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Author’s note:

 


I apologize in advance for the liberal use of
stereotypes in the story. Some musicians smoke and drink. Some
athletes do, too. Many musicians are also fine athletes. That
includes my father, the best musician I’ve ever seen, as well as my
musician brothers (they’re pretty good, too). One brother won a
regional wrestling championship and the other makes a living as
professional musician.

 


Please excuse the artistic license I took
here.


Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


Zach Bowie backed away from the microphone stand after
singing the last lines of the Pink Floyd tune that he and the band
were rehearsing. He plunked down a thumping bass line as he stepped
over the cables and gadgets that surrounded him. Guitarist Joe
Fauquier was in his own world as he played an extended lead that
showed no signs of ending. Zach glared in Fauquier’s direction
after two minutes of squealing guitar licks but Fauquier was
oblivious. Bo Herndon, whose duties alternated between rhythm
guitar and keyboards, shrugged and smiled without lifting his
fingers from the banks of electronic instruments in front of
him.

“Packing up early again?” Fauquier asked when Zach snapped his
amplifier off and began unstrapping his bass guitar after the song
finally ended.

“Don’t start, Joe. I can’t stay late tonight,” Zach
said.

“Dude, don’t bail on us. We need a little more work
before Friday,” Fauquier said. “You screwed up the words on the new
ones.”

“It’s just a stupid teen dance,” Zach replied as he
laid the bass guitar in its case. “We could play it in our
sleep.”

Fauquier froze when he caught his own reflection in
one of the many mirrors in his rented Westville bungalow. He tucked
a stray wisp of black hair under the bandana and flipped the rest
over his shoulder, where it splashed down his back just the way he
knew it would. “That’s not the point,” he said. “We have to be
perfect, no matter what. Besides, who knows who else might show up?
I don’t want to spend the rest of my life humping sheetrock.”

“Yeah,” said Herndon. “I’ll bet most of the record
companies will have talent scouts there. Besides us, they can scope
out the fourteen-year-old chicks.” As he laughed he looked over at
drummer Toby Dumphries, who joined in halfheartedly.

“How do you think bands get discovered, wise guy?”
Fauquier said. “It’s usually an accident. Somebody sees them when
they didn’t expect it.”

Dumphries removed his shirt and used it to wipe the
sweat from his lanky body. “Joe, we’ve put in two hours for what,
five nights straight?” he said. “Lighten up.”

“That’s loser talk,” Fauquier snapped. “We’ll never
get anywhere with an attitude like that.”

“If Zach’s leaving then I guess I am too,” Dumphries
said. “Do we need to pack up?”

“No,” Fauquier said. “Just leave it. I want to
practice tomorrow. Whatever.”

“He’s been all over me lately,” Zach said a few
minutes later as they drove in Dumphries’ car towards Zach’s home
in Chapel Forge Township.

“Well, you’ve been ducking out on us,” Dumphries
replied. “At least you have been since you got on this wrestling
kick.”

“It’s not just a kick, Toby. You just don’t understand what
it feels like. It’s a lot like being on stage. You wouldn’t believe
how it feels when the match is over and I’m out there by myself,
especially if it’s my arm that gets raised by the ref. I know I had
the guts to walk onto the mat even if the other guy trashed me.
It’s like a natural high.”

“You should try explaining it to Joe. He lives for the band,
and you’re not into it the way you used to be.”

“Yeah I am,” Zach insisted. “It just isn’t the
only thing I have going on.”

“Exactly,” Dumphries answered. “For the rest of us,
it is
all we have going
on.”

Zach nodded. “Especially Joe. He’s twenty years old and he
still thinks it’s going to happen. I love the band but I don’t want
to end up like him, sitting around waiting to be
discovered.”

“Or me, right?” Dumphries asked.

“No. We’re just high school guys, not like Joe. We’re
supposed
to be clueless.” He paused. “I
just can’t see spending every waking hour getting ready for this
dance. We’re just another band in South Jersey. What’s the
difference?”

“Joe doesn’t see it that way. And he loves the way you sing.
You’re his ticket. At least that’s what he thinks.”

“I’m not even that good.”

“But you sound different. It isn’t always about talent. No
offense.”

“I know. He likes me because I sound like the guy from
KISS.”

“Could be worse. At least you don’t sing like Tiny
Tim.”

“Why’s this battery here, anyway?” Zach asked as he
kicked at the car battery between his feet. “I keep meaning to
ask.”

