
[image: cover]

   
[image: Logo Missing]

[image: Logo Missing]


Copyright

[image: Image Missing]

The Borough Press

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2017

Copyright © Gabe Habash 2017

Cover layout design Micaela Alcaino © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2017

Cover photograph © Shutterstock.com

Gabe Habash asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

 All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books

Source ISBN: 9780008265090

Ebook Edition © June 2017 ISBN:  9780008265113

Version: 2018-05-31


Dedication
   
To Julie


Epigraph
   
The mind is the limit. 
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MY MOTHER HAD TWO PLACENTAS and I was living off both of them. I was supposed to have a twin. When the doctor yanked me out, he said, “There’s a good chance this child will be quite strong.” This is the story my parents always told me, but I never really believed it.

In a moment, after I refasten the Velcro over my laces, I will stand up out of this folding chair. I will square my bulge in my singlet and good-luck tug each shoulder strap. And after I’ve counted the spectators in the bleachers (seventeen), I will ask Coach Hargraves to box my headgear. He will oblige. Then I will walk onto the maroon mat, enter the white circle, shake this Poor Richard’s hand, and when the referee lets me go, I will come after him with everything I have. Noise. And in the second it takes for me to hold the pin, I will hear something snap in his arm. This is like breathing.

You haven’t spent any time in North Dakota, but if you had, you’d know this time of year is useful for airing out your head. I will use three minutes outside in the parking lot to stand by a snow clump, watching for birds and settling down, thinking how it’s finally November and the season won’t be over until March, thinking about my weak, sweaty good-bye to the whole thing before it gets sucked inside me for good.

I once read about the idea of internal age in my Teams & Group Dynamics class. I got a C+ in that. Imagine: there’s a tight little peach-pit core inside you with a number carved into it, and that number is the age of your best self. Most of the time people whine about not being at or being past their internal age. Not me. I’m in my golden age. 

I believe in wrestling, and I believe in the United States of America.

I am a motherfucking astronaut.


MY NAME IS STEPHEN FLORIDA and I’m going to win the Division IV NCAA Championship in the 133 weight class.

That’s it. Do you believe me when I say I think about it every day, every hour, at least twenty times an hour? That there isn’t much in the way of detail? I’m telling the truth. I can lie, but I wouldn’t lie about this. When you want something bad enough to starve for it, it’s not clear what it’ll look like until it finally happens. I know that there’s a white pedestal with eight steps and that you pose for the photographers with your wooden trophy, which is the exact same size as a nice desk clock. This happens in a place called Kenosha Arena in Kenosha, Wisconsin, where there are six mats of all different colors and the seats are blue and all two thousand are filled up with people. Below the arena is a basement with old lights and enough space for each of the wrestlers, winners and losers, to find his own shadowy corner to cry in because he’s happy or because his season’s over. It’s where everyone goes when it’s over. It’s tradition. But that’s not for a while, and I’m not there yet.

Can you believe I used to share this with people when I was a dumb freshman and thought I’d pull the sword right from the stone? Now I keep things to myself. I edit and develop in my own mind. If someone wanted to know about it, I figure they’d ask, but I have a shaved head and a face that appears mean in repose and I’m quick to anger, which is something I got from my dad, which helps me out in wrestling but not in interpersonal communications. I took a class on that, too. 

I don’t get ahead of myself now. It’s something I’ve been working on. But I still think about the arena, the mats, the pedestal. I can’t help it. I have ecstatic visions of climbing down into the basement. I think about them when I’m riding in the team van, when I fold my laundry, when I tear off my scabs, when I take a shit, when I’m sitting through a lecture in an overheated classroom, pretending I’m looking down at my textbook, but really have my eyes closed in a low-level doze of distant concentration.

I’m thinking about them right now. One day, everyone will know who I am.

Why, if I pull this off, they could tell my story in the New York Times!

Whenever I’m not thinking about them, I think about how to get them. Ideas are just neurons in your brain squirting chemicals at other neurons. Do you have dreams of arm bars and front headlocks? The special squeaks and thumps heard in practice, which is the sound of your own flesh’s wet exertion? Have you looked for a long moment at a splotch of sweat on the mat and decided to lick it up, only because it came from inside you? Do you practice your stances, hobbling around like a Quasimodo by yourself, until your knees lock up? Do you think of hair as a vanity? Do you fucking distract yourself with a five-hundred-page Barron’s SAT Vocabulary book, guaranteed to boost your Verbal score one hundred points on test day?

But, as I said, it’s important not to get ahead of oneself, and so I grip down on my bench in the locker room and screw my eyes to my surroundings, because life is only the present. The red lockers and the two dozen guys in here, the coaches standing around with their arms folded, that’s the present. The red walls, the bench sticking to my skin, that’s the present. The fifty years of dead and alive men that have been in this locker room, they’re the past. They each had a moment to matter, but they don’t anymore. What matters is that smell of a bunch of derma oxidizing, that smell like a line of wet aluminum bleachers, that’s also the present. 

“Stephen gets an extra piece of chicken at dinner for breaking that kid’s arm.”

