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 Never regret they fall,

O Icarus of the fearless flight, 

For the greatest tragedy of them all 

Is never to feel the burning light.
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  PART ONE: MARY WELLINGTON


Nocturnal Running , December 12, 1970 
Here’s Dan Bluestone (aka Biggie) easing into his stride:
On Lincoln Avenue South, dressed in a rubber suit with two pairs of gloves and a wool cap, at 11:30 p.m. A thin sheaf of ice glazes the walkway. He’d been in bed waiting to fall asleep, but his stomach was killing him. The next moment he was pulling the rubber suit out of his closet, then a moment later he was out the door. There’d been no decision involved. Suddenly here he was, trudging like a demented halfwit. A determined demented halfwit, to give Biggie his due. 
In the freezing air his neck ached the entire two miles back home, but two miles were nothing. He could run two miles with a broken neck, or with no neck at all.
The pain in Bluestone’s stomach, too, grinded as he ran. Indeed, if he wasn’t the picture of health, he’d think that he was having a sudden appendicitis attack. But there was, according to the laws of general principle Biggie relied upon as a personal constitution, no possibility that he was having an appendicitis attack. No plausible possibility. He was the toughest seventeen-year old not only on the planet, but in the planet’s history. He was Power Incarnate. Not two hours before, he’d won the Highland Park Quadrangular, the third year running. That said, even more worrisome than the grinding were the acids surging through his stomach, splashing his esophagus, searing his lungs. Laws of general principle? When Biggie hadn’t taken the time to properly digest before trying to sleep, he knew that this raging flood of acids was imminent.
The reason Biggie hadn’t given himself the time to digest is that he ate feverishly from the moment he got home from the Quadrangular. Before he sat down, he’d gotten Mom to toss a chuck steak into the oven. He drank a large glass of chocolate milk as he waited, reading the Daily News sports he’d already skimmed in the late afternoon, after he read the Sun-Times sports and the Chicago Today sports. The Tribune they didn’t subscribe to. Three daily subscriptions were enough, according to Dad. Plus the Trib was reactionary, Mom chimed in whenever the issue was raised, as if it were a contagious disease. 
On the Sun-Times Friday Prep Page was a half-page feature on the immortal Rick Berkenmeier from up in Mundelein, the wrestler’s would-be rival. Included was a large picture of Berkenmeier looking like the combination of a blond-haired All-American kid and a grizzled Marine veteran, edgy outside the war zone. For a moment, Biggie looked into Berkenmeier’s eyes in the picture and fought the temptation to evade his steely gaze. The story itself was disappointing, focusing strictly on how great Berkenmeier was, not merely on the mat with his work ethic—rated #1 in America after winning Jr. Nationals in Evanston last summer (spectacularly pinning his way through State Champs from Pennsylvania, Ohio, Oklahoma), with a scholarship to Wisconsin signed and sealed, where his brother wrestled first string—where his coach won NCAAs four years ago—Berky was connected—but also great as an All-State fullback and greater yet as a human being. The roll call of admirable attributes never ended. At Mundelein High, the article noted, Berkenmeier was in line for class Salutatorian. 
The kid did everything but volunteer weekends as a candy striper. Biggie practically found himself pulling for Berkenmeier to take State. He could barely stand to finish the article and thought of tossing the newspaper against the wall for dramatic impact, and may well have if anybody had been watching. 
Waiting for the chuck steak at the kitchen table, Bluestone managed to answer Mom’s questions patiently. He also had a bowl of ice milk and broke into the cabinet for a fistful of Oreos. He scarfed the salad buried in Thousand Island dressing she’d left in the refrigerator for him and was contemplating another raid on the cabinet when Mom returned to check the oven and told Biggie that the steak was cooked.
She kissed him on the forehead. Biggie winced. He remembered now that Giselle, his sister, had promised that morning to make a German chocolate cake after she got back from the Quadrangular.
 “Did Giselle make a German chocolate cake?”
“Giselle’s over at Mary’s.”
“Oh.”
“Remember to clear your dishes when you’re finished.”
Biggie said he’d remember.
Mom looked Biggie over skeptically. She was a school social worker, at Evanston High School, one of Highland Park’s rivals, but sometimes she looked at him as if she’d never seen his like. “When you’re done, take out the garbage.”