“This crud car died on me a few weeks ago, remember? The guy
at the shop said I needed a new alternator and some other thing,
and maybe a starter. It was like five hundred bucks. Or, he said I
could try just replacing the battery every time it happens. So I
just make sure I have a spare ready to pop in.”

“How many times has it happened?”

“Never, since then,” Dumphries admitted. “But I bet
it will.”

A few minutes later the car slowed to a halt in front
of a rancher with a rusting chain-link fence around a tiny front
yard. “Alright, Toby, good practice,” Zach said. “I’ll call you
tomorrow.”

“Right on, brother. It’ll work out. Don’t forget your
axe.”

“Speak English, goofball,” Zach said. “See ya.” He
opened the rear door of the Dodge Swinger and pulled out his bass.
Dumphries slammed his foot on the accelerator and sped away with
wheels squealing. He always tried to leave some rubber in front of
Zach’s house. It gave Mrs. Bowie something to talk about the next
time she saw him.

“Hey Mom,” Zach said as he went inside, where his
mother was in an easy chair sipping tea and pretending to read a
magazine.

“How was practice?” she asked.

“We went through all three sets that we’re playing
next week,” Zach replied.

“Where are you playing, again?”

“Teen Club dance. It’s next Friday night.”

“Oh yeah. You told me that. Mind if I come for some of it?”
She and Zach’s father had split up when Zach was an infant. Money
was tight even though she worked six and sometimes seven days a
week as a manager in a Shipley’s restaurant. With such a brutal
schedule she didn’t have much of a social life so she tried to get
out whenever she could, even if it just meant an hour of
conversation with a paunchy math teacher chaperone.

“Sure Mom,” Zach said, knowing she would be too tired to
come. “Are you staying up?”

“No, it’s almost ten. Did you find time to get your homework
done?”

“Yeah,” he said as he crossed the room and kissed her
on the cheek. “I did it when I got home from school. I have to run
through a few songs. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He picked up his bass and disappeared down the hall.
The corners of her mouth turned up slightly as she watched him.
Faint lines crinkled around her eyes. She knew he wouldn’t be
working on his music.