Coach Hargraves is a nice man but I don’t listen to him. The year my coach told me to “envision the perfect match, and then strive to materialize it,” I lost more matches than any other year. Now I conserve the energy I’d use listening, save it for myself, while in front of me Hargraves’s glottal hum hits around my ears and my brain skitters down. Simpleminded thoughts stand up in my head, like flowers, like individual top-heavy sunflowers that bow and slump over when they can no longer take the weight. Next to Hargraves are the assistants. Eerik, Fink, Whiting, Farrow, and Lee. I don’t really distinguish between them until one occasionally separates from the others. They stand in a line in their white shirts with the little red George Washington head on their breasts, “Presidents Assistant Coach.” Can anyone imagine them going home to their children? Having private hopes? Crying at classical music? I can’t. 

“Florida?”

“Mm?”

“I just said, any words of encouragement? For the young guys?”

I shake my head, shrug, keep shaking my head.

On the big chalkboard, Coach made us all write our classes down. I don’t know why. One of the coaches, I don’t know which one, gave us all cassette tapes with mood sounds we’re meant to listen to in our sleep. They all keep talking about “community accountability,” which is the theory that you are more likely to be true to yourself and reach higher if you don’t want to let your herd down (animal comparisons are often made around here). This is to scare wrestlers into not being the weak link, but I’m not the weak link, I’m not a part of the herd at all, I look out for myself and that takes all my effort and all my time. Inside the locker next to mine (now Ellis’s), it says in very old writing Who wants to see my pentis. The locker four down once belonged to Mycah something, we only had one year overlap, and the whole time, he was about to quit because he couldn’t bear his mat herpes. They badgered and guilted him into staying. The locker two down (now Sherman’s) was Flores’s last year and for the three years before, the whole span during which he kept growing, a Mexican farmboy from Illinois who kept growing and measuring his height in rising marker lines on the inside of his locker. He went from 133 to 157 during his time at Oregsburg. I haven’t heard from him since May. No one has. Flores, who had small feet and bad teeth and apologized beforehand for his halitosis, who gave ojo to at least three of his teachers, who went back to Illinois and just got swallowed up forever.

Quietly, something is being passed around the room.

There’s a problem where I always want to put my fingers in my mouth, especially if I have to sit still in one place. Rolling the ridges of your knuckles over your slightly parted jaws is a sensory pleasure you can get anytime you like. It’s good sometimes to have your face against something harder than itself. That way you’re never surprised by how hard contact is. If you believe the universe is a place of hitting, where one thing collides with another, the pattern repeating all over, your arms turn to cradles and you begin to want something to root you to your senses. I’m not saying it always has to be violent. My grandma had a tabby cat named Poker she found as a stray, and he liked getting in my lap and I was always giving him the ear pets he liked.

“We’re going to Miles City in just three days,” Hargraves says. 

Miles City is a place of buildings and people. It’s in Montana. There will be a quad where I have to wrestle three times in four hours. It helps to tell yourself these basic things because it establishes a mind-set for completing them. The fastest pin in history is nine seconds. I rub the divots of old scars on my forehead, the place between my eyes where I felt a tiny painful pebble under my skin two years ago and was afraid I had a very problematic neurological growth, a tumor or stroke pebble that would kill me before I had a chance to get to Kenosha. I went to the student health center to prevent a tragedy and when I expressed my situation, I was told it was a pimple. 

Linus drapes a towel over his head. He rolls a lacrosse ball around under his left foot for his plantar fasciitis, which he got in high school from cross-country and bad shoes, which everyone knows never fully goes away. He won his match today. He’s thinking about going home to read. To read! I’m thinking about that one field east of Dickinson on the way to Miles City where you see a red-winged blackbird on each and every post.

Fink or Farrow adds something to what Hargraves just finished saying.

Coach Whiting notices the object being passed by the wrestlers but pretends not to. Some of them are looking at it for longer than others. It’s coming around the room toward me.

It’s very difficult not to think about the banana sitting in my locker behind me! I need something for my mouth. I promise myself the banana later. I’ve never made a promise I didn’t keep, I’ve made the promise to myself and to my grandma to win my championship. Up in an armpit of the United States, where no one can see me, I change shapes and become something slobbering and furious in order to get what I want.

I’ve been jogging my leg this whole fucking time. I sit still to end the attention I’m drawing.

I live in the luckiest place on earth. The papers have called it that. It’s true. The only thing that’s expected of me is the only thing I want to do. That is called luck. Luck is to own a thicker meaning of existence, a place inside you shelled off from flabby friends and exhaustion without purpose: I’m on a one-lane road in a thick metaphorical forest with no distractions. Everything I do is intentional. To arrive at the end of the road is to know Glory in the biblical sense, to put your paternity in Glory. I walk around, putting my paternity on things. I haven’t studied much on the saints, but it sounds exactly like what their lives were like. At the end of his good works St. Bartholomew was misunderstood and skinned alive. Up to the present they’ve hung on to bits of his bones and skin in basilicas, and his arm is in a cathedral. With all of the saints, you see their cartoons smudged on papyrus with all kinds of bright colors shooting out of nowhere around them, and sometimes I believe that if you look hard enough, you can see those colors in the real world. 

I don’t have any secrets. I’m not hiding anything. My parents both died in a car crash when I was fourteen, and I went to live with my grandma. She died of heart disease. I told her when she was dying that I was going to Oregsburg, that I was going to wrestle, and she put all her money with my parents’ policy, and Rudy Unger, the estate lawyer my parents set me up with, holds on to it and tells me what to do with it. 

