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Two All-American teammates who ended up on opposing sides of the law is a story that has spanned four decades. I’ll always remember when I first witnessed Kevin Pedersen and Alex DeCubas on the wrestling mat as juniors at Palmetto High School. I was a sports correspondent for The Miami News, a high school student myself, at another school.

There was something very unique about these two guys and it was more than the differences in their height and weight. Kevin was quiet, getting it done through hard work and a special dedication to practice. His teammate, Alex, well, he simply achieved success with God-given abilities.

They both earned titles as state champions, their photos appearing in Sports Illustrated. One of the stories I wrote was the selection by Pedersen to attend West Point Academy and Alex’s choice of the University of Georgia.

When I began my first career position as a sports editor at the daily South Dade News Leader, there was a reason to avoid Alex DeCubas. He had become a cocaine cowboy and someone who was known to throw his coke earnings around Miami like money was going out of style. Meanwhile, Kevin Pedersen was one of many friends on the other side of America’s cocaine madness in the 1980s through the 1990s. As a DEA agent, Pedersen was one of the good guys in the shadows trying to clean up the messy War on Drugs.

The size and magnitude of this story has required assembling a team to help conduct research from several cities in the United States in addition to the countries of Colombia, Brazil, and England. I’m grateful for my co-writer Jerry Langton, who went the extra mile in researching and connecting this story. I’m appreciative of my wife, Sandra, who served as my right-hand researcher and interviewer, and of my mother, Conaere, who served as line editor and provided invaluable encouragement. I’ve been blessed with a couple of researchers, Madison Watt and Kendaline Watt.

This book could not have been completed without the help of a number of law enforcement members, who are dedicated to keeping all of us safe and providing a quality of life that is underappreciated most of the time. First, DEA task force member and current City of Boca Raton police executive James Burke, who has been there since the beginning; former DEA agent Jim Hoy; former FBI agent Scott Rivas, a high school classmate; and all those who have worn the badge and pledged to make this a great country.

I’d like to offer special thanks to former Palmetto High coach Barry Zimbler; former Palmetto wrestlers Jeff Cutler and Mike Pedersen; University of Georgia wrestling coach George Reid; the team of journalists at the Miami Herald; my Skyhorse Publishing editor Ken Samelson; and literary agent B. G. Dilworth.

Finally, my rescue Belgian Shepherd Troy has sat next to my desk at home for hundreds of hours, including when I returned from visits at the depressing Miami Federal Prison. When Troy wagged his tail, he provided additional inspiration for me to share lessons learned from an era that should not be forgotten.


CHAPTER I

An Unlikely Friendship

He was impossible to miss.

Impeccably decked out in an immaculately tailored white suit and carrying a walking stick (just for show, of course), Luis DeCubas made a characteristically magnificent entrance into the stands at one of the three baseball diamonds in Suniland Park. Every eye in the park was on him, exactly the way he intended, exactly the way he liked it.

He probably wouldn’t have such a big splash these days, but you have to understand that he was far more of an anomaly back in the summer of 1970.

These days, Pinecrest—where Suniland Park is located—is a placid and affluent suburban town just southwest of Miami. Entry-level houses there start at about a million, and most of the population these days is made up of wealthy families of Cuban descent.

But back in 1970, it was more of a white-bread southern town, with far more in common with similar communities in Georgia or Alabama than the Miami region we know today. It was, as one resident recalled to me, little more than a two-lane highway and some houses. It was the kind of place where “you could still get hot dogs at the Burger King” if you wanted to eat out.

Not many men in Pinecrest back then would wear a suit to a kids’ ball game, especially not one so fancy and eye-catching as the one Luis had on.

He was a big, not tall, just big man who was naturally and enormously strong. Silver-haired, exuberant, and extremely gregarious, Luis wanted to be everyone’s friend. He loved his community, and he loved the United States of America. And he had good reason to.

