

No, that wouldn't be necessary.  Once the matter of Moth's health had been settled, there followed a complete and detailed 
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account of the day's activities from the time when Mist had picked her up in the morning until the present moment.  When at 

last she hung up, she got out a jar of cold cream, sat down in a chair with it on the floor beside her, and smeared her face 

with it in order to remove her makeup. 

 This was a transformation which Little Billy Sunshine always watched with intense interest.  Tonight as every 

night, he sat on a stool beside his mother, his chin upon his hands, and stared silently at the whole mysterious process.  First 

the clown's face became a blur under the layer of cold cream.  Then as this was wiped away by one tissue after another, his 

mother's familiar visage began to reappear only in bits and pieces at the start, but soon in larger and larger areas, until at last 

she was totally revealed.  At this moment she leaned down and kissed him right on the tip of his nose, and he was so 

transported with delight that he dissolved into laughter, throwing his arms around her neck and pulling himself up into her 

lap so that he might examine her face at closer range.  

 “You're my Little Billy Sunshine, aren't you?” she said as she kissed and fondled him, in the process finding all 

sorts of treasure hidden on his body. 

 “What's this?” she asked in mock amazement as she produced a coin from behind his ear.  Or, “What have we 

here?” as she plucked a play card from the sleeve of his sailor suit.  These objects always disappeared just as mysteriously 

as they appeared – with a flick of her wrist they vanished into thin air – but Little Billy Sunshine beheld their coming and 

going with equal wonder. 

 After a few moments of such play, Moonbeam's glance fell on Mist.  He had not moved since they had first entered 

the room.  He was still sitting in exactly the same chair, in exactly the same position.  He was still wearing his raincoat.  He 

was still holding his flowers in his hand.  His gaze was fixed straight ahead, but he seemed to be staring at nothing in 

particular. 

 Moonbeam called to him and he awoke out of his reverie with a start.  A one-way conversation ensued in which 

she did all the talking, and he answered her wordlessly, with his eyes, with a gesture of his hands.  He mustn't sit there in his 

damp raincoat like that or else he'd catch his death of cold, she told him.  He sprang to his feet to remove the raincoat, but 

then he remembered he was still holding the flowers.  He looked around for some place to put them down, but finding none, 

he shrugged his shoulders and stared at Moonbeam in helpless bewilderment.  Silly, he must put the flowers in water.   Yes, 

but where?  Now, this was no time to be playing games.  He must put them in the toilet bowl, the way she'd shown him so 

often in the past.  A pained expression crossed his face.  The idea obviously offended him.  Oh, Mist, Mist, what was she 

going to do with him?  He was just too sensitive for his own good.  She got up and pointed him in the direction of the 
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bathroom.  He shuffled toward it, hesitated, opened the door, and went inside.  After a short time, he came out again, the 

flowers still in his hand.  What was the matter now?  He just couldn't face the thought of putting the flowers in the toilet 

bowl.  Oh, Mist!  She took the flowers from him with a sigh and put them in the toilet bowl herself. 

 By the time Moonbeam returned to the living room, Mist was once again sitting in the same chair, still wearing his 

wet raincoat, still staring off into space.  She decided this was as good an occasion as any other to lecture him on certain 

matters that had been troubling her for weeks.  Where had he slept the night before?  A shrug of his shoulders.  And the 

night before that?  Another shrug.  And the night before that?  Still another shrug.  Just as she thought.  And when was the 

last time he had eaten a decent meal?  A look of great innocence, a sweet smile, were her only answers.  She threw up her 

hands in dismay.  What, oh what, was she going to do with him?  How many times must she tell him that he couldn't go on 

like this?  Didn't he realize that such a life simply wasn't respectable?  Moonbeam set a great store by respectability.  She 

didn't approve of his not eating regular meals.  She didn't approve of his sleeping in strange apartments or lofts – “pads” was 

the word she used – with bums or junkies or even worse.  After all, just because a person was a clown, that was no excuse 

for him not to be respectable. 

 He listened patiently to her remonstrances, but when she was all finished he said nothing, he simply got up and 

dialed a number on the telephone.  Who was he calling?  The idea had just come to him that he would like to perform that 

evening at the Bull and Bear, a coffee house on Bleeker Street that allowed various entertainers – poets and folk singers and 

comedians – to appear without pay, and he wanted to call and notify the manager that he would be there for a seven-thirty 

show.  However, he received no reply, and he hung up the telephone with a preoccupied expression on his face.  Moonbeam 

wanted to know if he had been listening to a single word she said.  He assured her that he had, but then he immediately 

dialed the number again to make sure he hadn't gotten it wrong.  When there was still no reply, he decided that the best 

thing for him to do was walk over to the coffee house to see if he could locate the manager in person.  Wasn't he even going 

to stay for supper?  He didn't have time because it was almost seven o'clock.  But what had she just got through telling him 

about the importance of eating regularly?  He honestly wasn't hungry.  He smiled at her in apology, then picked up his 

suitcase and went to the bathroom to retrieve his flowers. 

 At the door, he stopped and turned to say goodbye.  He again smiled at her, but it was a distant smile – his thoughts 

were already fixed on the performance he was planning to give at the coffee house.  Moonbeam turned up the collar of his 

raincoat and touched him gently on the cheek.  He would promise to take care of himself, wouldn't he?  He smiled, but 

withdrew from her touch.  In a flash, he was out the door, and on his way down the stairs.  She watched him from the 
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landing, and then returned to her own apartment, closed the door behind her, and leaned against it for a moment lost in 

thought.  Mist was a person who trod this earth with a light step.  Nothing weighted him down – no home, no family, no 

possessions.  When he died he wouldn't leave a trace of himself behind, except possibly a memory or two, and these, like 

his personality, would most likely be fleeting and evanescent.  He was probably her closest friend in all the world, and yet 

she realized that she didn't know him at all. 