The note’s at Sherman now. He glances at it, then passes it to Ucher.

My grandma didn’t care much about wrestling, but she knew what it meant to me and so it made her happy. I told her I was going to break off a piece of my championship trophy and bury it next to her. By the end, she was barely giving a shit about any goddamn thing, but she was a good Christian and could appreciate the Old Testament ceremony of it, so I guess it made her happy.

And if we’re on the topic of confessions, I might as well: I have been here three years and failed. I don’t like to use the words “last chance,” but I’m not delusional. This is my last chance to do what I promised. It’s been so long since I’ve felt it that I’ve forgotten what choice feels like. There are scientists in the polar circles and missionaries in Micronesia, these people choose to be put in foreign, forgotten places for science or God service, and they can lean over the rim of renounced free will, they kneel down in the church and say, “I’m ready to hear about what God has in mind for me!” and get the water sprinkled on their heads. I am in North Dakota, in a town called Aiken, which you have never heard of, and I am only here for myself. Even an idiot knows you can’t accomplish anything meaningful without the possibility of failure. My three-year failure will be totally forgotten in the face of a fourth-year success, which is always, always what gets remembered.

Ucher hands it to me. I cross my legs and look down at it in the hidden bowl of my lap. It’s a white napkin that says in black ink: Something needs to be done about Louise. I don’t pass it on, which would be to Linus, I crumple it up and drop it on the floor, under the bench.

Choice is a perfect gift, and in modern times more people have it. They teach you all that shit in class. Because there are more options nowadays, someone can walk away from what troubles them. But not me. I’m locked into myself, I’m locked into my five months, I’ve been locked in, waiting for them my whole life. I want the trouble. It’s what I promised. I promised my grandma. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone nor would I want anything different. 

Hargraves says, “Kill the head and the body will die.”


THEY CALL ME and Linus faggots jokingly to our faces and less jokingly behind our backs. They call us that because we skip out early from the chicken dinner (each wrestler takes a single chicken breast—Fat Henry gets two—some vegetables, yogurt, an apple, and maximum twenty ounces of water), which is prepared for the team by Eerik’s wife and Lee’s wife, two coaches’ wives who like to cook our primitive meals for us together, but they don’t call those nice ladies faggots. Faggots don’t give birth to quarter-Arikara children in Eerik’s case, white children in Lee’s, cook for their husbands’ team and feel good about it in their straight hearts. Only the two best wrestlers on the team, which we are, get called faggots. 

I leave after eating, quickly, because I really hate eating in front of other people. I’d rather be alone, and being with Linus is the same as being alone but also a fix for loneliness, a positive solitude. Linus leaves with me because he’s my friend.

Linus is five four with thin eyebrows and acne. I met him when he was trying to take the 125 spot from Slim John Carpenter, which he did, quite quickly. A lot of times you see young guys come in and not really work too hard, not really know what it takes to get what you want—they don’t realize it until later, or not at all. Not Linus. He took 125 from Carpenter, rolled him over, cradled him in the first week of practice. He’s a freshman, the only weight class smaller than me, the only person on the team where being with him makes me forget to wonder what being lifeless would be like. He knew what he wanted as soon as he came through the door, and rapidly made them all look lazy. I tell him he’s too wise for his own good. I tease him for his vanity because he gets his ears drained by Fink after his matches, something he insists on despite the fact his nose is bent to the right from a bike accident. “Everyone loves my face and my personality,” he brags. He has a room down the hall, but he likes to sit in the chair in mine, leaning back on two legs and squeaking it, just to make himself feel less homesick.

On the main path, he walks backwards next to me and whistles, unmindful of the ice patches. He’s too young to be afraid of getting hurt, there’s a flock of hummingbirds in his head. “I forgot what ice cream tastes like,” he says. Linus pinches his fingers in front of his lips, pretends to inhale, and blows the breath out like smoke.

I don’t really miss anything anymore, but I know he’s like everyone else and falls for life’s left-behinds. Everyone’s unfortunately born with a memory. But this is what I tell him if I sense he’s sick over it: if you turn your thoughts over to the nothingness of what’s here, nothing land, nothing people, nothing houses, nothing lakes, nothing cold in nothing bones, you can squeeze your happiness to a pinpoint—you are here to wrestle other men like your oldest enemies, leave them damaged or worse on the mat, until you’re by yourself. I’m not one for bringing up memories. Whatever part of the brain that’s in charge of memories, it’s probably somewhat retarded in mine. Yet if you pay attention to the simplicity of your ritual, like stooped men praying in lightless pagan hovels, you can live without your memory. It’s surplus.

I’ll tell you what else I know: that the buildings of Oregsburg are nothing but shadows in the week after daylight savings, but I can find mine by scent and pattern, like a dog. That the Frogman, who has straight antlers and is silently giggling at me, is behind one of the walls. That Linus is walking faster because he wants to get back to The Shining. (He gets mad at me when I rub my dick on his books. It’s only through the pants, anyway.) That there’s absolutely no noise at eight o’clock at night, no one outside walking, and it creates the illusion that you’re alone. That it feels good to be close to your building, to know that your bed is inside and you will sleep in it soon, before you wake up tomorrow and follow a schedule more rigid than what most people can put up with, but that most of all, approaching your bed is a pacifier-level comfort because you don’t know what would happen if you had your purpose taken away from you.

