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CHAPTER ONE

October 9, 1972.
Three days after Annie’s murder.
New York.

Danno Garland had no reason left to be alive. When he heard what happened to his wife, he wanted to follow her—when he identified her body, when he got home and lay on their bed alone. He especially wanted to die when he realized that he had put her in that position in the first place. He wanted to follow his wife. But he couldn’t. Not until he made right her death. And if everyone in the wrestling business had to lose so he could do that, then so be it. His mind was made up and he was going to see this thing to end, no matter the cost. Beginning immediately.

The car bounced, at odds with the weather-worn dirt track. Wet branches rubbed and slapped the metal of the car as it eased through the tight wooded passage until they came to a clearing. In the distance, the shining headlights of a ring of parked cars formed an illuminated circle. Apart from the secretly invited, there was nobody around for miles. Just hills, forests, and darkness around the edges.

Upstate New York was a perfect place for Danno to start his journey toward his wife.

Ricky Plick’s concerned eyes checked on his boss in the rearview mirror. He watched Danno look out his window as they approached the waiting cars. Ricky hoped for a sign to turn around—something to tell him that Danno wasn’t going to go through with it. Both men had just come back from Texas, where they had been brought to a small white waiting room. Ricky hung back while Danno was escorted down the hallway to gently touch his wife’s cold face; he had made noises that only the truly heartbroken make. Ricky knew his boss wasn’t going to tell him to turn around.

They pulled into the last remaining gap and added their headlights to the ring of blinding light. Even with his wipers off and the rain walloping the windshield unmercifully, Ricky could still make out the open grave at the center of the lights.

“Let’s get out of here, boss,” Ricky said calmly. “We can take our time to rethink this.”

Ricky knew that Danno was a cerebral man. A man hardwired for strategy over rash decisions. It was that very trait that had kept Danno at the top of their business for the last few years. Maybe Ricky could still appeal to that side of Danno.

“Boss?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Danno replied simply as he watched a man get pulled from the car directly ahead.

The captive man’s face was covered and his hands were tied behind his back. He fought a little but not like a man who believed he could get away.

“He was with us when … it happened,” Ricky said of the man who was now on his knees beside the grave.

“Does he seem scared to you?” Danno asked.

Ricky looked at the man’s slightly bowed head and replied, “You don’t need to do this.”

“You can leave any time you want,” Danno replied.

Ricky had watched Danno enter into the cutthroat wrestling business late in his life. He saw for himself how Danno was ignored and dismissed for years by the other bosses—the same bosses who were now parked in a halo beside him. Each car had a boss, and each boss represented a territory around the US with a professional wrestling company. Danno was New York and now the most powerful of them all. Not that he cared anymore. For him the wrestling business and all its secrecy and rules could go fuck itself. He had more important business to attend to.

The swirling wind and thick rain engulfed Danno as he opened his door and planted his foot in the soggy field. The cars of the other bosses started their engines. One by one, their cars reversed away from the grave and began their journey back to their hotels. The bosses showed their respect and unity by delivering the man Danno wanted. What Danno chose to do next, none of them wanted to see or be witness to, although they all knew exactly what the plan was.

Their hired hand, a washed-up former boxer called Mickey Jack Crisp, held the man in position on his knees.

“Danno,” the man said from under the hood. “I know this is you. I had nothing to do with this. You won fair and square. You got my territory.”

Danno gave the nod for Mickey to lift the hood. Underneath was Proctor King.

Proctor King had been the boss over the Florida territory. He and Danno had had a long, bitter, public dispute that had escalated to such a dangerous degree that it had brought threats to both their families. Their rivalry had ended only three nights before—with Danno outmaneuvering Proctor and taking over his territory. On finding out he had been flanked, Proctor had warned Danno that he would get retribution. That same night, Danno’s wife was murdered in a small Texas hotel room.

“Jesus Christ, Danno. I didn’t … I was with you. I didn’t do anything,” Proctor shouted.

Mickey put a .38 Special to Proctor’s head and waited for the order. Proctor looked down and saw the pooling rain at the bottom of the grave in front of him. Ricky watched from the car.