Back in the ’50s, Luis had been a pretty big deal in Cuba. And, at the time, Havana was the place to be. With gambling, nightclubs, and entertainment provided by the biggest names in show business, Havana was more Las Vegas than Las Vegas could even hope to be. It was wild, sometimes a bit lawless, but always a good time.

And Luis had been a big-time player there. He parlayed his preternatural sense of style, easy charisma, and ability to talk with just about anyone into one of the best gigs on the island as the fashion columnist for El Habanero, the city’s most influential daily newspaper. He was welcome everywhere, barely ever paid for a drink, and was treated to the finest the fashion industry had to offer, free of charge. If a designer could get Luis DeCubas to wear his design back then, he knew it would sell.

It made him a good living, and Luis and his young family had an enviable house near the beach in Playa de Santa Fe, just east of downtown Havana.

Suddenly, it ended. After years of guerilla fighting, Communist rebels led by Fidel Castro stormed into Havana just after New Year’s Day in 1959. By the end of the week, Cuban president Fulgencio Batista and some of his inner circle fled. The revolution had succeeded. Cuba was a Communist state and Castro was its unquestioned leader.

Things did not look good for high rollers like Luis. Communists don’t exactly look kindly upon guys who bragged that they had a thousand different pairs of shoes. And when politicians, military officers, and even policemen with ties to the autocratic Batista regime started being executed en masse, Luis knew he had to leave or face the communists’ wrath. He would later learn that his brother, Pedro, would be sent to a prison for little more than not being a communist.

Before Castro became embittered and hardline, he offered what he said was a pretty good deal for anyone who wanted to leave Cuba—they could go, but they could not take any belongings other than the clothes on their backs and the equivalent of five dollars in cash per family.

So that’s exactly what Luis did. In 1960, he packed his wife and his two toddler sons onto an old British turboprop—one of the last commercial flights from Cuba to the United States for a generation. Luis made sure the boys wore matching suits for the occasion. The family landed in Miami, and Luis was determined to take his five lousy bucks and make a better life for his family than he could in Castro’s Cuba.

He did it, too; but it wasn’t easy. A media job was out. Although Cubans were steadily flowing into Miami, none of them had any money, and the media at the time didn’t feel a need to try to sell them anything. And, back then, immigrants were expected to assimilate into mainstream American culture as quickly as possible. Spanish-language media didn’t really fit into that scenario.

But he did know fashion. Through friends, Luis quickly got the first of several jobs in the retail garment trade. He worked night and day and, as his English improved, he moved up in the industry. Luis felt he had made it when he got a job at Austin Burke, one of Miami Beach’s fanciest and most expensive menswear shops, in the summer of 1964.

The extra income allowed Luis’s wife, Nena, to find them a gorgeous little house with an outdoor goldfish pond within walking distance from the store.

The boys—Alex, six, and Luis Junior, eight—were enrolled in North Beach Elementary School, in grades one and three. That was a bit of a problem, though. As hard as it might be to believe now, Alex and Luis Junior were the only Latino kids in the whole school. And, because they spoke Spanish at home, their English wasn’t very good. Back then, that meant the boys were in a lot of fistfights.

Luis Senior had their backs. An old friend of Alex’s recalls how he came home from school one day and asked his father what a “spic” was. At that, the old man burst into a fury, and told Alex that if anyone ever called him that to “punch him in the nose first” and then he would be there to defend him.

But Luis Senior knew he couldn’t be there all the time, so he enrolled the boys in boxing classes at the Flamingo Park recreation center. The sport came to them easily. They were both natural athletes, had already had some experience defending themselves with their fists, and were both very big and strong for their ages. At the end of their first year in competitive boxing, both of the DeCubas boys had won their age class championships, in part because they were twice the size of the other kids they were fighting.

Neither ever forgot what Luis Senior told them over and over again: “Never let anyone beat you up, always have the last swing.”

Nobody picked on the DeCubas boys anymore, especially Alex, who clearly had an inborn ferocity his brother lacked.

