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For Úna, because if I said I was building a zoo, you’d try and find me an elephant.


CHAPTER ONE

September 30, 1972.
New York.

Lenny Long was minutes from history but miles from home. He lay silently, his mind scrambled, and tried to focus on the broken cooler in front of him. Both he and it had just been on the same short, sudden journey. As his eyes closed, he remembered what his young wife felt like beside him. He pictured her sleeping. Lenny wanted to sleep too. He could finally relax, forget about everything.

He smiled as he thought about how he had made it. He had proved he could be trusted with the most important job in this whole dirty, dangerous business. Now he could get some sleep. Nothing more to do. Home soon.

Except one thing.

What the fuck?

Lenny’s eyes snapped open. His cheek was pressed against the dark, wet street. He had no idea how he got there. He sucked in a large breath and lifted his head.

What the fuck?

Left wasn’t familiar. Right wasn’t familiar. He slowly turned around to see a brand-new VW Kombi van overturned and mashed into the railroad bridge halfway down the street. His brand-new VW Kombi van.

What the fuck?

He struggled to his feet and limped toward the van, dragging his uncooperative right leg with him. He still had no idea what had happened, or why, but the awful weight of dread in his stomach told him it wasn’t good.

They can’t still be in there.

He tried to move faster but the excruciating pain shooting from his leg held him back. He slid his hand down to where the pain was originating and could feel a hard, foreign protrusion coming from his hip socket.

Lenny’s panic grew as he approached the van. The passenger door was jammed shut and the smashed glass popped under his feet as he slid around to the back window. He gingerly stooped and saw the giant form of Babu unconscious in the back. His other passenger, Gilbert King, sprawled limply across the ceiling of the overturned van. Both men were unconscious.

The radio, like a shocked victim, continued to babble out soft music in the background. Lenny could see the hole in the windshield where he and the cooler had torpedoed through.

There was a faint smell of burning as a tiny stream of dark smoke piped out from under the steering column.

Painfully but hurriedly, Lenny entered the back of the van and slid his way up to Babu’s massive face. Even a totally disoriented Lenny knew he was going to need some serious help moving a seven-foot-five, four-hundred-and-seventy-two-pound man.

On the other side of the unlit street, Lenny could make out a graffitied phone booth. He was in the kind of neighborhood where there was just as much chance of being killed over there as there was of dying in an explosion if he stayed in the van.

The smoke grew darker and thicker.

Being blown up or being murdered in a phone booth were only possible ways he could die that night. One thing Lenny was sure would get him killed was to sit there and do nothing. There was too much distrust, too much money invested in the two people lying unresponsive in his van.

Confidence had been put in Lenny to deliver. He at least had to try.

He pinched the giant nose in front of him and rose up onto his haunches to get in position to administer the kiss of life. All the pressures of the situation began to beat on him. What happened? How was he going to explain this one to the boss? There were a lot of people expecting these passengers to get to their destination. Their not getting there would start a quiet war if Lenny didn’t do something.

What the fuck?

And then clarity, sudden and serene. Absolute peace. Lenny knew exactly what to do. His natural survival instincts took the wheel. Like a mother that just knows how to nurse her child, he just knew the perfect response.

He raised his hand to the heavens and brought it right down on Babu’s big unconscious face.

Nothing.

And again. Same deal. He paused and waited. Nothing. Lenny then grabbed a handful of the giant’s hair and yanked it. Twice.

Nothing.

Lenny’s panic and the sensation of notfuckingknowingwhattodo quickly returned and peaked when he saw that the smoke under the steering wheel was now accompanied by some angry electrical sparking.

“C’mon, you big fucking lug,” Lenny pleaded as he hopelessly shook Babu.

There must be fucking something … He wormed back out of the van and looked around for some inspiration. Anything. His hip was in agony. He grabbed the van and attempted to lift. His modest arms tightened and his back strained. He had no chance of lifting a giant, but maybe lifting a van that housed a giant and a grown man in it would be easier.

He exploded with power and roared with endeavor, but only managed to tweak a hamstring—and pop his hip back into place. The pain was strangely calming. The sound was a little sickening. Lenny raised and lowered his leg a couple of times to make sure everything was okay. It was. But he was still fucked in general.