After the steak and another bowl of ice milk, Biggie walked into the living room, where he collapsed to all fours for a set of 200 pushups. This set was challenging when he applied scrupulous attention to form, as he often did, each pushup methodical to the point of tedium, chest touching the floor, arms quivering back to full position seconds later, but now he breezed through, concentrating not on form but on numeral—“137, 138, 139”—and was breathing calmly enough when he finished that he added another hundred to the set. When he was this lackadaisical (though he assumed that any Marine drill sergeant would find the form satisfactory) he could rip off 400 pushups. Still, cheating was cheating, whether or not a conscientious observer called the infraction. Biggie was disappointed in himself for taking the easy route and wondered idly if the shortcut would cost him down the line. If Berkenmeier ever ripped off cheesy sets of 300, the article didn’t mention it. 
Theoretically, the long set of pushups triggered the thyroid gland, firing up his metabolism so that the prodigious consumption provided mainly fuel. When he’d step on the scale Monday, he knew he’d find out otherwise, but was convinced the results would be twice as disastrous without triggering the thyroid. Back in the kitchen he had his third bowl of ice milk and slammed a half glass of chocolate milk. Suddenly his thirst was so deep, he filled up the glass again and drained the chocolate milk down his throat, imagining as he did that he’d invented chocolate milk, then a glass of water. Reminding himself that this was it, once he left the kitchen the process would begin again, tapering off to practically nothing—bouillion cubes and lettuce by next Wednesday—he briefly considered firing up a hamburger or waiting in the kitchen until Giselle came home to make the German chocolate cake. Still, Bluestone cleared the dishes, securing a last fistful of Oreos and an onion bagel smeared with margarine before reluctantly peeling himself off the refrigerator door.
By the time he’d reached his room downstairs, a large bedroom off the rec room, his stomach was already killing him. He walked into the rec room, turned on the TV—nothing of interest, though he nonetheless doubled over, knees and elbows on the floor, and listened disconsolately. Fifteen minutes later he made his way to the bathroom, then his bedroom, where he collapsed fully dressed, eventually closed his eyes and awaited sleep.
An hour later, Biggie was in his rubber suit and wool cap on his double-gloved run up Sheridan Road. The furious acids, the undigested clumps of the huge chuck steak, the salad buried in Thousand Island, four bowls of ice milk, four glasses of chocolate milk, the onion bagel, the dozen and a half Oreos, waged their war. The Battle of the Bulge? Sheesh. The wrestler knew that by Tuesday—anticipating the prospect of sixty hours of bouillion, lettuce, water—he’d look back longingly to the relative misery he felt now. It amazed him that he’d spent less than an hour in the kitchen, which was apparently all the time necessary for a belly to transform from an empty sack into a huge sputtering keg of acid.
At the driveway Biggie slowed, then walked, shrugging his shoulders, dangling his legs, as if—were it not for his breathing in the freezing air in huge gulps—he were loosening up before trotting onto the mat. 
Sometimes it felt like he stopped his run just at the point when he could bolt forever. 
Biggie, trembling from the freezing cold, got to the door and fumbled with his house key. Despite his immense strength, his hands were too numb to turn the key in the lock, and he wondered why he’d felt it necessary to lock the door, as if someone was going to break in and kill everybody at two in the morning. Though that’s pretty much when they did break in to kill everybody, he considered idly. Look at Senator Percy’s daughter.
Now Biggie buried his double-gloved hands in his rubber-suit pants pockets and for several seconds clenched his fists, willing them to warm up, grabbing a thatch of synthetic rubber for extra measure. 
Seconds before he became convinced that they’d discover him frozen to death tomorrow morning, numbed hands clutching rubber-pants in the middle of the porch, his life accurately summarized by the woeful image (and his hideous fate a lucky turn for Rick Berkenmeier), Biggie’s circulation fired. Quietly he turned the key and walked inside, feeling his way downstairs without turning on the light until he got to his room, where he found the Sun-Times sports on the floor. Though his fingers still throbbed from the cold, he took his scissors from the top of his dresser and cut out the photo of Berkenmeier, then walked back in the dark, upstairs to the kitchen. He felt a roll of scotch tape in the first drawer beneath the counter, then turned and walked the three steps to the refrigerator. 
Miraculously, Biggie refrained from opening the refrigerator.
Taped Berkenmeier’s photo to the freezer door.

      [image: image-placeholder]The List, December 13
It wasn’t that no girl would look at Biggie Bluestone.
