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“What just happened?” I’m asking
myself in horror. I can hear my coaches shouting, their voices made
faint by the sound of my labored breathing. “Did I just blow it?” I
can’t remember anything that happened since my last peek at the
scoreboard, which indicated that I was ahead 4-2 with thirty-nine
seconds left in the match.

Somehow I’m on my back looking at the
ceiling lights and the referee is counting back points. My plan of
stalling out the last half-minute has failed. I’m the better
wrestler but I’m going to lose.

I fight with all the strength I can muster
and somehow manage to flip onto my stomach. I look at the
scoreboard again. It still shows me ahead 4-2, but I know my
opponent has at least two back points in hand. Probably three. In
reality I’m losing five to four. There are now eleven seconds left
in regulation time. A lot has happened in twenty-eight seconds.

Another second ticks by and I’m still
wrapped up tightly in my opponent’s cradle. Soon it will be too
late. I think of all the hard work and sacrifices I’ve made over
the past few years to get to this point. I had an opportunity to go
further than anybody thought I could. If I lose this match nobody
will ever remember that I came within thirty-nine seconds of making
it to the state tournament.

Nobody else knows that there isn’t going to
be a ‘next year’ for me because I’m not coming back. This is my
last chance. When this season ends it’s all over for me. And it
looks like I’m done.
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It was nearly midnight and I wasn’t even
close to falling asleep. Despite the December cold of New Jersey I
had kicked the covers off hours before. The next day I would
wrestle for my new team, Chapel Forge Township High School, for the
first time since moving from North Carolina. With all the
complications of moving, changing schools and trying out for the
team I had almost forgotten that at some point I would actually
step onto a mat to wrestle.

My thoughts turned to the
Drama Guild’s performance of “A Christmas Carol” which I had
attended earlier that evening. For the past few weeks I’d been
hanging out with one of the actresses, Judy Voorst. It started in
the cafeteria at lunch time. She walked past the table and acted as
though she had been surprised to see me sitting there but I was
pretty sure it was no accident that she had passed by.

“Hi,” she’d said.
“We’re in history class together, right?”

She ended up sitting down, and I explained why she had
never seen me around before. “That explains your accent,” she’d said. I noticed that
from time to time she looked over to a group of girls at another
table. They must have been her friends, and they were watching
closely. Like Judy, they wore plain clothing and didn’t look like
they wasted too much time obsessing in front of the mirror working
on makeup and hair.

“Is that all you ever eat for lunch?” she’d asked,
referring to the orange that I’d been peeling.

“Well, it’s just that I’m going to be
on the wrestling team and I’m trying to cut my weight
down.”