After another minute she pulled herself out of the chair
and carried her teacup into the kitchen where she rinsed it out and
left it in the sink. Before she reached her bedroom she heard the
familiar clanking of metal accompanied by her son’s grunts and
gasps. Thirty minutes later she heard footsteps in the hallway just
before the front door closed with a thud. She smiled as she moved
the drapes aside to look out the window. Dressed in gray cotton
sweats, with his long blond hair pulled into raggedy ponytail, Zach
was stretching his legs on the sidewalk. He studied his wristwatch
before taking off running towards the adult bookstore that fronted
the pike at the end of the street. She knew he’d be back in less
than an hour, breathing hard but trying not to make a sound as he
staggered inside.

~~~

Mark Easton eased the huge Ford Excursion SUV down
the ramp and onto I-295 on the cold November morning. He and Kevin
Salisbury were senior co-captains of the Chapel Forge Township High
School wrestling team. That morning they were on their way to
participate in one last pre-season tournament in upstate New York.
Both boys held a hand up to the dashboard vents, which were just
beginning to throw some heat. It was just past dawn and neither
looked like they wanted to be there. The frost on the windows that
was slowly melting made the morning feel colder and darker.

“Hard to believe that only two of us are going,”
Easton said. “In June we had ten or fifteen guys every time we did
anything.”

“They aren’t as dedicated as you thought they were,”
Salisbury said. “They’ll be back on board when the season starts.
Everybody’s not like you. Not year-round, anyway.”

“It burns me up. Do you think Wenonah has only two guys working out
this weekend? If you asked me last spring I would have told you we
could finally beat them this year. Now, I’d say ‘no chance.’ Not
with this bunch of slackers.”

“We have too many holes in our lineup to beat them
anyway,” Salisbury said. That spawned yet another version of the
conversation they’d been having for months. One by one they
discussed each weight class, guessing what wrestlers would be there
and trying to predict who would win the wrestle-offs for first
string.

“You know who I saw the other day?” Salisbury asked.
“Zach Bowie. Do you think he’ll be back this season?”

“You mean that long-haired doofus who wore gym shorts
over his sweats?” Easton asked. “I hope not. I got sick every
practice from his cigarette-breath.”

“He did a good job filling in when Aberdeen got
hurt.”

“He won ten and lost twelve. Big deal.”

“At 171? He was only a sophomore, wrestling juniors and
seniors. That’s pretty good, especially for a JV guy,” Salisbury
countered.

“We don’t need a pot-smoking dead-head on the team.
He can’t wrestle more than two minutes without an oxygen tank,”
Easton said.

“He wasn’t in very good shape,” Salisbury agreed. “My dad
remembers him. He was always standing outside the Seven-Eleven
trying to get somebody to buy him cigarettes when we were
twelve.”

“Yeah. If he didn’t have to wrestle all three periods
he’d be undefeated,” Easton said.

“Well, I hope he comes back,” Salisbury said. ‘I
don’t care how he looked. Ten wins are ten wins.”

“If he’s so good,” Easton conceded. “I hope he comes to
practice. Whatever.”


Chapter 2

 


 


 


 


“Bob?” Zach said as he approached Bob
Lanham, who was squatting in
front of his locker.

“Yo,” Lanham answered even before turning to see who was
there. Zach leaned against another locker while he waited for Bob
to finish what he was doing. Finally Lanham grabbed an armload of
books and stood up. “Whoa!” he said. “Zach? Is that
you?”

“It’s me,” Zach said. He’d been worried that Lanham wouldn’t
remember him from the prior season. Even if he did, he might not
recognize Zach’s new look.

“When did you do that?” he asked, running his hand
through Zach’s crew cut hairstyle. “You look so different.”

Zach thought about how many times he’d lived through this
scene that day. It was his first day back at school since he’d had
a foot of hair sheared off. He still wasn’t used to it himself, and
constantly found himself touching the stiff bristles. “I didn’t
want to spend another season tucking my hair into my
headgear.”

“You look so much tougher. Does this mean you’re coming out
for the team again?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure I am.”

“I was afraid we lost you to the druggies.”

“I’m back.”

“Cool. You ended up winning a lot of matches last year. We didn’t
know what to expect. You were all we had.”

“I guess I did alright.”

“You look like you worked out some,” he said, squeezing
Zach’s bicep. “You’re a lot bigger.”

“I’ve been lifting and running,” Zach said, pleased that
Lanham had noticed. After all, that was the reason he’d removed the
layer of flannel that covered his tight Rolling Stones
t-shirt.

“What are you weighing these days?” Lanham asked.

“I’m about 185, maybe a little more.”

“That’s about twenty pounds more than last season, isn’t it?
What weight are you going?”

Cutting weight wasn’t something that Lanham needed to worry
about for himself. With his huge arms and ample midsection that
hung over his belt he was every inch a heavyweight. Although he was
only an inch or two taller than Zach, he was at least seventy
pounds heavier.

“I haven’t decided yet. It depends on where everybody else
is, I guess.”

“You’re in a tough spot,” Lanham said after pausing to
think. “You’ll either have to cut to 160 or go 189. Mark Easton’s
at 171. You don’t want to be at 189. Those guys are big. Can you
make 160?”

Zach had thought a lot about Mark Easton since the
previous season ended. He had endured a constant stream of abuse
from the team captain, most of it focused on Zach’s personal life.
Playing in a band and staying out late smoking and drinking were
anathema to guys like Easton. It didn’t help their relationship
that Zach showed a consistent ability to score on Easton, at least
until Zach ran out of breath.

“We’ll see,” Zach said.

“You know the first practice is Saturday morning, right?”
Lanham asked.

“Yeah, five more days. I’ll be there.”

“Good. Glad to have you back.”

Zach was excited that the season would start soon
because he’d worked so hard to prepare for it. Unfortunately, the
first practice was the morning after the teen club dance. The band
would finish playing by eleven or so, and there would be at least
an hour of packing up. As much as he wanted to make an impression
on the first day of practice, he knew it would be tough on just a
few hours of sleep.

“Thanks,” Zach said. “See you there.” By then Lanham had
finished loading his book bag. He tossed a pencil onto the shelf
before slamming the locker door and walking off to
class.

