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For Niamh. I thank every day
whatever random lottery put us together.


CHAPTER ONE

October 12, 1972.
New York.

Lenny knew he was dying. He knew the shrieking siren was for him. His boss was dead. Lenny didn’t know if his children were okay—he couldn’t speak to ask. His mouth was full of blood. His throat too.

He was lifted into the waiting ambulance, a single bullet in his chest. Lenny could feel himself dying. He wanted to see his wife, hear his kids. The emergency responders worked on his body while his mind drifted home.

Five days later.
London, England.

Joe Lapine walked behind the bellhop. The carpet under their feet was soft and the place was quiet.

“How long is your stay in London, sir?” the bellhop asked.

“Forty-eight hours,” Joe replied.

“A flying visit, then?”

Joe didn’t want to talk. He particularly didn’t want small talk. “Listen,” Joe said as he removed a fifty-pound note from his pocket. “There’s a Mister Tanner Blackwell staying here, too. You need to go wake him and tell him his meeting is about to start.”

“Yes, sir,” the bellhop said as he took the money and walked quickly away.

Once inside his room, Joe took a seat at the desk. He laid out his watch and a slip of paper that had a couple of phone numbers written on it. Those numbers were all Joe had to make everything right again. The watch was to make sure he did it in time. Danno’s death had made the spotlight on the wrestling business too bright. It had dragged an operation that thrived on secrecy into the public eye. The wrestling world was being turned over and it was up to Joe, as chairman of the National Wrestling Council, to change it back to the way it had been.

Since 1948, all of the bosses of all the wrestling territories had met under the umbrella of the NWC. They used their monopoly to crush any likely competitors, discuss wrestler trades and match endings, and, most importantly, decide who was going to be their world champion. Now, the NWC’s most prestigious territory had a dead boss—and an investigation that was getting too close for comfort. Joe wasn’t directly responsible for any of the incidents that had set the law onto them—he wasn’t the one who had broken the wrestling business—but Joe was sure going to try to fix it. The sooner he could drag the wrestling business back into the dark rooms it thrived in, the sooner they could all start making real money again.

On the ground, the NYPD didn’t give a fuck about wrestling, or the fact that some wrestling guys were taking each other out. What really got the law animated was the fact that a New York senator had been attacked on their streets, under their noses. Senator Hilary J. Tenenbaum was working on a bill to ban professional wrestling in New York State. He had been assaulted and stabbed in both legs the night before the hearings began. This had left the wrestling business looking more than a little suspect. Such a high-profile and shocking event wasn’t beneficial for anyone—not the wrestling bosses nor the police chiefs who ran the city. And now the main suspect, Danno Garland, had been murdered. Too much bloodshed and too many column inches provoked every badge and uniform in New York to grab the wrestling business by the throat. In all their years of existence, the National Wrestling Council had never faced anything like this before. New York, their crown jewel, was now a toxic city to them, and a scandal like this was very bad for business across the country.

The only thing that saved the entire wrestling business from being exposed was that Danno’s right-hand man, Ricky Plick, had burned Danno’s office to the ground before anyone in uniform got to it.

But someone like Joe just couldn’t risk assuming that Ricky had destroyed everything.

That’s why he was sitting in front of a couple of phone numbers and a watch. He was going to use the Royal Horseguards Hotel in London to try to stem the rot that was spreading in New York. Before he could begin, though, he had to get his fellow bosses in order. And he needed to do it as far away from the growing chaos as possible.

The phone rang, and Joe answered it to hear the receptionist: “They’re ready for you downstairs, sir.”

About four thousand miles away, Joe had already set another pillar of his plan in place. He didn’t know the details—and didn’t want to—but was safe in the knowledge that a large part of his problem was about to be dealt with.

The same day.
Atlanta.

Donta Veal was the kind of man that the wrestling bosses loved: he was loyal, he was tough, and he enjoyed hurting people. He had grown up with Joe, which meant he could be trusted when the call needed to be made. Joe couldn’t think of a time in his career when he more needed Donta to do what Donta did best.

