

[image: Cover]



 

 

LIVING THE GIMMICK. Copyright © 2000 by Ben Peller. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review. For information address iPublish.com, Hachette Book Group, 237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017.


[image: art] A Time Warner Company

ISBN: 978-0-7595-2001-1

First edition: October 2000

The “iPublish.com” name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroup.com





LIVING

THE

GIMMICK

BEN PELLER

iPublish.com




To all the professional wrestlers I have ever watched or worked with, for making a small piece of my heart a place where dreams will always be possible.

And to my father, for giving me the spark.





What shocks the virtuous philosopher

delights the chameleon poet.

—John Keats







 

 


1


LADIES AND GENTLEMEN . . .



I yank the final lace of my left boot tight, preparing to commit fraud in front of ten million witnesses. Most of them will be watching through closed-circuit television, but eighty thousand of them are just outside, seated on folding chairs lining the field of Giants Stadium or in the bleachers above. Their cheers ease dully through the dressing room’s concrete walls, all four of which are painted a blank white. Only a full-length mirror provides a pocket of variety; it stands in the middle of the far wall, intimidating and unapologetic.

The crowd lets out another series of cheers. They have been growing more and more animated all afternoon, and now with evening, their moment of truth is almost here. Within minutes they will be watching two characters engage in a fantastic battle for a world championship belt that glitters high above an everyday life of mortgages and kids and bills and asshole bosses. I am one of those characters. The challenger. Mister Michael Harding, young lion seeking to fulfill a childhood dream. They are going to watch me attempt to defeat the World Wrestling Organization Heavyweight Champion in the main event of tonight’s annual professional wrestling extravaganza known as SlamFest.

There is a knock and the door opens before I can respond. “Michael,” comes a voice I recognize as belonging to “Hippo” Haleburg, an executive for the WWO. “They’re gonna take it home in about five. Then you’re on.”

I stand and pull up my yellow knee pads. In the mirror, a reflection confronts me. Long thick brown hair curling at the ends. Arms and chest and legs all shaved, and expanded from years of steroid use and weights. Bronzed, of course. A tan so blatant it looks like the skin has been permanently stained, forced to relinquish any hold on natural color.

Michael Harding, I mouth the words to myself. The movement of my lips is strange. My tongue clicks against my teeth like an intruder. Sweat has already collected on the wide scars lining my forehead.


“Whattaya say, Michael?” Hippo Haleburg prompts. “Ready to give ’em what they came here for?”

“What did they come here for, Hippo?” I ask, even though I know what his reply will be.

“Shit, if you don’t know that, we’re in trouble.” He claps his hands. “Come on, kid, let’s give ’em a good show.”

This is the answer. They have come to lose themselves in the brutality of choreographed violence. They have come to see a world that is contained within the very chaos it exhibits. They have come to see if I can become a champion and achieve what I have long believed to be my dream. They have come for a good show.

But there is no guarantee they’ll get one. Because there is a key variable that will make this bout like no other I have ever wrestled. Tonight, for the first time in my life, I will be stepping into a ring with absolutely no knowledge of how the upcoming match will end.

 

Participation in the world of professional wrestling is desired only by a unique few. I was one of them. Throughout my career I met countless fall-ins, a term for those who found themselves in the business by default. They were former gym teachers, frustrated body builders, and football players who were forced into premature retirement because of ineffectiveness or injuries. One former amateur wrestling champion told me he considered professional wresting a basic career change. That’s like saying a switch from pauper to millionaire is a basic status change. They are two different worlds, pure and simple.

The groundwork for my wish to become a professional wrestler was laid at a Cub Scout Father-Son softball game during the summer of my tenth birthday. I’d gone there with another boy, Max Egan, and his father. Max and I were in the same fourth grade class. He was a moody kid who loved attention. He constantly picked fights with others, then backed down the moment his opponent landed anything other than a glancing blow. Often there were two or three other kids following him around, latching on to the safety of his aggression.

Max and I didn’t know each other that well, but his mother, a den mother with thin precise features, had insisted I tag along. “You two can be like brothers for a day!” she exclaimed brightly.

When I got up to bat at the picnic, nobody called out any words of encouragement. Half the kids there probably didn’t even know my name because I rarely spoke at meetings. But still I felt that everyone was watching me, wondering which of the grown-up men was my father. The pitcher was studying me. Why didn’t he just pitch the ball?

Two men standing along the first base line were whispering to each other. One of them laughed. My ears burned. Was he laughing at the fact I was here as Max’s “brother-for-a-day”? I cursed the fucking Cub Scouts for organizing this idiot event. The pitcher finally wound up and then the ball was looping through the air at me.

I swung, wanting to get a hit, any kind of hit, just so I could get away from being so exposed at the plate. The jolt sent a satisfied vibration up my arms. I watched the ball fly away, half-expecting it to come rushing back and hit me in the face. Only when someone shouted “Run!” did I drop the bat and take off in the direction of first base.

I made it to third, sliding in and triggering a mini-storm of dust. I leapt up and looked around, flushed with excitement and exertion from running. Mr. Egan was in the dugout, drinking a beer and talking to another kid’s father. Someone went up and motioned toward me, and Mr. Egan turned his whiskered face in my direction and hollered: “Good job, kid!” Even though the compliment came out in a bored and slightly slurred tone, it still felt good. My back became suddenly hot, invaded by something other than sweat. I turned to see Max standing in the outfield, his eyes narrowed and fixed on me.

After the softball game, groups of fathers and their kids congregated with a shared economy. All of them were following a code involving high fives and enthusiastic tones that looked and sounded so easy, but remained a mystery to me. I retreated from their booming voices to the shade underneath an oak tree. There I sat, trying to eat a hot dog while constantly pressing my finger into the bun and then to my flesh. This was my habit for as long as I could remember, the need to touch something in order to confirm its actual existence. The thing I most often touched was my own body; scratching my arms, poking my legs, anything to make contact. To make sure I was still here.

A painful itch came alive on my arm. I looked and saw a large mosquito there. Its fang, no wider than a pin, sucking out blood.

I slammed an open palm against this easy target. When I took my hand away, I saw its dead body lying tangled in a small smear of blood. My own blood. For an instant I felt victorious. I had conquered something that had made me itch. I was real.

But then the fresh bite erupted. It felt like a million tiny bugs were inside its swelled red cap, tickling just under my skin. With this came guilt. The mosquito still lay mangled against my skin. I picked up its body between two fingernails. Then I pressed the evidence into the grass, digging my fingers under the dirt. Instead of being silenced, the itch now throbbed harder. I scratched the wound furiously, causing more blood to run. I took another bite of my hot dog and chewed miserably. The bun was stained with blood from my fingers. More evidence of the bug I’d killed so effortlessly, like everything in the world could be killed. I touched my arm hesitantly, then took a breath.

Still alive. For now.

“Hey, Mikey!”

The words were like a high pitched shotgun blast. I knew they’d come from Max even before I opened my eyes and saw him approaching with a group of four boys behind him. My fingers tore at the hot dog bun. “Why are you here, Mikey?” Max spat. “You don’t have a father!”

“Yes, I . . .” I dropped the shredded bun and scratched my hand. “I did.”

“Then what happened to him?” Max asked, his voice tauntingly curious.

My throat seized up. I jumped up and turned to walk away. “Chicken!” Max shouted excitedly. “Chicken!” My feet whirled around and ran toward a blur. When I regained focus, my hands were slamming into Max’s shoulders. He fell to the ground.

One of his friends stepped over and shoved me and shouted: “Bastard!” The word was unknown to me, but the shove was familiar enough. So I shoved him back. Hands collided with my back. I stumbled and turned to face whomever had pushed me. A different pair of hands hit me from behind.


The kids closed in, each of them chanting “Bastard. Bastard. Bastard.” This word saturated the surrounding air with hostility, a chorus of hammers striking steel drums. I stumbled through a hole in the ring of boys and ran. I kept running until the sound of their laughter disappeared completely, taken over by the sounds of younger kids playing on a swing set at the park’s edge. I ran all the way home, even though I wasn’t due back for hours. My eyes never left the pavement, where a blurred shadow remained a constant step ahead. I tried to catch up, pushing myself harder and harder until I stumbled and sprained my ankle. I jogged the rest of the way home with my eyes closed.

Mom wasn’t home, so I let myself in with my key, which hung on a thin leather rope around my neck. The inside of my throat was dry, still on fire from the combination of running and tears. I went into the kitchen for a glass of water, avoiding my favorite big brown mug. Punishment for letting Max and the other kids push me around, for my lack of faith in my own body’s existence.

I hurried into the living room, wincing on my ankle, and pulled a large dictionary down from its home on the top shelf of a rickety bookcase. The word was simple enough to sound out . . . bass-turd, bass-turd . . . and I tracked it down right away: Bastard 1. an illegitimate child. 2. anything inferior, spurious, or not standard.


I slammed the book shut, but the word lay embedded in my stomach. The mosquito bite on my arm screamed and I clawed at it. If I just stood there I would vomit, so I limped over to the television and snapped it on. Then my hands went to my thighs. Tapping over and over. I commanded my hands to stop, but they wouldn’t. I cursed myself with a soft sob and focused on the unfolding light of the television screen. Two gigantic men were throwing each other around a ring. My hands became still. These two monsters were exchanging blows that looked crippling, but they kept getting up after every fall. The blows must have hurt; their faces registered intense pain. But they kept fighting. It was like they were invincible.