The next afternoon, as they stood in the kitchen, his sister Giselle told him, “Mary thinks you’re cute.” She meant Mary Wellington, her best friend.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that.”
“Okay, if you’re not interested in hearing.” Giselle turned back toward the oven, where she was finally making the German chocolate cake she’d promised, though it was already too late for the wrestler to devour more than a single heaping slice. Giselle was a short, stocky girl with long black hair and huge brown eyes. She was a tough kid, too, stubborn and unbending when she wasn’t giggling or crying her eyes out, and Biggie often thought that if she were a guy she’d be a wrestler and possibly give Biggie himself a run for his money. 
“Who’s he?” Giselle pointed at the imposing headshot of Rick Berkenmeier he’d taped to the freezer door last night.
Biggie told her.
“I wonder if he has a girlfriend.”
“He’s the competition, Giselle. That’s why I put him on the freezer.”
You tape a picture of your nemesis to the freezer so you’ll remain ever vigilant, and Giselle wants to date the guy.
“Mary?” Biggie said, steering his sister back to topic.
“She thinks you’re mus-cu-lar,” Giselle said, articulating each syllable precisely, until it seemed she took a full minute to get the adjective out.
“I’ve barely said a word to Mary Wellington.”
“Biggie, I’m not accusing you. A lot of girls think you’re cute and mus-cu-lar. I’m your sister and they tell me, that’s all.”
“Who, exactly?” he asked absently.
Obligingly, Giselle revealed the list of girls who’d told her they found her brother cute and muscular: Gina Biano, Gloria Wasserstein, Diane Heard, Suzy Applebaum. Of course, Mary Wellington, too. Not really a list of Highland Park’s finest, no incipient Sara Shermans—by acclamation the most beautiful girl at Highland Park High School—not even any seniors as far as he could tell, though the wrestler certainly didn’t mind hearing about it. Bluestone had this conversation with Giselle periodically. The list had remained stable since the end of last season when he’d lost disastrously in Districts. Mary was the new entry. Gina Biano and Gloria Wasserstein he’d had conversations with—if you count passing them in the Bluestone kitchen and exchanging hellos; theirs enthusiastic, Biggie’s muffled. Diane Heard and Suzy Applebaum he couldn’t picture specifically—there was an approximate image of two small, nondescript, long-haired girls blending in with a dozen others halfway up the bleachers at the wrestling meets. They were part of the Mat Gals, an organization Giselle had started last year, who would cheer at the meets from the bleachers, wearing their uniforms of blue blouses and blue skirts and white socks. They ran the public address system and the scoreboard, and made posters during the week, which they hung on bulletin boards or held above their heads as they sat in the stands in their Mat Gal section, cheering their heads off on the infrequent occasions they were paying attention. While their disproportionate encouragement was touching, often Biggie couldn’t hear what they were saying over the PA, and between periods the coaches usually had to go over and fix the scores they’d put up on the board. Mostly freshmen and sophomores, a few juniors like Giselle (and Mary Wellington before she quit after making JV cheerleaders, who doubled as the cheerleaders for the wrestling meets). Few of the Gals looked like high school girls. Mostly they reminded the wrestler of middle school girls—braces, acne, gawkiness—but in limbo, where one day, their names called, they’d mysteriously wake up and shed their braces and discover their complexions cleared up. But Biggie would probably be wrestling in college by the time Diane Heard woke up looking like a high school girl; as pleased as he was that they found him cute and muscular, it was like hearing that somebody’s parents liked you, or their pet turtle thought you were great. “Terrific,” Biggie said.
The most promising on the list was the latest, Mary Wellington, a small, nervous girl who was pretty. She was a junior like Giselle and might look like a legitimate high school girl if she didn’t wear braces. She was very thin, so fragile-looking that when she leaped into the air on her JV cheerleading stunts he was often half-surprised she came down intact.
They had history, too.
Once last summer, Mary came downstairs as Bluestone was stretched out on the couch watching a Cubs game. Mom and Dad were off at a party in Glencoe. Giselle had immediately invited over the Society of Wayward Girls, as Dad called them, who were prepared to convene the instant somebody’s parents left. That night the SWG was making a racket upstairs which quickly spread from Giselle’s room to the living room to the kitchen.
