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In the secret worlds of organized crime and the independent professional wrestling circuit, no one is immune to the con, the violence, the lust and the darkness. How far would you go for money and power? Who would you betray? How much would you sacrifice? Frank Ponte is about to find out…
Night Work is a journey into a dark underworld, a world with its own set of secret rules and ethics. A world where brutal violence and depraved sex is the norm, and where in order to succeed, moral beliefs and literal identities must be forfeited. A story of betrayal – of others and of oneself – of friendship, marriage, family, love, sex, and violence, Night Work is the American Dream gone bad. A noir-style thriller where nothing is what it seems and where no one gets out clean.

***



CHAPTER 1


VERMONT, 1991

Whenever Frank closed his eyes it was the blade he saw first. Piercing the skin, slowly tearing the flesh deep enough to draw a steady flow of blood, the razor always kept hidden, concealed discreetly in the user's hand. Funny, he thought, what a man would do for money.
Snow had just begun to fall, blowing in from the north, and the forecast called for nearly a foot of it before the end of the day.
"Hurry it up. Snow leaves tracks."
The only words Frank had spoken in more than an hour jolted Benny back into reality. He switched on the windshield wipers, pushed the scan button on the stereo and refocused his attention on the road. "There it is."
Artie's Used Tires came into view a few miles down the road, a weather-beaten, solitary building with a small office and one-bay garage. An array of tires and inexpensive rims were displayed in front, and but for a small convenience store across the street, this was a desolate part of town.
"One car," Benny said, studying a large Pontiac parked on the side of the building. "It's his."
Frank checked his watch. "He alone by now?"
"The girl who keeps his books leaves at two o'clock. The only other employee is a high school kid who helps out on weekends. Unless some pain in the ass customer interrupts things, he's all by his lonesome."
Frank reached under the seat and removed a small canvas bag from which he retrieved a pair of black leather gloves. Thick and heavy, the portion covering the knuckles had been modified to accommodate lead fillings. "Pull over."
"Last chance to change your mind." Benny, already cognizant of Frank's anger, gave an ineffectual grin. "If I didn't offer, I don't know if I'd be able to sleep tonight, you know?"
A slight smile creased Frank's otherwise stoic face, and under the circumstances it was more than Benny could have hoped for. "Just pull over."

***

Frank thrust both hands into the deep pockets of his coat and moved quickly along the driveway to the office. Once he'd disappeared inside, Benny switched off the radio and watched the street, alternating his gaze from the rearview mirror to the windshield, trying to cover as much area as possible without actually changing positions.
Years before Benny had learned the importance of distracting himself from certain unpleasantries, but silence had always given him the creeps. He hated the country for that specific reason: Too goddamn quiet. The longest nights of his life had been spent trying to fall asleep in small towns where, without the constant pulse and buzz the city provides, peace and quiet can get downright deafening.
Although he stood just five foot seven and weighed more than two hundred pounds, Benny Dunn only looked soft. Battles with acne as a teenager had left his cheeks a bit pockmarked, and his teeth seemed too large for his small, thin-lipped mouth, yet he still managed a vulnerable aura somewhere beneath his rugged, weather-beaten, somewhat menacing exterior. His hair, parted on the side, seemed in constant need of a trim, and his clothes had a perpetually slept-in look, but Benny was a professional who knew how to do his job and keep his mouth shut, and that was a quality Frank favored.
Nothing moved but the flakes of snow, as if time itself had frozen solid.

***

Frank glanced quickly around the office, a cramped and cluttered space that smelled like motor oil, rubber and cigarettes. Directly in front of him was a large desk and chair. Behind it a door marked Gents stood closed. A black telephone with a built-in answering machine sat on the front corner of the desk amidst mountains of paperwork and an overflowing ashtray.
One quick tug ripped the phone cord from the wall.
Seconds later the toilet flushed and the door opened to reveal a balding, heavyset man in overalls. He stood at a small sink wiping his hands with a paper towel, initially unaware of Frank's presence. "Oh, I'm sorry," he said, blushing as he nearly tripped his way back into the office. "I didn't know anybody was here. Got a bell on the front door that's supposed to jingle whenever anybody comes or goes but you can't hear it in the crapper, so what's the point, right?" The man closed the bathroom door behind him and smiled. "What can I do for you?"
Frank stared at him.
"Something wrong, mister?"
"Are you Arthur Bertalia?"
The man's eyes narrowed. "Yeah, I'm Artie Bertalia. I don't see as good as I used to." He fished a pair of eyeglasses from his pocket and slipped them on. "Do I know you?"
Frank slowly removed his hands from his pockets; let them dangle at his side. He watched as Artie noticed the gloves, recognizing them immediately for what they were.
"What do you want?"
"These gloves look familiar?"
His eyes darted toward the door but the fat man stood his ground and forced a nervous smile. "Should they?"
"You used to own a pair," Frank said. "Maybe you still do."
Artie folded his arms across his grease-stained overalls and feigned indifference. "I don't know what you're talking about, pal. If you need used tires or rims, I can help you out. If not, hit the road or I'll call the cops."
Frank reached across the desk, grabbed the front of Artie's overalls with one hand and smashed him full in the face with the other. His nose shattered with a loud snap, spraying blood from his nostrils as he toppled over backwards onto the floor.
Calmly, Frank moved around the side of the desk and kicked him repeatedly in the mouth, chest and stomach. Artie cried out and did his best to squirm away from his attacker but the office was too small and Artie was too big, slow, and already badly hurt.
Frank stepped back, watched the fallen man struggle into a sitting position and spit out a bloody tooth. It clicked against the wooden floor, bounced under the desk. Artie looked up at him with pleading eyes, a steady stream of blood dripping from his nose and mouth. "Why are you doing this?"
Frank carefully removed the gloves and slid them into his coat pocket. His hands felt light, the tips of his fingers numb. He cracked his knuckles, reached into his coat and produced a revolver.
"Oh, Jesus," Artie groaned, pushing himself against the wall as if hoping to dissolve through it. "What the hell are you doing? If it's money you want, there's a safe in – "
"I don't want your money."
His chin, slick with blood and spittle, quivered like a scolded child's. "I don't – I don't understand."
Crouching next to him, Frank noticed the eyeglasses on the floor between them. "Put them on," he said. "I want you to see me clearly."
"Please, I – "
"Put them on."
"I-I got a wife and a daughter, I – "
"Now."
Artie did as he was told and began to cry. "I've got grandkids. Please – I – just tell me what this is all about."
Still not certain he could go through with it Frank pressed the barrel against the man's lips. The steadiness of his hand worried him, and he suddenly felt lightheaded. The world had become sluggish and dreamy as reality altered to make sense of what he was about to do. "Are you afraid?"
Artie nodded, his body bucking as he cried.
As Frank increased the pressure on the barrel, a dark circular stain seeped through the crotch of Artie's overalls, the urine dripping onto the floor and forming a small puddle between them. "I'm sorry!"
Frank glanced at the mess. "Do you remember Connie?"
"Connie?"
"Connie."
"I don't – no – I don't know nobody named Connie."
"Think back."
He pawed at the tears in his eyes. "Connie… Russo?" A look of recognition slowly dawned across Artie's face. "Jesus," he whispered. "Who are you?"
"Her son," Frank told him. Their eyes met, locked. "I'm her son."
Artie opened his mouth as if to say something, and Frank pulled the trigger.



CHAPTER 2


MASSACHUSETTS, 1989

Gus stared at the ceiling; the unattended whistle grating on his already frayed nerves. The water had been boiling for several minutes, how in the name of Christ could his old man sit right there in the kitchen and not hear the kettle?
"One day off a week," he mumbled, swinging his legs over onto the floor as he forced himself into a sitting position on the edge of the bed, "and I gotta put up with this crap." He grabbed a cigarette from the crumpled pack on his nightstand, stepped into the same pair of gray slacks he'd worn all week and staggered out of his room, following a narrow hallway to the kitchen.
Gus was getting too old too fast to spend twelve hours a day on his feet. Everything from his neck to the tips of his toes ached. Things had to change soon; his body couldn't take much more.
The kitchen, like the rest of the apartment, was filthy. Dishes were piled so high in the sink that the window above it was no longer visible. The floors needed to be swept and a greasy film covered nearly everything else.
Gus leaned against the doorframe and shook his head. His father, dressed in a lightweight robe and worn slippers sat huddled at the table. He looked so fragile sitting there alone. "Dad?" Gus said. "Dad!"
The old man had his nose buried in a crossword puzzle book. Gus had never once seen the bastard write so much as a single letter in one of those boxes. "What's a four letter word for outcome?"
"Fate. Are you deaf?"
"Huh?"
Gus walked to the stove and removed the kettle from the burner. "Christ, Dad, are your ears that far gone?"
His father struggled to his feet, shuffled over to the counter. "Thought I'd have a mug of hot chocolate."
"We better get your ears checked."
"I like hot chocolate."
"Did you hear what I just said?"
"You want some, Gus?"
"Deaf bastard."
His father began rummaging through one of the cupboards. "Did you get hot chocolate the last time you went to the store? I told you to get the ones with the little marshmallows. Did you get the ones with the little marshmallows, Gus?"
The phone rang, and Gus couldn't answer it fast enough.
"Gus?"
"Hey, what's up, Frank?"
"Not much. How's it going?"
Gus took a drag on his cigarette, exhaled through his nose. "Same shit, different day. The old man's driving me nuts. If he don't die soon, I swear to God I'm gonna kill him myself."
Frank laughed. "We're all set for tonight, right?"
"Absolutely."
"Pick me up at five."
"I'll be there with balls on."

***

Fifteen minutes west of New Bedford, in the quiet town of Angel Bay, Frank Ponte hung up the kitchen phone and hesitantly returned to the bedroom where his wife was getting dressed. Their three-room apartment was relatively new and tastefully decorated, but it was so small their friends often joked that you couldn't get from one end to the other without first turning sideways.
Sandy stood frowning at her reflection in the mirror over the bureau, a wide-toothed brush in one hand and a bottle of hairspray in the other. "I don't know about this new girl," she said through a sigh. "I think I like the way Darren does my hair better."
"Then go back to him." Frank shrugged. As far as he was concerned she had too much hair for such a petite woman regardless of how she styled it, but he'd learned long ago that when it came to certain matters his wife was not someone with whom he could reason.
"Who were you talking to?"
"Gus."
She rolled her eyes, turned back to the mirror and began brushing her auburn mane. "God, loser-boy."
"Here we go." Frank sighed. "He's not so bad."
Sandy laughed and spun around to face him again, her red satin robe opening below the waist to reveal a shapely calf, cream-colored thighs and a brief glimpse of light brown pubic hair. "Oh yeah, he's a regular charmer. That toupee he wears wouldn't fool Ray Charles, okay?"
"It's not his fault he went bald."
"A lot of people go bald, Frank. That thing Gus wears looks like a knit cap. People literally point and laugh at him on the street. They point and laugh, Frank."
"If he feels like wearing it, what do you care?"
"Because when you're with him, people laugh at you, too."
"Like I give a shit."
"He's a compulsive liar, wears the same clothes for weeks at a time and has breath that usually makes my eyes tear. He's in his forties and still can't hold a job, borrows money from us constantly – usually amounts we can't afford to lend him in the first place – and never pays a cent of it back. And if that's not enough, whenever he's around, I catch him staring at my tits and scratching himself like a pervert."
Frank smiled. "Well, I can't fault him there."
"I'm glad you think it's so funny."
"Oh, for Christ's sake, Sandy, he's harmless."
"He makes me uncomfortable."
"Name a friend of mine you do like."
Sandy dismissed him with a wave of her hand the way one might swat away a bothersome mosquito. "Find some likeable friends."
Frank sat on the edge of the bed. "If there's anybody who shouldn't be talking about friends, it's you."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"How about Diane?"
"I'm listening." She crossed her arms, crushing her breasts together into a swell of cleavage Frank found impossible to ignore. He seemed attracted to her at the oddest times.
"A summer breeze could blow her legs open."
Sandy winced and continued to fuss with her hair. "Just because she's been with a few guys doesn't – "
"A few?"
" – make her a whore."
Frank knew he should let it slide but just couldn't. "Okay," he said with a smile, "let's talk about Tina Two-Tons."
"Stop calling her that."
"She's got an ass on her the size of a Buick, and struts around in tight little skirts you probably couldn't even fit into, and you're talking about people pointing and laughing? Gimme a break, freakin' hippo in high heels."
Sandy suppressed a giggle. "You convince Gus to lose the wig and I'll drag Tina to the plus-size store. How's that?"
Frank glanced at the digital clock on the bureau. "You're going to be late for work."
She threw off her robe and reached onto the bed for her bra and panties. Frank watched her slip them on, certain that the only thing sexier than watching her undress was watching her maneuver into underwear.
"We don't have time."
"Not even a quickie?"
"What do you want for dinner?" she asked, moving to the closet.
"I won't be home. I told you, I'm going to Providence."
She plucked a short black skirt from a hanger and held it up in front of her, inspecting it carefully for creases or lint. "Oh."
Frank found cigarettes in his shirt pocket and lit one. "I'll be home tomorrow, probably early afternoon."
Sandy stepped into the skirt, zipped up the back and smoothed it down along the front of her thighs. "Please don't do anything stupid, okay?"
"But I had a whole bunch of stupid shit planned."
She turned, pulled the cigarette from his lips and took a drag. "Just promise me, Frank."
"It's only a meeting."
"I don't understand why you have to do this in the first place." She returned the cigarette to his mouth. "You've already got a good job."
"Then I must be going to the wrong place every morning."
"It's not so horrible."
"Yeah, it is."
Sandy pulled on an attractive silk blouse, buttoned it. "It's a secure, decent paying career. That's a lot more than most people have these days."
"Selling refrigerators and stoves all day isn't a career. It's a job. There's a difference."
Her eyes found his. "Like the difference between being broke and having money?"
"We both work forty-five, fifty hours a week, for what? So we can drive used cars, go to the movies once a week and live in this shoebox?"
Sandy took the cigarette from him again. "I happen to like my job. I happen to like my car. I happen to like the movies. I even like this apartment."
"I hope so, because at this rate we'll be living here the rest of our lives."
"You're so dramatic. What do you think you're going to be, Frank? You think you can just wake up one morning and decide to be a big shot? Life doesn't work like that. You have to learn to settle for the blessings God gave you."
Frank shook his head, wondered how he and the woman he had chosen to spend his life with could be so diametrically opposed on such basic points. They'd been married for three years now, had it always been like this?
"I want to be happy."
She arched an eyebrow. "You're unhappy?"
"I love you," Frank said. "I just want to try to do something that'll make getting out of bed in the morning worth it."
"Then stay where you are and work as hard as you can. In another three or four years I'm sure Pearson will retire and they'll make you store manager."
"I'll try to contain my excitement."
"You've got a lousy attitude, Frank. That's always been your problem. You're bright, nice-looking, and you have a lot of talent. But you've got this huge chip on your shoulder, and it holds you back."
"I want us to have a better life. Now's the time to take a chance, while we're still young."
Sandy stepped into a pair of black pumps. "You're twenty-eight years old. The only thing it's time to do is grow up."
"Just because you go through life with blinders on, don't expect me to."
"Whatever," she snapped. "I've got to get going."
Frank nodded wearily. Sandy's heels clicked against the kitchen floor as she crossed the apartment, and he knew she'd leave without so much as a kiss or another word. When Sandy was fed up, she disappeared. Just like that.
The door slammed, and Frank's thoughts turned immediately to Providence.

***

Paulie Caruso had once been one of the most influential and powerful professional wrestling promoters in the country. From the late fifties to the late seventies he'd controlled all the action from the northern-most point in Maine, to the tip of Cape Cod. Known for being nearly as flamboyant as many of his wrestlers, Caruso was a squat, bulbous man who never left the house without his oversized fedora, steel-toed cowboy boots and remarkably cheap linen suits. Were it not for his wide, constant smiles and jovial manner, his fleshly face and deep-seated eyes would have been intimidating.
With control slipping to younger, better-financed rivals and his health waning, Paulie retired from the business in 1978 and turned things over to his son, Raymond, who managed to lose in two years everything his father had spent a lifetime building. Even once his heyday had come and gone, Paulie was still spoken of fondly and extended respect by those in the business. Raymond, on the other hand, considered useless, was shunned.
Frank was seven years old the first time he met Paulie, and had been even more impressed with him than he was with the show. Frank's father and Paulie were childhood friends who had grown up in the same neighborhood in New Bedford, and although they had taken vastly different career paths, they remained casual friends over the years.
Although Paulie's federation toured all over New England, his headquarters was a small building in Brockton he owned called the Caruso Sports Arena. Built like a tower, fans were hoarded in and seated almost directly on top of each other on cheap, portable bleacher-like contraptions unique to Paulie's place. To see the arena in person was to see the fruit of shady business dealings at its worst. Since the building had been hastily constructed and built with only jamming as many people into a confined space as possible in mind, it was clear the moment one stepped inside that even the most basic building and fire codes had been ignored. But Paulie had enough money and influence to make the local police and politicians look the other way. Any permits or licenses he needed, he bought. Riots were a usual occurrence, as were lawsuits from patrons who were routinely injured, but Paulie just kept rolling along, throwing money at those he could silence, using muscle on those he couldn't, and packing three to four thousand fans into a space designed to accommodate approximately half that number every Friday and Saturday night.
Every month or so Frank's father would take him to the arena to see the matches. There were always vacant seats at ringside set aside for VIPs, and Paulie would seat Frank and his father as close to the action as possible. Frank was delighted by the visits, and often got to meet and get the autographs of some of his favorites star, courtesy of Paulie. But even as a child Frank understood that such outings were labors of love for his father. He was an educated and learned man who was decidedly uncomfortable in both the arena setting and in the company of men like Paulie.
But for a young boy like Frank, Paulie Caruso was a god. One of the local television stations broadcast the bouts from the arena every other Saturday night, and Paulie was always right there in front of the camera along with his wrestlers. To be just a showman or just a businessman was commonplace. But to be both, it seemed to Frank, was the ultimate.
Years later, Paulie spent his time puttering around his modest home in Brockton. He was twice divorced, and his son had moved to Florida to pursue some new business scheme, so most of his time was spent alone. He was thrilled when Frank called.
The screen door opened to reveal a much heavier version of Paulie than Frank had remembered. The linen suit was gone, replaced by cheap, nondescript slacks, a T-shirt, dress socks and sandals. The fedora was all that remained. "Frankie," he smiled, waving him in. "How are you?"
"Hello, Mr. Caruso."
The old man slapped him on the back with more force than he appeared to have and laughed loudly. "Mr. Caruso? I known you since you was a kid. I known your father since we were dumping green. Leave that formal crap outside. You call me, Paulie, okay?"
Frank followed him through the kitchen into a small den. The shades on both windows were drawn. A console television filled one corner, a vinyl recliner and crane-necked lamp another. In front of the couch was a TV tray with a half-eaten bowl of oatmeal, a mug of coffee, and a copy of Hustler.
"You want a cup of coffee or something?"
"No, thanks." Frank smiled. "I'm all set."
Paulie motioned to the recliner. "Sit, sit."
He sat on the edge of the chair, waited until Paulie had positioned himself on the couch before he spoke. "I really appreciate you seeing me, Paulie."
"How's the old man doing?"
"Good."
"He still working?"
"Oh yeah."
"He's a good man, your father."
"Yeah, thanks."
"You tell him I said hello, all right?"
Frank had no intention of telling his father he'd had any contact with Paulie at all, but nodded anyway. "I'll do that."
Paulie glared at the cereal. "Doctor makes me eat a bowl of this slop every day. If I don't eat it, I get constipated something fucking awful, Frank. I end up squatting on the toilet trying to push a turd the size of a fucking grapefruit out of my ass, and trust me, that ain't exactly a fun time, you know?"
Frank nodded, unsure of how to respond.
"If the oatmeal don't get me," he chuckled, holding up the magazine, "the snatch does. I don't know why, but looking at pussy always gives me the runs. Ain't that the strangest goddamn thing, Frank?"
"Yeah, I'd have to say it is."
"But who the hell wants to hear about that, right?" He tossed the magazine onto the couch, leaned back, and pulled a cigar from his shirt pocket. "I got things all set up for you tonight in Providence."
Frank felt a rush of relief. "Great. Who am I meeting with?"
"Fella by the name of Rain. Charlie Rain."
"Doesn't ring a bell."
"He's a min."
"Min?"
"Short for minnow," Paulie explained, lighting his cigar with an unsettling sucking sound. "It means he's small change in the business. Still, it's the best way in. All the other independents are gonna waste your time. They'll bleed you and cut you loose. Rain's been working New England and parts of New York for about two years now, so he's new to the game himself. Does mostly high school and small college stuff, an occasional state fair, but that's it. From what I hear, the boys respect him. They tell me he's an honest, harmless sort of guy. Pays on time, pays fair, and he's easy to work with. He earned his chops with Big Louie Bazooka."
"The wrestler?"
"No, the hair stylist, of course the wrestler. Louie wrestled when you were a kid. After he retired he went to work for a few of the big boys, learned the promoting game and then branched out on his own. He ran ad-book shows for a few years. You know those sleazy police union deals where they set up a telephone boiler room and pressure people to make donations in exchange for a couple tickets to the show? I guess he took Charlie Rain under his wing and taught him the business. But about a year ago Louie had a stroke and wound up in some nursing home in upstate New York. He could be dead by now, I got no idea."
Frank lit a cigarette. "Anything else you can tell me about Rain?"
"I spoke to him myself. He seems like a nice enough guy, very respectful. He's in his early forties and comes from a sales background, but the story going around is that when he was in his early twenties he played on some TV show for a couple seasons. Some bullshit about this doctor and his wife who adopt all these fucked up kids. Anyway, the show only lasted two seasons and Rain went into a tailspin and blew all his cash. I hear he was a dope-head, and he's supposedly still got a bit of a drinking problem, so keep that in mind."
"How do you mean?"
Paulie offered a wry smile. "Drinking's a weakness, right? See, Rain wants to expand. He's looking around for a deal but Louie taught him right, so he don't trust nobody in the game. That means he's either gotta find some mark businessman with a few bucks to burn, or a young hustler like you who can make things happen."
"You think he'll trust me then?"
"Of course not." Paulie shrugged. "Still your best shot, though. Out of respect for me, he's willing to talk to you. Remember, this is a closed business. You don't get in unless you know somebody, and sometimes even that's not enough."
Frank nodded. "I understand."
"No, you don't. It's a whole different world, and don't nobody know what really goes on in it unless you're there. Of course, it's changed a lot since I worked it. In my day it was easier. There weren't more than four or five guys in the whole country you had to deal with back then. That all changed a couple years ago when the big boys started running wrestling like a fucking cartoon instead of a sport. All this marketing and sales bullshit – fuck that. I packed fans in from here to the Canadian border, Frank, and you know what sold the tickets? Heat, rivalries between the guys. I sold the sport on what went on inside the ring, not all this comic book shit they're doing nowadays. It's all hype, Frank. They spend more time screaming and yelling, doing interviews and selling toys than they do working. Most of these stiffs in the game couldn't hold a fucking candle to the boys I worked with. I'm talking real headliners, guys who knew how to work. Guys who knew how to keep their mouths shut."
"How should I approach Rain?" Frank asked.
Paulie scratched his crotch. "Tell me what you know."
"I graduated from school in Boston in 1981. I learned the broadcasting and promotions business, worked in radio for a couple of years – "
"Doing what?"
"Promotional sales. The money sucked and job security was even worse. I wanted to try and get in on the ground floor with one of the big event promotions or talent-booking firms in New York or Los Angeles, but I was newly married and my wife didn't want to move. Needless to say, that didn't leave me a hell of a lot of options."
"Broads – always the fucking problem – and wives are the worst. Pain the nuts."
Frank forced a bit of laughter. "I had to find something steady that paid decent, so I took a retail sales job. I'm still there, only I'm assistant manager now."
"What do you sell?"
"White goods."
Paulie frowned. "Sheets and pillows, shit like that?"
"No, no. Refrigerators, stoves, dishwashers. I work at Appliance Mart over in Fairhaven."
Paulie seemed unimpressed, and Frank didn't blame him. He sat quietly smoking his cigar for a few minutes then asked, "You do anything else?"
"I get in on a scam now and then for extra cash," Frank admitted, "but nothing serious."
"Ever been pinched?"
"Not as an adult."
"What'd they get you for as a minor?"
"Assault and battery. Twice."
Paulie laughed. "Got a temper, huh?"
"I'm mellowing."
"Why you wanna get involved in wrestling, Frank? Why not music or boxing or something else?"
"I always loved wrestling, used to watch it all the time up until a few years ago."
"Christ, don't ever say that to nobody else. Makes you sound like a mark."
"Sorry, I – "
"Don't be sorry, just watch what you say is what I'm trying to tell you."
"Between you and me, Paulie, I don't want to spend the rest of my life selling stoves to housewives, you know what I'm saying? Maybe if I can make a few moves and get in with the right people I can turn things around."
Paulie considered what Frank had said before responding. "Does your old man know about this?"
"Does it matter?"
"I guess not." He sighed. "It's just that I always liked your father, Frank, and I wouldn't wanna do anything to make him think less of me."
Frank wasn't sure that was possible.
"With all due respect, Paulie, I'm a grown man."
"Which makes me one dried up old fuck," he said with a laugh. "Okay, kid, we'll leave him out of it."
"Good. Now, when I meet with Rain, should I be honest with him?"
"Hell no." Paulie sipped his coffee. "You got to understand something. Except for a handful of guys, everybody in the business acts like they're more than they really are. The problem is, nobody ever knows for sure who's telling the truth and who isn't, so you don't trust nobody and you go about your business assuming everybody you deal with is full of shit. It's just the way things are. You never shoot the works, understand? Keep Rain guessing. He'll do the same to you."
"What did you tell him about me?"
"Only that you're a friend of a friend and a man that's to be treated with respect," Paulie answered. "All he knows is that you're a businessman of some sort, looking to get into the game. If you go telling him you sell refrigerators or some shit like that, he'll laugh right in your face and you'll never get another shot. He'll spread your name around like manure, and nobody in the business'll ever take you seriously."
Frank shrugged. "Then what the hell do I tell him?"
"Make something up. Tell him you book acts for local nightclubs. That way it sounds like you're in a similar line of work and you're not some accountant or something. Remember, no matter what you say or do, until you prove different, everyone you run into in this business is gonna think you're a mark anyway. It ain't no different than a con game at the carnival, Frank. Same principle, cabeesh?"
"Yeah," Frank nodded. "Cabeesh."
Paulie struggled up off the couch, waddled to the TV and turned it off. "Rain's inside, you're not. All he wants to hear is what you can do for him. If he's gonna last he's got to expand, and he can't do it alone or he would've by now. Sell him on your business skills, it's your best chance."
"What else do I need to know?"
"More than I can tell you," Paulie said. "You'll pick it up as you go. All I ask is one favor, all right?"
Frank stood up. "Of course."
"You know my son, Raymond?"
"Sure."
"He's fucking stunadz," Paulie snapped. "I love him, don't get me wrong, but he's fucking stunadz. I got him into the business, showed him the ropes, and what's he do? He goes in and rips people off – and not just marks – the boys, other promoters, everybody. He almost ruined my name." Paulie moved closer, his once cheerful face turned dark. "Jesus Christ couldn't tell you how ashamed I was – my own flesh and blood acting like such an asshole. Still, I forgave him. Raymond's my only child, what else could I do?"
Frank swallowed with some difficulty. "Don't worry about – "
"I want you to understand something. I would never let anyone get away with making me look foolish again. Do what you got to do, just don't ever make me regret opening this door for you, Frank." Paulie offered his hand. "Just don't do it."
Frank shook his hand. It was clammy to the touch and damp with perspiration. "I'll never do anything to embarrass you, Paulie. You have my word."
"C'mon," he said, all smiles again. "I want to show you something."
They left the den and Frank followed his host through the kitchen into a small windowless room with wall-to-wall carpeting.
"This is where I come when I really want to relax," Paulie said, switching on an overhead light. A small leather bar with matching stools filled the back wall, and a trophy case of silver and glass stood prominently to the left of the doorway, loaded with awards and four ornate championship belts. An official-size pool table filled the center of the room, and nearly every inch of wall space was covered with identically framed photographs of Paulie with several wrestling stars and television people during various stages of his career.
"This is incredible," Frank mumbled, looking around.
Paulie went directly to the bar and removed two glasses and a bottle of bourbon. "Have a drink with me."
"A drink? It's fucking ten o'clock in the morning."
"C'mon, c'mon, it's good for ya."
Frank hesitated in front of the trophy case and studied the belts. "I remember seeing that belt on TV years ago."
"Danny Crawton wore that strap." Paulie moved out from behind the bar with a drink in each hand. "He was my first champion. Used to call him Golden Boy, remember?"
"When I was a kid."
Paulie handed Frank his drink. "Sonofabitch could work a room like nobody I ever saw. Him and Vampire Zoltan used to whip the marks into such a frenzy, it'd sound like the whole goddamn building was gonna come tumbling down." Paulie grinned. "Take a hard look around, Frank. Even though most of the cash I made over the years is gone, I got memories nobody can ever take from me. It ain't exactly your ordinary kinda life, but if you're good at it it's one hell of a ride."
"I'll bet."
"You just remember to use your head. The people in this business aren't brain surgeons, but they're not stupid either. They know the angles, and they got big culones, you know what I mean? Hell, if you got half the brains your old man does you'll do fine."
Frank put a hand on Paulie's fleshy shoulder. "I won't forget this."
"Salud, Frank."
As he raised the glass to his lips, Frank felt himself smile. "Salud."

***

Gus pulled up in front of the apartment building in his GMC Jimmy and laid on the horn. He was a few minutes late, which was expected. Dressed in a dark double-breasted suit, Frank hopped into the Jimmy with briefcase in hand. "Sorry I'm late," Gus said. "It took me twenty minutes to convince my father he had to spend the night at my cousin Martin's house and another ten to cart his ass over there."
"No problem. Thanks for driving, man."
Frank glanced at his friend without trying to be too obvious. He'd hoped Gus might surprise him and actually look presentable, but it was not to be. He was dressed in a cheap brown suit, black rubber-soled Oxfords, a severely wrinkled shirt and a thick-knot blue tie. His wristwatch was inexpensive, the rings on his fingers fake, and his glasses scratched and old. Frank spent a few seconds trying to decide if the coffee stains on the front of Gus's shirt were worse than the assortment decorating his clip-on tie, then remembered what Sandy had said and shifted his eyes to the wig. It looked as if it had never been washed. Frank wondered how the man had succeeded in sales, but despite his glaring flaws, he had. In fact, Gus was the best salesman Frank had ever known, and he'd known plenty. Why he never had money was something of a mystery.
"Hey," Gus smiled, "I've got the newer vehicle, why shouldn't I drive?"
"I appreciate it."
"You're picking up the room, right?"
"Yeah, I'll cover the hotel."
"That a new suit?"
"Relatively."
Gus nodded. "Mine too. I just picked it up. Ran me like six hundred, but what the fuck, a guy's got to look good, right?"
Of course the suit was several years old and could not have cost more than fifty dollars, but most of what Gus said was untrue. The depth, or number of lies he told on any given day was often beyond his control, and even though he seemed to understand that no one believed the majority of things he said, it didn't discourage him in the least.
Lying was only one of many peculiarities Frank tolerated, though he wasn't sure why. He'd never been an abundantly patient person, but when it came to Gus, his patience was virtually limitless.
After a lengthy and awkward silence, Gus said, "I appreciate you bringing me in on this."
Frank was reminded of the nights they'd worked together at the store. All those hours on break, smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee, talking and dreaming, trying to figure a way out. If nothing else, Gus had been a loyal friend for six years, and in Frank's mind, that not only had to count for something, it cancelled out some of his more flagrant imperfections. "Just be sure you keep quiet if things don't pan out," Frank told him. "The last thing we need is to catch shit at work."
"Fuck them," Gus moaned. "I've spent most of my life standing around one sales floor or another. I get home from work now and my feet and ankles hurt so bad I end up soaking them in hot water and salt. That's why I got the back problems I have, all that time on my feet, Frank, it's just not good. And there's the old football injuries," he added quickly. "Between the two it's a miracle I can walk at all. If it weren't for my martial arts training I'd be screwed. I don't care how banged up I get, I'll be kicking ass until they drop me in the ground."
Having witnessed Gus struggle through a job better suited to someone in their twenties was one of the largest factors motivating Frank's desire to escape the retail field. In truth, when Frank looked at Gus Lemieux, he saw everything he didn't want to be in another ten or fifteen years.
Gus lit a cigarette. "I ever tell you about the time those five punks hassled me at the mall?"
"I dunno." Frank settled into his seat and prepared for the first of many stories he'd be forced to endure over the next hour.
"The bastards jumped me in the parking lot over by Sears, tried to roll me. I took my wallet out, tossed it on the hood of my car and told them if they could get to it they could keep the motherfucker. They figure it's five against one, right? The easiest fucking money they've scored all month, they're thinking. Jesus, did I hand out an ass kicking that night."
Frank watched the mile markers on the highway pass and fought off pangs of guilt. He hated arguing with Sandy, and whenever they left each other without resolving one of their spats, it bothered him until they did. He smiled at Gus as if listening, and wondered about all the possibilities the meeting with Charlie Rain might yield.
Some time later, he awoke to the same sound he'd fallen asleep to: Gus. "Never liked Providence," he was saying, glancing about as he drove through downtown. "Some nice titty bars, though, got to give them that."
Frank rubbed his eyes, checked his watch: Nearly eight o'clock. "I must have fallen asleep."
"You been out cold since we left."
He saw the hotel where their meeting was scheduled perched ominously at the end of the block, and the civic center not far from it. "Sorry."
"No problem. I like talking to myself. Cuts down on the arguments."
They parked in the underground garage, checked into their room and went directly to the lobby to wait for Charlie Rain.
It was not a long wait.
A man of average height, a few pounds overweight, with a shock of hair so red it was practically orange strutted into the lobby with an arrogant grin, a pasty complexion and a leather briefcase. He was dressed in cream-colored slacks, a rather loud shirt, and wore a gaudy diamond stud in the lobe of his right ear.
"Jesus," Gus mumbled, "I hope that ain't him."
The man saw them and offered a wide smile, extending his hand while still several feet away. "Frank? Frank Ponte?"
Frank shook his hand. "Mr. Rain?"
"Charlie," he insisted, glancing awkwardly at Gus.
"This is my associate, Gus Lemieux."
Charlie looked Gus up and down. "Gus, huh? Is that a nickname or short for something?"
"Augustus," he said, nervously clearing his throat. "It's short for Augustus."
"No shit?" Charlie laughed openly. "Poor bastard, what the hell were your parents thinking about? C'mon, let's get a drink so we can all relax and get to know each other better."
Before anyone could get another word in, Charlie was off across the lobby with a bounce in his step, mouth going a mile a minute as if they were still by his side.
The bar was small and dark, and Charlie requested a booth in the back. As they made their way through a sea of tables every head turned to notice him, and he thoroughly enjoyed the attention his natural presence seemed to generate. It was like watching a tornado touch down in a library.
A black waiter in a white jacket appeared at the booth to take their order. Once he'd gone, Charlie sat back a bit and lit a non-filtered cigarette. "You guys mind if I smoke?" Frank and Gus both lit up. "Beautiful. Okay, we've all got busy lives so let's get down to it. Here's the dirt on Charlie Rain: You're sitting there thinking I look sort of familiar, right? Well, am I right?"
"A bit," Frank lied.
"I played Chad on Apple Lane."
"No shit? That was you?"
Charlie smiled proudly. "The one and only, brother. It was probably a bit before your time, Frank, but they still show it in reruns on cable now and then. How about you, Augustus? You look older than I am. You must remember that show."
"Sure," Gus said evenly. "I remember it sucked."
Before Frank could think of something to say, Charlie slammed the palm of his hand onto the table and burst out laughing. "I like that, Gus! Don't take shit from anybody, right?"
Gus allowed a hesitant smile. "That's right."
Still laughing, Charlie noticed an elderly couple glaring at him from a nearby table. "Hey, Methuselah, can I help you with something?"
The waiter returned with their drinks. "Anything else I can do for you, gentlemen?"
Charlie shook the man's hand as an excuse to slip him a twenty-dollar bill. "All set, brother. Just do me a favor and check in with us now and then, okay?"
"Of course, sir."
"An old trick I learned," Charlie explained as the waiter moved away. "If you want good service tip ahead of time. Works like a charm."
Frank sipped his drink. "I'll try to remember that."
"As I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted by the living dead at the next table, I've been in entertainment on one level or another my whole life. I've been on top and I've been at the bottom. One time at the Emmys, I sat right between Caroll O'Connor and Jack Lord. No shit. A few years later I came out of my third visit to rehab and wound up working at Burger King. See the way I figure it, it does me no good to bullshit you guys. I'd rather cut to the chase and lay it all out. Truth is, wrestling saved my ass. It was a way for me to stay involved in the entertainment business and still make a decent living. Over the last few years I've pulled my shit together and brought East Coast Professional Wrestling League from an idea into a nice little income. I'm no goof, okay? I got a wife and a house and a car and bills just like everybody else. But I've also got a plan that'll make the ECPWL a national promotion within five years."
Frank looked up from his drink. "Why do you need us?"
"I don't remember saying I did."
"Then why are we here?"
Charlie crushed his cigarette in the ashtray between them and immediately lit another. "Maybe we can help each other out, who knows? I talk to a lot of people, Frank, and almost all of them are lying sacks of shit, especially the ones in the wrestling business. But you ask anybody and they'll tell you Charlie Rain's different. I'm respected, liked – even trusted by some – in a business where all three are rare. I've made a mark – granted a small one – but still a mark. Problem is, I'm all alone out here, practically a one-man operation. It does me no good to jerk you guys around and waste your time or mine. The bottom line is, I need backup from people I can trust. I need someone who can put money in the pot and help me turn ECPWL into a legitimate power. Now, I don't know if you're talking to any other independent promoters, and I don't give a shit if you are, but what I can offer you that nobody else can is very simple. A chance to get in on the ground floor of a company that's small but already respected and growing; a fast track into the wrestling business, and an opportunity to become full-fledged partners should things go according to plan."
"Sounds tempting," Frank said.
Charlie stood up. "I gotta go bang a piss. While I'm gone, you guys figure out what you can offer me."
"What do you think?" Frank asked when Charlie was out of earshot.
Gus watched Charlie cross the bar. "He's like a fucking car accident. You don't wanna look but you can't help it."
"The bastard's doing exactly the opposite of what Paulie said he'd do. It's a finesse job."
"No shit." Gus removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "He knows Paulie told you he'd be full of shit, so he's trying to disarm us by parading out the honesty routine."
Moments later, Charlie returned. "Tell me something. What demented motherfucker thought up the urinal?"
"Just don't eat the mints," Gus cracked.
"I like this guy," Charlie said to Frank. "I need another drink, anybody seen the waiter?"
"He's out spending your tip."
Frank cleared his throat, pushed his chair away from the table a bit, and crossed his legs. "Back to business."
"You're up," Charlie smiled.
"We're in the booking business," Frank began. "We work nightclubs, mostly small to medium acts. It's a decent and steady business, but to tell you the truth, it's reached its limit in terms of growth. We need a big act; something we can tap into that has the potential to grow as big and as quickly as we can. Wrestling is hot right now and seems to be an obvious choice because over the next few years it's only going to get hotter."
"There's a lot of money to be made," Charlie agreed.
"Charlie, listen, I don't claim to be a big-shot with all the answers, but I can tell you a couple things I do know. A good deal of business is image, and there is and always will be strength in numbers. One man, however talented and experienced, does not a company make."
"True enough."
"I can offer you booking services for the ECPWL. I can also offer a cash investment that will better secure both of our positions in the business while also eliminating some of your own expense. We can discuss terms and actual figures once I have a better understanding of your company profit structure. You primarily sell shows to high schools, colleges, and a handful of state fairs. I can put people in place who can handle all your booking and sales needs, but I can also offer… support."
Charlie smiled. "You mean the well-muscled kind?"
"I do."
"If we grow that becomes essential," he admitted. "Right now I'm small enough so I don't step on anybody's toes, but once I expand that'll change. Without sufficient support, as you put it, we'll hit a wall."
Frank finished his drink with a single gulp. "That's what I can do for you, Charlie."
"Sounds good so far."
"Of course, there are conditions."
"I'm all ears."
Frank sat forward, let his forearms rest on the table. "If I'm to restructure my company and make an investment in yours, I have to have some guarantees to protect my interests. One, I need an exclusive booking deal. My people and only my people sell the ECPWL. Two – "
"Hold on." Charlie lit another cigarette. "How can you expect me to give you an exclusive when I have no idea if you can even sell my product?"
"I'm willing to accept a three-month trial."
Charlie saw the waiter, signaled him and ordered another round of drinks. "What happens if during the three months you sell nothing?"
"Who does your booking now?"
"I do."
"And how many shows do you normally sell in a three-month period?" Frank asked.
"Two shots if I'm lucky. It depends on the time of year."
Frank nodded confidently. "If we don't deliver at least two shots in a three month span of time, I will personally pay you what you would've pulled down."
The drinks arrived and Charlie quickly drank nearly half of his. "You're a serious man, Frank."
"At times."
"I'm impressed. Go on."
"You said in your offer to us that we could look forward to becoming partners at some future point."
"That's right."
Frank shook his head. "That's wrong. Again, if I'm to put everything on the line, I expect you to do the same. I have no desire to be your employee, Charlie. If all I wanted to do was straight bookings, I'd have gone to one of the big boys. If we do business together it's all or nothing. We're partners from the word go."
"Are you nuts?" he asked, nearly choking. "You expect me to just turn over a portion of my company – a company I've busted my balls to build – just because you're willing to handle my bookings?"
"What am I, fucking stupid?" Frank snapped, increasing the intensity of his voice without raising the volume. "Are we talking business or jerking off?"
The smile vanished from Rain's face. "I'm listening."
"I'm telling you that we will double your sales and make you more money in the first year of our partnership than you've made to date. As a measure of good faith I'm willing to accept a trial where we can come to know each other better and have the opportunity to prove what's being said and agreed to here tonight. But once we've proven our end, we're in all the way, and we're in for good, or I take my offer to one of the other independents."
Charlie finished his drink and sat quietly for what seemed a long time. When he eventually spoke he asked, "How much?"
"Half."
"Jesus H. Christ! Half?"
"Relax, Charlie," Gus said smoothly. "A little bit of something is better than all of nothing."
"Think about it," Frank said. "Right now you only book between six and eight shots a year. If in the first year with us we do, say, twenty shots, fifty percent of the profits on twenty is still a hell of a lot more than all of the profit on seven or eight."
"Basic math," Gus said.
"Of course we also agree to pay half the expenses," Frank added. "It's a straight split right down the middle."
Charlie smoked another cigarette before he spoke again. "You're willing to agree to a three month trial?"
"Of course," Frank said. "If things don't work out, they don't work out."
"We go our separate ways?"
"If that's the way you want it."
He considered what Frank had said. "There's something else you've got to understand. Pro wrestling isn't like any other business – even the regular entertainment business. At first, incorporating you into the performance side of things might be a slow process. The boys don't trust people they don't know, and it'll hurt me with them if they get the idea that I'm answerable to you as an equal partner."
"Not a problem," Frank told him. "Bring us into that end at a pace the talent is comfortable with."
"Do you guys have a room here?" Charlie asked. "Or are you heading back to Massachusetts tonight?"
"We've got a room."
Charlie nodded. "I've got some promotional stuff for you – flyers, posters, examples of cards and tickets. The sell itself is a simple process. I can explain it all in an hour or two and have you prepared to sell the product by the time I leave. How long before you're ready to rumble?"
"I can have people in place by next week."
"Let's go up to your room where we can spread out."
"Then I take it we have a deal?" Frank asked.
Charlie's wide smile returned. "Why not? The way you set it up I got nothing to lose, right?"
"That's right."
"Besides," Charlie said, standing, "it's just talk. Until you deliver, you're just another rim job."
They'd nearly reached the elevator before Frank realized that he was the one who had been maneuvered.