She came over to eat lunch with me from time
to time after that and I began to learn about her, too. She was in
the National Honor Society and when I pushed her she admitted that
she was hoping to be the class valedictorian. Her true passion,
though, was acting. She seemed thrilled that I was interested, I
remembered as I lay there waiting for sleep to come.

~~~

The next morning the team
boarded a bus and rode into what I was told was the “Pine Barrens.”
There was nothing barren about it. The roads we traveled looked as
though they had been hacked through the woods. I was as nervous as
I’d ever been as we approached Collington High School. It got even
worse after I got a look at my opponent, who was so muscular that
he looked like he outweighed me by thirty pounds. Some of my
teammates laughed when they saw my expression. “We forgot to tell
you about Ken Brown,” said Robert Mendez, who wrestled in the
heavyweight class.

I knew I had my work cut out for me but I
didn’t allow myself to be intimidated. Knowing I was in a place
where nobody knew me, I was determined to avoid projecting an image
of a scared wrestler the way I always had in the past.

After Brown and I shook hands and prepared to wrestle I deliberately placed my
foot a half step closer to him than the rules allowed. I knew the
referee would instruct me to back up, and he did. That was perfect
because I wanted to look like a wrestler so anxious to attack that
he had to be restrained by the referee.

It was a tight match. I knew I had outwrestled Brown except
for when he took me down to my back early in the match for five
points. I scored a late reversal but was unable to turn him over.
The match ended with me on the short end of a 7-4 score.

My teammates all clapped me
on the back as I came off the mat. “He was fourth in the state last
year!” one crowed. “He couldn’t do anything with you.” I felt
pretty good about the match after learning that Brown had done so
well the previous year. If that’s one of the toughest kids I
catch this season, I thought, I should be able to win a lot
of matches.

Coach Miles seemed pleased
with how I’d wrestled. We got along well, after overcoming an
awkward meeting in October when I stopped by to introduce
myself.

“Mr. Miles?” I had asked that day as I
poked my head into his classroom. He looked up from the stack of
papers he was grading in time to catch the look of surprise on my
face. Black wrestling coaches weren’t something that
I’d come across very often. Already I felt like we’d gotten
off to a bad start.

“Yes,” he replied. “What can I do for
you?”

Except for his skin color he looked exactly
like what I expected. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and sported a
bushy mustache. He had no grey hair but was showing signs of male
pattern baldness. I guessed that he was in his late thirties.

“I’m Ben Petrovic. I’m a new student.
I just moved in from North Carolina.”

He looked me over from head to toe with
renewed interest while stroking his chin. “171-pounder, right?”

He had guessed why I had come. “I could
probably make 171. I’ll go wherever there’s a spot.”

“What grade are you in?”

“I’m a junior.”

“Just so happens that we’re pretty
thin at 171.”

He handed me a few forms to fill out and
told me to make sure to schedule a physical exam before the season
started. Over the next few weeks I worked on dropping the weight
and once the season began I earned the starting spot at 171.

While sitting on the bench after I wrestled
against Collington I happened to look over at a group of Chapel
Forge students in the bleachers. I instantly recognized Judy’s
blond hair and narrow green eyes, and couldn’t help hoping that she
had come to see me. After the varsity match ended I knew I wouldn’t
have anything to do while the junior varsity teams wrestled. There
was only one place I wanted to go. Still in my warm-ups, I grabbed
my gym bag and walked up the bleacher steps to where she was
sitting by herself.

“Hi Ben,” she said cheerfully as soon
as I was close enough. “You had a good match.”

“A good loss?” I asked with a half smile.
“Thanks. Are you a
wrestling fan?”

She hesitated. That told me a lot. “I saw the dual meet in
the paper and thought I’d check it out. School spirit, I guess.
Besides, you came to see us last night so I thought I’d return the
favor.”

How had she known that I was at the play? I
thought I was just another face in the crowd.

She knew what I was thinking. “Somebody told me you were there,” she said with
a laugh. “I wanted to come see you before the show but I couldn’t
get away. You didn’t come early enough,” she teased.

“Yeah, well, I’m glad you came.” After
that there was nothing more to say. The seats around us began to
fill in with the rest of the varsity wrestlers so Judy and I were
forced to move closer and closer together. I didn’t mind a
bit.
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My palms were sweating as I made my way to
history class the following Monday. Judy was already in her seat
when I entered the classroom. She spied me immediately, like she’d
been watching for me, and gave me a smile. “Hi Judy,” I said.

“Hi Ben. How are things? Did you get
hurt?” After weeks of wrestling there were a few raw spots around
my eyes. I told her what they were and that I’d probably look that
way until March. As I walked to my own desk I hoped that our
conversations wouldn’t always be so nerve-wracking.

Later that day I was involved in an incident
that ran counter to my plan of keeping a low profile. For weeks on
the way to math I had watched something that bothered me. Scott
Cole was a popular senior with a sharp sense of humor and a gift
for cruelty. Hugh Anders was a typical target. Cole had taken to
ambushing Anders in the hall at that time every day and knocking
his books out of his hands. Whenever this happened everybody who
witnessed it laughed at the red-faced Anders as he groped on the
floor collecting his belongings.

Maybe it was clearer to me because I didn’t know anybody
very well in my new setting. Until then I’d never been so conscious
of the cruel, rigid pecking order among students. Kids like Anders
occupied the lowest level. Students were free to abuse anybody
below them in the social order in any way they chose. Now that I
was becoming a “somebody” at Chapel Forge I decided that the same
code of student interaction gave me the right to
intervene.

Anders always knew Cole was lurking nearby
but wasn’t always able to spot him in time. This time Cole had
ducked down behind a group of girls who knowingly screened him from
the victim. I could see what was going to happen. After Anders
passed Cole was going to spring out and attack.

This time it would be different. As Anders
approached the spot where Cole was hiding I walked quickly to the
same spot. By the time Cole emerged I was behind him but within an
arm’s length. As he lunged at Anders I reached out and yanked him
backward by his shirt collar with so much force that I heard his
shirt tear. He lurched toward me until I relinquished my grip and
he regained his footing. On his face was a look of shock. A similar
expression graced the faces of nearly all the kids who were
watching. I was either a hero or a pariah.

I felt like I had to say something. “Leave
him alone!”

“What’s your problem, man?” he yelled
back at me as he tried to adjust his shirt to its original
configuration.

“You are. Don’t ever bother him
again.”

Cole was regaining his composure and was
struggling to restore his dignity. “It’s between me and the dweeb
here,” he snarled, “so butt out!”

“Hugh’s my friend so that makes it my
business,” I informed Cole calmly, as I folded my arms across my
chest. For once, Cole couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Knock it off, you two!” boomed an
approaching voice. It was Mr. Loomis, a geometry teacher whose