Luis Senior stood out in the stands at the field in Pinecrest. It wasn’t just how he dressed, it was how he behaved. He had a smile and a kind word for everyone, was generous almost to a fault, and he was boisterous and loud, never holding back his contagious enthusiasm.

Many people in Miami Beach—and everybody who was anybody knew him—attributed his character to his Cuban roots. That’s understandable, because in 1970, the area still wasn’t very diverse. In fact, Luis was the only Latino many of the people there had ever met.

Other than the taunts the boys received in the early grades, his ethnicity never led to any problems or friction, though—at least none that anyone remembers. Everyone who remembers him now talks about how widely, even unanimously, beloved he was. His Cubaness was almost like a novelty to many in the area. It was kind of like having a real-life Ricky Ricardo from I Love Lucy in the neighborhood.

While his identity was as the local Cuban, Luis was eager to get his boys to assimilate. He knew that they could be part of their community through sports. Not only were they both talented enough to be successful, Luis knew that when they stood out, they would gain acceptance and friendships.

When he made his way into the stands at Suniland Park for the ballgame, it was all waves, handshakes, and pats on the back from the people who knew him, and stares from those who didn’t. Nobody ignored Luis. They couldn’t. He wouldn’t let them, and they wouldn’t want to.

There were plenty of people in the stands that day because Suniland was hosting the annual Little League all-star game. Two teams representing the best players in the area were facing off against each other.

Once the game started, eyes shifted from Luis to another DeCubas, his son Alex, who was on the mound. Like his dad, Alex stood out in Suniland Park, and not because of his Latino heritage, either. Alex had grown into a very big boy, not that tall, just thick with muscle. He weighed in at approximately 160 pounds, or about twice as much as most of the other kids on the field. He had originally wanted to play football, but the league in his neighborhood had a 145-pound maximum weight limit so that guys like Alex wouldn’t destroy the other kids.

He would have, too. Alex was a gifted natural athlete with the ability to dominate and play through his own pain while dishing it out to others without a thought. He didn’t need to practice or lift weights or even get in shape to be the best. He just showed up and played better than anyone else at everything, including baseball.

Although he was facing all-stars, the best the community had to offer, it sure didn’t look like it. It would be cliché to say that he looked like a man among boys out there, but it would also be true.

He wasn’t throwing just a no-hitter or even a perfect game, he was pitching what’s called an immaculate game—he had managed to strike out every single batter he faced. There was nothing fancy about it, he just reared back, cocked, and fired. He threw nothing but fastballs straight down the middle and dared the little boys to hit them. None of them could.

After every one of Alex’s pitches made an authoritative thud in the catcher’s mitt, every eye in the stands shifted back to Luis. He was famous for his celebrations whenever Alex performed. After every single pitch, Luis would stand and shout encouragement to Alex. And, after every batter walked back to the dugout with his head down, Luis would dance and yell more encouragement for his son—all of it in Spanish, including his given name, Alejandro. He’d shout “¡El Tigre!” from the stands. That’s what he called his boy, when it came to sports, the Tiger.

The people in the stands who knew him weren’t offended, even if it was their son who had just failed to even brush one of Alex’s fireballs. Everybody knew Luis was that way; it was part of his charm. And they had to face up to the fact that their boys were no match for his kid. He was throwing smoke out there. They also knew that, after the game was done, Luis would rush onto the field and smother Alex in hugs and kisses. It wasn’t strange or embarrassing, it was just different. Luis was Luis, and they liked him that way.

With two out in the bottom of the third, the next piece of fresh meat made his way to the plate for the home team.

Kevin Pedersen stood out almost as much as Alex did. While the rest of the kids on the field were about half Alex’s weight, Kevin was more like a third. He wasn’t just small, he was tiny; all gangly arms and legs even though he was the shortest kid out there.