Do men that big really exist?

Two more titans in spikes flew into the ring. Three of them began to pound on one. The image made me think back to the park where Max and his gang had jumped me, and tears of outrage welled up. But then something amazing happened; the one man actually fought back with a flurry of blows so overwhelming that he knocked the other three men out of the ring. I watched, awestruck, as he stood triumphant in the middle of the ring and flexed mightily.

When Mom arrived home a little while later she found me leaping around the room, my sprained ankle forgotten, throwing blows at invisible opponents in imitation of those dancing warriors on the screen.

 

During the next week I went into the boys’ washroom every afternoon to examine the scab slowly growing over the mosquito bite. The third afternoon, Max and two other kids marched in while I was at the mirror.


“Oh, look,” Max hooted, “Mikey’s posing. Think you’re tough, huh, Mikey? Think you can whip me?”

I knew if I tried to fight Max the other two would jump in. Besides that, I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to be left alone. My face hovered motionless in the mirror as they got closer. Instead of fear, a hot anger was erupting inside. I imagined my blood was lava, coursing below a skin that felt weirdly foreign. I’d done nothing to deserve this treatment; for one of the first times in my life I felt right. I was a good guy being unfairly attacked, and remembering how that wrestler on television had fought back, I fastened my face into an aggressive sneer. Max’s grab for my shoulder was cut off when I spun around and knocked his hand away. “You want some of me, little man?” I roared in a voice that, although unfamiliar, was immediately comfortable. It seemed an inevitable discovery. The tiled floor under my feet became solid. “I’ll take on all three of you! But you remember one thing!” The words flowed so naturally, made all the more intense by my opponents’ stunned looks. “I will show you no mercy! I will beat you . . . One. Two. Three.” With the last word I shifted my weight toward Max, who retreated quickly.

I was surprised to find my arms rising. They locked outstretched at my sides and I stood in imitation of a pro wrestler poised to leap off a turnbuckle. Although this stance left me wide open to attack, my body remained frozen. My heart was beating so loudly I was sure it was audible throughout the bathroom, but if they could hear it they gave no sign. All three just kept staring at me, their jaws hanging open in vacant surprise. They may as well have been looking at an alien. “You’re weird,” Max finally pronounced, then turned and walked out of the bathroom. Their leader gone, the other two kids looked at each other and found matching confusion. They left.

Max was right. I was weird. I was also victorious, without even having to throw a blow. A feeling of freedom fanned out inside of me like a warm blanket gliding cleanly onto a bed. This was something I could use. I turned and faced the mirror. The scab on my arm was still visible and ugly. I picked at it and watched the blood run.

Max and his crew didn’t ever bother me again and the bite eventually healed, but left behind a scar as small and unique as a snowflake.

 

I turned fourteen in 1984. That was the year I attended my first World Wrestling Organization show at the Rosemont Horizon. The main event featured “The American Dream” Sonny Logan defending his WWO Heavyweight Championship against “Cowboy” Jesse Buke. Logan stood 6'7" and boasted twenty-three-inch biceps (which he referred to as cannons). In between successfully defending his title for the past three years, he’d been steadily spouting an all-American rhetoric with such grace and charisma that he became a fixture on late-night talk shows. Logan won that night, of course, then flexed as a sea of flash bulbs exploded. Before the house lights came on, I scurried underneath the bleachers and slipped backstage. After hiding behind a mountain of sound equipment for a half an hour listening to voices and footsteps pass by, I stepped out and launched myself blindly up a flight of stairs. In the bare light of the stairwell a hulklike form was descending. As the figure approached, I recognized it as belonging to Sonny Logan himself. His face stretched into a smile and he extended his hand. “How’s it goin’, brother?” he asked.

“Hi, Dream,” I whispered, taking his extended hand. His grip was relaxed, but his eyes reached forcefully into mine. His skin was stained with a permanent tan, and strands of blond hair cascaded from the sides of a prominent forehead. It was the first time I ever shook hands with one of the men whose image I had taken from the wrestling ring and used to fill the vacant place in all the pictures of my mother and me. Then his touch was gone and I was watching the World Gym insignia on the back of his leather jacket descend down the next flight of stairs.

I followed quietly, stopping at the door that led out to the cavernous cargo area. I peered outside and saw technicians and workers rolling up cables and loading pieces of the ring into a truck. Sonny Logan was standing by a limousine, talking to “Cowboy” Jesse Buke. They shook hands and then Sonny Logan got into the limousine while Jesse climbed into another car. Witnessing this brief exchange only fueled my excitement. I was privy to a special secret; something meaningful had just been laid out before me.

It is an illusion. They will do this night after night and all will work out as it should.

A few minutes later I floated out of the arena into a night sewn together by sticky heat. I felt a peculiar absence of fear. Everything was all right. A hero had touched my hand and acknowledged my individual existence; suddenly, I could be anything or anyone I wanted to be.

Two extraordinary things happened that next week. I didn’t feel the need to touch that hand to confirm its existence, and I began lifting weights.

 

My desire to be a professional wrestler was with me all the time, as powerful and well-defined as other kids’ dreams of becoming a magician or an astronaut. Although pro wrestling was as esoteric as those professions, it lacked their respectability. This made it even more appealing. Although not technically an illegitimate child, the world had branded me different and inferior because of circumstances I couldn’t control. I savored the idea of being at odds with that world.

My physical stature made taking on giants like Sonny Logan a long shot; when I started high school, I was only 5'5" and 115 pounds. It was impossible to look to my father as evidence of future growth; he had died of prostate cancer when I was six. My only memories of him were of a gaunt, hollow-eyed figure struggling to sit up in his hospital bed in order to give me a hug. I had been too scared to hug him, afraid that if I so much as touched him, his bones would burst through his skinny sheet of flesh.

“Was my dad big?” I asked Mom a few weeks after I started lifting weights. She halted her work on the back door’s loose handle. The kitchen was silent as she studied the screwdriver in her hand.


“Yes, I suppose,” she said. Her eyes left the screwdriver and found me, sitting at the table and rolling an orange from one hand to another. “He had a desk job, you know. At the Board of Exchange—”

“But he had a big build, right?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes. He had a big build.” Her voice came slowly and her eyes were far away. She might have been studying an old picture in her mind. There were none that I knew of in the apartment. “Why do you ask?” she asked.

“I want to get big,” I said. “I want to be a pro wrestler.”

She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “A pro wrestler, huh?” She nodded and went back to the door handle. “All right, kiddo. Just don’t get too big.”

I didn’t tell her that in order to get into the ring, I would need to get too big. For me, part of the attraction of being a pro wrestler was the requirement of being larger than the average human being, larger than life itself.

Hours and hours of reps, the same movements either pulling or pushing, but the weights kept increasing. I fell in love with lifting huge amounts of weight. After a workout I would multiply the number of reps by the number of pounds I used for each exercise, then dutifully record the total in my “Muscle Journal.” A vague goal of a million pounds had formed in my mind. This goal made it possible for me to endure those first few months of pain, when my arms would hurt so much from the previous day’s workout that I found it hard to raise a pen in class.


But I soon saw that as far as muscles were concerned, pain signaled growth. Every hour spent in the gym brought Michael Harding one step closer to climbing into a wrestling ring.

I reached one million pounds by my sixteenth birthday. After noting this in my Muscle Journal, I threw the book away. By that time, there was enough physical proof of my body’s growth to inspire me.

During these years, I saw my efforts to bulk up as evidence of determination, drive, and growth. My family had their own adjectives to describe my goal, “crazy” being the most popular. My mother settled for “murky.”

Murky or not, by the end of my junior year I had grown seven inches and built myself up to 192 pounds. At a Christmas dinner with my mother’s sister, my relatives said that I was looking “too big.”

“No such thing.” I waved their worries away with a sweep of my arm before taking a large bite of the chicken leg I held. We had come out to the suburbs of Chicago, where my Aunt Shirley lived in a compact two-story house, complete with a portable pool in back and a spacious basement recreation room.

The house was located on a street lined with other houses differing only in minor details such as the type of wood paneling on the front door and what kind of bushes lined the driveway. A few brave souls risked neighborhood censure and threw up bird feeders in their front yards. My Aunt Shirley found them “tacky and offensive.” “Birds can make very offensive noises,” she had explained on more than one occasion.

Now she sat regarding me with an air of self-righteous suspicion as I gnawed at the chicken leg. Her black hair was set in flammable curls. “I don’t think those people make much money, dear,” she said to me as I reached for another helping of mashed potatoes.

“Sonny Logan makes two, maybe three million a year,” I said. In fact, I had no idea. “At least,” I added.

“But that’s before taxes,” my cousin Jim pointed out from across the table. “After taxes, he’s probably only doing a million. These days, a million isn’t all that much.” Jim, a year older than me, had a medium-build, medium-complexion, and a medium-personality. He had already been accepted for early admission to Harvard, where he planned to major in economics. He had been seeing the same girl for three years, and the two already had plans to get engaged soon after high school graduation. He allowed himself a beer and a half at parties (the other half of the beer he allowed his girlfriend to consume) and had never been drunk in his life. He smoked one cigar a month and thought people who sold “pot and all that other crap” should be given life in prison. He based his objection not on the standard conservative argument that drugs were deadly, but that the illicit drug trade messed up the pharmaceutical industries. Not that he wasn’t a rebel. His one “trip astray,” as he put it, came when he had just turned seven and had hatched a plot to disfigure every bicentennial quarter he came across. He figured the proof sets his parents had given him for his seventh birthday would be worth a fortune if he destroyed all the others. He once confided that he and his Boy Scout knife had scarred over fifty bicentennial quarters before he finally came to grips with the unlikelihood of knocking the millions of other quarters out of circulation. He also conveniently overlooked the fact that his was not the only proof set in existence.