***

It was eleven thirty when Charlie closed his briefcase. He had explained the sell and the breakdown of expenses and profits concisely, in a manner that made it both easy to understand and even easier to present to prospective clients.
"I've got a shot a few towns over at the public high school next Friday night," he stated flatly. "Ask for me at the door and I'll get you in. It'll be a good opportunity for you guys to see the ECPWL in person."
Gus gathered up all the materials Charlie had given them and slid them into Frank's briefcase. "We'll be there."
Charlie tossed a copy of a popular wrestling magazine onto one of the beds. "National magazine rated us best new independent federation in the business. Make copies and add it to the promotional sales package. The editor's from Jersey; hangs around the business a lot. He'll be at the show so you'll meet him then. We'll convince him to do an article on our new Massachusetts office."
"Sounds good," Frank said, escorting him to the door.
"OK, I'm out of here, got a long ride back to New York." They shook hands and Charlie smiled warmly. "Hopefully this is the start of something special, gentlemen."


Once the door had closed behind him and they were certain Charlie Rain had gone, Frank and Gus both burst into nervous laughter as a wave of relief washed over them. "Holy shit," Gus said, "we did it! We fucking did it!"
Frank ran his hands through his hair. "Not bad for a couple of refrigerator salesman, huh? Think he bought it?"
"Are you kidding? You were un-fucking-believable tonight."
"You forget, I bullshit for a living, sir."
Gus couldn't stop laughing. "This is even better than I thought it'd be. Rain's an idiot, Frank. If we play him right he'll be working for us in no time."
Frank lit a cigarette and flopped down onto his bed. "No, he's dumb like a fox, that one. He's not as stupid as he pretends to be." He released a lengthy sigh. "And we still better be able to deliver."
"Do you really think we can pull it off?"
"Two things will make it happen, Gus. Money and muscle."
Gus scratched the back of his neck. "The money end I can understand, but we've already got the muscle. Both of us can handle ourselves in a scrap."
"That's not what I'm talking about. We need real muscle. The kind people sit up and take notice of. And we need enough money so that we can make a genuine go of this. We can't start out worrying about how we're going to pay bills we haven't even created yet."
Gus sat down on the other bed. "What do you have in mind?"
Frank forced himself into a sitting position. "I've been giving this some thought from the beginning. You remember my buddy, Vincent?"
"Sure, I met him a few times."
"I'm going to talk to him."
"What can he do for us?"
"He's connected, that's what he can do for us."
Gus didn't respond for a moment. "For real?"
"Yeah."
"Can we trust him?"
Frank took a hard pull on his cigarette. "Absolutely. I've known him for years. He's originally from Federal Hill, here in Providence. His family moved into a place a few doors down from ours when I was in junior high school. He's got an older brother up to his ears in the mob. Vincent works a little freelance for them from time to time but he's managed to stay away from the major stuff. Still, he knows just the sort of people we need to make this happen."
"I don't know, Frank," Gus said. "You're talking about crawling into bed with some serious motherfuckers here."
"I've been around people like that my whole life, Gus. The neighborhood was full of the bastards. Hell, I've got a cousin in upstate New York who's a made man, for Christ's sake. I'd go to him but I know Vincent a hell of a lot better, and I'd trust him much sooner."
"Friendship is one thing," Gus warned. "Business is something else, Frank."
Frank nodded. "I've done some freelance work with Vincent myself over the years. Nothing big. Plus, remember last summer when I had a trunk full of VCRs?"
"I bought one myself."
"That was a scam I ran with Vincent. I can trust him."
Gus lit a cigarette, exhaled with a sigh. "You know better than I do, Frank. I just don't want to get in over our heads."
"You heard what Charlie Rain said. We're going to need muscle; there's no way around it. Vincent's the best move we can make. He's in with these people, but mostly on the fringe. That'll allow us to tap into their resources without actually going into business with them."
Gus stood up and began to pace. "If you bring Vincent in, what happens to me?"
"Nothing."
"Will we have to make him a partner?"
"Yeah, I already spoke to him about it briefly."
"Oh."
"Gus," Frank said softly, "what was it you told Charlie tonight? A little bit of something is better than all of nothing, right?"
"Do whatever you think is best. I'll back you either way."
"Good man."
Gus dismissed the tension and smiled. "Were we beautiful tonight, or what?"
"Positively gorgeous."
"I'm gonna go celebrate, hit some of those strip clubs a few blocks down, see if I can find me a long-legged whore. You wanna come?"
"I'm going to bed."
"You sure?"
"Yeah," Frank said, "and don't bring anybody back."
Gus hesitated at the door and smiled mischievously. "Would I do something like that?"
Alone with his thoughts, Frank tried to contain his excitement. He'd rehearsed the meeting with Charlie Rain in his mind for weeks, and now that it was over, he still found it hard to believe that he'd pulled off his end so smoothly. Even Gus had had the good sense to keep his mouth shut, which in itself was a minor miracle. Things had almost gone too well, and Frank found his excitement slowly turning to concern.
He butted his cigarette in an ashtray on the nightstand, grabbed the phone and dialed his home number. After five rings the answering machine clicked on.
"We can't come to the phone right now," Sandy's voice said. "Please leave a message after the tone and we'll get back to you."
Frank hung up and checked his watch: Almost midnight. She was probably already asleep and hadn't heard the ringer.
He continued to tell himself that until sleep, although tardy, finally arrived.



CHAPTER 3


Vincent Santangelo rocketed through the streets of Providence in a Ford Escort like a man who had just held up a liquor store. The fact that the car was in no way designed for the demands he placed upon it did little to discourage him as he somehow managed to consistently get from one point to the next both alive and uninterrupted by police.
"I admit you know a lot more about cars than I do," Frank said, gripping the armrest on the door in an attempt to avoid attaining permanent union with the windshield, "but I'd be willing to bet this doesn't have the same handling package your Corvette's equipped with."
"Fuck it, that's the car's problem." Vincent laughed, changed radio stations, enthusiastically increased the volume once he found a heavy metal tune then bolted down a side street. "Besides, it's a company ride. It'll end up scrap soon anyway."
They screeched to a stop in front of a small saloon. Two tiny windows faced the street, both dressed in blinking neon beer signs. The front door was open. Vincent double-parked, shut off the car and after a quick inspection of himself in the rearview mirror said, "Come with me on this one, will ya?"
Frank had done so before but always knew about it in advance. Sudden requests made him uneasy. "Why?"
"Stand by the door but don't actually go inside. Just make sure the guys at the bar know you're there."
"Expecting trouble?"
Vincent smiled that crooked grin of his. "Let's find out."
They crossed the street and Frank stayed near the door as instructed. Had he known this was going to happen he'd have dressed differently. In a sweatshirt, jeans and sneakers, he looked more like a pizza delivery boy than someone supposedly on Michael Santangelo's payroll did.

***

Vincent slipped off his sunglasses and continued on into the dark room with an arrogant strut. Five men sat at various points along the bar, and a chubby bartender stood behind the counter with a cloth draped over his shoulder. He recognized Vincent immediately. "Vincent, hi – how – how are you?"
"How you been, Mick?"
"Can't complain," the bartender smiled. "Can I get you something?"
"Privacy."
"You got it."
A man in his early fifties sat huddled over a bottle of cheap beer. Vincent took the stool next to him. "Aren't you gonna say, hello?"
"Hello, Vincent."
"Where the hell are your manners, Jerry?"
The man fidgeted in his seat. "I didn't recognize you."
"Here's the thing. Michael says he wants you to give him a call. You remember my brother, Michael, right?"
"Of course."
"He expects a call before the end of the day."
The man reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and removed an envelope. "I've got five hundred here. Tell Mike I can have the other fifteen hundred by tomorrow noon."
Vincent took a wooden toothpick from a bowl on the counter and rolled it into the corner of his mouth. He looked at the envelope Jerry was offering and shrugged. "What's that?"
"I told you. It's five hundred of what I owe him."
"What'd I just say?"
"Huh?"
"You fucking retarded?"
"I don't get what you mean."
"Did I ask you for money?" Vincent asked in a quiet voice. "What the fuck is that, a loan? Did I ask you for a loan?"
"I was just trying to – "
Vincent leaned against the bar. "If you and Michael have some sort of business going, that's between the two of you. I'm just here to tell you to give him a call before the end of the day. Any of this getting through?"
"Yeah," he said, stuffing the envelope back into his jacket. "Tell him I'll call before – "
"I look like an errand boy, is that it?"
Jerry nervously twisted a napkin between his fingers. "I'll call him today. Is that good enough for you?"
Vincent slid off his stool, the heels of his boots hitting the floor with a distinctive thud. Although he was an inch or two under six feet, Vincent was a muscular two hundred and five pounds. His outfit of black jeans and a lightweight black leather jacket combined with his swarthy looks to form an extremely intimidating presence. "Don't give me attitude, you cocksucker."
"Please don't bust the place up," the bartender pleaded. "Please, Vincent, with all respect, take it outside if you have to talk to Jerry harshly."
Frank lit a cigarette, stepped a bit further into the bar. Several faces turned and noticed him but no one said a word. He and Vincent couldn't get the hell out of there soon enough as far as he was concerned, but he held his ground in silence nonetheless.
"I apologize," Jerry said. "I been under a lot of stress lately. I'm sorry. Let me buy you a drink. No hard feelings, right?"
"Yeah," the bartender said cheerfully. "What can I get you?"
Vincent's eyes never left Jerry's. "I dunno, Mick. You got any fucking brains back there? Gimme a large order of brains for this mindless fuck."
Everyone in the bar laughed too loud and too hard, and that was exactly how Vincent wanted it. Even Jerry cracked a smile and extended his hand. "You're right, I'm dumb as a brick sometimes. I apologize."
Vincent kicked the stool out from under him so quickly that by the time his actions had registered Jerry had already crashed to the floor.
From the doorway, Frank flicked his cigarette away and checked over his shoulder to make certain the street was still clear. One man started toward the door but saw Frank and hesitated. He shook his head, and the man returned to his seat without protest.
"Have another drink, ya clumsy prick."
Again, the bar exploded into nervous laughter. Jerry, more embarrassed than hurt, could have gotten up but knew better. Standing would be interpreted as a challenge, and that was the last thing he needed. Vincent turned to Mick. "You see that?"
"He fell," Mick answered staunchly.
"You're cut off," Vincent cracked. "That'll give you plenty of time to call my brother."
"No problem," Jerry mumbled.
Vincent picked up the stool and slid it back against the bar. "I'm outta here. Take it easy, Mick."
The bartender nodded. "You take care, Vincent, and tell Michael I said hello."
By the time he and Frank reached the car Vincent had already begun to laugh. They tore out of there without another word, putting quite a distance between themselves and the bar before Frank was able to relax.
Throughout the morning and early afternoon, in between stops, Frank had done his best to explain all that had happened with Charlie Rain as well as the plans he and Gus had already formed to that point. Vincent listened intently and occasionally asked a question or two, purposely refraining from offering any definite opinions of his own.
"Can you believe Jerry?" Vincent shook his head wearily. "Dumb bastard's been borrowing money from shylocks since I was a kid, for Christ's sake. Like I'm gonna take an envelope full of cash in a public place and discuss my brother's personal business."
The neighborhoods improved somewhat once they ventured beyond that section of the city, and Frank was reminded of why he'd traded city life for Angel Bay and why he had promised himself that he'd never live in any city again.
"The stupid shit spends too much time at bars and betting horses – not that I blame him. He's got a wife so ugly I'd sooner kill myself than fuck, and a kid about our age who's an even bigger loser than he is."
"How does a guy like that ever pay back big money?"
"He's not in for big money, Frank. Shit, he probably only borrowed about a thousand bucks. Figure he's done business with Michael for years so I'll bet compared to a guy right off the street he hardly pays much juice. Still, you think a guy like Jerry can walk into a bank and get a legitimate loan?"
No, Frank thought. But then again, neither could he. At least not the kind he'd need to start the business. "You think he'll come up with the money by tomorrow?"
Vincent shrugged. "Who gives a shit?"
"Wouldn't want to be him if he can't."
"They might slap him around a little – maybe even break something – but it's not like in the movies where loan sharks whack people out because they owe them a few bucks."
Frank nodded. "Can't get money from a corpse."
"Fuckin' A."
They came to a red light, and surprisingly, Vincent actually stopped for it. "I've got to swing by Michael's office," he announced, glancing both ways for cops. "After that we can hang out at my place and talk."
"Just wait for the light, will ya?"
Vincent grinned like a shark just before he ran the light. They bolted through the intersection, leaving blaring car horns, screeching tires and, Frank was certain, his lower intestines in their wake.
They pulled onto one of the busier and more congested streets in the city, where one could find just about anything: Food, entertainment, independently owned shops, larger outlets, bars, cultural and learning centers, office spaces, and a highly diverse mixture of people.
Vincent parked in front of Dino's, a small clothing store where suits and slacks made from the finest Italian fabrics were sold. A factory in the city imported the fabric, handled the design and production of the clothing, and then shipped product not only to Dino's but also to various outlets across the country.
Michael Santangelo owned the entire operation.
Frank decided to wait in the car while Vincent ran in. He returned in less than five minutes, hopped behind the wheel and pulled out into traffic without comment. Once they had traveled a few blocks, he handed Frank five twenty-dollar bills. "What's this for?"
"Helping me out."
Frank had gone on the route with Vincent many times and he'd always been paid. But after only helping at one stop he hadn't expected compensation. "You don't have to – "
"Hey, you don't want it? Give it back."
"Did I say I didn't want it?" Frank smiled and buried the money in his wallet. "I just said you didn't have to pay me."
"Don't worry about it. He gave me five hundred for the day."
When he wasn't running errands or visiting people who owed his brother money (known by the family as the "juice route"), Vincent sold used cars at a lot owned by his cousin, Jimmy. Although the opportunity to work with Michael on a full-time basis had always been an option, Vincent had never wanted a life of crime, preferring instead to move along the outskirts of the world his brother inhabited.
At the city limits they stopped at the lot, switched the Escort for Vincent's Corvette, and drove back over the border into Massachusetts. A few minutes later they reached Vincent's apartment in New Bedford.
Vincent lived on the second floor of a two-family house on a quiet side street in a working-class neighborhood. There was a small fenced-in yard, a gated driveway where he could park his car without fear of theft or damage, and a private side entrance.
The front door opened directly into a large kitchen. Vincent went to the refrigerator. "You want something to drink?"
"What have you got?"
"Couple cans of soda."
"What else?"
"Some soda."
"I guess I'll have a soda."
Vincent tossed a can of Pepsi at him and took one for himself. "Come on, I gotta work out."
"Can't you take a day off, for Christ's sake?"
One bedroom was set up as a gym. A large weight bench sat in the center of the room, flanked by a stationary bike, and a freestanding, combination heavy and speed bag station. Several weapons were scattered across a low table along the back wall, including two ninja swords and an assortment of mostly illegal pieces generally associated with the martial arts. Steel plates were stacked neatly on the floor, and three of the four walls were covered with posters of bathing beauties and centerfold models. The fourth wall had been decorated with women's underwear tacked up into uniform rows.
When Vincent returned from the bathroom he was dressed in a pair of shorts, sneakers and a tight fitting t-back tank top. He stretched while Frank admired what they commonly referred to as the "wall of shame".
"Couple new entries here."
Vincent grinned. "The blue lace and the white crotchless."
"Anybody I know?"
"The spic with the big tits I was telling you about. Rosa something. I chased her around for a month before she finally gave in. Threw that whore a good one. Eyes all rolled up in her head, calling out shit in Spanish. What an idiot."
Frank fingered the white pair. "And these?"
"Margot."
"I didn't know you were seeing her again."
"Only from behind."
"I always liked her. Nice looking girl."
"They all look the same with their feet in the air, Frank. If it weren't for the pussies I'd have nothing to do with any of them. I mean, Christ, it's not like you can talk to them or anything. I'd rather just fuck them and boot their asses out the door, you know?"
"You're such a romantic, Vin."
"That's me. I'll take a nice sloppy blow job over a candlelight dinner any day of the week, goombah."
"How poetic."
"No, just true."
"Don't you want to find somebody to settle down with?"
"I won't live that long."
"But what if you do?"
"Then I'll end up being one of those dirty old men jacking off in the park. How's that for a retirement plan?"
Frank shook his head. "You're fucking deranged."
"True enough. C'mon, gimme a hand."
They slid two hundred pound steel plates onto the bar perched across the weight bench. As Vincent lay down Frank moved to the back to offer a spot. "How many?"
"Three sets of ten, like always."
Once he'd finished pushing the weight with amazing ease, Vincent sat up on the edge of the bench and wiped himself off with a towel. "Too hot for this shit today. I'm gonna hit the bag for a few minutes and call it."
Frank leaned against the weapons table, watched Vincent pull on a pair of low ounce gloves. "Plan on telling me what you think about the deal any time soon?"
"We'll head downtown and talk over a couple beers."
"Can't. Promised Sandy we'd have a quiet dinner tonight."
"I'll have you home in plenty of time."
"Uh-huh. Coming home drunk would be a hell of an idea about now," Frank mused. "She's not nearly pissed off at me enough."
Vincent bounced on the balls of his feet, circling the heavy bag while snapping off quick, stiff jabs. "You should've never got married, goombah. I tried to tell you this would happen. Didn't I try to tell you this would happen?"
"It's not so bad."
"Don't get me wrong." Vincent planted himself and launched a straight right into the center of the bag. It swung back, causing the chain to nearly dislodge from the hook supporting it. "Sandy's a nice kid – I always liked her. If I suddenly went brain dead and decided to get married, I'd want a girl just like her."
"I'll be sure to tell her," Frank said in an attempt to mask his concern. He knew Vincent well enough to realize that he was purposely delaying their discussions regarding the deal. There had to be a problem.
Vincent changed his stance and threw a series of thrusts, and then roundhouse kicks. He finished with a spinning back-fist, the blow hitting the bag with a dull but resounding thud.
"So talk to me," Frank said.
Vincent peeled off the gloves and tossed them onto the table. "I like the deal," he said carefully. "And Michael is willing to help us out by making the necessary financial arrangements."
"Then what's the problem?"
Vincent gulped some soda and belched loudly. "You want me to be completely honest with you, Frank?"
"I was hoping you'd lie."
"It's your buddy."
Frank grabbed the towel from the bench and handed it to Vincent. "You mean Gus?"
"Yeah, the fashion plate with the dead squirrel on his head and the coffee stains all down the front of him."
"Jesus H.," Frank sighed. "I spend my life defending this fucking guy."
Vincent wiped sweat from his eyes. "That ought to tell you something, no?"
"There's no problem with Gus, man."
"Frank, he's a fucking idiot. I don't mean to disrespect your friendship – I know you guys are tight and all – but you've got to look at this from my end. This isn't like the scams we bought into in the past. This deal could put us in the big time. It's going to take a lot of work, a lot of risk, and I don't want it blown because some circus freak I don't even know fucks everything up."
"I'm telling you he's all right."
"I only met the guy a few times and already I know he's not the type you go into business with. Christ, if the way the motherfucker looks isn't bad enough – and in most cases, it is – he talks like a goof, Frank. The first time I meet the guy he starts with this bullshit about being a Ninjitsu master and how he kicks ass all the time. He hits me with so many lies in the first few minutes I start thinking maybe this guy's a retard or something. I figure there's no way a normal man is gonna say such stupid fucking things to me, you see what I'm saying? And this is the first time I met him, Frank. The first time."
"You let me worry about Gus," Frank told him.
Vincent draped the towel over his shoulder. "You know me better than that."
"Vin, what the hell you expect me to do? He's a loyal friend and he's a great salesman, too. He could help us out."
"Do you honestly expect me to put my ass on the line for a guy like that? Do you think for one minute that we could sit down for a meeting with my brother and have Gus with us? Come on, for Christ's sake, you're acting like a fucking jerk about this. I understand he's your friend, I got plenty of crazy friends too, but you don't see me making them my fucking business partners, do you?"
"I can't cut him loose."
"This has nothing to do with anything but business."
Frank followed Vincent back into the kitchen. He knew deep down that Vincent was right, but the thought of betraying Gus riddled him with guilt. "I can't fuck the guy over on this, Vin. I can't. He doesn't deserve that. I'm the only friend he's got."
"Tragic, but not my problem or yours. Let him join a fucking dating service."
Frank stared into Vincent's dark eyes for several seconds without speaking. "What do you want me to do?"
"I'm not asking you to cut him out completely," Vincent explained. "If you want to hire him because you think he could help us out in the long run, then I got no problem having him around. But he can't be a partner, Frank. Period."
"Don't seem right," Frank said softly.
Vincent shrugged. "That's the way it's got to be or I'm out. Come on, Frank, use your head. You know I'm right about this."
The humidity in the room seemed to increase, and Frank felt sweat beading along his forehead. He went to the window, opened it, and watched a small group of children playing in the street below. "I'll take care of it."
"Good." Vincent smiled. "Now let's talk for real."
"I'm listening."
"I gave Michael a figure. How does twenty-five large sound? Think we can pull things together with that kind of coin?"
Frank turned from the window. "Are you serious?"
"As a heart attack."
"Twenty-five grand?"
"With ease."
An uncontrollable urge to laugh overtook him. Twenty-five thousand dollars far exceeded what he'd hoped Michael might be willing to front them. "What's the juice?"
"Nada."
"Michael's going to loan us that amount of cash without any points?"
"What am I, some dickhead off the street?" Vincent laughed. "I'm familia, remember?"
Frank lit a cigarette and forced himself to look at the situation objectively. "What's the catch, Vin? There has to be a catch."
"Very minor. Michael will front us the money, but he has to arrange it by going through Fratenzza."
Frank felt his heart drop to his feet. Michael Santangelo worked directly under Gino "The Ear" Fratenzza. He controlled the entire area, all the way to Providence, and was a man who demanded both respect and outright fear. Although Frank had seen him in the neighborhood countless times while growing up, he'd never actually met him. "Fratenzza, huh?"
"Don't worry about it. I known him since I was a kid."
"This is a heavy hitter you're talking about."
"You know how he got the name 'The Ear', right?"
"Yeah," Frank said, "in the old days when he was making his bones with the Biacchi Family he used to rip the hit's ears off with his bare hands."
"Neighborhood gossip," Vincent told him. "A couple of months after Fratenzza took over the area he was playing a round of golf with Fat Vic DeNicco and Tommy Calhoun, that big barrel-chested mick who used to run the street booze and dope for him, remember?"
Frank thought for a moment. "The one who got shot down by the docks when we were in high school?"
"Yeah."
"I remember him."
"Michael was still working muscle for Fratenzza at the time so he was driving the golf cart. Anyway, they're playing and Fratenzza's bullshit because he's losing. Fat Vic has the good sense to let the bastard stay a few strokes out in front but Calhoun's actually trying to win. By the time they get to the fourteenth hole, Fratenzza is out of his mind pissed-off. This dumb potato-picker still hasn't figured out that he's not supposed to be trying so hard. And then, if things aren't bad enough, out of nowhere Michael sees Fratenzza's wife barreling toward them in a golf cart. You remember seeing his wife Louise around, right?"
"Kind of a cheap-looking bleached blonde with a big gut?"
"That's her," Vincent said with a grin. "Only back then she'd just retired from one of those topless Vegas shows. She had tits out to here and an ass that'd make you come in your pants just looking at it, but she had a big mouth on her, too. Michael says she was always making eyes at other guys and giving Fratenzza a hard time about every goddamn thing. He'd knock her around now and then but it didn't do any good. The bitch refused to wise up.
"So with Calhoun trying to be Arnold-fucking-Palmer," he went on, "Fratenzza's already having a bad day. The last thing he needs is Louise in this golf cart. She drives right up onto the green, almost runs over Fat Vic's foot, and goes charging right at Fratenzza, screaming about how she found a note in one of his suits from some whore he'd been banging on the side. Michael doesn't know what the hell to do so he just sits there watching. Well, Fat Vic starts laughing and turns away, so Fratenzza won't see him and Calhoun lines up his putt and ignores the whole thing. Meanwhile, Louise is still screaming and yelling about what an asshole Fratenzza is and how she wants a divorce, when all of sudden he grabs her by the throat, throws her down on the ground, and with a penknife he keeps on his key chain proceeds to hack her fucking ear off."
Frank felt his jaw slacken. "Holy shit."
"Slices the motherfucker off – off – right there, throws it into his golf bag and tells the bitch if she ever talks to him that way again he'll cut the other one off. Michael's the one who ended up taking her to the hospital. After that, everybody called him 'The Ear', and you can bet his wife calmed right the fuck down and never raised her voice to him again."
"What happened to her ear?"
Vincent stared at him. "What do you mean?"
"Her ear. What happened to her ear?"
"The one he cut off?"
"Yeah."
"How the fuck should I know?"
"But I've seen Louise Fratenzza around," Frank said. "She's got two ears, Vin."
He waved at the air between them. "The right one's a fake."
"A fake? How the hell you get a fake ear?"
"I don't know, must be rubber or plastic or something. You know, like one of them Mr. Potato Head ears."
Within seconds they had both begun to laugh. Lightly at first, then uproariously as the realization of what they had been discussing dawned on them.
"What happened to her ear?" Vincent echoed. "It's a dealer at a blackjack table in Atlantic City, you twisted prick."
Once they had regained control of themselves, Frank lit another cigarette and sat at the kitchen table. "Seriously though, I didn't think we'd have to deal with anybody but Michael."
"Neither did I," Vincent admitted. "But the way Michael explained it, it's safer if everything goes through Fratenzza."
"Guess it's all his fucking money anyway."
"But this way if something goes wrong and we have trouble paying the money back, nobody can go to Michael and say: What the fuck did you do? This way he covers his ass by letting Fratenzza make the decision."
"You sure he'll OK it?"
Vincent nodded. "Of course. It's just a matter of going through the motions and showing 'The Ear' respect. You know all that grease ball shit guys Fratenzza's age still make everybody go through. All we do is pay our respects, and once the loan is repaid and we've made a few bucks of profit we pass a little along to Fratenzza as our way of thanking him for his help and support. Little tribute, as they say."
"How much money we talking about?"
"Couple thousand once we can afford it."
"What about actual payments on the loan?"
"Michael will give us as much time as we need as long as there's some sort of regular payments coming in. He's not out to break our balls."
"We're scheduled to be in Rhode Island next week for Charlie Rain's show," Frank said. "I'd like to be able to tell him that we're up and running by then."
"I can have a meeting with Fratenzza arranged within a day or two. Just say the word."
Frank took a deep breath and looked up at Vincent. "Word."

***

From the window in his bedroom Gus watched the sun as it set over the city, its natural beauty an inordinate contrast against the squalor of a manmade skyline. He could also see the emergence of those people it seemed dusk itself produced, night crawlers slithering up through soil under the safety of darkness.
Three punks in their early teens had already gathered at the end of the block. Each wore oversized clothes, baseball caps and beepers. Each took turns approaching the cars that every five minutes or so slowed just enough to make a buy. Interesting, Gus thought, how almost all of those cars were makes and models one generally only saw passing through areas like this. Rich white boys and stressed-out yuppies gliding through the city, scoring their powders and pills from children. When Gus was young this had been a nice neighborhood, but those memories were so distant he often questioned their validity. At times, the line between a lie and the truth could be frustratingly indistinct.
"I wanted to talk to you about this in person," Frank was saying through the telephone he had pressed to his ear just seconds before, "but I've got to stick close to home tonight. I promised Sandy a romantic dinner."
"So, what are you saying?"
Frank described in detail his discussion with Vincent and the planned meeting with Fratenzza. Gus listened intently and tried to remain calm.
"It's no big deal. I'll take care of your end as an expense," Frank told him. "You'll be our sales manager and – "
"You're working me."
"No, listen – "
Gus cradled the phone against his shoulder with the side of his face while he lit a cigarette. "I've been in sales my whole life, Frank, I know when I'm being worked. Just tell me what's going on. A few days ago I was a partner, now I'm an expense."
"Try to understand. I know it's hard, but try. If I didn't agree to Vincent's terms then the deal was off. You know what that means? Gus and Frank sell stoves for the rest of their lives."
"You didn't have to – "
"I needed to cut the deal, Gus."
"Why'd you have to sacrifice me in the process?"
"You know I'd never fuck you over. It was the only chance we had to get this done. I thought you'd understand."
Gus removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. A killer headache had settled behind his eyes. "I still don't see why it can't be a three-way split."
"Because Vincent and these other guys don't know you, and they don't make moves with people they don't know, cabeesh? I could've easily cut you out completely, but I didn't."
"Oh gee, thanks, man. Should I blow you now or you want to do it later?"
"Look, once we're up and running and Vincent gets to know you better we'll all sit down and talk about making you a full partner, all right?"
The line was quiet until Gus said, "I thought this was about you and me."
"It is," Frank insisted. "But we need Vincent. You have my word that I'll make this up to you, but for now I need to make sure you're with me on this. In or out, Gus, what's it gonna be?"
Gus blew a smoke ring toward the window. "I'm in."
"Good," Frank said. "I know you're disappointed, but hang tight. This is going to be beautiful, man. Wait and see."
"Okay, Frank."
"You with me?"
"I'm with you."
He returned the phone to the base, took a deep hit of nicotine, and stared at the floor for what seemed a long time.
"That sounded like bad news."
Gus looked over his shoulder at the hooker sprawled out on his bed. He'd nearly forgotten she was still there. He let his eyes wander across her shoulder-length kinky brown hair, her dull eyes, bony shoulders; breasts too large for her small frame and sagging too low for a woman so young; a flat but flabby belly, and pale skinny legs spread wide and bent at the knee. "Or is it none of my business?"
"Yes," Gus said mildly.
"Yes, it was bad news, or yes, it's none of my business?"
"Both."
The woman adjusted herself so he could get a better look between her legs. "We gonna party, or what?"
"You never told me your name."
"You never asked."
"I'm asking now."
"April."
"Is that your real name?"
"It is tonight."
He studied the glowing tip of his cigarette for a moment then pulled the shade closed over the window and switched on a small lamp. The thought of having sex with this woman both excited and repulsed him all at once. Things were always the same. "Been doing this long?"
April cupped one of her breasts, pulled it to her mouth and licked the tip of her nipple. It stiffened, and she twisted it, working it between her thumb and forefinger. "Long enough."
Gus let his pants drop to the floor. He stepped out of them, leaving his T-shirt on. As he sat on the edge of the bed he stroked her hair and leaned his face close to hers.
"I don't kiss," she said, helping him out of his boxer shorts. "I told you before."
"I'll pay extra."
"It don't matter. I don't kiss."
Gus put his head on her shoulder and fondled her breasts while she masturbated him. When he was ready, he sat up and straddled her, stabbing his erection between her legs. Within seconds, he pulled out, ejaculated across her stomach, and collapsed as if he'd been shot. "Get off," she gasped. "I can't breathe."
He rolled off, pulled his underwear on and lit a cigarette. "Jesus, that was sweet."
"Can I get up?" she asked. Gus nodded, tossed her a small towel. She wiped herself off and dressed quietly. "Be a doll and give me one of them cigarettes, will you? I'm all out."
Gus shook one free from his pack and lit if before handing it to her. From a small desk on the far wall he produced a wad of bills, peeled off four tens, and held them out to her. April stuffed the money in her jeans, snatching it the way a cat pounces on a field mouse. "If you want to hook up again some time I can give you a phone number to call. Saves times and it's safer than cruising the streets."
"Are you busy now?" Gus brushed sweat from his brow. "I mean… do you have plans for the rest of the evening?"
She looked at him with disbelief. "You want to go again?"
A siren blared in the distance, slowly faded. Gus returned to the window, raised the shade and watched the street. The kids on the corner remained, and in the public park across the street some sort of disturbance between a man and a woman spilled over to the next block as they argued while walking.
He opened his bedroom door, listened to the sounds of a television game show blasting from the set in the living room.
"Is that old man your father?"
"Yeah." Gus shut the door. "We've lived together since my mother died."
"Both my parents are still alive, I think."
Gus forced a montage of memories from his mind. "Are you hungry?"
She nodded.
"Good. My treat. There's a diner over by the airport I like. You can get breakfast day or night."
"I know the one, only I can't be off the street too long."
Gus looked at her. "You got a pimp?"
She shook her head. "I'm outlaw."
"Then what's the rush?"
"I got bills to pay, and a daughter at home."
"How old?"
A coy smile slowly surfaced across her otherwise callous face. "Three and a half. Her name's Tiffany."
"Nice."
"What do you do? For a living, I mean."
"I'm a businessman."
"You do pretty good?"
Gus shrugged. "All right."
"As for me, I only work three nights a week. I need to score a certain amount whenever I go out, you know?"
"I'll flip you another forty for the rest of the night," he said abruptly. "We come back here and go to sleep. In the morning I'll give you a ride home. Be nice to me on the way."
"I can be real nice for an even fifty."
"Fine."
April studied Gus the way a scientist observes lab rats. "Why are you being so cool to me?"
"I didn't know I was."
"Maybe you're just lonely?"
Gus retrieved his pants from the floor and stepped into them with a sudden scowl. "We can go get some dinner or I can drop your ass back on the street, honey. Up to you."
"Kathleen," the woman said softly. "My name's Kathleen."
"Augustus Lemieux. My friends call me Gus."
"Believe me, I've heard some wild names – guys make up all kinds of crazy shit – but I'd bet that's gotta be your real name." They shook hands awkwardly. "Hiya, Gus."
"You didn't laugh," he thought aloud. "Everybody laughs the first time they hear my name."
She smiled. "Try going by the name April Showers."
Gus wrapped his arm around Kathleen and escorted her to the door. He had no way of knowing for sure if her sudden warmth was genuine, or merely the actions of a whore going through the motions after having been paid for the effort. For some reason, it didn't matter.
It didn't matter at all.