I guess I should describe myself. 

No, I don’t want to do that. But in the interest of keeping any potential listener on my side, I suppose I can share something personal. It’s that my name isn’t really what everyone thinks it is. In the third week of my senior year in high school, when I was living in Hillsboro with my grandma, I sat down at my lab table for first-period physics, the study of the world’s rulebook. It was a Tuesday. Mrs. Cosgrove came into the classroom and handed me an envelope with a red seal in the upper-left corner that said OREGSBURG COLLEGE. I thought I’d heard of the place, though maybe I’m making that up now. On the outside, it said my real name but on the inside, in the letter from Coach Hargraves, it was addressed to Stephen Florida. It was an invitation to come wrestle for them, on a full ride. But because Division IV is forbidden to give athletic scholarships, they’d combined a favorable need-based financial package (all grant, no loan) with the Harriet Howard Leadership Scholarship. I got that because of “exceptional displays of leadership and commitment, and the capacity for setting a model example for peers at Hillsboro High School.” When someone puffs you up with this kind of language, you believe it. It was written on a piece of good paper that’s now in a box in my closet. According to this official stationery, the only requirement for the scholarship was that I “give a presentation on an unspecified topic in March of the graduating year.” It was the only real college offer I got. Before the letter was handed to me, I was looking at a few community colleges nearby. My grandma was sick at the time, otherwise I would’ve gone right away to meet Coach Hargraves and to see the school. I don’t mean to give the impression that I was making up my mind. I knew right then I had my chance and I was going to take it. On a Monday in September, I didn’t know what I’d do after high school. On Tuesday, just like that, I had a piece of paper promising me four more years of wrestling. I called them during my third-period break and they sent me the application materials. It happened very quickly. They said things like they could make my SAT score work, that everything was taken care of, and they were still calling me Stephen Florida. Grandma, who promised she was in very little suffering and indeed possessed an air of total resignment as the clock wound down, reading and rereading the first chapter of Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, died at the end of November with the book in her lap and took all the white lights with her.

I got the acceptance letter in the first week of December and that weekend took the Greyhound three hours west on ND-200 to Aiken, a town even smaller than Hillsboro. I met Coach Hargraves. He shook my hand and said, “This is Stephen Florida. The man who’s going to help build Oregsburg wrestling.” I liked the sound of that, it made me feel good. He called me “a corner brick.” He was an old coach but this was a new school for him, and the program itself was just starting back up after being cut because of Title IX years ago. I didn’t think much about how or why they found me. I didn’t care. He dropped me off at the admissions department, where I got signed up for my classes way in advance. It was there, in the admissions office, that I figured out why my name had changed. Behind the desk, there was a nice old lady holding a piece of paper two inches from her nose. Her name was Ms. Rutledge, and when she lowered the paper she looked brittle enough to be broken by anyone older than twelve and she had, no kidding, the thickest glasses I have ever seen. They extended from her face like telescopes. They were foggy and yellow. What happened, I knew, was a letter of interest was to be sent to Steven Forster at Hillsboro High School. This woman, Ms. Rutledge, had misread my name. “Hello, young man,” she said. “How can I help you?” I signed it, I signed it all Stephen Florida.

What did I have to wait around for? Nothing. I got to Oregsburg as soon as I could, on the bus the day after graduation. It was June. There was no one there. In my new room in McCloskey Hall, the one I’d have for all four years, I unpacked my clothes and put my nice shirts on hangers. I wanted to get started. I put on sweats and ran outside. It was not as hot as I’d wanted it to be, maybe upper seventies, but it was so bright, light shining off everything, that I had to squint to run. I passed a Christmas tree patch, the trees so small they looked like large broccoli. A few cars went by. I was running on roads I’d never seen before, everything was strange to me. I was sweating through my clothes on new roads and looking up with my eyes shut. I felt like I’d come somewhere that had no one else in it, or no one else had really been there before me, but more than that, I’d picked it. It was my choice, it was intentional. I stopped running, miles from school and in a place I didn’t recognize but was somehow familiar, like a distorted vision of the past, fields in every direction. One tiny red crop duster was buzzing over a field, and then another very far in the distance. In one of the fields off the road, I saw a tremendous metal arm hundreds of feet long spraying water over acres of corn. It seemed like a process of the ice age. Hundreds more center pivots were all over, spaced far apart, churning all around, and standing still I could sense the movement on all sides, and though I have never been in an airplane I knew that when you flew over and looked down, there were massive green circles all over the earth. I began to love Oregsburg very early.