“Plus,” Jim now said to me from across the table, “that stuff’s all fake.”

“Oh yeah?” My voice jumped. “How would you know? Ever been in the ring?” To hear Jim dismiss a carefully orchestrated illusion like pro wrestling as “fake” rankled me. It was like calling a classic car “old.” Years as a pro wrestler would hone this defensiveness to a fine edge. What Jim didn’t know was that I had already written several scripts for matches, which I performed with a pillow laced with extra stuffing. My bed served as the ring for my one-sided battles. These matches never failed to draw pounding on the ceiling from the apartment just below my bedroom. In my imagination, I had learned to transform the angry beats into the roar of the crowd.

But someone like Jim didn’t want to understand the subtle magic that made pro wrestling much more than a “fake” sport, and my own inability to explain frustrated me as well. I kept up my attack. “Have you?” I demanded again, with the mounting anger I believed a pro wrestler would display in that situation.

“Honestly, Bonnie.” My aunt threw the words at my mother while casting anxious glances at me. “Can’t you talk to him?”

Mom just shrugged and attempted the nonchalant grin she relied upon whenever this subject came up. “Harry, what do you think?” Shirley turned to her husband, who took the matter seriously enough to give it a few seconds of silent thought, a spoonful of peas poised before his thin lips.

“College,” he determined. Then he plunged the peas into his mouth and chewed with careful motions. He was a small-framed man, and his actions were always tainted with a hesitation so precise that it must have taken years to perfect. “Go to college.” Harry finally swallowed. “Then find a good job and marry a nice girl.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because . . .” He became flustered at the question. “What do you mean ‘why?’”

“Why does it only have to be a ‘good’ job? I think being a pro wrestler would be a dream job,” I told him, then felt embarrassed at revealing this much to someone who probably wouldn’t get it anyway. “And I think nice girls are boring,” I added.

Harry stabbed another group of peas with his fork and said nothing for the rest of the meal.

On the ride home that night, Mom spent the first ten minutes in the smoldering silence that always came before a big talk. I waited, gripping my left forearm like a vise for ten second intervals. Houses shot past my dim reflection in the passenger window. “Shirley’s worried about you,” Mom announced. I responded with a weary sigh. “Michael—” she began.

“I don’t want to go back to Shirley’s again,” I said, turning to face her. The car rumbled over a rough portion of the road before smoothing out.

“Michael.” She sighed again. “They’re concerned about you. I am, too.” As I opened my mouth in protest, she added quickly: “In a way. I mean, it’s great that you have such a clear goal. But why . . .”

“I don’t know,” I said quietly. My forearm was ready to explode from the pressure, but my hand didn’t release.

“Is it . . . anything to do with your father?” she asked cautiously.

“No,” I snapped, embarrassed that she felt she had to be so tentative. “It’s got nothing to do with him. It’s about having pride in myself.” I went on quickly, gesturing now with both hands free. “And taking advantage of being an American and going after my dream.” This regurgitation of one of Sonny Logan’s trademark rants was enough to convince myself that I was making sense. I kept talking, afraid to stop. “That’s what life is for, for hunting down your dreams. Would you feel better if I wanted to be an accountant like good little Jimmy?” I asked.

“Michael, stop it,” she said, voice rising. “I don’t want you to make a mistake. Besides,” she added, “you are getting too big.”

My arms were curled at my sides, and I flexed both biceps in armored defiance. “Too big is never big enough—”

“Damn it, Michael! Don’t give me these goddamn pro wrestler speeches! They’re a bunch of overgrown ignorant kids! Is that what you want to be? Some ridiculous cartoon?”

“What did you want to be when you were growing up?” I demanded. Several seconds of silence. I watched the road markers being eaten up by our car.

Then came her quiet response: “A mother.”

“Sorry if I’ve disappointed you,” I said. Her silence found a way through my sarcasm. I snapped on the radio.

“Dusk or dawn?” she asked in an uncertain monotone.

“Dusk,” I offered. Without moving our heads, we found each other, both forgiving, in the corner of our respective ranges of vision.

 

When I was around eight, two years before pro wrestling entered my consciousness, I got my mother a painting for her birthday. It was of a small building shaped like a boat and colored a pristine aqua-blue. A small chipped sign reading “Bed and Breakfast” dangled just above the small doorway. The building’s hull was perched just above a cliff strewn with bushes and a stairway of different sized rocks leading to a smooth ocean below. Half of a burning sun hovered expectantly above the sheet of water. A red haze emanated from it, as though it was in the throes of a slow explosion. Its redness overtook the entire picture, giving the sun the intensity of a fiery diamond cutting through the sea of glass. The cliff’s landscape offered no clue as to what coast this scene portrayed. As soon as I hung it up in the living room, my mother and I had engaged in a good-natured argument over whether it was “dusk or dawn.”

“What’s it called?” she had asked.

“Broken Dock.”

“Oh, that’s a big help,” she had replied. And we had both laughed.

This became our anchor of sorts; and we clung to it as our arguments grew more heated throughout my teenaged years. This was a mystery we agreed to both be puzzled by.

I never told her that I sometimes had the strange feeling, after studying the picture for a long period of time, that it was neither dusk nor dawn. That instead the sun was approaching the earth (I read somewhere that in a billion years this would really happen) and was setting the entire planet on fire. I imagined that painting was of earth’s last refuge, the one place the sun hadn’t yet consumed. The ship had tried to crawl onto land in order to get away from the ocean’s boiling water. It was the end of the planet, of life as we know it, and of a predictable orbit that had been in place for billions of years.

I revealed this to no one, storing it away in my mind like some rare collectible weapon that was too dangerous to keep in plain sight but too valuable to throw away.

Still, it troubled me enough to inspire me to create my own artwork. I wanted to tap into the strange mystery that Broken Dock proposed. During high school, art was the only subject that even came close to igniting the same kind of enthusiasm in me that professional wrestling did. I stored all my sketches in a small cardboard box I kept on the window sill. Its fold-up top was covered with heart stickers from several Valentine’s Days ago. My sketches were done in pencil, all of simple colorless objects shaped not by their own essence, but from the surrounding features. A vase would be outlined against a mirror floating in the background, illuminated by its own reflection. I sometimes imagined that the sunlight shining through the window down onto the box would awaken color from the sketches within. But every time I emptied the box to make room for new sketches, I saw the sun hadn’t made a damn bit of difference.

 

My grandfather on my father’s side, Jerald Harding, had played an integral part in the Chicago real estate boom back in the 1920s, and then again after the Second World War. He now lived in the penthouse apartment of a building located two blocks inland from the “Gold Coast” of Lake Shore Drive. In addition to helping design the structure, he had overseen its construction, greasing necessary political wheels and extracting various permits from key city government offices. The end result was that it was located on a strategic corner and had possessed one of the best views of Lake Michigan until 1956, when larger buildings had sprouted up closer to the lake. Angels and clouds festooned its brick facade.

Every Saturday after working out, I would take the bus over to see him. He let me drink beer so I could “get a bit of a glow on” for the nighttime festivities of hanging out with my friends. My grandfather was the kind of man who was able to pontificate about his youth without becoming maudlin, and share life lessons without sounding pedantic. He believed in a certain old school of responsibility that he claimed was distressingly absent in the modern world. But, true to his self-restraint, he never belabored this point or any other. “Keepin’ your mouth shut is the best way to keep your options open,” he would murmur contentedly as we sat on his porch in silent contemplation of the buildings around us.

We spent a good portion of our afternoons together playing gin rummy with a deck of cards he claimed once belonged to Al Capone. I had beaten my grandfather steadily in these games up until the time I was sixteen. Then he began trouncing me every game, and it took a few weeks before I realized he had simply been letting me win all along. I was flattered that he now believed I was worthy of beating.

One afternoon a few months before my eighteenth birthday, we were taking a break from playing cards and simply sitting on his deck staring at the water. Slivers of Lake Michigan squeezed between buildings like light through a row of giant metallic fingers. He wrapped a large hand around a moist beer bottle. “You’re really serious about this pro wrestling?” he asked. In spite of the pack-a-day cigarette habit he maintained for sixty of his eighty-three years, his voice had managed to retain a smooth layer just above its gravelly strength. His scalp still boasted a fair amount of hair, although its color had faded.

I began to nod. “Yes,” I said for further emphasis.

“How’s your ma feel about it?”

“She thinks it’s a phase.”

His eyes were growing more and more curious, and I was finally able to stop nodding. “Maybe it is,” my grandfather chuckled. “Hell, I still look at smoking as one of my phases.” He leisurely exhaled a cloud of smoke, which was soon broken apart by winds whipping in from the lake. “Life is all about phases. Everything you see here . . . all these buildings . . . they were a phase. In 1928 I designed and built a row of apartment houses on Belmont. We made sure each of them was tailor made to the buyer’s requests.” He drained the remaining beer from the bottle. “Now they’re knockin’ ’em down for rows of identical ones. Tract houses. Fuck me if I know why someone would wanta raise a family in one of those.”