He looked out of place at an all-star game, but he had earned the right to be there, playing as well as anyone in Pinecrest. He hit well, had the rare patience to draw walks, bunted, stole bases, and flashed some pretty slick leather at second base for the Suniland Optimists all season. Still, the manager had him hitting ninth.

Kevin made it to the all-star team because of one thing—hard work. Although he came from a family with more than a few athletic accomplishments back in Iowa, sports didn’t come as naturally to Kevin as they did to Alex.

He compensated for a lack of size and innate talent with herculean effort. From the time he got up in the morning until the time he got into bed at night, Kevin was striving to get better, to be a champion. If he wasn’t asleep, at the dinner table, or in a classroom, Kevin was running, lifting weights, or practicing his swing and double-play move. Nobody outworked Kevin.

His drive to win and be a champion, he realized much later, came from years and years trying to please his taciturn father.

Myron Pedersen had been captain of his high school wrestling team back in Des Moines, Iowa, and enlisted in the U.S. Army Air Corps days after graduation. When the United States became involved in the Second World War, he quickly became a fighter pilot, flying a deadly P-38 Lightning over the Southwest Pacific. It was his squadron—the 339th Fighter Group—that had the honor of shooting down a converted bomber that was carrying Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, the man who planned the attack on Pearl Harbor. Pedersen was not in the air that day, but historians credit him with downing one Japanese plane by himself on February 4, 1944, and for another kill shared with a squadron-mate later that year.

While it might sound successful, even glorious, on the outside, combat left Myron a changed man. He was just a wide-eyed twenty-one-year-old kid from the Midwest when he went off to combat. Deeply affected by the war—he saw two-thirds of the guys he shipped out with die—he suffered from what we would now easily recognize as post-traumatic stress disorder. But that wasn’t a diagnosis back then. Something was wrong with him, everybody knew it, but there was no way to fix it. Instead, Myron withdrew into himself and started drinking. He’d pass out in his living room every night with his bottle of Seagram’s 7.

Myron’s condition made things tough for Kevin and his brother and sister. Their dad was never fun or close or affectionate. Kevin never once heard his dad say he loved him or that he was proud of him. “I grew up desiring, wanting his affection,” Kevin said. “He did not know how to show feeling.”

While Luis DeCubas was covering his son with hugs and kisses after even the slightest athletic feat, Myron would pick apart and criticize his son’s performances, making a point of telling him why he wasn’t a champion. “Sports was everything, my father instilled that in us at a very young age,” he later said. “If you were going to live in my dad’s home, you were going to be involved in sports.” And expected to be a winner, a champion.

Kevin was deeply affected by the distant relationship he had with his father. The military life, with its rigid discipline and constant moving, also made it hard for Kevin to develop ordinary social skills.

After the war, Kevin’s father attended Drake University on the G.I. Bill. He reentered the United States Air Force, making his way up to Colonel and he was assigned to several distant bases, often quite far away and culturally different from where he had previously been. Kevin was born in Châteauroux, France, moved to Spain, then to Massachusetts (where Myron taught ROTC students at Boston University), then to Ohio, then to California, and finally to South Florida when he was in second grade. Despite having two American parents, he was not a United States citizen until his father filed for naturalization because he was born off-base in a French hospital. “I can’t be president,” he later joked.

That lack of permanence in his early life made it hard for Kevin to make friends or even relate to the other kids. It wasn’t that he was the weird kid, or at all unlikeable. He was just shy and kept mostly to himself. In fact, he had a problem with introversion that lasted well into his adult years.

All of those factors combined to push Kevin harder. Maybe too hard. His desire to become a champion had become an all-consuming obsession. “He demanded a lot, and I thought I performed a lot,” Kevin said years later of his father. “Throughout my life I’ve been an overperformer; still trying to please someone who’s been dead for fifteen years.”

Baseball was a good fit for Kevin. Unlike some sports, such as soccer, that allow some kids to slack off while others steal the show, in baseball there’s no place to hide. When the ball comes to you or it’s your turn at bat, you have to perform and open yourself up to success or failure. That suited Kevin. Often overlooked, what he really wanted was a chance to show people what he could do, to show his dad that he was a champion.