“I didn’t do it,” Proctor said with his eyes firmly planted on Danno’s.

“I told you that we were going to do this again someday,” Danno said as took the .38 Special from Mickey Jack’s hand and put it to Proctor’s right eye. “You threatened my family once before and I put a gun to your face, but I didn’t act.”

“Danno,” Proctor pleaded. He knew this wasn’t like the other time. This time Danno was different—more sure of what he was going to do.

Ricky quickly opened the car door and tried to get to Danno to calm the situation. Proctor opened his mouth to speak but Danno pulled the trigger and pumped a single shot straight into Proctor’s head. Danno watched the rain torpedo the blood running from Proctor’s open skull as Proctor slumped lifelessly forward.

“Boss?” Ricky called. “Danno?”

Danno spat on Proctor’s body and turned to Mickey Jack. “Get rid of this piece of shit.”

Mickey Jack unfurled a plastic sheet and began his work of making Proctor disappear. He wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. The money was great, but Proctor had brought him into the wrestling business; Mickey Jack felt a little bad rolling him into a dark, sopping grave.

Ricky approached and put his arm around his stunned boss. “Let’s get out of here.”

Danno was frozen.

“Danno. We’re going,” Ricky said as he steered his boss toward the car.

“Now I want Curt Magee,” Danno said as he shrugged Ricky off. He dropped the gun and walked back to his car.

“What do you want to do about this?” Mickey asked as he approached with a garbage bag. Danno and Ricky stopped. Mickey opened the bag. The World Heavyweight Championship belt was inside. Danno reached in and took it out. He looked at it briefly before tossing it into the grave. Danno made his own way back to the car.

“Not a word about this to anyone else. None of the other bosses can know what just happened,” Ricky said.

Mickey Jack nodded.

“You took the shot, just like it was planned. We can’t leave any trace of anything,” Ricky said as he stooped and picked up Danno’s discarded weapon before bundling it tightly in his jacket. He wasn’t happy with how exposed Danno was. Years of keeping him tightly wrapped and squeaky clean—all gone with one bullet.

“Can you stay in town for another couple of days? I might need you,” Ricky asked. “I’ll know for certain after Mrs. Garland’s funeral tomorrow. Meet me at the same place at six.”

Waiting in New York another day would be no problem to Mickey Jack. The wrestling guys always paid well and most of the time he hardly had to do anything to earn it.

Ricky walked back to the car, but something made him stop. He turned and watched Mickey wrap the last of Proctor in the plastic.

“Wait,” Ricky shouted.

Ricky went back, stepped over Proctor’s waiting body at the edge of the grave, and dropped down into the hole to retrieve the championship belt. It was dirty and wet.

“A lot of history,” Ricky said as he looked up at Mickey. “It doesn’t deserve to be left here like this.”

Mickey put out his hand and helped Ricky out of the grave. Ricky hid the belt behind his back as he came closer to his car, where Danno was a waiting passenger in the back.

As Danno watched Proctor get rolled into the hole, he knew he needed to mourn, but he couldn’t yet. Because nobody knew better than he that there would be more death to come.


CHAPTER TWO

The same night. 
Nevada.

The driver was being driven.

Lenny Long sat in the passenger seat of the family car. After driving in shifts for nearly three days straight, everyone in the car was pissed off, and the desert heat—even at night—really wasn’t helping matters. The Long family had driven from Florida to Vegas to start their new life and had only begun dragging all their worldly belongings into their tiny motel room when its phone rang.

It was the call to Bree to start her new job.

“Where is it?” Luke asked from the backseat. Both he and his toddler brother James Henry were sick of the traveling and upheaval.

“Around the corner,” Lenny lied.

“Is it?” Bree mouthed.

Lenny shrugged. Vegas wasn’t one of his towns. He had spent the last few years driving Danno Garland and his wife, Annie, wherever they needed to go. They had never needed to go to Vegas.

“Do I make a right?” Bree asked as she anxiously navigated the sign-infested streets.

Lenny’s eye was drawn to the tan lines on his wife’s finger that played as a constant reminder of her missing wedding and engagement rings. He swore to himself once again that he would get her rings back, no matter what. In Lenny’s mind, they couldn’t get back on track as a couple until he corrected his horrible decision to use the rings as an IOU to Danno Garland.