He sighed. “If I give you something, will you promise to keep it?” he asked.

“Sure,” I replied.

He excused himself and rolled his wheelchair inside. A few minutes later he emerged with two fresh bottles of beer in each hand and an old mitt resting on his lap. “Thanks,” I said, accepting one of the bottles from him. He kept studying the mitt as though he half-expected it to suddenly leap off his legs.

Finally he spoke: “I used this mitt while I was growing up, playing in the pick-up games down on the south side. This was back in 1919, 1920 . . . the days when scouts still hung out in neighborhoods. I was a pretty good player. A scout even offered me a contract once.”

He lit a fresh cigarette with his old one and exhaled again before continuing. “Couldn’t take him up on it, of course. My father was dead, and I had brothers and sisters to support,” he said, looking up at me. “You don’t have any brothers and sisters. And your mother doesn’t need supporting.” He extended the glove to me. I took it. The leather was hardened with age, but I managed to work it down over my fingers.

“Thanks,” I said quietly. He nodded. The glove’s insignia was faded, but when I brought it to my nose I could still pick up a stubborn trace of rich leather scent.

An hour later, after he trounced me in several rounds of gin rummy, I got up to leave. He went with me as far as the door, where we stared at each other for a time that seemed longer than the few seconds it probably was. “Are you sure . . . you want me to keep this?” I asked, indicating the glove I was holding tightly in my right hand.

“Yes,” he nodded firmly. “Please.”

 

The basement of my high school was always hot and sticky, even in wintertime. I spent a lot of time there, lifting weights in “the cage,” a weight-lifting area surrounded by chain-link fence. It was located in the center of the basement, and inside were bench presses, squat racks, dumbbells that went up to seventy pounds, and slabs of metal weighing as much as a hundred pounds each. The football coach, Chuck Grabowski, a former pro football player who looked as though he still ate bottle caps for breakfast, supervised the cage from behind a copy of The Sporting News. Whenever someone would release a particularly powerful grunt, he would look up with a hint of approval flickering through his perpetual scowl.

A track surrounded the entire perimeter of the basement, and it was used primarily by the girls’ track team and the cheerleading squad. Oftentimes the girls would watch us through the small holes of the cage, reacting with questioning glances to the same grunts that would elicit Grabowski’s approval. We greeted their stares of mingled attraction and distaste with the casual indifference we thought would make us look even more unapproachable. For a while I dated one of the cheerleaders who could always be seen doing laps. Had Uncle Harry known of Charlotte Fischer, he would have most certainly approved. She embodied his notion of “a nice girl.” Her honey-blond hair always looked recently washed, and her face maintained an air of innocence even after our marathon make-out sessions. Although I really liked her, I found myself haunted by a hatred for her laugh—a high-pitched nasal shriek that made her sound like a witch. Even in the moments I felt truly drawn to her, her horrible laugh would sound in my head like a taunting chorus.

“I want to have your children,” she said quietly to me on the night of our senior prom. We were twenty-five stories up in the bedroom of a hotel suite. She was standing against the window, her body draped with a white lace nightgown. She looked like a ghost against the dark sky, visible through the glass. “You being a wrestler would make it hard to raise a family,” she continued.

“Family?” I cried. “I just turned eighteen, for chrissakes!”

“My parents got married when they were eighteen. Two years later, they had me.”

I nodded helplessly.

“How old were your parents when they had you?” she asked.


“I don’t know.”

“Well . . . did they meet in high school or—”

“I don’t know,” I barked, fingernails digging into both my thighs. I pressed them down further, sighing with the sharp licks of pain. Pain that reassured me I was alive.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, “but I don’t know.”

“I Remember You” by Skid Row filtered obscurely through the closed door, the words as mournful as the stalemate that hung in the air. “Come here,” I said and patted the bed. She did, and we lay there, hands clutching at each other’s backs, until long after the song ended.

Later that night, we made love with a passion we had never been able to capture before. As we lie there afterward, she closed her hand lightly around mine. “It’s okay,” she whispered.

When I called her the next weekend, she told me, very gently, that she had a date that night. I almost thanked her. As we promised to remain friends, sadness and relief collided in my gut.

“That sucks, man,” Marty said to me later that week, as we lay on the high jump mat stationed about thirty yards from the cage. “She was hot, too.”

“Phone breakups are pretty bad,” Bryan added. The three of us had been best friends since grade school. Almost every day after working out, we would have matches on the mat, its surface as bouncy as a trampoline. Marty and Bryan were rabid pro wrestling fans, and they viewed my dream of becoming a pro wrestler with a mixture of support and disbelief.

“Me and her are still friends, at least.” I shrugged. “That’s important.”

“Hard to be friends with a chick,” Bryan said, nodding his head. He would make a hell of a psychiatrist one day. His neat, thoughtful face was made to ponder. Marty was the opposite, with angry freckles and a face that always managed to shape itself into an expression of defiance.

“How the hell would you know?” Marty teased him, then said to me: “At least you popped her, right?”

“Well, yeah.”

“On prom night?”

“Yeah.”

“You musta failed the test,” Marty chuckled.

“Eat me,” I barked, face flushing. “It was . . . special.”

They both hooted. “Oh, I’ll bet. If it was so special, how come she broke up with you?” Marty demanded.

“Because she wanted to get married and I’m not gonna be able to do that if I’m on the road all the time wrestling.”

“Jesus,” Bryan whistled, “are you really serious about this pro wrestling stuff?”

“Hell, yeah.”

“Sure,” Marty chided, scratching his chest. “I’ll bet you a hundred bucks you’re at University of Illinois next fall, just like the rest of us.”

“Fine. Let’s bet,” I started to extend my hand then saw his already waiting.

“Come on,” he said, fingers fluttering. “Let’s do it.”

I pulled back, my cheeks hot enough to explode. “If I know you, you won’t have the money to pay me,” I said in a lame quivering voice.

That night, I wrestled with my overstuffed pillow a half hour longer than usual, repeatedly slamming it on my mattress, stopping only to acknowledge the pounding accolades from the apartment below.

 

A week before graduation, the school newspaper printed all the names of the graduating seniors and where they intended to go after high school. Out of six hundred people, five hundred and sixty-four were going on to college. Thirty more were listed as: “full time workers.” And there were six whose future after high school was dismissed as “unknown.” I was one of them.

This pissed me off because on the questionnaire they’d given us the week before I had clearly printed “Shane Stratford’s Wrestling Academy.” While others had sent for packets of information from various universities, I had written a letter to Buck Dipter, the editor for Pro Wrestling Monthly, asking for a list of any pro wrestling schools he might know of. The magazine’s 250,000 circulation apparently kept Buck busy, because he failed to respond. Finally, I stumbled across an article in another magazine listing a half dozen schools. I sent off a batch of inquiries, and Shane Stratford had been the only one to respond. His information packet had consisted of several photocopied articles citing his school’s “superior manner of teaching” and “great adherence to the sport’s dignity.” But what interested me most was that he was the West Coast representative for the World Wrestling Organization. Included was an application that asked questions that ranged from the benign (Who was my favorite wrestler?) to the more sinister (Did I bleed easily?). A week after I submitted my application, he called me at home and invited me to come out for a tryout. “Can’t guarantee that I’ll take you on,” he had warned. “You sound like someone who’s serious about this. But if you aren’t, I don’t want you wasting my time.” Assuring him that I was damn serious, I promised that I’d be out there sometime before the end of summer.

But my school newspaper didn’t consider this a pursuit worth acknowledging, and neither did my speech communications teacher and classmates. The teacher had assigned a speech on “My Dream Job.” Several people had talked about becoming musicians or actors. The teacher praised these vocations as “artistically challenging,” while professions such as architecture or financial consulting were “grounded and secure.” When I announced my choice, he paused for several seconds, his lips chewing air. “Strange,” he finally proclaimed. I seethed in my chair, throwing up a coiled silence in response to the outburst of laughter.

That afternoon when I got home, my mom was waving an envelope from Oakton Community College. She had pestered me so much that I had finally mailed off an application just to satisfy her. Now they’d sent a letter of acceptance. Reading the letter over my shoulder, my mom let out a delighted cry.

“I’m not going,” I declared. Her face darkened immediately.

“I’m going to go to California,” I continued, “to Shane Stratford’s Wrestling Academy.”

“No, Michael. You’re not.”

“What th—”

“You can go to Oakton for a few years and get a handle on a basic education,” she galloped on, her words sounding very precise and planned, perhaps practiced in bed at night, “and get an associate’s degree—”

“I don’t want to go to Oakton,” I interrupted.

“And then, if you still want to try out this pro wrestling thing, we’ll see about you going—”


“We’ll see?” I echoed incredulously.

The phone let out a shrill ring. Mom rose and answered it in a weary tone. The thing I hated most about these conversations was how much they always seemed to exhaust her.

Mom began answering “yes” in a suspicious voice. I looked up to see her staring blankly at the refrigerator door. She bit her lip, set the receiver down on the counter, and looked at me. “Jerald’s dead,” she said quietly.