There were two couches in the basement rec room, ten feet apart, facing the TV sideways so that you could lean back in the cushions and face somebody directly as you talked to them. Biggie looked up between innings to see Mary Wellington standing by the other couch. He hadn’t heard her come down and wondered if she’d been standing there a long time. Biggie tried to remember if he’d scratched his nuts or picked his nose or blithely farted in the last five minutes; it was hard to imagine not. She wore jeans and a purple turtleneck that had the effect of making her neck appear elongated, as if she’d grown two inches exclusively in the neck in the week since he’d last seen her. Still, Mary Wellington looked pretty, as if her stretch in limbo was scheduled to end soon.    
“I was wondering what you do on a Saturday night. Now I know. You watch baseball.”
Biggie began to say something in response, something like “Wha?” but lost the thread before the first syllable reached fruition.
“Who’s playing?”
“The Cubs and the Cards.”      
“From St. Louis?”
Where else would they be from? “I thought you were a cheerleader.”
Mary smiled curiously; she was only JV. The varsity knew sports.
“You can sit down if you like.”
There was a chance that when Mary Wellington finally looked like a high school girl she would really look like a high school girl, with her long brown hair and startling dark eyes, the kind of girl that came to mind when Biggie read about smart, stylish high school girls like Franny Glass hanging on the arm of a sophisticate. Sitting on the couch across from her as the Cubs battled the Cards with Biggie suddenly providing commentary to supplement the cornball commentary of Jack Brickhouse and Lloyd Pettit on WGN, he envisioned Mary’s thin cheekbones as flaring, her startling dark eyes as luminous, her hair, already pretty, as gorgeous, her teeth de-braced, her chest full-breasted. As he found himself pontificating about the Cubs’ All-Star double-play combination, Kessinger to Beckert to Banks, Bluestone contemplated positioning himself for that moment, already wondering if, when the time came, her status as Giselle’s best friend might prove awkward.
“The way Ernie’s hitting now I’m not sure he’ll get to 500 home runs.”
“Have you ever been to a Cubs game?”
“Wha? Sure. Some guys I know, like Wing Terrill, have been to dozens.”
“Wing’s been to dozens?”      
“Ask him if you don’t believe me.”
When the inning ended Mary went back upstairs to the Society of Wayward Girls.
Bluestone’s one other moment with Mary Wellington also occurred last year, and to Biggie it pretty much encapsulated his entire junior year. He’d been sitting in the stands before Oak Park with the rest of the varsity, watching the JV action, talking to Rich Becker, the star heavyweight, about football scholarships. Colleges were desperately trying to sign up Rich Becker to play linebacker. According to Rich Becker, the Michigan State head coach, Bill Boscoe, had personally informed him that he was their #2 recruit in the entire Midwest—right behind a quarterback from Minnesota.
“Boscoe said I was the athlete they have to land. The standard shit.” 
“If they don’t land the athlete from Minnesota,” Biggie suggested, “maybe they’ll play you at quarterback.”
Becker dismally shook his head. 
Biggie had wondered if Becker’s mock incredulity expressed a genuine modesty, as opposed to the false modesty Biggie himself dished out after anybody complimented him on his wrestling. Suddenly, with Becker shaking his head dismally in incredulity (“The standard shit,” as if that were the worst kind of all), the wrestler’s sphincter blindsided him. Doubled over with cramps, he hurtled down the Oak Park bleachers to the locker room and the stalls. 
On the gym floor Mary Wellington walked from the opposite direction, wearing her blue-bloused, blue-skirted, white-socked Mat Gal outfit. He couldn’t secure an alternate route to hustle around her. She looked concerned, as if sensing his dire predicament: Instead of clearing the pathway, or smiling at Biggie and saying hello as she always did when she passed him in the kitchen upstairs when the SWG congregated, Mary stopped. Biggie, with no choice but to stop politely in his tracks, desperately squeezed his sphincter as Mary Wellington gazed solicitously into his face. “Are you okay?”
“Cramps,” Biggie admitted.
“I’m sorry.”
“I’ll live.”
When Mary lifted her hand toward Biggie’s unshaven face, lightly grazing her fingers along his two-day stubble, he couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d squeezed his nose, or suddenly stuck her fingers in his ears. “Biggie, does the beard make you feel tough?”      