CHAPTER 4


The Italian Pioneers Social Club was located on a quiet but accessible side street less than three blocks from the part of the city where Frank had grown up. The neighborhood hadn't changed at all in the six years since his departure, and many of the same people inhabited the streets, corners and alleys. During particularly hot times such as these, the area came to life in a vibrant and lusty way all its own. Children played in the street, rode their bicycles, skipped rope, tossed footballs or baseballs, formed pick-up basketball scrimmages on the local courts, and danced through the powerful spray of freshly de-capped fire hydrants. Older women leaned on windowsills, watching the festivities below, swapping stories and gossip with neighbors, while men, most clad in shorts and T-shirts, took up residence in plastic or metal lawn chairs they had strategically arranged in front of stoops and various establishments. The constant smell of fresh foods and pastries mixed with those normally associated with city life, and a feeling of security and trust unique to the neighborhood blanketed the area.
Although most of Frank's memories were pleasant, he never visited the neighborhood and generally went out of his way to avoid even passing through it. This was a place where time stood still – a fact that only helped to feed his often-manic desire to move forward with life. And since his parents had relocated four years prior to a nice but modest home in the nearby town of Acushnet, distancing himself from the streets he'd grown up on had become much easier.
Vincent parked directly in front of the club, an unassuming brick building with a single front entrance and a small dark window facing the street. Two men in their early twenties hung around near the door. "How's it going, fellas?"
"Good, Vin," the taller of the two said. "How you been?"
"Beautiful. Is Michael here yet?"
"Inside," the other man told him. "Nice ride. What'd that set you back?"
Vincent ignored the question and turned to Frank. "All set?"
Frank answered with a nod and followed him through the door. He'd been by this building thousands of times as a child, had seen people come and go at all hours of the day and night, but had never once stepped foot inside. Some of the kids in the neighborhood had gotten part-time jobs there serving drinks, parking cars, or helping out with whatever needed to be done, but Frank's father had always forbidden him to associate with that aspect of the community. As he moved into a cramped and dimly lit foyer, he couldn't help but wonder what his father would think of him now.
Illumination remained sparse as the lobby emptied into a larger main room. The walls were an odd tan color, the floor a basic industrial tile, and since there were no windows the only light was provided by hooded lamps suspended from the ceiling. Against the back wall sat a classic neon-faced jukebox in pristine condition, Vic Damone crooning through the large metallic speakers. The piece looked out of place – too ornate in such an otherwise drab setting. Several tables were scattered about; a few of them occupied by old men sipping coffee or playing cards. None of them looked up or acknowledged Vincent and Frank's arrival in any way. In an alcove at the rear of the building was a full kitchen where numerous mouth-watering smells were overshadowed by the predominant aroma of garlic.
A fat man dressed in slacks, suspenders that hung loosely at his sides and a T-shirt stretched to the brink of destruction over his enormous belly, stood peering into a pot of tomato sauce, looking as if he'd mistakenly dropped an item of value into it just seconds before. His face bore an expression of discomfort as perspiration trickled the length of his bloated cheeks. The few black strands of hair that remained on his head had been combed straight back over his sweaty dome, and his pencil-thin mustache seemed only to underscore the sag of an already immense nose.
"Hey," someone to Frank's right said. Two men sat at a table in the corner next to a small bar. Vincent approached them, greeting his brother Michael with a bright smile. They embraced as if they hadn't seen each other in months then turned their attention to Frank. "Mike, you remember Frank."
"Sure," he said, extending his hand. "Good to see you."
"How are you, Michael?" Frank nervously accepted the much larger man's hand. In a lightweight v-neck sweater and a pair of pleated slacks, it was the first time Frank had seen him in anything but a suit. "You're looking good."
Michael Santangelo was a taller, thinner version of his brother. He had the same thick hair, the same black eyes and a similar gait, but his nose was smaller and his chin less pronounced. "You're looking good yourself." He possessed a smile considerably more reserved than Vincent's. "How's the family?"
"Good, good."
The second man at the table, Gino Fratenzza, remained seated throughout. Dressed in a polo shirt, chinos, and an expensive pair of Reeboks, he looked more like a banker on his day off than the terror Frank knew him to be. His salt and pepper hair, slightly receded, was cut short and styled accordingly, and his striking ice-blue eyes contrasted nicely with his olive skin. He was lean but still powerfully built for a man in his early sixties, and his handsome features combined with his overall demeanor to form a nearly elegant presence.
"Mr. Fratenzza," Vincent said fondly as they shook hands, "you look terrific."
He smiled, revealing a set of capped teeth. "It's good to see you, Vincent."
Vincent moved aside, put a hand on Frank's shoulder. "I'd like you to meet Frank Ponte."
"Hello, Frank."
They shook hands. Fratenzza's palm was soft, his grip firm but not aggressive. "It's a pleasure to meet you, sir."
"Sit down," Michael told them.
Fratenzza smiled at Vincent. "I see you're still working out."
"Sure, now and then."
"Just be careful not to take it too far. You don't want to wind up looking like one of those freaks. I can't understand how anyone finds that attractive."
"Now they got broads doing it too," Michael chimed in. "Have you seen this? Freakin' disgusting. There was a bunch of them on TV just the other night. I swear to God some of them had dicks. They looked like guys in eye makeup and bikinis, for Christ's sake."
Fratenzza motioned to the man stirring the tomato sauce in the kitchen. "Now there's a perfect example of a guy who took the whole workout thing too far. He never knows when to take a day off from the gym, this one."
"A regular Mr. Universe," Michael chuckled.
Vic DeNicco wiped sweat from his brow with a paper napkin and smiled. "Sure, sure. Pick on the fat man."
"How you been, Vic?" Vincent asked.
"Hungry."
"You're amazing. You never seem to gain a pound. You been right at that four, five hundred mark since I was a kid."
"Hey, blow me."
"Like I got all day to look for that little thing."
"Kiss my ass then."
"Spit and gimme a clue."
"Lick my brown eye, homo."
Vincent turned to the others at the table. "I'd have to roll him in flour and look for the fucking wet spot."
Everyone laughed, including Vic, who pointed a stubby finger at Vincent and waddled closer to the table. "I ain't seen this little prick in what – four or five months – and already he's breaking my balls?"
Michael looked at Fratenzza. "You shouldn't let him talk to you like that, Gino." Again, the room filled with laughter. Vic, laughing harder and louder than anyone, headed back to the kitchen.
Once they had all settled down Fratenzza leaned back a bit in his chair and crossed his legs. "It's good to see young people laughing and having a good time," he said smoothly. "I enjoy being around people who don't take everything so seriously. These days everyone's too easily offended. We've lost the ability to laugh at ourselves."
A sudden vision of this placid man pinning a woman to the ground and severing her ear with a knife flooded Frank's mind. He ignored it.
"You're absolutely right," Michael said. "That's why having somebody like Vic to laugh at is so important."
Fratenzza sipped espresso from a small cup while the others chuckled. When they had finished he'd dabbed the corner of his mouth with a napkin and looked directly at Frank. "Vic's been with me for a lot of years, even longer than Michael. He's loyal – do anything in the world for me – and never has a gripe. In twenty-some years as friends I don't ever remember hearing him complain. Making fun of him has become something of a tradition around here, and as with everything else, he takes it all in stride. But let me tell you something: Men like Vic are hard to find."
Frank nodded, unsure of what to say.
"He's a good egg," Michael agreed.
"Tell me about yourself, Frank," Fratenzza said.
"What would you like to know?"
His face hinted at a smile. "Good answer."
"I'm originally from the neighborhood. I've known Vincent and Michael since junior high school."
"Is your father alive?"
"Yes."
"What's his name?"
"Joseph."
Fratenzza thought for a moment. "Joseph Ponte doesn't ring a bell. Do I know him, Frank?"
"I don't believe so."
Frank suspected Fratenzza already knew the answers to the questions he was asking, and was putting him through the process for reasons that had little to do with ascertaining accurate responses to such mundane inquiries.
"What does your father do for work?"
"He's a teacher at Saint Mary's in Fall River. He and my mother moved out of the neighborhood a few years back."
"Are you married?"
"Yes."
"Children?"
"Not yet."
Fratenzza nodded, deeming the reply acceptable. "I always like to see young men attempting a better life. Too many youngsters are lazy today. We've got an entire generation of people convinced the world owes them a living. Between MTV, the ridiculous clothes kids wear today and that horrible rap music they listen to – which isn't even music to begin with – their brains are rotting. It's a shame."
"It's the niggers." Michael sighed. "They're the problem. You got white kids running around trying to be black. I mean, Christ, you can't turn on the TV or the radio without having nigger after nigger jammed down your throat, you know? It's fucking ridiculous. Seen an NBA game lately? Good luck finding even one white guy on the court. Ten percent of the goddamn country and we let them run the place."
"I have a lot of respect for the colored," Fratenzza said evenly. "You've got girls who already have two or three kids by the time they're fourteen, fifteen years old. They sit home and watch TV while the government pays for everything. You think that's stupid? You got kids who don't even graduate high school walking down to the corner welfare office for checks every month – teenagers who've already figured out how to milk the system – they never work a day in their lives. That doesn't sound too stupid to me. The stupid one's the kid who goes to some sucker job for minimum wage when he can get it for free. No, I respect the colored. I don't want them living next door to me, don't misunderstand, I'm only saying they're not as stupid as people make them out to be, and at the rate they're having kids it won't be long before they're the majority. Then you better pray they never get organized."
"They're too busy shooting each other and selling drugs in their own communities to be a threat to anyone else," Michael scoffed.
"Michael, you're terribly racist."
"Fuck them."
Frank tried to mask his discomfort. Unfortunately racism was always a potential part of any neighborhood, but he had not been raised that way and didn't share the bigoted views being tossed about so effortlessly. In normal company, had anyone said anything like that he would have spoken up immediately and vehemently. But this time he sat silently and let their hatred spew freely like the palpable thing it was.
Fratenzza laughed lightly; turned to Vincent and Frank. "Let me tell you something. You can spend your lives working and sweating so somebody else can get rich, or you can put the same effort and dedication into making yourselves successful. I've never understood why anybody would want someone else to reap the rewards of their labor – it makes no sense to me."
"That's exactly why we want to make this move," Vincent said quickly. "It's an opportunity to get inside a business that's nearly impossible for outsiders to break into. With the right financial backing I really believe Frank and I can make a go of this."
"Why wrestling?" Fratenzza asked.
"There's a lot of money to be made," Frank explained, gaining confidence in his ability to contribute. "With the right people involved."
Vincent let his forearms rest on the table between them. "Right now everything is run by the old guard. I think we can bring a fresh perspective to the business."
"The only reason I ask is because several good businesses exist for two enterprising young men like yourselves. Dry cleaning, for example, is a tremendous avenue. Liquor stores are another. When was the last time you saw one of them go out of business? Michael's involved with both types of operations, he can tell you how profitable they can be."
"I've suggested several ventures I could help them with," Michael explained. "Businesses more mainstream in nature. But their only interest is in promotions."
Fratenzza nodded thoughtfully. "I know nothing about the wrestling business myself, of course, but I'm sure you and Frank have given this a great deal of thought. If you're prepared, and Michael's kind enough to help you get started, I see no reason why you shouldn't go ahead with your plans."
"Thank you." Vincent smiled.
Fratenzza's eyes shifted back to Frank. "I'm happy to offer you advice and friendship, but unfortunately I'm not in a position to help financially. I've had only modest success in business myself, you understand."
At least on paper, that statement was true. His oceanfront homes in Rhode Island and Florida were in his wife's name. All three of his cars were leases obtained for free through one of several dealerships he was involved with, and again listed in his wife's name. Although he owned an enormous amount of local commercial real estate, it too was listed in other names or under the umbrella of dummy corporations that could never be traced back to him. The only thing Fratenzza admitted ownership of was a modest cigarette and coffee vending machine business. As far as the IRS was concerned, he earned between thirty and forty thousand dollars a year. No one knew for sure how much he was actually worth, but between his legitimate businesses and his sizable take from all the loan shaking, bookmaking, protection, and drug trafficking in southeastern Massachusetts and parts of Rhode Island, Gino Fratenzza was a millionaire several times over.
He'd run the area for years, and in what were known as "Fratenzza neighborhoods" life was good. In the community where Frank had grown up everyone knew that Fratenzza and his associates were in charge. Everyone knew they took money from local businesses for protection; operated as shylocks and bookmakers, and involved themselves in all sorts of sordid and illegal activities, only no one cared, because while these men terrorized other people in other places, in their own neighborhoods things could not have been safer. No drugs were sold in the neighborhood; no one worried about being mugged or raped; shootings and street gang warfare happened elsewhere. Fratenzza ran neighborhoods where old women could walk the street after dark without fear, and young children could play without being bothered or threatened. On those rare occasions when something negative did occur, those responsible for breaking the rules were dealt with harshly, and Fratenzza's men made sure everyone either heard about the punishments or witnessed them firsthand.
A deliveryman who had lured a young girl into the back of his truck and then molested her was castrated and dismembered alive, the remains of his body then dumped at the edge of the neighborhood for the police to collect. A man who had stolen money from the local church had had his arm removed below the elbow and was made to volunteer as an evening custodian at the rectory for the remainder of his life. Two teenagers from the south end of the city who had sold drugs in Fratenzza's protected territory were executed, both shot in the back of the head and left on display on the same local playground where they had attempted to conduct business only hours before. By most Fratenzza and his men were viewed as heroes instead of gangsters, something that made the daily operation of their businesses that much easier.
Michael Santangelo was the second in command beneath Fratenzza in the local area. His father, John, had grown up with Fratenzza and had been a close confidante and business associate for many years. When Michael was eighteen and Vincent just twelve, their father was sent to prison for multiple counts of tax evasion and racketeering. It was common knowledge that he had taken the fall for Fratenzza and several others and because of this his family was well provided for.
Three months into his ten-year sentence, John Santangelo was stabbed to death in what was termed a "dispute between inmates". Fratenzza helped John's wife and two sons move from Rhode Island to New Bedford, and set her up with enough money to continue to enjoy the lifestyle to which she had become accustomed. A few years later she remarried and moved to Florida. Fratenzza gave Michael an apartment where he and Vincent could live and put him on the payroll.
Michael began his career in the muscle end of the business. Although he was young, he was fiercely loyal to Fratenzza and quickly earned a reputation for being one of the bloodier, more dangerous enforcers in his stable. As the years came and went, Michael's responsibilities grew, and he eventually ended up working as private bodyguard to Fratenzza. Some time later he was given small interests in some of the loan-sharking, bookmaking, protection, narcotics, and money laundering operations. When he demonstrated a flair for business and began generating enormous profits, others above him were systematically removed, and soon Michael was running an area that included a piece of the profit from the region's enormous fishing industry, liquor stores, car dealerships, dry cleaners, nightclubs, vending routes, and even the sale of paper goods and concessions to local hotels and restaurants. Eventually, Michael took over all ventures under Gino Fratenzza's control, and was recognized by those in positions of power in Boston, Providence, and beyond, as his eventual successor.
"You're advice and friendship is more than enough," Vincent said. "Obviously, Frank and I can learn a lot from you."
Fratenzza smiled warmly. "You and Michael are like sons to me, you know that."
"You've always been good to me, and I appreciate it."
Fratenzza shifted his eyes between Vincent and Frank as he spoke. "It's important to remember who your friends are," he said softly, his face showing no expression. "Real friends never let anything or anyone come between them. Not money, not women – nothing. And of course no real friendship can ever be a one-way street."
"Of course," Vincent said.
Fratenzza looked over his shoulder into the kitchen. "Vic, have Dave get my car." He turned back to the table. "I'd love to stay and visit but I've got a full day planned with the wife. I wish you boys nothing but the best."
After another round of handshakes Michael walked Fratenzza to the door. "That's it, Vin?" Frank asked in a whisper.
"That's it. I told you, it's just a formality."
"Now that I've met him, Fratenzza's not what I expected."
"These guys never are."
Michael returned to the table. "That went well."
"When can we get this thing rolling?" Vincent asked.
"Come by the office tomorrow and I'll take care of it," he said. "Just make sure you guys do the right thing, all right?"
Vincent rolled his eyes. "Come on, Mike, don't bust my balls."
"All I need is some sort of steady payment. If youse run into a problem, come to me and we'll work it out."
"I understand," Frank assured him.
Vincent folded his thick forearms across his chest and winked at his brother. "We'll have the vig paid in no time. Don't worry about it."
Michael's face looked as if it had been set in stone. "I'm not worried."
Frank felt a sudden chill and forced himself to smile. From the kitchen, Vic DeNicco announced that lunch was served and Michael invited them to stay.
Frank was relieved when Vincent politely declined. He couldn't have eaten a bite if there had been a gun to his head. And in a way, there was.



CHAPTER 5


The Puma, in black spandex, leopard skin boots and a mask resembling the face of the cat for which he'd been named, bolted across the ring, hopped up onto the top rope and ran from one corner of the ring to the next with the skill of a high wire artist. Diablo Gonzalez had a hold of his wrist the entire time, finally yanking his opponent off balance, sending the Puma into a back flip in mid-air. Just before he crashed to the canvas the Puma tucked his knees against his chest and gracefully rolled through the fall, coming up on his feet on the far side of the ring. The fans exploded into cheers as Diablo stood in apparent awe of his opponent's recovery, then turned to sneer and hurl verbal insults at a particularly enthusiastic young fan seated at ringside. While he was distracted, the Puma ran the length of the ring, leapt into the air and locked both legs around Diablo's neck, taking him down to the mat with a spectacular flying head-scissors. As the Puma rolled off of his fallen opponent and climbed to the top rope, the fans began to chant his name. Diablo, obviously groggy, struggled to his feet and staggered about in an attempt to locate the Puma. But it was too late. Arms stretched toward the heavens like an Olympic diver the Puma launched himself off the top rope and onto the chest of Diablo Gonzalez. They fell into a tangled heap in the center of the ring and the Puma hooked Diablo's leg. The referee administered a dramatic three-count and the bout was over. A loud bell sounded above the roar of the crowd and the Puma's arm was raised in victory. As he left the ring, a throng of mostly young people mobbed him. Glistening with sweat, his sculpted chest heaving with each breath, the Puma patiently took time to sign autographs and briefly converse with his elated fans.
At ringside, Gus looked at Frank and smiled. "He's good."
Frank nodded. "I've seen them both on television."
"How many people you figure Rain has jammed in here?" Vincent asked. "Seven, eight hundred?"
"More like five or six," Gus answered quickly.
"Ten bucks a ticket, you're talking about a six thousand dollar gate," Vincent said.
"Rain's putting a couple thousand in his pocket tonight," Frank told them. "Easy."
Vincent folded his arms. "Not bad."
The ring itself looked enormous in the small high school gymnasium. In the center of the basketball court it was an impressive structure with neon ropes, a bright mat, and several canvas banners that read ECPWL draped along its skirt. An adequate sound system powered the announcer's microphone and was used to play music during the wrestler entrances and between matches. It was located at a long table that had been pushed directly against one side of the ring, where the timekeeper, Charlie Rain, and other officials were seated.
Once the Puma had worked his way through the crowd and into the locker room, an announcer in black tuxedo with microphone in hand, climbed through the ropes into the ring and announced the next match.
Charlie Rain sat at the ringside table beaming like a proud parent.
Gus leaned over so he could make eye contact with Vincent. "What do you think of him?"
"Haven't even met him yet."
"What do you think so far?"
Vincent grinned.
Later, after two more matches had concluded, the announcer told the crowd there would be a fifteen-minute intermission. Charlie shot to his feet and approached his new business partners with the same energy he'd displayed in Providence. "Frank, you made it."
"How are you, Charlie?" Frank smiled. "Great show."
"Top shelf," Gus said. "Top shelf, Charlie."
Charlie smiled at Vincent and offered his hand. "I don't think we've met."
"We haven't."
"Charlie," Frank said quickly, "this is my partner, Vincent Santangelo. Vincent, Charlie Rain."
"Jesus, Frank, you got more partners than a law firm."
"No," Vincent corrected him. "Only one."
He glanced at Gus then looked at Frank with uncertainty. "A man likes to know who he's crawling into the sack with, you know what I mean?"
"Vincent's my partner," Frank explained. "Gus is our sales manager. You'll be working closely with all three of us."
"Sorry I couldn't make the Providence meeting," Vincent said. "I had a previous engagement, you know how it goes."
Charlie offered a broad smile. "Hey, we're all here now, right? OK. Terrific. Can you guys stick around for a while?"
"Sure."
"Good, because there's a few people I want you to meet. I'd take you in the locker room but the boys get a little edgy about people they don't know wandering around back there."
"We're going to be paying their salaries," Vincent said. "I suggest they get over it."
Charlie's face turned bright red, and he forced a nervous laugh. "It's nothing personal, it's just the way it is. Like I told Frank, it'll take time to work you guys into the performance end of things."
"Just so long as it doesn't take too long."
"Sure… I'll, ah, I'll be right back."
As he disappeared into the locker room, Vincent looked at Frank and winked. "Relax, I know how to handle this guy."
"Just be cool."
Charlie returned moments later with a black man dressed in stone washed jeans and a sleeveless sweatshirt. "Boys, I want you to meet Luther 'Dark Train' Jefferson, professional wrestling legend and ECPWL Heavyweight World Champion."
As they made their introductions Frank marveled at the shape Jefferson had managed to keep himself in. This was a man he'd seen wrestle when he was a child, which meant the "Dark Train" had to be at least fifty-something. He was a shade over six feet with a physique of pure muscle most men half his age would've killed for. His head was shaved and his face featured both a goatee and the brutal remnants of the countless battles he'd endured over the years. His forehead was littered with scar tissue, his nose flat and crooked, and one of his ears cauliflowered, but despite his rugged appearance, Jefferson carried himself in a relaxed, amicable manner.
"Luther is our chief talent booker," Charlie explained in a quiet voice, glancing around to make certain no one else could hear. "I book the headliners and the specialties – you know, stars, broads, midgets – and Luther handles the rest of the card. He trains most of the under-card talent himself. Luther defends his title as part of every ECPWL shot, and he works exclusively for us."
"You know," Gus said suddenly, "I saw you wrestle in the Boston Garden dozens of times back when I was in high school."
"Shit, you're making me feel old."
Gus laughed. "Oh yeah, I saw you wrestle all the greats."
"Yeah, I tangled with all of them at one point or another."
"Hey, did you ever fight – "
Vincent shot Frank a look that should have maimed if not killed. "We won't keep you," Frank said, interrupting Gus's question. "I'm sure you're busy."
"Yeah, I got to get back to the boys. Nice meeting you, fellas. Look forward to working with you." As Jefferson returned to the locker room, Charlie glared at Gus as if he'd temporarily lost his mind.
Oblivious, Gus shrugged. "What's the matter with you?"
Rather than answering the question, Charlie focused on Frank and Vincent. "Luther also runs our room."
"What does that entail?" Frank asked.
"If all the matches aren't already arranged when the card is sold, Luther does the match-making. He also decides who gets put over."
"Put over?"
"To be put over means to win. Except for the main event, where either I make the call or let the headliners work it out themselves, Luther decides who wins, who loses, and how it plays out."
Vincent looked directly at Gus. "You mean it isn't real?"
Charlie laughed. "I hate to dump all this on you in just one night, but the Easter Bunny's a lying cocksucker from way back, too."
Before the intermission was over, Charlie introduced them to Bobby Kelley, the editor of a national wrestling magazine, and Delta Diamond, the ECPWL Women's Champion. While Kelley interviewed Frank for a story on the expansion of the ECPWL, Vincent did his best to keep Gus away from everyone else.
On the ride back to Massachusetts, from the backseat of the GMC Jimmy, Vincent leaned between the bucket seats and said, "Gus, you think you could do me a favor?"
"Sure."
"The next time you meet one of the wrestlers, keep your fucking mouth shut."
Gus lit a cigarette, glanced nervously in the rearview mirror. "I was trying to be friendly."
"Did you hear what I said?"
Gus looked to Frank for help, but he had apparently fallen asleep in the passenger seat. "Yeah," he said softly. "I heard what you said."
"We're supposed to be professionals. If we come off like star-struck fans nobody'll take us seriously." Vincent was so close to him Gus could feel his breath on the back of his neck. "Don't embarrass me like that again, you understand?"
"Okay, Vin. No problem."
Vincent sat back. "Remember when all the cunt wrestlers were just a bunch of big ugly bull-dykes?"
"Yeah, that's changed, huh?"
"You see the ass on Delta Diamond?"
Hopeful that the confrontational portion of the conversation was over, Gus cracked a smile. "See it? I'd eat a bucket of the bitch's shit just to sniff her asshole."
Behind him, in the darkness, Vincent laughed.
Frank loosened his tie, grabbed a bottle of beer from the refrigerator and moved quietly through the dark kitchen. He stopped in the open doorway to their bedroom and rubbed the bottle against his forehead. It was hot and stuffy in the apartment and the cool glass felt good against his flushed skin. He waited a few moments before twisting off the cap then nearly finished the entire contents in a single attempt.
"What are you doing?" Sandy's voice asked through the darkness. Frank switched on a small lamp on the corner of her dresser. His wife was laying on her side in a T-shirt and a pair of light cotton panties. The only window in the room was open, all the sheets had been kicked down to the foot of the bed and a small oscillating fan on the night table circulated the air but did little to cool it.
"Hi." Frank sat next to her on the edge of the bed. She smelled vaguely of talcum powder and coconut. "I just got home a few minutes ago. Thought I'd have a beer and watch you sleep a while. I do that sometimes."
Sandy propped herself up on an elbow and looked at him. Her hair fell back away from her face and tumbled across her shoulders. "That's creepy, Frank."
"Creepy? What the hell's creepy about it?"
"It just is."
He put a hand on her shin, slowly slid it up between her thighs. They kissed softly on the lips, and Frank noticed her nipples pressed against the sheer fabric of the T-shirt. "You smell good, baby."
Sandy removed his hand from between her legs, returned it to his own lap. "Don't even think about it."
"What's the problem? You have a shitty day or something?"
"Would you like to hear about my day, Frank?" she asked, face void of expression. "Would you like that?"
He put the beer down on the night table and fished a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. "You obviously don't give a shit about my day, so sure, let's talk about yours."
"Craig Pearson called earlier."
"Oh, yeah?"
"Yeah."
"Did he want me to call him back?"
Sandy maneuvered into a sitting position, pulled her knees in against her chest, and wrapped her arms around her legs. "He wanted to let you know that your vacation pay will be included with your last check."
Frank stood up and lit a cigarette. "Anything else?"
"He said he was sorry things worked out the way they did."
"I'll bet."
"Did he fire you, Frank?"
"I quit."
"You quit."
Frank sighed, blew a stream of smoke at the floor. "That's what I just said."
"And when did you plan to tell me?"
"I wanted to – "
"Or weren't you going to tell me at all?"
"Sandy, for Christ's sake – "
"Were you planning to leave every morning and only pretend to go off to work? Or is it just that what you do with your life is no longer any of my goddamn business?"
"I've tried to discuss my plans with you."
"Your plans?"
Frank stared at her. "What do you want from me?"
"How about the truth?"
He pulled his tie free from his neck and hung it over the doorknob. "This is an exciting time for me and you're ruining it. I'm on the brink of finally doing something with my life – our life – and all you can do is shoot it down and get all worked up over some stupid ass sales job."
Sandy sat forward, let her feet touch the carpeted floor. "I've got news for you. Stupid ass jobs like yours and mine keep groceries in the cupboards, Frank."
"For me, staying there is like mailing in the rest of my life," he said softly. "Why can't you understand that?"
"Do you think working as a receptionist causes in me a constant state of orgasmic bliss?" she asked through forced, humorless laughter. "Let me solve the mystery for you. It doesn't. I'd much rather be one of those rich women who shop and sip tropical drinks all day, but there's this little bitch of a thing called reality that comes along on a daily basis and screws everything up. There's no great conspiracy to ruin your life, Frank, it's just the way things are."
"And exactly the way they'll always be if I don't move now."
Sandy combed her hair behind her ears with her fingers and studied her husband's face. "Sweetie, listen to me. You're a salesman. Period. Accept it, and take pride in it."
"It's already set," Frank said, squatting next to the bed. "Vincent and I are going into the wrestling business."
Sandy looked at him as if he'd just explained that he and Vincent had decided to become astronauts and were leaving for the moon at dawn. "Lots of people have hobbies, Frank," she said evenly. "Most pursue them part-time."
"We've rented a place right here in town over at that new office park on Vine Street. Everything will be in place and we'll be up and running within a week."
"How the hell can you afford to rent an office? So help me God, if you've touched our savings account – "
"We got a loan." Frank stood up, opened the first two buttons on his shirt. "Don't worry about it."
With a slack jaw, Sandy slid from the bed onto her feet. "You got a bank loan without consulting me?"
"It's not that kind of loan."
She moved closer, her small fists clenched at her sides. "Don't even tell me you borrowed money from those cretins in Vincent's family." Frank turned his back, removed his shirt and began rummaging through his dresser for a T-shirt. "How much, Frank? How much did you borrow?"
"Enough to get things started and enough so that we'll have a few bucks ahead of us before the money starts coming in."
Sandy found her cigarettes on the nightstand and quickly lit one, ignoring the lighter Frank offered. "So let me make sure I understand this. You're going to become a professional wrestling promoter overnight – just like that – and the whole thing has been financed with money borrowed from gangsters."
"They're not gangsters."
Sandy slammed her lighter onto the dresser. "Vincent's brother Michael? No, he's an interior decorator, isn't he? For God's sake, Frank, you know what guys like that do to people who can't pay them back."
"You've seen too many movies. Michael owns some businesses, that's all. We couldn't get the amount of money we needed at a bank so we went to Mike. It's no big deal, trust me."
"This is insane."
Frank removed his pants, hung them up in the closet and stepped into a pair of shorts he'd found in his bureau. "I know it sounds crazy to you right now, but everything has been worked out. This isn't just some foolish bent."
"Yeah, Frank, it is."
He finished what was left of his beer and headed out into the kitchen. "You want a beer?"
"Beer's not going to quite do it," she said, following him. "I'll have a scotch and water. No ice."
Frank took the bottle and a small glass from one of the cabinets over the store, mixed the drink and handed it to her without comment.
"Let's celebrate," Sandy said. "Did I mention I've decided to become a rodeo clown, and that I'll be financing the whole thing by working as a prostitute for the next few months?"
Unable to stop himself, Frank laughed.
Sandy looked up from her drink, eyes moist. "This isn't funny."
Frank touched the side of her face, stroked her cheek with his thumb. "I love you, and you know I would never do anything to hurt you. I want us to spend the rest of our lives together. One day, I'd like to have children with you… but this is my shot, and I'm taking it with or without you. I'd much rather it be with you."
"Oh, thanks very much, how sweet."
"Stand by me, and a year from now you will be one of those women who shop all day. I know what I'm doing, just trust me on this."
"Do I have a choice?"
"Yes. Either come along for the ride or get the hell out of my way."
"Frank – "
"Do you love me?"
"I'm still here, right?"
"Then support me. Believe in me."
Sandy wiped a tear from her eye. "Earn it."
"Give me the chance."
She finished her drink and placed the glass in the sink, keeping her back to her husband. A taut pause in their debate sharpened the sounds previously overlooked: the humming fan, the constant chatter of crickets just outside the open windows, the steady tick of a wall clock.
"It's late," Sandy eventually said, "and we've got that cookout at your parents' house tomorrow."
"I'd forgotten," Frank sighed. "What time are we supposed to be there?"
"Noon."
"Good. I've got some business in the morning I have to take care of."
She faced him. "Are you going to tell them about this?"
"Of course."
"What do you think your father's going to say?"
Frank crushed his cigarette in an ashtray. "I don't know."
Sandy moved silently to the bedroom, turned off the lamp, and vanished into darkness.



CHAPTER 6


"Cool, huh?" Gus smiled.
"Jesus." Frank looked around. "It's beautiful."
Vincent nodded. "The phones'll be hooked up before noon, and the furniture's scheduled to be delivered around three."
The office was located on the first floor of a recently constructed eight-suite building. The area the new company would occupy was thoughtfully designed and far more spacious than Frank had dared to imagine it might be. A reception area just inside the entrance led to a long hallway where three offices, an ample conference room, and two bathrooms were located. The walls were off-white, the carpets a nondescript beige.
"Tell him about the other stuff," Gus said eagerly.
"There's also a fax machine, copier, and a computer system on the way." Vincent bounded down the hallway to the first office and proudly pushed open the door. The room was empty, but had wall-to-wall carpeting and two large windows. "This is yours. I'm taking the one next door, and I figured we'd give Gus the one in back."
"You're sure we can afford this?" Frank asked, hesitantly entering his new office.
Vincent looked at Gus. "Give us the room, would you, pal?" Gus frowned but made no reply, quietly closing the door behind him. "Not to worry, Frank."
"Just seems a bit excessive, no?"
"Check it out. We started with twenty-five grand, right? I know a guy who knows the guy who owns this place. Regular rent runs seven-fifty – we got it for six and a quarter. I paid the whole year off. Seventy-five hundred. The furniture and the rest of the shit's all coming in through channels Michael either controls or influences, so what everybody else pays and what we pay are two different things, cabeesh?"
Frank nodded. "What'll we have left in reserve?"
"I got everything from initial start-up costs for the direct mail and telephones sales right down to our fucking business cards figured in," Vincent said. "We're still sitting on twelve-five."
"What about the accountant?"
"We meet with him and the lawyer on Monday. They're both friends, Frank. We officially begin operation bright and early Tuesday morning, and when it's all said and done we'll still have ten large in the bank."
Just as Frank began to relax there was a knock at the door. Gus stuck his head into the room. "Benny Dunn is here to see you guys."
Although Benny was primarily a friend of Vincent's, Frank had also known him for years. Because he'd been in on several scams with them in the past, he was a trusted friend; because he had experience in concert security and crowd control, they had decided to offer him a job.
"Tell him we'll be right with him," Vincent said.
Frank waited until Gus had closed the door before he spoke. "You'll have to talk to him yourself, Vin. I got plans. Go ahead and offer him the job."
"No problem," Vincent said. "What's the matter, you all right?"
"I had a tough night."
"Sandy giving you a hard time?" Frank flashed him a look that left little to the imagination. Vincent responded by handing him an envelope. "That ought to keep her panties out of her asshole for a while."
Frank opened the envelope, thumbed through fifteen hundred dollars in cash. "What's this about?"
"There was three thousand bucks left over. I split it down the middle. I know it ain't much, but I figured it'd help until things get rolling. Now, you want some advice on the marital problems?"
"Absolutely not."
"Go home," Vincent said, undaunted, "give your old lady a couple hundred to blow on herself, then put the rest away. Take her out to dinner, maybe a movie, then hop into bed and slip her the sausage real good."
"I've got a better chance of fucking you."
"Trust me, she'll come around a lot faster than you think."
Frank stuffed the envelope in his pocket. "I can't believe we're actually pulling this off."
"It's a whole new world, dude." Vincent grinned. "Believe it."

***

Sandy watched Frank and his father prepare the grill on the small cement patio just beyond the glass sliders. Oddly, the two men seemed markedly distant, even when they were together.
"I love your hair," her mother-in-law said from the kitchen.
"Thanks," Sandy said absently. "I went to that new salon over on Wilshire."
"Better not let Darren find out. Hair dressers take it personally when you try someone new."
"He'll get over it."
Constance Ponte poured two tall glasses of lemonade and joined Sandy at the double glass doors. "You realize there's a good chance they'll blow up the entire neighborhood?"
"Of course."
"Lemonade?"
"Oh, thanks."
"Fresh squeezed."
"Really?"
Connie shrugged. "That's what the carton said."
Sandy laughed and began to relax. Unlike many women, she genuinely enjoyed her mother-in-law's company. Connie was a squat woman just a shade over five feet tall, with an ample figure, dark skin, raven-black hair which she always wore up; big brown eyes, and a round, cherubic face. She'd worked for years as an operator for an answering service in New Bedford, and had a quick, often acidic sense of humor Sandy admired.
"Would it be an understatement to suggest that you're a tad tense this afternoon?"
Sandy sipped her lemonade. "It shows, huh?"
"Like a beer gut."
"I'm worried."
"About Frank?"
"About Frank, me, this new business – all of it."
Connie smiled knowingly. "Frank has always been stubborn, honey, and he's always been restless. Even as a little boy he was restless."
"Do restless boys always grow into restless men?"
"Mine did."
Sandy found Connie's eyes. "He's throwing away so much."
"He's managed to hang onto what's really important," she said, slipping an arm around her daughter-in-law's waist. "Even in the glow of this wonderful moment, it suddenly occurs to me that I have toes thicker than your waist. I hate you."
Sandy burst out laughing. "Oh, stop," she said, turning her attention back to the patio. "Maybe we shouldn't watch this."
"You're right. Lets start on the dip while nobody's looking."

***

A steady breeze helped to cool the otherwise humid air as Frank watched his father spray lighter fluid across a bed of charcoal. "That's more than enough, Dad."
Joseph nodded curtly but said nothing. Frank constantly wore his heart on his sleeve – a trait he'd inherited from his mother – but his father possessed an uncanny ability to conceal much of his emotion behind a face often void of discernable expression. It was only one of the many differences that made it difficult for the two men to relate to each other, and frequently resulted in their conversations being nothing more than inconsequential chatter. But in this instance Frank had forced the issue, cornering his father by explaining about the new business and the fact that he'd left his job.
"Do you want me to light it?"
"I've got it, thanks." Joseph held a long match against the coals until they ignited, then increased the heat and closed the lid on the grill. He was several inches taller than his son, had dull gray hair he kept extremely short and neatly parted to the side, and a thin, almost frail build. His face was angular, with dark eyes, a long, narrow nose, and a thin-lipped mouth. Dressed in khaki slacks, a pair of brown leather sandals and a lightweight pullover shirt, he quietly sipped a wine cooler and absorbed what his son had just told him. "I wish you could have asked my advice prior to putting your plan into action, son. Isn't quitting your job somewhat premature?"
Frank lit a cigarette. "We've got some cash ahead of us, we'll be all right."
"How does Sandy feel about this?"
"Not great. I'm sure she thinks I've gone nuts."
"She may not be alone on that count."
"I'm just taking a shot, Dad. If it doesn't work out, it doesn't work out. It won't be the end of the world, for God's sake. There'll always be plenty of stores to work in."
Joseph folded his arms across his narrow chest. "Perhaps," he said softly. "But you put so much time and effort into that company, and that position specifically."
"You said yourself that I was wasting my talent working at a place like that," Frank reminded him. "If I had a nickel for every time you told me that, I'd – "
"I certainly wasn't suggesting that you run out and join the circus, Frank. Good Lord, professional wrestling, could there possibly be a vocation more distasteful and crude?"
"Jesus, aren't we fancy?" Frank chuckled, mostly to himself. "And all this time I thought you were just a lowly high school teacher busting your ass for twenty-five grand a year, like all the other marks."
Joseph shook his head. "That didn't take long, did it? It seldom does."
"What are you talking about?"
"They've gotten to you."
"Who?"
"You know exactly what I'm talking about."
Frank rubbed his eyes. "I didn't come here to argue, Dad."
"Those like myself who, 'bust their ass for twenty-five grand a year,' as you so eloquently put it, are far from being marks." Joseph opened the lid on the grill, checked the coals, then slammed it shut and looked directly at Frank. "For the most part, we're honest, decent, hard-working people who prefer to earn a living instead of stealing one, which by the way is significantly more than I can say for Vincent Santangelo and the rest of his charming family."
"You don't even know Vincent."
"I don't know Charles Manson, either, but something tells me he's not the sort I'd like to sit and have a chat with."
"You don't know anything about Vincent."
"He's a Santangelo, Frank. That's all one needs to know." Joseph grabbed a spatula and a platter of meat and headed for the grill. "I'm infinitely familiar with his kind. I grew up around them."
"So did I."
Joseph momentarily froze then put the platter down on a small plastic table next to the grill. "Now you listen to me. Your mother and I had to decide between a house in the suburbs or a college education for you. In the final analysis it wasn't much of a decision. We stayed in the neighborhood and banked the money necessary to get you a decent education. Our salaries simply wouldn't allow us to do both. Am I supposed to apologize for that?"
"That's not what I meant," Frank said quietly.
"We believed that in the long run, providing you with an opportunity to get out of the neighborhood was of far greater importance than our upward mobility," Joseph said, dismissing Frank's statement entirely. "But you never took advantage of our sacrifice, never wanted to get your degree. No, you were going to rule the world with a completion certificate from a one-year technical school."
Frank dropped his cigarette to the cement and crushed it beneath his shoe. "I didn't mean for us to get into all of this. I just wanted to tell you what was happening, that's all. I'm starting a business – people do it all the time – and I was hoping somebody might actually be happy for me. I should have known better."
"I admire your drive, son – sincerely I do – but there's a right and a wrong way to do things. You're a grown man, you understand what I'm saying."
"I understand perfectly," Frank told him. "I just don't agree."
Joseph began positioning hamburgers and hot dogs on the grill. They sizzled and smoked, and he stepped back a bit and waved at the air with his spatula. "I think the heat may be a bit high."
"Safe bet," Frank muttered.
Once he'd gotten things under control Joseph stepped away from the grill, closer to his son. "Your grandfather worked for forty years in a mill."
"I've heard the story."
"Then there's certainly no harm in sitting through it again, is there?" Joseph offered a stiff smile. "He worked for forty years in a mill. I don't ever remember him doing anything else. From the time I was a small boy my father always seemed old to me; always look so tired. All the man knew was work and family. There was nothing else in life for him – no hobbies or other interests particularly – only getting up at the crack of dawn each day and going to work in that hellhole. To him, a man wasn't really a man if he didn't properly support his family. Even as a child it seemed unfair to me that we didn't have more. Someone who worked so hard should've had more. Of course, my father wasn't an educated man – never made it beyond the third grade and spoke broken English until the day he died. Still, he was far from stupid. There's often great wisdom in simplicity, Frank."
"Just ask me, I'll tell you."
Joseph ignored the wisecrack. "It's a shame he died before you were born. I think you'd have gotten along famously with him."
"I wish I'd known him."
"When I was growing up in the neighborhood the opportunity to become involved with certain unsavory people was always an option. A lot of kids I grew up with went that route."
"What's your point?"
"That the decisions we make often determine the course the remainder of our lives take," Joseph said through a heavy sigh. "I was never a tough kid, couldn't fight a lick. I used to get the hell beat out of me on a regular basis. I was one of those kids who read the Charles Atlas stories on the back cover of comic books and dreamed about transforming myself from a ninety-pound weakling into a muscle man who could easily overpower his attackers and leave with the beautiful girl on his arm. But I knew the real answer couldn't be found in some comic book fantasy. Across the street and down the block were all those men with the expensive suits and big cars. Their girlfriends and wives wore mink coats, fancy gowns and all sorts of flashy jewelry that in those days you generally only saw in the movies. Those people never looked tired or old, yet they had all the things my father was killing himself to attain. I wanted to be like those men, and wondered for a time if my father was nothing but a fool."
Frank sat in one of the chairs on the patio. "Dad, look – "
"Please," he insisted. "Here me out." Joseph sipped his wine cooler and then continued. "When I was twelve or thirteen – somewhere in there – my father caught me associating with some boys he felt were a bad influence. He sat me down, and in his own way explained that there was only one thing in this life no one could take away from you. What you've got up here." He pointed to his temple, watched for a reaction from Frank. "Knowledge, intellect. Unless you give them away, only time can steal them from you.
"Even after all his years of hard work," he continued after a moment, "my father still couldn't afford to send me to college. I had to rely on scholarships and grants. I could have done a lot of things with my life, Frank, but I chose to teach. I chose to spend my life trying to instill in young people how important the pursuit of education can be. Maybe that makes me a mark as far as your friends are concerned, but I believe it makes me more of a man than any of those goons can ever hope to be. I'm certainly neither rich nor famous, but I am at peace with myself, son. I'm able to look myself in the eye without being ashamed of who or what I am."
"Believe it or not, I'm familiar with the concept."
"I didn't mean to imply – "
"No, of course not."
"You're impossible to talk to." Joseph returned to the grill and flipped the burgers. "If I didn't care, I'd say nothing. I wouldn't even bother to – "
"Have a little faith in me, Dad. That's all I ask."
Joseph turned and faced him. "I think that's all either of us are asking."
The slider opened suddenly and Connie poked her head out. "Is it safe?" she asked in an ominous voice.
Frank stood up as Joseph grunted something unintelligible. "We're through, Mom. Come on out."
Connie and Sandy joined the men on the patio, and like a storm cloud passing overhead Joseph's demeanor reverted back to its usual neutral mode.
Another conversation began, but Frank's thoughts could not have been further away.