He yelled in frustration and hit the van with a volley of slaps. The back of his shirt was attracted to him like a shower curtain in a cheap hotel. Lenny felt the back of his head; it was busted wide open and blood was running down his back.

“Time for something different,” the smooth voice from the radio said as Lenny walked toward the pay phone. He had no more options, no more choice.

I have to call someone.

“Hey?” moaned a voice from the wreckage of the van.

Lenny stopped, not sure if he was hearing things.

“Hey?”

Lenny turned back to the van.

“Hello?” Lenny said.

Lenny could hear movement up front in the van. He scurried back.

“Hello?” Lenny said again.

“Don’t call the cops. You hear me?” demanded Gilbert’s weak voice from inside.

Lenny quickly grabbed the door handle and tried to force it open.

“You hear me, Lenny?”

Lenny put his hand through the broken side window and unlocked the door from the inside.

“What happened?” Lenny asked as he opened the battered door. The smoke now was so thick and black it made it hard to see. Lenny grabbed Gilbert by the collar, the pain of which immediately emptied Gilbert’s lungs.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Gilbert gasped.

“Sorry,” Lenny said.

Gilbert, too, was becoming more aware of the danger in staying.

“No, no, get me out of here,” he said.

“I’m trying, man.” Lenny approached Gilbert’s torso from several different angles but couldn’t find two handfuls of him that weren’t torn or broken.

“No, I mean get me out of here altogether.”

Lenny stopped. He looked around for prying eyes and leaned in to Gilbert’s partially missing ear. “You mean … kill you?”

“No, you fucking fairy. Get me a cab or something. I can’t be here with him when there’s other people around.”

Lenny looked Gilbert up and down. He was no doctor but things didn’t look good from where he stood. “I should get an ambulance …”

Gilbert grabbed Lenny by the inseam of his trouser leg, which pinched a little, but Lenny thought it was inappropriate to wince given the circumstances. “You call anyone and you’ll be done. Me and the giant can’t be seen together under any circumstances.”

Lenny nodded as he again planned his hand placement. Gilbert raised his arms like a child looking for comfort. “Drag me. Quickly, you asshole.”

Lenny carefully but swiftly scooped his hands under Gilbert’s armpits and began to drag him from the wreckage.

Gilbert moaned involuntarily. Blood was dripping from his mouth and he was slipping in and out of consciousness. Lenny managed to get his whole body free. He slowly dragged Gilbert inch by inch to the other side of the road.

“Hurry,” Gilbert said as his eyes rolled in his head.

Lenny grabbed him tighter and lugged Gilbert across to the curb with less delicate drags.

“Fuck me,” Gilbert breathlessly mumbled in pain.

Lenny gave one last pull to get Gilbert’s dead weight fully out of the road. They both fell, weary, with Gilbert between Lenny’s legs, like two entangled lovers watching the tide come in.

Lenny choked out a laugh of pure relief. No explosion. Not yet. And Gilbert looked to be still alive. The only thing lost was one of Gilbert’s boots that must have caught a divot in the street on the journey over.

The van began to move. Babu was coming to and Lenny had no idea how he was going to react to whatever had just happened.

Lenny rested Gilbert’s head on the ground and called from a good, safe distance.

“Babu?” he said as he cautiously approached the van.

Lenny picked up Gilbert’s stranded boot. The weight of it in his hand caught his attention. That’s very heavy.

Lenny weighed the boot in his other hand.

What the fuck?

He turned back to Gilbert and saw that his right leg stopped cleanly just at the end of his shinbone.

Holy shit.

Lenny instinctively flung the boot away from him. His legs deserted him and he cracked his head off the ground. There was no way they were going to make it to their destination on time.

Lenny’s prone body was drowned in light as the flames from the van sparked to life and grew beside him.

This was bad. Really fucking bad.

The boss walked the corridor, listening to the white noise above him turn to booing. He worked the only job in the world where booing was not only a good thing but was encouraged at every turn.

After fifteen years running his own business, Danno Garland could identify a “good night” for the audience just by listening, and he knew that this was one hell of a good night. For the audience.

“Where are they, boss?” a worried-sounding voice asked as he strode past.

Danno ignored the question, but he really wanted to stab the inquisitor in the temple. Instead he continued at pace to the upper deck.