“Right?” Bree asked again.

“I don’t know about this,” Lenny mumbled away from the children.

“About the right turn?” Bree asked.

“No, the job,” Lenny replied.

Bree tapped the map on Lenny’s lap to get him to focus. She had explained this to her husband a hundred times since she had been informed she got the position. “I’m just going to be dealing the cards. That’s all.”

“There’s a reason they don’t let women work in these places. Or didn’t until now.”

Bree gripped the steering wheel and talked herself out of another argument. Things hadn’t been great between her and Lenny even before they moved their whole lives across the country. His job with Danno had meant that Lenny was gone for days, sometimes weeks at a time. It had nearly killed their marriage. This big shiny mess of a town was now their clean slate and Bree was doing her best not to dirty it.

“That’s all they’ve asked you to do for now,” Lenny said. “Deal cards, I mean.”

“Just look for the Plaza,” she said.

Lenny snapped the map open in front of his face. “We’re looking for Main Street.”

Bree took a deep breath, “I know that.” She tried to read all the hundreds of signs as they rolled by.

Every now and then Luke would crane his neck and “whoa” at the pomp and cheap splendor of the buildings and their gimmicks. It looked like the town could have been designed by one of his seven-year-old friends. There were motel signs and restaurant signs and signs for shows and clubs and gas and coffee shops. Red signs, blue signs, round ones, and square ones. Signs to tell you that there were signs ahead.

“Turn here,” Lenny said from behind the map.

“Here?”

“Yeah, here.”

Bree began to think that maybe Lenny was pulling them around in circles on purpose. She knew he didn’t want to leave New York. She knew he hadn’t wanted to leave his job. She also knew he’d keep all that to himself.

“We should be coming up between First and Second Street,” Lenny said. Bree guided the nose of their car around the corner and onto a packed street that was both beautiful and gaudy. Lights, bright colors, flags, and banners. There was a giant cowboy and a huge star perched on the side of a casino. Down at the end of the crammed, sparkling street, the Union Plaza stood above everything else. It was tall and unconventionally designed with a gaping foyer that sucked the road right in underneath itself.

“Fuck, is that it?” Lenny asked.

“Says so right on top,” Bree excitedly answered as she pointed at the big red letters on the roof.

“And they’re hiring ladies?” Lenny asked one last time.

Bree slowed down. “We could just go straight to my folks and stay there, Lenny.”

“I wanna see Granpa,” Luke said from the back.

Lenny shook his head. To him, Las Vegas was the lesser of two evils. He might have been out of work, he might have been a near-stranger to his kids, but Lenny was still the man of the Long house. At least that’s what he was trying to be. He’d be damned if his wife would go to her folks looking for a place for them to stay. The motel was fine for now, and even though it made him nauseated, Bree’s job was fine for now too.

Lenny put his hand on his wife’s leg. She was beaming as the reflection of the hotel flicked across their windshield. She was happy. Her family were around her, she was getting to earn her own money, and she could work on things with her husband. For the first time in a couple of years Bree was starting to think that maybe they could make it as a family.

Ricky didn’t want to make the call. That feeling had become familiar to him lately. He felt as though he spent most of his time doing things that were against his nature. But business was business, and it was his job to protect the wrestling business at all costs.

He had parked outside a grimy bar about sixty miles from where they had buried Proctor’s body. It was dark and quiet and still pouring rain. Ricky stood in the phone booth on the street. He dialed and waited for a voice to pick up at the other end.

“Hello?” answered the voice.

“Gilbert?” Ricky asked.

“Who’s this?”

Gilbert was Proctor’s fuckup of a son.

“You know who it is. Where’s Proctor?” Ricky asked.

“Ricky, I told you yesterday and the day before, I don’t know where my old man is. My mother doesn’t know either, so stop calling her too.”

“Well, your old man has obviously jumped ship, Gilbert. If he couldn’t take working for Danno then he should have been fucking man enough to say it. When you do see him, tell that weasel that I’m stripping him of the belt.”

