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Chapter One

A purple Caddy sharked its way down the wet boulevard. The car paused briefly at the mouth of an alley. Spitting fire from its tailpipe, it let out a big boom. Then it scuffed its tires and resumed trawling the city street, hugging the curb as it went.

Huey Dusk, a clown, wore a ten-gallon porkpie hat, which covered a balding pate with bright green fuzzy hair. He also wore a greasy buckskin jacket; and under that, a velvet, burgundy shirt. A big gold cross hung around his neck and rested on top of his oversized polka-dotted tie.

He bobbed his head, keeping time with the scraping wiper blades. Peering through the windshield, he scanned the sidewalk. 

He was on the hunt for Otis Beckwith. Otis had the gambling fever and couldn’t pay his debts. He needed to be taught a lesson. This meant a nice payday for Dusk, but so far, his efforts were in vain.

He shook his head, rubbed his eyes and thought about getting out of the rain. He gunned the motor and kicked the car into gear. Just then, in his peripheral vision, he saw a lanky man wearing a jumpsuit, running shoes and a leather flight helmet. The man had popped up from behind a battered garbage can, then ran in the opposite direction down the sidewalk.

The clown let out a war whoop and threw the car into reverse. Beckwith huffed and looked over his shoulder at the backside of the Caddy as it barreled toward him. He turned his head and ran faster.

When Dusk caught up to the man, he pulled out a skinny cigar with a frayed tip, jammed it between his teeth and rolled down the window. He stuck his head out and cackled as he watched Otis run for his life.

“Keep those knees up, Otis!”

Otis turned and looked at him, then ran into an alley. Dusk made a sharp turn, stepped on the gas and backed down the narrow passageway. He punched the brakes when he saw the oncoming brick wall as well as Otis surrounded by five young men. The car skidded to a halt.

The young toughs—dressed like Otis—wielded knives, blackjacks and lead pipes. They shuffled toward the car. They stopped when they heard the car’s lock click open and formed a half circle a couple of feet from the Caddy’s trunk.

The car door opened and the clown stepped out. Otis and his friends snarled as he stepped toward them.

“Talk trash now, circus boy!” Otis sneered.

Dusk grinned and pulled a gold metal lighter from his pocket. He flipped open the top and fired up his stogie. When the flames at the tip of the cigar petered out, he puffed and exhaled a long blue stream of smoke in the gang’s direction.

“Circus boy,” he said. “Haven’t heard that one before.”

“And there’s a good chance you won’t hear it again!” said one of the thugs as he smacked a lead pipe against his palm. Dusk laughed, took another puff of his cigar and let it drop at his foot. He stamped it out with his snakeskin clown shoe.

“Get him, boys!” the hood growled as he stepped toward the clown and wound up, swinging for his head. Huey ducked and slugged the man in the gut. He broke and shattered the shin of another assailant, who tried to flank him.

The first punk bent over and puked on the sidewalk. Dusk stepped around the vomit and yanked the pipe out of his hand. He swung it at the head of a third assailant, who charged him with a knife while trying to grab Huey around the neck. Dusk broke his jaw. 

Dusk swooped in to finish off the second goon. The thug snapped his head back and gulped when the piece of lead hit him in the mouth. Through the gap in his front teeth, he spat a stream of blood on the ground next to the clown’s feet.

A fourth cutthroat, with a face like a dog, dove at him from the front of the car. Huey side-stepped him and let the thug fall to the ground. The street tough jumped up and screeched as he attempted a flying kick, aiming for the clown’s head. Dusk jammed the pipe into the gangster’s groin. The man dropped and flopped around on the pavement.

Dusk turned to the last assailant standing who swung a chain over his head and grinned. He swung it at the clown. Huey grabbed and clenched the chain in his fist. With a flick of his wrist, he jerked the goon toward him. Before they collided, Dusk held up the pipe and watched as it crashed into the man’s throat. The hoodlum gasped and wheezed, then fell to the street with a thud and a jingle. Change spilled out of his pockets. 

Stepping over him, the clown looked around and saw Otis cowering in a corner next to a dumpster. “Otis, from here on out we can do things the easy way, or I can really get tough, your choice.”

Otis stared at him with saucer eyes and took a deep breath, stood up and pressed his back against the brick wall. “Uh, uh. I ain’t goin’ nowhere with you!”

Dusk laughed, tossed the lead pipe at the wall next to Otis. 

Otis ducked but popped up again and froze. “You can’t make me go with you!”

The clown kicked at the ground, then folded his hands into a steeple. “Otis, I’m out of cigars and when that happens I get impatient.” He felt around in his jacket and came up short. He stepped closer to the skinny Otis.