The full stadium presented herself with the grand reveal of an unfinished circle. Even with all that was going on, the spectacle and energy of 65,417 people took his breath away. It was a beautiful sight—in fact and in business. A reason to be proud and a little bit emotional.

Danno Garland had finally made it to Shea Stadium.

Her sweating beauty wrapped around his creation in a giant protective huddle. The collective masses thundered down their applause and disgust in equal measures.

All these years Danno had waited for the right time to go big. And it didn’t get much bigger than this. With another look at his watch, he reluctantly conceded that this was the setting for him to lose it all.

Merv Schiller was right. He did fuck it up.

“Do you want to make another call on the finish, boss?” Ginny Ortiz respectfully asked from behind.

Danno shook his head without turning around.

“But the—”

“I know,” Danno interrupted. “I know.” He tried to answer Ginny a little more gently than he would anyone else pressing him—because of what happened. Because of what Ginny had to go through to get here.

“Just gimme a sec, Ginny.”

Ginny waited patiently for a nod in one direction or the other.

What could have possibly gone wrong out there? It was only a thirty-minute drive from the hotel to here.

“The cops want to know if there’s going to be trouble, boss,” Ginny said.

Danno was instantly angry that word was leaking out to the front. Angry, but not a single bit surprised. It was one of the cornerstones of this event. Loose lips filled the stadium. Most of the time Danno used those loose lips to his advantage. Now, he just didn’t know how to control them. He didn’t even know where to start, and Ginny really didn’t want to push it, but he knew that if something wasn’t done soon there was going to be a major issue with the crowd. “Sir?”

Danno wasn’t being mysterious on purpose; he didn’t know what to do either.

It was time for strategy, a plan B, even. Who else did he have that could send the sticky, rabid crowd home happy? His advertised main event was a war that had been years in the making—and everyone in those seats knew it. They came to see blood.

Fuck.

If they didn’t show up soon he’d be ruined. He’d never sell another ticket again. The state of New York wouldn’t have to try to shut him down anymore, because he’d effectively do it himself.

He removed his sweat-stained tweed cap and rested it on his bent knee.

I should have kept things simple.

“Sir?” asked a voice again.

“Fuck off, Ginny,” Danno snapped back in his rounded New York accent.

“Sir, we just got a message from Lenny.”

Danno turned to see a soft, conservative-looking man he vaguely remembered hiring. The messenger stood rigidly and respectfully with a note in his hand.

“Message? From where?” Danno asked, confused.

The man bowed his head and handed over the note. Danno turned away and topped himself up with a steadying breath before opening it. He placed his cap back in its familiar spot. “I haven’t got my fucking glasses. How bad is it?”

The messenger opened the note and read it slowly. “Lenny is refusing to come to the stadium, sir. He said he’ll only talk to you,” the man said without lifting his eyes.

“He’s refusing to come … what?” Danno squinted closely at his watch.

“Everyone wants to know what to expect now, sir.”

Danno trawled through the thousands of bad situations he had been in over the years. The endless real-world experiences. The hundreds of possible outcomes. The thousands in the crowd.

It was completely out of Danno’s hands. He was as paralyzed as everyone who wanted answers. But to one man out there, something like this would look like Danno fucked him over by design. And that made Danno more edgy than anything else.

“Tell them that I have no fucking idea what to expect.”

A train roared past on the bridge over his head. Lenny stood in the derelict phone booth as his pencil-like body shook like a pup in the rain.

After only a few years in this business, he sure was getting sick of phone booths.

He used his rolled-up nylon jacket to stop the bleeding from his head as he compressed the pay phone between his shoulder and ear. His hair and face were blackened by the smoke of the van. The cops and emergency crew milled around the mangled Kombi van as Lenny watched in a daze through a tiny patch of unsprayed glass. The fire was out. The van was unrecognizable as the one he had bought in Queens a short time before. He thought about how he’d had to forge his wife’s signature to buy it in the first place.

But the van was the last of his worries. For now. His racing mind turned to the bosses. None of them wanted this kind of attention, this type of spotlight on their business.

This was the worst kind of bad.

Past the zigzag of abandoned police cars, Lenny could see Babu sitting silently against a wall as an officer interviewed him. Trying to push Babu for answers was probably not the wisest thing to do.

Lenny was at a loss as to whether he should leave the phone call and smooth over the interrogation, or wait on the line to be fired, abused, or much worse.