Joe had tried Donta in the ring about a decade before, but had quickly had to rethink his decision. Donta didn’t seem to grasp the collaborative nature of professional wrestling. Joe doubled Donta’s salary and retired him from competition. If Donta was going to hurt people, then he might as well hurt the people that Joe wanted hurt. Donta would happily bite, break, or maim anyone who tried him—and some people who didn’t. He never really gave a fuck who it was.

Joe had had to hide Donta for a couple of years after Donta pulled out the eyeball of a bar patron in Joe’s hometown. To someone who didn’t know Donta, such a thing might sound like the act of a frenzied man. But Donta didn’t do frenzy, or any emotion for that matter. The eyeball came out as calmly as one could do that sort of thing. Joe made some calls, protected his friend, and Donta went on a long vacation, which he was happy to end when Joe made another call to put him back in the game.

Joe usually only called if someone had stiffed him on a payment. Sometimes venues would try to pay as little as possible, or some local TV guy would move Joe’s TV time. They would get a visit from Donta. This time, it was going to be Donta’s highest profile job. Joe knew Donta could be a liability in delicate matters, but he didn’t have any choice. Joe’s problem needed to be dealt with, and the NWC chairman didn’t have the luxury of time to meticulously plan it out.

“Mister,” said a street kid, knocking on Donta’s car window. “I got what you wanted.” Donta handed the kid a five-dollar bill and directed him toward the back of his car. The boy threw a stack of newspapers into the open trunk and disappeared.

Donta got out of his car and walked around to see that the trunk was now half-full of newspapers and magazines. He had gone from town to town, paying kids and homeless guys to buy him a few papers here and a couple of magazines there. Even with one on top of the other, it was easy to see the common face that saturated all front-page headlines: the New York senator who had been attacked, Senator Hilary J. Tenenbaum.

Donta closed the trunk and drove as fast as he could toward Florida.

Same day.
London.

They assembled downstairs in the closed-curtain breakfast room, which otherwise would have had a beautiful view of the river Thames. Not a single person around that table gave a fuck about scenery. They were interested in their money. They were interested in how their chairman was going to make this situation in New York right.

Joe entered the perfectly ordered room feeling a little jet-lagged and stale from the flight. At the head of the table—in Joe’s seat—was Tanner Blackwell, the owner of the Carolina territory and the promoter of one of the heavyweight champions of the world. Down at the other end were Jacque Kaouet and Jose Rios, who owned the Quebec and Mexico City territories, respectively. Sitting in the chair by the window was Niko Frann, the owner of the LA territory.

Joe started. “Thank you for being here, gentlemen. We’re all a long way from home.” He received a round of nods as he pulled out a chair for himself at the side of the table. “We need to discuss our loose ends,” Joe said. “And we need to agree on a course of action to get us through this dangerous time for our business.”

Tanner could sense that his opportunity was slipping away. Before their world changed, Tanner had made a deal that purposely created two heavyweight champions. Their unification match—match that would pit them against each other—was to be a record-breaker, a huge windfall. A windfall that would have benefited Tanner more than anyone else in wrestling, as he owned one of the champions, and Danno owned the other.

“Can’t we make New York have the unification match? Before we change everything, we can still get this done,” Tanner said.

Joe eased into his reply, but not before he made sure that his tie was centered. “I’m proposing to the executives here today that we go back to basics,” he said.

“Hear, hear,” came the response—from everyone except Tanner.

Joe continued, “We’re going to honor our own rules, which state that all title changes and territory sales are to be sanctioned by us collectively, first.”

Tanner jumped in again. “Listen, we can go back and get this match set up for the end of the month. We can’t have two champions out there in the long term: that hurts the prestige of both belts.”

Joe nodded in agreement. “But look around this room, Tanner. Look at the fucking empty chairs in here,” he said. “One by one, we killed each other—for what? For New York, that’s what. If we continue down this road, that place is going to be the end of us all.”