With Mary Wellington touching your face you can’t exactly shove her away then make a desperate run for the toilet, hoping you can control your sphincter until you plop down on the seat. “It makes me look tough,” Biggie told her flatly. “Anyway, it’s not really a beard. It’s stubble.” Biggie didn’t bother to explain that hair grew on his face—the same face her hand grazed now—like it was going out of style, as opposed to the top of his head, where he already had a bald spot you didn’t have to concentrate feverishly on to see—and if he shaved every time he needed a shave he’d spend half the livelong day shaving. “Instead of talking to you, Mary,” he didn’t add.
And then she wasn’t touching his stubble anymore, was hurrying down the aisle toward the bleachers where her pals in the Mat Gals were watching them.
The wrestler reached the john before his bowel exploded. Still, he was sluggish during the match, a maul and push affair where he couldn’t focus and ran out of steam early. He gave up an escape on a sit out with a minute to go, couldn’t take the guy down after that, barely tried, his strength evaporated, and the guy—who was pretty good, Biggie had to admit in fairness to the idiotic Biggie he was last year—stalled out the last minute. The score ended 4-3.
Junior year Biggie Bluestone lost five matches. That was one. 
Later that afternoon, after hearing the latest from Giselle about Mary Wellington and indulging himself with a heaping slice of German chocolate cake, the wrestler sat in the stands at McGaw Hall in Evanston, where the Northwestern University Wildcats were taking on the Southern Illinois Salukis. It was then that Biggie realized that, at heart, he was Killer Kowalski, the most intimidating, feared, vicious, homicidal-looking wrestler on the planet. 
He’d been going to the Northwestern wrestling meets since middle school; back then his dad would drive him down, at first watching with him, later just dropping him off—afterward Biggie would walk over to his dad’s office, stopping off at the dispenser in the basement to buy a salted nut roll for a quarter, daydreaming about wrestling for Northwestern someday. Back then his dad was already probably the most famous guy on campus next to the wrestling coach, Roy Gosley. Roy Gosley had coached the Wildcats for at least twenty years. He’d also wrestled in the Olympics, coached in the Olympics, and was the expert commentator when they’d telecast NCAAs or the Olympics. “Wrestling’s foremost ambassador,” Biggie had read once in the newspaper, a reputation that he considered as good as you could have. 
In less than half an hour, Roy Gosley would introduce himself to Biggie and tell Biggie Bluestone that he was on their recruitment list, but at that precise moment Biggie was watching the Northwestern guy in his weight class, Drake Watson, demolish the Southern Illinois guy, and was thinking that 1) with all these college girls in the stands straight out of the pages of Playboy it was tough to get too excited that Mary Wellington had a crush on him, and 2) next year, Jesus, Watson would kill him with his hip throws and misdirections. He’d be lucky to last a minute with Watson’s blocks and trips and headlocks that would end up with Biggie on his back, set to be pinned—and Watson wasn’t even that good as far as college wrestling went, an All-American but far from the pinnacle—he’d seen guys destroy Watson as effortlessly as Watson would destroy him unless he was a thousand times tougher than anybody. That’s when it hit Biggie that he was Killer Kowalski.
Back in middle school, he’d been assigned to write a report on a famous American who wasn’t a president. While everybody else in the class did George Washington Carver, Albert Einstein, or Helen Keller, Biggie reported on Killer Kowalski. The others nodded knowingly as Biggie proudly read his report to the class. The odd thing was that Biggie hated professional wrestling; he hated that people confused it with amateur wrestling, which was the greatest sport on earth and in which the twelve-year-old Biggie, star of the seventh grade team, had already resolved to win the State Championship once he reached high school. Most days it was all he thought about. Oh wrestling, people would say when he mentioned his ambition, nodding but rolling their eyes inwardly, thinking Biggie meant professional wrestling, which probably made more sense to his relatives and his parents’ friends, now that he thought about it, watching Drake Watson execute his hip throws and misdirections, since Biggie was an oafish, oddball kid. But there was a lot these people didn’t know about the boy other than when his bar mitzvah was scheduled. From the moment in the fifth grade when the gym teacher rolled out the mat, lined up the kids and demonstrated the single leg takedown, it was love at first sight.