classroom was nearby. Mrs. Carbuckle, my algebra teacher, came out
from her classroom at about the same time to see what the commotion
was about. “Everybody get out of here. Get to class,” Mr. Loomis
said loudly. The hallway cleared quickly.

Just like that the incident was over. I
never saw Cole bother Hugh Anders again. The funny thing was,
Anders never said a word to me again either. He was probably too
embarrassed for not standing up for himself.

Wrestling practice at Chapel
Forge was more challenging than it had ever been for me anyplace
else. Every day I forced myself to keep up with our 160-pounder,
Nick Schmidt. He turned out to be one of the most intense wrestlers
I’d ever come in contact with. That, of course, was why he was so
good, and why he was universally accepted as the leader of the
team. At practice he never stopped moving.

As soon as he realized that
I was the best workout partner for him in the room he latched on to
me. When we drilled we went through the motion twice for every time
the other guys did once. When we pummeled, or engaged in any other
drill we went one hundred percent at all times. Anytime we ended up
out of bounds during live wrestling he barked at me to hustle if I
wasn’t returning to the starting position quickly enough. I was
intimidated, impressed and enthralled all at the same time. So this
was how it was done! In the past I’d watched wrestlers like Nick
and wondered how they stayed on such a high level. Now I was seeing
the dedication and hard work that was required to do that.

Some of the guys were ribbing me about Judy
that afternoon at practice after seeing us together in the
bleachers at Collington. “Who was that chick, anyway?” asked Reggie
McKenzie. “I never saw her before.” Reggie, who wrestled in the
119-pound weight-class, was a junior who had been a starter during
both his freshman and sophomore seasons. He walked around school
wearing a “do-rag” listening to rap music between classes. In
contrast to his carefree appearance, Reggie was intense and driven.
He had attended several wrestling camps over the summer and Coach
Miles seemed to expect big things from him.

“Reggie,” I said in jest. “You’ve got to broaden your horizons. There are
other girls besides the cheerleaders, my friend.”

Our wrestling schedule got busier over the next few weeks,
both before and after the Christmas holidays. Just before New Years
we entered a tournament in which I lost again to Ken Brown. My
record over that stretch was perfect except for when I faced Brown
and I pinned most of the wrestlers I beat. By early January my
record was 12-2. That was good enough to move me into the South
Jersey top five ranking in my weight class. My teammates began
showing me the kind of respect that was previously reserved only
for Nick.

Our team had done well so far but I thought we could be
better than we were. Many of our wrestlers weren’t wrestling the
style they were best suited to. To me, it looked like many of our
guys were trying slick, complicated moves when they should have
been sticking to the basics. I thought I knew why. Nick was a
master of basic wrestling moves but he rarely used them. I believed
that many of the wrestlers were emulating him in their choice of
moves and style.

Honestly, I thought that
Nick, too, should lose some of the fancy stuff and get back to the
tried and true fundamental moves. There had already been many
matches I’d seen in which he completely outclassed his opponent but
only won by decision. He wasted too much time trying to sink a
complicated pinning combination or score with an acrobatic tilt
that rarely led to a pin.

One afternoon Reggie
McKenzie was wrestling hard against Flinch Connor during a
round-robin conditioning session. McKenzie was dominating but after
a minute of wrestling he’d scored only a single takedown. He had
spent most of the period tugging on Flinch’s arm with nothing to
show for it. It was just too frustrating for me to watch without
saying anything. After they were finished I crawled over to where
they were crouched.

“Reggie, nice job riding,” I
began.

“Thanks,” he gasped. “I just couldn’t
turn him.”

It was the perfect opening. “Reggie, did you
ever think about trying something simpler? I have no idea what you
trying to do with that arm and I don’t want to know, because it was
never going to work.”

A couple other wrestlers drifted over to
listen as I made my case. “Don’t you want to pin people? Nothing
works like the basics. And when you go against the best wrestlers
that’s really all you can count on.”

“I hear you loud and clear. I’m
wasting so much time and getting no points.”

“Exactly,” I agreed, thankful that he,
and not I, had said it. I was finished, or so I thought, until
Coach Miles yelled across the room in our direction. “Ben, come on
up here!”

Uh-oh, I
thought. I should have minded my own business. Now what had I
done?

“Ben, what exactly were you just
saying?” he said, loudly enough that everybody on the team could
hear. “I think you just said something important. Could you repeat
it for everybody?”

“Well, all I was saying was that I think some of us are wasting
time on fancy moves that don’t work.” I looked over at Coach Miles
helplessly, hoping that he would take me off the hook. He
didn’t.

He waved his hand, urging me to say more.
When I wasn’t sure what to say next he turned to the rest of the
team, which was now watching attentively. “Team, Ben here has six
or seven pins already. In case you’ve forgotten, pinning is the
name of the game. Go ahead, Ben.”

“Well, I don’t mean to try to tell anybody how
to wrestle, believe me.
But I’ve been noticing that lots of us are spending way too much
time trying to use complicated moves. If we would try the simpler,
old-fashioned stuff I think we’d score more points and get more
pins.”

Apparently I wasn’t going far enough. Coach Miles wanted
names named, and so jumped back in. “Here’s what Ben is saying.
Reggie just spent forty-five seconds manhandling Flinch but he
didn’t score a point. Reggie, or any of you, why don’t you just
stick in an arm bar or a half nelson, and beast him over? If you’ve
shown that you can control your opponent there’s no reason why you
shouldn’t be able to pin him,” he concluded.

I wondered how Nick was reacting to what was happening.
This had been his team for years. Now here I was trying to tell
everybody what to do, and the coach had enthusiastically endorsed
what I said. I got my answer later that day when he seemed even
more determined than usual to knock me around after we resumed
wrestling.

Coach Miles walked past my locker later and told me to stop
by to see him. That was the last thing I wanted to do. I glanced
around the locker room as I crept to the coach’s office. As I
feared, Nick was watching me and probably knew where I was
headed.

“Ben, I was real happy about what you
said today. I think you’re right on the money.”

“I felt a little funny speaking out,
Coach. Me being the new guy and all.”

“You did the right thing. That’s why I
wanted to talk to you. If you see anything else that needs saying I
want you to say it, the way you did today. You’re old for your
years and I want to take advantage of it.”

“I don’t think Nick feels that
way.”

Miles walked over to the door and closed it
gently. Again I cringed,
hoping that Nick wasn’t watching. “What you talked about is exactly
Nick’s problem. You know it and I know it. Nobody’s come close to
beating him yet this year but that doesn’t mean he’s doing
everything right.”

I agreed with Coach Miles but I kept my mouth shut. I had
already said enough.

“Nick is second to none when it comes to being
fundamentally sound,” he continued. “He knows more wrestling than
anybody in the room, including me. But he’s uppity. I don’t mean
his attitude. He’s got the best work ethic I’ve ever seen. I mean