 Suddenly she noticed Little Billy Sunshine watching her from across the room.  She held out her arms to him and 

he ran to her.  “Yes, you're my Little Billy Sunshine,” she said, as she lifted him up and hugged him. 

 

 In the meantime, Mist headed quickly for his destination.  The Saturday night crowds in Greenwich Village drew 

back to let him pass, and he padded through their midst, looking neither right nor left, neither bowing nor offering his 

flowers for sale.  He was only able to hold one thought in his head at a time, and right now his principal concern was to 

reach the Bull and Bear before seven-thirty. 

 When he finally did arrive at the coffee house, there were only three paying customers in the entire place, and they 

were seated at separate tables, widely spaced from each other.  He wordlessly signaled to the manager to indicate his 

presence and the fact that he would like to perform that night, and then he found a place for himself beside the small 

platform that had been erected at one side of the room.  There he waited patiently, his raincoat still on, his suitcase and 

flowers on the floor by his feet, until it came time for him to perform. 

 The manager delayed the start of the floor show in the hope that more people might arrive, but when, after ten 

minutes or so, no one else showed up and the few customers who were there began to get restless, he angrily doused the 

overhead lights, switched on two small spotlights that illuminated the platform in a hard, white glare, and then stepped to a 

microphone on the platform to introduce the performers. 

 “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he said.  “Welcome to the Bull and Bear.”  The microphone was turned to 

full volume, and his voice echoed and boomed through the nearly empty hall.  The poor spectators suddenly felt as though 

they had been trapped into an unwanted intimacy with the performers, and they began to look around nervously, as if they 

were desperately searching for some means of escape. 

 The first performer was a good-looking young black man who not only looked like Harry Belafonte, but sang like 

Harry Belafonte as well.  He ran through the whole Belafonte repertoire of calypso songs ranging from Day-O! to Star-O! – 

wisely omitting the audience participation numbers – and then left the stage to the sound of sparse and hollow applause. 
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 Next, a young girl, so awkward and homely that all her life she had probably been told that she must cultivate a 

sense of humor to compensate for her lack of good looks, stepped to the microphone and began a steady barrage of jokes, 

each of which was greeted by a stony silence.  She resorted to the old ploy of berating the audience for its lack of response, 

but the only effect of this was to increase the hostility they felt toward her.  After a while she realized she was fighting a 

losing battle, so she got through her routine as quickly as possible, and then made a quick exit to even less applause than 

had greeted the calypso singer. 

 Finally, the manager introduced Mist.  At the mention of his name, he awoke from the reverie into which, as was 

his custom, he had fallen.  He jumped to his feet, removed his raincoat, and bounded up to the platform.  No one applauded 

his entrance, but nevertheless he took several deep bows, smiling and nodding his head all the while.  After this, he 

immediately started his first number.  But he hadn't gotten very far when he remembered he had not told the name of it to 

the manager, so he stopped, walked over to him and whispered a few words into his ear, waited for him to announce the 

number and then began all over again. 

 “For his first number, Mist will perform 'The Cigarette Tree,'” the manager announced into the microphone, but 

this information shed little light on what was to follow.  The audience watched in total bewilderment as Mist went through 

his routine in pantomime.  Apparently he planted some sort of seed in the ground.  Then he watered and tended this seed 

until it grew into a plant.  In time the plant blossomed and bore fruit, and from all appearances this fruit must have been a 

cigarette, for Mist plucked it, lit it, and smoked it, inhaling deeply and with evident satisfaction.  The material was rather 

esoteric, to say the least, and the difficulty the audience had in following the storyline was further complicated by the fact 

that all of Mist's gestures were vague and indefinite.  At the conclusion of the first number, none of the spectators realized 

that it was over.  Mist looked at them beseechingly, and then spread his hands palms upward in a gesture of supplication, as 

much as to say, “That's it.  Didn't you like my performance?  Won't you please applaud?”  Perhaps out of sympathy, the 

audience clapped louder than they had for either of the two previous performances.  Encouraged by this response, Mist 

whispered the name of his next number to the manager who then announced it, and the same procedure was repeated all 

over again.  This went on for several numbers, each more incomprehensible than the one that preceded it. 

 There was something heartbreaking about the spectacle that Mist presented.  His costume was moth-eaten.  His 

tights were too large for him, and they hung in wrinkles about his skinny legs.  Furthermore, he was not wearing a jock 

strap, so that all his male parts were exposed.  But even sadder than the appearance of his clothes was the appearance of his 

face.  There was something hauntingly tragic about it.  The look with which he regarded his small audience was woe-
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begone and weary.  In the glare of the two spotlights it was possible to see that underneath his white makeup, his eyes were 

rimmed with red lines. 

 But if his act was hopeless, he didn't seem to be aware of it.  These few moments on an improvised stage 

compensated for all the days he went without food, all the nights he went without sleep.  During this short period of time, he 

was a performer, an artist.  He felt as though he was joined in a mystical union not only with the few people who watched 

him, not only with the far more numerous people he passed during the course of his day, but with the whole sum of people 

to whom he might have given joy in all his years of wandering.  It was as though his soul was transported from his body and 

flew on fluttering wings outward and upward to embrace the world, the universe, and finally God himself. 