I took three years of my life and sacrificed them like pretty virgins thrown in a volcano. And I don’t want to lie, so I won’t say I didn’t expect to have a championship by now. It was never going to be easy. That’s something you pigheadedly learn in hindsight. I pigheadedly wrestled and wrestled, playing wiggledick for three years, during which time I finally figured out that the trophy was never going to be handed to me because I deserved it, during which time I was often so tired I wanted to throw up, so unhappy I wanted to throw up. But I guess all along I’ve been waiting to see what happens in my fourth year, the very last year of my life, which feels long and formidable like a pregnancy or a North Pole trip, and because it’s so long, parts of it I spend clipping my toenails on my bed while Linus reads Stephen King in my desk chair. Parts of it I dwell on what it’d be like if people from the sticks of North Dakota descended on the places where I wrestle, the poorly ventilated heat boxes that mostly smell like cleaning spray and concrete, if even a few of them knew who I was by sight and waited for my match, if a widow who nevertheless still had the zest of life saw me from behind and said, “Hey, it’s Stephen, look at that tight butt,” or maybe children shouting for a memento, and I’d toss my headgear to one and I’d hand my shoes to a little girl, who’d try them on and smile because they’d still be sweaty. I could give intimate souvenirs to fans after every match.

“I’d like to go to Maine,” Linus says. “Small towns creep me out.”

None of this will ever happen. There’s no money for extra headgear and shoes, this is all a flight of fancy. There are no children looking for heroes in tiny gyms, no horndog housewives. I keep my bullshit to myself, and I always try not to believe other bullshit.

On the side of the big toe is a blister I clip open and fluid comes out of it that smells. I tell myself that I’m not a goddamn coward.

“Man,” Linus says. “You are really going to town on those nails.”

Five months, a winter, can be an oppressive and long thing to people other than just the drinkers. You can look out the window, miles and miles of land designed to demonstrate emptiness, pump sites, mud, rigs covered in rust, fields where durum and flax and canola used to be. A hole of a well: that’s what winter looks like. Food processors, water haulers, and rich roughnecks driving their cars through it and walking and sleeping in houses in it, and every time you look out the window, it’s pressed right up against the glass like a goblin waiting for you to notice so it has permission to leap in your face.

“What’s that smell?” Linus says. Without looking up from the book, he lifts his leg, releases a trumpetous fart, and laughs a little.

Here’s what I regret: that I didn’t win every time I wrestled, that too many losses have already happened, that I didn’t pledge to wrestling earlier in life, that I’ll never know how much better and faster I could have been, that I never had any brothers or sisters, that I won’t ever be as strong going right as I am going left, that I wasted so much time wrestling not to lose, that I was too eager and fell right into Derrick Ebersole’s duck, that at regionals I shouldn’t have tried to grab Chris Gomez’s right ankle and I let him out and I couldn’t get him back down and that was it, that my grandma had the stroke, that I couldn’t do better on my SAT, that I’ve forgotten sometimes how to be mean, that I couldn’t hold the near-side bar, that I don’t remember what my grandpa looked like without the help of a picture, that years ago the ice was where it was and the road curved where it did and the other car was where it was and that the other driver had to go, too, and also that I sent that kid to the hospital by himself, that his parents hadn’t ridden in the back of the ambulance and there was no audience to cry over him. 

“I don’t think a serial killer would ever come to North Dakota,” Linus says. “Maybe Sioux Falls. He’d kill one person and then get bored and probably go find more interesting people to kill in Minneapolis.” 

There is a hidden growing torment in me. I keep myself occupied and try to forget it, but in moments when I can’t lie, I know that I’m susceptible to it more and more, that the misery is digging itself out.

The Frogman moves in the corner. I don’t look.

Linus says, “What’s the difference between a bug bite and a rash, because I have this one by my neck.”

But I also know I can have wild swings in my thoughts. I’ve gotten used to this over the three seasons at Oregsburg. I think of this discrete period of my life as a room, and these are simply the dirty problems I find inside with me to take care of. I keep everything clean around here, the Frogman is always in the room with me, he came along sometime after the accident but I try to keep him in the corners, try not to look, because if he’s let out and gets his way something might happen.

Linus is where he was before. This is my room. I’m not ready to go yet. As it always does, the purpose returns, it comes around the corner at the last minute. 

The two best reasons to do anything are


	To prove to yourself you can do it

	To prove to everyone else you can do it



And I will put my head down, remembering that I’ve been afforded these five months. They are mine to take, and this is my entire life. I am a good donkey.

Linus says, “Your feet have a tremendous amount of dead skin on them. I’m just pointing it out.”

What I’m thankful for: this season, drive, motivation, success lust, that I’m not fat, that I’m not a handicapped, that I don’t have fucking spina bifida, that no one can hear my thoughts except me, that activeness forestalls the sludge of the cosmos, that my hands are big for my size, Linus, Oregsburg, that my great-grandpas put it in my great-grandmas and that my grandpas put it in my grandmas and that my dad put it in my mom, that I wasn’t born in King Leopold’s Congo or Siberia, that my sinuses are a high mountain cave and there is a little grendel in there tending her mushrooms, that I’ll never have too much time on my hands, that there are other wrestlers out there waiting for me to come tear them down, my grandma, that I have a job to do.

“God, Stephen, the fire hose just tried to attack Danny.” Linus closes the book, but not before reading the first lines of the next chapter. I’ve noticed that when he gets really fixated, books or wrestling usually being the cause, he develops a kind of general wetness around his lips and spends a lot of time wiping it off with the back of his hand. “I’m going to go to sleep now. Six thirty, then?”

I nod. I thank God I’m a modern orphan, given a chance instead of singing for my supper, covered in chimney dust.

“You know I haven’t heard you say anything in two days?”

I hear that male’s arm snap again and again. “Mm.”