CHAPTER 7


1990

The hotel room was on the first floor and offered a view of a vast parking lot and a truck-stop diner beyond. Unaware or just careless, Vincent opened the heavy drapes halfway, catching himself in the warming, early morning light. The abundance of black hair that stretched from his chest down to his thighs all but obscured his very white, flaccid penis. Vincent scratched himself, momentarily startled to remember that he was not alone.
"Morning," the woman said through a yawn.
Vincent nodded at her but said nothing. He vaguely recalled picking her up at a bar after the show the night before. She'd been one of the locals hoping to meet the wrestlers and get a brief glimpse at their world from the inside. It never seemed to matter what town they were in, how long they planned to stay, or even how good the show was – groupies were a constant.
"What time is it?" the woman asked, pushing a thick strand of teased blonde hair from her face. "Feels early. Is there any aspirin in the room? My head's gonna friggin' explode if I don't do something about this headache. I get 'em something awful when I drink like I did last night."
"You must get them a lot."
The woman's false eyelashes batted at him like sticky black wings. "Huh?"
"Nothing."
A sudden knocking on the door broke the silence. The woman gathered the sheets around her and quickly smoothed her hair. Vincent opened the door to reveal Frank holding his briefcase in one hand and a cardboard tray with two cups of coffee in the other.
"Jesus, put some fucking clothes on, will ya?"
Vincent puckered his lips and kissed the air between them. "Don't act like you don't like it."
Frank put the coffee on a table near the foot of the bed and smiled at the woman. "Hiya doing?"
"Hi."
"We're going to need a little privacy, okay, honey?"
Vincent nodded at the woman. "She was just leaving."
"I was hoping to take a shower first."
"What's the matter, no running water at home?" Vincent jerked his thumb toward the door. "Take off."
The woman crawled out of bed, let the sheet fall to the floor, and began staggering about the room in search of her clothes. "I should've known you were an asshole."
"You're right, you should've." Vincent told her. She soon located her things, gathered them into her arms, and stomped angrily into the bathroom.
Frank looked at Vincent and rolled his eyes. "I can't imagine what you saw in her," he said, sipping his coffee. "Could it be the fact that her tits are roughly the size of my head?"
Vincent pulled the lid off the other cup of coffee and emptied a bag of sugar into it. "They're fake."
"They look it."
"They feel it." He chuckled. "Like sucking on a broad in a raincoat."
"I'll pass."
"How about you? You snag that little redhead that was following you around last night?"
Frank lit a cigarette. "Remember Sandy?"
"It's so free and easy. I don't know how you can pass the shit up, Frank."
"Simple. I'm a better man than you."
Vincent took a swallow of coffee and sat down on the edge of the bed. "Nah, that can't be it."
The bathroom door burst open and the woman moved quickly to the bed, pulled her purse from the headboard and slung it over her shoulder. "Thanks for an average night, fuck-head."
Vincent waved at her. "My pleasure."
"Fucking jerk." The woman smirked. "And you weren't that good, either."
"Yeah, okay, and your pussy drips diamonds. Hit the road, mattress-back."
She spun around and left, slamming the door behind her with surprising force. Vincent sighed and casually scratched himself. "I guess she thought I was gonna ask her to marry me."
Frank set his briefcase down on the table and flipped it open. "Okay, we've got business to take care of."
Vincent eyed him suspiciously. "You sleep in that fucking suit, don't you?"
"Stop fooling around. We've got to be in upstate New York by noon."
"Why so early?"
"Ticket sales aren't going well and the sponsor's having a fucking cow. I'm going to ride up with Charlie. We're taking off in about five minutes so catch a ride with Benny, all right? Also, make sure Delvecchio gets his ass there on time. I want the ring delivered and set up by two o'clock."
"The shot doesn't start until eight."
"I don't care. I want that drugged-out motherfucker set and ready to go, understand? Did you see him last night? He's so fucked up on heroin he doesn't know where the hell he is half the time, Vin. Come on, we can't have that kind of shit going on in a high school."
"I'll talk to him."
"The guy's got the best ring in the business, and to this point he's been reliable. I don't give a shit what he does on his own time – you know that – but he's got to straighten his act out while he's working."
Vincent nodded. "What else?"
"Gus is going to meet us on the way back at the shot in Connecticut. He's having a little trouble with that deal in Youngstown, Ohio. Get on the horn and close it for him."
Vincent wandered across the room, found his underwear and pulled them on. "That's his job, no?"
"I'm afraid he's gonna blow it, Vin. Just call the guy and close the sonofabitch, all right? I don't even care what kind of money we pull on it. We're deep into Pennsylvania that week and it looks like the deal in Indiana's going to come through. Youngstown's a perfect stopover."
"What kinda points we got on the Indiana shot?"
Frank rifled through some paperwork. "Four grand."
"So I've got some room?"
"Plenty. I don't care if we make a thousand bucks, just close that date and tell Gus to find somebody who can comp some rooms, all right?"
"I'll see what I can do."
"And tell him to bring the leads and the routing date for next week with him to Connecticut." Frank tossed an envelope onto the table between them. "There's your cut from last night. I didn't want you to get rolled so I hung onto it."
Vincent smiled. "What a guy."
"There's one more thing," Frank said hesitantly. He took two one-hundred-dollar bills from his pocket and handed them to Vincent. "Before you leave, make sure you stop in and talk to the motel manager. He's waiting for you in his office."
"Now what?"
"The midgets trashed their room again. Smooth it over."
He snatched the money from his hand. "Little fuckers."
"Just our luck to have dwarves with drinking problems, huh?"
"This shit's gotta stop, Frank. It's like throwing money out the window. Next time, I'm taking it outta payroll."
"Tell them that. I'm outta here."
Vincent gave him a quick nod and headed for the bathroom. "See ya upstate."

***

Frank and Charlie had been at the venue, a regional high school, for about an hour when the others began to arrive. Charlie had spent the time preparing the payroll for the evening while Frank had done his best to convince the show sponsor, the school's athletic director, that the purchases made at the gate would most likely make up for what had been modest ticket sales.
As Frank left the director's office, he ran directly into Benny Dunn, who had arrived only moments before and already had a list of problems that needed to be resolved. "Walk with me," Frank told him as he continued down the hallway toward the gymnasium. "Is it me or do all these places look exactly alike?"
"I just checked out the locker room," Benny told him with a frown. "We've got visitors."
A sharp pain shot through Frank's temple. "Jesus Christ, it never ends with these guys. What've we got this time?"
"One uniform, one suit."
"Did Vincent come up with you?"
"Yeah, he's around here somewhere."
"Find him."
The two men entered the gymnasium through two large doors. Charlie Rain was sitting in the bleachers pounding on a small calculator, his briefcase open and balanced across his knees. From the rear entrance Luther Jefferson wandered in with two other wrestlers, all carrying large gym bags.
"Charlie!" Frank called across the empty room, his voice echoing along the walls. "I need you to handle something."
Charlie nodded, held up a finger, and continued to work his numbers, furiously jotting down figures on a legal pad.
"What's up?" Luther smiled, strolling closer. "Nice room."
"Yeah," Frank agreed. "Listen, I need you guys to stay out of the locker room for a few minutes, all right? I got some local business to take care of."
Luther nodded knowingly. "No problem, brother."
Frank turned back to Benny. "Tell our two friends I'll be with them in a minute. As soon as I clear them out you and your crew secure the locker room and gymnasium entrances and exits. But get Vincent first and tell him I need him here pronto. Also, what's the word on the state athletic commission boys?"
"They should be here about five."
"I don't want any surprises, Benny. Make sure I know the bastards are here the minute they hit the parking lot."
"Always."
"Also, has anyone seen Delvecchio?"
"He was right behind us on the highway," Luther said. "He should be landing any minute."
Charlie approached Frank and Benny slowly, his expression cautious. "What's going on?"
Frank looked at Benny. "Anything else I need to know?"
"Nothing that can't wait."
"Okay, go." Frank turned his attention to Charlie. "Payroll all set?"
"Of course."
"Here's what I need you to do. Luther, come in on this." Frank sat on the edge of the first row of bleachers and opened his briefcase. "This guy needs to move seven hundred tickets to break even tonight. As of this moment he's only sold a little over five hundred."
Charlie ran a hand through his hair. "Shit, he's gonna eat a couple grand. So much for a return date."
"I told him he'd probably get a few hundred people at the gate, but we know that's bullshit. In a town this size he'll be doing something if he pulls an extra fifty or sixty."
Luther shook his head. "It's a strong card, Frank. Didn't he promote it?"
"Evidently not." After a quick search of his briefcase Frank found a business card and handed it to Charlie. "That guy's our local radio connection. We did a commercial trade with him and they've been giving tickets away all week."
"I'll see if we can set up a phone link with Luther and…" Charlie turned to Luther. "Who are you working with tonight?"
"The Lariat."
"The Lariat, good. I'll get us on the air, you give them some heat, talk up the shot – you know what to do. Maybe it'll generate something. Hell, even if it doesn't, it'll look good."
Frank managed a slight smile. "The athletic director's waiting for you in his office. Down the hall and hang a left. Make the call from there."
"Let's do it."
"One more thing, Luther," Frank said, pulling him close and lowering his voice. "You and I know this guy's going to lose money. I don't want him to be able to blame the show."
Luther nodded. "I don't do bad shots, Frank."
"I know, brother, I know, but I want a little something extra on this one."
"We can juice it up."
Charlie winced. "Frank, you sure? Blood doesn't always go over well in these little towns."
"I want the people who are here whipped into a frenzy from start to finish," Frank told Luther, dismissing Charlie's comment. "You got me?"
"Loud and clear, brother."
As Charlie and Luther moved away, Vincent materialized to Frank's right. He was still knotting his tie. "Benny said we got some local fishermen visiting."
Frank nodded wearily. "What else is new?"
"Got the money on you?"
"Yup."
"Hard or soft act on these guys?"
"Never met them before."
"We gonna be back next year?"
"Doubtful."
"What's the cap?"
"Four."
"Let's go."
The locker room had an antiseptic odor that barely masked the more caustic smells normally associated with such areas. In the rear of the room, just beyond an enormous gang shower, two men stood alongside several narrow alleys of metal lockers.
"Gentlemen," Frank said with an enthusiastic smile. "Sorry to have kept you waiting. I'm Frank Ponte, and this is my partner, Vincent Santangelo."
A bald, bloated man well over six feet tall, dressed in a police uniform, stepped forward and offered an enormous paw of a hand. "I'm Chief Montgomery," he said in a booming, official tone. "And this is Phillip Lawson, senior selectman in town."
Lawson was a small, mousy man with glasses, bad skin, and a dated wardrobe. His tepid smile revealed nicotine-stained teeth. "Nice to meet you boys."
"The pleasure's ours," Vincent said. "What can we do for you?"
"I assume you boys have the appropriate licenses required by law?" Montgomery asked.
"We carry a state license," Frank explained. "I've got it right here in my briefcase."
"Of course, there's also the matter of the town license," Lawson said, beady eyes darting between all three men.
"Of course." Frank found both documents in his briefcase and handed them to Montgomery. He passed the paperwork to Lawson without looking at it. "We got the town license two weeks ago. We mailed in the fee and it was sent directly to our Massachusetts office."
Lawson returned the state license to Frank but continued studying the other. "Yes… it's just like I figured."
"I certainly hope there isn't a problem." Frank smiled.
"Afraid so," the small man said. "See, this license is only valid during the week. Monday through Friday – that's it."
"Today's Saturday," Montgomery reminded them.
Vincent looked at Frank, waited for his signal before he took control of the conversation. "That's funny, it doesn't say anything on the license itself about that."
Lawson removed his glasses and began to clean them with the tail of his shirt. "I've been a selectman here for more than ten years, Mr. Ponte. Rest assured, I'm well aware of our licensing and permit practices."
"I have no doubt that you are," Vincent countered. "The question, is what can we do to resolve the situation?"
Montgomery released a dramatic sigh. "I'm not sure there's anything we can do. As much as I'd like to help you boys out, I'm sworn to uphold the laws of this town, and according to Mr. Lawson, this license is invalid."
"Meaning?"
"We'll have to shut you down."
Vincent did his best to appear surprised. "Shut us down? Hell, you can't do that. We've got an entire show ready to go here, and remember, the proceeds are going to the school's athletic department. Besides, I'm sure the state athletic commission guys are already on their way."
"I know most of those boys." Montgomery smiled. "They'll understand."
"Can't we just buy a weekend license?"
"It's Saturday," Lawson said. "Everything is closed."
"Couldn't a man in your position issue a temporary license just to get us through this?" Vincent asked. "We'd be happy to pay the necessary fees, of course."
Lawson exchanged glances with Montgomery then returned his gaze to Vincent. "I don't know. That'd be highly unusual."
"I'd just hate to see the school lose an opportunity to make some money," Frank said softly. "It doesn't seem right."
Montgomery turned to Lawson right on cue. "How about it, Phil? Is there anything we can do?"
"Phil," Frank smiled warmly. "You don't mind if I call you Phil, do you? There must be some way to make this right."
"I might be able to sign off on the existing document," he said, handing the license back to Frank. "Thereby making it valid for a weekend event. But weekend licenses cost more."
"How much more?"
"Considerably more."
Frank wrapped two hundred dollars around the license and nonchalantly handed it to Lawson. "Why don't you take another look at it and make sure there's room for your signature?"
Lawson angled the license toward Montgomery so he could clearly see the amount of money that had been offered. The policeman seemed unimpressed.
"We all set?" Vincent asked after a moment.
"I'm afraid not."
"That's the best we can do."
"I'll shut you down."
Vincent's expression turned cold. "Then shut us down."
"Let's all try to be reasonable here," Frank suggested. "We're not millionaires, gentlemen."
Lawson produced a laugh that sounded like a wheeze. "Let me be blunt. We don't like your kind around here," he said softly. "You scurvy types come to our town with your flashy suits and diamond rings and big phony smiles and act like you own the place. Well, you don't own this place. We do."
Anger smoldered behind Vincent's eyes. "That's why we're negotiating."
"There's a carnival comes through here every year," the police chief said. "It's been stopping here since the seventies. Phil and I have an arrangement with those boys, and we're willing to work with them because it's a long-term relationship. But you may never do another show here again."
Vincent's expression seemed set in stone. "I know I speak for Frank when I say that I feel two hundred dollars is more than reasonable for a temporary license, fellas. But in the interest of getting this done, what would you say if we were willing to donate, say, another two hundred to a charity of your choice?"
Before either man answered, Frank slid the money into Montgomery's shirt pocket. "We'll trust you guys to get it to the right folks."
"And here," Vincent said, a smile slowly surfacing on his face as he handed a small stack of tickets to Lawson. "I'm sure you must know some people who'd like to see the show."
Frank nodded. "Bring some family and friends on us."
"The matches start at eight," Vincent told them. "We'll have it wrapped up by eleven and we'll be packed and out of town by midnight."
Lawson and Montgomery exchanged glances, and the smaller man quickly inspected the license again. "I must have been mistaken. Everything appears to be in perfect order here."
Once he and Frank were alone in the locker room, Vincent began to laugh. "Christ," he sighed, "it's like the same two guys in every town."
Frank lit a cigarette. "It never ends, man."
"Fuck 'em."
As they left the locker room they were confronted by Elliot Rosby, a freelance concessionaire they rented space to at each show. He and his young nephew had toured with Charlie Rain since the early days of the ECPWL, and sold T-shirts, photographs of the wrestlers, videos, hats, and programs. At the conclusion of each night, Elliot kicked back twenty percent of his profit to the ECPWL, but never without a complaint, and seldom without a lengthy discussion.
"Frank, Vincent!" he said in his typically loud voice. "Just the people I wanted to see. Have you got a minute?"
"Oh, Elliot," Frank moaned, "anybody but you right now."
Vincent increased his rate of speed and escaped down the hallway with a wide smile. "Gotta go but Frank's got a few minutes to chat, don't you, Frank?"
"What do you need?" Frank asked.
Elliot was in his late forties, of average height, and had a chunky build. His eyes appeared larger than they actually were due to the thick lenses of his glasses, and even his enormous handlebar mustache, sprinkled with flecks of gray, did little to deflect attention from his bad complexion. In his younger days Elliot had been a magician on the nightclub circuit in New York City, and though he never achieved stardom he had earned a decent living. Reportedly, Elliot had lost it all due to a penchant for gold-digging women. He constantly claimed to still be a working magician and often approached Frank and Vincent with various magic act ideas, none of which were ever taken seriously.
"Well, what I need – what I need is – is to have a conversation," Elliot said, the words tumbling from his lips with their usual nervous cadence.
Frank rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't have time for a conversation right now. Can we do this later?"
"But – you see, this is just it – this is just the problem, Frank. I ah, I used to go right to Charlie and talk to him when I had a problem, right? Now he tells me to speak with you or Vincent. It's certainly nothing personal – I want to make that clear, Frank – please don't misunderstand – it's absolutely nothing personal – but, well, I'm sure it comes as no surprise to you that Vincent isn't the easiest guy in the world to have a conversation with. He's a great guy – don't, ah, don't get me wrong – it's just that he can be – you know how I mean – awfully disagreeable at times and honestly -
"Elliot – "
" – I get the feeling he just never listens to me."
"Elliot, what do you want?"
He frowned and scratched his beard. "I was talking to some of the guys and, ah – they were saying it's going to be a weak crowd tonight. Can you shed any light on that, Frank?"
"Probably five to six."
"Oh, boy," Elliot rolled his eyes. "Oh, I mean – five or six hundred makes it – well, it makes it very difficult for me to do any business that's, ah – well, even remotely substantial. Just stop for a second and think about it from my end."
Frank started off down the hall. "I don't have time for this shit."
"All I'm saying," Elliot went on, following close behind him, "is that it – you know – makes things difficult for me."
"I'm tired of this, Elliot. You make me have this exact conversation with you whenever we don't sell out."
"But, Frank, you – you're certainly reasonable – a reasonable man and all, and – "
Frank stopped, faced him. "No breaks."
"I'm simply asking – "
"Did you hear me?"
"Maybe tomorrow in Connecticut I can make it up, but Jesus H., Frank – five or six hundred marks just isn't – "
Frank put a hand on Elliot's shoulder and leaned in close to him so as not to draw attention. "Then pack up and go home."
"You see, now that – that's the thing I'm – that's exactly the thing I'm talking about. Why do you have to hurt me like that? Why do you have to treat me like a mark when all I'm trying to tell you is -
"
"You open that table," Frank told him, "and you owe me."
Elliot looked as if he had been mortally wounded. "The thing I'm wondering – nand for God's sake, I'm simply wondering – is that maybe just for tonight – and only for tonight, Frank – maybe you could find it in your heart to let me kick you boys ten percent instead of -
"
"I don't have a heart, Elliot."
"No, that's – come on now that's – that isn't true at all. I understand you have to, you know, have to carry yourself a certain way, Frank, but I know, believe me – I, ah – I know when someone is -
"
"Twenty points."
"I'm only asking for tonight."
"Twenty fucking points."
Elliot sighed heavily. "Who loves you more than me? Who loves this show more than me? I – I can't figure out why – why you have to treat me this way."
"I'm tired of this, Elliot. I've got enough to worry about without having you stuck up my ass with this bullshit, okay? Here's how it is, and I'm only saying this once more so pay close attention. You work my show you pay me my fucking money. Period. Can you understand that, or should I have Vincent take you into the locker room and explain it again?"
Elliot's face dropped. "I'm asking, Frank – that's all. It was only a request, I mean – you say no – it's no."
"Fine." Frank forced a smile. "Then we're all set."
Elliot gripped Frank's shoulders and nearly hugged him. "Of course we are!" he said through a burst of laughter. "Don't get so upset, babe – it was only a question. Now, go on – go – you're busy – I can tell you're busy. The last thing you need is me bothering you, right? Am I right, boobalah? Right, chief?"
"It is not humanly possible for you to be more accurate than you are at this exact moment," Frank mumbled.
"Point taken, brother – absolutely taken and understood, all right? Can't fault a man for trying."
Even as Frank abandoned him in the hallway and returned to the gymnasium, he could still hear Elliot babbling.

***

The team from the State Athletic Commission arrived a few hours before the scheduled starting time. Dressed in identical blue blazers with state patches over the breast pockets, they appeared on the scene and took over the locker room immediately. Charlie, Frank and Vincent knew most of them as it was always one of a few regular crews that worked all of the wrestling and boxing shows in the state. For the most part, everyone got along well. They allowed Frank, who had registered with the state, to work as timekeeper, and generally assigned the referees Charlie requested when he registered the shows with the state office. Mainly, they were in attendance to collect a five-percent tax on the gross ticket sales, but they also assigned judges for the bouts, made sure all licenses, insurance, and workmen's compensation forms were up to date, and even oversaw the doctor, who was responsible for conducting physicals on the wrestlers before they were allowed to complete.
As was always the case, an hour or so before the show, the locker room was crowded and chaotic. Charlie and Vincent were busy filling out forms and paperwork with the state officials. Luther was working out angles and finishes for the matches involving under-card wrestlers. The two main event headliners were off in a corner, playing cards with one of the referees, and the doctor was slowly making his way through the long list of physicals. Meanwhile, Frank spoke with the midgets, Little Cowboy Pete, and Kid Ka-bang. "Vincent spoke to you guys, right?"
Pete smiled, struggling into a pair of small leather chaps. "Yeah. Sorry about the room, boss. We got a little loaded last night."
"Next time it comes out of your pay," Frank said firmly.
Kid Ka-bang, a black midget who wrestled in a tiger-skin loincloth, nodded woefully. "It ain't gonna happen again."
"Nobody else uses you guys as much as I do, right?"
"That's right," Cowboy Pete agreed. "And we appreciate it, boss."
Frank lit a cigarette. "You want to go back to doing house shows for the big federations?"
"Fuck that," Kid Ka-bang laughed. "You get big money but you gotta smoke too much pole for it."
Pete nodded, slapped his partner on the back. "I heard that, brother."
Frank smiled. "You know, you'd be just about the right height."
Little Cowboy Pete shook his head. "Gee, never heard that one before."
Frank laughed and moved through the room. One of the state commissioners stepped in front of him with a clipboard and a pen. "You doing time tonight?"
"Yeah."
He thrust the clipboard at him. "Sign line six and initial lines ten and twelve. Is Charlie doing the ticket count?"
"No," Frank said, handing the clipboard back to him. "Vin's handling it tonight. Charlie's announcing."
"Okay," the man nodded. "The doc wants to see you."
"What's wrong?"
"No idea. Ask him." The man began conversing with one of the other officials, and Frank quickly made his way across the room to the corner where Dr. Richard Pendleton was hovering over Dean Tate, a wrestler who worked as The Mongolian Crusher.
"Doc," Frank said with the biggest smile he could muster, "how've you been?"
Pendelton glanced at Frank without offering any discernable reaction. He was a thin man in his late sixties who seemed perpetually slumped over. His face was creased with wrinkles, his hands covered with liver spots, and his demeanor always cautious and guarded. "Hello, Frank."
"What's up?"
"This man can't go tonight."
Frank looked at Tate, who offered a timid shrug. "Why not? Are you sick?"
"I feel fine," Tate answered softly.
"What's the problem, Doc?"
Pendelton continued filling out a form without bothering to look up from it. "His blood pressure is through the roof. It's no wonder, look at him. He's not an inch over five foot ten and he weighs nearly four hundred pounds."
"I've been trying to watch my weight," Tate sighed.
"Hold on," Frank said, mind racing. "Dean, didn't you tell me you just went to your doctor a couple of weeks ago?"
"Uh-huh."
"And I thought you said everything was fine."
"It was."
Frank turned back to the doctor. "Then there must be some mistake, Doc."
"There's no mistake. I can't pass this man."
"I think it might've been the snack food," Tate suddenly said.
Pendelton looked up from his clipboard. "Snack food?"
"I slept late this morning," he explained, "and I didn't stop for lunch, so I ate a box of cupcakes I had with me."
"You ate an entire box of cupcakes?" the doctor asked.
Tate blushed. "Yes, sir."
"Just the same, in all good conscience, I can't let you wrestle, son."
"This'll screw up the whole card," Frank told him.
Pendelton buried his nose in his paperwork again. "I'm sorry. My decision is final."
"Doc, I don't have an extra man." Frank looked at his watch. "And it's too late to get somebody down here to replace him."
"I feel fine," Tate said again.
Frank waved at him to be quiet. "The guy's zooming on a sugar high, Doc, that's all. He's fine."
The doctor flashed an angry look. "If this man goes out there and drops dead of a heart attack, do you know who'll be to blame? Do you know who everyone will crucify?"
Frank knew he was up against the wall; he'd been there before. "Did I mention the ladies are working this card?"
"I saw the roster earlier."
"Delta Diamond and Tammy Hawk."
Pendelton's eyes brightened. "Yes, that's… that's good."
"Tell you what I'm gonna do," Frank said quietly. "Right now they're down in the other locker room getting ready. I'll go let them know you're working as state doctor tonight; make sure they're expecting you. All I ask is one small favor, Doc. Can you do me one small favor?"
Pendelton shrugged. "Depends."
"Wrap that thing around Dean's arm again and give it just one more shot for me. In about two minutes, meet me out in front of the girls' locker room and let me know the results. Whatever you decide we'll live with. Fair enough?"
"Five minutes," Pendelton grunted without altering his expression. "See that the girls are ready for me."
Frank left the locker room and headed down the hallway toward the women's dressing area. He'd not yet reached the door when David Delvecchio intercepted him. "Hey, boss, I wanted to apologize about last night, I – "
"Not now," Frank snapped, continuing past him.
Delvecchio leaned his emaciated frame against the wall and shook his head dejectedly. He had long stringy hair that he kept pulled back into a ponytail, several colorful tattoos on his forearms and shoulders, a nose ring, and a constant look of confusion and fatigue. He and a crew of two other men were responsible for transporting and constructing the ring at all ECPWL shows. Delvecchio was only in his late thirties but had been in the wrestling business for more than two decades, and was well known as both a reliable ring rat, and a helpless heroin addict.
One of Benny Dunn's security guards stood poised in front of the women's locker room dressed in a company-issue, bright yellow "security" T-shirt. "They in there?" Frank asked; knocking and entering before the guard even had time to respond. "Incoming, ladies!"
Delta Diamond and Tammy Hawk were sitting on one of the benches talking above the strains of an enormous boom box. "Frankie," Tammy said, eyes bright. "What's up?"
He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. "You know how it is, Tam. It's never easy being me. We got a bit of a problem."
Delta smiled, revealing a beautiful set of teeth, and sauntered over to him. She combed her blonde hair behind her ears with a finger and let her eyes wander seductively down Frank's body. "Tell Mommy all about it."
Frank lit a cigarette. Dressed in a tank top and skimpy satin shorts, Delta's curvaceous figure was impossible to ignore. "You know Doc Pendelton, right?"
Tammy, an equally tantalizing dark-complexioned brunette, shook her head. "Christ, not him again."
"Afraid so."
"Got an extra butt?" Delta asked. Frank lit one and handed it to her. She inhaled deeply, her eyes never leaving his. "What's that prick pulling this time?"
"He's threatening not to pass Dean."
"I wouldn't pass the fat bastard either," Tammy laughed, still straddling the bench. "Imagine trying to find his dick?"
Frank looked at her. "You're such a prude."
"So what's the deal?" Delta asked.
"We're fucked without him."
Delta glanced over her shoulder at Tammy, who offered a subtle, if not bored nod, then turned back to Frank. "Let me guess. You promised the good doctor a chance to conduct a couple of thorough examinations, right?"
"What can I tell you?" Frank said, a nervous laugh escaping him. "He's got me by the balls."
Delta arched an eyebrow. "Lucky guy."
"Maybe so, but it hurts from where I'm standing."
"It's supposed to hurt, sugar."
"Can you help me out or not?"
"Anything for you, Frankie." She playfully squeezed his thigh. "Just make sure we're on the Christmas list, okay?"
Frank slipped his arm around her waist and she immediately shifted her full weight against him. "Not a problem."
Crushing her breasts against his chest, Delta looked up at him like an innocent waif. "You're just the sweetest little thang."
"I love dementia in a woman. Especially when it's coupled with nymphomania."
Delta winked. "It's worse than you think."
"I'll bet it is." He kissed her on the forehead and headed for the door. "Thanks, ladies."
Pendelton was waiting for him in the hallway. Frank forced a smile and approached him like an old friend. "We're all set here, Doc. You should've seen their faces when I told them you were working – "
"Cut the horseshit, son," Pendelton cracked. "When do you need them?"
Frank cleared his throat. "They don't wrestle until after the intermission. That's at least an hour from now."
"Then I can take my time?"
"As long as you need."
Pendelton pulled a form from his bag and handed it to Frank. "Tate's all set."
"God bless ya, Doc."
He looked at Frank, his eyes dark. "God's got nothing to do with it, son." Pendelton pushed open the door and stepped into the locker room.

***

Frank found Charlie and Vincent standing in the entrance to the gymnasium watching the fans as they slowly began to arrive. "The early birds landing already?"
"You look like you're about to have a stroke," Vincent said, only just noticing him. "What are you doing?"
"I'm working, what the hell's it look like I'm doing?"
Charlie elbowed Vincent in the side playfully and motioned to two teenage girls who had stopped to ask one of the security people where their seats were. "Get a loada these two."
"I swear to God," Vincent chuckled, "girls did not look like that when I was in high school."
"Maybe you should go see if you can help them find their seats," Charlie said. "Tell the one with the cute little ass I'd be more than happy to let her use my face. It's the best seat in the house."
Vincent moved across the gym and immediately struck up a conversation with the two young women. Charlie and Frank watched for several seconds without speaking. "That sonofabitch is unbelievable," Charlie laughed. "Has he always been like this?"
"I can't remember him any other way."
Charlie started back to the locker room. "Come on, let's throw the state boys outta there and make sure everybody's all set. You took care of that thing with the doctor, right?"
"Yeah. Throw an extra hundred in Delta's envelope."
"Gotta love that broad."
Frank stopped him at the door. In the year that they had been working together there had been dozens of parties on the road, but the women always remained segregated from the rest of the troupe. Several stories circulated about Delta and the various partners she worked with, but no one seemed to know for sure what really went on behind closed doors with most of the female wrestlers. "Have you ever partied with Delta or any of the other girls?"
Something in Charlie's expression revealed he'd been asked that same question countless times. He smiled with his eyes before answering. "Nope, never have."
"She swings both ways, right?"
"Most of them do."
Frank looked around to make sure they were alone. "How come you never hooked up with her?"
"I don't shit where I eat." Charlie laughed lightly, as if to himself. "You know even though most guys play around on the road, I don't. I couldn't give a shit what other people do, but I decided a long time ago I wouldn't fuck with Delta and those broads. I can't afford to let them hold anything over me, know what I mean? And neither can you."
Frank shrugged. "I was just curious."
"Delta likes to play games. You think she don't know how hot she is? You think for a minute she doesn't know she can get you hard just by looking at you a certain way? Sex is her whole fucking act, Frank. She started out as a stripper – same thing with Tammy. Delta even did a few porno flicks in the early eighties, a copy of one of them circulated around the business a year or so ago. I got one at home if you ever wanna check it out." Charlie lit a cigarette and draped his arm around Frank's shoulder. "If you're really looking for a good time, you should check out the party me and the wife are throwing. The weekend after we get back from Indiana we're having some people over. Luther and his wife will be there, and a few other couples. If you want, bring Sandy. You can stay over. Or come by yourself. Either way, we'll have fun."
"Sounds good." Frank smiled. "Thanks."
They entered the locker room and ran directly into two of the state officials. "Everything's all set," one of them said. "We're ready whenever you are."
Charlie glanced at his watch. "Ten minutes."
While they continued talking, Frank made his way around the room, stopping to chat with most of the wrestlers. Luther was lying across one of the benches relaxing. Frank sat next to him. "Are we cool?"
"We're cool."
"Who's the man?"
"Larry."
"He and Dean are working the prelim."
"Yeah, opening bout," Luther said through a lengthy yawn. "You said you wanted the marks whipped from start to finish. We're giving them a bloodbath."
"Is this the kid's first time?"
"Second. First time live."
"He gonna be all right?"
"Better be."
Frank looked around. "Where's he at?" Luther pointed to the rear of the room where the toilet stalls and sinks were located.
He found Larry O'Leary, a twenty-year-old who worked as Private Sean Powers, American Hero, slouched over a sink with a small razor blade in one hand and a roll of white athletic tape in the other. Frank lit a cigarette and leaned against the wall. "How's it going, brother?"
Larry stood up straight, rising to his full six-foot two inches. "No problems here, boss."
In the business, fan favorites were known as babies; those who were booed for a living were labeled heels. Part of O'Leary's gimmick was to run to the ring wearing camouflage fatigues and waving the American flag to the strains of Springsteen's Born in the U.S.A. The crowds went wild and rooted for him with a nearly fanatical zeal. With his boyish good looks, sandy blond hair and big blue eyes, Larry was a baby many believed had the potential to become a major star. But he had only worked live shows for six months, and although Luther Jefferson had personally trained him, Larry was still relegated to the opening slot.
"You all right?" Frank asked softly. "You're looking a little tense."
Larry tore two strips of tape from the roll and began covering the dull edge of the blade. "I'll be ready."
"You sure you're okay with this?" Frank asked, motioning to the blade. "Because I can switch it to one of the other boys if you want."
His clear blue eyes met Frank's. "You're the man. If the man says, juice, I juice. I'm a professional."
Frank nodded. "You gonna pop-and-drop, or carry?"
"Carry."
"You can pop-and-drop if you want. Give yourself one good one and then very casually drop the blade in the corner where the ref can kick it onto the time table and one of us can grab it."
"I'm carrying." Larry held out his right wrist. It had been taped, but he'd left a small fold just below the base of his palm that acted as a compartment where the razor blade could be tucked safely away once he had made the necessary slashes along his hairline and forehead. "The way we've got the angle worked out, Dean's gonna juice too. We're gonna seesaw running each other into the ring posts so we'll both have to pop at least three or four times. It's gonna be a fucking mess."
Frank took a deep drag on his cigarette, recalled a conversation he and Charlie had had months before, when he'd first learned that no respectable wrestler ever used fake blood or capsules in the mouth. The blood had to be real. Juicing had become a right of passage for young wrestlers; the scar tissue it left behind, badges of honor for the veterans.
"Dean's putting you over."
Larry nodded proudly. "The ref's gonna stop it due to loss of blood. I ain't never gone over on anyone with a name big as The Mongolian Crusher. Luther says it'll make all the magazines." Despite his shaking hands he managed to hide the blade amidst the tape on his wrist. "What do you think?"
"Relax," Frank told him. "If you go out a bundle of nerves you'll blow up out there."
"No chance. I'm in great shape. I ain't never blown up – always got my wind." He grabbed the sink with both hands and stared at his reflection in the mirror, his chest rising and falling with each deep breath. "I'm cool."
Frank left him alone, walked back out into the locker area. Music could be heard from the gymnasium, followed by cheers from the crowd.
Charlie summoned everyone's attention with a loud clap of his hands. "All right, boys, let's go to work."
The door opened, and Frank followed him out and down the hallway toward the ring.



CHAPTER 8


On the outskirts of town a group of the boys found a small diner along a heavily wooded rural route just prior to the state highway junction. Finding places to eat or drink for the troupe was never easy, particularly after working small towns. Most establishments had already closed by the time the shots ended, and those eateries that did remain open were often home to local night owl types who, after a few too many beers, usually came to the conclusion that they were tougher than any wrestler. Conversations initiated out of respect and understandable curiosity, under an alcohol and testosterone haze, quickly escalated into challenges.
When they entered, Frank noticed a small group of men in the far corner talking and laughing like high school boys. He counted six of them, then made a visual sweep of the area. One middle-aged couple, one college-age couple, two stools at the long chrome-faced bar occupied by men with skin bronzed from hours spent working outdoors. A thirty-something waitress tallying checks behind and ancient cash register curled her thin lips into something similar to a smile.
"Anywhere?" Charlie asked her, motioning to the other end of the diner, his voice gravelly after a long night of ring announcing, a job he often assumed on tours as a way of cutting the additional cost of hiring an announcer.
"No," the waitress snapped. "That section's closed. Take your pick as long as it's on this side."
Charlie led the way down the narrow aisle between the booths on either side of the dining area. As always, heads turned and eyes stared at the wrestlers in tow. Charlie tried to make the best of it, smiling and acknowledging each person, but the reception was lukewarm at best.
They all slid into a large booth in the corner. Frank and Vincent and Charlie on one side, Luther and Jose Puerta (who worked as Diablo Gonzalez), Larry O'Leary, and Al Sawyer, a referee who traveled with them, on the other side.
"Let's see what's good," Charlie said, flipping open a laminated menu. "Some of the best places to eat are dumps like this."
Luther nodded, stretched his massive arms. "I remember a place just outside of Memphis we used to go to when I worked for the big leagues. That was back in '78. I was working with – "
Knowing that Luther had a habit of rambling on about past experiences, Frank interjected, "I say we eat and get the hell out of here, all right, fellas?"
"Looked a lot like this place," Luther continued. "They had the best chili I ever ate. We'd order pitchers of beer and sit there until they threw us out."
The waitress appeared with a tattered pad in her hand and the same smirk on her face. "What can I get you?"
"Give us a minute, will ya, honey?" Charlie said, flashing a wide smile.
The waitress propped a hand on her hip and glared at him. "What's your name, mister?"
"Charlie," he said, still smiling.
"Mind if I ask you a question, Charlie?"
"Not at all, honey."
"Are my shoes under your bed?"
Charlie's face dropped. "What?"
"It's a simple question, Charlie. Are my shoes under your bed?"
"Well… no."
She leaned in close to him, puckered her lips as if to kiss his cheek, and whispered, "Then don't call me honey, motherfucker."
The others burst into laughter as the waitress turned on her heels and sauntered off, leaving Charlie stunned but laughing too. "You okay, brother?" Jose laughed, patting him on the shoulder. "You gonna be all right?"
Charlie buried his nose in the menu. "Jesus what a bitch."
While the others laughed and teased Charlie relentlessly, Vincent kept a watchful eye on the group of men a few booths away. They had huddled together more than once since their arrival and it was clear that they were planning some sort of approach. He sized them up one at a time, deciding which ones were more likely to give him trouble in the event of a physical confrontation.
"Frank's right," Vincent said, once the laughter had subsided. "Let's eat and take off. I don't like the look of that crowd over there."
Luther nodded to the others. "You heard the man."
Despite the fact that both Jose Puerta and Larry O'Leary were young and unknown to anyone other than hardcore fans, it was apparent that they were, in fact, in the business. They both wore flashy weight-lifting pants and sleeveless sweatshirts. Jose wore a bandana, two large gold hoop earrings, and had shaved the tips of his eyebrows to give them the upward slant of a comic book villain, and a large gauze bandage covered a significant portion of Larry's forehead, concealing his self-inflicted wounds. The event had been highly advertised, and in a small community where everyone knew each other, these odd-looking creatures could only be part of the freak show that had come to town. Add to the mix that Luther Jefferson, although on the downside of what had been a fabulous career, was still often recognized on the street, sometimes by only casual fans of wrestling, and you had a situation that spelled trouble in most small towns after dark.
Before the waitress returned, one of the men from the table Vincent had been watching stood up and approached them. In his late thirties, he was compact, broad-shouldered and dressed in jeans and a soiled T-shirt. He needed a shave, and brown strands of greasy hair hung loosely beneath a baseball cap bearing the name of a heavy equipment manufacturer.
"Here we go," Frank said quietly.
Charlie dropped the menu. "Oh, Christ."
"Everybody be cool," Vincent told them. They had all been through this before, and, like children at a fire drill, knew exactly what to do. "Nobody get hot."
The other men giggled and suppressed nervous laughter as their friend inched closer. He stopped a few feet from the edge of the table and smiled. "Hiya doing?"
"How are you?" Vincent said.
"Hey." The man looked at Luther. "You the Dark Train, ain't ya?"
Luther offered a guarded smile. "That's right."
"Me and my buddies saw the show over at the high school tonight," he said, alcohol slurring his speech.
"Glad to hear it," Luther said. "You have a good time?"
"Hell, yeah. I been watching you on TV since I was a kid." The man chuckled, then looked over his shoulder at his friends. "What are you, sixty-freakin-years-old by now?"
"Not quite, brother, not quite."
The man wiped his hands on his shirt. "That show tonight was mostly young guys I never heard of and old farts that used to be big names. How come you ain't on TV no more? Haven't seen you on any of them big shows in years."
"I wrestle for the ECPWL now."
"But who the fuck's ever heard of that? I watch wrestling whenever it's on TV and I ain't never heard of no ECPWL."
Vincent leaned forward, elbows on the table. "We're not on television yet, but we will be soon. Keep an eye out for us."
The man glanced at Vincent then turned his attention back to Luther. "That guy you wrestled tonight, The Lariat, you kicked his ass good, huh?"
"I got the better of him tonight," Luther told him. "But he's a tough man."
"Looked like a pussy to me."
The middle-aged couple got up, quickly paid for their meal and left. The waitress remained perched behind the register, watching to see what might happen next.
"Take my word for it," Luther smiled. "He's pretty tough."
The man jerked his thumb over his shoulder at his friends. "Those guys say I'm pretty tough."
"Look," Vincent said, "we just want to get something to eat and get the hell out of here, all right?"
He looked at Jose. "And who are you supposed to be? Super Spic?"
"We're not looking for trouble," Vincent told him.
"I ain't talking to you, dago-boy."
Vincent's face showed no reaction. "But I'm talking to you."
The man turned to Larry O'Leary. "Then we got this one. The American Hero, huh? Looks to me like you couldn't be more than a year out of high school. What war did you fight in, boy?"
Larry lowered his eyes. "Why don't you go sit down?"
He leaned closer. "Matter of fact, you sorta look like a queer to me. They oughta call you The American Fag."
The other men began to laugh, and Frank shot Vincent a quick look. Hands held beneath the table, he slowly slid his pinkie ring from his finger and dropped it into his pocket. Charlie sighed and shook his head. "We're only a minute or two from the highway," he said softly.
"Tell the truth, pretty boy," the man said. "You a faggot, ain't you?"
"Actually," Larry said, slowly lifting his eyes. "I am."
The speed with which Larry stood up, grabbed the man by the throat, and pinned him to the table, startled everyone. He held him there easily, his face so close that their noses actually touched. "Gimme one good reason why I shouldn't break your neck."
"Get him off of me!" the man screamed.
Vincent had rounded the table before any of the man's cohorts could reach them. The first to make an approach was a tall man with an enormous gut. Vincent launched a thrust-kick that easily snapped the man's knee. He collapsed to the floor, howling like a wounded animal, and the others stopped dead in their tracks, realizing that this would be no simple brawl, but a conflict where people were seriously injured.
"Come on, you fucking rednecks," Luther growled. "Bring it."
"Call the police," one of the men shouted to the waitress. "And get an ambulance. Randy's knee is busted up real bad."
Vincent motioned to the door and everyone but Larry slowly filed out to the parking lot. "Okay, kid, let him go."
Larry grabbed the man by the back of his neck and pushed him toward his friends. He staggered across the floor but was caught by one of the others before he fell.
"Anybody else?" Vincent asked, watching the other men, an arrogant smile spreading across his face. "How about you? You wanna hang out with your buddy down there on the floor?"
"Just get the hell out of here!" one of the men shouted.
Very slowly, Vincent backed out of the diner. In minutes, he and the others were all piled into their rented Nissan Pathfinder, barreling down the state highway, headed for the relative safety of a motel in Connecticut.
Jose high-fived Vincent. "Jesus, that dude's knee was wrecked. You don't play, brother."
"He was a big guy," Vincent laughed. "I wasn't taking any chances."
"I hope they didn't get our plate," Charlie sighed from behind the driver's wheel.
Al Sawyer, a referee in his middle forties, sat quietly in the back seat staring out the window. He was a tall, lanky man with a comb-over that began just above his right ear and ended somewhere on the other side of his balding head. He still lived at home with his mother in New Hampshire, and in addition to his career as a referee, worked full-time as an assistant supermarket manager.
"You all right, Al?" Frank asked.
"Yeah," he said, face pale. "I guess so."
"Maybe we can grab something to eat once we get into Connecticut?" Larry said.
Charlie shook his head. "Are you kidding? They roll up the sidewalks at seven."
"Another night, another vending machine," Luther sighed.
Still under the control of an adrenaline rush, Vincent took several deep breaths and did his best to calm down. "I knew those guys were pussies," he said, looking around for further vindication. "You wanna bet that fat fuck walks with a limp even after the doctors patch him up?"
Vincent's eyes found Frank in the relative darkness. He met his gaze with a quick wink but said nothing.
Charlie pushed a cigarette between his lips and lit it. "I'm way too old for this shit."
"You're never too old to run for the car," Luther laughed. "You guys see him haul ass back there? Not bad for an old white man."
"Eat shit."
Exhausted, Frank closed his eyes and let his head rest against the back of the seat. He heard someone say, "It's a glamorous life, ain't it?" amidst laughter and moans as Luther began reciting one of his epic stories from tours past.