“Where are you, you little fuck?” Danno suddenly yelled from the other end of the line.

“Hello?”

“Where?” Danno shouted.

Lenny struggled to keep himself together. “Hello? That you, boss?”

Danno could tell by Lenny’s voice that he wasn’t firing on all cylinders, so he steadied himself and picked a different approach. “Where’s the champ, Lenny?”

“I can see him … the giant … he’s right here …”

“Good.” Danno laughed in a release of tension. “Now where the fuck is here? I can get someone to you right now.”

Lenny took one last look around. “I had Gilbert too. I think I had Gilbert.”

“Did you say you had Gilbert? As in Gilbert King?” Danno was puzzled as to how his man, Babu, ended up with their man, Gilbert. They weren’t meant to be anywhere near each other.

Lenny answered, “Yeah. He was with us. He wasn’t going to show … It’s … I just want to … we got him in the van.”

“Lenny?” Danno tried his most calming voice. “Lenny, this bit is very important. Did anyone see those two together? Think about it before you answer.”

Lenny desperately tried to slap the pieces of his journey, the crash, and now his phone call together. “I don’t know. The van … they were … I …”

Danno could feel his stomach sinking and his blood pressure rising. “What happened? Where are you?”

“I can’t remember, sir. The van crashed. It looks like we hit a couple of cars and rolled into the bridge. And now I can’t find Gilbert King.”

Danno’s heart thumped unevenly in his chest. “He’s missing?”

Lenny could feel this whole situation getting way too big for his position in the company. “I was talking to him, trying to pull him out. I can’t remember. I think I have a concussion. Things—”

Danno cut him off with a more even tone. A tone like people who try to remain calm in a fucking traumatic situation might use. “Is he in the van?”

“I don’t think so. I thought I …”

“Lenny, is your fucking van invisible?”

“No, sir.”

“Is it so far away or so damaged in the crash that you can’t look into its windows?”

“No, sir.”

“So. Is. Gilbert. Fucking. King. In. The. Van?”

“No, sir.”

“Perfect.” Danno thumped the receiver against the chipped walls in the bowels of Shea Stadium.

Lenny turned away from all the flashing, noisy distractions in front of him. He was sure there was a simple and logical step to piece together what he was missing. “I’m sorry. I was knocked stupid myself, and I can’t even really remember what happened. I would do anything to make this right, boss. You know that.”

Lenny waited for a response. He was fully aware that saying that he’d do anything for Danno Garland was a dangerous offer at this stage in the game.

“Are you still on the phone?” Danno asked calmly. Too calmly.

Lenny paused, unsure of what to do. “Yes, sir.”

“Fucking find him. Do you hear me? You’ve got ten minutes to get them both here, otherwise do you know what will happen? The—”

The phone abruptly disconnected. Lenny’s mouth fell open with shock. He desperately checked the receiver and phone cable running to the box for an obvious breakage. “No, no, no, no.” He dug through his pockets, looking for more coins. He stuck his head out the door and asked no one in particular, “Anyone got any change? Anyone?”

Lenny turned away from the circus on the street and shook his jacket, listening for the sound of coins rattling. “Fucking fuck.” He dropped the dead receiver and warily trotted toward the overturned van to see if he had imagined dragging Gilbert from the passenger door. A female police officer noticed Lenny’s dubious path straight to the crime scene. They locked eyes as Lenny moved closer to the cordoned-off vehicle.

“Sir?” she more demanded than asked. “Sir?”

“Have you got a quarter?” he asked her.

“Sorry, sir?” she replied.

“Nothing.” Lenny suddenly changed direction—like he was never walking to the van in the first place—and walked toward the giant who was being forcefully questioned.

Lenny knew that wasn’t going to last long or turn out well.

Babu was not paying much attention to the pushy officer in front of him. The giant was dressed in a rainbow-colored traditional African agbada with a matching cap. His right arm was in bad shape, but you could never tell by looking at his demeanor.

“Officer?” Lenny interrupted.

The police officer put up a single wait-a-minute finger in Lenny’s face.

Lenny Long wasn’t cut out for this. That familiar feeling of wanting to go home crept up on him again.

How could you lose someone, Lenny? A whole fucking person.