His dad desperately wanted Kevin to play football. There was a league for kids his age that was limited to players ninety-five pounds or less. Kevin checked in at sixty-eight pounds. Even though he was nowhere near big enough to compete with the other guys, it was kind of an open secret in the park that if you sweetened the ten-dollar registration to the tune of, like, a hundred, your kid would make the team, no questions asked.

Kevin’s father did, and on Saturday afternoons, he’d watch from the stands as his younger son had the stuffing beaten out of him from starting kickoff to game-ending whistle.

Finally, Kevin had had enough. Mid-game, he got up and walked home. His father chased him down and caught him. Incredibly angry, Myron asked Kevin how he could quit like that. Kevin explained that facing nothing but much bigger boys prevented him from succeeding or having fun. He couldn’t understand why he had to get clobbered every week when his older brother, Mike, got to wrestle against kids his own size.

Myron was still angry at his kid for quitting, but he understood. He was withdrawn from football and enrolled in the same wrestling program—“in a warehouse out by the Bowl-O-Mat”—that Mike was already in.

When the batters came back into the dugout after Alex had put them down, they spoke openly and giggled nervously about how frightening it had been to face him. But not Kevin. He didn’t make a sound.

Kevin made his way to the plate. He noticed, but didn’t care about, the muffled muttering and discreet chuckling that the people in the stands felt compelled to do when they saw this tiny tyke on his way to challenge the young man who was dominating on the mound. That was fine, Kevin thought to himself. Go ahead, underestimate me, he thought, I’ll show you all what I can do.

Luis was shouting: “¡El Tigre! ¡El Tigre! ¡El Tigre!” Myron just glared.

As Kevin assumed his stance, he locked eyes with Alex.

The big kid smiled and winked.

If this was a Hollywood movie, Kevin would have knocked the ball out of the park. But it wasn’t. It was real life in suburban Miami. And real life is never predictable.

Instead of winding up, Alex called out to his catcher. The kid stood up. Alex used his left arm to signal him to move a step or two over to the left.

The crowd, even Luis, was dead silent as Alex did the unthinkable. He tossed a softie into the catcher’s mitt, just out of Kevin’s reach. There was a little nervous laughter. Kevin just grit his teeth and prepared for the next pitch. Alex did it again. And again, and again.

Kevin politely dropped his bat and trotted to first base, intent on stealing second and trying to figure out a way to score.

The crowd was confused. Nobody could understand why Alex threw away his perfect game to intentionally walk this little kid. They had never met before—Kevin went to Howard Drive Elementary School, while Alex attended Coral Reef a few blocks to the south—never even heard each other’s names, so there’s no way that Alex had any reason to fear or even respect Kevin’s ability with the bat. Maybe he was mocking him or maybe he just thought it would be funny.

Years later, Kevin would tell me that Alex was “taking care of him.” He believed that Alex had “such a big heart,” that he always wanted to “take care of the little guy.”

Kevin didn’t score. Alex got the next batter out, and all the others he would face too. When he was finished, Luis came screaming out of the stands to hug and kiss the big boy. Myron watched sullenly as Kevin helped pack up his team’s equipment.

After the game, Kevin and Alex hung out together. Kevin didn’t ask why Alex intentionally walked him, and Alex didn’t explain. Guys don’t talk like that. At least, they certainly didn’t in 1970.

But they did talk. In fact, they became friends. Right away, they both knew that they shared something. They didn’t articulate that to themselves at the time, they just knew it.

Eventually, Kevin and Alex would become best friends. Luis would raise enough money to buy his own store just up the Atlantic Coast in Coral Gables. He named it after himself, Don Luis, giving himself the honorific of a man well-respected in his community. Nobody would argue.

And that community would later be Pinecrest. As the boys got older, Luis and Nena wanted to give them more room and a better choice of schools. They moved to Pinecrest, and Alex and Kevin would become classmates, teammates, and friends.