Gilbert tried to respond. “I—”

Ricky slammed the phone down and tried to manage his own disgust at what he had just done. He had already contacted the few wrestling media outlets that were left and spun the story that Proctor King was on the run because he wasn’t man enough to accept a rematch with the giant Babu.

Danno had made the decision that Proctor had to die. Now Ricky had to clean up the fallout.

Danno went through the routine of getting out of his drenched clothes. He stood and looked at his bed. Their bed. After all those years of marriage, getting into bed alone was strange. Danno stood paralyzed in the master bedroom of a big house that held nothing for him anymore.

Downstairs, Ricky was locking the doors and pulling the blinds for the night.

“You okay up there?” Ricky shouted.

Danno didn’t answer.

Ricky listened some more before taking the silence to mean it was safe to proceed. He quietly walked down the hall and peered up the stairs to make sure Danno couldn’t see what he was about to do. Ricky slid his hand into Danno’s wet coat and quietly took out a bunch of keys. He removed one of the keys and placed the rest back where he found them.

Above Ricky, Danno sat on his bed in silence. The frailty and feeling of restriction slowly closed in on him. All the years he worked and schemed to get the big house and the wall full of money meant absolutely nothing. Danno was left an old man, companionless. In his head he harassed himself about the time he didn’t talk to Annie for nearly a month because of something she said about his mother. He couldn’t remember what. And the time he frightened her after that dinner party. How he let her rot for years on those pills. The time he told her he couldn’t have children.

He thought of Proctor’s head pressed against his gun. The startling whack of noise as he pulled the trigger. It made him sick. All this made him sick. Seeing Annie laid out on the metal table; knowing that her killer was still alive.

Danno got up and walked quickly to his bathroom, where he crouched to vomit in his toilet bowl. Just a few days ago, he was king. He managed to outmaneuver the other bosses not only to keep his New York territory, but to add San Francisco and Florida to his new empire. It all had to happen with precision. That’s why he felt he had no choice but to agree with his wife when she suggested she go and negotiate for Texas.

Danno was the first boss in their business’s history to move outside his own boundary lines and buy up other territories. That made him a huge threat to the other bosses. When was he coming for their patch? How long until he had the whole business to himself?

He thought about his celebration the night Annie was killed, everyone laughing and backslapping each other. He now knew that at the same time his wife had been lying on the floor of a small, dingy hotel room in Texas. Another thought to make him sick. Like the thought of having to kill again. The thought of never seeing her again. Danno slumped to the floor of his bathroom and looked out to their bedroom. Or his room, now. It looked like old people lived there. He remembered leaning into her cold ear and whispering, “I promise you I’ll make this right before we meet again.” The only comfort he allowed himself was the fleeting thought that maybe Annie was waiting for him. There was nothing else of meaning left. He was old and scared without her. The house was too big all of a sudden, and the noises outside were worrying. Every couple of minutes he’d have to check a window to make sure there was nothing unusual coming his way.

From the floor, Danno saw the leg of his carefully laid out suit on the end of the bed. He knew that beside it lay a single bullet waiting in the chamber of his chosen revolver. It was a bullet that had his name on it. When the man who killed his wife was dead, Danno would come back, put on that suit, and let that one bullet take him to meet his wife once again.

October 10, 1972. 
Four days after Annie’s murder.
New York.

For many years the NYPD’s dysfunction was a private, dirty little secret. But now its corruption was so well known that Hollywood had even begun to make movies about it. It was an organization that was rotten from the top down: an old boy’s club that made false arrests, fabricated evidence, and engaged in racketeering, beatings, bribery, and even attempted murder.

The NYPD was a festering wound down the middle of a dying city.

Nestor Chapman tapped lightly on the one door in the world he hated entering. Even before the new boss had showed up, Nestor hated that door.

“Come in,” called the voice from inside.

Nestor turned the handle and walked sheepishly into the captain’s office.

“Have a seat,” Captain Miller said.

Near retirement, the captain reminded Nestor more of a doctor than a captain. He was long and lean and had a perfectly shiny bald head.

Nestor sat and tried to assess the situation. He had been in Miller’s company a few times since Miller arrived from Brooklyn, but never on his own. He very much liked it that way.