“Are you certifiably mute, sir? Do you have any papers to prove that as fact?” asked the name-tagged Officer Tyler standing in front of Babu. “’Cause it looks to me like you’re just being uncooperative.”

“Officer? He can’t talk,” Lenny tried again.

Babu stared silently into the distance over the officer’s shoulder.

“He can’t talk,” Lenny insisted.

“You already told me that, sir. We need him to confirm it.”

It had been a long night and Lenny was starting to doubt his ability to judge irony, sarcasm, or stupidity. “You want a mute person to tell you he’s mute?” Lenny asked.

The cop knew his request was absolutely stupid when he heard it out loud, but there was no way he was admitting it. “That is correct.”

Lenny sighed in acceptance. What else could he do? This whole thing was way beyond his power. “I have ten minutes to get this man to Shea Stadium. I will literally do anything to make you let us go. Please.”

“Are you trying to bribe me?” the officer asked, agitated.

“No,” Lenny said, backing off completely. “As a matter of fact if you could give me a quarter, I’d appreciate it.”

“Excuse me?” the cop said.

Babu signaled to an invisible watch on his wrist. Lenny looked at him, almost defeated. “I know.”

“Well?” asked the officer, chewing on nothing in particular. “You two going to come clean about what happened here? Drugs? Maybe you two were … distracted by each other.”

Lenny could feel himself reaching for any reasonable argument to get them off the hook. “No one was hurt here and we’ll cover the damage.”

Babu stood. This seemed to put the police officer on high alert. “You better sit again, chief, or I’m going to have to bag me a rhino,” he said as he patted his sidearm.

Lenny stood in front of Babu to try to gently defuse the situation. If he was to get the giant to Shea, this had to go smoothly.

“You know who this is?” Lenny asked. “Huh? You know who this is, right? The champ?”

The young cop looked Babu in the face. “Of course I do.”

Lenny’s eyes lit up. “You do?”

“Yeah.”

“And, you probably know that the biggest match of all time is happening in Shea tonight,” Lenny said as he moved closer.

The cop folded his arms. “I know who he is. I also know what he does for a living. And we’re staying here till I find out what happened, because I don’t have the luxury of faking my way through my job, like he does.”

Babu’s ham-like left fist launched from its hanging position—past Lenny’s head—and hit the cop squarely in the face. The impact dropped the cop instantly. Such was the speed and power of the hit that Lenny wasn’t even sure what happened until he turned and saw the uniformed body spasming on the ground.

“Oh, fuck,” Lenny said.

There was one thing that Babu would never let be said aloud: he was no fake. And neither was the business he was in.

Danno slammed down the phone backstage at Shea Stadium and tried hard to contain his rage.

“He just hung up on me,” Danno shouted in disbelief before turning around to see that everyone in the company had lined up expectantly behind him.

“Get someone to see if they can find out where they are,” Danno snapped.

A few bodies at the back of the room jumped up at Danno’s request. Wrestlers, ring crew, and referees all stood silently, like they were waiting to hear the dire prognosis of a loved one.

The weight of the situation hit Danno. “Alright, there’s no way to sugarcoat this: our main event isn’t going to happen.”

The waiting collective dropped their heads in unison. A few deeper voices in the middle somberly cursed their luck. This was the big one—the one they had been working toward for the last few years. The one that was to produce the big payoff for them all.

“We still getting paid, boss?” a brave but anonymous voice asked from the back. Danno ignored the question.

“It’s time to make a call on the finish. We’re going for a big shmoz, clusterfuck finish with everyone in the ring. Everyone who isn’t booted up—get so,” Danno ordered the waiting crowd. “We’re going to load the ring with everyone we’ve got and I want them to beat the shit out of each other.”

Ricky Plick was leaning his stocky frame against the wall just behind the rest of the troops. “Why aren’t you going to let the natural thing happen out there, boss?”

Even though Danno had given a direction, nobody on the roster moved before hearing his answer.

“No. We’re going to go out there to finish. It might not be the finish they paid for, but we will give them everything we have,” Danno said.

Danno hurriedly grabbed a paper tablecloth from a nearby table and thrust it at the chest of a hairless wrestler in the front of the pile. He pulled the top off a Sharpie and began to write out different match scenarios on the tablecloth. “I need a list of everyone who is ready to work. Ricky? Go and find yourself some gear.”