~~~

The school day always ended for Zach in wood shop class. It
was his favorite part of the day, when he escaped to a room filled
with the smell of sawdust and varnish. As he carefully sanded the
bookcase he’d been working on he thought about his conversation
with Lanham. Until then, he had forgotten how much of a commitment
wrestling was going to be. He worried that with the band, school,
and now wrestling, he was overextending himself.
Joe’s already
pissed at me because of the time I spent trying to get into
shape, he
thought. What’ll he be like once the season starts? Can I do
this?

~~~

“Any of you gents up for a party?” Fauquier asked as they
squeezed into his van. He was in good spirits because the teen club
dance had gone well. They’d crammed all of their equipment into the
back and on the roof. To keep things simple the band often traveled
to gigs together in the van, even local ones.

“Right on,” Dumphries said. Herndon nodded as he lit
a cigarette. The menthol scent made Zach crave the habit that he
had learned to resist but hadn’t yet kicked. The temptation made
him even more desperate to get home to rest up for wrestling
practice but he said nothing because he knew he would be outvoted.
When Dumphries lit up a cigarette of his own, he’d had enough.

“Can’t you guys go ten minutes without smoking?” he
asked.

“What are you, the surgeon general?” Herndon asked
before blowing a smoke ring in Zach’s direction.

Zach waved it away, turning it into a shapeless grey
haze. Maybe he didn’t have any choice about staying out late but he
didn’t have to be agreeable about any of it. “I just don’t want to
fill my lungs with your fumes,” he said.

“Oh yeah, I forgot,” Herndon said. “You’re ‘Mr.
Fitness’ now, you and your new muscles. I hope you won’t kick sand
in my face next time we’re at the shore.” Fauquier laughed as he
pulled the van away from the curb and into traffic.

“Screw all of you,” Zach said, trying not to smile at the
image Herndon had conjured up.

“Everything was pretty good tonight, don’t you think?”
Dumphries asked from the front seat.

“Yeah, I’d say so,” Herndon said.

Zach leaned over and popped the side window open as
far as it would go. Nobody said anything as they watched him push
his face as close as he could, breathing in fresh air from outside.
When they reached the party, at a painted brick building in
Pennsauken, the four band members spilled out of the van.

“Where are we, anyway?” Dumphries asked.

“That’s Route 73 right there,” Fauquier said. “We’re
not far from home.”

“No, I mean, whose place is this?”

“That guy Jackie, the guy who sings for the band with two
drummers,” Fauquier said. “What’s their name again?”

“Easter Island,” Herndon said. “They’re still
together?”

“I don’t know,” Fauquier told him. “He told me we
could drop by. He doesn’t live here. He works here, or something
like that.”

“It looks like an old fire house,” Dumphries
said.

“Joe, I can’t stay late,” Zach said as they walked
toward the building. “Cut me a break just this once, alright?”

“Okay, okay,” Fauquier said. “Stop stressing. We’re
looking out for you.”

When they walked inside they found themselves in a dimly
lit room, shrouded in smoke. The smell had always reminded Zach of
burning leaves, which of course, was what it was. A short man with
a face that was pocked with acne scars waved them through without
saying anything. The four passed through and into a larger area
where there was more light.

Fauquier immediately spotted some musicians he knew
and headed off to do some networking, with Herndon a few steps
behind. Zach and Dumphries remained by the door, unsure of where to
go. “Somebody actually works here?” Dumphries asked. “Zach, man,
let’s go look for a keg. There’s got to be one somewhere.”

“You go ahead,” Zach said. “I’m going outside to get
some air.”

“We just came in,” Dumphries said. “What’s with
you? You’ve been acting weird all night.”

“Dude, wrestling season starts tomorrow. I don’t want to be
gasping for breath like I did last season. I can’t be sucking smoke
into my lungs.”

“What are you talking about? You smoke as much as
anybody.”

“Not anymore. You just haven’t noticed. I haven’t smoked
anything since the springtime. I’ve gotten pretty good at faking
it.”

Dumphries cocked his head and gawked at Zach. “You mean you
didn’t inhale?”

“Nope. It kills your stamina.”

“Stamina,” Dumphries said. “Yeah right. Well what about that
keg, are you with me?”

“Nope. Same reason.”

“Joe and Bo are right, you’re flipping out. I mean, you
nearly had your face out the window on the way over
here.”

“I don’t want to make a big deal about it,
alright?”

“Yeah, sure. But I’m still going for a brewski.”

Zach found what looked like a door to the outside.
“Just before he pushed it open he heard a voice. “That doesn’t go
anywhere,” warned somebody who was lurking in the dark near the
door.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be okay.” He pushed the door
open and walked outside onto a gravel parking lot. The door swished
closed behind him, instantly cutting off the sounds of music and
partying. It was quiet.

The view was surprisingly nice. If he looked past the
highway and a few car dealerships he could see the Delaware River
and the lights of suburban Pennsylvania on the other side. He was
squinting to the south looking for the Philadelphia skyline when he
heard the door open and swish shut again. “Hi,” the same voice
said. “I thought I’d have a smoke out here. I hope you don’t
mind.”

“No problem,” Zach said, wondering what he had to do
to get away from cigarette smoke. The light was a little better
outside and he recognized her from hanging out in the past. She
dressed like a gypsy, with lots of dangling jewelry and scarves.
Defying the cold, she wore wispy clothing from head to toe.

She rapped the top of the cigarette pack with her