“Did anyone ever tell Cooper that he types like a fucking retard?” the captain asked as he tried to make sense of a report on his desk.

Nestor smiled and nodded, in league with his boss. The captain closed his folder and focused on Nestor.

“Tell me what you know about Danno Garland,” the captain said frankly.

Somewhere in his head Nestor had been waiting for that question, but when it came it still seemed foreign to him.

“Well,” he began. “Not much. He’s a promoter here in the city. Across the northeast here. Wrestling. Or professional wrestling. Seems to have made some real money over the last few years judging by his … the way he lives now. I … I … he’s … low to the ground. Doesn’t cause trouble. I don’t know.”

Miller watched Nestor’s face very carefully. He leaned back in his creaky chair and thought for a second before following up. “You’ve been following Troy Bartlett for a number of months,” said the captain, making his words both a question and a statement.

Nestor nodded. He too leaned back and tried to make himself look less guilty of something.

“And this man, Troy Bartlett, is Danno Garland’s lawyer?” the captain asked.

Nestor shrugged and adjusted his body some more.

“And Danno’s name never comes up when you’re digging around Bartlett?” Captain Miller asked.

“He does something for Garland but there’s never been anything we could move in on. I’m interested in Bartlett for different matters. Missing monies. Shady practices. That kind of thing.”

The captain again disconnected from the conversation to think. Nestor had heard how shrewd Miller was and how he played a tight game in terms of strategy. Such talents around this particular topic made Nestor anxious.

“Is there something … ?” Nestor let his sentence trail off. He wanted to know what this was about but didn’t want to ask directly. He knew that a high-ranking officer wasn’t fishing around for no reason.

Captain Miller leaned into his desk and looked Nestor straight in the face. “I’ve got a US senator who was stabbed in both legs a few blocks from here. I’m sure you’ve heard by now. It’s everywhere. My goddamn wife has called me ten times today to tell me it’s on the radio and the TV.”

“Yeah, I heard. Hell of a thing,” Nestor answered, trying to sound sympathetic.

“Yeah, well, the senator says he doesn’t know what happened. He gets a lot of crazies, he says. Could have been anyone. He’s calling for more money from the federal government for policing.”

Nestor nodded accordingly. “This city is … everyone who goes out there is on their own,” Nestor replied, sounding totally unaware of his responsibility.

“Well, we might have something to do with that. Don’t you think?” the captain asked.

Nestor realized how stupid his answer was. He wanted to get the conversation back on track. “What makes you think Garland had anything to do with it?”

The captain stood up and walked to the mesh-covered window. “When the news broke, I personally got a call from the head of the Athletic Commission. He comes down here to our boxing club. Maybe you’ve seen him around. Melvin Pritchard? Anyway, he says that the senator, just before he was attacked, was scheduled to bring Garland before a committee on match fixing or some such nonsense.”

“I didn’t know that,” Nestor said, lying.

Miller turned back from the window. “US Senators don’t get stabbed on the street in the United States of America. Not even in this fucking city. I just need to know whether I should chase this wrestling guy or discount him and move on. ’Cause someone is gonna notice …”

The captain stopped himself.

There it was, Nestor thought. The reason he was called in at all. A high-ranking politician with a national profile gets knifed on the street and someone is either getting squashed for mishandling it or highly rewarded for fixing it. There had been talk around the department of the First and Fourth precincts being amalgamated under one roof. No police house in the whole of New York had two captains. Nestor thought that Miller was fixing to move up the chain.

“This police force can’t afford another high profile fuckup,” the captain said. “If they’re going to make another movie about us … it’s gotta be … we’ve … we’re the good fucking guys, you understand?”

Nestor nodded in agreement. Captain Miller looked at his detective and couldn’t decide on him one way or the other.

“I’ve ordered some officers to go out and shake a few bushes. Make a few inquiries into this Garland person.”

Nestor nodded.

“Just so you know,” the captain said.

“Okay,” Nestor answered, not quite knowing what he should say.

The captain sat back down and lifted his pen, ready. “So you have nothing to tell me in this regard at this time?”