“Uh, I got cigarettes and bubblegum,” Otis said as he shuddered. 

Huey raised his eyebrows. Then he stared straight at him. “I’m giving you two options, you come with me, or I separate your jaw from your face and you come with me anyway.”

Otis filled his chest with air and screamed. He rushed the clown and the car. Dusk casually opened the car door. Otis smacked into it, then dropped and whacked his head against the pavement. He shut his eyes.

Huey knelt down and put the back of his hand against Otis’s neck. He pulled his wrist away and whistled through his teeth. Then he gently lifted the man and put him in the backseat of his car.

* * *

Even though Charlie Chebucto was built like a dump truck, he had jowls that jiggled when he ate and talked. Right now, he was eating a barbecued rib and humming. Sauce dripped onto the floppy collar of his white tuxedo shirt that was stuffed into a baby blue leisure suit. He wiped his mouth with his bare hand.

He was sitting at a splintered wooden desk in the middle of a ramshackle trailer. It was littered with papers and bottles and junk food wrappers. Next to the desk, a giant bulldog slopped around in a dish of street water.

Charlie looked up when the door flew open and in walked Huey dragging Otis by his neck. He pulled the body inside and dropped it at the front of the desk. The body hit the floor with a crash. The dog looked up from his dish. Charlie stared at Dusk and chewed his rib.

“He’s not dead, is he?”

Dusk shook his head and eyed the box of cigars on top of a pile of papers. Charlie looked down at the box and then he reached for it, opened it and handed a cigar to the clown. Dusk snatched it from Charlie’s hand.

Charlie stood up and looked down at Otis who was still unconscious. He turned to Dusk as he lit the cigar, watching the clown savor the first puff and slowly exhale the smoke.

“I can’t make any money if he’s dead.”

“Sure you can,” the clown said as he blew a smoke ring. 

Charlie tossed the rib to the dog and stared at Huey.

“Just put a lampshade on his head and sell him to a pawnshop,” Dusk said. 

Charlie frowned and pressed his knuckles into the desk. Huey watched as they turned white and the man’s face turned red. Then Otis stirred.

Charlie stepped out from behind the desk and kicked Otis in the backside. Otis grunted. Dusk held his nose and stepped back. 

The big man laughed. “You got lucky, clown.”

The clown put his foot on Otis’s head to keep him from wriggling around on the floor. Otis stopped and laid face down on the linoleum.

“You got my money?” Huey asked.

Charlie scoffed and reached into his suit. He pulled out a pad of money and held it up to the clown for inspection. Dusk rolled his eyes.

“They’re legit,” Charlie said.

“Really?” the clown replied. “Looks like funny money to me.”

Charlie chuckled, licked his thumb and peeled off ten bills and handed them to him. 

Dusk puffed on his cigar and took the money and fanned it out. “You’re short a thousand.”

The fat man pulled a flask out of the other side of his jacket. The bottle squeaked as he unscrewed the cap. He dropped the top onto the desk and took a pull from the flask. His face puckered up as the liquid went down his throat. Dusk eyed the bottle and sniffed.

“Drink?” Charlie asked as he extended the bottle toward him. The clown shook his head and stubbed out the rest of the cigar on the desk.

“Your favorite, Bubblegum Whiskey,” Charlie said as he drank some more. 

“The deal was for two thousand.”

Charlie cleared a spot on the desk and set down the bottle. He looked at the clown and held up his hands. “What do you want, times are tight and a guy’s gotta make a livin’.”

Dusk glowered at the man. “I gotta make rent and a thousand doesn’t cut it!”

“It’s all I got. You don’t like it, feel free to scare up a better deal somewhere else.”

Dusk frowned.

“Look, I’m the only one who’ll have anything to do with your clown ass.”

The clown fumed and stuffed the money in his coat pocket.

“Hey, don’t sweat it,” Charlie said. “I’ll make it up to you on the next job.”

“Nope, that’s it, I’m done!”

Charlie laughed, grabbing the sides of his stomach.

“You say that now, but you’ll come crawling back to me when you’re bust.”

The clown scratched his nose and turned to leave.

“Stay off the Lucky Charms,” Charlie said. “Your money’ll stretch a lot farther.”

Dusk stamped out of the trailer and slammed the door.

* * *

Several polka-dotted paper shamrocks covered the mirror. Patches Magee, Knuckles Muldoon and other names of Irish clowns were printed on the front of the clovers. Rows of glasses, stenciled with polka dots, stood in columns next to the mirror. A bartender with a plastic bulb nose and orange wig mixed drinks with flair for well-dressed patrons.
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