I blinked hard, body growing numb. Death. It was so real I could feel it inside me at that moment. Waiting. I gripped my biceps, rubbed my arms over and over. Only when I felt dizzy did I realize I had been holding my breath. My lungs gasped, sucking in air frantically. I began coughing and pounding my chest. “Michael, are you okay?” Mom asked urgently. “Do you want some water?”

“No thanks.” I coughed again and turned away, tapping my own chest. The sound was reassuring. Steady and reliable; an artificial heartbeat that I could control.

I went to my room, closing the door quietly behind me. The baseball glove peeked down from the bookshelf, where it lay nestled securely between two sketches. I lay on the mattress, tapping my chest. If I stopped I would die.

 

My grandfather’s estate had been considerable, but taxes cut it down to a modest amount. He left most of it to my mom, much to the chagrin of his flesh and blood daughter, Annie. Annie had left home at eighteen and by the time she turned twenty was married to the heir of a hotel chain and living in Boston. She dove into the society life of parties and dinners with ease, divorcing and marrying six more times in the next twenty-two years. Throughout this whirlwind of matrimonial activity, she had found the time to call her father exactly twice. “She’s a heartbreaker,” he once told me wistfully. “I wish she was more like your mother.”

So it was no real surprise that Annie wasn’t mentioned in his will. What shocked everyone, including me, was that he had left specific instructions that $7,000 go to me “immediately, for upkeep of the glove.” That was the exact reading of the sentence. I didn’t share the story he had told me with anyone. I thought it was something he would’ve liked to have kept between us.

His will stated that his final wish was to have his ashes thrown into the legendary Chicago winds from the top of the Sears Tower. He’d often made reference to this during our afternoons together. “I never want to touch the ground,” he had said. After many tense phone calls, Annie had agreed to come out to participate in this last bit of cleanup regarding her father on the second of July, en route to a Fourth of July party at a North Shore mansion owned by some governor’s son.

This was the first time I had met her. She was a slight woman with hardened features that bore the evidence of years spent constantly willing the world into a form that would suit them. Her hair was dyed red, and her nose had obviously been sculpted to remove any trace of her family’s Russian Jewish ancestry. She spoke with an affected Boston Brahmin accent that warped even casual observations into stubborn declarations.

On the morning we met in the lobby of the Sears Tower, she was restrained in her greetings. The man standing a few feet behind her, her seventh husband, reached over and introduced himself as “Jed Smythe with a y and an e.” His face hovered above a neck overcome with fat. He looked like he weighed at least 275 pounds, and I wondered if I was capable of body-slamming him.

As soon as we were all in the elevator, Annie’s eyes locked on me. About halfway up she spoke: “My father left you seven thousand dollars. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“What are you planning to do with it?” Her chin pointed at me accusingly.

“I don’t think that’s any of your—” Mom began.

“I’m going to use it to go to professional wrestling school,” I said. “Anything that’s left over I’ll put in the bank.”

There was a sharp ding. The elevator doors opened and I stepped outside. The observation deck was lashed by wind screaming off Lake Michigan. “I don’t think that’s very funny,” Annie’s voice came at me from behind.

“I’m not kidding,” I said, raising my voice in order to make myself heard.

“Let’s all remember why we’re here,” my mom interjected, holding up the ash-filled urn as though it were a peace offering.

I hurried to the railing. Chicago sprawled out before me, a collection of patchy roofs and dark streets. There were millions of tiny cracks running through the concrete that supported the city, and each winter these cracks grew and new cracks sprouted when more salt was spilled to melt away the frost. In the summer this same ground was dipped in a soupy heat and cooked by a ferocious sun. My grandfather’s death wouldn’t stop this city’s cycle, and I now confronted the sober fact that mine wouldn’t either. My feet rocked back and forth in a hectic rhythm. I located my grandfather’s old building. The movement of my feet grew more rapid, and I gripped the fence as though it were a cage.

Annie flew up beside me. “What kind of a joke are you trying to make, anyhow?” Annie asked.

“It’s not a joke,” I said. Looking out at the city fanning out into a blurry green horizon, my feet kept rocking with wild restlessness. The one thing I had that was mine and mine alone was a goal of being like the men who had elicited so many of my cheers and emotions. If I didn’t leave this city to follow that goal, I had a sick assurance that one day I’d find a roof with no fence, nothing to stop my body from throwing itself off.


“It’s not a joke!” I said louder. Her arms were crossed, and her face a mask of blank disgust. “It’s something I need to do.”

“It’s perfectly ludicrous,” she spat back.

“You don’t know me,” I told her. My words were even and full. “You didn’t even know your own father!”

Her lips parted in shock. “Aren’t you going to say something?” she commanded my mother.

“Yes.” Mom looked at me. After a few seconds, she turned back to Annie. “Shut up, Annie.”

Annie shook her head. “I think you’re both absolutely ridiculous.”

“I think you’re a pompous bitch,” I said.

Jed angrily protested that I couldn’t talk to his wife that way. I glared at him. He suddenly didn’t look so big. I can slam your fat ass, no problem. His next few words were lost in the wind, and then he lapsed into silence. Air rushed against goose bumps on the back of my neck as I hurried over to Mom, grabbed a handful of ashes, and flung it over the side of the building. I looked over at her. “Mom . . . I’ve gotta go,” I said. She nodded. “Thanks,” I said, then was gone.

After making it out to the sidewalk, I stopped and looked up, imagining that a gust of wind had captured at least a few of my grandfather’s ashes and for endless summers would keep them in a perpetual dance above the city he spent his life building. Then I turned and started moving again. There was a lot to do.

 


That night I went to a party at an apartment on Belmont Avenue. It seemed like half of my graduating class was there. Like always, people asked in joking tones when I was planning on leaving for pro wrestling school. This time I had a concrete answer: “Tomorrow morning.” The Amtrak ticket was on the top shelf of my closet along with the cashier’s check for $7,000. Two duffel bags were packed; one had only clothes, while the other contained pro wrestling magazines, workout books, my faithful wrestling pillow, and my grandfather’s glove.

There was a keg at the apartment. A stereo in the corner was at full volume, blaring rock songs by Motley Crue, Van Halen, Warrant . . . all their lyrics about being young and crazy screamed over drunken conversations about our futures. As midnight approached, the party began breaking out of self-contained chaos into genuine bedlam. People were vomiting through open windows, making out wherever they fell, and singing different songs with a shared intensity that made them sound as one.

Sometime around two in the morning, Bryan, Marty, and I staggered out of the building. A warm breeze blew through the street, bringing the leaves that were in full summer bloom to life. A maple tree stood in front of us, its branches waving gently to the tune of the night wind. To my blurred vision, its movements were not unlike signals of a conscious farewell. I was between Bryan and Marty, with one arm draped around each of them. “Hey,” I slurred, letting my face swing toward one and then the other, “I love you guys.”

“Love you too, man,” Bryan said. Our hug was broken by Marty’s frenzied voice.


“Check this out!” he was shouting. We turned and saw a firecracker in his hand, its wick blazing. He chucked the flames into the air a second before it exploded. The blast unleashed an echo down the street. Marty came up and locked his arms around my shoulders. His beer-tinged breath poured over me. “Let’s steal a car!” he whispered with aimless urgency.

“No way, bro.” I started laughing. He broke away.

“Aww . . . ,” he sneered. “You gotta go home and get your beauty sleep or somethin’?”

“No,” I fumbled, unsure of something. “Well, yeah. I gotta catch that train tomorrow morning.” Bryan and Marty and I had been together for as long as I could remember . . . six, seven years old . . . and now I was leaving. Next year they would both be at University of Illinois and for the first time in what seemed like forever we wouldn’t be together. I didn’t want to piss away this moment in a drunken blur; it was too damn important.

I stood there silently as attempts to express this whirled in my head. By the time I determined there was no real way to say it all, they were already staggering off in the general direction of the downtown Loop. I turned and headed in the other direction. As I passed underneath the shelter of a tree, I stopped at the sound of footsteps. When I turned, I discovered that I had only heard the echo of my own. Somewhere in the distance came the hollow blast of three rapid firecrackers followed by desperate cackling.

 


The alarm clock’s steady beep sent consciousness rushing at me head-on. My eyelids snapped open in horror. I pushed myself out of bed and yanked the plug out of the wall, silencing the thing. I wrapped the wire around the clock and stuffed it in the duffel bag alongside my grandfather’s mitt.

My mom was sitting up in the rocking chair by the living room. “Here,” she said quietly, and extended a wrapped plastic bag. I peered inside and saw a brand new toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste.

“Thanks,” I said.

“I already called the cab,” she said.

“Thanks,” I repeated with honest surprise.

“Kind of a late night last night, huh?” she asked, flirting with a smile.

“I had to say goodbye to some people,” I said. I didn’t feel as hungover as I should’ve been. In the years to come I would learn all about the wonders of adrenaline.

“Mom, I’m afraid,” I blurted. This admission took me by surprise. Her lips surrendered into a full smile. She rocked slowly in response.

“I don’t always understand you,” she said slowly, “but I guess most parents don’t always understand their children.” I walked over and fell into her warmth. “I think this is sort of the way it’s supposed to work,” she whispered in my ear. “I hope so, anyway,” she added. My eyes wandered up the wall behind us, finally landing on Broken Dock.

“Dusk or dawn?” I asked quietly.

“Dawn.”

We remained in each other’s arms until a horn came from outside. “Go,” she said.