Nestor shook his head. “Not at this time,” he said.

“But when you do …”

“But when I do …”

Nestor sat easy even though he felt like bursting out the door and running to his car. He knew he needed to stay ahead of new attention that was about to come from his own department.

Luckily, he had already started.

October 10, 1972.
Four days after Annie’s murder. 
New York.

Danno descended the large stairs, dressed in a black suit. He really tried to resist it but in the end he felt compelled to shout. “Hello?” He wasn’t sure whether he wanted somebody to reply or not.

He picked up his phone and dialed Lenny Long from his pocket phone book. The number just returned a disconnected tone. Danno tried again but got the same result.

In the middle of everything, Danno had no idea where his driver had gone. The more days that went by without hearing from Lenny, the more Danno began to think something bad had happened to him too. That was the last thing that Danno wanted to even consider. Even though Danno would never tell Lenny to his face, Danno considered him a friend. Or a son. Lenny could be reckless, naïve, and sometimes a little dumb—but Danno loved him.

Danno put his phone down, composed himself, and walked to the front door. He noticed a note lying on the floor. Its appearance heightened his anxiety again.

“Hello?”

He carefully walked toward it and checked the doorways of his hallway before he stooped.

He slowly opened it, and read:

THERE’S A HEATWAVE COMING UP FROM FLORIDA. YOU BETTER COVER UP.

He didn’t recognize the handwriting, but the letterhead was something he had seen a thousand times before.


CHAPTER THREE

Ricky woke and gingerly put his right leg out of the bed first, trying to gauge the pain level before coaxing his much worse left leg to follow. Both actions sent a stabbing sensation to the base of his neck, which in turn rang as a squeal of pain in his ears.

Most retired wrestlers woke up the same way after years of taking bumps in the ring—cautiously. Knowing when you’re going to be slammed, tossed, and dropped doesn’t lessen the pain of being slammed, tossed, or dropped.

Pain or not, Ricky made sure not to make too much noise, because he didn’t want to wake Ginny who was still asleep beside him.

He often prayed that there would never be an emergency at night; neither man would be able to get out of bed in time to survive. They both had long careers and were now paying the physical price.

Mornings were the worst.

He shuffled out of their bedroom and cracked various joints along the way. He softly closed the door between their bedroom and the kitchen. He fired up the radio and news came through the speakers: “… Mr. Tenenbaum left the hospital and was driven to an unknown location. Eyewitnesses recounted the senator’s struggle in simply entering the waiting vehicle because of the dressing on both his legs.”

Ricky quickly flicked the off button. Hearing the report sent a chill through his body, which further reaffirmed that that side of the business was something he wanted to stay many, many miles from.

Ricky was a wrestling man through and through. Had been all his life. He was Danno’s number two—the Booker. He was responsible for making the matches and deciding the winners. It was his role to make the card new and exciting every time he entered a different town. Danno handled the office, contracts, and business, and Ricky handled everything once they were on the road.

Ricky dearly wished that they could get back to that, but he wasn’t sure Danno was thinking the same way. Or that he ever would again. He knew that Danno’s actions were leaving a usually clandestine business too exposed, too open. Ricky was going to need to work smart and try to cover all the bases that Danno was missing.

There was still the business to run. A business that fed on backroom deals and sleight of hand. And a card at Madison Square Garden.

Ginny stood at the sink of their small apartment. He wore a fresh white vest, and his short hair was washed and slicked back with a comb. His stubbled face was half covered in soap. Back in the day, Ginny used to shave with a blade, just like his father before him. Now he needed Ricky’s help to get the right side of his face done.

Ever since his car got smashed off the highway, things had been tougher for Ginny. And Ricky.

“Don’t leave the spot under my nose,” Ginny said.

Ricky looked over his glasses and gently navigated his way around Ginny’s face.

Ginny pointed impatiently. “There. Under my nose. There.”

Ricky swirled the razor around in the water and tapped it twice off the side of the sink.

“I heard you,” Ricky said.

Every day was the same. Ginny liked to be fresh faced. He just couldn’t trust his own hand to stay steady anymore.