“I know what this is doing to our business,” Tanner replied. “Do I look like some kind of fucking idiot to you?”

“Well, then you know what the right thing to do here is,” Joe replied. “If anyone is thinking of buying or selling territory, then it has to come here before anything else happens. We vote on what’s best for business. This whole fucking mess was made by people making deals outside of this meeting, and as chairman of this council, I am useless if I don’t know what the fuck is going on.” Joe watched the room as he was given a quiet nod from everyone in the room—everyone except Tanner.

“No more side deals and secret handshakes,” Jose Rios said. “We’re supposed to be working the marks who buy the tickets, not each other.”

“We work as a collective, like we used to before,” Jacque added.

Joe looked to be doing what any reasonable and responsible chairman would do: he was putting everything back on the table, and was taking the decision-making away from the back-alley meetings and “wink-wink” deals that were killing their business. The other bosses weren’t crazy about having a leash and a muzzle put on them, but no one had a counter-argument ready—not with the unprecedented mess that was left in New York.

“I am sick of lying low every couple of months because one of us gets greedy or stupid. Or both,” Joe said.

“I second that,” Niko said, nodding.

“That’s fine for you guys,” Tanner said as he picked some fluff from his trousers.

“Why is it okay for us, and not for you, Tanner?” Jacque asked.

Tanner wet his thumb and wiped the last nuisance from his suit. “Because to sanction this approach would mean that everyone else here would have to change nothing.” Tanner turned his attention to Joe. “You know I want New York, and you know that I want that unification match. New York and I both have heavyweight champions out there. It was only a few weeks ago that we made the decision to create two titles, just so we could put them back together. Owning just one title is like having the dynamite but not the matches.”

Joe leaned in so Tanner could see the whites of his eyes. “As of right now, this council is saying that New York is off limits. You hear me, Tanner? We’re not bringing all their chaos into the council.”

Tanner dismissively turned away from Joe. “What do the rest of you think?” he asked the other bosses. “You all think we should leave this much fucking money on the table to rot in Manhattan?”

“New York needs time,” Niko said. “There are investigations and cops everywhere asking about who we do business with. We’ve never had this before, Tanner.”

All the other bosses stayed quiet. Their silence told Tanner everything he needed to know. He slowly turned back to the table and gave the chairman a slight conceding nod.

“Do we have a plan to take the focus off New York right now, so we can go home and earn some fucking money?” Niko asked Joe.

“I already have something in motion,” Joe replied.

With that short statement, Joe had won the room. The NWC would close ranks and play small, but safe. New York was out of reach. Kinda.

The next day.
Florida.

Donta walked across the old tough floorboards to the counter of the local store. Out of all the places he’d been in his life, he hated Florida the most. It might have been the travel, or it might have been the people. It also could have been the stationary ceiling fan above his sweaty head that made no fucking difference whatsoever to the stifling heat. In his experience, Floridians were by and large a friendly bunch who prided themselves on knowing their neighbors. This was a good thing for finding people—but it was also a bad thing if you were a stranger in their small town who didn’t want to be remembered. For this reason, he had a fedora pulled down over his eyes—not that there was anyone in the tiny store who would notice. This was a tourist spot with no tourists. It was a swampy, off-road, brown-necked, sweat-stained store that sold milk, newspapers, postcards, and stamps.

Donta handed his purchases to the lady behind the counter so she could ring them up. She didn’t care to talk, but smiled anyway. “Keep the change,” he said as he took his postcards and stamps outside into the sweltering heat.

It was wet, warm, windy, and humid all at the same time. He’d only been back in Florida for a day and already he was looking forward to getting the fuck out of there. He pulled his hat down further and threw the postcards in the trash outside as he marched to his car. He sat inside and opened his glove box. He took out a pre-typed, pre-sealed envelope which was already addressed:


SENATOR HILARY TENENBAUM

UNITED STATES SENATE

WASHINGTON, DC 20510



Donta carefully took his newly purchased stamps, licked them, and stuck them at the top of the prepared envelope. He looked around a little and made sure no one was watching before he opened his car door and hurriedly walked to the rickety mailbox at the side of the store. Donta made sure that his face was covered before covertly sliding the envelope into the slot.