Union Station’s high ceilings reflecting off an immaculate floor inspired enough awe in me to keep any sort of hangover safely at bay. But once on the train, with the buildings of Chicago drifting by the window, I leapt to my feet and careened toward the bathroom. Vomit burned my throat and stained the cool gray of the toilet bowl. I knelt there, unable to move until knocking at the door forced me to stand and look at myself in the mirror.

I had already chosen a wrestling persona for myself. I was to be a “good guy,” a la Sonny Logan. Good guys didn’t get drunk the night before they left home and then throw up in train restrooms the next morning. At least that’s what I believed then.

“I was not drunk last night. I am not drunk now, not running from anything,” I said this out loud to the mirror, and the unshaven guy with a thin strand of puke clinging to his chin morphed into a man on his way to greatness. A date with destiny.

As the train traveled west with the morning sun, taking me away from everything I had ever known, I concentrated on my new image.

It would be the first of many.
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WELCOME TO THE FAMILY



After Hippo Haleburg leaves, I apply a final layer of baby oil to insure that my skin will glisten beneath the spotlights. Smearing the oil over my chest and arms makes me feel like a classic car being waxed down before a show. My skin tingles with the application of moisture; it knows this ritual means a match is coming up. I dry my slippery hands with a towel and head outside.

The hallway is packed with wrestlers, many of whom are already starting to party. Hammer and Nale, two beefy bald men who call themselves “The Handymen,” are celebrating their winning the tag-team belts earlier in the day by downing champagne out of beer bongs. “What a waste of good champagne,” I say to them as I pass, just to be saying something. “You can’t taste it that way.”


“Hell, that’s the point.” Hammer belches. “Champagne tastes like shit.”

Nale finishes what’s in the bong and backs away. After swallowing, coughing, and gasping, he grins at me. “We’ll save ya a bottle.” He winks. Champagne dribbles down his chin.

I wave and move on, returning to the uncomfortable company of my own thoughts. The towel is still clutched in my hand.

“Look out, Mike!”

Rob Robertson, a former pro wrestler now turned company executive, rushes up. His face, wrinkled with age yet still cherubic, seems out of place sprouting from his three-piece suit. He looks like a kid playing dress-up. As we all do.

He pulls me over to where a group of wrestlers are gathered. “They’re brawling all the way back here!” he cries.

For a moment I’m confused before I remember that the current bout is a strap-match between two former tag-team partners, Wild Joe Irvin and Stud Hoss Mauler. The added stipulation of the strap means the two come armed with straps that they use to lace across their backs.

“Everyone stay behind that white line!” Rob points to a strip of tape running from one side of the hall to the other. I step back behind it, watching a cameraman hustle for position. He aims at the curtain separating backstage from the outside world. A few other wrestlers mingle around me, talking quietly and laughing. There’s Tug Tyler, a four-hundred-pound behemoth with a weakness for cats. He owns fourteen of them. Daytrader Duke, a slim cleanshaven guy with a rich kid gimmick who in reality is the lowest paid guy in the company because he just joined. Tony Martino, a Columbian drug lord gimmick. He’s got the five o’clock shadow and the rough barrio accent. You’d never guess he was born and raised in Minnesota.

Their voices drift around and through me but their words are hard to focus on. “Seen that cute little rat in the third row. She was giving me the eye—”

“Fuckin’ bonus for this show better be good or I swear I’m quittin’. If I don’t go over six figures this year, I’m gone.”

“This dude came up to me at the banquet last night. Thought I was his fuckin’ long lost cousin from Cuba! I almost fell down laughing.”

“What’s up, Champ?” Tug says to me. This gives me a jolt.

“I’m not the champ,” I reply, trying to smile.

“Not yet,” he laughs. “Come on, what’s the big secret? You gotta be goin’ over—”

Thankfully, Irvin and Mauler burst through the curtain, drawing everyone’s attention. They both have straps and are belting the shit out of each other. Large welts blossom on their backs and arms. Mauler’s head and shoulders are covered with a reddish substance too thin to be blood. He boots Irvin in the stomach, throws him face first into the wall, then unleashes a flurry of blows against Irvin’s back. A series of thin explosions echo around the backstage area as the strap slaps against skin already chapped with welts. “All right!” Rob whispers. “Go!”

Tug, Dave, and Tony launch over and separate the two. As they pull Mauler away, the cameraman subtly approaches and allows them to back into him, which makes him jerk the camera up toward the sky and wave it as though it were an out of control machine gun.

The walkie-talkie in Rob’s hand crackles. “You’re clear!” a voice buzzes.

“Cut it!” Rob yells. “We’re clear!”

Immediately Mauler is released and the three wrestlers are sharing a giggle. “Yo!” Tony hoots. “We’re the peacekeepers!”

Mauler and Irvin shake hands. “You took some good blows, pardner,” Mauler drawls.

“Damn, I thought this shit was fake!” Irvin jokes. He winces as he tentatively feels around on his back, which is a map of angry welts. Everyone murmurs respectful comments about going all out. You always give it something extra for a live event like SlamFest. “Fuck it,” Irvin barks. “You can’t fake strap shots.” He retreats to a table by the wall, where he leans on his hands with his inflamed back to us. Every few seconds he wipes at his face.

“He’s hurtin’,” Mauler comments quietly.

“What’s all over your face, Hoss?” Tony asks.

“Tobacco juice.” Mauler shakes his head. “Shit, I thought the only place where you could get tobacco juice dumped on you was Texas!”

He looks at me. “When you go out there, watch out for the assholes in the fourth row, right side of the aisle.”

“Thanks,” I tell him. His eyes are darting around in search of something. I toss him the towel I brought from my dressing room.

Wild Joe Irvin turns and faces us, still using the table for support. “Boys, is this really what we wanna do when we grow up?” he asks.


“What else is there?” Mauler hollers.

I stand, struck silent by both questions.

 

On July 6th, three days after I left Chicago, I arrived in San Bernardino, California. San Bernardino is the hub of what is known as the Inland Empire. This area consists of several towns scattered about fifty miles east of downtown Los Angeles. An ocean of desert surrounds them, and temperatures routinely climb above 100 degrees in the summer. The train station was in an advanced state of decay. Huge chunks of the walls were missing. The other buildings on the block were in no better condition. Older American cars chugged between the potholes littering the street.

I found a pay phone just outside the train station. Nearby, a figure in rags sat on the corner curb coughing violently. Across the street, the temperature flashed in broken yellow numbers on a display nestled above the entrance of a bank: 103. Only half of the 3 lit up, as though the electricity powering the sign was dying along with its surroundings.

“Shane Stratford’s Wrestling Academy,” a deep voice boomed from the receiver.

“Shane, it’s me, Michael.” I exhaled. “I’m here.”

“Michael?” he said. Then he immediately exclaimed, “Michael!” as though it were the answer to a riddle. “You’re where?”

“Downtown,” I said. “Outside the train station. I wanna come over there.”

“Right now?” he asked. “Sure you don’t want to rest up or—”


“No,” I said. More intense even than my fatigue was my need to see what I had traveled all this way to find. Scratch marks crisscrossed my forearms, evidence of anxiety-ridden hours spent on the train. If some proof of this journey’s validity wasn’t provided soon, the identity I had nursed throughout the trip (that of a Young Man Going After His Dream) would implode.

The shape in rags spewed forth a series of deep moist coughs. “I’d like to come over now, if I could,” I told Shane.

Shane told me which buses to take and I boarded the first with renewed vigor, happy to be leaving the crumbling train station behind. But each time I transferred to a new bus the city outside my window grew more depressed. The promotional packet Shane had sent me bore an address, but when I got off the bus and found myself standing before an auto repair shop, I sighed inwardly, assuming there had been some mistake. Then I saw the group of bandana-wearing kids loitering on the corner. They glared at me, and the duffel bags in my hands immediately became a hundred pounds heavier. I hurried around to the side of the building and saw a brick addition. Above the door was a white sign whose red letters proclaimed this to be SHANE STRATFORD’S WRESTLING ACADEMY.

The door, its paint peeled long ago, was answered by a bearded 6'4" Coke machine with human features. I recognized Shane Stratford from his picture in the pamphlet, but I wasn’t prepared for the sheer size of the man. He was as wide as the doorway, with no discernable neck and an inflated belly that nevertheless suggested strength earned by some exercise other than eating. His scalp was covered with a mass of long tangled hair that disappeared below his shoulders.

He looked me up and down and nodded, his mouth stretching into a grin that revealed a set of perfect teeth. “You must be Michael,” he said.

I extended my hand. “Good to meet you, Mr. Stratford.”

He let out a strange matronly giggle. “Mr. Stratford!” he exclaimed. “Been a while since I been called that.”

We shook hands and I told him my situation. I had just arrived in town, had no place to stay, no car, and no immediate plans other than to learn what it took to be a pro wrestler. He listened patiently, then shrugged. “Well, how about a tour of the place?”

“How about a lesson?” I countered. His eyes narrowed.

“You on the level?” he asked.

“You bet,” I nodded.

Slowly he removed from his pocket a folded piece of paper. I recognized the handwriting on it as my own; it was the completed application. “You say here that Chuck ‘The Stud’ Beastie is your favorite wrestler.” He tapped the sheet with a thick scarred finger. “Why is that?” he asked.