He’s by my window, book tucked under his arm. On the sill, he looks at the picture of my parents holding me as a baby on the couch in my living room, which I never remember until someone else is looking at it, but he doesn’t say anything. Instead he wipes a finger across the sill next to the picture and says, “Your room is so clean. It’s almost abnormal how clean it is.”

“Clean, clean, clean, clean, clean, clean, clean, clean.”

“Tell me what happens at Miles City.”

“You’re going to wrestle three times, win three times, and have a 4–0 record at 125.”

“No, I mean, like, in—what happens if I lose?”

“Well, in a tournament there’s something called a wrestle-back, but this is just four schools—”

“I know what a wrestle-back is. I’m just thinking about what’s going to happen.”

“Start telling yourself facts. Here we go, I’ll start. You are Linus Arrington. You are sitting in a chair in my dorm room, which is … five doors down from your own dorm room. It is November. November is one of the cold months. Stalin was a weatherman and his left arm was way shorter than his right because of a carriage accident. You wrestle for Oregsburg College at 125 pounds. You won your match today. You are from Bellevue, Nebraska.”

“My father’s name is Dale, my mother’s name is Tina. Milk is white. I have wrestled since I was seven, and I won my first college match. In three days, I will be in Montana, wrestling in Miles City.”

“The Miles City gym smells like every other gym. You have won your first match of your career here. You are 1–0 as a President.” 

“If I’m aggressive I will win.”

“You are going to win three matches in a row in the Miles City gym because you are a heinous 125-pound barbarian and they are all cheesecakes.”

“I’m a heinous barbarian and I will perform evil on their heads.”

There’s a certain way Linus’s face looks when he believes something. I feel like I’ve known him a long time when he does that, like I lost my milk teeth with him biting into corncobs in Nebraska, like I had a different babyhood, like I’m a whole different person. 

Linus says, “Do you ever think about what life would’ve been like if you were born a girl? Or if you had a clubfoot? Or were Asian? Or in New Mexico?”

“If I had a clubfoot I’d kill myself.”

“Me, too, I think.” Sometimes I worry that Linus has difficulty grasping abstract concepts.

“A different life … doesn’t seem like a different pencil to write with,” I say. “I have all my legs and feet. You do, too. I’m good at wrestling and so are you. Those are the circumstances. Point is. That’s the pencil I was given. You got the same pencil.”

“All right.”

“Put your forehead against mine. Stable as a table?”

“Stable as a table.”

“Let’s go, sweet child. I’ll tuck you in.”

“Can I use your toothpaste? My mom didn’t put any in the package this time.”

After he shuts his door, I turn down the hallway, empty except for the cleaning lady at the far end scrubbing the vomit off the trash chute. The floor runs in a square, rooms on the outside, communal bathroom in the center, which I head into. A freshman named Perry, who will live to be ninety or die next summer, who knows, leaves a stink in the stall he exits. He nods, I nod, I don’t know his last name.

I turn the sink on. In the mirror, I check for signs of impetigo, herpes, ringworm. I turn the razor on. I run it over the buds on my pate, mowing down the little guys before they can grow big. Insect teeth on the top of my head. A peeler for the potato.

I read about flensing in my Culture of Global Capitalism course. I sat up in my seat and imagined three hundred years ago. I saw a massive, ugly whale shored up on a beach, grinning dumbly with its big mouth and its small eyes while fishermen tromped along its back in their boots, stabbing and hacking with knives and hooks in straight lines to make panels of blubber to be peeled, just like wallpaper, the wet sucking noises as they’re pulled off a red-white underflesh. And the fisherman yanked harder at the pieces that wouldn’t come off the fascia, tearing until they separated from the connective tissue. The mess in the sand. And when all the blubber was flensed, the fishermen walked away with it, leaving the stupid peeled whale there on the beach, bloody and white, a muscle skeleton, eyes bulging and mouth open, still smiling, the sun setting over the waves.

There is no ceremony. These are simply the things I do in between. I leave the shower, walk down the hallway back to my room. For a second, a cloud can pass in front of the moon. I do math in my newly shorn potato. I will wrestle something like twenty-four times this season if everything goes how it’s supposed to, and round it off to seven minutes per match, giving a total of, what’s that, 168 minutes total. Less than three hours—168 minutes—that’s what will be put down in the records, to be permanently studied by the world’s progeny, tracing the table’s lines with their fat fingers. The 168 minutes that matter. The rest, what won’t be recorded, is clipping toenails, dead whale thoughts, toweling off your human skinfolds, breaking scentless wind on boiled chicken breasts and oil-free vegetables, fondling your belly button, jumping off your bed to touch the ceiling, reaching in your desk down below your collection of help line and faith pamphlets and pulling out your Barron’s, turning to the “350 Most Common Words” page. Impecunious. Inane. Incontrovertible. Infamy. Inimical. The rest is maneuvering your mind away from the wrong things, more than keeping to the right things. 

I’ll tell a secret: think about what connects the rest to the 168 minutes. That’s it. Everything else is flensing. The past is flensing. Losing is flensing.