the way he wrestles. He thinks he’s too good to use a half-nelson,
if you follow.”

Again, I stayed quiet, offering only a
subtle nod.

“Nick and I have had this same
conversation a couple of times, including once at the beginning of
this season. I haven’t gotten through to him but I’m hoping that
maybe you did. Maybe he needed to hear it from another
wrestler.”

“Maybe so. But I wasn’t really talking
about him. Mostly I was talking about Reggie.” It was a
lie.

“You were and you weren’t. Look,
here’s the point. Nick’s good enough to be a state champ, let me
tell you. I’ve never had a state champ and I want it nearly as bad
as he does.”

“He’s definitely good enough.”

“He won’t win it wrestling that style.
You said it yourself. When he gets deep into the state tournament
that cute stuff won’t work any more than it would work against him.
The same way it never works on you in practice. At that level he
needs to come right at the other guy with good, hard basic stuff.”
He got up and walked over to the door. I took this as my cue to
leave. “I know he doesn’t take criticism well but try to work it in
whenever you get a chance. In the long run he’ll be glad you did.
He’s needed somebody like you on the team for a few years
now.”

I suddenly felt like I needed to get out of
there. I knew Nick
wasn’t happy about what I had said at practice and a secret meeting
with the coach only made things worse. I packed up and left without
saying anything to anybody.

“Keep it Simple” became a common phrase in the
wrestling room. After what was said at practice that day everybody
knew what it meant and seemed to be making an effort to abide by
it. Nobody dared say it to Nick but it looked to me like even he
was simplifying his style somewhat, the way the others were. I only
hoped that our relationship could be repaired.
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On Saturday night we were scheduled to host
Peach Valley, the defending conference champions. PV was a favorite
to win the title again and probably didn’t expect too much
resistance from us. We’d be underdogs as we had been so often that
season but it felt good that at least it was being considered an
important match.

Since we were expecting a good crowd I
thought maybe we should try to put on a show. That could include
individual introduction of each wrestler, something that apparently
had never been done at Chapel Forge. I also thought we should adopt
a theme song that we could play at home matches while we ran onto
the mat for warm-ups. On Thursday night I searched my CD collection
and ended up grabbing three Metallica albums. My CD collection was
slightly dated but I thought the worst thing that could happen
would be that somebody might wonder why I like old music.

Even though it was my idea I thought I
should check with Nick before taking it to the team. It would be a
good chance to show him that I knew it was his team and not
mine.

“These all rock,” he commented when I
showed him the CDs I had brought. “We’ll talk about it after
practice if we’re still standing. I think Miles will probably try
to run us into the ground tonight.”

That went
well, I thought later. At least we were
talking.

After fourth period I picked up my lunch bag
with the orange in it and headed for the cafeteria. As I walked
between tables I saw Judy sitting with her friends. She smiled and
waved when she saw me looking her way.

“Hi,” I said cheerfully after walking
over. “Can I eat here?”

“Of course. This is Ben,” she
announced to her friends. She proceeded to name each of six girls,
who greeted me in turn. I was so nervous that I forgot their names
even before Judy had finished saying them.

“Nice lunch,” one of them said.
“You’re on the wrestling team, right?”

“Yeah. Could you tell by the
lunch?”

“The lunch and your face.” She clapped
her hand over her mouth as soon as she said it.

“Donna!” another said. “That’s not
nice!” When the girls drifted back into their own conversation Judy
turned to face me.

“So how are things? I feel like I’ve
hardly seen you since that night at your match.”

“I’ve been wrestling. That’s about
it.” When I swung my backpack onto the table the Metallica CD’s
slid halfway out of the front pocket. She cocked her head to the
side to examine them. “Metallica groupie?”

“Yeah, sort of,” I said before
explaining why I had brought them to school. As I spoke, I realized
how silly it all sounded. I imagined her asking herself why a song
was needed at all. She nodded and pushed the CD’s back into the
pocket.

“You’re really into wrestling, aren’t
you Ben? Everything you do is wrapped up in it.”

“It’s hard to do anything else,
especially during the season,” I said, feeling
defensive.

“I mean, I really shouldn’t say that
because I hardly know you.”

“Yeah, you’ve hardly scratched the
surface.”

“So what else is going in there
besides wrestling?” she asked, tapping a finger gently on my
temple. “What are you interested in? I know you’re a good student
but you aren’t in any clubs or anything.”

Tough question. I wasn’t prepared for it.
“Well,” I stammered. “I spend a lot of time working out when I’m
not wrestling.” Boy, was I making myself sound like a dolt. She had
already pointed out how one-dimensional I was and now I was just
driving home the point. Maybe I could recover. “I read a lot,” I
offered.

“Me too. I love to read. I guess I
don’t really read anything in particular. I like pretty much all
fiction.”

This conversation was going nowhere. We were
both struggling to find things to say, looking for things we had in
common. Even so, it was exciting that she appeared to be interested
in me the same way that I was interested in her.

“Hey Judy, I was wondering. Some of
the guys on the team are going to a party after the match tomorrow
night. Do you want to come along?” I couldn’t believe I had just
asked her out.

Her face immediately flushed and she looked
alarmed, but said nothing. Heads turned our way.

“It’s no big deal, Judy, really. I
shouldn’t have asked.”

“Oh, Ben. It isn’t like that. You
don’t understand.”

I thought I did understand. It was the
pecking order, pure and simple. The vice-president of the National
Honor Society and member of the Drama Guild did not go to parties
with the 171-pounder. It wasn’t done.

“I don’t know. I’d be so nervous,” she
said.

“Nothing to be nervous about. But it’s
okay, really. I’d probably be nervous if you invited me to a party,
too.”

“Maybe next time I’ll be braver,” she
said apologetically. Then lunch was over and we headed back to
class.

During practice we talked about playing
music during warm-ups the next night. Coach Miles didn’t mind the
idea but he wasn’t going to spend any time arranging it. “Pick a
song and let one of the managers take care of it,” he directed.

We were unable to agree on a song and there
wasn’t much time for debate. Everybody wanted something different.
The largest contingent argued for a rap song. “That isn’t right,”
Robert Mendez countered. “It has to be rock. That’s the only music
that says ‘I’m gonna’ kick your ass.’”

Later, Nick caught up with me in the locker
room. He seemed to be coming to grips with my growing influence in
the wrestling room and our relationship was getting back to normal.
“Ben, let’s pick a song from your CD’s and just do it. This isn’t a
democracy.” Between the two of us we chose one. Nick took the CD
and tracked the managers down to make the arrangements.

When I woke up on Saturday I knew it would
be a long day. We didn’t have any wrestling until the Peach Valley
match, which wasn’t until seven o’clock. That meant that I had to
hold my weight for nearly ten more hours. I went for a light run to
remove any doubt about making weight. After that I stayed busy with
homework and ended up taking an afternoon nap.

When I got to the school for the match, just