Chuck “The Stud” Beastie, the current WWO International Champion, was a man about my height whose tight musculature and long frizzy black hair suggested that an electric current whipped through his body at all times. He spoke in a guttural rasp that I was able to imitate to a degree which had always amazed Bryan and Marty. But the voice wasn’t the only thing that made him “The Stud,” there was also his beautiful valet, Mimi. She was a woman with gentle features; her honey-blond hair and small face gave off a radiance that appeared as mild as Beastie’s demeanor seemed savage.

While “The American Dream” Sonny Logan was my idol, Chuck Beastie occupied a different place in my mind. When I was eleven I had written him a couple of times, inviting him to upcoming Father-Son events. Once I hit thirteen I realized how silly those letters had been and by that time had quit the Boy Scouts anyway. But since then I still allowed myself to indulge in the occasional fantasy that there was some deep significance behind my ability to imitate Chuck Beastie’s voice, not to mention the fact that we had the same color hair. Ridiculous, sure. But all these years later this hopeful ember still refused to go out.

I was too embarrassed to tell anyone about this, particularly Shane Stratford, who was still studying me with curious eyes and my application in hand. “Chuck Beastie incorporates visual flair and style with a gut-level intensity,” I heard myself explaining. “The same juxtaposition can also be found in his combining high-flying maneuvers with a bareknuckle brawling approach.” The answer sounded as prepared as any essay answer I had completed on a high school test.

Shane nodded and broke into a smile. “Good answer.” He folded the application and tucked it back in the pocket of his floppy pants. From another pocket he pulled out an unlabeled brown bottle. “Well, all right!” he exclaimed, uncapping the bottle and taking a long whiff. “Let’s get goin’ with this SlezamFest!” he howled.

I wondered briefly if I had imagined his bizarre pronunciation of that last word. Later I would learn it was an example of “carni,” a language every pro wrestler learned sooner or later. I changed into spandex pants and he lent me a pair of wrestling boots. “They’ll make ya two inches taller.” He winked. Then for the first time in my life I was climbing into a wrestling ring. Even though I could see that I was in a small, stuffy low-ceilinged gym, my adrenaline was whisking me into a battleground as grand as Madison Square Garden or even the Rosemont Horizon itself. Posters of wrestlers lined one wall of the gym, with the other three joined by a strip of mirrored glass six feet high. I caught a glimpse of myself in that glass and a strange fear burrowed into my stomach. I regarded my reflection as one would that of an imposter.

“First thing.” Shane’s voice brought me back to the ring. “Falls. If you gotta know one thing in this crezazy business, it’s how to take a fall.”

He then hurled himself backward and ended up sprawled face up on the mat. The resounding thud was eaten up by the stuffy air. He leaped to his feet and ordered me to try it. Pro wrestlers fell countless times during a match, how much could it hurt? I threw myself backward and found out: one hell of a lot. A cloud of pain poured across my neck as the back of my head recoiled off the mat, which boasted a surface much harder than the high jump mats my friends and I had wrestled on a lifetime ago.

Shane laughed. “Not bad for the first time,” he said. He helped me up and explained that the key was to always keep my neck tucked so as to avoid giving myself “a permanent hezeadache.” I also learned to always arch my back, thus allowing my shoulders to absorb the full brunt of the blow.

“’Course, you’ll get head and backaches anyway.” He chuckled as I rose dizzily to my feet after yet another fall. “But that’s what pezainkillers are for.”

I forced a laugh, my head and back throbbing.

But soon I was kicking my feet up into the air and managing to slam my shoulders into the mat, all while keeping my neck tucked against my chest, thus sparing the back of my head any actual contact with the mat. “Good!” Shane exclaimed after one particular fall, and the exhilaration his compliment caused vanquished my headache. Soon he was launching off the ropes and plowing into me, and by the end of the hour, I could absorb his three-hundred-pound blow and fall correctly. When he announced the hour was over, I rolled out of the ring and settled unsteadily onto a folding chair. Shane hopped out of the ring and ambled up to me. “How ya fezeelin’?” he asked.

“Tremendous.” I lied. “Could do this all day long.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” he hooted, sitting down next to me. “How this works is, I usually give people three free lessons. If at any time they wanna quezit, no problem. But if they wanna continue, I collect for those lessons.”

“Fifty bucks per, right?” I asked, leaning down to retrieve my jeans, which lay folded by the chair.

“Yeah. But like I said, wait until the third—”

I had already plucked a fifty dollar bill from the back pocket and was holding it out to him. “I’m not gonna quit,” I said. “Take it.”

He took it.

“Mind if I ask you something?” I said.

“Sure.” He shrugged.

“Are you mispronouncing these wezords on purpose, or is it just me?”

“Next couple lessons.” He chuckled with gentle dismissal. He pulled out the brown bottle once again and inhaled deeply. “Nail polish remover,” he explained, “better than Valium. Want a hit?”

I took a tentative sniff.

“Nah,” he corrected, “You gotta smell it like you would a woman!”

I snorted violently and tilted my head as the liquid’s sharp sterility penetrated my nostrils. Head spinning, I sat back in the chair with a jagged smile. Shane nodded and tucked the bottle back into his pocket. “You said you had no place to stay, right?” he asked.

“Just got into town.” I shrugged. “You’re my first stop.”

“Tell you what,” he said, “every Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday, I have an advanced class here. Now since this is your first day, you’re not ready for that. But the class ends at ten-thirty, and if you wanna head out and grab something to eat or whatever, you can come back around then and sleep here tonight.”

I thanked him, left my bags there, and took a few buses back toward downtown. I ate at a Del Taco and found the main library, where I sat until six o’clock with a book of Giorgio De Chirico’s collected sketches in my hands. I didn’t look at a single picture, choosing instead to stare out the window at the palm trees that sprouted like exotic weeds beyond the rooftops of buildings. They were the first I had ever really seen, and I kept studying them even after the sun had set and their leaves were shadowy prisoners of their own shape.

By the time I returned to the academy it was 10:45. I walked through the door and saw Shane shrugging on an overcoat. “Right on time.” He smiled, then gestured at the chair in the small office. “That’s probably the most comfortable place,” he said.

“How’d it go tonight?” I asked.

“Went all right.” His head bobbed contemplatively. “Brutal. Bloody. A little shooting.”

“Shooting?” I asked.

“Next couple lessons.” He winked, heading for the door. “Sweet drezeams.”

“Hey, Shane!” I called, “Tuesday, Thursday, or Sunday?”

“Huh?”

“Is it Tuesday, Thursday, or Sunday?” I asked again.

“Tuesday.” He frowned. “Remember for tomorrow,” he added, “watch the back of the head when you fall.” Then he turned and went out the door, leaving me to the stillness of the gym’s shadows. The wrestling posters hovered like ghosts against the walls. Outside, the only sound was an occasional squeal of car tires.

I circled the ring three times before leaping to the apron and climbing through the ropes. “Ladies and gentlemen,” I announced to the surrounding silence, “The Heavyweight Champion of the World!”


I threw myself back onto the mat, making sure to keep my chin tucked. After repeating this maneuver a couple of dozen times, I finally lay down in the middle of the mat, using my curled up jacket for a pillow. With sleep’s approach my breaths deepened, and I abruptly registered the pungent smell of blood. My eyes snapped open and focused on a dark stain about two feet away. My left wrist tapped the mat in a haphazard series of soft, dull thuds. After a few minutes of straining to recall if the mark had been there earlier that afternoon or not, exhaustion overcame excitement. My arm came to rest and I crashed into unconsciousness.

In my dream, a body that I recognized as my own was in a ring. My hair hung to the small of my back. With the omniscient perspective unique to dreams, I became one with every person in the screaming audience. As both participant and observer, I was aware that this was a “mask vs. hair” match. If I won, I would be allowed to strip off my opponent’s mask. If he was victorious, he would be able to shave off all my hair. I leapt off a turnbuckle and landed on the masked figure. The referee’s hand slapped the mat three times, whereupon I had the sensation of rising. One of my arms raised in victory while I tore at the mask—

Then an explosion ripped the ring apart, and I turned toward the audience only to see their bodies flying in all directions. A severed head, flames rising from its hair, whipped toward me. I woke as it collided with my face and saw not a head, but one of Shane Stratford’s legs. The bridge of my nose throbbed angrily.

“Never let your guard down while you’re in a ring,” Shane said with a stern smile as he rolled off of me.

We began to practice falls. “Good,” he said and nodded after only five minutes. “Looks like you’re getting the hang of them.” I beamed in response. He then suggested we try chops. I quickly discovered that a chop is one of the most legitimately painful moves in professional wrestling. The only way to create that sharp report that sounds like the crack of a whip is to legitimately slap the shit out of someone’s chest with the palm of your hand.

For thirty minutes we stood in the middle of the ring and took turns striking the other’s bare chest with an open palm. At first we used polite restraint, but as soon as the pain kicked in, we were slashing at each other’s flesh with horrible force. Drops of blood began seeping through our raw skin. I didn’t care. I knew that if I suggested we stop first, then I would’ve failed some kind of test. After fifteen minutes, my nerve endings were no longer responding. Soon splotches of blood decorated our hands, making us into two children indulging in the goriest kind of finger painting imaginable. As we kept it up, I told myself that every chop would bring me closer to a title belt, that this was a test to get into heaven, that if I surrendered now I would die. I was feeling light-headed as hell from all the pain, of course, and that helped.