Ricky tried again. “If they riot then we might at least get paid after all the shit we’ve been through.”

“I fucking know that, Ricky,” Danno snapped. “We can still work our way out of this. Get booted up.”

“With all due respect, Danno …” No one in that room had dared to call Danno anything other than “sir” or “boss” before. “This whole place paid to see Babu versus Gilbert King, and I don’t see either of them here.”

“Do you not think I fucking know that?” Danno said.

The pressure in the room was immense. Out on the pitch, the heat from the floodlights added that extra weight of closeness. Word had traveled from the backstage area to the ring that Danno was being questioned in public by closet soldier Ricky Plick. The older wrestlers had been in sticky situations further south before. They had to deal with overzealous fans who brought knives, bottles, or cups of piss to throw at them. In all the collective years in the dressing room, no one had seen anything approximating what was surely about to happen. What was developing in the stands was far and above annoyance or passion.

This match was years in the making. Personal shots had been taken. “Wrestling” was put aside. All the stuff that was usually kept behind the curtain had been dragged out in front of everyone to see and read on national TV and in newspaper columns. This was to be the match that all the hardcore fans could point to for years to come as proof that wrestling was real. Everyone had bought their tickets for tonight because they knew this match was a shoot fight—a real grudge. They all knew this match was personal. If they only knew just how much.

“You sure you still want to work this angle, boss?” Ricky asked as he approached Danno.

The crowd of spectators around the boss and his right-hand man had doubled in the seconds that had passed since Ricky questioned the owner. It was not the wrestling norm to have so many people watching this kind of argument. Interactions like this usually happened behind very closed doors. Wrestling’s number one rule was “protect the business.” That meant that no one outside of the inner circle got to see or hear any discussions about matches, decisions made, or anything at all about how the business worked.

“I don’t want to talk about it here, Ricky,” Danno replied.

Most of the wrestlers were drama queens at heart. They loved to gossip about each other and tear each other down. They usually luxuriated in confrontation and commotion. But this was different. What they were watching was a challenge to the boss. In public.

“There’s nothing to talk about, Danno,” Ricky replied. “We can’t give the crowd what they paid for, so now we have no choice but to make sure they riot.”

The long-standing theory for a doomsday scenario had been to incite the crowd, let them riot, and you could slip out the back with the box-office money while the people in the crowd were busy killing each other. If you let a group of civilized fans out early, they usually stop at the box office for their money back on the way out. Make them riot and no one can be blamed for leaving in a hurry. Including the box-office staff. With the box-office takings.

Danno wanted to address this in a stand-up manner. Ricky was more about the business.

“I have no other choice now, Ricky. We stay and finish the card,” Danno said.

Ricky butted his head against Danno’s. “You’ve done nothing but fuck this territory since you got your greedy hands on it.”

Some members of the roster growled their displeasure at Ricky’s disrespect. But they did it from the safety of the crowd.

Danno pushed his closest confidant away. “Don’t ever get in my face again, Ricky.”

A few half-dressed wrestlers silently stood between both men.

Ricky paused and looked around the room. “You people realize what’s happening here? No payday. After all that’s happened. Years of fighting. Some people getting fucked up, never to wrestle again. The biggest pile of money we’ve ever seen and he’s going to give it back.”

“I’m not fucking this crowd over.” Danno continued to write out his revised card on the tablecloth.

“But you’re willing to fuck us over. The truth is, you couldn’t draw money with a green fucking crayon. Asshole.”

Ricky spun on his heel and sucker punched Danno hard in the side of the head. The old promoter stumbled helplessly into the tables, which collapsed under his considerable weight.

Tiny Thunder, an Asian midget wrestler, grabbed Ricky around the waist as some of the roster hurried to Danno’s aid.

“Are you fucking crazy, man?” Tiny shouted. Ricky shrugged him off easily and moved for the exit. His strides exploded into a sprint when he saw some of the other wrestlers running toward him with bad intentions.

“Did everyone forget we’re here to make money?” Ricky shouted as he bolted through the exit door.

The room melted into chaos.

Danno immediately rose up and tried to steady himself. There was a nasty gash above his left eye and a lump was already starting to form. He pushed his revised plan into Tiny Thunder’s arms. “We go out there and finish the card. We take what is coming our way. Then we are going to rebuild. No matter what happens out there, we can come back from this.”