fingers before removing one and putting it between her lips.
“You’re in Joe’s band, right?” she asked as she clicked her lighter
until a flame appeared.

“Yeah,” Zach said.

“What’s with the haircut?” she asked before cupping
her hands over the cigarette to prevent the wind from extinguishing
the flame.

“I just got tired of combing it,” he told her, hoping
it would be her last question.

“It looks good,” she said after lighting the cigarette and
snapping the lighter shut. “I know what you mean about the hair,”
she said. “I’d cut mine off too but I’ve finally got this Stevie
Nicks look down pat. It takes a lot of time. And the dresses and
capes. Oh brother. That’s not even counting the hair
time.”

Zach laughed. “You do look like her, now that you mention
it.”

“I’m Jeanine.”

“I’m Zach.”

“Good to meet you Zach. I heard you’re in high
school.”

“Yeah, eleventh grade.”

She moved a few feet away and sat on a bench that
Zach hadn’t seen in the darkness. He followed her over but didn’t
sit. “Are you in school?” Zach asked.

“No, I graduated a couple years ago.”

“Are you in a band?”

“No. I
just hang around. I’m a groupie, I guess. I don’t even have a job
right now.”

Zach shrugged but said nothing.

Before another word was spoken the door burst open and a
bushy-haired man in a brown jacket emerged. Zach recognized him as
a guitar player from somewhere nearby. His bleached beard made him
look older than he probably was. As he fell out the door he managed
to maintain control of the drink and cigarette that he held in one
hand. Before saying anything he glared at Jeanine while taking a
long drag on the cigarette. “Where did you go?” he
snarled.

“Right here,” she told him. “I told you I was coming
out here, Wade.”

“Who’s this guy?” he said. This time, clear liquid
sloshed out of the cup as he gestured in Zach’s direction.

“Who are you?” Jeanine asked Zach with a smile.

“I’m Mick Jagger,” Zach told him.

“Look junior, I don’t need your garbage,” he said. “Shut
your trap.”

Zach had seen this tough-guy act by so many drunks that it
wasn’t even fun to play along anymore. “Relax. We’re just talking,”
he said.

“What’s going on inside?” Jeanine asked Wade.

“Same as before,” he answered. “Standing around, sucking
down beers.” As he spoke he maneuvered closer to the bench. When he
was close enough he rested a foot on the bench between Zach and
Jeanine, and took another drag on the cigarette.

Moments after a cloud of fresh smoke drifted his way Zach
felt a stinging pain on his wrist inside the sleeve of his coat. He
realized that Wade was burning him with the lit end of his
cigarette. After jerking his arm away he turned and gave Wade a
two-handed shove to the chest, knocking him backwards. “Better back
off, man!” Zach said.

“Don’t tell me what to do, man,” Wade said. He took a
step toward Zach but then began to flail as he lost his footing in
the gravel. A second later Zach’s face and left shoulder were
drenched with what was left in the cup, which turned out to be
vodka. Not caring whether it had been done purposely, Zach spun
Wade around and pushed him up against the side of the building.
Drawing on his wrestling skills, he put him in an arm bar hold,
immobilizing him with little effort.

“Are you cool?” Zach demanded as he wiped his
face against his dry shoulder. “Can I let go now?”

Wade said nothing but stopped writhing when he
realized he was stuck. “I’m letting go,” Zach told him. “Don’t try
anything.”

Wade had other ideas. As soon as he was free he turned and
lunged wildly. Zach felt a fingernail scrape across his forehead.
Easily sidestepping the attack, Zach grabbed him around the waist
and threw him face first into the gravel where he was finally
still. This time Zach knew Wade wasn’t going to be any more
trouble, if he was even conscious. He pushed his sleeve up and
probed the burn on his forearm. That’ll look real good at practice
tomorrow, he thought.
That reminded him that he needed to get home. It was time to get
back inside and start nagging Fauquier about leaving.

“I’m sorry about this. He wouldn’t let it go,” Zach
said, holding out his burned forearm.

“I know. He deserved it,” she said. “He always does.
Your head’s bleeding too.”

“I really need to get going,” Zach said. “I better go find
my friends. I’m real sorry about him,” he said again.

“Do you need to be somewhere?”

“Just home. I have wrestling practice tomorrow,” he
said. He hadn’t meant to tell her anything personal, especially
something that sounded so square.

“Where do you live? I’ll take you,” she offered.

“What about him?” Zach asked, jabbing his thumb
toward Wade, who hadn’t moved.

“Maybe we could get him inside before we leave,” she
suggested.

“Okay,” Zach agreed. He bent down and pulled Wade
into a sitting position. Using a fireman’s carry, a wrestling
takedown he’d learned the year before, he picked up Wade’s limp
body and threw him across his own back. Jeanine opened the door and
they brought him inside. There was no furniture nearby and Zach
wasn’t sure what to do with him.

“Take him over there,” Jeanine said, pointing to a
small room in which a bare light bulb burned.

“In that little closet?”

“Yeah, just dump him outside the door. Hopefully nobody will
step on him.”

When Zach laid Wade on his back he saw that there was
purplish mixture of blood and dirt on his face. That must be from
where he had landed in the gravel. Instinctively, Zach looked at
the shoulder of his coat where Wade’s head had rested and saw that
it was the same color.

“Will he be alright?” Zach asked.

“Yeah, he’ll wake up and not even remember what
happened,” she said. “He gets in fights all the time.”

Zach looked at the burn on his arm again, and then at his
watch. 2:30.
Man, he
thought. How
did it get so late so fast? “I need to get out of here,” he said, hoping Jeanine would
repeat the offer to drive him.