There was only one man who could tie the wrestling business to the attack on the senator, and that man lived about five minutes from where Donta posted his letter.


CHAPTER TWO

New York.

The Nightly View was a current affairs show that aired out of New York. It usually ran two or three investigative pieces with its studio anchor, Ant Stevens, directing traffic and linking one piece to the next before wrapping with an in-studio interview. This night Ant knew he had landed a big one. Both interviewer and interviewee were quiet, with their heads bowed and their faces freshly powdered, as they waited to be counted in.

“Three … two …”

Ant began on cue: “And now we turn back to New York, where in recent times the stories of murder, corruption, prostitution, and random acts of violence seem to grow by the day. We now live in a city where we have police dogs on the subways, whole neighborhoods are no-go areas, and not even New York’s own politicians are immune to the city’s slide. Tonight we have in studio Senator Hilary J. Tenenbaum, who was himself viciously attacked on the streets of New York only a few weeks ago.”

Ant’s golden voice directed traffic to Senator Tenenbaum, who was sitting opposite him. “And, because of the charges levied in today’s papers about just who might be behind such an attack,” Ant said to Camera One, “we also have on the phone a wrestling promoter out of Tennessee, Mr. Joe Lapine.”

“Thank you,” the senator said as he managed a fleeting nod of thanks.

Ant was all business. “Senator, you say that this attack was because of your investigation into professional wrestling in New York State. You say that this sport isn’t a sport, in fact, and that everyone involved in it knows the same.”

Senator Tenenbaum cleared his throat. “That’s correct. On the night I was viciously set upon, I was walking back to my home office to finish up some papers that I needed for the pro-wrestling hearings the following day. I was trying to get a bill together to ban professional wrestling in the state of New York. I never made it home to do so. I was warned—”

Ant interjected. “Warned, sir?”

“Yes, the man who did this to me didn’t wear a mask, or a hood, or anything to conceal his face. He was sent to intimidate me. He looked me in the eye and told me to stay out of ‘business that wasn’t mine.’” The senator took a drink of water to steady himself; he was clearly emotional.

“Mr. Tenenbaum, I hope you’re doing better, sir,” Joe Lapine said over the connected phone line. Senator Tenenbaum shook his head in disgust at Joe’s phony concern.

“What do you think when you hear a story like this, Mr. Lapine?” Ant asked, opening the conversation to Joe. “And, by the way, thank you for calling in,” Ant quickly added. “We find it hard to get people from your line of work to come on the record.”

The lights in the studio looked hot and a little oppressive. Joe, however, was sitting back at his hotel desk in London. He was coming to the end of his forty-eight-hour visit, and this was one of the last things he had to do before he left to return home. “Thank you for taking my call,” Joe said. “Just to say, I personally have no dog in this fight. I know New York is having huge crime trouble in general, but I just run a small circuit back home in Memphis.”

“What do you mean by saying you have ‘no dog in this fight’?” Senator Tenenbaum asked. “Aren’t you the chairman over the whole cartel?”

Joe snapped back, “Cartel? Listen, Senator, with all due respect to you, I’ve had to listen to you go on every show on TV and radio, dragging our great sport through the mud. I’ve had enough. We’re a business, just the same as boxing is. I don’t know what exactly you think I’m the chairman of, sir. I hold my own promoter’s license and I pay my share to the athletic commission—like I’m told to do—and that’s about the size of it.”

The senator jumped back in. “A few days ago, the wrestling promoter here in New York, Danno Garland, was shot dead.”

“That case is ongoing,” Joe replied. “And it was of a personal nature, nothing to do with the sport of wrestling.”

“So you’re saying this isn’t all connected?” the senator asked.