Danno staggered out of the room and used the stadium walls to steady his shuffling movements toward the restroom. He opened the door and hid in one of the dirty, smelly stalls. He knew there was no way this was going to remain a secret. Everyone was soon to hear about the moment that Danno Garland lost the wrestling company that had been in his family since 1924. His failure to deliver would make him weak among the other wrestling bosses in the other territories. And Danno stood atop of bunch of promoters who would routinely cut the weak from their pack.

From outside a panicked voice shouted, “Boss, Proctor King is looking for you.”

Proctor King was exactly the one who would spearhead Danno’s elimination. It was Proctor’s son who had gone missing from the front of Lenny’s van.

“You didn’t tell him I was here, did you?” Danno shouted back.

“I meant on the phone, sir.”

Danno exploded, “Well, say that, then. There’s a big fucking difference.”

The messenger paused. “What should I tell him?”

There was no way that Gilbert King not showing up to the biggest match in history didn’t look suspicious. And based on what happened to get the match in place at all, Danno knew he looked the guiltiest. And if the previous four years had taught Danno anything, it was that the one person you didn’t want to fuck with was Proctor King.

January 9, 1969—Four Years Earlier.
New Jersey.

His father never ran Moose Hall. When he took the company to Jersey, he would run Union City, Patterson, Newark, Jersey City, Passaic, or Highland Park. His father never ran Moose Hall, so Danno had to run Moose Hall.

The thirteen people in attendance were glad that he did.

“It’s okay, boss. You go ahead,” Ricky Plick said as he warmed up in the corner. He was wearing his wrestling gear, which consisted of long black tights and red glossy boots with his initials on both sides. He had dyed black hair with a matching mustache. He wasn’t old looking, but his middle-aged body moved like it was too old to be doing this for a living.

“Thirteen people?” Danno said. “I could nearly give them all a ride home when we’re done here.”

Ricky changed to squats—slow and traumatic ones. “They seem to be into it.”

“Fucking depressing. The guy at the door said there were about twenty more, but they thought it was bingo night.”

Ricky suddenly stopped and felt around the base of his spine.

Danno continued to watch the match in the ring. It was a midget wrestler match. The four children standing up at the front seemed to be enjoying it. The wrestlers in the ring were working their hardest to pull some excitement from the minuscule audience.

“I’m going to have to do something, Ricky. What’s going wrong here?”

Ricky held himself straight against the wall. “It goes in cycles, boss. It was like that for your old man too.”

Ricky had been a loyal wrestler and advisor for Danno’s father before Danno came on as boss.

“This bad?” Danno asked.

Ricky didn’t respond. Danno knew the answer anyway. His old man always managed to turn chickenshit into chicken salad. He always had a plan working in the background. Even when no one else knew the plan, Terry Garland knew the plan.

Danno turned back to Ricky and saw the pain etched on his face. “You okay?” Danno asked.

Ricky immediately continued his squats. “Yeah. Never felt so good.”

Out in the ring, the handsome white-toothed midget stamped his foot on the mat and clapped his hands to try to get the audience to follow. They didn’t. He took a drop kick to the face instead.

Danno pulled the curtain shut. “I can’t watch anymore. The sooner I get to Portland, the better.”

“You think it’s going to go your way over there?”

Danno smiled for the first time. “The deal is already done. They’ve seen the giant and they all see money in him too.”

“I’m delighted for you, boss. You taking Mrs. Garland?”

Danno nodded. “Yeah. Another ticket I have to buy.”

Ricky took out a couple of tubes of lipstick from his bag.

“Speaking of extra tickets. You know anything about the guy who’s coming to drive the car?” Danno asked as he sat beside Ricky. “I think it’s important that we give the rest of the bosses … at least the impression that we’re still big time enough to have the world heavyweight title down here.”

“Yeah, a driver would be good for that image. We had a couple of the new guys that were willing to do it for nothing,” Ricky replied, crushing the lipstick into his hands. “The guy we picked is outside waiting for you.”

Danno closed his eyes to visualize the packed houses and the rabid crowds in his future. “This giant will be the biggest draw in our history. I know it. He’s a once-in-a-lifetime type of wrestler. No offense.”

Ricky laughed. “None taken. He should be champ. A blind man could see that.”