He wasn’t sure he’d heard of Killer Kowalski, whose heyday was around the time Biggie was born, and whose signature moment in the ring—when he ripped off Yukon Eric’s ear on a mis-aimed “throat stomp”—occurred in 1954 when Biggie was one year old. He’d never seen film of Kowalski that he could recall, though he remembered watching grainy-filmed programs featuring Bruno Sammartino, Bobo Brazil, and Bearcat Wright on the television in his grandmother’s den in New Jersey when he was small. (If they had such TV stations in Illinois, they didn’t come in on the Bluestone set.) He still had this image of a fat curly-haired Gorgeous George dressed like a woman, holding some flailing adversary down in the ring, though Biggie wasn’t certain if the image germinated in something he’d seen or from the evocations of the name itself. But Killer Kowalski? That’s the name that came to the twelve-year-old, and the name Biggie had looked for when he went with his dad to check out books on professional wrestling from the Highland Park Public Library. 
Killer Kowalski wasn’t a “scientific” wrestler, and it seemed to Biggie now that that’s what he must have seized upon as a twelve-year-old, as if sensing he’d never be too scientific himself, with a bevy of subtle, complex, scientific maneuvers. Also, most wrestlers have mechanical facilities, can take apart automobile motors by feel and piece them back together, still blindfolded, before certifiable dunderheads like Biggie, who barely knew how to check the oil, would notice. According to the books there were scientific wrestlers around at the time, like Verne Gagne, NCAA champ and Olympian, but they were no match for the Killer. “Everybody always said Killer Kowalski was the toughest wrestler they ever faced,” Biggie remembers reading from the report, gulping as he read, tremors of pride catching in his already changing voice. He was ruthless, he’d do anything to win: gouging, kicking, clawing when the referee was distracted, biting if necessary, along with the world famous throat stomp, where he’d leap high in the air landing feet first on the hapless guy’s voice box. “Killer was the most intimidating wrestler in the history of the world,” Biggie remembers reading to the class. “And he wouldn’t let anybody think they were in for an ordinary afternoon,” Biggie had added. “He’d play with their minds, toy with their psyches.” Had he really said psyches? At twelve? Such passion elevates your sensibilities. “They’d step through the ropes wondering if this was the day their ear would be stomped off, their voice box crushed by the soles of Killer’s glittering gold boots.” That was part of the Kowalski con, too. He’d enter the ring shirtless in purple tights with lightning bolts sewn into the sides, and glittering gold boots. The alliteration itself was magical to the kid.
And outside the ring—this is what got the twelve-year-old Bluestone most of all, cemented what five years later he could see was his identification, for he really didn’t want to crush anybody’s voice box and was a sweet, bashful boy on the inside, practicing his haftarah every night—outside the ring Killer was a sweetheart, a softie, a deep reader, a painter dabbling in the arts, a quester often sighted at religious retreats, a gentleman.
The guys he wrestled knew that. Some had even conducted long, intellectual discussions with Killer in the locker rooms. But that just made them fear Killer more.
In a real match, Biggie imagined now, Verne Gagne, a great wrestler and a champ but sometimes Killer’s fall guy, a “scientific” wrestler too, an Olympian, would have handled the Killer. As Killer leaped into the air for the throat stomp Verne Gagne wouldn’t have lain supine but scrambled up, caught the glittering boot easily, wrenched the leg, tossed Killer to the mat like a frightened boy in his first match with the junior varsity. Biggie knew that, perhaps even realized it as the voice-changing, hero-stunned twelve-year-old dreaming of taking State once he got past his bar mitzvah, and as he sat in the stands at McGaw Hall, then later as he took the long drive down Sheridan Road, turning around, the radio blaring to WCFL, dreaming of the con, even if he was only conning himself, knowing that perhaps he, as a seventeen-year-old undefeated, unscored upon in fourteen matches, already could handle Killer Kowalski in a real bout, an honest encounter (it was hard to imagine otherwise when he looked at it squarely), that what he was buying—no half-ass equivocations but completely, for now—was the fantasy, just so much myth, because he couldn’t very well lope onto the mat shirtless with purple tights and glittering gold boots—stiff high school regulations prescribed uniforms, head gear, wrestling shoes—for the purpose of scaring the shit out of the poor guy from New Trier standing across the circle (for a moment Biggie, like Killer, a good guy off the mat, empathized with the soon-to-be vanquished), though myth spoke louder than costume, cut deeper than rules. Biggie thought he could still be Killer Kowalski, even if nobody knew.