Joe replied, “First, when I heard about Danno Garland’s passing I was saddened, but not surprised. His dear wife was the victim of a robbery that caused her death. Mr. Garland seemed intent on dishing out his own form of retribution—and from what I know, his driver allegedly—”

The producer off-camera was nodding his head to the anchor. Ant interrupted. “Like you said, Mr. Lapine, the investigation is ongoing. I suggest that we stick to tonight’s issue so as not to prejudice any case against Mr. Long.”

The senator couldn’t wait to get back in. For years, he had been trying to get something on these wrestling guys, and now he smelled the faintest whiff of blood. “This is all connected. All of a sudden, the wrestling business is responsible for a lot of criminality and bloodshed—”

Joe pretended not to hear and cut back in. “I’m sorry to hear that anyone got so brutally assaulted. It must be a confusing time for the senator.”

“No, no, no,” Senator Tenenbaum replied with frustration. “I’m not confused in the slightest.”

“Did you guys have anything to do with the senator’s assault and brutal stabbing on the streets of New York, Mr. Lapine? Yes or no?” Ant asked.

And that was the question Joe needed to be asked, the question he needed to set up the answer he had prepared. “Well, Mr. Stevens, some lunatic attacks Senator Tenenbaum on the streets of a city already racked with violence,” Joe said in a considered tone. “Now, this attacker didn’t even cover his face, according to the good senator. It sounds to me like Mr. Tenenbaum could identify this man easily if he was ever apprehended.”

Ant Stevens held up a police sketch for his camera. To anyone who knew, it looked an awful lot like Mickey Jack Crisp. “This is him, folks,” Ant said to the camera.

“Do you know this man?” the senator asked Joe, right on camera.

“No,” Joe replied. “I do not.”

That was true.

“You’ve never seen him before?” Ant asked.

“Only in the media—the same as everyone else,” Joe answered.

That was a lie.

“Can you come on here, Mr. Lapine, and say that this man isn’t one of yours?” Senator Tenenbaum asked.

Joe took his time in response. “No, I can’t say that.”

Joe’s reply caught both Ant and the senator off guard. “Sorry, sir?” Ant asked. “You can’t say that?”

Joe continued, “I know that man has nothing to do with my wrestling business here in Memphis, but I have no idea if he’s connected to any other business out there. How could I?”

Both the anchor and the politician appeared momentarily stumped.

“The sport of professional wrestling is huge,” Joe said. “There are thousands of wrestlers and promoters and ring crew, etcetera. I can’t vouch for them all, sitting here tonight in London. No more than the senator can vouch for all the people who work in his area.”

The senator thought that he was finally seeing one of the wrestling bosses mess up and drop their guard for once, and he was itching to get back into the conversation. “So you’re saying that—”

Joe wasn’t about to give the floor back now, though. “What I’m saying for sure is this, sir,” he said. “If that man is found to be connected in any way to our sport, I will personally join the senator in making sure that the professional wrestling business as a whole is investigated from top to bottom, inside and out.”

For the second time in a short segment, Joe had totally baffled the anchor and the senator.

“Even if he’s found to not be from your neck of the woods?” Ant asked.

“I don’t care,” Joe said. “If my sport, which I love dearly, has caused this kind of hurt and distress to anyone—much less an elected representative of the people—then I’ll shut myself down. Is that fair enough, Senator?”

Camera Two zoomed in good and tight to Senator Tenenbaum’s face, waiting for his reply. The senator’s political wiring was sparking enough to know how this was coming across to the ordinary American at home. “I welcome Mr. Lapine’s offer and intentions,” was all the senator could mumble. He knew that Joe had boxed him in with his faux kindness and concern. Anything other than thanks would have been ill advised.

“And to finish, sir,” Joe said, “I sure would be grateful if you offered me the same courtesy. If this man is caught and if there’s no hint that he is from our sport, would you consider informing the American people of that? All the accusations are needlessly hurting a proud hundred-year-old American staple. Professional wrestling doesn’t deserve this. The families that work in this great tradition don’t deserve to lose their livelihoods, their way of feeding their families.”

Ant’s producer was wrapping him up off screen.