~~~

“So where do you live?” Zach asked after giving directions to his own
home.

“Oh, just around,” she said. “Here and there.”

“Are you from this area?” he asked. What he was
really wondering was how she survived. With no apparent means for
supporting herself, he guessed that she must have parents or family
nearby.

“Yeah, I guess you could say that,” she finally
said.

Her reluctance to tell him about herself made him all
the more curious but it was late and he was too tired to push for
more information. When they reached his house it was after three
o’clock. Wrestling practice would start in six hours and all he
wanted to do was get to bed.

“Well, thanks for the ride, Jeanine.”

“Anytime,” she answered. “Maybe I’ll see you around.
I’ll look for you at the next show.”

Zach walked to the front door
after watching her pull away in her weather beaten sedan with the
torn vinyl roof. He wondered if there was a father somewhere
worrying about whether his daughter was okay and when she was going
to be home. Letting her leave without knowing she had a place to go
felt wrong, especially when he was headed into a safe, comfortable
home. Even a free spirit needs a place to sleep at night.


Chapter 3

 


 


 


The next morning came for Zach just a few short hours after
he’d gone to bed. Except for the burn on his wrist and the scratch
on his forehead he looked and felt better than expected, even with
very little sleep. His dogged avoidance of alcohol and smoke the
night before had paid off, he realized with satisfaction as he
prepared for practice.

The green army fatigue jacket he would normally have worn
was soiled with dirt and blood so he pulled his mother’s
down-filled jacket out of the closet and put it on before walking
out the door. Its red color and puffy shape felt feminine to him
but it was so cold outside that he didn’t have much of a choice.
Besides, looking like he was wearing his mother’s coat was the
least of his concerns that morning. He was more anxious than he had
expected to be about the first day of practice.

The high school was about a mile away. Like he did
every morning, Zach walked through the neighborhood of boxy World
War II era brick houses towards the school. The cold bit his
exposed ears and newly shaven head until he put on the knit AC-DC
cap he dug out of his gym bag. He’d left his gloves with his own
coat, so he hooked the gym bag over his shoulder and jammed his
hands into the soft pockets of the jacket. It was early enough that
nobody was out except for a few stray cats looking for an easy meal
and a warm space.

This was the first time in years that he’d actually
cared about what happened during the season. His interest in the
sport had been rekindled the previous winter when he’d surprised so
many people by having some success. But it was more than just
winning that brought him back. There was no greater feeling than
when he stood alone against whoever walked out from the other side.
The sensation was an incredible rush, maybe better than what he
felt when he was on stage with the band. In all his years of
wrestling he’d never felt it before, and once he’d experienced it
he was hooked.

During the intervening months he’d trained hard, out of the
eyes of his closest friends in the garage band world of South
Jersey. While maintaining the image of a laid back rocker he
secretly lifted weights and ran endlessly in the dark of night. By
the time school resumed in early September he could run five miles
in thirty minutes and was bench-pressing well over 200 pounds.
There would be plenty of wrestlers in the room that morning that
could beat those numbers, he knew. What made Zach proud was that
none of them had smoked three packs of Marlboros a day for four
years the way he had.