as it was starting to get dark, the busses from Peach Valley were
already parked outside. The varsity match was two hours away but
there would be some JV matches before that. Nick trotted over to me
as soon as I walked into the gym.

“It’s all set up. They can hook us
right into the PA system,” he said excitedly. “This is gonna be
awesome!” It was a relief to see him excited about something that
had been my idea.

After we had the mats rolled out we started
taping the sections together. When the JV wrestlers returned from
weigh-ins they took over so we could head for the scales. Everybody
made weight on both sides. We all enjoyed some post weigh-in food
and then Coach Miles called us together.

“Guys, we all know we’re going up
against a pretty good squad tonight,” he said. “They haven’t lost
in the conference yet, but we’ve only lost one. They aren’t as
strong as last year and there’s no reason why we can’t give them a
good match tonight. No fear tonight. Everybody got it?”

It was a thrilling moment when we burst onto
the mat with our song blaring. Usually only the elite teams tried
to pull that off. Everybody in the gym was surprised and that
definitely included the PV wrestlers, who were hanging around their
bench when we emerged. We circled the mat, and Nick, as captain,
took his place in the center to run the warm-ups.

Even though it was our gym it appeared that
Peach Valley had more fans there than we did. They filled the seats
on the visitor’s side of the gym and had begun to occupy a corner
of the other side. Whenever I had the chance I looked into the
bleachers, hoping Judy was out there somewhere.

Heading into Nick’s match at 160 pounds the
match score stood at 20-15 in Peach Valley’s favor. Miles called
the five remaining wrestlers together to remind us that victory was
definitely with reach for us.

Nick needed no prodding. As a senior in a
mediocre program this was probably his first time being involved in
an exciting dual meet. He tore into his opponent with everything he
had. When his opponent attempted a headlock Nick easily rolled
through it and put the PV wrestler on his own back, pinning him
instantly. Suddenly we were ahead by a score of 21 to 20.

Then it was my turn. I had deliberately
avoided thinking about my opponent, Dave Charter, since I knew
nothing about him anyway. We circled each other warily after the
match started, each knowing that the outcome was important to our
own team. I shot first with bad results. I grabbed a leg but he
sprawled away, kicking his legs backwards and landing most of his
weight on my back. Looking for some leverage, he slammed my exposed
face with his forearm and kept it there. I had his leg but he was
moving slowly behind me. My nose hurt badly from the blow but I
ignored the pain. After twenty more seconds I couldn’t hold him
back any longer. He whipped behind me and earned two points for a
takedown.

At that point I became aware that my nose
was dripping blood. I looked up at the referee to show him and he
immediately called for injury time. I had only wrestled a minute
but I was already out of breath as I walked back towards the bench.
Coach Miles complained to the referee that Charter should have been
penalized for the flagrant cross-face but it had no effect.

The trainer checked to make sure my nose
wasn’t broken and tried to stop the bleeding. Then she pushed some
cotton balls up my nostrils to contain any more blood that flowed.
As all this was going on I watched someone I didn’t recognize clean
my blood off the mat with a towel and a spray bottle.

“I don’t think I can go six minutes
with this guy,” I gasped. “I’m already beat.”

“You’re just not getting much air is
all,” Miles said. “We need something here, Ben. You’re better than
he is,” he said firmly. I wasn’t so sure.

Something clicked as I walked back
onto the mat and I knew exactly what I would do. Having been taken
down, I was on bottom. I managed to stand up and Charter stood with
me, locking his hands around my waist. Perfect, I thought. I took four steps forward,
making him think that I was trying to break free or simply running
out of bounds for a fresh start. Then I grabbed his right wrist
with my left hand and pivoted hard to my right. As I swung around I
stuck my right arm between his legs while retaining my hold on his
other arm. Simultaneously I sat towards the mat.

I had executed a standing switch and Charter
hadn’t seen it coming. The beauty of the standing switch was the
whipping action that sent the other wrestler face first into the
mat at lightning speed. As that was happening he would
instinctively be concerned with self-preservation rather than
continuing his attack on me. He slammed into the mat and then
struggled to get back to his hands and knees. I went in for the
kill, throwing in an inside cradle as he paused to regain his
senses. There was little resistance until he was on his back and by
then it was too late. The referee had called the pin. Two
consecutive first period pins had given us a 27 – 20 lead and the
gym got really loud.

As I came off the mat I was desperate for
air. I frantically pulled the bloody cotton from my nose and threw
it to the floor. More blood began to dribble out and the trainer
ordered me to lie down on the mats behind the bench, my nose and
cheek throbbing with pain.

We never relinquished the lead. In fact, we
won two of the final three matches after mine. In one of the most
shocking upsets of the season so far Chapel Forge Township beat
Peach Valley by a score of 33 to 23.

There was a lot of whooping and hollering in
the locker room but not by me. I couldn’t believe my nose wasn’t
broken and even went back to the trainer about it. She assured me
that it wasn’t broken but warned me that it would be quite sore for
the next week. “You’ll probably have a black eye in the morning, if
not two,” she said. She handed me a fresh baggy of ice which I
gently applied whenever I had a spare hand while showering and
dressing. As I was leaving Robert Mendez reminded me about the
party that most team members would be at later. “You’re coming,
right?”

“I’ll see how this feels,” I said,
lifting the bag of ice off of my nose. “If I’m alright I’ll be
there.”

“Are you kidding? I wish I had a face
like that tonight. The girls are going to eat you and your pitiful
face up! Make sure you bring that bag of ice.”

When I turned a corner in the gym lobby I
was startled to find Judy leaning against the wall. “Hi Ben. Is
your nose still bleeding?” As I came closer she seemed surprised at
my swollen face and the ice bag that was in my hand. “Are you
okay?”

The fact that she was outside the locker
room meant that she’d come to see me, I decided with satisfaction.
“I’m so glad you came. I looked for you but it was hard to see.
There were so many people.”

“We came late and we ended up sitting
with some guys from the other team. We had to keep kind of quiet.
Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again.

“Yeah, I’m alright. Who’d you come
here with?” I asked, looking around. There didn’t seem to be
anybody with her.

“My friends Karen and Paula. They
already left. I was kind of hoping you could give me a
ride.”

“Of course.”

“Are you still going to that party?”
she asked in a voice so quiet that it was almost as if she was
hoping I wouldn’t hear her.

“I just told the guys that I’d
probably be there after I cleaned up.”

“Am I still invited?”

My heart soared. “You changed your mind?”
She nodded without saying anything.

“My car is over here,” I said as we
walked through the doors and outside. “Do you need to go home
first?”

“No, this is as ready as I
get.”

“Sorry, I just meant--“

“I’m just giving you a hard
time.”

Now I had a dilemma on my hands. There was
something about me that neither Judy nor anybody else at Chapel
Forge knew anything about. I wasn’t who they thought I was. I