“What do you say, Senator?” Ant asked. “Are you willing to telling the American people you’re wrong if it comes to that?”

Senator Tenenbaum could only nod his head. “It won’t come to that. These people have a habit of making sure nothing comes to the surface.”

Ant Stevens once again held up the police drawing of a man that the senator knew as his attacker and the wrestling bosses knew as Mickey Jack Crisp. “Okay, I want to thank Senator Tenenbaum from New York, and Mr. Joe Lapine, who I understand is on vacation right now.”

“That’s right, Ant,” Joe answered with a fake laugh. “But I’m looking forward to coming right on home.”

Fucking right he was.

The next day.
Florida.

Florida was the noisiest quiet place on earth. Things moved in the bushes, grass, trees, and skies, and spending a coal-black night down there took some getting used to if you were just visiting. Mickey Jack Crisp thought that it was the greatest place on earth—especially since he had gotten his hands on some money. For the first time in his life he had a small place with air conditioning and a car that was reliable enough to get him from coast to coast. All thanks to the wrestling business.

Mickey wasn’t an insider, or someone who had grown up in wrestling. He didn’t even much like to watch it on TV. But he sure did like the money that the wrestling bosses gave him to do the things that they didn’t want to do themselves. Most of the time they’d pay him and they’d end up doing the dirty deed themselves anyway.

But really, whether he liked the business or not didn’t matter one tiny bit to him while he spent wrestling dollars at the bar, watching a blonde standing by the door. He smiled as the barman took her a drink that Mickey had paid for. She smiled at Mickey as the barman pointed him out. The bar was packed, but they seemed to home in on each other. Mickey had done much better with the ladies since he came back from New York. Money made him confident and generous, and the tourist ladies didn’t seem to mind either trait. He left his stool at the bar and walked over to her.

A couple of hours later they both burst through the door into Mickey’s place. She was wrapped around his waist, and Mickey was doing his best not to stumble over something, being both drunk and in the dark. Both of their breaths were strong with liquor. They stumbled their way to his couch and collapsed with her on top. Mickey broke away from her lips to see if she was like he pictured her in his head. She was—she was definitely as beautiful as he’d thought. He watched her arch her back and reach inside her purse for a condom.

“What’s that for?” Mickey asked. She hushed him, and pushed him flat onto his back. “You see what’s happening out there,” she said.

Mickey tried to bluster and fumble his way through but she was insistent. No protection, no sex. And Mickey wasn’t going to waste too much time arguing either way; his room was beginning to spin a little and he wanted to start while he knew he still could.

“What’s your name?” he asked her. She wasn’t a big talker. Mickey kicked off his shoes and shimmied his jeans to the floor. He tried to kiss her, but she wasn’t interested in that anymore. No connection. No glances. No wandering hands. She just rolled on his condom, held his wrists, and fucked him until he came. No small talk. No finishing embrace.

She slid down and while Mickey thought a blow job might be on the cards, she was only interested in carefully removing the condom.

“Hey, while you’re down there—” Mickey said as he lit a cigarette. His heart was pounding and the sticky Florida night made him feel even more like he was about to pass out.

“You want some water?” she asked as she stood and walked across his floor, naked. Mickey nodded. “Come get it,” she said, leaning over suggestively to turn on the tap.

Mickey quickly stubbed out his smoke and tried to stand. He was disoriented. Dizzy. He immediately knew it was more than the effects of alcohol. His legs buckled; his breathing slowed down dramatically. The walls moved closer and his vision blurred. Mickey didn’t even hear Donta enter his house and walk up behind him.

The blonde woman knew her part of the job was done when she saw Donta creep up behind Mickey and place the noose around his neck. Before Mickey could even attempt to fight back, Donta turned quickly and yanked on the rope, bringing himself and Mickey back to back. Donta arched forward, which lifted Mickey’s feet off the ground, choking him. Mickey kicked a little and tried to breathe, but Donta tightened his grip and waited for a helpless Mickey to hang.