I do push-ups. My towel falls off at twenty. One two three four five six seven eight nine ten eleven twelve thirteen fourteen fifteen sixteen seventeen eighteen nineteen twenty twenty-one twenty-two twenty-three twenty-four twenty-five twenty-six twenty-seven twenty-eight twenty-nine thirty thirty-one thirty-two thirty-three thirty-four thirty-five thirty-six thirty-seven thirty-eight thirty-nine forty forty-one forty-two forty-three forty-four forty-five forty-six forty-seven forty-eight forty-nine fifty. Wormhole, black hole. Invisible far-off radio frequency. Unknown bloop from the hadal deep. I’m trying to push into a deeper place.


PRACTICE IS ONLY AS BORING and difficult as it looks. And it looks something like an active prison playground: two dozen wrestlers puttering around, their goals hidden in the silence of their heads, Led Zeppelin and Cream at seven thirty in the morning, sounds of slapping. The dry winter gym heating inside your mouth and hair. I believe that the more time you spend thinking about what the fuck you’re doing here is in direct proportion to your worseness. If you just buy into the craziness, you’re a lot better off. Did you know that in the Roman Empire, a doctor, upon consulting a woman overrun by hysteria, would instruct his assistant to make loud noises and release bad smells into the room to scare the womb back into position, and that the assistant wouldn’t think twice? That’s why the Roman Empire lasted fifteen hundred years. I bought in a long time ago.

To keep on task mentally takes practice, just like practicing switches or cradles, but my personal choice is, for instance, to picture the Subway turkey, six-inch, wheat, no cheese, no mayo I’ll permit myself afterwards, the roughly 280 calories I’ll get back, the chemicals released in the brain upon smelling the steam of Subway bread. I like to think about what’s in front of me, the two dozen matches spread out over long days, and how these sloppy practices are the means in between. I don’t need food anyway, I fill my guts with this.

I’m paired up with Whitey Williams, who looks like a ghoul because of a propane tank incident when he was thirteen. His face is both the color and texture of uncooked ground beef. He’s 141 and he likes to go with me in practice because he’s bigger but I’m faster. I don’t mind, but he has this rare disorder where there are these outgrown nubby flaps of skin all down his spine. I’ve told him, “Your back looks like a fucking stegosaurus.” At least seven times since I’ve been here, I’ve seen Whitey get an early first-period takedown in matches because his opponent will touch the stegosaurus back and get creeped right out of his zone before realizing that he’s going to lose if he doesn’t stop screwing around and touch the nubs.

He goes outside single, but I bear down and turn over to grab on to his back but he’s up before then so we’re just hitting at each other. He’s telling me about this girl named Lauren who he caught staring at him in the library. He went over and asked, why are you staring? And she said, because you have the most beautiful face I’ve ever seen. And so Whitey said, wait until you see my back. And when he lifted his shirt up right there in the library and presented her the nubs, she basically shit her pants and dragged him back to her dorm room saying, I must paint you, I must paint you right now. But when they got back to the room there was no sign of the painting materials anywhere, Whitey said, and before he knew it she had pushed him on the bed and he realized she was only trying to get his shoes and socks off. Interested to see where this was going, he watched as she got his feet naked.

He gets a hand on my scalp and pulls. “Shrimping. Are you familiar with it? It is the meeting of toes and the suck function of the mouth in the name of sexual pleasure.”

I flip his arms outside and get him tied up from the inside. Knowing Whitey’s a liar and also because it’s gross, I just say, “Well.”

“It was something completely out of right field.”

“Left.”

“What left?”

“It’s left. Left field.”

“Oh, fuck you.”

This is all at half speed, fireman’s carries at half speed, duck-unders and takedowns and rides at half speed. Coach Hargraves blows the whistle and people move to different places. I’m on my back and Coach Whiting has his hands on my forehead and I’m lifting against him pushing down, I’m doing army crawls across the length of the gym, I’m jumping rope, I’m doing the pegboard, I’m doing pencil rolls, I’m doing the stairs and holding on to my vomit until I get to the trash can, I’m wrestling Simon Fjelstad and Harry Pfaff and Paul Kryger, who is my weight and wants to be better than me, but he will never be better than me. All is necessary and intentional, the way I like it. If one thing slips a screw, I screw it back in until it’s sound again. One of the coaches walks around saying, “Miles City, Miles City.” I take a breath and blow snot on my sleeve. If you’re doing it right, it feels like getting caught in a small room with a bleach scent. I’ve learned thirstiness is a temporary matter, it’ll just go away if you wait long enough. I get a short break and stare up past the wall mats and the empty spots where banners are supposed to hang. The sharp white lights turn the skin both pasty and clear, sweat looks messier, and I’m conditioned to pay attention to what I’m seeing, not unlike how operation room lights make you pay attention. I never stop paying attention. I pay attention to Linus doing twenty pull-ups and then waiting to do twenty more. Pete Crest jumps off the mat, where he’s been near-fighting with Clark Lowe, he takes off his shirt and ties it around his head to catch the sweat, and for a second I think he’s going to take his shorts off, but instead he dives at Clark for real, trying to actually fight him until they’re separated. I pay real attention and can hear the other part of the team slamming weights over in the weight room down the hall.