***

The following morning, Gus joined the troupe in New London. He and Frank had breakfast in a cheap restaurant across the street from the motel and then returned to Frank's room for a scheduled meeting with Vincent and Charlie. Instead of going directly to bed, as he should have the night before, Frank had stayed up swapping stories and drinking vodka with Benny Dunn until dawn, and was already feeling the effects of three hours of fitful sleep.
Charlie staggered in first, sipping a cup of fizzing water he swore cured even the most debilitating symptoms caused by excessive drinking, and collapsed into a chair in the corner. Through eyes that more closely resembled slits, he managed to find Gus sitting on the edge of the bed smoking a cigarette.
"You look like shit," Gus told him. "Only worse."
Charlie nonchalantly raised a buttock and squeezed out a thunderous fart. "That's for you."
"Lovely." Frank frowned and fanned the air with his hand.
"My classic breeding is only exceeded by my boyish good looks," Charlie cracked. What began as a hearty laugh soon became an uncontrollable cough emanating from deep within his chest.
Gus held out his pack of cigarettes. "Have a smoke, you wheezing bastard."
He hawked a ball of phlegm into a small plastic wastebasket next to the desk and to everyone's surprise, actually took one of the cigarettes and lit it. "Nothing a little nicotine can't fix."
Vincent knocked and entered the room looking rather drawn but none the worse for wear. "Good morning."
"That's debatable," Frank said.
"What's up?"
"We've got a problem."
"So what else is new?"
"A serious problem," Gus announced.
Vincent made it a point to look directly at Frank. "I'm listening."
"I just found out over breakfast," Frank said. "Go ahead and fill them in, Gus."
Gus crossed his legs and attempted a relaxed posture. "This week I started contacting former clients from last year in the hopes of organizing the first leg of our New England tour for September," he began uncomfortably, "and I found a disturbing pattern. The GCWA has already signed three of them away from us for shots this fall."
"Global Championship Wrestling Alliance," Charlie groaned. "That's John Turano's group. I knew this was coming."
"They're following the exact route of our tour from last season," Gus told them. "They've already contacted six of our clients in the last month or so, and from what I can tell they don't plan on stopping any time soon."
"Which ones did we lose?"
"Fall River, Dedham, and Lowell."
Vincent drew a slow, deep breath. "Sonofabitch."
"The GCWA is basically a three-man operation," Charlie said. "Turano, his brother Marvin, and his cousin Joey Loomis."
"But everybody knows Turano's a piece of shit," Vincent said. "Most marks outside the business who talk to him or his people directly are turned off in the first five minutes."
Charlie nodded. "All three of them are buffoons. They've got a few independent bookers scattered around from here to Florida, but nobody major. They write all of their business on cost. They're established – been in the business for almost twenty years. The only reason they never became major players is because they're hit-and-run artists. They used to work a lot of dates in New York and Jersey, but they ripped off so many people it got to the point that their reputation made it impossible for them to conduct business. That's why they relocated to Philadelphia and tried to monopolize that state. They still do shots up and down the East Coast when they can get them, but they're mainly a TV federation now. Granted, the only thing worse than their live shots is that TV show – and it only runs on the smaller cable outlets – but it generates a shit-load of house shows for the pricks. It's Turano's bread and butter. He packages thirteen-week runs, sells advertising, produces the show, and gives it to the goddamn stations. He makes his coin on the shots generated by the TV show and from the advertisers and sponsors directly. He's been running TV shots for more than ten years from here to Pennsylvania, and it pays off. He just sits there in Philly and takes the shots as they come to him. It's the only way they could survive once the business cleaned itself up and started involving real sales pros. Turano knew he and his boys couldn't compete with competent, articulate salespeople, so he went the TV route instead."
Vincent turned to Gus. "Specifically, how is he stealing our dates?"
"He's offering them TV tapings," Gus explained. "He comes to their school with a TV crew, his regular under-card workers, and as many stars on the independent circuit he can get his hands on. They start the shot about noon, and it runs until nine or ten o'clock at night. Fans come and go throughout the course of the day, but they manage to keep it packed because they sell the tickets real cheap – two, three dollars for a ringside seat and a buck for everything else. The fans not only get to see a ton of matches they get to see a lot of the boys wrestle over and over again. The stars come out and do two or three squash matches – where they beat the shit out of some no-name – to top-of-the-card main event bouts. By the time they wrap up a shot, Turano's got thirteen weeks in the can."
Frank was beginning to feel claustrophobic. He moved to the window and opened the blinds enough to let in a bit of light. "And because he's already got all of his advertising sold he can deliver the show to the client for free."
Gus looked to Vincent for support. "And just how the hell am I supposed to compete with that? I asked our client in Fall River if they were happy with us last season – they made money, we delivered everything we promised – and the client says if they sign with Turano there's no risk. Zero. If he lets the Turano's use his gym for a day, he lets him sell as many tickets as he wants and he gets to keep the whole nut. Bottom line, fellas, I'm stuck trying to sell a product this motherfucker's giving away."
"Why risk five or six thousand to make ten or twelve," Charlie sighed, "when Turano can offer you three-to-five with no chance of losing dime one?"
Vincent began to pace. "Why fuck with us?"
"I've never seen him make a move like this," Charlie said. "He's always kept pretty much to himself."
"With all due respect, Charlie," Frank said, stepping forward, "until we entered the picture the ECPWL wasn't much of a threat to somebody like Turano. With the number of shows we're doing now, particularly those in and around his home base state, we must be hurting him worse than we thought."
Everyone in the room was familiar with the six independent promoters conducting business from Maine to Florida, but it was also common knowledge that only three could be considered federations capable of wielding any significant power. The ECPWL was one; a promotion based in Miami (and considered at that point to be friendly), was another. The third and arguably strongest of the lot belonged to John Turano. In a little more than a year the ECPWL had become recognized throughout the wrestling business as the fastest-rising independent organization in the country. Their rapid success had now made them a target.
"Maybe we should've tried to meet with Turano before we started booking shots in Pennsylvania and the neighboring states," Gus said quietly.
Charlie shook his head. "You don't understand. You don't talk to John Turano. He's such an asshole it's impossible to have a reasonable conversation with the guy. Believe me, I've tried. That's why he's an outcast in the business."
"None of us are exactly close," Frank said.
"True, but at least if we need to talk to say, Ralphie Logan down in Miami, or Murray Weiss in New York, or even Pete Bracco in Trenton, we can get them on the phone and work things out. Turano considers everybody the enemy."
"Maybe he's right," Vincent said.
"Yeah," Charlie answered, "but we all know there's certain things you just don't do, and following somebody else's dates is one of them. It shows a complete lack of respect. It's like a slap in the face, Vin."
Gus said, "The New England states were his territory first. He could make the argument that we did the same shit to him. Turano had free reign there for so long he probably thought he could just – "
"I don't give a shit what he thought," Frank snapped. "Give me the actual damages."
"Using sales figures from last year, the loss of those three shots will end up costing us more than ten grand in profits."
Frank slammed a fist on the bureau. "But Jesus Christ, can we get a break from this bullshit?"
"We can't afford another hit like that," Gus said after a hard swallow. "It'd set us back a year, maybe more."
Frank exchanged glances with Vincent before he spoke. "At some point Turano will have enough TV tapings ahead of him. How much longer do you think he'll keep this stunt going? Can we just ride it out?"
"Remember," Vincent warned, "he's got more money than we do at this point. The question is how much longer can he afford to keep it going?"
With a horrible grimace, Charlie gulped down the remainder of his drink. "Long enough to run us into the ground."
Frank lit a cigarette, pulled the smoke deep into his lungs and held it there. "What do we do about it?"
"Okay," Vincent said, "let's cut to the chase. We've got three options."
"That's two more than I can think of," Charlie said wearily.
Vincent removed his suit jacket and slung it over the back of the desk chair. "One, we wait it out, step up our own sales efforts – particularly in this sack of shit's backyard – and wait to see what he does next. Two, we set up a meeting with him and his people and try to negotiate some sort of deal where nobody has to take the pipe. Three, we make a move on Turano that shows the entire wrestling world that we are the last guys on the planet anybody wants to be fucking with."
"Charlie," Frank said, pacing slowly near the door, "you're the only one who knows this guy – "
"I've met him," Charlie corrected him. "I don't know him any better than you do, brother."
"But you don't think he can be negotiated with."
"Not at all. The guy's a dick. Ask your friend, Paulie Caruso, he knows Turano. Ask Luther. He worked for him for a few months a couple years back. Any of the boys that work for the guy will tell you the same thing, Frank. The only way he gets talent to work for him in the first place is because he promises TV exposure and guarantees a certain number of shots a year."
Frank thought a moment. "Has he ever been pushed?"
"Luther told me a story once about a feud Turano had back in the seventies with a guy by the name of Dave Remy. He was a real small-timer, worked mostly Massachusetts and Rhode Island doing little popcorn shows – you know, a few hundred bucks in his pocket a night with a card of unknown talent, a small room and cheap ticket prices. One of the guys who worked for Turano at that time was Jimmy Shaw. He had a hell of a gimmick – they'd carry him out in a cage and drag him into the ring in chains like a nut. He worked as The Neanderthal Man. They billed him as a guy a bunch of scientists had found out in some jungle someplace – you know the routine – I'm sure you guys remember seeing him on TV and in all the magazines back then. He was a major headliner for a while. Anyway, in those days, the big promotions only offered a handful of exclusive contracts, so there was a lot more movement between the major federations and the independent circuit, even by the big stars. Shaw ended up going to work for Turano, but they had a falling out over money and Shaw split. Somewhere along the line, he met up with this Remy guy and they decided to do a shot together. Shaw wanted to get back at Turano for stiffing him so he gave Remy the name of one of the Turano's biggest clients and told him to put it together. Well, with The Neanderthal Man as the main event draw even a stiff like Remy could sell the deal. Word got back to Turano and I guess he went fucking ballistic, but it was too late. The contract had already been signed."
Vincent rubbed his eyes. "This sounds like one of Luther's stories. Does it have an ending?"
"Yeah," Charlie said in a gruff voice, "see what you think of this, slick. Two weeks after the shot Dave Remy gets killed out in front of his apartment by a hit-and-run driver. They never caught the guy. Six months go by. Jimmy Shaw's working a tour in South America, and one night after a shot, somebody walks into the locker room, kicks in one of the stalls and beats him to death with a baseball bat while the poor bastard's pinching a loaf."
"Jesus," Gus said, fumbling for a cigarette.
"Luther knew a few of the guys on that tour. They told him Shaw was beaten to a fucking pulp, and you wanna know the best part? Nobody saw a goddamn thing."
Apparently entertained by the story, Vincent smiled. "Grease enough palms, everybody goes blind, huh?"
"They never caught that guy either." Charlie rolled his eyes. "Supposedly Turano arranged the hit through friends he had in the mob in Philly."
Frank turned to Vincent. "Turano's connected?"
"Easy enough to find out."
"Then do it."
The sky rumbled, followed by a deafening clanging sound as a heavy rain began to fall against the tin awning that ran the length of the motel.
"Then negotiating with this guy is definitely out," Gus said above the sudden din.
"Not necessarily," Vincent said.
"Vin," Charlie said through a heavy sigh, "Turano's got a temper on him that makes you look like fucking Gandhi."
Vincent leaned against the desk. "I just find it hard to believe that he'd refuse to meet with us."
"Maybe he would," Frank said, "but how would our asking for a meeting make us look at this point?"
"How do you mean?"
Frank crushed his cigarette in an ashtray on the desk and moved to the window. "Turano's already made a move on us. If we respond by asking for a sit-down we'll look weak."
"That's a good point," Vincent conceded. "We'd be coming to the table at a disadvantage. But maybe if we showed him we were willing to bend a little, so would he."
"I got to tell you, it's real fucking surreal seeing you in the role of peacemaker," Charlie said, smiling with his eyes.
"Fuck that," Vincent quipped. "I'm just saying we better look at this from every possible angle, Charlie. If we decide to use muscle on this guy we better be prepared. Anything could happen."
Charlie stood up, his expression dark. "I didn't say anything about using muscle."
Frank watched the parking lot through the rain-blurred window. The urge to crawl back into bed and go to sleep was an appealing fantasy he allowed himself to briefly entertain before he faced the others. "What do you think, Gus?"
The expression on his face amply revealed the degree of his surprise in having been asked. He pushed his eyeglasses in tighter against the bridge of his nose and glanced self-consciously around the room. "I don't see that we have any choice but to make a move on him."
Frank nodded. "Charlie?"
"I abstain."
"What the hell does that mean?"
"There's this thing called a dictionary, kid. Find out about it."
"There's a time and place for fucking around," Frank said, staring at him decidedly. "This isn't one of them."
Charlie scratched the back of his head. "We all knew it was only a matter of time before this happened. I trust you guys to handle it in a way that's in our best interest."
Thunder rolled, and Frank's eyes shifted to Vincent. "Vin?"
"If nobody else thinks – "
"I'm only concerned with what you think at the moment."
Vincent loosened his tie. "We should probably move on him," he said in an uncharacteristically soft voice. "Otherwise we not only run the risk of looking weak, but we might make Turano feel more confident about coming after us later. Either way, things could and probably will get real ugly. Going this route will change everything for a long time."
"I say we hit back," Frank told the others. "Hard."
Charlie headed for the door. "This is where I step out."
"Maybe you should stay," Vincent suggested.
"I don't want nothing to do with the muscle end of things," he said firmly. "I made that clear from the beginning. I'm with you guys a hundred percent in whatever you decide only I don't want a hand in it. The less I know the better."
"How can you expect to be safe if you're ignorant of what's happening?" Vincent pressed.
"Tell me only what I need to know," Charlie said, then he looked at Frank for his approval. "Okay, chief?"
The rain seemed to increase in intensity, and in that split-second power shifted even further in Frank's favor. "Head on over to the venue. We'll meet you there in a while."
Charlie left without hesitation.
Gus moved to the window and watched him cross the parking lot in an awkward, almost comical sprint, his feet splashing puddles as he went. "What a pussy."
Probably smarter than the rest of us, Frank thought.
Vincent sighed. "Let's get to it."
"Close the blinds," Frank told him.
The things they were about to discuss were better suited to the dark.

***

The foul weather only helped to bring more people to the event. The auditorium was packed to the rafters, and Benny Dunn's security crew was on their toes from the opening bell. The show itself was one of the best Frank had ever seen the boys do. Of course, the bouts were identical to those staged throughout the course of the tour, but there was an additional element of excitement on this particular afternoon – generated mostly by an aggressive, boisterous crowd that seemed to inspire the wrestlers to bring the level of their performance up a notch.
Luther defended his world title successfully, coming back from the brink of defeat at the hands of The Lariat at least half a dozen times. With the flair of a seasoned professional, the Dark Train would stare into the crowd with pleading eyes; hands reaching out as if to touch the fans while his opponent increased the pressure on a submission hold that appeared to drive him to the very edge of consciousness. And the crowd responded, chanting Luther's name again and again, each chorus louder and more desperate until their hero struggled to his feet, absorbing the power of his fans' support and transforming it into a tangible energy capable of allowing him to finally turn the tables. After pinning The Lariat in dramatic fashion, Luther staggered from the ring, his championship belt held high above his head as he embraced the crowd at ringside, making sure to stop for a quick photograph with a local retarded youth who was to receive a percentage of the profits generated by the fund-raiser. Sensing the power of the moment, Luther slung his arm around the boy and encouraged him to wear the belt. Again, the crowd began to chant Luther's name.
Benny Dunn moved up the main aisle to ringside and lifted the boy over the metal barricade that separated the front row from the ring area and stood him next to the champion. The young man, star-struck and unable to believe that one of his idols had actually involved him in the show, looked up at Luther in awe. With the fans cheering him on, Luther secured the strap around the boy's waist and began parading him through the crowd.
"The official time!" Charlie's voice boomed over Luther's exit music as he watched from the center of the ring. "Twenty minutes, fourteen seconds. The winner by pin-fall and still ECPWL Heavyweight Champion of the World… Luther Dark Train Jefferson!"
Luther and the boy were still at ringside exchanging high-fives and dancing to the music as the frenzied crowd cheered uproariously.
"And let's hear it for the real champ!" Charlie said. "Corey Walters, folks! Let's hear it for Corey!"
The crowd now began to chant Corey's name, and the boy started to laugh, finally grabbing Luther around the waist with a hug that looked as if it might never end.
Frank, Vincent, and Gus watched from the rear of the auditorium. As the music continued to blare and Luther did his best to prolong his time in the spotlight, a woman moved through the crowd and approached them. She was attractive, dressed in plain, inexpensive clothes, and her hair was pulled back and fastened with an elastic. Her eyes were moist and she dabbed at them with a tattered tissue.
"I'm Jean Walters," she said, offering a shaking hand. "Corey's mother. I can't thank you gentlemen enough for this."
Frank took her hand and smiled warmly. "It's our pleasure. Corey's a great kid, ma'am, and we're happy to help."
"He's done nothing but talk about this show for weeks," she told them, still teary-eyed. "Now, after all this, it should just about make his year. Please thank Mr. Jefferson for me."
"I'll do that," Frank said. "We've also got a package for Corey in the locker room. Some autographed pictures and things we thought he might like."
Without hesitation, she leaned over and hugged all three men in turn. "Thanks again."
"Take care," Vincent said, watching her return to her seat.
"I guess every once and a while even we do something good," Frank grinned, elbowing Vincent. "Even you, Satan."
"Speak for yourself."
Gus shook his head. "Don't you have any feelings at all?"
"Sure," Vincent yawned. "I've got deep feelings for that blonde over there. Mostly in my nuts."
Benny emerged from the crowd and joined them at the rear of the room. "Can I talk to you guys for a second?"
"Shoot," Vincent told him.
He glanced over his shoulder at Elliot's concession table. "I had one of my guys watch him like you told me, Vin. He's been pocketing the cash on every third sale. Fucking guy's good, though. Magician's hands."
Vincent turned to Frank. "What'd I tell you?"
"Thanks, Ben," Frank said. "Make sure your guy gets a few extra bucks in his envelope. Tell Charlie I said it was all right."
With a quick nod, Benny returned to his duties at ringside.
Gus made a fist and shook it in the air. "That sonofabitch. We should kick his ass."
"Go ahead," Vincent said.
Gus cleared his throat and immediately assumed a less threatening posture. "Well, I would but… with my training I have to be careful."
"Yeah," Vincent cracked, rolling his eyes, "you might annoy him to death."
"Hey, I don't need the cops down on my head, man." Gus hoisted his pants up high on his hips. "You guys probably weren't aware of this but my hands are registered as deadly weapons with quite a few police departments."
"Oh, Jesus H. Christ." Vincent moaned and headed for the locker room. "Not the registered hands story."
"What the hell is his problem?" Gus asked.
Frank gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. "Don't worry about it. Go tell Elliot I want to see him in the locker room right after the intermission."
"What if he asks why?"
"Tell him you don't know."

***

Elliot entered the locker room with a bounce in his step and a smile on his face. The wrestlers were congregated on one side of the room, Frank, Vincent, Gus and Charlie on the other.
"Luther Jefferson!" Elliot barked. "You, sir, are without a doubt, the man. Does this guy know how to work a room or does he – does he know how to work a goddamn room? Beautiful – absolutely beautiful is what that was. With the – with the kid and all – no one does it any better!" Luther, a towel draped over his sweat-drenched body, smiled and waved to him. Elliot approached Frank and the others, seemingly unaware of what was about to happen. "Hey, Frank, you wanted to see me, babe?"
Vincent turned and hit him full in the face. Elliot fell forward and to the side, his knee catching one of the benches and sending him sprawling onto the cement floor. The buzz of conversation in the room came to a halt as everyone looked to see what had happened.
"Get up," Vincent said evenly.
Elliot rolled over onto his back. Blood had already begun to ooze from his split lip. "Oh my – oh my God," he gasped. "Help… somebody – I think I'm having a heart attack."
Vincent reached down, grabbed a handful of shirt, pulled Elliot to his feet and slammed him against a row of lockers. "You're not lucky enough to have a heart attack."
"What the hell is this all about?"
"My money."
Elliot's eyes darted back and forth across the room, two blurred orbs behind the thick lenses of glass. "I don't – what does that – what are you talking about?"
"Just give him the money, Elliot," Charlie said.
He reached into his pockets with a shaking hand and pulled out a crumpled wad of bills. "Fifty. I only skimmed fifty bucks. For God's sake, fellas, I – "
"Quiet." Vincent ripped the money from his hand and stuffed it into Elliot's mouth. "You think you got balls big enough to steal from me? Is that it?"
Elliot shook his head violently but didn't attempt to speak until Vincent removed the money and handed it to Charlie. "I'm sorry – so sorry, guys, it's – it's just that it's been such a bad run for me this tour. I – Frank – I tried to talk to you about – "
"And what did I say, Elliot?" Frank asked.
When there was no immediate answer, Vincent slammed him against the lockers a second time. "What did he say, Elliot?"
"No. He said no."
Vincent took him by the scruff of the neck and sat him down on the bench. He ran his hands through his hair and looked across the room at the wrestlers who all stood mesmerized. "When somebody steals from us," he said evenly. "They're stealing from all of you."
"I'm sorry," Elliot blurted out. "Please, I – "
"You're out," Vincent told him.
"Yes, I – I understand. I'll be packed up and gone in – "
"Leave the table and all the product. It belongs to us now. You're gonna take your snot-nosed little nephew with you and you're gonna walk out that door and never come anywhere near me again. Cabeesh, asshole?"
Elliot nodded wearily. "All right, Vin. All right."
Vincent swung open the door to one of the metal lockers. "But first, you're gonna put your hand in this locker."
Tears welled in his eyes as his lower lip began to tremble. "But… Vincent, you don't have to do this."
"Vin," Charlie said, as if to stop him, but one glaring look from Vincent changed his mind. He spoke in Elliot's direction but found it impossible to establish eye contact. "There's nothing I can do, Elliot."
"But Charlie, we go back – "
"I'm sorry."
Vincent smiled triumphantly. "Put your hand in the locker, douche bag."
"You… you can't…"
"Make me repeat myself again," Vincent told him, just above a whisper, "and I'll beat you to death right here, right now."
Elliot made a whimpering sound and slowly slid his hand into the open locker. He took a deep breath in an effort to control himself, and then began to cry uncontrollably, like a child.
"Jesus Christ, Vin," Luther said, standing.
"Am I talking to you?" Vincent asked without looking at him.
"Come on, man, that's enough."
Slowly, Vincent turned his head to meet Luther's gaze. "Go take a shower, champ. I'll let you know if I need you."
Luther stepped forward. "In the old days, if a promoter ever talked to me like that I'd just lock the door on him."
"So lock the door," Vincent told him.
"I was hoping it wouldn't come to that."
"It just did."
"You're gonna let him do this?" he asked Frank.
Frank lit a cigarette, left it between his lips, then moved behind Elliot and covered his mouth with both hands. "I'm the one who told him to do it, Train."
After a moment, Luther nodded and turned away. "Fuck it. Ain't none of my business anyway."
Even with his mouth covered the muffled screams could be heard as Vincent slammed the door across the back of Elliot's hand three times. Frank released him and he slumped to the floor, holding his shattered hand with the other as he curled into a fetal position. "Gus," Vincent said, "get this piece of shit out of my sight before I kill him."
"Is he conscious?" Gus bent over to get a better look at him. "Well, sort of."
Charlie, white as chalk, stared at Vincent with a blank expression. "Here," he said, holding out the fifty dollars Elliot had stolen.
"You keep it."
As Frank and Vincent moved across the locker room all the wrestlers quickly occupied themselves. Luther was sitting on one of the benches, and looked up at them with a wry smile.
"Are we cool?" Frank asked him.
"We're cool." He winked at Vincent. "I didn't mean no disrespect, Vin. I was just afraid you were gonna kill him."
Vincent smiled. "What if I had?"
Luther looked at him and laughed lightly, but Frank could tell he found no humor in the question. In Luther's dark eyes he saw something new – something beyond the acceptance and respect it had taken them so many months to earn.
He saw fear.



CHAPTER 9


The digital alarm clock on the dresser read 3:18 p.m. With the shades on both windows drawn and the bedroom door open just a crack it might've been the middle of the night.
Frank rolled over, the soft mattress complying with the contours of his aching lower back. It had been unseasonably cold that night, and he'd used the top sheet when first slipping into bed, but the dense humidity typical of even coastal Massachusetts in July had returned with a vengeance. His underarms were sticky; the black hair across his chest and stomach moist and matted with sweat, and his throat was parched and mucky from too many cigarettes the night before.
It had been a quiet ride back from Connecticut. The drive home at the end of a tour always was. It seemed Frank lived a great deal of his life in cars these days, roaming the countryside like some modern day Gypsy, but any romanticism he'd associated with the lifestyle early on experience had taught him to dismiss as little more than wishful thinking. Going on tour was work – plain and simple – and it usually took a day or two to recover from it. No matter how much money the run yielded or the amount of enjoyment the participants derived from it, exhaustion eventually won out every time. Only a mark would fail to return home as limp and rung out as a used dishrag; a true professional left everything he had on the road.
As he lay there in the darkened room, still not completely awake, Frank tried to remember if a nightmare had been responsible for so abruptly interrupting his slumber. A maelstrom of varied thoughts served only to further cloud his mind, so he reached over to the nightstand for his wristwatch.
Frank heard movement in the kitchen. The bedroom door opened slowly, and Sandy entered the room wearing a top to one of her bikini swimsuits and a pair of cut-off jeans. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, held in place by a plastic clip, and her face bore almost no makeup – her smooth complexion as pristine as a child's. Frank detected the pleasant scent of her cologne as she padded barefoot across the carpeting and sat next to him on the edge of the bed.
"What are you doing home?"
"I took a personal day," she said, her hand touching his bare shoulder. "I thought it might be nice to spend a little time together. I knew you'd be spent but I didn't think you'd sleep all afternoon."
"Sorry."
"I must have been dead to the world when you got home, I never even heard you come to bed. What time did you get in?"
"A little after two."
"Wasn't the last show a matinee?"
"Yeah, but we had an end-of-tour party."
She smiled and shook her head. "You guys throw more parties than the Rolling Stones."
Frank sat up a bit and rubbed his eyes. "I'm wrecked."
"How did the tour go?"
He motioned to a stack of money he'd tossed onto the dresser the night before. "Good."
"I saw that," she nodded. "We didn't have much in the house so I took a couple hundred and went grocery shopping this morning."
"You didn't wear that outfit did you?"
"Comes in handy when I'm low on double coupons," she laughed.
Frank reached around behind her and unhooked her top. She leaned forward and it fell into her lap. His eyes consumed her before his hands did, before his mouth did, before they made love for hours, stopping only long enough to recuperate and begin again.
When it was over they remained in each other's arms despite the heat, their bodies slick and glistening. Frank listened to his chest wheeze with every breath and wondered if he'd ever quit smoking.
"Are you awake?" he eventually asked. She nodded her head without raising it from his chest. "Did you think to call the real estate agent while I was gone?"
"Uh-huh."
"Anything reasonable in house rentals?"
"Two here in town," she said in a dreamy voice. "A nice two-bedroom on Piney Nook – you know, the cul-de-sac over by the Mobile station – and another in the center of town."
Frank wiped a bead of perspiration from his brow. "I've got five days before I go on the road again. We better make appointments to look at them this week."
"Are you sure we can afford a house?"
"Of course," he said playfully, stroking her shoulder. "And that's just one of the perks being married to a wildly successful businessman like myself."
Sandy looked up at him and blinked her emerald eyes. "Is that what you are, Frank?"
"Most of the time."
"What about all the other hours in the day?"
His hand slid down into the crack of her ass. "Whatever I need to be."
"I need to know that you're all right."
"I'm fine, honey," he said, after a moment. "It's just that what I do can be difficult at times."
"Want to tell me about it?"
Frank kissed her forehead. "No."
"Why do you shut me out like that?"
"With knowledge comes responsibility, Sandy. I don't want you exposed to the business. Trust me, it's better this way."
She sighed, and Frank felt her hot breath against his skin. "But it's such a big part of your life now. I've spoken to Charlie Rain a few times on the phone, but I've never even met him. I don't know any of the guys you work with."
"They're not your kind of people."
Sandy rolled over onto her stomach, squashing her breasts against him. "I know I haven't been terribly supportive, but I'm not asking you to make me your business partner, Frank. All I'm saying is that I'd like to be more involved in your affairs. The way it works now, you take a call here at home now and then, go off to the office, pack your bags and take off for a week or two, and then you come home and throw a few thousand dollars at me. You've never discussed even the most trivial aspects of what goes on."
"It's not always pleasant."
"That much is clear."
Frank winced. "Is it that obvious?"
"It's written all over your face."
A while later he spoke again. "There's good and bad in it like anything else, but I love the business."
Sandy's eyes had not left him. "Do you?"
"Yeah," he nodded. "I'm just not sure that's necessarily a good thing. If a couple of years ago you'd asked me if I were capable of some of the things I've already done, I'd have sworn I wasn't… But it's like we've got our own little world, you know? The only rules are the ones we make, and that can get dangerous in a hurry."
Her hands cupped his face. "I don't want to lose you to that world, Frank. If – God forbid – anything ever happened to you, or if you got into serious trouble with the law and had to go to jail, I… I don't know what I'd do."
"It's nothing that dramatic," he assured her, disturbed by the ease with which he'd lied. "A good deal of the business is turning your head and looking the other way."
"But where does that end?"
Frank found cigarettes on the nightstand and lit one. "Once we're more established," he said, exhaling a cloud of smoke across the room, "I won't have to spend so much time on the road, which means I won't have to be involved in the things that go along with it. We plan to put a TV show together soon, and that'll not only increase business, it'll make us more powerful. In another year or two the ECPWL will be a national promotion – eventually even international – and when that happens you and I will be set for the rest of our lives."
She smiled. "I could quit my job."
"You can do that now."
"And what if things don't go according to plan?"
"They will."
"But what if – "
"They will."
Sandy nodded, casually tracing the outer edge of his nipple with her index finger. "I miss you when you're gone."
"I don't like being apart any more than you do, honey."
"Sure," she joked. "You've probably got a girlfriend in every town."
He slapped her bottom. "Do be ridiculous. Every other town."
"Asshole."
Frank ground his cigarette out in the ashtray. He and Vincent had decided to wait to make their move on Turano until after the next tour had ended. The tour itself was scheduled to run three weeks, and it would probably take approximately the same amount of time to amply prepare for the move against their rival. The risk of things getting rough was still a couple of months away.
"The Saturday after I get back from Indiana, Charlie and his wife are having a party at their place," he said rather hesitantly. "Do you want to go?"
She eyed him with uncertainty. "Was I invited?"
"I wouldn't be asking otherwise."
"Is Vincent going to be there?"
"No."
"How about Gus?"
"No, just a few couples."
"New York's a long way to go for a party."
"It's just over the Connecticut border." Frank shrugged. "Charlie offered to put us up for the night. It's no big deal, I just though I'd mention it."
"Sure," she said. "Let's go."
Music began thumping through the wall from the apartment next door. Sandy rolled off of him and strode to the closet for her summer robe. "What was that? You want to take me out for dinner? Let me take a quick shower and I'll be ready in ten minutes."
"Deal."
Frank heard the rumble of the shower, the rattling of pipes in the wall, the incessant beat of the funky tune next door, and decided he'd call the real estate agent personally.

***

Gus picked Kathleen up out in front of her apartment in New Bedford's south end, parked at the corner and hit the horn as he always did. He'd asked her several times to let him go to the door and call on her properly, but she'd explained that she and her daughter shared the place with a roommate, another working girl who didn't take kindly to strangers. Although the awkward arrangements made him angry, it had been several years since he'd had even a legitimate date with a woman, much less an ongoing relationship of any value with one, and Gus didn't want to do anything that might jeopardize things between them.
As he waited, a junkie who had been watching him from across the street since he'd arrived staggered up to his GMC Jimmy. "Hey, buddy, you got a quarter?"
"Yeah," Gus smiled. "Got a couple of them. Fuck off."
The door to the apartment building opened and Kathleen appeared on the front steps looking as if she hadn't gotten much sleep. Gus jumped from the car and bolted around to the passenger-side door so he could open it for her.
"Hi, babe," he said, kissing her on the cheek.
She climbed into the Jimmy and lit a cigarette. "What the hell was so important that you had to see me so fucking early?"
"Come on, hon, watch the language, that's no way for a nice girl to talk."
She stared at him, bleary-eyed. "Are you fucking kidding me? Tell me you're fucking kidding me. What are you, a retard?"
Gus got back behind the wheel and headed for the highway. Frank and Vincent had left for Pennsylvania the night before and he knew that until nine o'clock, when the secretary and two telemarketing salespeople working under him showed up, he'd have the office to himself. "I thought you might like to see where I work."
"I know what an office looks like, Gus."
"After I show you around I thought we'd go get some breakfast. Sound good?"
"Sure," she moaned. "Whatever."
"I decided to skip this tour. I'll probably check in on things from time to time just to make sure nobody's slacking off, but I'm too damn busy running the business to go on the road. Besides, after what happened the last time I've got to be real careful. After the show in Connecticut me and the boys stopped to get a bite to eat and ran into a load of trouble."
"Yeah?" She yawned.
"Five rednecks decided to give us some shit." He shook his head in disgust and tried his best to recall the details of the story Vincent had told him about the incident in the diner. "Naturally, everybody looked to me to handle it, being the muscle and all. Anyway, took one guy's knee out with a thrust kick, broke another guy's jaw with a spinning back-fist. That was enough to convince the other three guys that they'd picked the wrong dude to fuck with."
They arrived at the office a few minutes later and Gus proudly gave her the grand tour, leaving his work area for last. He insisted Kathleen sit in his leather swivel and put her feet up on his desk.
"Feels good, doesn't it?" he said.
She forced a smile. "Sure."
"Anyway, this is the place. My place."
"And those guys you talk about all the time – Frank and Vin – they're your partners?"
Gus sat on the corner of his desk. "Yeah, we're partners, but I'm still the boss."
"I admit it." Kathleen glanced around the office. "I'm impressed."
"There's still time before anybody else shows up," Gus said, moving closer. "Ever done it in an office?"
Kathleen leaned back in the chair, away from his advances. "You're gonna have to help me out with a little something." He frowned, stared at her with confusion. "I thought you said you wanted me to be your girl?"
He nodded. "I do."
"You wanted me to try not to work as much, remember?" Gus nodded again. "I got bills. I got to pay half the rent and half the utilities. Tiffany needs new clothes, and I – "
Gus pulled out his wallet. "Here's fifty – "
"Fifty?"
" – and another thirty."
"I can make that sucking cock on the street in less than an hour."
"Jesus, why do you have to say shit like – just don't say things like that."
"Eighty bucks ain't gonna cut it, Gus."
"That's all I've got."
Kathleen dropped the cash on the desk as if it were diseased and folded her arms across her chest. "This isn't gonna work out, Gus. Maybe you should just take me home."
"Take it easy, babe," he said through a nervous laugh. "I can go to the ATM – no problem. Jesus, lighten up."
She pushed out her lower lip and pouted. "I'm sorry. It's just that I thought you were different from all the others."
He crouched next to her. "I am."
"Then why won't you help me? Why won't you take care of me? You know I got bills, Gus. I got a daughter and she needs things, you understand? Kids are expensive. I wanna be with you, you know that."
"I'll make it right," he muttered, his mind racing.
"I really care about you," she said, "and I thought you felt the same way about me."
Gus stood up, lit a cigarette and began to pace in front of his desk. Things had to change soon. Frank was going to have to sit Vincent down and explain to him that it was time for the business to be split three ways. He'd worked hard and done everything asked of him for more than a year. He'd earned the right to be a full partner, and for the first time in his life Gus feared this might be his last shot at real happiness. There could be no more delays. He needed to move up and he needed to do it now. He assured himself he would speak to Frank the moment he returned from Indiana.
"Don't you care about me at all?" Kathleen asked softly.
He hesitated, looked her in the eye. "I love you."
Her mouth fell open. "You do?"
"I've never told a woman that before." He'd never meant it before, at least that much was true. "I'm about to make some moves that'll make me a very powerful man, babe. When that happens, I want us to be together."
Kathleen slid the money into her purse and moved around to the front of the desk. "Let's stop at the ATM," she smiled, snaking her arms around his neck, "then go back to your place and have breakfast in bed."