When he entered the locker room the familiar smell of
mildew was oddly comforting. He immediately began to see familiar
faces. Tim Betterton, wearing nothing but a jockstrap, was about to
step on the scale. Betterton was a lightweight wrestler who had
earned a starting position in the varsity lineup the previous
season and was expected to do so again. Zach walked over and waited
for him to finish making adjustments to the scale.

“Hi, Tim. How’s the weight?” Zach asked, trying to sound
casual. He needed to find some friends on the team fast and Tim was
a good possibility. He had never shown any resentment about Zach’s
lifestyle.

Betterton, who didn’t have his glasses on, squinted back
without saying anything as he stepped off the scale. “Oh, Zach,” he
finally said as he walked past. “You look so different. I didn’t
know who you were.” Before Zach had a chance to answer Betterton
disappeared down an aisle of lockers. Zach quickly turned the other
way and picked an empty locker in an empty row.

As he began stripping off his street clothes two more
wrestlers he knew came in. Glen Elg and Reggie Montgomery, two
middleweights, were joking loudly as they pushed past Zach. “Hey,”
Zach said when they dropped their bags in front of nearby
lockers.

“Hey,” Elg said, glancing over for less than a second.
Montgomery didn’t bother to look over at all.

“What do you think practice will be like today?” Zach
asked, trying to think of something to start some conversation. “Do
you think we’ll wrestle live?”

“I doubt it,” Elg said.

Zach saw Montgomery shake his head from side to side
without looking up from the shoes he was untying. “The coach likes
to give everybody a few days to loosen up first,” he
said.

“Dude, it’s me! Zach. Zach Bowie.”

Montgomery looked up from his shoes. “Man!” Montgomery said. “I didn’t
even see it was you. I thought you were some freshman.”

“I got a haircut. How are you guys doing?”

“I need to check my weight,” Montgomery said. “I haven’t
been near a scale since last March.”

“Me too,” Elg said. The two tore off another layer of
clothing and walked over to the scale, and once again Zach was
alone. It wasn’t going the way he’d hoped. Even Bob Lanham barely
nodded as he walked past.

One person who did come over to talk with him in the
locker room was Coach Rich Crisfield himself. “Zach, I’m glad
you’re back this year,” he said. “Bob was right, you look like
you’ve been working hard.”

“Yeah, Coach,” Zach said. “I put in a lot of time
at it.”

“I can see that. Conditioning was your biggest problem. If
you’re in shape you might have a shot at making the varsity this
year.”

“Hope so. That’s my goal.”

“What are you, about 165 or 170?”

“I think I’m closer to 185. At least.”

“Hmm,” Coach said. “You’re taller, I guess that’s it.” Zach
knew he was already trying to arrange his wrestling lineup in his
head.

“Zach, I came over to remind you that you haven’t turned in
your physical exam form yet. I’m really not supposed to let you
practice today.”

The physical examination form was something Zach had hoped
wouldn’t come up. He hadn’t turned in the form because he hadn’t
had an examination. Visits to the doctor didn’t happen in his
household very often. Zach had chosen not to bring it up with his
mom because it would only lead to a tirade about ‘crappy Shipley’s
health insurance’ and ‘hundred dollar doctor visits.’ “I’ll bring
it next time,” he promised Crisfield.

“Okay, that’s fine,” Crisfield said. “We can
let it slide for now.”

The wrestling room was exactly like it had always been
first thing Saturday morning. It was cold and sterile, although
that would change by the time practice was over. Wrestlers referred
to the room as the “Fire House” because of how quickly it heated
up. The smells of mold and sweat were still faint, overpowered by
the unnatural odor of the mats because the room was cold. As the
temperature rose the sharp aroma of the mat would be overtaken by
the ripe, stale smells of wrestling practice.

“Hey Burnout! What are you doing here?”

Zach didn’t need to look up to know who was yelling
at him as he laced up his shoes while sitting against the wall. It
wasn’t the first time Mark Easton had called him that, or other
similar names.

“Burnout,” Easton said again as he came closer. “I’m
surprised you came back out this year.”

“Here I am.”

“Got any weed in your locker? We’re bringing in the dogs
after practice to search for drugs.” Easton pulled out a jump rope
and began skipping, sometimes whipping it beneath his feet twice
between jumps. Zach could hear the woosh of the rope as it passed
dangerously close to his face. The sound of it snapping against the
mat echoed around the room.

“I haven’t smoked anything in months, Jerkoff,” Zach
said.

Easton froze in mid jump. The rope landed with a
final slap against the mat. “What did you call me?” he asked.