The last thing Mickey saw before he died was the blonde stranger picking up her clothes and leaving. She had spiked Mickey with such a large dose that by the time he realized he was being hanged, he could do nothing but accept it.

With Mickey Jack Crisp—the only physical link between wrestling and the senator’s assault—dead, it was now time for Donta to lay out the bread crumbs for the authorities to follow. The letter he had mailed to Senator Tenenbaum earlier had a bullet and a letter inside it. That would be enough to lead the investigation in Mickey’s direction. All that was left for Donta to arrange was all the pieces around him—to get the wrestling business off the hook completely.

Donta left Mickey hanging from his own bathroom door. He removed Mickey’s few remaining articles of clothing and threw them into the hallway. Donta lined the floors, filled the bath, and covered the kitchen with magazine and paper clippings of Senator Tenenbaum’s face. Every picture had Tenenbaum’s mouth cut out and his eyes x’ed in red pen. Donta planted an untraceable gun—minus the single bullet that was on its way to Washington—under Mickey’s mattress. He placed the typewriter that had been used on the envelope on the kitchen table.

Donta then took the contents of Mickey’s condom and carefully emptied it on the clipping-covered floor, just under Mickey’s body. Donta covered the walls with stab holes and angry gashes before he left.

Tenenbaum was everywhere and Mickey’s cool little pad in the middle of nowhere looked like the lair of a madman.

A dead madman.

A dead madman who had had nothing to do with the wrestling business.

The next night.
New York.

After too long on his feet, Edgar Long sat in a daze on his couch. A hundred or more people had been through his house in the previous few days—but now all was quiet. His wife couldn’t do it: she couldn’t come back home after what had happened there. She never wanted to see that sitting room again. But Edgar wanted to clean it—and he did. He was a man of routine, and all of this change was playing with his nerves. His grandchildren made it out alive, but his son was in critical condition and despite all the scrubbing, Danno Garland’s blood was still visible on his walls. Edgar washed and cleaned the room until his arms wouldn’t wipe anymore. He got sick at the thought of his family in so much pain—so broken now.

He cried alone on his floor.

As he sat there, the light of day long gone, Edgar wanted his routine back. He wanted his grandkids back, and he wanted his son to live. He wanted to know what had happened. Nobody was saying anything, except that Lenny had shot Danno dead. This didn’t sound at all right to Edgar; he knew his son, and he knew that he didn’t have cold-blooded murder in him. Something else must have happened—something more.

Edgar sat in a daze on his couch and watched his TV. The Nightly View had been advertising all evening about how it was going to shed light on what was happening in New York. Edgar knew that his son was mixed up in the wrestling business. He just wanted to know what was going on.

Ant Stevens welcomed his viewers with his usual slickness and promised them an immediate update. It was the first time that Edgar was hearing the full story. A senator had been stabbed, and Danno’s own wife had been murdered just days before Danno, himself, was shot to death. They showed a picture of Lenny on screen. Edgar couldn’t help but fall apart again. What was his boy doing in the middle of all of this?

“We now know,” said the anchor, “that the man who attacked Senator Tenenbaum was found dead in his own home today, of an apparent suicide. Just so our viewers know, the senator is down in Florida now, where he identified the man as the one who viciously attacked him. The man’s motives aren’t yet known, but we’re getting word that the attacker’s house was covered in disturbing images of Senator Tenenbaum, and that his fixation on the senator continued up to yesterday, when it’s alleged that Mr. Tenenbaum received a bullet mailed—”

Edgar switched his TV off. His wife was right: this would be the last time that he’d ever set foot in his living room. No amount of scrubbing was going to get rid of what happened here.

1973.
Five months after Lenny was shot.
California.

Choosing Masquers Club in Hollywood had probably been a mistake.

“Y’all are going to have to move it to a bigger venue for next year,” Minnie Blackwell told her husband as they waved and saluted their way through the crowd.

“Shut up,” Tanner replied.

Even though the venue had the touch of prestige and history, it wasn’t big enough to hold the owners, promoters, and athletes from both the wrestling and boxing worlds. On this night, the wrestling business itself needed to give its best performance. It was time to begin the process of moving on—of starting again.