Danno knew the task ahead of him in Portland. “It wasn’t a blind man I had to convince. It was a cartel full of snakes and con men. But even they could see the money in our guy.”

Ricky opened a bottle of baby oil with his teeth and squeezed some into his lipstick-covered hand.

“What are you doing?” Danno asked.

Ricky rubbed the mixture of lipstick and baby oil all over his body. “It adds tone and sheen. Looks good for the people out there.”

Danno picked up his travel bag. It was nights like this one that made him regret taking up the wrestling business at all—but he knew he only had to wait one more day to get exactly what he had wanted for the last fifteen years. The world heavyweight title.

“Good luck,” Ricky said sincerely. “Have a good flight.”

Danno smiled and nodded in the doorway.

Outside Moose Hall, Danno could see a car waiting. He passed his bag from one hand to the other and walked carefully down the poorly lit steps. He could see the face of his new driver—a blond-haired twenty-something with a beginner’s mustache.

Why isn’t this guy getting out to open my door? Danno wondered as he approached.

The rookie driver looked nervous. Too nervous. His brow was speckled with flop sweat and he didn’t raise his eyes to meet his advancing boss. Danno slowed down and discreetly looked around. Something was off. He patted his pockets, mimed that he forgot something, and turned back around toward the building.

As Danno walked back he could hear the car door opening behind him.

“Mr. Garland?” the driver called.

Danno didn’t turn around.

“Boss?”

Danno briskly took to the steps, but misjudged the raised, broken last step in the darkness. He stumbled and fell to both knees as his bag slid along the cold concrete in front of him. The fall tore his knees and ripped his suit trousers—but the sound of the skittish driver approaching from behind was of far more concern. Danno tried to get to his feet.

“Are you okay, boss?” asked the voice directly behind him.

Danno slowly looked back over his shoulder. The blond-haired driver stood behind him, completely naked, cupping his crotch.

“They told me that everyone does their first pick-up naked,” the driver said.

Danno could feel himself moving from fear to rage. “What?”

“They said that if I wanted to be your driver, that I had to …”

“Who said?” Danno shouted.

From his knees, Danno looked back toward the building and could see the faint silhouette of his wrestlers ducking out of sight.

The driver said, “I’m sorry. I thought … I just wanted …”

Danno lifted himself gingerly from the ground. The naked driver offered his hand. Danno slapped it away.

“Don’t fucking touch me with that,” Danno said.

“I’m sorry, I have my clothes in the car.”

“Yeah? Well go get them and find yourself a bus outta here.”

“Sir?”

Danno glared at his wannabe driver. “You’re fired.”

The rookie stood motionless and silent.

“You hear me? Get out of here,” Danno said.

“But … the car is mine.”

Back inside Moose Hall, Danno walked the hallway with his knees bleeding, his trousers ripped, and his teeth gritted. He was late, pissed, and out of patience.

“Does anyone have a fucking car? Anyone?”

“What’s this guy’s name again?” Danno asked his wife as he watched Lenny approach them.

“Lenny Long,” she answered.

Danno really didn’t give a fuck. The hardened blood from his knees was now sticking to his fresh pair of trousers. He was waiting to board a flight with his wife and some guy Ricky had recommended as loyal, reliable, and someone who would work free of charge.

“Lenny Long? Sounds like a blue movie star,” Danno mumbled to himself.

“How would you know?” she asked.

“What?” he said as he stood and walked away from the conversation.

He didn’t want his wife to hear what he was about to say to Lenny. “You’re near the front. Wait until last before you board. My wife and I will be in first class, so don’t bother looking for us. You understand?”

Lenny nodded. Danno handed him his ticket.

Danno continued. “You get on the flight, you put your head down, and when we hit Portland you wait for us by the luggage.”

Lenny nodded again. With a little smile this time.

“What are you smiling at?” Danno asked.

Lenny dropped the smile.

“This is serious business and you’re here to represent New York. You understand?”

Lenny understood.

“Someday you might get to ride first class too,” Danno said as he walked away.

Danno rushed to his window seat near the middle of the plane and dropped himself into it. They weren’t in first class. Nowhere near it.

“What’s wrong with you?” Annie asked her husband.

“Nothing. Tired.” Danno peeked between the seats, watching for Lenny to board.
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