Ricky placed the razor on Ginny’s neck and Ginny tilted his head in sync.

“The bit,” Ginny said pointing under his nose.

“I’m going to slit your throat if you don’t stop bothering me,” Ricky warned.

Ginny grabbed the small mirror and checked under his nose as Ricky continued.

“You know, it would be easier to do this if you just stayed still,” Ricky said.

Ginny burst into tears. Ricky stopped what he was doing but otherwise didn’t even acknowledge it. The first few times Ginny cried like that after he came out of the hospital, Ricky begged Ginny to tell him what was wrong. Now, the tears just came and went. They were for nothing. They meant nothing. Neither man mentioned them anymore.

As soon as they came, Ginny wiped his tears, and they were gone. Ricky continued his morning job.

“Under my nose,” Ginny said rubbing his eyes with his forearm.

Ricky also ignored Ginny’s orders. The head trauma had left him repetitive, slower, more moody and emotional. He couldn’t reach across his body and he suffered from debilitating headaches.

When it first happened, Ricky wanted his old Ginny back. Now he just accepted the way he was. After all their years together, and remembering how close he came to losing him, Ricky was just happy to have him any way he could.

“Why is there a gun hidden under our bed?” Ginny asked, perfectly lucid.

That was the way it went. Confusion to clarity. Neediness to independence. It changed hour to hour and minute to minute.

“You know what the city is like out there now,” Ricky replied.

“It’s wrapped up, though. Like you’re trying to hide it.”

“No,” Ricky lied. “I got it for us. Do you want to leave your life in the hands of the cops we got?”

The morning light highlighted all of Ginny’s scarring. The back of his head. Across his right shoulder, down the triceps, and around the forearm. He had already been too beat up to continue wrestling before he got rammed off the highway.

“I want us out,” Ginny said as he flung the hand towel onto his shoulder and rubbed the side of his face dry.

“Out of what?” Ricky asked, knowing perfectly well what Ginny was talking about.

The phone on the wall in the kitchen began to ring. Ricky hurried, like an old person hurries, to answer the call. “Hello?”

“We got to meet up,” the voice on the line said plainly.

Ricky immediately recognized who it was. “Okay,” he answered.

“At the end of the bridge tonight at ten.”

Ricky replied, “Can’t. I’ve got to tape our matches for TV. How about four?”

“Is Danno going to be there?” the voice asked.

“I doubt it.”

The caller hung up.

Nevada.

Lenny lay on the pink carpet of his motel room. James Henry silently watched his father intently from behind the prison bars of his crib.

“Do it,” Lenny whispered without moving his lips.

“I don’t want to,” Luke answered anxiously from his standing position on the bed.

Lenny peeked with one eye and whispered, “You’ve laid me out, son. Now finish me.”

Luke didn’t really like wrestling anymore but he missed playing with his father. “I …”

“Big splash or elbow, son, this is your big finish. Listen to that crowd chant your name and you pick your spot,” Lenny said as he reprised his role of prone wrestler.

Luke awkwardly half-jumped, half-fell and landed with a double knee drop right across his father’s face. An angry and wounded noise escaped from Lenny as he rolled into the fetal position and cradled his own head in pain. It was so intense that he was afraid to breathe.

Luke stood and walked backwards until he felt the multi-colored bed at the back of his legs. He watched his father eventually draw in narrow, short, painful breaths. “Dad?”

Lenny rocked back and forth and moaned a little.

“I’m sorry,” Luke said.

It felt like Lenny’s jaw, nose, and skull were broken. “S’fine,” was all he could release from his lungs.

Luke came closer and put a little hand on his father’s shoulder. The younger son in the cot threw his bottle and clapped and gurgled at the show in front of him.

“You have to protect the people you work with,” Lenny said and tapped his little boy’s hand.

Luke cuddled into his father’s back and whispered into his ear, “I don’t like wrestling anymore.”

Lenny wasn’t sure which hurt more: the knees to the face or his son saying he didn’t like wrestling. All he could do was lie there and try to refocus the vision back into his water-filled eyes. He could make out pea-green seats. Wood paneling. A wardrobe. Stacks of cash underneath the wardrobe.
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