Half an hour after he’d realized he was Killer Kowalski at heart, Wrestling’s Foremost Ambassador recognized Biggie Bluestone. On his way out of McGaw Hall, Biggie inconspicuously lingered by the mat, soaking up the college atmosphere. The Northwestern Wildcats had clobbered the Southern Illinois Salukis. Biggie noticed the towering, thick-haired personage talking to two elderly men in the bleachers across the floor. The bleachers were too far away to hear anything more than the two old timers laughing their heads off at every syllable the famed coach uttered, as if standup comedy were the living legend’s true calling. Except for the three men, the arena had emptied. Lights were dimmed. Biggie had already tied his shoes, adjusted his coat, reached into his coat pocket to examine the contents (a ticket stub), and put the stub back into his pocket. If he hypothesized that they wouldn’t let him stand there all night because he liked the feeling of standing near a college mat, he was willing to test the theory. What if it were Killer Kowalski? Imagine. It would take half-a-dozen security guards; that would be just for working up the nerve to walk up and ask if there was anything they could do for him. (“Sir, we’re closing. You’ll have to leave now.” “Why?” “Because it’s private property.”) 
A dozen to escort Killer Kowalski away, if they’d even try.
“Dan Bluestone!”
Biggie turned to see Roy Gosley jogging toward him. Momentarily, he thought Gosley must have recognized him from showing up for the Saturday home meets since he was kid. As he slowed up, the famous coach did a brief double take as if he really did recognize the hero-worshipping kid, or the trace of Killer Kowalski, or—sheesh, Biggie thought—a remote resemblance to his dad—his parents’ friends sometimes remarked upon it—Biggie couldn’t see it—whom Gosley must have seen walking across campus—then the towering, thick-haired personage grabbed Biggie’s hand like he intended to sell it for parts, and squeezed Biggie’s bicep with his free hand as if anticipating an arm drag.
Biggie’s head measured up to Gosley’s chin.
“You looked good at the Quadrangular last night. Don’t see many high school boys with your power. You’re a real strongboy, I’ll say that for you, Dan. How are your grades? Your test scores? Did you take the ACT? The SAT?”
“Both.”
“Good.” Gosley gave an avuncular wink to the high school wrestler, who was staring glassily at Gosley’s huge neck. “Keep up the good work, Bluestone. We’ll be in touch. By the way, thanks for driving down to see us. Next time call ahead and we’ll show you around.” 
This Gosley said as if Biggie was negligent in not thinking to call ahead this time. (“Hi, I understand you have a meet scheduled.” “Hi, who’s this?” “I’m Bluestone, the strongboy. I looked good in the Quadrangular last night.” “Bluestone, we’ve been expecting your call.”) “Okay,” Biggie said.
Beyond that, Biggie didn’t take much in, though later, as he drove down Sheridan through Evanston and on through Rogers Park to Lake Shore Drive where he turned around before he got lost, WCFL blasting, he replayed the moment obsessively.
When he got home, he tossed the car keys on the kitchen table, then thought better of it and tossed them into Mom’s purse. He could hear his parents in the living room, where Mom was talking as Dad read the paper and periodically agreed with her. His dad was always reading the paper when he wasn’t working.
Biggie considered cutting a beeline for his room downstairs, where he’d turn on the hi-fi and do a thousand jumping jacks to quick-start his metabolism before dinner, but went instead into the living room to tell his parents about meeting the icon incarnate.
“Does that mean he’ll offer you a scholarship?” Dad asked, going so far as to put down the paper. Even Mom stopped retelling a compelling story her sister Ada back in New Jersey had told her, from what Biggie had heard walking in as he tossed the keys into her purse.
“It means they’ll keep an eye on me.”
“Northwestern.” Dad said wistfully, savoring the sound: Northwestern. You wouldn’t have thought he’d taught there for twenty years and was probably the most famous guy on campus. “You’re certain that you want to wrestle in college? You know that you don’t have to wrestle, Biggie.”
He shrugged. His dad was under the impression that if Biggie didn’t spend so much time wrestling and working out, then working out again when he wasn’t reading about wrestling, which he was doing when he wasn’t daydreaming, he might spend more time studying. The wrestler suddenly registered the uneasy impression that his dad expected him to develop other interests once he got to college. 
“We’ll swing it without the scholarship.”
“We’re proud of you either way,” Mom joined in.