***

The first leg of the tour, four shots spread out over six nights in New Jersey and Pennsylvania, went off without a hitch. They played mostly rural, depressed areas, but the stands were packed, the sponsors made money, and in all but one case return dates for the following year were secured.
There were two more stops, followed by a shot in Youngstown, Ohio, before they crossed the border into Indiana. It was an exhausting tour with a lot of downtime between shots spent partying in a string of motels that all looked the same, and several boring hours logged in a caravan of cars. David Delvecchio, as strung out as ever, pulled up the rear in his battered Ford Bronco, the disassembled ring in tow.
With one exception, the talent remained the same throughout the tour. Nick Strong was a headliner who had worked the major federations for decades and had only recently made his services available to the independent circuit. Because one could never be sure how some of the bigger stars were to work with, Charlie seldom booked wrestlers he hadn't used before, but in order to close the deal, Frank had promised Strong in the main event.
The move turned out to be something of a coup. In booking Strong the ECPWL became the first independent promotion to do so, and with the drawing power his name still generated, the shot – a fund-raiser financed by a group of businessmen and scheduled to be held outdoors on a high school football field – had sold over five thousand tickets after only a month of promotion.
Arrangements had been made to fly Strong in from his home in Atlanta to Indianapolis International Airport. Frank would pick him up at his hotel and drive him to the event in Singleton, a town about thirty minutes away.
Frank got to the hotel just before five and asked a woman at the front desk to call Strong's room and notify him that his ride had arrived.
The woman promptly made the call. "Of course, sir," she said, returning the phone to its cradle. "Mr. Strong said to tell you he's not quite ready, and he asked you to join him in his room."
Following the directions she'd given him, Frank rode the elevator to the second floor. Nick Strong had always been one of his favorites, and Frank couldn't wait to meet him.
A former Olympic boxer in the light heavyweight division, Strong (then known by his real name, Nicholas Strazinski) had come within one match of winning a bronze metal in 1968 in Mexico City at the age of twenty. With much fanfare he turned professional in 1969 and had a respectable though less-than-dazzling career as a heavyweight, being dubbed one in a string of many great white hopes for a time. But his biggest claim to fame came in defeat in 1973 when he was viciously knocked out by another contender on national television on an under-card featuring then heavyweight champion and boxing legend "Smokin'" Joe Frazier. Strong retired not long after, and, to the horror of many boxing purists, decided to embark on a career as a professional wrestler.
Ironically, it was as a wrestler that Nick Strong found fame and fortune. Working as a baby headliner in the United States, Europe, Japan, and even the Middle East, he became an international star adored by millions of wrestling fans. But at forty-two, the glory days were drawing to a close for Strong, and his descent to the ranks of the independents was only the beginning.
Frank hesitated at the door then knocked lightly. It swung open almost immediately to reveal a man well over six feet tall with bright blue eyes and a mane of bleached-blond hair nearly to his shoulders. Dressed in a satin robe and slippers, he was a bit older and his body wasn't quite as impressive as the one he'd displayed in his prime, but there was no mistaking who he was.
"Mr. Strong – "
"Nick."
"Nick." Frank smiled and they shook hands. "I'm Charlie Rain's partner, Frank Ponte."
"Great!" he said enthusiastically. "I'm running a little late, come on in for a minute."
The big man moved out of the way and Frank entered the room. Sitting directly in front of him at the foot of the bed was a girl not yet in her teens. Her hair was long and blonde; she wore heavy makeup, and had light, sleepy eyes.
"Hi." Her wide smiled exposed a mouth full of braces.
Frank hadn't expected anyone else in the room and tried to mask his surprise. "Hello."
"Sweetie," Strong said abruptly, "do me a favor and go make a tinkle or something, okay?"
The girl got up without response and strolled into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.
"Your daughter?" Frank asked.
Strong gave him a playful elbow to the ribs. "Better not be."
Frank looked at him, uncertain. "I don't get it."
"I've known her mother for years." Strong moved to the bureau and pulled a joint out of a large gym bag and lit it. "Shit, I've known the kid since she was five or six. I've been working Indianapolis since Christ was a corporal. I used to fuck the mother but she ain't what she used to be. But see, the beauty part is, to these fucking hicks I'm like a big deal – a god, almost, you know? – big fucking celebrity. Being with me, near me – whatever – is like the closest any of them every get to the big time themselves, understand? So now, whenever I'm in town these days I have her drop the kid off for me. Like mother like daughter. She's a hot little piece, huh?"
Frank couldn't believe what he was hearing. "We're talking about a little girl, for Christ's sake."
"Just turned twelve." He chuckled and took a hard hit on the joint. "Hey, old enough to bleed, old enough to breed, baby."
"Are you serious?"
Strong looked confused. "What's the problem, Frank? What… you want some too?"
"You stay the hell away from her," Frank said, moving toward the bathroom. Before he reached the door, it opened and the girl poked her head out. "Honey, come on with me. I'll take you down to the lobby and we can call somebody."
She looked at Strong. "What the fuck's his problem?"
Stunned, Frank froze in mid-step. Strong flashed her an angry look and she disappeared back behind the bathroom door.
"You're not gonna touch that kid," Frank told him.
"Oh really?" Strong laughed. "Who the hell do you think you're talking to?"
It was a good question. Frank studied him without bothering to hide the disgust. "What the hell is wrong with you?"
"I don't have to take this shit." Strong stabbed a finger at the air between them. "I'm gonna talk to Charlie about this."
"Go right ahead. Charlie works for me."
"That's not how I heard it."
"Then you heard it wrong."
"Here's what's gonna happen, slick." Strong butted the joint in an ashtray and put his hands on his hips, puffing his chest out like Frank had seen him do on television dozens of times. "You either shut the fuck up, mind your business and go wait for me in the car, or you can pay me my money and cart my ass back to the airport right now."
Frank saw himself peeling off the cash from the roll in his pocket, throwing it at the bastard and telling him to drive himself.
In reality, all he did was stand and stare.
"I heard the shot's a sell out. What you got – fifty, fifty-five grand in gate receipts? How much of that goes in your pocket?" Strong smiled. "You wanna go tell five thousand screaming fans why the guy they came to see – the guy they paid to see – ain't there? Face it, without me you got a card that couldn't draw flies, asshole."
Their eyes remained locked for what seemed an eternity.
"I'll be in the bar," Frank heard himself say, wishing it was someone else's voice instead of his own. "Hurry up."

***

Despite the two drinks he'd had at the hotel, Frank still couldn't relax, and the drive to the venue turned out to be the longest thirty minutes of his life. Frank tried to distract himself by concentrating on the seemingly endless expanse of utterly flat land that surrounded them, but the foreign surroundings only served to heighten his discomfort.
He thought back to the hotel cocktail lounge. A flashy bar and a cluster of tables separated by a small dance floor and a riser on which live bands apparently played on occasion. Quiet, nearly empty, a young bartender worked busily, wiping down an already pristine counter. The only light came from the mirrored bar and candles encased in glass fixtures on each table, yet an overall element of darkness prevailed. Like wandering into a cave of sorts, Frank had thought. And upon seeing the patrons – the early birds, who by their very presence interrupted the sanctity of such a setting – he understood why. Those quiet moments before a bar is invaded with noise and too many people and everything that turns it from a sanctuary to just one more thing to run from was lost. The aging salesman slumped at the bar and staring down at his drink through already bloodshot eyes, suit wrinkled, body worn, doing time. The bored housewife with a new hairdo, pretending to be staying at the hotel, positioned at a table clearly visible to all who enter, her best and lowest-cut dress bathed in flickering candlelight, her smile coy but not too, for fear she might be ignored altogether. And Frank, just another customer at The Stereotype Bar and Grill, he'd thought. Yet sometimes such things were true. Fear, however played out or displayed, was as real as anything else.

***

They arrived at dusk, and drove onto the school grounds, past the football field. The ring had been assembled on the fifty-yard line and was surrounded by a sea of fans in folding chairs and crowded onto portable bleachers. The bright stadium lights cut through the haze of increasing darkness, casting a surreal glow over the entire area.
Frank drove behind the main school building and parked just outside the rear entrance to the locker room, where they were greeted and escorted inside by Charlie and Vincent.
"We were beginning to get nervous," Charlie admitted as he shook Strong's hand.
"All my fault," he said graciously. "I was running late."
"Welcome to the ECPWL," Vincent smiled.
"I appreciate you having me, brother."
"I need a favor, Nick," Charlie told him. "There's a group of kids here from some don't-drink-and-drive organization that wanted to know if you could make some time for them after the show. Just a couple pictures and autographs – nothing heavy."
Strong beamed. "Be happy to, man." He looked at Frank and winked. "Hell, I love kids."
"Terrific." Charlie took him by the elbow and led him off to meet Luther and some of the other boys. Vincent noticed something wrong in Frank's demeanor and remained behind.
"Everything all right?" he asked.
"Everything's fine," Frank said irritably.
"Then why do you look like you've got a bug the size of my fist jammed up your ass?"
"Don't I always look like that?"
Vincent glanced around, lowered his voice. "Seriously, what's the matter?"
"How long until we roll?"
Vincent dismissed Frank's reaction with a shrug and checked his watch. "About five minutes."
"I'm doing Time tonight. I'll see you at ringside."
Because there was a distance of more than fifty yards from the locker room to the ring, a fleet of golf carts staffed with drivers from Benny's security crew had been parked outside the school building to shuttle the participants back and forth. Frank declined a ride and took the long walk across the edge of the field and down the main aisle, feeling the eyes of thousands in attendance upon him. Several people waved banners and signs; others shouted to him, asking if Nick Strong had arrived yet and when the show was going to begin.
Frank moved across the grassy field to the table at ringside and took his seat in front of the bell and hammer he used to signal the beginning and end of each match. He leaned back a bit in his chair and scanned the crowd, unable to resist the lure of the electricity in the air, and wondered if this was the way he'd live his life forever.

***

In the opening bout, The Puma pinned Diablo Gonzalez as usual. A few matches later, the Mongolian Crusher nearly caused a riot when he was disqualified for hitting Private Sean Powers with a chair and splitting his head wide open. Delta Diamond whipped the crowd into a frenzy with a close but successful defense of her title, and Luther Jefferson followed suit, disposing of The Lariat in typical dramatic fashion.
Nick Strong was scheduled to square off against a veteran heel known as The Hangman. Both were known for their incredible stamina, and had met countless times in the past in bouts memorable for their constant action. Frank estimated the main event to run roughly thirty minutes, and had worked out a series of signals with referee Al Sawyer beforehand.
Because there were no score boards that displayed running time at wrestling events, the timekeeper used subtle hand signals to alert the referee as to the amount of time that had elapsed once a bout was underway. Throughout the course of every match there were various points where one combatant put the other in a hold and remained there long enough for both wrestlers to catch their breath. While this was happening, the referee glanced down at the timekeeper for instruction, who casually scratched the side of his nose with a single finger if five minutes had elapsed, two fingers if ten minutes had elapsed, and so on. The referee would then turn back to the wrestlers, position himself as closely to them as possible, and while pretending to check the hold, relay the appropriate information. If a match was running long and the timekeeper wanted it to end, he nonchalantly gave his earlobe a tug. The referee would then tell the wrestlers to take it home.
Many headliners in the independent circuit, particularly veterans, had a habit of working light, which meant their walk to the ring often lasted longer than the actual match. But, since this was Nick Strong's first appearance in the ECPWL, and because he had been paid nearly three times what most independent headliners earned, everyone at the ringside table settled in for a match they expected would be a lengthy but exciting finale to what had already been an action-packed evening.
The Hangman entered to a chorus of jeers, stepped into the ring and began pointing and hurling insults at various people in the crowd.
Charlie announced Nick Strong and Strong jumped from the golf cart and sprinted down the aisle dressed in red, white and blue trunks and a T-shirt with the Olympic games logo on the front. The crowd was deafening as he climbed through the ropes, gave his opponent a nasty scowl, then pulled off his shirt and tossed it to a young fan at ringside.
Just as the crowd began to die down, Strong clapped his hands, stomped his foot and screamed, "U-S-A! U-S-A!" In seconds, thousands of fans were doing the same.
Frank leaned over as Charlie took his seat at the table. "Is this guy ever gonna wrestle?"
"He's a pro, Frank. Look at the marks. They're wetting their pants."
Once Strong had milked his entrance for everything it was worth, Al Sawyer quickly checked his boots and trunks for any foreign objects, then looked down at Frank and asked for the opening bell.
The first five minutes of the match were spectacular, but to the crowd's dismay, the Hangman had had the upper hand from the start. He scooped Strong up, slammed him to the canvas, and then joined him on the mat so he could apply a headlock and get a quick rest. Al got down next to them on one knee, asked Strong if he wanted to submit, then turned and looked at Frank. "He says, no!" he shouted above the crowd. "Don't ring that bell!"
Frank nodded, scratched his nose with the tip of his finger, and Al whirled back around to face the wrestlers. "You sure you're okay, Strong?" he shouted, then quietly, "Five minutes, boys."
Strong suddenly reversed the move and threw the Hangman into the ropes, dropping him with a flying clothesline. His opponent crashed to the mat and Strong quickly covered him. Al slid over next to them and began the count, calling out the numbers and slamming his hand on the mat. "One…! Two…!" and, realizing that the Hangman had no intention of kicking out of the pin, "Three!"
The crowd, violently upset with the main event they had waited all night to see, began booing and throwing things at the ring.
Frank looked to Charlie. "What's going on?"
"I don't know." Charlie stood up, grabbed the microphone. "Maybe one of them are really hurt. What's the time?"
Frank glared at him. "Five minutes, twenty seconds."
Before the announcement could be made, Benny and the other security people surrounded the ring and hurried the wrestlers and ringside personnel back down the aisle and into the golf carts.

***

Nick Strong was standing by his locker toweling off what little sweat he'd worked up when Charlie and Vincent finally made it back to the relative safety of the dressing room. The other wrestlers gave them a wide berth.
"Nick," Charlie said, still out of breath. "What happened, everything all right?"
Strong shrugged. "What do you mean?"
"We were expecting a few more minutes out of you," Vincent told him in a guarded tone.
The door burst open, and Frank charged into the room. "You sonofabitch! What the fuck was that?"
"Frank," Charlie said, giving him the eye, "take it easy."
Strong laughed lightly. "Hey, the marks paid to see Nick Strong wrestle and that's exactly what they got."
"You worked five fucking minutes," Frank snapped. "Do you hear that crowd out there? It'll be a miracle if we don't end up with a riot on our hands."
"You're the boss," Strong grinned. "Sounds like your problem to me."
"You motherfucker." Frank rushed him but Vincent quickly stepped in and restrained him.
"Let him go. Come on, asshole, you want some of me? I'm standing right here, brother, bring it. I'll kick your ass six ways to fucking Sunday, moron. I'm right here."
Frank struggled to break free but Vincent's grip was far too powerful. "Get him out," Charlie said. "For Christ's sake, Vin, get him out!"
Vincent dragged Frank back out through the locker room door and pushed him into a small but deep alley between two of the buildings. "Goddamn it, take it easy!" He brushed some sweat from his brow with the back of his sleeve and took a deep breath. "Christ, what the hell's the matter with you?"
"That sonofabitch fucked us."
"No shit." Vincent sighed. "But that's not the way you handle things. Jesus, have you lost your fucking mind?"
Despite the violence with which his hands were shaking, Frank managed to light a cigarette, then nearly gagged on the initial drag. "He made us all look like assholes."
Vincent unhooked the button holding his double-breasted suit jacket closed and put his hands on his hips. "This was a one-time shot. We weren't planning on coming back anyway."
"That's not the point."
"We put some serious coin in our pocket tonight whether Nick Strong works five minutes or three hours," Vincent said evenly. "That's the fucking point."
Frank glared at him. "It's not always about the money."
"Oh, yes it is." Vincent spat on the pavement. "Do you have any idea what you just did back there could cost us?"
"Fuck him."
"You're acting like a mark, Frank. Do you realize how many people Nick Strong knows? Almost every major headliner in the business is a personal friend with the guy. If he puts the word out that we're a bunch of assholes to work for we'll be running shots with people nobody's ever heard of. You've seen how these pricks all stick together." Vincent loosened his tie with an angry tug. "As it is, Strong will never work for us again."
Frank flicked his cigarette away and stepped closer. "You're goddamn right he won't."
"Did I miss something?" Vincent asked him. "I mean, is it just me or did you go fucking psychotic all of a sudden?"
Frank stared at the ground. "You don't understand."
"Maybe you're just drunk."
"Drunk? What the hell's that supposed to mean?"
"I wasn't gonna say nothing, but you've been drinking like a fish lately – and not just during off time like most of the guys. You showed up tonight smelling like a package store."
"I had two drinks at the hotel."
"That's two too many before a shot."
"What are you now, my mother?"
"I'm trying to be your friend, Frank."
A police siren wailed in the distance, and the angry crowd could still be heard from the field and surrounding parking lots. Frank leaned back against the wall and said nothing.
"Did something happen at the hotel between you two?"
"When I got there he had a girl in the room with him."
"So?"
"A little girl."
"And?"
"He was banging her, Vin."
Vincent shrugged. "How is that any of our business?"
"Did you hear what I said?" Frank pushed himself away from the wall. "He was banging a twelve-year-old kid."
"I don't give a shit if he was blowing a pony. Who cares?"
Their eyes locked. "I care."
"Look," Vincent said through a heavy sigh, "I know it's fucked up and I'm not saying it's right and that it don't gross me out, but so what? This is the business, man, and you've been around it long enough to know there's lots of crazy shit that goes on. It's the nature of the beast, Frank. Don't let yourself get caught up in some stupid ass moral dilemma. That's strictly for marks."
"I can look the other way on a lot of things, Vin," Frank told him, "but there's a limit. There has to be a limit."
"So you're willing to risk everything we've worked for because some kid you don't even know – that you'll probably never see again for the rest of your life – might have been smoking Strong's pole?" Vincent wandered closer to the mouth of the alley. "For Christ's sake, use your fucking head."
Frank lit another cigarette. It suddenly felt as if the walls had closed in tighter around him. "Maybe I don't know what I'm doing anymore," he said softly.
"We've worked so hard," Vincent told him. "We've pulled off something really special here. A year and a half ago we were nobody, and now we're on the verge of becoming a major power. The only reason we've been so successful is because we have each other. You've seen how this business is. Everybody's just waiting around to cut somebody else's throat the first chance they get – you can't trust anybody. But you and I have never had to worry about that because there's no room between us. We look out for each other, we watch each other's backs."
Frank nodded. "I know, I know."
"You're like a brother to me," Vincent said. "But let me make one thing crystal fucking clear to you. If you think for one second that I ever plan to go back to selling cars and running errands for Michael, then you're out of your goddamn mind. Don't you understand that I'd do everything in my power to prevent that from ever happening? Can you even imagine working in some piece of shit store again now that you've seen how to really live?"
"No," Frank admitted.
"With all the moves we've got planned, a year from now we'll be set for the rest of our lives. We'll have so much money we won't know what to do with it. But it'll only happen if we're there for each other. If you're gonna crumble on me – if you can't handle the life anymore – I need to know that, and I need to know it now. I can't do this alone."
Frank looked at him. "Of course I can handle it."
"Why do you think people in this business only hang out with other people in this business?" Vincent asked, his tone softening somewhat. "It's because we're different than the marks. We've figured something out they never will. To an outsider a lot of what goes on seems fucked up beyond belief, but if you only move in a circle where all those things are commonplace, a lot of the bad shit starts to seem normal. Nobody's ever there to point out how crazy things are, you follow me? That's the power of the business. It's what I love about it – it's what we all love about it. You've got to learn not to fight it so hard. Accept it. Use it. Trust me, the deeper we get into this life, the more powerful we'll get, and the easier it'll be to write off things like this crap today as just another night at the office. And you know what? That's all it'll be."
Frank was still absorbing what Vincent had said when he saw Benny appear at the end of the alley. His chest was heaving with each labored breath and his face was flushed. "Things are going nuts. The cops already busted a few people but the crowd's out of control. You better either get back in that locker room or take the money and run, fellas."
"Bring one of the cars around," Vincent told him, then turned back to Frank. "Look, go on back to the hotel and relax. I'll straighten things out here and do my best to smooth this over with Strong. I'll meet you and the rest of the boys at the hotel and we'll have an end-of-tour bash that'll leave us so fucked up it'll be like none of this shit ever happened. In a couple days you'll be home with the wife, and we don't hit the road again until the middle of September. That's six weeks. Plenty of time to get your head together."
"Yeah," Frank said, offering his hand. "I'm sorry."
Vincent took Frank's hand as if to shake it, then pulled him close and hugged him. "Nothing can hurt us as long as we're there for each other," he whispered in Frank's ear. "Are you there for me?"
"Yes," Frank whispered back. "Yes."

***

By two o'clock the party in Frank and Vincent's room had died down. Charlie, Al Sawyer, and Larry O'Leary were the only ones still there, and since all the liquor on hand had been consumed it was nearly a wrap.
Vincent had been fiddling with a small black box on top of the television that promised a wide selection of movies with the touch of a button. "I can't get this fucking thing to work. I don't ever wanna come to Indiana again. Five thousand fans and not one good-looking whore that wanted to put out in the bunch."
"What're they offering for movies?" Charlie asked.
"I'm trying to punch up Disco Sluts. Looks good."
"Oh yeah, that's a classic," Al laughed.
"Orson Welles directed that, didn't he?" Charlie wandered over to where Frank was sitting. "How you doing, killer?"
Frank swallowed what was left of his vodka and smirked. "Go fuck yourself."
Charlie sat down next to him. "I know this isn't the best time to bring this up," he said in a hushed voice, "but have there been any developments on that other business?"
"You mean the thing we have to take care of in Philly?"
Charlie nodded.
"I thought you didn't want to know anything."
"No specifics."
"There's no word yet," Frank told him. "I'll see what I can find out and let you know at the party next week."
Charlie's eyes brightened. "We can expect you then?"
"Expect us. Sandy's coming, too."
"Great, look forward to meeting her." Charlie stood up and gave Frank a pat on the shoulder and a conspiratorial wink. "Well, gentlemen, I've had enough of all of you for one night. I'm going to bed."
Once he'd gone, Vincent continued struggling with the box while Al and Larry joined Frank at a small table in the corner of the room. "I'm sorry about tonight," Al said meekly.
Frank waved at him. "Wasn't your fault."
"Strong told me he was going to do at least twenty minutes."
"Don't sweat it."
Al shook his head. "When the Hangman didn't kick out I couldn't believe it. I kept waiting but the bastard never moved. Maybe I should've held the count a few more seconds."
No longer wishing to discuss it, Frank turned to Larry, who was sporting a fresh bandage over the latest gash on his forehead. "How you holding up?"
"I'm fine," he said quietly. Soft spoken when he was sober, Larry became nearly inaudible when drunk.
"It's none of my business," Al yawned, "and I probably wouldn't even say anything if I wasn't shit-faced, but you better be careful about how often you juice, kid. If you get tagged as a bleeder the fans will expect it every time, and a pretty-boy like you – no offense – can't afford to have his face covered in scar tissue. It'll ruin your whole gimmick."
"Hey, Al?" Vincent interjected from across the room.
"Yeah?"
"Shut the fuck up."
Al laughed, and Larry smiled, his eyes searching Frank's. "I'm just a min. I only do what I'm told."
There was a sudden knock at the door. Vincent approached it cautiously. "Who is it?"
A slurred and muffled voice answered, "It's me, man."
Vincent opened the door. David Delvecchio stood before him wearing only a pair of filthy jeans. "It's after two, what's wrong?"
"I'm a couple doors down from you guys," he said. Standing had become a challenge for him, and he rubbed at the track marks in the bend of his arm. "You got me rooming with The Mongolian Crusher and he just clogged the shitter, dude. I gotta hang a dump something fierce, boss. Can I use your bathroom?"
Vincent slammed the door in his face and the others burst into laughter.
Al struggled to his feet. "On that note, I'm going to call it a night."
As Al left Frank turned to Larry. "I think I'll grab a quick shower and hit the rack myself."
"I don't blame you." Larry touched Frank's forearm, his hand lingering there. "I'm tired too, but… I could stay if you want."
Frank laughed then nervously lit a cigarette as he realized the offer had not been an attempt at humor. "Hey, I'd be lying if I told you I wasn't flattered, but – "
"I understand." Larry smiled, stood up, and shook Frank's hand. "No hard feelings. Thanks for the work, boss."
Frank nodded. "See ya on the road."
As the door closed behind Larry, Vincent turned from the TV and grinned at Frank. "Did I hear what I think I just heard?"
"What can I tell ya? The kid's got good taste."
Vincent scratched himself. "I wonder why the bastard never hits on me."
"Don't be jealous. He knows you're straight."
"He knows the same thing about you."
"True, but my magnetism knows no sexual preference."
Vincent chuckled. "You are kinda cute."
"You don't want to take a shower with me, too, do you?"
"Who doesn't?" Vincent gave one of the buttons on the box another try then sat at the foot of his bed. "Fuck it."
Frank leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the table. "If we take off early enough we can be halfway through Pennsylvania by tomorrow night and home by Monday."
"Sounds good."
Frank cleared his throat. "Charlie was asking me about the Turano situation earlier."
"What'd you tell him?"
"That I didn't know anything yet."
Vincent staggered to the bathroom and urinated with the door open. "I figured we could talk about it on the ride home."
"I'd just as soon discuss it now."


"I had Michael check him out," Vincent said with reluctance. He returned from the bathroom and sat at the table, across from Frank. "The rumors are true. Turano's got connections. He's got a reputation for running his mouth and he's been ranting and raving about how he's going to put us in our place. The problem is, if we make a move to scare him and it backfires – which it probably will with our fucking luck – Turano will come after us with everything he's got. Now, that ain't more than we got, in some circles it's less, but just the same, he'll come after us, Frank."
"Then trying to intimidate him is out."
"If you're a betting man it is." Vincent yawned. "From everything I've been able to find out, if Turano had himself a little… accident… his federation would fold like a house of cards in a matter of months."
"But even with Turano out of the way," Frank said, "we'd still have to worry about the other two."
"His brother Marvin has always shied away from the muscle end of things, and his cousin Joey Loomis is stunadz, a real fucking chooch – couldn't find his way out of a bathroom without a blinking light over the door, this guy."
"There's no other way?"
Vincent cracked his knuckles and stared at the table. "Not unless you want to wait around for Turano to come after us."
"Michael can't protect us?"
"He and Fratenzza can't afford to start a major riff here. Turano knows people in Philly," Vincent told him. "As far as they're concerned this is small time crap. But as long as we do everything according to the code we should be all right."
"According to the code?"
"The code of la familia."
"Who are you, Mario Puzo now?"
"You know how all that greaseball crap works, Frank. If we were to go to our connections and arrange for Turano to be hit, it'd have to be cleared with the boys in Philadelphia – the same way any moves Turano makes against us have to be cleared through Fratenzza and Michael. Remember, Philly ain't their turf."
Frank rubbed his tired eyes. "Is there any chance they could side with Turano?"
"Not if we move now," Vincent told him. "Guys like Mike and the boys in Philly usually cut the best deal they can to keep the peace and then deal with whoever's left standing – it's just the way they do business – but I'm Mike's brother, his blood, and that counts for everything with all the ginzos. Besides, in another few years when Fratenzza's out of the way everybody in Philadelphia will be dealing directly with Michael anyway, so at this point, it isn't good business for them to side with Turano."
"So… how would it happen?"
Vincent shrugged. "You and I'd never know the particulars. It's better that way. My guess is Michael will put somebody like Vic DeNicco on it. The boys in Philly will know it's coming and they'll look the other way while the shit goes down. Vic will whack him out somewhere safe, toss him in a trunk and bring him to a chophouse. They'll skin him, cut him up, and scatter the pieces."
"Jesus Christ."
"You wanted to know."
Frank wondered if John Turano had a wife, or children. "What did you tell Michael?"
"I told him I had to talk with you. You're the boss."
"Couldn't we just have somebody lean on him? Maybe convince him to back off?"
Vincent laughed eerily. "That shit only works in the movies. These are serious men, Frank. They don't fucking play games."
Frank lit a cigarette, blew a smoke ring across the room. "When would they move on him?"
"Right after the first of the year," Vincent sighed as if bored. "Turano will be expecting us to hit back a lot sooner than that. When we don't, he'll be real comfortable, which makes him vulnerable. Now what do you want me to tell Michael?"
Frank looked into Vincent's glassy eyes, curious if his own looked the same. "Tell Michael I have no objection."
Several minutes past before either man moved or spoke another word. Vincent left the table first, went to his bed and pulled back the covers.
"Vin?"
He looked back over his shoulder at Frank. "Yeah?"
"I'm sorry about that shit with Nick Strong tonight."
"Forget about it, man." Vincent smiled. "I already have."
Frank nodded, watched him quietly, and hoped at least one of them was telling the truth.



CHAPTER 10


People seldom remember things as they actually were. Either times were too happy, or simply awful. Frank would later recall that week off the road as perhaps the best of his life. It was a welcome break, but nothing at all extraordinary happened. Frank spent most of his time puttering around the apartment, shaking off the effects of the road and doing his best to drink as little as possible. He and Sandy went out to dinner a few times. They made love. They looked at a couple of houses that were for rent in the area. Sandy made it a point of not paying too much attention to the second or third bedrooms in the houses they inspected. But just watching her, Frank knew she was thinking of what color to paint the walls, where a crib might fit snuggly in a room, and if the rocking chair in her parents' house would look nice near the window, to sit in and rock a baby on those tender crying nights.
Late Saturday afternoon he and Sandy left for the party in New York. During the long drive Frank let her do most of the talking, preferring instead to listen thoughtfully and occasionally take his eyes from the road just long enough to admire her. Because Charlie had stressed that everyone dress casually, Sandy wore a pair of dainty sandals, and a simple cotton summer dress patterned with impressionistic flowers. She had applied only a little lipstick, and clipped her tawny, summer-lightened hair back into a no-nonsense ponytail. Frank had no special interest in women's fashion, but he loved watching Sandy get dressed, from the damp towel she casually wrapped around her slender figure after her shower to the final fully dressed young woman people recognized. His wife's beauty seemed effortless, as if it existed without her knowledge, and Frank often wondered what she had ever seen in him. In jeans, sneakers and a sweatshirt, Frank couldn't help but feel pale in comparison.

***

Charlie and Beth Rain lived in a modest house at the end of a quiet lane in Weygard, New York, a sleepy little town just moments over the Connecticut border. Four cars were parked in the driveway so Frank parked on the street.
"Now remember," he said patiently, "these may not exactly be the kind of people you're used to."
"I'll certainly do my best not to embarrass you."
"You could never embarrass me."
Frank leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. When he pulled back, she looked at him and crossed her eyes. "Don't worry, I think I can sip a glass of wine without spilling it down the front of me."
Charlie greeted them at the door. "I wasn't sure you'd show up," he said. "Come in, come in. You must be Sandy." Sandy nodded. "What're you doing with this bum?" Sandy smiled in an odd sort of way, to indicate that she appreciated his joke, if that's what it was, but didn't want to continue the conversation in the same direction. "Pretty and shy," Charlie chuckled. "You're a lucky man, Frank. Come on, let's get you guys a drink."
Charlie led them down a short hallway to a spacious living room, the obvious center of the house. Dark-colored vertical blinds shielded what appeared to be two sliding-glass doors. An enormous velvet sectional sofa dominated one end of the room. Charlie went to a professional-looking bar and began to fill glasses with crushed ice. "What'll it be?"
"Just a beer for me," Frank said.
Sandy glanced around. "Do you have any white wine?"
"Great, I throw a party and the Pope and Mother Theresa show up."
A cool, dark-haired woman with hazel eyes and a paper-white complexion appeared from another room, carrying a bottle of gin. "Don't pay any attention to him," she said. "Nobody does."
"Meet Beth," Charlie said evenly. "My adoring wife."
Beth smiled and shook their hands, revealing lovely white, even teeth. Sandy liked her instantly and was relieved there would be at least one other person besides Frank whom she could talk to. While Frank stood near the bar and talked with Charlie, Beth introduced Sandy around the room. The music was just loud enough to make it difficult to hear people's names as they were introduced.
Luther was sitting on the couch, one of his massive arms draped over his wife Claire's shoulder. He rose to greet Sandy, taking her small hand gently into his own which Sandy thought was roughly the size of a baseball glove. Claire was about Sandy's height, ten years older, perhaps fifteen pounds heavier, and infinitely worldlier. She also shook Sandy's hand, if for no other reason than to extricate it from Luther's grasp. Claire's thick brown hair was stylish, her designer eyeglasses unmistakably expensive and her manner bubbly and anxiously friendly, which seemed somehow to overshadow her rather average looks and slightly chunky figure. It was clear from her sassy attitude that Claire was more than a match for the towering man at her side.
Steve and Pepper Dalton were both in their thirties. Steve seemed to constantly smile with his blue-gray eyes, as if easily amused. He struck Sandy as the kind of man who knew he was attractive to women and made it obvious that the feeling was more than mutual. His light-colored hair was brush-cut, and he possessed the square-jawed good looks of a comic-book superhero. Just over six feet tall, he had a body that could have been sculpted from Grecian marble, and was dressed in tight black jeans, an even tighter tank top and a pair of cowboy boots. A former wrestler, Steve had worked briefly for Frank and Charlie before moving to the big league circuit. On the verge of stardom, a severe back injury had forced him to retire from the ring. He had recently signed with a major federation as a manager to several big name heels, and also occupied his time with a strip club he owned in Hartford. Sandy remembered seeing him on television, a loud-mouthed character not at all like the soft-spoken man she had just met.
Pepper was a former dancer at Steve's club, only recently retired, and the white spandex body suit she wore with a paisley sash cinched around her waist explained why she had been such a popular dancer. Red Hot Pepper, as she had been known, was a tall peroxide blonde with a blinding smile and a chest that could have had its own zip code. Her eyes were heavily made up with blue eye shadow, and she wore the sort of lipstick that is applied with a brush, the color a startling red.
Sal Leoni was the final guest at the party. He was a sickly-thin, fortyish man with thinning, gray-brown hair. He wore dark glasses and sat by himself in a chair in the corner, oddly content to stare down the hallway at the front door. He seemed to be expecting something, or someone. "Nice to meet you," he said. He shook Sandy's hand formally, as though at a cocktail party at a European embassy. He all but clicked his heels. Despite the late August heat he wore a brown herringbone wool jacket, buttoned tightly. Sandy did not rule out that this odd man might be concealing a weapon.
Having circled the large room, Sandy and Beth found themselves back at the bar. It was obvious that Charlie and Frank had stopped talking about whatever serious matter they had been discussing as the women approached. Sandy noticed that Frank had put aside his beer and was now drinking some amber liquor on the rocks, probably scotch.
"Did you meet everyone?" Charlie asked Sandy with a smile. She nodded. "And you're still here?"
Beth rolled her eyes. "After Charlie has a few drinks he thinks he's Johnny Carson. More like Ed McMahon, I'd say. We'll be in the kitchen if you think of anything interesting to say." She led Sandy down another small hallway to the kitchen. Turning the corner, Sandy noticed Luther and Claire were now dancing together, more like hugging, really, as they swayed to some music other than that which was now on the stereo. Charlie and Frank had resumed their discussion, drinks and cigarettes in hand, their heads bowed conspiratorially together.
The kitchen was all white and stainless steel, immaculate and oddly intimidating. It looked like an operating room. Bread and vegetables were spread over a large butcher-block table. "I always wait until the last minute to get things done," Beth sighed.
"Can I help?" Sandy asked.
"You don't mind?"
"Don't be silly, not at all."
Beth folded her arms across her chest and smiled. "I'm glad you came."
"Thanks."
"Why don't you make a salad while I cut up the potatoes." Beth walked behind Sandy, around the side of the butcher-block to the refrigerator.
"Tell me about yourself," Sandy said quietly. "What do you do for a living?"
"I'm a nurse."
"What area do you work in?"
"ICU."
"That must be fascinating."
"At times." She smiled. "It's nice to have – I don't know – a direct impact on people. Especially kids. But it's never easy dealing with death, even when it's a constant aspect of what you do. After a while you force yourself to accept it as a part of life. If nothing else, death certainly doesn't discriminate."
Sandy found herself surprised at how articulate Beth was, particularly after having met her husband. They seemed an odd pair at best, and acted as if the main point between them was more tolerance than love.
"What about you?" Beth asked.
"I'm a receptionist."
"With a face and body like that, I would've thought you were a model, maybe an actress," Sal said suddenly. Neither woman had seen him enter the kitchen and were now surprised, unpleasantly. Sal grinned behind his dark glasses. It was a smile that didn't show his teeth, just a thin grim line of a mouth. His face was lined and unhealthy-looking.
Beth gave him a cross look. "Try not to scare the guests, okay?" Sal turned back down the hallway, stopping in the bathroom before returning to the living room. "Obviously Sal can be crude at times, and he's been known to have a rather peculiar sense of humor, but he's harmless, I guess."
"He's kind of creepy," Sandy said.
She watched Sandy as if expecting her to continue. When she didn't, Beth said, "So, you're a receptionist?"
"At a bank."
"Do you enjoy it?"
"Not especially."
Both women laughed, and began to prepare the food.