Paul Kryger is an antagonistic Dutch lunatic, but he doesn’t see what I’m doing, he’s too busy trying to beat me. No one likes to do live-gos with him because at least half the team’s had his fingers up their asses—he’s basically set the world record for checking the oil. Some have gotten used to it. He’s checked my oil in the past and still tries to sometimes, but he’s not good enough for it to be a nagging problem. During our live-go he’s expected to come at me and does. Spit from his mouth lands in mine when he tries to pull behind me, saying, “Fuck you, Florida, fuck you.” The coaches are yelling at him to shrug. But I wait for things to go my way. He can’t shrug past my right side because I push down on his head with my right arm and twist him like a scarf in my lap. He’s muttering, “Fuck you, Florida, you fancyboy, you pussy shit,” and jamming his elbow into my ribs, hard, because he wants to take the 133 spot from me. He stabs the point of his elbow between two of my lower ribs. “Hey,” someone says, “hey.” But if I have bruises on my ribcage, where would I be without them? I would not be myself if I didn’t have bruises on my ribcage. And though Paul Kryger wishes me to die, wishes me to leave Oregsburg and never come back so he can be the 133, he’ll never get it because he doesn’t want it as bad as me, and all I would like to tell him is he would be better if he wasn’t so angry, that is, if he wasn’t so stupid on top of being so angry, but I don’t tell him this. I don’t tell him anything. I feel no pity for Paul Kryger or Paul Kryger’s future bride and unborn grandchildren, who surely will be bastards, who are all going to be denied the story that Paul Kryger was the 133. I will make sure that story never exists. I will take something away from him so that he’ll never have it. And while he’s calling me a bitch pussy and banging my ribs I kneel down and get him onto my shoulders like a baby lamb, he’s a baby lamb now. He is guided by my arms to the mat, and thereupon he finds his disappointment. 

I’m told by Coach Farrow, “Jesus, Florida, you can’t slam him like that or they’ll see it in the match,” but I know he doesn’t mean it. Kryger, holding his hand, has to be taken to the training room by Fink, but I’ll give him credit because he doesn’t whine or anything.

Suicide sprints, jump rope, rope climbing, five times, arms only. Two and a half hours after I’ve started, I’ve finished. I go to the showers and get dressed. I brush the vomit out of my teeth and get my backpack.


STUDENTS TEACHERS DESKS PENCILS PAPERS. They’re on the other side of the wall, I’m in my garden knocking over and smashing the flowers. 

I took extra classes my first couple years so I could take fewer classes my last couple semesters. This fall I’m doing Drawing II, Meteorology I, Basic News Writing, and What Is Nothing? I worked ahead and I use the extra time for practice. It’s not that I don’t want to get my education, I just have to save my energy for the right things. In another life, if I wasn’t so good with my body, who knows, maybe I could’ve been on the cum laude list instead of doing half measures to ride out a 2.6. Outside of wrestling, I’ve always taken what I could get. They offer tutorship but I don’t partake. It’d just be one more person you’d have an obligation to, and anyway, I’ve realized you can get by just by picking out a few specific things you like for papers and memorizing for tests. For example, in my Politics of Therapy class, I ignored all the other thinkers once I heard about Wilhelm Fliess, who talked about how the nose is tied to your privates in the 1800s and it’ll sometimes bulb up during screwing and a lot of times people will sneeze over and over during (he even came up with a surgical procedure to cut that tie), and I knew I was going to write about it. I got a B- and the paper was titled “Looking to Our Past for Our Future.” Also for example, I could draw and explain the AD–AS model like the back of my hand. College is easier than high school.

I go to the rooms I’m supposed to on time and keep my head above water. Probably I could’ve gotten more out of my classes. I like to understand things. I like to spot problems and try to figure them out, which is all wrestling really is. When education is practical, I’m in favor of it: for example, the first time I visited a library resulted in the high school sophomore fistfight with the boy named Maxime, a tall French boy who liked to skateboard. He and I did not get along, he had a habit of zigging in front of my path as I walked into school, and when one day I told him he’d better find a new place to skateboard, he said some French words to me that went by too fast but I caught salaud. I wrote it down on a piece of paper. That afternoon, I went to the library and took a French-to-English dictionary from the shelf. I found the class Maxime was going to come out of, and when he came out that was that. The result of all this was three days’ suspension and two weeks’ detention, which I spent on cheap daydreams about being on the deck of a boat where the wind was so strong it blew off my cap! It was hard for me to doubt the practical value of books after that.

I leave Meteorology, where I got a C- on the midterm because I messed up the sizes and temperatures of the atmosphere layers and because I forgot the chemistry compositions—the argons mixed up with the neons and that kind of thing. But in the long run, I still think it’s a good class for me because there’s a lot of matching, a lot of if-it’s-not-this-it’s-that. This type of thing is like a mental trip to the fishing lake. It’s relaxing to think that Leon Battista Alberti invented the anemometer in 1450, which can measure wind speed and wind pressure. 

These facts move to a light place somewhere toward the back of my brain. Food is an afterthought, class is an afterthought, people relationships are an afterthought, hydration is an afterthought, sleep is an afterthought.

I cut through the brown grass on my way to Drawing in the McKnight Studio, which is by a parking lot and the road bordering campus. I pass some dead landscaping with nylon tape stuck in the branches. From under some bare plants, a male finds a splotch of snow, balls it up with a few mulch sticks poking out, and fires it harder than he needs to at a female, who screams in
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