“You heard me.”

The two upper-weights who had been wrestling nearby
suddenly stopped what they were doing and looked over. Nobody
talked that way to Easton, especially not in the Fire House.

“You think you can walk into my room and talk to me like
that?” Easton demanded as he let the rope drop to the floor.
“You’re nothing but a wasted druggie. You’re a skinny
nobody.”

“We’ll see when wrestle-offs start,” Zach told him. “I’m
going 171 this year.”

“You couldn’t beat me even if I was down to one lung, just
like you are. Don’t do it,” he warned. “I’ll make you look bad,
Burnout.”

This was the same abuse that Easton had heaped on
Zach for as long as he could remember. But Zach thought he’d seen
Easton flinch. He slowly climbed to his feet without answering.
Without warning he shot at Easton, grabbed both his legs and took
him down hard with a sloppy double-leg takedown. Before he knew it,
the team captain was on his back in a tight headlock. He flailed
furiously trying to free himself. When he couldn’t, he balled his
free hand into a fist and swung wildly, somehow managing to connect
with Zach’s cheekbone.

The other wrestlers in the room had enjoyed the
confrontation until it turned ugly. After the punch was thrown two
of them jumped on Zach and struggled to pull him off. Easton landed
another punch to Zach’s chin. While Zach was being restrained
Easton continued to throw punches at his face. By the time Zach had
been dragged away his lower lip was oozing blood.

“You dirty son of a bitch!” Easton yelled as he
scrambled to his feet. “Let him go! Right here, right now,
Burnout!”

Coach Crisfield ran into the room and ended the
standoff from the doorway with one word. “Enough!” he shouted. All
heads turned and even Easton quieted down instantly. “What’s the
matter with you guys?” Crisfield said as he crossed the mat. “We’re
a team, remember? What happened?”

Zach touched his lip with a thumb and found it was red with
blood. His cheekbone hurt so he tested it with another finger. That
one came up dry.

“Ask him, Coach,” Easton said as he pointed at
Zach.

“He got what he deserved,” said a voice from the back of the
crowd.

Crisfield’s presence was enough to restore order, and
practice began a few minutes later. After the incident practice was
as uneventful as Reggie Montgomery had predicted it would be. They
did some calisthenics, followed by strength training in the weight
room, and then some basic wrestling drills. They finished up with a
three-mile run. By the end of the run Zach’s lungs were burning as
they sucked in cold air but he managed to finish first. He locked
eyes with Coach Crisfield as he crossed the finish line. Crisfield
nodded silently after checking his stopwatch.

~~~

“How was practice?”

“Good, Mom,” Zach answered. “We didn’t do too much. I
won the three-miler.”

“You’re kidding! That’s fantastic! Was it good to be
back?”

“Yeah. It was, Mom.”

“Was the coach surprised to see you?”

“He didn’t act like it.”

“I think that’s good. Don’t you?” she asked.

After nodding in agreement he walked into the
bathroom. He was thankful that his mother had chosen not to mention
the scratched forehead, swollen lip or bluish cheekbone that she
couldn’t have helped noticing. When he knew she had left for work
he returned to the kitchen and filled a baggie with ice cubes. For
the next hour he laid on the floor on his back, moving the ice bag
from wound to wound. It had been an exhausting day, preceded by a
long night. Before long he was asleep. When he awoke, with a bag of
warm water resting on his face, the room was nearly dark. He had
slept all day.


Chapter 4

 


 


 


 


Dumphries laughed out loud the next day when he saw Zach.
“You’re coming to practice like that?” he asked. Besides sweatpants, Zach was wearing a plastic
trash bag with holes ripped into it for his head and arms. He held
his bass guitar case in one hand and a well-stuffed gym bag in the
other. “Joe’s gonna’ freak.”

“I’ll change before I get there,” Zach said as he pulled a
sweatshirt over the trash bag.

“Then why not change now?”

“I want you to drop me off a few miles before we get there.
I’ll run the rest of the way.”

“Jeez, man,” Dumphries said after they were in
the car and on their way. “I hope you know what you’re doing. We’ve
got band practice and you have to screw us all up by making us wait
for you?”

“I won’t be long,” Zach promised. “Hey, whatever
happened to the battery that was in here? I was getting used to
having a foot rest.”

“It died again two days ago. I put the new battery in and it
started right up. Lucky I had it. I have to go buy a new one for a
spare though.”

“How long before you’ve spent more on batteries than
it would have to fix it?” Zach asked.
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