***

In the living room Frank and Steve were huddled near the bar. "How's the back holding up?"
"Some days are better than others, brother."
"How about the club?"
"It's taking up more and more of my time. We're packing them in though. I didn't plan to still be in the wrestling game at this point, but it's hard to walk away from the money I'm making, even as a manager." Steve mixed himself a fresh drink. "Charlie tells me you guys are tearing things up on the independent circuit."
Frank sipped his drink. "Can't complain."
"I've been trying to convince Steve to work part-time at the school," Luther said, joining them at the bar. "I could use some help with training, but he's too busy watching all those sloppy asses bounce in that dive he's running."
Steve laughed. "There isn't a sloppy ass in the bunch. They're tight, brother. And I mean tight."
"Why don't you guys go light the grill," Charlie said.
As though commanded, Sal opened the blinds concealing one of the sliding glass doors. He cautiously peered around the large deck and adjacent swimming pool as if expecting to find intruders.
Steve caught Frank staring at Sal and nudged him gently with his elbow. "He's cool," he said quietly. "He's with me."
"If you say so." Frank shrugged. People like Steve always had partners, not the kind anyone ever saw or heard of, but rather the kind who sent men like Sal to tag along and watch over their interests.
As Sal slipped quietly outside, Charlie escorted Frank, Steve and Luther to the kitchen. He removed a waxy brown box from the bottom shelf of the refrigerator. "Ain't it amazing," he said, "what'll fall off the back of a truck." He opened the box to reveal a dozen slick red, thick London broil steaks.
"It's magic, Charlie," Beth said, lighting a cigarette.
Charlie kissed Beth's cheek as he left the kitchen, taking the steaks with him to the grill outside. It was a strange kiss, Sandy thought, an aggressive peck that seemed almost mean.
The afternoon had mysteriously ended and evening had arrived. Like boys at a summer camp, the three men stood in front of the gas grill tossing lit matches at it until it exploded with a ball of fire and a fierce popping sound. Sal stood off to the side, watching them without comment.
While the steaks sizzled, Frank headed back to the bar to get himself a fresh drink. He found Sandy in the doorway to the kitchen. "Having a good time?"
"The more I drink the more comfortable I get," she said softly. "They're different, but everyone seems nice. Except for Sal. What a weirdo."
"I know what you mean."
"Beth says he's harmless."
"I'm sure he is." Frank winked and moved across the room.
Sal had meanwhile been abandoned on the deck. He watched the grill with a disinterested expression, a cigarette dangling between his lips. Everyone had had quite a bit to drink, and most of the conversations were either dying down or becoming somewhat forced, artificial and dull.
"I think it's time to breathe a little life into this sucker," Steve said from the couch.
"Ooo," Claire said, crossing the room and joining him there. "Is it that time already?"
Pepper removed several small glass vials and a credit card from her purse, handed them to Steve then sat on the floor next to a coffee table in front of the couch. Steve emptied a generous pile of cocaine onto the table and began separating it into thin lines with the credit card.
Frank's eyes immediately shifted to Sandy. She was standing by the bar chatting with Charlie and Beth. Frank was used to seeing drug use – it was rampant on the road – but he could tell by the expression on Sandy's face that she was attempting to mask her discomfort.
"Who's getting in on this?" Steve asked.
Luther joined the others around the couch. Beth turned to Sandy. "Interested?"
"I don't think so." Sandy smiled nervously. "I haven't done coke since high school."
"That's okay," Charlie said, slipping his arm around her shoulder. "You and I can be the odd ones out."
Beth smiled, her eyes softened by the liquor. "Charlie used to put half the state of California up his nose. I'm sure he'd love to tell you all about it."
"How about you, Frank?" Steve asked.
Pepper leaned forward, purposely making her eye-catching cleavage more accessible to Frank, who had been inadvertently standing above her. "Yeah, how about it? Want some?"
"Maybe later," Frank said.
"That's cool." Steve rolled up a dollar bill and bent over to snort a line. "No pressure. We're all friends."
"It's here if you want it." Pepper smiled.
Fearful that Sandy might become angry, Frank joined her and Charlie at the bar. "You two look shit-faced."
"Isn't everybody?" Charlie grinned.
Frank thrust his empty glass at him. "Fix me another one."
"Is he this bossy at home?" Charlie asked Sandy.
"Much worse."
As Charlie removed his arm from her shoulder, his fingers gently brushed her behind. "I like her," he told Frank. "Why she settled for you I have no idea, but I like her."
"I think I'd like to get some air," Sandy said, her eyes smoldering and locked on Frank.
He followed Sandy out to the deck. Sal greeted them with a courteous nod and they continued on until they had reached the edge of the pool. A single floodlight illuminated the area. "What's the matter?" Frank asked her, his voice too low for Sal to hear.
"You were right," she said, hugging herself. "These people are a little too far out for me."
"I thought you were getting along with everyone just fine." Frank moved closer. "It looked to me like you were having a good time. What happened?"
"I just don't think I like the direction this party is headed in."
"You mean the drugs?"
"No," she said purposefully. "I don't mean the drugs." Frank stared at her blankly. "If this is what you meant by not wanting to expose me to the people you work with then – "
"Honey," he interrupted in a tone he hoped was soothing, "what the hell are you talking about?"
"Are you going to stand there and tell me that you had no idea what scene these people are into?"
Frank lit a cigarette and offered her one, but she refused. "I suspected," he admitted quietly. "But I didn't know for sure."
"How many drinks have you had?"
Frank shrugged. "Too many."
"Can you drive?"
"If I have to."
"Because I'm not sure I can."
He moved over to the railing and gazed into the woods. "Do you want to leave?"
Her response was not immediate. "Do you?"
He faced her. "It's up to you."
Sandy bit her lower lip. "As usual, you've come through with flying colors."
"What does that mean?"
"That was the wrong answer, Frank," she snapped, her voice breaking. "That's what it fucking means."
Frank pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. "Please don't get upset. If you want to leave, we'll leave."
"The right answer is: Yes honey, I want to leave."
"Fine, no problem, let's leave."
Her eyes searched his. "What the hell's happened to you?"
"For Christ's sake, no matter what I say it's wrong."
"You just don't get it."
Frank sighed. "Come on, we'll blame everything on me. I'll tell Charlie I'm not feeling well and we'll take off. We can stop, get a few cups of coffee somewhere and I'll be fine."
Sandy's face slowly twisted into an expression he had never before seen. "No," she said, spitting the word at him. "I think I want to stay."
Before he could reach her she'd crossed into the kitchen. Frank ran his hands through his hair and tried to shake off the effects of all the alcohol he'd consumed. He noticed that most of the steaks had begun to burn, but no one seemed to care, including the man left in their charge.
"Girl problems?" Sal asked flatly.
Frank looked at the steaks. "Those things are about as dead as they're gonna get."
Sal shrugged. "I told Charlie they were burning. He said he didn't think anybody was hungry anyway. It don't matter to me one way or the other."
When Frank returned to the living room, Sandy was sitting on the couch, sandwiched between Beth and Steve. He hesitated, watched his wife inhale a line of coke and then sit back as it hit her system. Steve looked over at him and smiled. "I guess she changed her mind."
"She's a big girl," Frank said, forcing a smile.
"Have you changed your mind?" Pepper asked, moving behind Frank, her breasts pressing against his back.
Frank ran a finger through one of the lines then put it in his mouth, brushing it back and forth under his upper lip. His gum line was completely numb by the time he reached the bar. "Where's that drink I ordered?" Charlie handed the glass across the counter to him. Frank gulped it down and handed it back. "Thank you. I'll have another."
Charlie laughed. "I'm not about to fuck with a guy who can do that."
"Doesn't that bother you?" Frank motioned to the cocaine on the coffee table. "Isn't it sort of like drinking in front of an alcoholic?"
Charlie handed him a fresh drink. "At my lowest point I was sitting on a park bench in L.A. I hadn't had a bath in more than a month – hadn't eaten in God knows how long. With a gun to my head I couldn't have told you where I was or even what the hell my name was. If it hadn't been for the cops busting me and forcing me into rehab, I'd be dead now. Whenever I get the feeling I might relapse, I remember that moment. The temptation leaves me like shit through a goose, my friend. Shit through a fucking goose. Nothing is worth going through that again. Nicotine and booze are all the drugs I need."
Pepper slid into the chair at the bar next to Frank. "Did somebody say boobs?"
"Watch out for this one," Charlie warned with a chuckle. "A woman like Pepper could ruin a man, if he's lucky."
"Wanna buy me a drink?" she asked Frank.
Frank glanced over his shoulder. Luther and Claire had started dancing again. Sal had returned from the deck and was sitting in a chair, his eyes taking everything in, and Sandy was still on the couch with Steve and Beth, each of them taking turns snorting lines from a fresh pile of coke. "Sure," he said, turning to Charlie. "One of whatever the lady wants, on me."
"Lady? Who the hell let a lady in here?"
Pepper hissed at him like a cornered cat and Frank felt her arm wrap around his back and fasten onto his shoulder. Charlie gave her the drink and left them alone. Frank could hear laughter behind him, but his mind was quickly fogging over and he feared for a moment that he might lose control. Steve seemed to materialize out of thin air to his left, the acrid smell of pot wafting all around him. They passed the joint between them twice, and Steve wandered off without ever saying a word.
"Are you as high as you look?" Pepper asked.
"Probably a little worse."
"Me too, let's get some air."
They made a quick stop at the coffee table and shared another line. Steve was looking through a tall rack of CDs, trying to decide which one to play next. Luther and Claire continued to dance until Charlie cut in. Unfazed, Luther strode to the bar. Beth and Sandy were still on the couch giggling like schoolgirls, oblivious to everyone else.
"Come on," Pepper said, tugging at Frank's arm.
The room titled and swayed more than once on their way to the deck, and once they arrived the cool air felt good.
Sandy watched them go then looked to Beth. "I don't think Pepper likes me."
"You're a woman, aren't you?" Beth smiled. "That's enough."
"She does look sort of – "
"Plastic," Beth interjected. "I can spot a pair of fake tits from across the room."

***

Frank leaned back against the railing and lit a cigarette, watching Pepper as she removed the sash from her waist and tossed it aside. She moved closer, her nipples and a black smudge of pubic hair visible through the thin material of the bodysuit. As if in slow motion she plucked the cigarette from his lips, took a drag herself before crushing it under the sole of her boot, then wrapped her arms around Frank's neck. Their faces touched, and her tongue found his ear.
The top portion of the bodysuit peeled down to her midriff easily. Pepper's breasts tumbled free in sections until Frank felt the tips of each between his fingers. He pushed on the small of her back and she arched it, thrusting her chest upward, twisting at the waist so he could take each breast into his mouth. She moaned, threw her head back and snaked one of her legs around his. They nearly fell, and she began to laugh.
"Maybe we should turn the flood light out," she suggested with slurred speech. "Or do you want to go back inside?"
"Go back inside?" Frank heard himself ask, heart racing.
She smiled, brushed a wisp of hair from her face. "Some couples only play – they don't go all the way. I don't know how far you and Sandy go."
The sound of his wife's name startled him and he had a sudden desire to find her. "This is just fun and games to you, isn't it?"
"Of course."
"Of course?"
"How can anybody take something like sex seriously?" she giggled.
Frank watched as she slid one hand beneath the bodysuit and between her legs. "Maybe we should go inside," he said.
"Are you sure?" Pepper reached out with her free hand and massaged his crotch, her eyes widening. "I don't think he wants to."
His face twitched into something that felt like a smile. "Go ahead. I'll meet you in there in a few minutes."
Pepper leaned in and kissed him on the mouth. He allowed her tongue between his lips and responded with his own. "Don't be long," she whispered, then glided back through the sliding doors and into the house, not bothering to cover herself.
Frank slowly made his way to one of the chairs on the deck and collapsed into it. Time, it seemed, had lost all meaning, and he sat quietly with his blurred thoughts.
"Are you all right?" a voice asked.
Frank looked up, hoping to see Sandy's face but finding Charlie's instead. "Yeah. I'm just really fucked up."
"Figured I better check in on you. You've been out here quite a while."
"I can't remember the last time I did coke," Frank told him, feeling as if the words had taken on lives of their own and were tumbling from his mouth without his approval. "Hell, I can't remember the last time I smoked a joint."
"You sure you're okay?"
"I just need a few minutes to get my head together."
"Pepper really likes you."
"I sort of figured that out."
Charlie grinned lasciviously. "Trust me, don't pass that up. It's not too often you get a chance to fuck a real live Barbie."
Frank nearly fumbled his cigarette bringing it up to his mouth. "Have you had her?"
"Couple times. She fucks like a bunny." Charlie lit a cigarette, handed it to Frank and lit another for himself. "As open-minded as Beth is she's not half as wild in bed as Pepper is. How about Sandy? I'll bet she throws a good one."
"Why don't you go ahead and take Pepper off my hands?"
"You really are wasted." Charlie shook his head and sat in a chair across from Frank. "What do you think of Claire?"
"Not my type."
Charlie took a hard pull on his cigarette. "What about Beth?"
"Very nice."
"Thanks," Charlie said, as if Frank had just complimented him on his wardrobe. "I think Sandy's fucking gorgeous."
Frank's eyes found him through a cloud of smoke. "So do I."
Charlie let the statement hang in the air for a while before he spoke again. "Remember that time you asked me if I ever partied with Delta Diamond or any of the other girls?"
"You told me you never shit where you eat."
"Do you think this is the same thing, though? I mean, we're business partners and all, but aren't we friends, too?"
"I don't know, Charlie. Are we?"
"I'm trying to be cool about this," he said. "Sandy was pretty uptight when you guys first got here, but she's really loosened up. Shit, she's wasted worse than you are. I can't tell if she's fooling around or really looking to get into it. I danced with her a couple times, rubbed a little ass, squeezed a little tit and she didn't seem to mind, but… hey, you think she'd go skinny-dipping?"
Frank drew a deep breath. "I doubt it."
"The pool's a great way to get things going," he said, licking his lips. "Some broads get all worked up once they're naked. It might make it easier for Sandy to get into it."
"And what if she does get into it?"
Charlie nervously cleared his throat. "Then… you know, whatever."
Frank's chest felt like someone was sitting on it. "You're asking for permission to fuck my wife?"
"Yeah." Charlie fidgeted in his chair. "I guess I am."
"Then you're asking the wrong person."
"Out of respect, I wanted to talk to you first."
"Respect."
"Hell, it's no problem if you wanna take a shot at Beth."
"What a guy."
"Trust me," Charlie said, "you won't be disappointed."
"This is your wife we're talking about."
"And if I don't mind her playing around with somebody else from time to time, why the hell should you?"
Frank looked at him. "I don't."
"Listen," Charlie said, pulling his patio chair closer, "Beth and I understand each other. We don't always like each other, but we do understand each other. When I'm with someone else, or she sees a body that turns her on, whatever happens, it's just sex. It's not love – shit, it's got nothing to do with love. It's sex for the fucking fun of it. You know what I'm saying?"
"I know what you're saying," Frank said. "I'm not stupid."
"Nobody said you were." Charlie sighed. "I just figured you knew what kind of party this was."
Frank shrugged. "I guess I did."
"In all seriousness, Frank, I didn't mean no disrespect." Charlie leaned forward and gave him a pat on the shoulder. "I'm only human. Forget I ever mentioned it." Charlie stood up. "I'm gonna go see if anybody wants to go for a swim. Hey, no hard feelings, right?"
"No hard feelings," Frank said, waving him away.

***

Uncertain of how long it had been since Charlie had left him alone on the deck, Frank checked his watch. The tiny numbers all seemed to melt together, and the overwhelming stench of charred meat was making him sick to his stomach. He considered going back into the house when the intrusive sound of laughter distracted him. He looked back, saw the others filing out through the sliders, music from the stereo in the living room still blaring.
Pepper was the first one to cross the deck. She stopped just long enough to kick off her boots and wiggle out of the lower portion of her bodysuit, then dove into the pool. Water flew up and splashed onto the surrounding deck, spraying the area.
"What a surprise," Claire said, stumbling from the house with a drink in each hand, wearing only a bra, panties, and a pair of sandals. "Pepper's the first one in."
Without comment, Charlie drunkenly strolled off the edge of the deck and fell into the pool fully clothed. Beth and Sandy stood a few feet away, laughing hysterically. "Now you know," Beth said, "why Charlie rode the small bus to school."
Luther quickly stripped down to his underwear and jumped into the water. The three women moved back to avoid the enormous splash just as Steve and Sal emerged from the house.
"Come on in," Pepper shouted to no one in particular. "The water's really warm."
Treading water not far away, Charlie said, "That's cause I just pissed myself."
Sal made a quick visual sweep of the area before sitting across from Frank in the chair Charlie had occupied earlier. Despite the dark glasses, Frank knew he was watching him. "You don't look so good."
"I'm wasted," Frank told him. "What's your excuse?"
Sal stared at him blankly until Pepper's girlish laughter turned their attention back to the pool. Luther hoisted her up over his head and tossed her back down into the water.
Claire rolled her eyes. "What the hell is she screaming about? Those tits could've kept the Titanic afloat, for Christ's sake."
"You're just jealous," Steve said, playfully tweaking one of her breasts through her thin bra. Claire laughed, seemingly oblivious to what he had done.
Frank shifted his eyes to Sandy, looking for a reaction, but she and Beth, both barefoot but otherwise clothed, had wandered over to the far side of the pool. They were drinking and talking quietly, neither one particularly steady on her feet.
"Hey," Steve said, a joint between his lips as he studied the grill through glazed eyes. "We forgot about the steaks."
"Here." Claire handed him one of her sandals. "Eat one."
Steve took a hit from the joint, passed it to Claire and started getting undressed. "You coming in?"
"I'm right behind you," Claire said, choking.
At the prodding of Pepper, Steve began a comical striptease, removing a piece of clothing and swinging it over his head before tossing it aside. Once he was nude, he grabbed Claire by the wrist and cannonballed, dragging her with him to the applause of the others. When they emerged from the water, it was together, arms locked around each other's necks. They remained that way, floating toward the center of the pool.
Luther and Pepper drifted to the opposite side and resumed their roughhousing, leaving Charlie alone. He swam to the edge of the pool, pulled a black rubber tube into the water with him and after several failed attempts, managed to get himself on top of it in a prone position. At some point he had taken off his clothes, and they now glided away in different directions along the surface of the water. He rolled over onto his back, feet dangling in the water, arms folded across his fleshy midsection, and floated about aimlessly.
"Why sit here with me?" Sal asked. "Go have some fun."
Frank answered without looking at him. "I don't swim."
Apparently satisfied with the response, Sal turned and watched as those in the water removed whatever sparse items of clothing they still had on and threw them up onto the deck.
Beth and Sandy were sitting at the edge of the pool, their feet in the water. "Hey, girls!" Charlie screamed to them, his speech so slurred that it was barely discernable. "Get naked!"
"Hey, Charlie," Beth sighed. "Get fucked."
"I'm trying!" Charlie laughed.
Beth smiled at him. "Best of luck."
Sandy found herself laughing, but wasn't sure why. Her head was spinning, and she was purposely trying to avoid making eye contact with Frank.
"Are you okay?" Beth asked, gently touching Sandy's thigh.
Sandy giggled. "I'm smashed."
"Come on!" Charlie yelled again.
"Let's go," Beth said. "Before shit-for-brains wakes the neighbors."
Sandy looked at her and smiled. "You first."
Beth slipped out of her dress, revealing a lean, taut body with skin as smooth and white as porcelain. Still sitting next to Sandy, she unhooked her bra and placed it neatly on the deck. Her breasts were small, the pale pink nipples stiffened in the night air. Still wearing a pair of cotton panties, she slid gracefully from the edge of the deck into the water. She turned onto her back and smiled up at Sandy. "Your turn."
"Yeah, Sandy!" Charlie barked. "San-dee! San-dee!"
Sandy laughed as her eyes drifted around the pool. Luther and Pepper's playfulness had become far more intimate, and Steve and Claire were kissing, locked in a drunken, sloppy embrace that seemed to last forever. Struggling to her feet, Sandy nearly lost her balance and fell into the water. She looked across to the far side of the deck and saw Frank staring at her as he slowly got up out of his chair.
"Sandy," Frank said, not certain if he'd only thought her name or actually spoken it.
With eyes that appeared she no longer had full control over, Sandy looked down at her feet. She bent her toes upward and studied them, riveted by their very existence. Frank noticed a delicate gold ankle bracelet he'd bought for her as it caught the light. "There's something unidentifiably erotic about being barefoot," she mumbled. "Don't you think?"
"There's something identifiably erotic about you!" Charlie laughed and splashed the water with his hands, clearly amused with himself.
Frank swallowed hard. He tried to clear his mind and think of something to say, telling himself to put a stop to this before it got out of hand, but his body refused to cooperate.
"Why are you being such a quiet little mouse?" Sandy suddenly demanded, yelling across the pool at him. "What's wrong? Pussy got your tongue?"
Her outburst caught the attention of the others, and they all slowly drifted to the middle of the pool, watching her silently.
"Do you wanna leave, Frank? – I dunno, it's up to you!" Sandy seemed incapable of preventing herself from laughing. "Turn around and look the other way, Frank. That's your specialty, isn't it?"
Frank watched as she looked at him defiantly, grabbed the hem of her dress, and in one quick motion pulled it off over her head. She had not worn a bra, and now stood clad only in a blue satin thong. Her fingers released the dress and it fell to the deck in a heap. Slowly, as if only just realizing what she'd done, Sandy crossed her arms over her chest and attempted a smile.
"It's all right," Beth said, swimming closer to the edge and holding out her hands. "Come on."
Sandy took her hand and slowly entered the pool. They treaded water together, their faces nearly touching, Beth speaking to her in a tone too soft for anyone else to hear.
Frank staggered back through the sliding glass doors. His mind told him he was walking quickly, but his feet moved as if trudging through quicksand. He followed the beat of the music, sound, sight and smell gradually merging as he crossed into the living room. He stood firm for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust to lighting he had originally perceived as dim, but that now seemed unnecessarily bright. He found the bar, mixed a drink and emptied it with a single gulp. After somehow managing to successfully maneuver himself onto one of the barstools, he poured another drink and lit a cigarette. In the distance he heard a loud splash, and then another, followed by laughter.

***

It was some time later when Frank was distracted by voices behind him. Initially he'd mistaken the giggles and whispers as figments of his own imagination, but when he looked back over his shoulder he realized he was no longer alone in the room.
Luther, Pepper and Claire were lying on the sofa; tangled together in a naked heap that made it difficult to tell where one body ended and another began. Frank shifted his eyes, found Sal standing in the doorway, his face expressionless. "Feeling better?" he asked.
"Where's Sandy?"
"Charlie's still floating around in that tube. I better get him out of it before he drowns."
Frank slid off of the stool. "Where is she?"
"She went off with Steve and Beth," he said, pointing to the ceiling. "The stairs are at the end of the hallway off the kitchen. I can show you if you want."
"Fuck off." Frank stormed past him and headed for the kitchen. He found the stairs and climbed them, nearly losing his balance twice before reaching the top. At the end of the hall was Charlie and Beth's bedroom, the door open sufficiently for him to see that no one was inside. Frank stumbled to his right, focused on a closed door, and stared at it for a time.
When he heard muffled voices, he quietly pushed the door open a crack.
Steve was nude, sitting in a large soft chair in the corner of the room. Beth and Sandy, both topless, had knelt facing each other on the floor in front of him. All three were still wet from the pool and seemed unaware of Frank's presence. Beth leaned closer and kissed Sandy tenderly on the forehead, cheek and neck, her hands slowly gliding across her shoulders onto Sandy's breasts. Shaking, Sandy hesitantly touched Beth's hips, and then her buttocks, pulling her closer until first their breasts met, and then their lips. Beth gently took one of Sandy's breasts into her mouth and massaged the other with her palm.
Steve sat forward in the chair and Beth turned, bent over, and took his erection into her mouth. Sandy either fell back against his chest or leaned into it; Frank couldn't be sure. Steve's free hand caressed Sandy's breasts, gently gliding over her taut stomach before disappearing inside the front of her panties, a soft tuft of pubic hair greeting his fingers as her legs parted slightly. He rubbed in a slow, rhythmic motion, waiting to penetrate her until his fingers had grown moist. When he eventually sat back in the chair, Sandy followed, lowering her mouth onto his erection and sharing him with Beth.
Frank hadn't been certain any of this would actually happen until the exact second that it did. Emotions surged through him – too many to focus on one specifically – and he was certain he'd pass out.
Instead, he turned and moved slowly down the hallway, his heart smashing against his chest, his head throbbing from a pounding headache. He hesitated at the head of the stairs, heard moans and laughter from the room below. He felt like a caged animal, and let the wall support him.
At the edge of the darkness halfway down the staircase, Sal appeared. He stood silently watching for a time, then with an almost militaristic stride, climbed the remaining stairs and joined Frank at the top. "Are you all right?"
Frank glared at him, focusing to remain upright.
"They in there?" He motioned to the bedroom behind them with his chin. "Yeah," he answered his own question a moment later. "Look, I've seen this kind of thing a lot. Sometimes it gets too much, not everyone can handle it. You want me to – "
"I want you to leave me the fuck alone, Sal," Frank growled. "That's what I want."
His mouth twitched into the slightest hint of a smile. "No problem, asshole."
Frank steadied himself against the wall as Sal moved by him. He didn't bother to look over his shoulder. He knew where he'd gone.
After what seemed an eternity, Beth strolled from the room totally nude. "Hey, Frank," she said evenly. "Where have you been? Knee deep in Pepper, no doubt."
Frank moved to the side so she could pass, offering no reply as she descended the stairs and drifted into darkness.

***

The smell of his breath, stale from marijuana and liquor, was nearly intolerable. Groggy one moment and relatively alert the next, her awareness of the situation seemed to come in waves. Gliding backwards, Sandy felt two strong, callused hands tighten around her waist and realized that she had been propped up into a sitting position.
"Yeah," someone said, the voice distant and distorted. "Fuck her, man."
She looked down and saw Steve lying beneath her. He was inside her.
"That's it, baby, that's it," Steve said beneath her, his lips moving but slightly out of sync with the sound drifting about. His hands clutched her waist and she felt him pushing deeper.
She slumped forward and collapsed next to him on the bed, curling into a fetal position as if to go to sleep. "Stop," she sighed.
Undeterred, he rolled her over.
"You do her mouth yet?" the other voice said.
"Before you got here."
"Soon as I catch my breath I'm gonna stuff it in there again."
"You almost drowned her last time, dude. Big Sal, still the man!"
Laughter, joyless and dirty, echoing around her followed by more bursts of hot breath. Large hands tightened around her again, and the world began to spin. Nothing seemed real. Swallowing was nearly impossible, her mouth mucky and covered in thick cum still dribbling from her lips, a physical memory, residue of the man belonging to the other voice. The man who had opened her mouth with rough hands and put himself inside her, telling her to suck, holding her head and pumping his erection deep enough to gag her, even when she'd gone along with what he'd wanted, before finally releasing, emptying himself into her.
"It's okay, honey." Another voice – Steve's voice? "Roll over on your tummy, okay, baby?"
"Wait." She struggled to raise the volume of her voice but felt too weak. "Please… wait."
"Its okay, baby." A hand stroking her forehead, feigning tenderness, Steve's voice pretending to sooth. "Help me turn her over. Let's fuck her ass, man."
"Please…" Her voice? Had she spoken, was she only thinking? Was any of this real? "Stop… stop."
"Did you hear what she said?"
Steve turned; surprised to see Frank standing in the open doorway. "Hey, man, I – I ah, I didn't know you were watching. If you're gonna get off come on in and have some – "
"Did you hear what she said?"
His smile slowly vanished. "Yeah," he said softly.
"Then get the fuck away from her."
Steve slid off the bed as Sal casually zipped his pants. He motioned for Sal to follow him, gave an apologetic nod and slipped quietly from the room.
Sandy was sprawled out on the bed, her head lolled to one side, resting against a pillow. Her eyes searched for Frank, and when they found him a quiet whimper escaped her. Unable to look at him now, she rolled over, gathering the sheets along with her.
Frank turned away, noticed a full-length mirror on the far wall. Someone he had never seen before stared back: hair mussed and eyes bloodshot, remnants of cocaine still smeared beneath the nostrils. His eyes dropped. His pants were undone, and a sticky wetness had gathered between his legs.
Frank turned and vomited into a small wastebasket.
Supporting himself against the wall, he shut off the light and sank to the floor.
Tears came to him first in the form of small sobs, increasing in intensity until his entire body shook and he wept like a child.



CHAPTER 11


1991

After the September tour the holidays came and went without incident. Frank and Vincent focused their attention on wining and dining a new crop of potential clients, and helping Gus and his salespeople close the deals that would lay the foundation for the next run of shots. Working primarily out of the office, it was an unusually long down time for them, and when they finally hit the road again in late December, Frank was relieved, knowing that they wouldn't return until middle January.
Things at home had become increasingly difficult since the night of the party, and Frank found Sandy more distant than ever. Because neither of them had found it possible to even broach a discussion concerning all that had taken place, the tension level between them had festered. Four consecutive months of lukewarm conversation, no sexual contact, and mechanical, uninspired social interaction made what little time they spent together nearly intolerable.
The New Year was less than three weeks old when Frank returned from the tour that had begun in Massachusetts and ended in Maryland. Fearing his mood swings and bouts with severe depression might lead to further problems, Frank had spent many of the days and nights isolating himself from the troupe in a way he had never done before. With the Turano situation about to unfold, the difficulties in his marriage mounting, and a drinking problem that had become increasingly difficult to manage, Frank knew that if he didn't get his life back under control soon, he might lose all hope of ever doing so again.
His first night back, Sandy prepared dinner. They sat at the kitchen table, together, yet apart. Where there had once been inane small-talk there now resided apprehensive silence. Pushing his plate aside, Frank lit a cigarette and rested his elbows on the table. Sandy ignored his obvious posture and continued to eat without comment.
"I can't do this anymore."
Sandy glanced across the table at him and picked at a pile of peas with her fork. "You can't do what anymore?"
"Live like this," he said quietly. "I wish you'd get mad, cry – something."
"Am I the only one capable of such things?"
Frank stared at the table. "I feel like we're roommates."
"Yeah, well I'm not in the mood for introspection, okay? Just eat your dinner and go watch TV like you always do."
"I'm not hungry."
Sandy stood up, took both plates from the table and emptied them into the trash beneath the kitchen sink. "Neither am I." She slammed the dishes onto the counter, grabbed a pack of cigarettes and her purse from the bedroom and headed for the door.
"Where the hell are you going?"
"Out."
In springing to his feet Frank caught his chair with the backs of his legs. It tipped over onto the floor with a loud crash. "Sandy, goddamn it, wait a minute!"
His outburst had startled her, and she hesitated in the open doorway, not bothering to turn around. "What is it?"
"Close the door."
"Please, Frank," she said, nearly whispering. "I've got to get out of here for a while. Just a quick drive around the block."
"We need to talk." Frank reached down for his chair and carefully placed it against the table. "Now."
Sandy closed the door and let the wall support her. "I don't have anything to say, Frank."
He went to the cupboard and poured himself some vodka. "Some bad things happened," he said, looking into the glass. "We can work through it."
"Do you honestly think things can ever be the same? Jesus, are you that far gone?"
Frank put the glass down without drinking from it, and opened his arms as if to hug her. "I'm right here."
"I can't," she said, struggling to light a cigarette with shaking hands. "For months you've acted like I wasn't even here. I can't remember the last time you tried to touch me."
"We've both been distant."
Sandy exhaled a stream of smoke into the center of the room. "I'm not like you. I can't just shrug things off."
"Does it look like I've shrugged this off?" He finally sipped his drink. "My whole goddamn life is falling apart. You're the only decent thing left in it."
"There's nothing decent left in your life."
"Some bad things happened – "
"Stop saying that." She walked back to the table and sank into her chair. "I always thought I could trust you."
"Of course you can trust me."
She looked up at him, eyes moist. "You brought me there knowing full well what would happen."
"Nothing happened until you decided it would."
"The fantasy of me playing the whore turned you on," she said, voice trembling. "You wanted it, I gave it to you, and you couldn't handle it."
"Neither could you."
"I was drunk, I was flying on coke."
"You were horny."
Sandy glared at him. "Do you think I enjoyed being mauled?"
"You weren't raped, Sandy," he said. "I was there. Granted, you got in over your head with the drugs and the booze but you didn't have to go along with all the rest. That was a decision you made, nobody else."
"I don't know what you want from me," she said, wiping the tears away. "What else am I supposed to do to make you happy?"
"To make me happy?"
She put her elbow on the table and let her forehead rest in the palm of her hand. "I went through with it for you."
"Bullshit," he said. "You were trying to punish me."
"Maybe myself," she admitted wearily.
"I didn't make you go to that party," Frank told her. "You wanted to go."
Her hand slammed against the table. "Don't you do that to me, you sonofabitch. Don't you dare do that to me!"
Frank turned away and swallowed the remainder of his drink. "You'll never see any of those people again."
"Unfortunately, I still have to live with myself."
He looked at her dejectedly. "I don't want to lose you."
She smoked her cigarette desperately, as if only allotted a certain amount of time in which to do so. "You left me a long time ago, Frank."
The phone began to ring, and when it became apparent that Sandy had no intention of answering it, Frank did so himself. His face immediately registered concern. "What – just tell me what's wrong." He listened intently, then squeezed shut his eyes and nearly lost his grip on the phone.
"What's the matter?" Sandy asked.
Frank slowly brought the phone back to his ear. "Where are you…? No you – you stay right there. We're leaving now." He hung up and stared at the floor.
"Frank, what is it?"
"It's my father," he said softly. "He's dead."



CHAPTER 12


The freshly packed soil over the grave served to illustrate a disturbing characteristic that distinguished Joseph Ponte's plot from all the others. A small plant sat to the right of the headstone, and most of the flowers placed in front of it had already begun to wither.
Connie stood clutching per purse with both hands; her back leaned against Frank's car. Her clothes had not been ironed, her hair needed to be brushed, and a blank expression did little to mask her true feelings of devastation.
In the week since her husband's sudden heart attack, the stark finality of death had been a gradual realization, and she was only just beginning to force herself to acknowledge the loss. She had been amazingly strong throughout the entire funereal process, and hadn't broken down until after all the arrangements had been made and she was alone in the newfound silence of her home.
The funeral itself had been a wonderful testament to the degree of popularity Joseph had enjoyed in life. Many of the students and faculty from his school had attended, as had several members of the community in which he and Connie had lived for so many years.
The lack of response from the wrestling world was not unexpected. Only Charlie Rain had bothered to call with his condolences.
Gino Fratenzza and Michael Santangelo both sent enormous, unnecessarily extravagant displays of flowers, and Vincent, Gus and Benny had remained faithfully by Frank's side throughout.
"It's a beautiful headstone," Connie said softly.
Frank thought it a ridiculous statement, but let it pass. Because a good percentage of the insurance money had gone to cover the outrageous funeral expenses, Frank had insisted that his mother allow him to purchase the headstone. Looking at it under gray skies, it made Frank uncomfortable to see his mother's name and birth date already etched alongside his father's, as if in eager anticipation. The bitter winter air chilled him despite his heavy coat. He gathered the dead flowers and carried them silently to a large trash barrel at the end of the row.
"Why do we try so hard to convince ourselves that death will never touch us?" she asked. "Maybe if we spent as much time preparing for it…"
Frank stood by the rear of the car. He had never before seen his mother in this condition, and found himself unsure of how to respond. Humor had always been her way – even in stressful or sullen situations – but now it seemed a trait better assigned to someone else.
"At least he didn't suffer," Connie said.
"Was he proud of me?"
She looked at him, dark rings encircling both eyes. "Of course he was proud of you. You're his son."
Frank knew his mother was lying, and wondered why he'd asked the question in the first place. He and his father had never been close, and that struck Frank as an even greater tragedy than death itself. So much time had been wasted in insignificant debate – bloodying themselves over minor points – that the opportunity to truly come to know and understand each other eluded them. Frank's tears had already been shed, but the guilt of never measuring up to his father's lofty expectations was something he knew he would carry with him forever. Perhaps, Frank thought, it was better that way.
"I know you didn't want to come here," Connie said hesitantly, "but there's something I need to discuss with you."
"Do you need money?" Frank reached for his wallet. "Just tell me how much you need, it's not a problem."
Connie made no attempt to conceal her disappointment with his response. "No, Frank, I don't need money. That may be the only reason you get out of bed in the morning, but then, we aren't all alike, are we?"
"I just thought – "
"That's an awfully nice suit," she interrupted. "Italian silk, isn't it? Your father shopped at Sears so I've no idea what a suit like that costs, but I'll bet it set you back seven or eight hundred dollars. That diamond on your pinky must be worth at least two or three thousand. Your coat had to be about five hundred, and I'm sure those shoes weren't something you picked up on sale at Wal-Mart."
Frank looked at her. "What's your point?"
"Did you think I didn't see those hideous flowers Michael Santangelo and that other piece of scum sent to my husband's wake? Have you convinced yourself that I was too distraught to notice you and Vincent at the funeral?" she asked. "The two of you behave like a couple of gangsters. If nothing else, you certainly dress for the part."
"I'm sorry if my success offends you," he said evenly.
"Success? Is that what they call it these days?"
"I'm a legitimate businessman, mother."
"That depends on one's definition of legitimate."
"I'm not going to discuss this right now."
Connie gazed at the headstone. "I'm sorry," she said in a hushed voice. "I asked you to come here because there's something we need to discuss. Something I want you to know about my past."
"I'm not sure I can handle anything else at this point."
"Then I suggest you pull yourself together."
Frank nervously lit a cigarette. "I'm listening."
"Long before you were born, and a few years before I met your father," she said in a detached tone, "I was married to a man named Arthur Bertalia."
Her admission genuinely surprised Frank but seemed unworthy of such dramatics. "Were there any children?"
"Thankfully, no."
He shrugged. "Then it's no big deal."
"I was very young." Connie put her purse on the hood of Frank's car and crossed her arms. "I made a poor choice. We lived in Vermont and were together less than a year. The man I thought I'd fallen in love with and the man I married turned out to be two completely different people. He was a heavy drinker, horribly jealous – a very possessive man. He wouldn't let me work, and a few weeks after we were married I learned he'd lied about wanting children. By the time our second-month anniversary rolled around he started to beat me."
Frank felt a surge of anger. He was tempted to interrupt her, to ask the series of questions flooding his mind, but held his tongue.
"The beatings became more frequent," she continued, "but I convinced myself to believe him when he swore each time would be the last. Another poor choice. One day I'd been out shopping, and when I got home he was waiting for me. He was wearing a peculiar pair of black gloves, and it wasn't until he'd hit me that I realized they were lined with lead. He nearly killed me, Frank. I spent two months in the hospital. The day I was discharged I left him. We were divorced and I relocated to Massachusetts. A few years later I met your father."
Frank lit a cigarette. "Why didn't you tell me about this before?"
"Your father never wanted me to."
"Why not?"
Connie shrugged. "He was afraid you might think less of me."
"That's ridiculous," Frank snapped. "Maybe he was afraid I might think less of him."
"Believe me, we had more than one or two arguments about it, but he made me promise I wouldn't tell you until after his death."
"I wish you'd told me sooner."
"I wanted to, but you know how your father could be at times. He had this idea in his head that we were supposed to be flawless, the perfect American family."
Frank looked out over the sea of graves. "Whatever happened to this Arthur Bertalia?"
"I haven't a clue. After the divorce I never saw or heard from him again."
Frank hugged her, pulling her in tight against his chest. She felt so small and defenseless; he found it inconceivable that anyone could ever raise a hand in anger against her. "I'm sorry you had to go through that," he said quietly, "but I want you to know that if anything, it makes me love you more."
"It took us so many years to have you," she sobbed. "I was convinced the beatings had left me unable to have children."
"It's all right," he told her. "I'm here."
Connie kissed his cheek. "I'm so worried about you."
"Never mind me," Frank said. "Are you going to be okay?"
"I hope so," she whispered. "I haven't been alone in a very long time."
"You're not alone." Frank stroked the side of her face and felt himself smile for the first time in months.

***

The night of his father's death, Sandy had finally ventured from her side of the bed to Frank's, and he'd fallen asleep in her arms like a child suffering nightmares. Although their union seemed a step in the right direction, the comfort both received in revisiting a familiar physical tenderness was short-lived.
Since that time Frank had done his best to submerge himself in work, usually staying at the office long after everyone else had gone home.
He leaned back in his chair, watched the streetlights turn on through the open blinds in his office, and casually checked his watch. Having run out of things to do, he decided to call it a night. Hopefully Sandy would be waiting for him, but his wife's continued presence was something he could no longer view with certainty.
The phone interrupted his thoughts. He had no plan to answer it until he realized it was his private line blinking. "Hello?"
"Frank," Vincent's voice said through the line. "What the hell are you still doing at the office?"
"I was just going over some contracts."
"We got a problem."
"My life's nothing but," he sighed. "What's up?"
"Where's Sandy?"
Frank hesitated. "Home, I think."
"You need to get her out of there. Get her somewhere safe."
"What the hell's going on?"
"I don't want to get into it over the phone," Vincent said irritably. "Just do what I tell you. Get her out of there and meet me at the rest area outside of town in one hour. And keep your eyes open, understand?"
Without bothering to set the alarm, Frank locked the doors to the office and hesitated at the edge of the parking lot. His eyes scanned the area and the surrounding block, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. He bolted to his car and drove to the apartment as fast as his car would allow, parking on the street, a few doors down from their building.
Sandy was sitting at the kitchen table having a cigarette when he burst through the door. His entrance startled her, and she reared back as if expecting him to run right past her. "What's the matter?"
"Pack some things," he said, still trying to catch his breath. "Enough for a couple days. Hurry."
His instructions didn't seem to register, and she stared at him blankly. "What?"
"Just do it. Please."
Sandy butted her cigarette and stood up, the color draining from her face. "Tell me what's happening."
"We don't have time." He peered through the only window that faced the parking lot. "Do what I said. Now."
Sandy ran to the bedroom, pulled a small suitcase from the closet shelf and quickly began to pack.
"Did anyone call tonight?" Frank asked.
"No."
"Anyone stop by looking for me?"
"No."
"Was there any peculiar mail?"
"No."
Frank glanced over his shoulder and saw Sandy standing in the bedroom doorway holding a blouse with trembling hands. He went to her quickly and kissed her forehead. "It'll be all right if you just hurry," he told her. "I'm going to take you to your parents' house. I'll explain on the way."
While Sandy resumed her packing, Frank hurried back to the window. A pair of headlights sliced the darkness, and a car he didn't recognize turned into the small parking lot. It made a slow pass behind a row of tenant vehicles.
"I'm ready," Sandy said.
"Turn off the light."
"Frank, what – "
"Turn it off!"
In darkness the strange car came into clearer focus. Frank could make out two forms in the front seat, but not much else.
"What should I do?" Sandy asked, standing in the center of the room, suitcase at her feet.
"Stay quiet," he whispered.
The car pulled to the far end of the lot, backed into a space, and the headlights were extinguished.
"We'll go out the back," Frank said. Grabbing her by the arm he led her through the living room to the door. "I parked a little ways up the street. Don't make a sound and do exactly what I say, understand?"
She nodded quickly, and Frank pulled open the door. The rear hallway was seldom used, but he stepped out first and looked around anyway. A small staircase led to the end of the parking lot closest to the street. Just beyond the exit was a floodlight, but once they'd made it around the side of the building and into a row of thick shrubs, Frank felt confident they could reach the street undetected. Holding hands, they ran through a neighbor's yard and crossed onto the curb.
Once they were both in the car, Frank started it and pulled away quickly, not turning on his lights until he'd put a safe distance between themselves and the apartment.
Twenty minutes later he pulled onto a quiet side street and parked in front of Sandy's parents' house in the nearby town of Torlington. Satisfied that they hadn't been followed, Frank let his head rest back against the seat and took a deep breath. Neither of them had spoken during the ride and both found themselves at a loss for what to say next.
"Am I just supposed to show up on my parents' doorstep unannounced and with no explanation?" Sandy finally asked.
"Tell them we had a fight," Frank said. "They shouldn't have any trouble believing that."
"I need to know what's happening."
Frank rubbed his eyes. "I'm not exactly sure myself. I'll call you as soon as I know anything."
"I don't have my car," she reminded him. "How am I supposed to get to work tomorrow?"
"You're not," he said, looking at her. "Call in sick."
"How long is this going to last?"
"I don't know. Just make sure you don't tell anyone where you are. If anyone calls other than me – and I mean anyone – you're not there, got it?"
"Yes."
He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. "I love you."
Sandy stepped out of the car and moved quickly along a small stone walkway to the front door, her suitcase dangling at her side.
Frank watched her until she was safely inside, then pulled away. As he turned at the top of the block and headed for the highway, he couldn't help but wonder if he'd ever see his wife again.