But circumstances beyond their control would conspire with the very different households they came from to put them on a collision course, representing the opposing sides on the War on Drugs, each armed and ready to carry out their sworn duty should anyone get in their way—even if it was their best friend.


CHAPTER 2

Iowa Strong and Cuba Proud

There was the faint sound of a bang, almost like someone slammed a door in a distant room. Someone smelled smoke. Then everyone did.

On an otherwise ordinary day at the end of May 1973, the kids at Pinecrest’s Palmetto Middle School were rapidly surrounded by an acrid stench, then started to see a white cloud enter their classrooms, getting bigger and bigger.

Announcements came over the public-address system telling the teachers and students to remain calm, make their way out of the school as they had been taught, and that the fire department was on its way.

Then the alarms went off.

If there’s one thing drilled into the head of public school teachers over and over again, it’s what to do when they hear the fire alarm. Fire monitors were sent to search the washrooms, and to find the clearest path out of the school. The other kids were rounded up and led out of the building as quickly as was possible while maintaining order.

But the smoke grew thicker and thicker. It just wouldn’t stop coming. No matter how low the kids got, they couldn’t escape the school without breathing lungfuls of the stuff.

Once outside, many of the kids were coughing and vomiting. Some couldn’t stand up, and just kept hacking and hacking while on all fours.

A few of the teachers, while doing their best to take care of the kids until the first responders got there, noticed there was something strange about what was going on.

There was a massive amount of smoke—it was almost like it was being forced out of the building by an unseen force even though there was no wind that day—but not even a hint of flame, or even heat. And the smoke didn’t look or smell right. For one thing, it was bright white. There was no hint of burning wood or anything like that. It smelled like chemicals. In fact, it reminded some of them of the smoke grenades the police and National Guard used at the anti-war and civil rights protests that had gripped the nation for years.

That’s because it was. Quickly, the school grounds were swarmed by first responders—fire trucks, ambulances, police cars, even a police helicopter showed up. The firefighters stormed into the school ready to douse a fire, but it rapidly dawned on them what they were actually fighting. They located the still-fuming metal canister in one of the gym’s changing rooms, contained it, and brought it out of the school.

By that time, the media had arrived, and were interviewing students and teachers while taking footage of the ambulances ferrying away the fifty students who needed serious treatment for smoke inhalation.

It didn’t take long to figure out that it was a late-in-the-school-year prank gone wrong. Some kid or kids had gotten their hands on a smoke grenade—erroneously reported in the media as a “smoke bomb,” which is a much less intense iteration of the same general idea—and thought it would be funny to let it off in the gym. Clearly, their thirteen-year-old brains could not have understood how much damage it would cause.

It didn’t take very long to find the culprits. Kids that age rarely have access to such sophisticated weapons. The canister was of the same kind that was in service by the Miami-Dade Police Department. One of the officers whose boy attended the school checked his equipment and, as he had feared, a smoke grenade was missing. He interrogated his son, who admitted to the prank, and quickly gave up the identities of his three co-conspirator classmates.

They all fell under the same type—rowdy to be sure, but not troublemakers, good athletes who had the discipline to get pretty good marks at the same time. They were what we would call jocks or future frat boys now, but back in 1973, they were just boys.

That presented a problem for school administrators. Sending fifty kids to the hospital was no laughing matter, but all four of the boys were good kids with bright futures. Despite the seriousness of what they had done, it just didn’t make sense to mess up their lives. It was determined in an administrator’s meeting that they would each spend a couple of weeks in a reformatory school, then return to Palmetto Middle School for graduation.

* * *

A couple of days after the incident, Barry Zimbler and his wife were driving back to Pinecrest after visiting some former students at the University of Florida upstate in Gainesville. He did that sort of thing fairly frequently. As head of the guidance department, football and wrestling coach at Pinecrest’s Palmetto High School, he grew attached to many of his former students, especially his athletes and in particular, his wrestlers.