“All right,” he bellowed, after my last chop burst yet another pocket of blood on his left pec. “Good enough,” he panted, allowing himself to wince at last. We both lowered our hands and simultaneously howled in pain. He insisted on cutting the lesson short that day and only charged me twenty-five dollars. I went apartment hunting and found a place about three blocks from the academy right next to the freeway for $450 a month. When the ashen landlady inquired guardedly as to my occupation, I told her that I was a student.

“Oh!” she said, her lips relinquishing their taut frown. “At the junior college?”

“Yeah,” I agreed numbly, wincing as my chest throbbed as though it were being struck with a thousand pins. I was in too much pain to even eat that night. All I could rouse myself to do was sit in a small chair by the window, listen to the cars shoot past on the freeway, and wonder what kind of a person paid twenty-five dollars to have their chest turned into raw hamburger.

The next day, after covering lock-ups and headlocks, Shane suggested we spar a little. After locking up, he promptly hurled me out of the ring. I fell sloppily through the ropes and tumbled onto the floor. Before I could climb to a solid footing, he grabbed me and threw me headfirst at one of the steel bars that hold up the four corners of the ring. My forehead slammed against the bar. Stars burst into my vision. Drops of blood trickled down into my eyes.

I was fuming. I’ll be damned if this fucker’s gonna split my forehead open and get fifty bucks for it. Wiping the blood away, I climbed back into the ring. Shane was watching me carefully. He lunged for me, but I cut him off by booting him hard in the gut. He exhaled sharply, and I grabbed his arm and threw him into the ropes. As he launched back at me, I came at him with a flying clothesline that snapped his head back with a furious jolt. He plummeted back onto the mat and lay there staring up at the ceiling. I ran the ropes once and paid him back for the leg-drop he had given me the previous morning by giving him one that would have made Sonny Logan proud.

I rolled off, preparing to run if necessary. But when I turned, I saw that he was still prone, an ecstatic smile now on his face. “Pin me!” he shouted gleefully. “Pin me!” Dutifully, I covered him and slapped the mat three times. He sat up and extended his hand.

“That’s shooting,” he said. “Welcome to the fezamily.” I took his hand.

He went on to explain that he always tested newcomers to make sure they weren’t reporters or people just looking to uncover the workings of the business. With the recent popularity of professional wrestling had come a rash of controversy about just how much of the action in the ring was staged.

“Now,” he announced proudly, as I tended to my wound with a couple of butterfly bandages, “you’re gonna learn how this business really works.”

As if to cement the deal, he passed me the nail polish remover. I took a hit, and my forehead felt a little better. So I took another one.
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GREATEST SPORT IN THE WORLD



“So what’s gonna happen out there? You’re goin’ over, right?” Tug whispers to me. We’re standing by the wall, watching technicians scamper about. The miniature ring that I will ride down the aisle is being readied.

“You’re just gonna have to watch and find out,” I say. My own voice sounds so far away, as though it were coming from the end of a long tunnel.

“I hope you win it, man,” Tug blurts out in a strangely petulant tone. I study his face, searching for jealousy. But his face seems more frustrated than anything.

He shrugs and covers himself, “I mean you like posing with kids and all that shit, right?”

“Don’t you?”

He shrugs again. “It can get tiring. Like those autograph sessions.”


I nod. The meet-and-greets before the shows. Some take place in convention centers near the arena, others in record stores or malls. Fans line up, linking up to form a chaotic snake of humanity, and wait for the chance to meet wrestlers and get signed pictures. It’s not uncommon to sign a thousand autographs at these things. Afterward, we have to plunge our hands into a bucket of ice to numb the cramping. The cold stings at first but after twenty minutes you can’t feel a thing. It’s either that or get a shot of Xylocaine to kill the area’s nerves completely. Just as long as you can work the match that night.

Tug is talking about the night he begged off after his hand seized up on him. “My right hand was shot. I couldn’t even grip the goddamn pen any more,” he says, “so I just shook everyone’s hand with my left. I’ve got the right one stuck in a bucket of ice, right there at the table. So I hear some guys bitching about how a big tough pro wrestler is too much of a wimp to sign autographs. They’re getting closer in line and saying how I’m probably faking it. Usual bullshit. So when they come up to shake my hand, I grab one of their hands and pull it into the ice and hold it there. He starts shouting and I tell him, “You think I’d be keeping my hand in there if I wasn’t in pain, asshole?”

He laughs a lot harder than I do. “Fuck,” he determines, “be a champion for those people? Who needs it?”

“You’ve been a champ before,” I remind him. “International champ.”

“Fuck it. The only good thing about winning a strap is it means you’re finally gettin’ a push. The fans don’t know who to cheer for. They just want a champ.”


“You really believe that?”

He picks at the red tape still wrapped around his wrists. “I dunno,” he says. “I guess people kinda think it’s time for some new blood. Someone who really wants it, you know?”

I nod. Like most pro wrestlers, Tug was a fan as a kid. Once you’ve been a pro wrestler, it’s hard to see wrestling through the eyes of a fan. Because to be a fan is to be a mark. Wrestlers, a collection of characters towering above life, inhabit a world that is uniquely theirs. Anyone outside that world is a mark.

But there have been moments while watching a match on the backstage monitor or through the curtain that tickle something lost inside me. A feeling, a conviction, a promise that everything was always going to be all right so long as I remained in pursuit of my dream.

The kind of promise that does not age well.

 

The next couple of weeks brought daily bursts of knowledge at a pace so hectic that I sometimes felt like a sponge in a river, surrounded by more water than I could ever hope to absorb. The first thing Shane filled me in on was the language he had been using when he said things like “bezody slam.” This variation on pig latin involved inserting an “eez” directly after the first consonant of a word. Wrestlers use this technique when talking to one another in the ring or in the presence of “marks” (fans). By distorting the words in such a fashion and saying them quickly, it makes relevant communication sound like gibberish to untrained ears. The language is known as carni, and got the name from its use among carnival workers dating back to the eighteenth century. Shane claimed he had been speaking it for so long that he now used it out of “unconscious hezabit.”

Our lessons often extended to almost two hours, with equal amounts of time given to the physical and the psychological side of the business. I learned that pros didn’t wrestle each other. Rather, they worked with one another. “When you’re in the ring, you’ve got eight thousand things to be thinking about,” Shane said to me one day. “There’s the crowd, how long the match has gone . . . the last thing you need to be doing is trying to hurt the person you’re working with. You need him alive so you can wrestle him the night after that and the night after that.” In wrestling, there was no winning or losing. If you were victorious in a match, you went over. If you were pinned, you merely did a job. A draw was referred to as a broadway, because it enabled both wrestlers to move up in fans’ estimations.

I learned how matches are structured. Shane told me that pros who toured with the WWO often worked with the same person every night, and some of them would memorize a match move for move, performing as actors would a stage play night after night. “I remember one time,” Shane told me, “Marty ‘Madman’ Mikiwolski and I had our match down so pat that the boys backstage would time us. Every night, the match would go exactly thirteen minutes and twenty-four seconds. We had it all nailed . . . every grimace, every gesture, every curse to the crowd.” However, Shane pointed out, frenzied travel schedules often made this kind of structure impossible. “So you need to know how to improvise,” Shane said. “Gotta be able to call spots while you’re in that ring.”

A spot referred to a series of moves. Oftentimes spots would be planned out beforehand in the dressing room. Then in the ring one guy could say “drop-kick spot” and both would know that the spot consisted of a specific series of moves finished off with a drop-kick. Then there was pacing, with matches usually alternating between high-spots and rest-spots. High-spots were several moves following one another in rapid succession, while a rest-spot would involve one wrestler holding his opponent in a headlock while both caught their breath. One wrestler, often the heel, set the pace, or called the match.

Toward the end of the second week I asked Shane something that had been on my mind since I had spent the night in the gym. “What did you mean that first night,” I said, “when you said there had been some shooting?”

Shane smiled. “Shooting is the term used for when wrestlers really go at it.”

“You mean sometimes wrestlers just start brawling with each other?”

“It happens.” Shane shrugged. “Someone gets pissed off, starts throwing blows that really connect. The other guy takes offense, and next thing you know you’ve got a shezoot match.”

He made a clear distinction between shooting and merely working stiff. “Working stiff means you’re throwing blows that connect. And they hurt. But you’re doing it because there’s a sold-out crowd or it’s a pay-per-view or whatever.” He took a long snort from his ever-present bottle of nail polish and sighed. “Shooting is the real shit,” he said dreamily. “Two animals tryin’ to kill each other.”

 

During these weeks of lessons, I slowly grew more comfortable with seeing myself in the ring. Looking at the posters on the wall, I was able to envision my own picture up there. My face and body tensed and ready to pounce, flexing mightily just above a name distinguished only by its own intangibility in my mind’s eye.

My past life fell away as easily as a spent skin. Soon the streets of San Bernardino consumed my thoughts and memories, effortlessly replacing the streets of Chicago I had walked for eighteen years. I called my mom once from a pay phone to let her know I had arrived safely, but couldn’t give her any home phone number. Who needed a phone? The only constant connection I maintained with my past life in Chicago came through my old wrestling pillow, which I would faithfully elbow-drop in farewell every time I left my apartment.


OEBPS/images/LivingtheGimmi-cover.jpg





OEBPS/00-front/TW_logo-sml.jpg