CHAPTER 13


Set back from the highway and built up against a heavily wooded section of road, the rest area just before the Angel Bay exit was dark and appeared empty.
As Frank pulled in he saw a pair of headlights quickly blink and then vanish over near the trees. He parked and walked quickly in the direction from which the lights had come.
Vincent was standing in front of his Corvette. Even shrouded in darkness the worried look on his face was evident. "You're late."
"I had to drive Sandy all the way to Torlington," Frank told him, buttoning his coat against the cold. "What's going on?"
"There was some trouble with the Turano thing," Vincent said, hands stuffed deeply into the pockets of his jacket. "They missed the sonofabitch."
"Oh, Jesus Christ."
Vincent nodded. "The shit's really hit the fan this time, goombah. Michael's trying his best to smooth things over with the boys in Philly, but even he may not be able to work it out in time. I'm supposed to talk to him later tonight. If we're on our own, we're gonna have to take this sack of shit out ourselves."
"Are you nuts?"
"If we don't, we're dead."
"How the fuck did this happen?" Frank clenched his teeth in anger. "You told me they could pull it off without a – "
"Yeah," Vincent interrupted, "but I wasn't figuring on getting fucked over."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
Vincent began to pace. "Turano knew what was coming."
"How?"
"Somebody tipped him off, that's how."
"Do we know who did this?"
"Of course we do."
The buzz of cars rushing past on the highway next to them periodically muffled their voices, but Frank was sure Vincent had not yet answered the question to his satisfaction. "Am I supposed to fucking guess?"
"Use your head. Who knew about this?"
"You mean besides Michael and his people?"
"Obviously."
"You, me, Charlie, and Gus."
"Forget Charlie," Vincent said. "He left the hotel room that day in Connecticut the minute we started discussing it seriously. That leaves the three of us. Now I'm pretty sure you didn't do it, and I know goddamn well I didn't, so who does that leave?"
Frank lit a cigarette and tried to sort his thoughts. "Not Gus, Vin. He'd never do that."
"Come on, for Christ's sake, he's the – "
"I know Gus a hell of a lot better than you do," Frank reminded him. "Say whatever you want about the guy, but he's loyal."
Vincent popped a square of bubble gum into his mouth. The pink wrapper jumped from his hand, levitated as if by magic, then rode the breeze until it gracefully spiraled downward into a puddle at Frank's feet. "Not anymore."
"He didn't do it," Frank said, his breath forming clouds of mist as it hit the cold air.
"You're right," Vincent smiled. "The tooth fairy done it."
"You're making jokes?" Frank snapped. "There were just two guys in my parking lot who probably wanted to kill me and my wife and you're making jokes? What are you, a fucking moron?"
Vincent stared at him, the smile gone. "Nobody else knew about it, Frank. Gus is the one."
"Goddamn it," he sighed. "Have you spoken to him?"
"I can't find him. I've been trying to get a hold of him for hours. His old man answered his home phone – that's a treat, like talking to a fucking chair, and I've called his beeper twice."
"He's probably shacked up somewhere with that tramp he's been running around with."
"Probably. They're most likely counting money. How much you figure it took for him to fuck us like this? A couple grand maybe?"
Frank flicked his cigarette into the darkness. "Gus knew what would happen if Turano found out. Why would he do it?"
"Because he's a piece of shit."
"You're telling me he'd let us get whacked for a lousy few grand?"
"He thinks he got fucked over when I came into the picture," Vincent said, shuffling his feet in an attempt to stay warm. "Ever since then he's been bugging both of us to make him a partner. We've been blowing him off so long he's probably figured out that it ain't ever gonna happen. So he goes to Turano, and God only knows what that sonofabitch offered him."
"I don't buy it."
"Well I'm sure as hell not gonna spend all night freezing my balls off trying to convince you."
Frank looked out at the highway. "Find him."
"I'm trying."
"Try harder. I want to talk to him face to face," Frank said. "If he lies to my face, I'll know it."
Vincent nodded. "And when you're sure, then what?"
"If we find out that he screwed us then we'll… we'll deal with it then. Otherwise we cut him loose."
"I'll take care of it, you won't have to – "
"Only if it comes to that, Vin. Only then." Frank rubbed his tired eyes. "What the hell's happening to us, man? What the fuck have we done to our lives?"
"We rolled the dice, that's all. It ain't over yet, don't go laying down on me. First thing we do is find motherfucking Gus. Piece of fucking dog shit."
Frank faced him. "I meant what I said before. Don't fucking touch him, Vin. Don't so much as put one fucking hand on him; you got me? I don't want any goddamn accidents between now and then, you hear me?"
"Don't I have some say in this?" Vincent asked evenly.
"You have say," Frank told him. "I have final say."
Vincent watched him for a moment. "Fine. I'll bring him to you in whatever shape I find him."
"And if we find he didn't do this but he's still a risk, when I cut him loose you'll leave him that way."
"All right, for Christ's sake."
"Gimme your word."
"I just did."
Frank lit another cigarette. "What do we do from here?"
"Don't go home."
"I've got Sandy out of the way. What about my mother?"
"She should be all right." Vincent shrugged. "Just lay low until you hear from me. You're wearing your beeper?" Frank gave a quick nod. "Go somewhere nobody'd look for you and I'll call you as soon as I hear anything."
Frank started back to his car. "Be careful."
"Hey, Frank?"
He stopped and looked back over his shoulder. Vincent was still standing next to his car watching him. "Yeah?"
"You too."



CHAPTER 14


A little over an hour later, Frank found himself in Boston. He followed Arlington Street to Boylston, and continued on into Chinatown. The neighborhoods grew progressively worse as he ventured beyond the theater district and into what was left of the Combat Zone.
Several years had passed since the Zone's heyday. Bright lights and gaudy signage had once unabashedly showcased sleaze with a level of glitz capable of turning even the most seasoned urbanite's head, but nearly all the legitimate clubs had been systematically shut down, leaving this small corner of the city in shambles. What had once been the Times Square of Boston had been reduced to something that more closely resembled the set of some post-apocalyptic horror movie. Any adult fun associated with the area was gone, replaced instead by mostly abandoned, boarded-up buildings; an ever-increasing homeless population; occasional porn shops or strip joints, and dark, garbage-strewn streets.
At the very fringe of the Combat Zone, Frank pulled over and parked. Across the street was a dilapidated old building known as the Wellington Hotel. If there was ever a place he wouldn't be, this was it.
Frank locked the car, hoping it would still be there in the morning. He stopped at the curb just long enough to light a cigarette and take a quick look around.
A neon sign buzzed over the entrance to the hotel, casting a pair of men huddled near the base of the steps in an eerie blue haze. They shared a bottle wrapped in brown paper, and appeared disinterested in Frank's presence.
To the right of the hotel was an X-rated book and video store with a faded sign promising: Hot Peep Shows – Inside!
A scurvy-looking individual in a soiled tank top and polyester slacks stood out front, urging the occasional passerby to go inside. Separated from the hotel by a dark, litter-strewn alley was a strip club that seemed to be the neighborhood's main draw. Beyond that was a liquor store with steel bars covering the windows. The remainder of the block consisted of condemned buildings in various stages of disrepair.
Before Frank had reached the hotel entrance, a young woman in a tight pink dress stepped from the shadows of the adjacent alley. She looked like she was freezing. "You want a date, Daddy?" she asked in a tiny voice. "Hey, need a date?"
Frank moved on without slowing his pace.
"Fucking queer," she growled.
As he crossed the street, a black man with a shiny gold tooth and a handful of flyers intercepted him. "That's all right, that's all right. Don't even worry about that. I'm with you, blood, I don't go for none of that skunk pussy neither. Got shit going around now make your dick look like a garden rake, am I right? What you need to do is check this out. Only three dollars a minute, all major credit cards accepted. Totally safe, blood, totally discreet. Satisfaction guaranteed."
He stuffed a flyer advertising a 1-900 sex line into Frank's hand and was gone as quickly as he'd appeared. Frank crumpled it, tossed it into a large trashcan on the corner, then climbed the steps of the Wellington Hotel.
The lobby somehow managed to look worse than Frank had imagined. A battered reception desk filled the back wall, a wide and winding staircase that looked as if it had at one time been rather ornate was to his immediate left, and a matching set of threadbare couch and chairs sat clustered to his right. With the exception of a plump hooker using a pay phone near the door and a pale bald man behind the desk, the lobby was empty.
The clerk wore jeans and a T-shirt that featured a picture of two pigs copulating on it with the caption: Makin' Bacon in bold letters beneath it. The man studied Frank the way a criminal watches a cop. "Help ya?"
"I need a room."
"Fifteen an hour. Cash, in advance."
"How much for a night?"
"How many nights we talkin' about?"
"One."
"Thirty. Cash, in advance. No refunds. Any problems, I don't wanna hear about them. Don't own the place and I got no idea who does. There's no phone in the room, no TV. The hot water usually works but I ain't promising nothin'."
While still concealing his wallet behind his coat, Frank peeled off thirty dollars and handed it to the clerk.
He slid an old register across the counter. "Sign in."
"You can't be serious."
"House rules. Sign in." Frank signed a phony name, watched the clerk pull a key from a pegboard behind him then slap it on the counter. "Go up the stairs and bang a right. It's all the way down on the right. Number 110."
Most of the overhead lights in the second floor hallway were either broken or missing entirely. The wallpaper was peeled and cracked, and the stench of vomit and urine hung stubbornly in the air.
Frank stepped over the prone figure of a man who was drunk, unconscious or dead, and continued on until he'd found his room. The lock stuck but he eventually forced it open. Smells worse than those permeating the hallway immediately assaulted him, and he hesitated before entering in the hope that the odor might dissipate.
A switch just inside the door turned on a grimy overhead fixture that bathed the room in a dull yellow light. The furnishings consisted of a bed, a nightstand, and a cheap veneer table and chair. The adjoining bathroom had no door, a small sink and toilet, and a nauseating stink all its own. The lone window overlooked an alley where a small group of people had gathered to consummate a drug deal. He pulled shut the tattered shade and cautiously sat on the edge of the bed, unsure if it could hold his full weight.
A fornicating couple began moaning and groaning in the room next door.
Frank lay back on the bed, still fully dressed, and his thoughts focused on Sandy. For the first time in years he realized he'd begun to pray, only asking that she might be spared whatever punishment fate had in store for him.
A siren wailed somewhere down the block, an argument broke out in the alley, and a boom box blared rap music a few doors down.
Despite his exhaustion, sleep refused to come.



CHAPTER 15


Gus tried his best to brush the lint and debris from his shirt and slacks, then straightened his glasses and studied his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He held up two ties, selected the one with the fewer stains, and clipped it into place under his shirt collar. Squeezing a gob of toothpaste into his hand, he dabbed at it then brushed his teeth with his index finger.
His father was sitting at the kitchen table staring into one of his crossword puzzle books. He coughed, scratched his chest, and looked up at his son as he entered the room.
"Why are you wearing that robe?" Gus asked.
"This isn't your robe."
"I bought you a heavy one for winter," Gus reminded him. "Where'd you put it? Remember the blue one I got you?"
"Gus," he said, looking down at his book. "What's a – "
"Hold on. How do I look?"
" – six-letter word for trip?"
"Never mind," Gus said, grabbing his jacket off the back of a chair. "Can't even answer a simple goddamn question."
His father shook his head. "That's a tough one."
"Do you think you can listen to me for a second?" Gus crouched down next to the chair. "I gotta go pick up Kathy. You remember Kathy, right?"
"I don't know no Kathy."
Gus closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Anyway, I gotta go pick her up and bring her back here, okay? I'll only be gone a couple minutes."
"Let's have soup."
"Soup? Dad, it's seven o'clock in the fucking morning, what's wrong with you?"
He smiled. "I especially like vegetable soup."
Gus stood up and lit a cigarette. "I'll get you a can on the way back. Don't turn on the stove, you hear me?"
"Can't make soup without turning on the stove," he said. "What's a six-letter word for trip, Gus?"
"Voyage."
His father counted the boxes with his finger, his lips moving silently. "Yeah. Voyage."
"I'll be right back." Gus leaned over and kissed his father on the top of his head. "Stay away from the stove. I mean it, ya crazy bastard."
The old man moaned and waved his book at him. "Piss up a rope."

***

Gus raced across the city, parked out in front of Kathleen's apartment and hit the horn. She appeared a few minutes later and groggily climbed in next to him.
"This is the last time we meet before ten," she said through a sigh. "You don't seem to understand how late I get in at night."
"I know, I know." Gus smiled. "But this is a special day and I couldn't wait all morning."
Kathleen rubbed her eyes. "What's so special about today?"
"You're about to find out." He winked at her playfully. "I'll bet you've probably already guessed."
"Nope." She yawned. "But do you have to tell me here? I really need some coffee."
"In a minute." Gus removed something from his jacket pocket but kept it hidden in his hand. "Kathy, you know how I feel about you, right?"
"Sure."
Gus cleared his throat nervously. "I've given this a lot of thought, and anyway, I figure I'm not getting any younger." He thrust a small box at her and blurted, "I want to spend the rest of my life with you." She stared at him blankly and he smiled. "Go ahead, open it."
Kathleen reluctantly took the box and flipped it open to reveal a ring with a stone too enormous to be real. She looked at him and shrugged. "What's this supposed to be?"
"Will you marry me?" He hadn't finished the sentence when she burst into laughter. Initially, Gus joined her, mistaking her reaction for joy, but it soon became evident that she was laughing at him. "What's so funny?"
"You're fucking joking, right?"
"Of course not." He frowned. "Why would I joke about something like this?"
"It's not even a real diamond."
"Yes it is."
"What'd it cost, a million dollars?" She laughed again and handed it back to him. "I'm smart enough to know the difference between a real diamond and a fake one."
Gus felt his face blush. "Well, it's not exactly a real diamond, but – "
"I can't marry you, Gus." She suppressed another laugh and rolled her eyes. "I don't think of you that way."
"What the hell way do you think of me? We've been going out with each other for more than a year now."
Kathleen sighed heavily. "Gus, you pay me to go out with you. You're a steady customer. Is there something seriously fucking wrong with you, or what? Whatever gave you the idea I'd wanna marry you? For Christ's sake, I'm a prostitute."
"I don't understand," he said quietly. "You said you cared for me – "
"I'll say I want to have your kids if you pay me enough."
Something tapped the glass on the driver's side window.
Startled, Kathleen jumped. "Fuck, is that a cop?"
"Don't worry, we're not doing anything wrong." Gus turned and saw a fat man in a suit and trench coat standing next to the car. "I'm right in the middle of some personal business here, all right, pal?" The man smiled and tapped the glass again. Gus rolled down the window, felt the cold air rush in. "We're having a conversation here, there something I can do for you, buddy?"
"Gus Lemieux, right?" the man asked happily.
"That's right. Who's asking?"
"Vincent told me to give you this."
By the time Gus realized the man had leveled a gun at him it was too late.
It made an odd buzzing sound as the bullet fired through the chamber and out the end of the silencer, piercing Gus's forehead.
Blood, tissue and brain matter sprayed out the back of his head as it exploded. Most of it landed in Kathleen's lap, and as she opened her mouth to scream the man leaned in closer and fired a round between her eyes.
Kathleen's head snapped back in a halo of blood, crashed against the window and shattered it.
Gus was making disturbing gurgling sounds. He convulsed, and bright red blood poured from his lips, coating his chin. Vic DeNicco calmly slid more than an inch of the silencer into his victim's already open mouth, and pulled the trigger again. The body vaulted back then lurched forward, and Gus hit his forehead on the steering wheel, his wig sliding from his head as he slumped over between the passenger seat and dashboard.
After he had holstered the gun, Vic removed a brick of heroin wrapped in plastic from his coat pocket, tore it open with gloved hands, and tossed it into the car.
A black Lincoln Continental silently glided up alongside the GMC Jimmy. Vic DeNicco climbed inside, and they pulled away, slowing for a stop sign before turning at the top of the block.

***

Frank had eventually managed to fall asleep, but only in short spurts. Harsh morning light poked through the holes and slashes in the window shade, and the sounds of the city slowly coming to life convinced him to at least entertain the idea of getting up, splashing some water on his face and venturing out in search of coffee.
His beeper went off, and he sat up straight in bed. Still attached to his belt, he pulled it free and quickly read the numbers as they rolled across the digital display. Odd, he thought, recognizing the office number.
He went to the payphone in the lobby and returned the call, convincing himself that if it were some elaborate trick, he would simply hang up and find somewhere else to hide. One night at the Wellington Hotel was more than enough.
"Good morning," Vincent's voice answered cheerfully. "Entertainment Enterprises."
"Good morning," Frank said reluctantly.
"Frank! Man, are you all right?"
"I'm fine."
"Come on in. Everything's been taken care of."
Frank glanced over his shoulder at the empty lobby. "That was quick. What happened?"
"I can go into detail once you get here," he said. "But I spoke to Michael and he managed to straighten things out. I also found Gus. I ran into him and that broad at his house."
"And?"
"I was wrong, Frank." Vincent breathed heavily into the phone. "I'm sorry."
"I knew it," Frank said, managing a smile.
"Our leak came from somewhere else. I've got a few ideas, but we'll cover that when you land."
"Where's Gus now?"
"He's meeting us here in a few minutes," Vincent told him. "So get here as fast as you can. There's still a few loose ends we need to take care of, know what I mean?"
Frank nodded into the phone. "I'll be there in about an hour."
"Great," Vincent said smoothly. "I'll be waiting."



CHAPTER 16


Frank arrived at the office a little after nine o'clock. Vincent's car was the only one in the lot. The reception and telemarketing area was empty, and Frank checked his watch. His employees should have been there by now, but weren't. The office was quiet.
"Vin?" he called out.
"You made it."
Frank turned and saw Vincent standing in the doorway to his office. "Where the hell is everybody?"
"I didn't know how long our troubles were going to last so I gave everybody a couple days off."
"Oh," Frank sighed, the knot in his stomach loosening. "I got a little nervous there for a minute."
Vincent started off down the hallway, waving for Frank to follow him. "Come on, we'll talk in your office."

***

Frank slid behind the desk and sat in his leather swivel. Vincent remained a few feet from the front of his desk. "Let me get you up to speed on what's happening."
"Please do."
"I haven't exactly been honest with you, Frank."
"What about?"
"Quite a bit, actually."
Frank swallowed. "Where's Gus?"
"He won't be coming."
Were it not for his physical exhaustion, Frank would have reacted more violently. "Please tell me you didn't hurt him."
"No more lies, Frank. Gus didn't make it."
"You motherfucker!" Frank sprang from his chair. "I fucking told you – "
"You told me? No, I tell you."
"What the fuck did you do?" They stood staring at each other, chests heaving, fists clenched but held at their sides. "What the fuck did you do?"
Vincent pulled a gun from his jacket and pointed it directly at Frank, arms locked. Stunned, Frank took a step back from his desk. "What… what the hell are you doing? What is this?"
"This?" Vincent asked, motioning to the gun. "This is a military-issue nine millimeter Beretta. It's a great piece. Weighs a little over two and a half pounds – fully loaded, of course. A round from this mother goes almost thirteen-hundred-feet a second, Frank. Tag somebody with this and they go down every time. Now, do me a favor and sit the fuck down on your own so I don't have to prove it."
Silently, Frank lowered himself back into the chair.

***

Charlie stepped from the shower and quickly toweled himself off. He wiped a spot large enough on the mirror to see his face, and smiled widely at the reflection. Not bad for an old fart. With a small comb he styled his wet hair, wondering if he ought to start dyeing it. No, he thought. I like the beginnings of gray at the temples, offsets the red. Besides, Beth likes the gray. Makes me look distinguished – isn't that what people always say?
He blew himself a kiss, wrapped a towel around his waist and moved into the kitchen for a cup of coffee, his bare feet cold against the chilly tile. Leaning against the counter, he poured himself a steaming mug and took a sip. He didn't have much planned for the day; had slept later than usual, and decided he'd stay close to home.
An icy breeze tickled his shins. He noticed the kitchen door was ajar. Beth was working a double-shift and wasn't expected home until later that night. Maybe she left it open on her way out, he thought. She was always so frazzled in the morning.
He moved cautiously to the door, opened it and poked his head outside. The street was clear and his car sat alone in the driveway. Nice going, Beth, our heating bill should be through the roof this month.
The floor creaked.
Charlie turned in time to see two dark forms standing behind him.
Something flashed near his face. Something metallic.

***

"Are you out of your mind?" Frank asked. "You're gonna fucking shoot me?"
"Not unless I have to."
"I thought Turano was the enemy."
Vincent lowered the gun and smiled. "John Turano's been dead for two days, Frank. Michael's guys don't miss. But you've turned into such a fucking mark, I knew you'd buy it."
Frank leaned forward on the desk; afraid he might collapse. "Who were the people looking for me at my apartment?"
"Couple of Mike's guys. I had some business to take care of and I needed you out of the way for a while. I couldn't have you stuck up my ass pissing and moaning. Jesus, you know how you get."
"Why couldn't you have just talked to me about it?" Frank reached for the middle desk drawer and Vincent quickly raised the gun.
"Careful."
Frank pulled a pack of cigarettes from the drawer and tossed them on the desk. Vincent relaxed, lowering his weapon. Frank lit a cigarette and attempted a more relaxed posture.
"It's funny," Vincent said. "You hang with a guy for most of your life and you figure you know him. I thought you were like me, Frank. Strong. But you're not. You're weak. I hate weak." He pulled a chair in front of the desk and sat down. "You're smarter than me – I got no problem admitting that – and that's why early on I needed you. But I'm smart too. In a completely different way, of course, but I'm not as dumb as I look."
"I never thought you were dumb, Vin."
Vincent smiled. "I really thought we could make this work, goombah. Hell, you're like a brother to me – you know that – but changes had to be made, and you'd already gone and gotten yourself all worked up sweating the small shit."
Frank hoped his fear was not as obvious as it felt.
"Plus, you're a drunk. I never knew that about you. I don't like drunks. They make mistakes – usually stupid ones. Like causing trouble with Nick Strong – a guy who only stands to put more money in our pockets. Like not being able to separate business and personal problems. Like letting your wife fuck other guys. It's a small business, Frank; people talk. Damn, if I'd known you were passing her around I would have taken a turn myself. Then there was your old man's death. That pushed you right over the edge."
"I thought you were above kicking me when I was down, Vin." His free hand curled slowly into a fist.
"I ain't above much," Vincent chuckled.

***

The tip of the blade slashed Charlie's face, and he staggered back. Ignoring the burning sensation spreading from cheek to jaw-line, he tried to run for the bathroom, but one of the men grabbed him by the throat and pinned him easily to the counter.
"Christ," he said, choking. "Please – don't."
The man buried the blade just above his crotch with a single violent thrust. Charlie gagged, felt bile and blood rising in his throat as the man tugged the knife upward, tearing his abdomen as it went.
Charlie fell. On hands and knees, he tried desperately to prevent his intestines from spilling from his belly and uncoiling onto the bloody floor like a giant eel.
His body bucked and collapsed to the floor, a large pool of blood forming around it.

***

"Trust's an important thing, Frank," Vincent told him. "And I just didn't think I could trust you anymore. You're a risk, and with all that was going on I knew I couldn't afford the headache."
"You killed Gus," Frank said, more statement than question.
"I didn't kill anybody." Vincent smiled. "But believe me, he's as dead as you get." He checked his watch. "Right about now Charlie ought to be having some trouble, too."
"You didn't have to do this."
"See what I mean? You don't have the culones for this, Frank. It's all about balls. Big fucking brass balls. I'm beginning to think you got a pussy between your legs."
"Why did you have to kill them? Christ, there must have been a million ways you could've – "
"They were in the way," Vincent said evenly. "Neither one of them was smart enough to just cut loose. They would've tried to fuck with me. After this little display – and you got to admit it's pretty fucking spectacular – nobody's ever gonna fuck with me again."
Frank took a hard pull on his cigarette, exhaled wearily through his nose. "What about the cops? Isn't it gonna look a little strange when two people so closely associated with us wind up dead?"
"Gus and that slut he was hanging out with were into some bad shit. She was a junkie; did you know that? When they find the bodies they'll also find drugs. Just another dope deal gone wrong, Frank."
"And Charlie?"
"It's the strangest thing. He vanished. Happens all the time. Guy gets tired of the old lady, goes down to the corner store for a pack of butts and never comes back." Vincent stretched casually, as if his back was bothering him. "Nobody is ever gonna see Charlie Rain's ugly ass again. By the time they get done spreading what's left of him around, people in every restaurant in New York'll be eating the sonofabitch for dinner." Vincent winked. "Never order red meat out."
"What if the cops don't buy it?"
"The cops Michael pays to look the other way? Those cops?"
Frank leaned back in his chair and crushed his cigarette out in an ashtray on the desk.
"Turano's gone and his federation no longer exists," Vincent said. "I'd say my profits just tripled, wouldn't you? And with Charlie and Gus out of the picture, I should be making some serious coin in no time at all. Now this whole part of the country belongs to me. Hell, I know it's only the independent circuit and the big boys still run the game in all the big-time circles, but a guy has to start somewhere, right?"
"What about Luther?" Frank asked. "He and Charlie were close."
Vincent's eyes narrowed. "Luther's a whore. I'm his new pimp. That simple."
"And me? You gonna kill me too?"
"What am I, some whacked out psycho?" Vincent laughed. "We're friends, for Christ's sake, how could you ask me something like that?" He stood, wandered toward the door. "No, you're just out, Frank. Out of the business. I don't need you. I'm the man now. My brother's money paid for it anyway, right? I sat Benny Dunn down and had a little chat with him. He's a good guy, real trustworthy. I offered him a limited partnership but he decided to bow out. I got no hard feelings toward him. He handles himself like a man. As for you, you got to realize this is strictly a business move on my part, and as far as the business goes, Frank Ponte don't exist no more. You're gone, and if you got any brains left in your head you'll stay that way."
Frank felt his nerves begin to settle. "Not a problem."
"With what you know, I'm giving you a break, Frank, because we got a history and we're friends. I'm banking on you still having some brains left in your fucking head, you with me? You can't prove shit anyway, but still, the safest move was to take you out too, and I didn't. I could've at any time, and as much as I'd hate to do something like that, I still can. Remember that, because if I so much as hear your name again – if you ever decide to play hero and make this a personal thing," Vincent said, "believe me when I tell you that I won't hesitate to protect myself and my business interests with extreme prejudice. Are we clear?"
"We're clear," Frank said. "Only there's one thing I want to make clear too."
Vincent looked at him. "Okay."
"I don't intend to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, Vin. I don't want you near me, or my family, either. So if all of this is just more of your bullshit you better save yourself the time and take me out right here and now."
"Don't sweat it, Frank." Vincent grinned. "If that's how I wanted to play it you'd already be dead."
Frank watched him closely. "It'll be better for both of us if that's true."
"I've had a tough week," Vincent said. "I'm gonna take the rest of the day off, but it's an exciting time for me so I'll be in bright and early tomorrow morning. When I get here, you be gone, okay?"
Frank gave a slow nod.
He stepped through the doorway then quickly looked back at Frank. "Believe it or not, I really am sorry things had to turn out like this. Fucking sucks, but, you know how it goes, man."
"Yeah," Frank said softly. "I know how it goes."
Vincent stuffed the gun back into his jacket and left the office.
Frank opened the blinds, watched Vincent get into his Corvette and speed away, then went to his file cabinet and pulled out a bottle of vodka. His hands still shaking, he managed to pour a glass and drink it down.
He flopped down into his chair and let his eyes wander across the office. It had all happened so fast, it seemed, but had fallen apart even faster.
After two more drinks he picked up the phone and dialed Benny's home number. With his connections in the city the requests Frank planned to make would stand a good chance of being granted. The phone was answered on the third ring.
"Benny?"
"Frank, how are you?"
"Alive. Got a minute?"
"Got lots of them."
"I heard you don't work for Vincent anymore."
"I heard the same thing about you."
"Do you still work for me?"
There was a lengthy pause before he answered. "Depends."
"I've got one more job I need your help with."
"I'm listening."
"I need you to find out whatever you can on an Arthur Bertalia. B-e-r-t-a-l-i-a. I think he's somewhere in Vermont. If he's not, keep looking until you find him. I want a full rundown on him. I want to know how many times he scratches his balls in the morning before he hangs a piss."
"I understand."
Frank gulped the remainder of his drink. "There's more. I need a piece, Ben. Something that can't be traced and works good up close. And see if you can get a hold of a pair of lead gloves. I'm also gonna need a car."
"No problem. When do you need all this?"
"In the morning."
"Jesus, Frank. That's awful soon."
"Can you do it or not?"
Benny sighed into the phone. "I can do it."
"Meet me at my apartment tomorrow at nine." Frank hung up the phone and poured himself another drink.
The way he felt, he was sure he couldn't get drunk fast enough.



CHAPTER 17


Frank staggered into his apartment well after night had fallen. He put a bag containing two bottles of vodka on the table and got himself a glass from the cupboard. He drank quietly for a while before stumbling into the bedroom.
On the bureau was a large frame containing a picture of him and Sandy on their wedding day. He picked it up, squinted in an attempt to focus.
"This isn't the way I wanted it," he mumbled, and hurled it across the room. In a rage he cleared everything from the top of the dresser with a wild backhand, then spun around and punched the wall. His hand broke through up to the elbow and pain shot from the tips of his fingers to the top of his shoulder. Afraid that he'd broken his hand he yanked it free, lost his balance and fell back onto the kitchen floor.
Eventually Frank regained his footing. He checked his hand, clenching and releasing it until he was certain there were no serious injuries, and had himself another drink.
He stared at the wall phone. If something went wrong in Vermont he might never see Sandy again.
"Hello?"
Despite his condition Frank recognized his father-in-law's voice instantly. They had never been close, and Frank always referred to him by his first name. "Phil, it's Frank. Is Sandy there?"
"I suppose."
After a moment Sandy came on the line. "Frank?"
"Yeah. Hi."
"Are you all right?"
"Yeah," he said hesitantly. "It's almost over, honey. I just need you to stay there for one more day, okay?"
"What's happening? I'm scared to death. You never told me what was – "
"Just one more day," he said again. "It'll all be over by then and I'll be able to come and pick you up." He could hear her breathing into the phone, nothing else. "Okay?"
"Okay," she sighed. "Have you been drinking?"
"A little."
"It doesn't sound like a little."
"I guess it doesn't feel like a little either."
It was a long time before either spoke again, but it was Sandy who finally broke the silence. "Are we safe?"
"Yes."
"Are you?"
"Yes," he told her. "I'll come by and get you probably sometime during the afternoon. Late afternoon."
"All right."
"I love you," he said, voice breaking.
"I know you do."
The line went dead, and Frank stared into what was left of his drink.

***

A light drizzle had begun to fall when Benny pulled into the parking lot. He saw Frank standing in the doorway to the apartment building, saw him motion to the far end of the lot, and parked there. Frank followed, dashing through the rain.
"All set," Benny said as Frank hopped into the seat next to him.
"Everything cool?"
"No troubles." Benny handed him a small canvas bag. Inside, Frank found a pair of gloves he'd requested and a snub-nose. 38 revolver wrapped in a small cloth. He pulled the gun free, surprised by its weight. "Be careful," Benny warned. "It's loaded."
"Is it clean?"
"As clean as they come. No serial numbers."
"Good," Frank muttered.
"Just be sure you're right on top of the target if and when you fire it. It's a good piece but it's very loud, and about as accurate as a phone psychic. You probably couldn't hit a bull in the ass with the thing from twenty paces."
Frank nodded, put the gun away and glanced around the unfamiliar car. "What's the deal with the wheels?"
"Legit papers and ready to burn as soon as we're through."
"And Bertalia?"
Benny gazed through the rain-blurred windshield. "I got a buddy who does computer hacking. It's amazing how much shit you can dig up with only a name these days."
"What do you need, Ben?"
"Five bills should do it."
"Here's a thousand."
Smiling, Benny revealed a set of large teeth. "You don't have to do that, man."
"Just take the fucking money, Benny," Frank said, holding out the wad of cash. "Please."
Benny scratched his chin, stuffed the money into his coat pocket. "Thanks."
"Where is the sonofabitch?"
"Richland," Benny told him. "Little town about ten minutes over the border. He runs a little tire shop, gas station – some shit like that – it's perfect. Shouldn't take us more than a few hours."
Frank looked at him. "Us?"
"I got nothing else to do."
"I didn't expect you to come, Benny."
"I know," he said quietly.
Frank cracked the window; felt splinters of rain hit his face like little pins and needles. "You could've had a piece of the business. Why did you side with me over Vincent?"
"I didn't. I sided with me."
"But Vincent's offer was the better deal. It was the logical business move."
Benny shrugged. "Maybe."
"I'm talking strictly from a business angle," Frank told him. "Most guys would've jumped at the chance."
"There's more to life than business, Frank." Benny took a chocolate bar from his coat and unwrapped it. "This was a hell of a ride while it lasted, but I'm not cut out for all the rest. I'm just a petty criminal, Frank, and that's the way I like it. Petty criminals live longer. Besides, Vin's fucking nuts. He's a good guy and all, but he's nuts. I made a couple dollars, saw a couple places, met some cool people, did my job and didn't make my exit feet first. You got to know when to fold up your tent and go home, Frank. I'm not saying I didn't think about Vin's offer, but Christ, I got a wife and two babies at home. I don't need that shit, you know what I'm saying?"
Frank lit a cigarette, exhaled through the opening in the window. "I know exactly what you're saying."
"You always treated me with respect," Benny said, chomping the candy bar. "If you've got some business to take care of, I want to help you out. I figure I owe you that much."
"You don't owe me a thing, Ben."
"I'm glad you feel that way." Benny crumpled the wrapper, tossed it on the floor. "Because after today, I'm done."
"So am I."
Benny nodded. "Then let's go."



CHAPTER 18


The snow, it seemed, had gotten heavier since Frank had gone inside. Benny continued to watch the mirrors, hoping that the road would remain clear.
He jumped; the sound of the. 38 was unmistakable. The blast must have been deafening in such a small place, he thought.
"Come on, Frank," he said aloud, looking to see if the boom had caused suspicion at the convenience store across the street. "Come on."
Frank stepped back. The gun was still smoking, and he looked down at Artie Bertalia through the quickly dissipating cloud. He had plastered himself against the wall where he'd fallen, and once he realized Frank had shot a hole in the wall behind him instead of directly into his mouth, he began to cry again.
"Oh, Jesus Christ," he sobbed, his hands running over his plump bloodied face as if to make certain everything was still intact. "Jesus Christ, sweet, sweet Jesus Christ." He adjusted his glasses, peered through them at Frank. "Please, I didn't – I did some things I shouldn't have done to your mother, but – I'm very ashamed of those things, really, I – please, I – I didn't kill anyone – I didn't kill anyone. It was a long time ago, I – I was just a kid myself."
Frank ran a hand through his damp hair. His ears were still ringing. "Shut up, asshole."
"I don't deserve to die – not like this – please, not like this. I'll do anything you say, but – please."
Frank pointed the gun at him a second time. "Shut the fuck up."
"Okay," Artie gasped. "O-Okay."
Frank focused on the blood, then the puddle of urine, then his own hands. They had begun to tremble, the odd steadiness a thing of the past. His mind replayed hundreds of images, and all he could be certain of was that at that exact moment, he was totally, completely, helplessly insane.
"Don't look at me, fat man."
Artie's head lolled forward, eyes trained on the floor.
Frank slowly raised the gun, placed it under his own chin, and blinked away a drop of perspiration, a spattering of blood, or both, that had dripped across his brow. "Do you love your wife, Artie?" he heard himself ask.
"Yes," he whimpered. "Yes, I do."
Frank dropped his arm, removing the weapon from his chin and allowing it to dangle at his side as whatever semblance of his sanity that remained slowly reasserted itself. Crouching down next to him, Frank grabbed a handful of the man's hair and jerked his head back so that he could look into his watery eyes. "If you ever try to come after me," he said in a strangely quiet voice, "if I ever hear from you again – "
"No, I – I'll never tell anyone. I swear, I – "
"If you ever come to me in a fucking dream," Frank told him, the gun now pressed against Artie's temple. "You'll be dead the same day."
Artie managed a quick nod, his eyes riveted on Frank's gun hand. "I swear you'll never see or hear from me again."
"I've got lots of friends. If something happens to me – if I should step off a curb and get run down by a car – or if you get it in your head to send somebody else to do the job for you, they'll get you. There's nowhere to hide from the connections I have."
"I know," he said, choking on the word. "I understand."
"Say your prayers tonight, Artie," Frank told him. "I came here to kill us both."

***

Benny saw Frank emerge from the office, and quickly put the car into gear. The moment Frank was inside he pulled away.
Frank returned the gun and gloves to the bag, noticing that despite the cold his face and neck were bathed in sweat and partially flecked with a small spattering of Artie's blood. Eventually, he wiped himself clean.
They drove on for more than a mile in silence.
"Did you kill him?" Benny finally asked.
"Does it matter?"
"Not to me. I just need to know if there's any chance this guy's gonna be calling the cops any time soon."
"None." Frank felt the car slow a bit. "Just get me the hell out of here, Benny."
Benny checked the rearview. "We'll be on the state highway in no time. Once we get back in Massachusetts let's stop and get something to eat. I'm starving. You hungry, Frank?"
Frank stared out the window, watched the snow fall.



CHAPTER 19


Frank's legs felt like limp noodles as he wearily made his way up the stone walkway to the house. The hamburger and fries he'd eaten on the way back from Vermont had settled heavily in the pit of his stomach, and emotions ranging from anticipation to apprehension filled his senses.
The front door was open. Dressed in jeans, a heavy wool sweater and sneakers, Sandy stood looking at him from the doorway as if welcoming home a stray pet. Her face was pale, her eyes bloodshot. She managed a slight smile and crossed her arms over her chest.
"Hi," Frank said, pausing a few feet from the door.
"You look like you've had a bad time."
"I have."
She glanced at the ground. "Is it over?"
"Yes."
"I'd invite you in, but…" Sandy glanced nervously over her shoulder. "My parents aren't feeling very friendly at the moment."
Frank nodded. "Then let's just go. Get your stuff, I'll wait for you in the car." She stared at him, unmoving, and he stepped closer. "What is it?"
"I don't think that's a good idea," she answered softly, the words catching in her throat.
"Why not?"
"I'm going to stay here for a while, Frank."
He shut his eyes, left them that way. "Can't we at least talk about this?"
"I don't see the point."
"You don't see the point? You're leaving me and you don't see the point of maybe discussing it first?"
Sandy brushed her hair away from her forehead and leaned against the doorframe. "I can't live like this anymore."
"No one's asking you to. I told you, it's over."
"For now."
"For good," he told her. "I'm out of the life – out of the business entirely – and I'll never go back. That's a promise. It might take some time but we can make things right. We can make things the way they were before."
"I'm letting all the heat out of the house, Frank," she said. "I really have to go."
Frank rubbed his temples, hoping to dull the pain of the headache that had settled behind them. "Please come with me."
"I can't."
"Sandy – "
"Frank, I can't."
"Just for a few minutes. I only want to talk to you for a few minutes."
"You're talking to me now."
"Somewhere private. Please, Sandy." He looked up at her, his heart racing. "I can't just walk away."
She watched him a moment. "I'll get my coat."

***

About a mile from the house at the end of the road was a private beach for residents. Frank drove past the large stone pillars at the entrance, across a desolate paved lot and parked at the very edge of the beach. Before he could say anything Sandy got out of the car and headed for the water. Moving slowly, she trudged through heavy sand until she'd reached the waterline.
Frank followed, fighting the stiff wind blowing in off the ocean. The rain had stopped but it was still cold and damp.
"Isn't it strange how the weather often reflects people's moods?" Sandy asked. "I used to come here off-season all the time when I was a kid. It's a great place to think, but there's nothing quite so sad as a New England beach in winter."
"Then I guess we came to the right place."
"Maybe so."
Frank flipped up the collar on his coat and stuffed his hands into the pockets, afraid he might hug her otherwise. "Come home with me, baby."
"I need some time." Sandy turned her eyes to the ocean. "And so do you. You need time away from me – from everyone and everything." She looked at him, pulled a few loose strands of hair away from her eyes and secured them behind her ear with a finger. "We need to pull ourselves together before we can even begin to deal with saving our marriage, Frank. It's the only way."
"But if we're apart how can we – "
"It's the only way."
He tried to keep from shivering. "Don't you love me?"
"We've been through too much," she said, just above a whisper. "I can't – I've told you, I need time."
"How much time?"
"Enough to clear my head."
"How am I supposed to know when that is?"
"I'll know."
"But – "
"Frank, I'll just know."
He bit his lower lip. "What if you don't?"
Sandy hugged herself. "Then maybe it wasn't meant to be."
Frank turned away and studied a long stone jetty on the far side of the beach. "Maybe I will take off. I've never seen California. Is that far enough away for you?"
"I knew you'd turn this into a fight."
"I love you."
Her eyes found his. "And I love you."
"Then what's the problem?"
"We're going around in circles," she sighed.
A tear blinked free; rolled the length of his cheek. "You're all I have. I've got nowhere else to go."
Sandy moved toward the water, teasing the incoming waves as they lapped the beach. "We'll be together again, Frank. Just not… just not now."
He wiped his eyes. "There's five thousand dollars in cash in the top drawer of my bureau in the bedroom. Take it."
"I don't need it."
"Just take it."
She offered a subtle nod. "All right."
"Come on," he said, clearing his throat. "I'll drive you back."
"No," she said, drawing a deep breath of sea air. "I'd rather stay a while. I can walk back, it's not so far."
"Sandy, you'll freeze."
"I'll be fine."
Frank wanted to kiss her, but knew if he did, he'd never be able to let go. Like a statue, he stood watching her.
"What will you do?" she finally asked.
"Go away, get my head together," he told her. "And then I'll be back to sweep you off your feet."
She cocked her head to the side. "Sounds romantic."
He nodded. "Don't forget about me."
Sandy smiled brightly. He had not seen her do that in a very long time. "No chance."
With a smile of his own, Frank turned and forced himself back in the direction of the car.
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