wasn’t even Ben Petrovic. I had a secret that I had managed to keep
but everything was starting to move a little too fast.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


 


It had happened in what I’d come to
think of as my previous life. Late on a Saturday
afternoon during the regional tournament in North Carolina nine
months earlier I had blown a four-point lead and lost the most
important match I’d ever wrestled. Going into that match I knew a
victory meant a berth in the state tournament, something that would
validate my season and even my career. A few minutes later it was
all over and I found myself sitting against a cold gymnasium wall
with my head in my hands, wondering what had gone wrong. Nobody
else knew it but although I was only a junior my high school career
at Upper Raleigh Area High School was history.

There was no time to mope that night. I had
a lot to do. Losing that match was only the second most important
thing that would go down that night. Three months earlier I’d lost
what was left of my family and on that day in December I secretly
pledged that when the season was over I would avenge the loss. That
day had come.

My mother died in a car accident when I was
in grade school. After that my father slid back into the life he’d
known before marriage, an existence framed by alcohol and drug
abuse. Although the auto parts store he owned somehow survived
despite his lifestyle, I could do nothing but watch helplessly as
his life spiraled downwards before my eyes. A week before Christmas
he was found bludgeoned to death in a rundown section of Raleigh,
apparently having been caught up in a drug transaction that didn’t
work out. As I left the gym after being eliminated from the
regional tournament it was my intention that the house his body was
found in wouldn’t be standing when the sun came up the next
morning.

The courts had assigned me to live with my
father’s brother in South Carolina after I was orphaned, but I
talked my way into staying in Raleigh with my best friend’s family
so I could finish the wrestling season. Brad knew that wrestling
wasn’t the only reason I wanted to stay in town and he didn’t like
it.

We had plenty of time to talk it through.
“First of all,” he said, “you’ll never get away with it. You’re an
amateur. Arson cases usually get solved pretty quick.”

“Not if it’s some sleazebag drug
dealer house. Who would even care? I’ll be doing the cops a
favor.”

“If you get caught you’ll go to jail.
For a long time. What if there’s somebody in the house? Are you
even going to check? What am I supposed to do now that you told me?
Besides, aren’t my parents going to wonder where you
went?”

“I’ll tell them I’m going back to
South Carolina because the season’s over,” I said. “I can play them
off against each other for a few months. I’ll be eighteen at the
end of the summer. Then it won’t matter.”

He tried to reason with me through the rest
of the winter but I couldn’t be dissuaded. There was no way for him
to understand that although I didn’t think I’d be caught, it was
worth the risk to me. My only misgivings were about wrestling and I
almost went back on my plan because of them. There would be no
going back to my regular life after what I was going to do. After
years of work at my sport I didn’t like the idea of walking away
without knowing where I stood, especially after the way my season
had ended. It was something to be worked out later.

I knew I would flee after the fire and I was
prepared. Money wouldn’t be a problem. As he descended into a
primitive existence my father had taken to squirreling wads of cash
around the house and I knew where most of his stashes were. I hoped
the money came from the auto parts store profits but I had a
feeling it hadn’t. It didn’t really matter. I was taking it anyway.
When I gathered it up, knowing the place would eventually be sold
in an auction, it came to over forty-thousand dollars. When I added
that to what I was able to wrest away from the trust funds
established after the sale of the store, I knew I had enough.
Living on my own didn’t worry me either. I’d been taking care of
myself and running a household for years.

For the previous months I’d worked secretly
on the details of my plan. Simple research led me to somebody who,
for a price, supplied a fake driver’s license and the rest of the
paperwork that I would need to launch a new life. After careful
consideration I had decided that densely-populated New Jersey would
be the place where I would resurface. Chapel Forge Township in the
Philadelphia suburbs would be my new home. Somewhere along I-95 I
would cease being Ben Pietrak and would become Ben Petrovic, a high
school student who had relocated from North Carolina to New
Jersey.

It was after two o’clock in the morning when
I parked my father’s Chevy Impala a few blocks away from the house.
After watching for any witnesses I kicked in a basement window and
crawled in with a few cans of gasoline. Smoke was already seeping
from the broken window as I drove away. Now I was guilty of arson,
maybe even worse.

Three hours later I ditched the Impala in a
salvage yard in southern Virginia and drove away in a
pre-positioned Chevrolet Cavalier. Before lunch the next day I was
hidden away north of the Mason-Dixon Line, wondering what I was
going to do for the rest of my life. If not for the wrestling I
might not have even bothered with school. That had changed because
of what happened in that last match. I knew I’d be back in a
classroom and on the mat.

I spent the next few weeks driving back and
forth between my rented condominium and the Jersey Shore, where I
sat on the beach thinking about what I wanted. Brad and I hadn’t
talked, although I’d sent him a near-blank post card with my phone
number in code almost immediately after arriving in New Jersey just
like I’d said I would. I had already warned him that we needed to
be careful about staying in touch. Everything I knew about hiding
from the law I learned from watching television but I thought that
if anybody was looking for me they might go through him. He finally
reached me from a pay phone in May.

“So you actually made it,” he said. “I
was worried.”

“Me too. Is anybody looking for
me?”

“Not yet. The fire was in the papers.
They knew it was arson but figured it was just some drug thing,
just like you called it. My parents were the toughest. I told them
you went to South Carolina. That was good that you called them when
you got there.”

“Luckily they didn’t notice the area
code. Hopefully they won’t call back.”

“They mention it once in a while but
so far I’ve been able to talk them out of doing anything. I keep
telling them it could get you in a lot of trouble.”

“So how come you said ‘not
yet’?”

“The police aren’t saying much. I’m
not sure but I think somebody was in that house. It sounded like
there’s somebody that can’t be accounted for.”

“Maybe it was the guy who, you know.
Can’t you find out more about it?”

“If I start asking questions they’ll
be at your door by tomorrow.”

“I hope it was him.”

“But that means you aren’t just an
arson, or an arsonist, whatever you call it.”

“I’m just not going to think about it.
It’s done.”

“Well, I was just thinking that if
it’s more than arson the police might look a little
harder.”

“There never going to know where I am
unless you tell them.”

“Or if I accidentally lead them to
you. You should never call me. They might be watching me. Just let
me call you once in a while from a pay phone like I did
today.”

“I’m worried about the guy’s friends
tracking me down. What if they put out a hit on me or
something?”

“It isn’t the mafia. It’s a bunch of
strung out lowlifes selling stuff. They’d never know how to find
you. It’s the police you need to worry about. And maybe the
FBI.”

We didn’t talk again all summer. I thought
that was a good thing.