He had only been coaching wrestling for a few years—a recent retirement meant that the school needed a coach and since he already knew some of the guys from football, he studied the sport and took over—but he had grown to love it. There was something about the one-on-one competition, the striving to beat the other man with everyone watching your success or failure in the purest, most ancient form of combat that bred camaraderie among the wrestlers and their coach that other sports just could not. As Kevin would later point out, everyone on a football team, even the left offensive tackle, could take a play or two off here and there, but you just can’t in wrestling. The coach, the other wrestlers, even the spectators see and assess every single thing wrestlers do. There’s no place to hide, so you have to do your best from start to finish.

He not only loved wrestling, he loved his wrestlers and became something of a father figure to them. His teams were closer-knit than many families are, and many of his wrestlers went on to be successful later in their lives. “Wrestling is the toughest sport in high school, and the guys that come out of that are going to be successful,” Kevin later said. “They don’t even know what the word ‘quit’ is.”

A little more than halfway home from Gainesville, the Zimblers stopped for a bite to eat—nothing fancy, just regular Southern cooking. He picked the place because it was nearing 6 o’clock, and because he knew the restaurant would be playing the local news on TV. He liked to listen to what was going on when he was eating.

On that very night, though, it was bad news—for him in particular. One of the small, local-interest stories they had on was about how police and school officials had rounded up the kids who lit the “smoke bomb” in the Palmetto Middle School gym. Since there were no laws protecting the identities of minors accused of crimes in Florida in 1973, the anchorman read off the four boys’ names. One of them—that of Alex DeCubas—struck a chord with Coach Zimbler. “Oh no,” he thought, “that kid’s going to be wrestling for me next year.”

Indeed, he was, and so was Kevin Pedersen. Both boys had played a variety of sports, and both had chosen wrestling as their favorite.

Back then, middle school in the region went to ninth grade, and high school went for three years, meaning that Alex and Kevin entered Palmetto High as sophomores in the same class.

Alex loved wrestling not only because he was good at it, better than anyone he ever faced, but also because it was fun to knock the other guys around. Their junior high coach, Dan Dorshimer, positively gushed when he spoke to Zimbler about Alex. He had never seen, let alone coached, such a natural wrestling talent before.

Alex might have been Zimbler’s star recruit, but Kevin was also at the top, also having gone undefeated in middle school. He was eternally grateful that it was a sport divided into specific weight classes. While Alex walked around at about 210 pounds, and he had to get down to a wrestling weight of 190 for competitions, Kevin had bulked up from the sixty-eight pounds he was when he started eighth grade to ninety-eight. Kevin used to laugh at how Alex complained about cutting weight to be eligible for his class, while he struggled to gain an ounce.

Their size difference meant that they would never face each other on the mat competitively.

Dom Gorie, a teammate of theirs who later became a space shuttle commander, recalled his reactions during an ESPN interview: “Kevin, when I first met him, looked like a grade schooler, hadn’t reached puberty, just a little guy . . . had this baby face, thin, he was very quiet, couldn’t engage him very easily, but he had that quiet confidence that you knew there was something lurking in there.”

That confidence, in part, came from Kevin’s inhuman workout routine, which would seem cruel if it were imposed on him by anyone else. “I would get up in the morning and run, I would go to school, I would run home from school, I would run back to practice, I had practice and, before I went to bed at night, I would run again, eat something, weigh myself then I would run again, then I would go to bed,” Kevin said. “I ran and ran and ran, I tried to get beat up in practice, I never stopped lifting weights.” Never a day off, rarely a moment off for the little guy who knew he could.

He also brought that same kind of dedication and determination to his school work. Described by several teachers and classmates as a “perfect student,” Kevin brought home outstanding marks in every class. He was considered an exemplary student, never getting into the least amount of disciplinary trouble.