Since the fifties, the Four Corners Social Club was a weekly coming together of boxing and wrestling personalities, which over time had turned into a fraternity. The club honored the greatest achievers and remembered the forgotten. It prided itself on not getting involved in the politics of the day.

The room was stuffed full of black ties, sparkly ball gowns, bald heads, and cigar smoke. Tanner pulled out his wife’s seat and made sure that she was settled without incident. “Why are we sitting over here?” Minnie asked Tanner.

“Shut up,” Tanner replied evenly and calmly. He walked around the other side of the table and sat opposite her. All the other tables seated six people, but Tanner’s table was just for him and Minnie.

“Why did they put us up against the wall?” Minnie asked.

Tanner knew Minnie’s patter well: she was asking just the right questions to get him annoyed. There was something about her that didn’t like his mind to be too far away from her. “You said you didn’t want to share a table with anyone,” Tanner replied.

“A middle table would have been nice is all.”

“If I had booked you a middle table, you’d want a fucking table on the ceiling.” Tanner could feel his leg begin to bounce with anxiety, or anger—he never knew which when it came to spending time with his wife. “Would you like to move, then?” he asked.

“No thanks,” she replied. There were a few seconds of silence, while Minnie and Tanner both scanned the room to see if anyone noticed them. “It’s just—it’s disrespectful, isn’t it?” Minnie said. “You’re put over here in the dark. I mean, what do they think is wrong with you?”

“I asked for this specific table in this specific spot because you specifically said you wanted a table in the corner on your own,” Tanner replied.

“Even the bread is hard,” Minnie said.

“What do you mean it’s hard?” Tanner snatched the bread out of his wife’s hand and squashed it in his hand until it crumbled. “Feels soft to me.”

“Why? Did it feel like your dick?”

Tanner leaned in and whispered, “Did you really just say that, Minnie? Are you fucking nine years old?”

Minnie turned to the table next to her. “Excuse me, is your bread hard? In the middle, it’s—firm, right?” The woman Minnie asked shook her head. Minnie turned back to her table with a look of disgust on her face. “What would she know? Looks like she hasn’t eaten anything in years.”

Tanner just switched off as his wife’s mouth continued to move. It was a thing he could do to help survive being around her. He knew by her face that she wanted to say something more, but he pretended not to notice. She would never lean across a table, as it wouldn’t be ladylike. When Minnie Blackwell was in public, she was an old southern belle. When no one could hear her, she cussed like a sailor and pronounced “dog” like “dawg.”

“What a great crowd,” Joe Lapine said, as he sat in one of Tanner’s four empty seats. Tanner nodded and took a slug of water. “Anyone call you yet?” Joe asked quietly.

“No one in the Carolinas gives a fuck about what’s happening in New York,” Tanner replied.

“Why? What happened in New York?” Minnie wanted to know.

“Nothing,” Tanner said to his wife. Joe smiled at Minnie, as a way of backing up her husband’s story. Tanner turned away from his wife for some privacy.

Joe sidled up beside him. “New York is a fucking mess,” Joe said.

“I heard Danno’s driver didn’t even fight his murder charge,” Tanner said.

Joe shook his head. “That’s what they’re saying. There were some kids found in the garage too.”

“Dead?” Tanner asked.

“I think they made it out alive,” Joe replied. Tanner knew that Joe knew more—Joe always knew more. Tanner knew more, too. But he didn’t want Joe to know that.

There might have been bloodshed there, but every wrestling boss in the US could see now that the mecca of wrestling, New York, was there for the taking with no one at the helm.

“What are we doing here?” Tanner asked. “Who gives a fuck about a Hall of Fame ceremony?”

Joe smiled and waved to someone passing, keeping up appearances. “We’re showing the world that we’ve got nothing to hide. New York was a couple of bad apples, that’s all.” Joe leaned over to look past Tanner. “How are you, Missus Blackwell? You look lovely,” he said.
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