~~~

In mid-August I nervously entered Chapel
Forge Township High School with the intention of registering. In
addition to the phony documentation I had a copy of the condominium
lease agreement ostensibly signed by my father, as well as a set of
utility bills. I explained to a vice-principal that my father was
unable to get away from the office in North Carolina and so I was
staying with friends until he arrived. My North Carolina accent,
which matched my transcript, reassured the vice-principal that all
was on the level. My transcript was reasonably accurate except for
my new name but since there was no record of my junior year in
Raleigh I’d be repeating that grade. She made a cursory examination
of my paperwork and approved the registration. I was in.
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My Cavalier had been sitting out in the snow
for hours by the time Judy and I climbed inside after the Peach
Valley match. For a second or two it sounded like it wasn’t going
to start. When it finally did we pulled out of the high school lot
and headed for home. My home.

“Would you mind if we stopped at the
drug store? The trainer told me I should take some Motrin if my
nose hurts, and it does,” I explained.

“Nope. I can run in and get it if you
want. Does it hurt bad?”

“Only when I breathe. It’s feeling
worse out here in the cold.”

“Are all the matches so rough? He
punched you, and later you slammed him down.”

“No, not usually,” I said, trying not
to laugh at her description of my match because I knew it would
hurt. “He should have been penalized for what he did to my face.
What I did was legal. He could have let go anytime he wanted
to.”

“I’d hate to see you get beat up like
this every time.”

I smiled. “It isn’t always so rough, really.
I rarely get hurt at all.”

We stopped in a strip mall and bought the
Motrin. There was a pizza parlor next door and the smells wafting
out made me hungry. Pizza was maybe the worst thing a wrestler
could eat but I would have a few days to work it off. Besides, it
was a good opportunity to spend more time alone with Judy. “Should
we get a pizza while we’re here?” I asked. “Are you hungry?”

“Yeah, good idea,” she said
brightly.