But academics took a back seat to sports. Actually, sport. Kevin was so dedicated to wrestling that he stopped participating in other sports. Sure, he’d throw the ball around with the guys if they asked, but the idea of taking another organized sport seriously was ridiculous—it would have gotten in the way of wrestling or preparing for wrestling.

That unquenchable desire to get the best out of himself came from his father—or, at least, his relationship with his father. Gorie told ESPN that he remembered the Pedersen boys’ (Kevin and his big brother Mike) “whole personas changed” when they talked about their father. “He was extremely demanding,” Gorie said of Myron. “He expected a level of perfection . . . not accepting anything that was not the best—a tough guy to be around.”

That put Kevin on something of a vicious cycle. All he wanted was positive attention from his father. The only way to get that, he figured from what his father said and did, was to be the best at wrestling. To become the best at wrestling, he knew he had to work harder than anyone else. Kevin tapped into his inner drive, and nobody ever outworked him.

His preferred workout method, once inside the gym, incredibly, was to take on Alex. He’d start off every single practice by wrestling his big friend. And, while Alex had intentionally walked Kevin every single time he had ever faced him in baseball, he never went easy on him on the mat. They would go hard, full strength, and using every trick they knew. Kevin would invariably get pinned but he never really intended to win. He took the fact that he could even compete with Alex, a hundred pounds heavier, as a victory. And he knew it was making him a better wrestler. Going up against a guy like Alex, and getting his face jammed into the mat every day, would be like running with a hundred-pound weight on his back. Once the weight was off, he’d feel invigorated, and after wrestling with Alex, his opponents in the 98-pound class would seem puny, almost harmless.

It worked. Kevin was the undefeated junior high champion in his weight class.

And so was Alex in his. Nobody came close to pinning him.

But Alex didn’t run unless he absolutely had to, he didn’t really work out, and he certainly didn’t go out of his way to find any bigger guys to wrestle. Alex just went out there, tried his hardest, and let nature take its course.

The first day of high school is stressful for anyone, but it was a lot easier for Alex than most. It’s nice knowing that you could probably beat up anyone in the school if you needed to. But he also knew that he wouldn’t have to, because his winning personality disarmed even the toughest guys.

Kevin, though tiny, was actually in a similar position. And if anyone he couldn’t beat up ever gave him trouble, he always had Alex. Kevin never sought protection from Alex, it just happened. Alex was that way.

And nobody wanted to fight Alex. It wasn’t just his size, he had a reputation. It was mostly based on one fight back at Palmetto Middle School. It was an eighth-grade physical education class, and the boys were playing “gator ball,” which Kevin described as a mix between football, soccer, and rugby. It usually got pretty rough, and the teachers let the minor stuff go without any intervention. The school’s other big kid felt that Alex had been a little too handsy, and made it clear he intended to fight. Instinctively, the other boys stopped their game and crowded around the two big kids. The fight didn’t last long. As the other kid approached Alex, he unleashed a massive haymaker, knocking his aggressor to the ground and opening up a huge gash in his forehead. After that, everybody remembered that time “Alex split the other guy’s head open,” and decided that it was much wiser to avoid any physical confrontations with him.

By high school, a stern look or a proper word was more than enough to silence any challenger who wanted to pick on Kevin. “Everybody pretty much knew that you just don’t say anything or do anything to Pedersen because DeCubas was always there,” Kevin said.

And it was nice to get such a warm welcome to the school by Coach Zimbler, who had personally scouted them both, but was clearly more excited by Alex. “I went to Palmetto Junior High a time or two and watched him wrestle there,” he said. “I couldn’t wait until he’d arrive at Palmetto Senior High. I was excited to get him, always excited to get kids from Palmetto Junior High because they had a pretty good wrestling program, and we’d get pretty good wrestlers from there.”

Indeed, they did. Zimbler knew the boys well in part because their older brothers—Luis DeCubas Junior and Mike Pedersen—were already on his team. Neither was the kind of star he expected Alex to become. They were just good, solid wrestlers.
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