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“Shorty? Mister 
Shorty who sells – ”

“Yes, that Shorty.”
“Who wants to buy 

what he sells?”
We found Shorty 

unloading a carton 
of small boxes. “Miss 
Loyal,” he said, “I’m 
taking your kid on, 
and he stays on so 
long as he sells – 
kapeesh?”

“Signore Shorty, 
I expected as much.” She nodded, then locked eyes with me. “You 
will make money only if you work at making money.”

I frowned. “Who wants to buy lizards?” 
I winced seeing Shorty scowl.
Mother interrupted our silent skirmish. “Nucci will make both 

of you money or he will attend school naked.” 
While I stood stunned, she smiled and lightly kissed my 

forehead. “Nucci, after you finish here come straight to the 
dressing room. Capisci?” 

Shorty watched mother leave then turned to me. He glared. “I 
know what you’re thinking kid and you’re wrong, dead-ass wrong. 
There’s big money in these fun-loving pets. That’s right, pets. You 
call ’em lizards again and I’ll make sure you end up in your own 
little box where I’ll feed you worms and flies. Ya see?”

“Uh-huh.”
I studied the display board I was to carry with rows of small 

boxes held by narrow elastic bands. Peering into each box’s 
cellophane window I saw the lizards, spread-eagled, with their 
backs to me. Their quick darting eyes explored the paper walls of 
their prison-box.

 “Kid, you shake the board now and then,” Shorty ordered. 
“If you hear a rattling noise, it means one of ’em done kicked 
the bucket, for Pete’s sake don’t sell him!” Then he placed a live, 
twitching lizard on my shirt and safety-pinned its thin chain-leash 
to it. The lizard gripped my shirt.

Grinning, Shorty stepped back. “There. Now my little tyke can’t 
run off.”

Grimacing, I looked down. “Looks like that liz...uh pet’s gonna 
hang around.” 

“Kid, do not call him a lizard to customers. He’s a pet, they’re all 
cuddly pets who change color. Tomorrow, you’re gonna hustle up 
that tunnel to the seats and sell, kid. Sell my babies!”

Me? Sell? Could I?
Opening day, I sure did. By intermission, I sold five pets and 

when I shook the display board there was no noise, all Shorty’s 

Members of the Loyal Repensky Troupe. L-R: 
Adrian’s aunt Esterina and mother Albertina. 
Behind them is their sister Zefta.

On tour with Ringling in the summer of ‘53, my family, the Loyal 
Repenskys, played a date in Griffith Stadium in Washington, DC. 
That summer I became an 11-year old salesman. 

My boss’s nickname was Shorty. He was over 30 and just under 
five feet and he wasn’t a dwarf or a midget. Nowadays he’d be 
vertically challenged. But in ‘53 we called people what they were. 
Blind. Deaf. Crippled. Dwarf. Midget. No offense intended or 
meant. 

The afternoon before the show opened, mother and I walked 
towards the stadium’s concession area beneath slanted concrete 
seating sections. We passed an unmanned cotton candy kiosk. 
“Mama, I’m not selling candy floss?”

She shook her head. “You are selling something more profitable.”
“Um, profit? That’s money, isn’t it? Wow, I can send off for the 

green frogmen you put in the tub who make bubbles then float up. 
‘Member? I showed ’em to you in one of my funny books.”

“More money, Nucci, for new clothes, not plastic puppets,” 
mother declared. “Come, Shorty is waiting.” 

I was a ‘Bug Man’ on Ringling

(Er, make that a bug ‘boy’)
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babies were kicking. Wow. I’ll buy clothes and a hundred frogmen 
cause I’m gonna be rich! Imagining a rainbow of dollar bills 
raining into a golden pot named Nucci’s Millions, I ran back up 
the tunnel to the seats. Me. Rich!

An excited, smiling little girl seated next to her parents waved 
me over. But when I reached her she recoiled. Her eyes widened, 
her lips curled in disgust, and she waved me away?

Huh?
That happened again with a freckled-faced boy. And again with 

another girl. Why? Panicked, I ran down the tunnel to the lizard 
booth and breathlessly told Shorty. 

He stared at me. He rubbed his eyes. He shook his head.
“Say something!” I yelled.
He pointed to my shirt. “Knucklehead, look down.”
Bewildered, I looked at my lizard. He was 

spread-eagled stiff. Hanging from his leash. 
Dead.

With a new pet safety-pinned and gripping 
my shirt I stood next to the tunnel that led 
down to the concession area. I eyed the audience 
looking for kid customers.

“Young man?” I heard a man say.
Wearing a black suit, black tie, white shirt, 

and sporting a dark fedora the man strode 
menacingly towards me. Wow! He looks like the 
G-Men in my funny books, an honest-to-god 
government agent!

The G-Man pointed to steps leading to seats 
behind home plate. “Someone wants to buy one 
of your, ah, pets. Follow me. Say nothing until I 
bring you back to this spot.” 

“Sure, mister G-Man, I—”
“No talking,” he said. Suppressing a grin he 

added, “Now move, stay in front of me.”

An unhappy Shorty slapped his forehead. 
“Kid, ya got any idea who bought that pet? Do 

Artist rendering, based on actual photos of the top (l) and bottom (r) of a chameleon’s box sold by Bug Men. Photos courtesy of John Robinson, owner, 
<SideshowWorld.com> (also. net, .org, .biz, .info). Visit John’s website to read about Bug Men and see more photos.

ya? Every putz on the show does!”
“No, it happened so fast. This G-Man gives me money, says keep 

the change, I give him a liz...uh pet box, he gives it to another 
G-Man, he gives it to a regular man who gives it to a little girl 
next to him. That’s all. Honest. That’s it.”

“That’s it? First off, they’re Secret Service, second, that little girl 
was Tricia Nixon!”

“So?”
“So? That regular man, like you just called him, was her father. 

The vice president!”
“Of what?”

I was born into a circus family and this true story is one of many. To 
know more about my family, and my stories, see my ad on page 56.