“Would you mind if we get it to go?
I’d really like to get home.”

As we waited for our pizza neither of us
spoke. We were still shy around each other and I didn’t want to
invade her space but something seemed to be bothering her. “You’re
so quiet,” I finally said. “Did you want pepperoni?”

She laughed. “No, I like plain. You’re
funny, Ben.” She paused, and grimaced. “Do you really want to
know?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Well, I’m kind of nervous about going
to the party. I’m sure nobody will know who I am. Or if they do
they’ll just think of me as some bookworm.”

“No Judy, it won’t be like that at
all!” I said, before I caught myself. Why was I denying it? That’s
exactly what it would be like. “I really won’t know anybody
either.”

“It’s different for you. You’re the
man of the hour. I’ll just get lost in the shuffle,” she worried.
“Can I stay by your side the whole time?”

“Why don’t we just skip it? I’m not
really in any shape for a party anyway.”

Her face crinkled into a forced smile.
“Would that be okay? I know I’m a goof.”

“I think I’d like that better. But
I’ll still need some help with this pizza. Will you still come
over?”

“Somebody’s
got to help you.”

I paid for the pizza and we got back into
the frigid car. “I live here in the condos,” I said when we pulled
into Tanglewood. I wasn’t sure how to explain my living situation.
Right then I didn’t feel like launching into a complicated web of
lies. Hopefully she wouldn’t ask.

I was really taking a chance letting Judy
through the door and into my life. Until then, the plan was to keep
my new life simple, with as few friends as possible. Besides, there
was so much she didn’t know about me. Would she want to come back
to my place for pizza if she knew what I’d done? I was a fugitive
from the law. Was I already in too deep to get out?

Balancing the pizza in one hand I unlocked
the door and followed her inside. We entered the living room and I
snapped on the lights. “This is nice. What’s up there?” she asked,
pointing to the loft.

“Completely empty.” I carried the
pizza over to the table. “Do you want anything to drink? I’d better
just have water.”

“Water’s good for me too,” she said. I
brought back two glasses of water and we dug into the pizza. After
my first slice I had remembered the Motrin and gulped three of
them.

“If you need to call anybody, the
phone’s in the kitchen. Help yourself.”

If she noticed that it looked more like a
bachelor pad than a family residence she didn’t mention it. “It’s
okay. I told my parents that I’d be out kind of late. As long as
you don’t mind driving me home.”

“How’s you nose?” she asked a few
minutes later when she returned from the kitchen with a refilled
glass. “I hate seeing you like this. Do you want the ice bag
again?”

“In a minute, that’s a good idea. Do
you want to watch TV?” I asked. “Sorry, that sounds really
boring.”

“Can I check out your CD collection?”
She’d been eying the half-open cabinet they were stored in since
she’d arrived.

“Sure. I have a lot more than just
Metallica.” I settled on the floor next to her in front of the
cabinet.

“You haven’t even opened this one,”
she said, pulling out a shrink-wrapped CD.

“Yeah, that’s the new Cars album. I
guess I forgot that was in there.”

“’Door to Door,’ good name for a Cars
album,” she said approvingly.

I pulled another one out and passed it to
her. “This is Eva Cassidy. Ever heard of her?”

“No, never.”

“She’s from North Carolina so she’s
more popular down there,” I said as I inserted the CD. “Some of the
songs on here really get to me,” I admitted. “I guess that sounds
funny coming from a guy who had his nose smashed a couple hours
ago.”

“No, Ben, it doesn’t,” she said. It
looked like she had tears in her eyes. “I think you’re
wonderful.”

She moved back to the couch. I went into the
kitchen, refilled the baggy with ice, and went back in to join her.
Without asking, sensing that it would be okay, I stretched out with
my head in her lap and laid the ice across my face.

We listened to a few other CDs after that
one. Eventually the throbbing of my nose began to fade away and so
did my headache. Judy told me that the flesh below my eyes was
beginning to darken, just as the trainer had predicted. By the next
day I’d probably be a real mess.

At eleven-thirty Judy said that she probably
should be heading back home. “My parents will worry, especially
since I’m out with a guy.”

“I hope you didn’t tell them I’m a
wrestler.”

“Ben, don’t say that, really. You just
don’t know.”

We went back to my car and she directed me
across the township to her neighborhood, and finally, her house.
“Do you want to come in?” she asked. I thought she was just being
polite, and I was too tired anyway.

“I really don’t want to meet anybody
for the first time looking like this. Can I pass this
time?”

“Okay. I don’t want anybody to see you
either,” she said, laughing. Rather than drag it out I gave her a
hug before she opened the door to go inside. “Thanks for coming to
see the match. It really meant a lot to me.”

“It ended up being the best date I
ever had. Talk to you soon?”

“Yup. Goodnight Judy,” I called back
as I walked through the bitter cold back to my car. Judy must have
known I wasn’t coming in, I thought sheepishly, since I hadn’t even
shut the engine off.

I had a hard time sleeping that night. One
minute I was thinking about Judy and the next minute I thought
about how complicated my new life was becoming. I hadn’t planned
for having somebody like Judy around. I had to be careful not to
hurt her. There was still a chance that I would have to vanish
again.
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When I woke up Sunday my nose was still
tender. Both eyes were encircled by black and purple. Everything
the trainer predicted had come true. I was glad that I didn’t have
anything to do except homework.

“So far so good,” Brad said after I’d
updated him over the phone. It was the first time we’d talked in
months. “I can’t believe you’re wrestling again. That rules. But
you better not get your picture in the paper too often.”
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