Proud either way. It wasn’t so much that Mom expected him to develop other interests, but that she hated wrestling. She went to all the home matches and enjoyed sitting with the other parents, hearing how great Biggie was, kvelling as she watched the ref raise her boy’s arm, but she hated that Biggie had to end up losing twenty pounds every week to make weight. Biggie knew this because she lamented the predicament regularly. It ran contrary to every maternal impulse—after being so proud of him, his entire life, for being a growing boy who could eat a horse, it was, technically speaking, impossible to turn around and watch him not eat, even if it was for a good cause. She didn’t even approve of Biggie fasting on Yom Kippur.
To give his parents their due, they were fitness-oriented as parents go. Mom did these halfway sit-ups on her bed every morning; Dad swam laps in the gym on the Northwestern campus, or parked his car several blocks away so he could work in a walk. When he was a child, he’d watch them play tennis; they’d let Biggie be the ball boy, a self-satisfied idiot scampering across the court, tossing Dad the ball when it was Mom’s serve. Sometimes, even now, they looked at him as if he were about to toss Dad the ball on Mom’s serve, and Bluestone imagined that these two sitting in the living room were mystified to have hatched a son, of their own flesh and blood, a billion times more talented at slipping in the half-nelson than at algebra. “I may be getting more offers as the season goes on. After all, last year I didn’t get past Districts, you may remember, so nobody’s going to knock my door down yet. Lots of times those deals don’t come through until after the State Tournament.” 
“We wish you luck, son.” Dad tended to call him son at moments when he offered fatherly advice, like “Do your homework, son,” or, when he was younger, “Don’t hit your sister, son.” 
“Is Coach Gosley a good man?” Mom asked.
“The best.”
“It’s hard to imagine another boy being stronger or working harder at building his muscles,” Dad said.
“There’s a mental part to the sport, too,” Biggie snapped.
“Don’t go off in a huff, Biggie. Of course there’s a mental part to the sport.”
Well, Biggie’s mood lifted. He wondered if he’d overreacted. One thing about his dad, he could get pretty sarcastic when you took stuff seriously that he didn’t think was all that important. He could say something like, “Of course. Physics is nothing compared to the mental game of wrestling,” which may be true, but was liable to take the edge off the exhilaration you were feeling because Northwestern—a Big Ten wrestling school despite the Ivy League academics, the place you’d dreamed of going since you were hatched—had you on their recruitment list. Dad wouldn’t even be aware he was taking the edge off your exhilaration. But now he was holding back, and Biggie resolved to be a little less sarcastic himself when people were all fired up about things he didn’t take seriously which, when he thought about it, were just about everything.
Still, standing in front of his parents, Bluestone felt like he was boasting. Other high school kids, as far as he knew, had in-depth conversations with their parents about current affairs; Biggie tended to fire off a few idle boasts, then head downstairs. 
“I think Illinois and Iowa could show some interest, too, after the State Tournament.” Biggie developed the theme. “They have excellent programs.”
“We’re happy for you, Biggie,” Dad said.
As long as he was standing there, Biggie thought about telling them that they were looking at the next Drake Watson.
He sure as hell wasn’t going to tell them he was Killer Kowalski.
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Several days after Christmas, Biggie wasn’t the least bit surprised when Gloria Serpentino called him for the second time in his life.
“Dan, it’s Glory. Gloria Serpentino. How arya?”
Nobody called him Dan. He liked the name, but seldom heard it. 
“I’m the girl who almost ran you over two weeks ago,” Gloria explained after Biggie didn’t respond.
“I’m afraid I don’t remember.”      
“Don’t try to be funny. I just called to see how you are. What have you been up to? I mean it.”
I can’t walk two steps without my shoulder killing me, thanks to you, he almost told her, then almost added that Coach Wetzel had given the wrestlers five days off after the Lake Forest Christmas tournament—five days in which Biggie ran six miles daily, then knocked himself out with the weights, along with several hundred pushups every time he entered a room, along with fifty chinups and fifty pullups each morning despite his aching shoulder and an eternity of tiny laps in his room as the hi-fi blared—but no dieting, not till practice started again next week—and then almost topped it off with his pontifications on all the college girls who’d fall in love with him once he was a big star next year at Northwestern, none of which Gloria Serpentino needed to hear.  
“If you really want to know,” he informed Gloria, “I won a couple of Christmas tournaments. Last week at Grant, this week—last Saturday, I mean—at Lake Forest. At Lake Forest I took the trophy for Outstanding Wrestler.” The information about the trophy wasn’t true, and Biggie was taken aback at how readily he’d dished out the lie. He’d always hated guys who became somebody else when girls were around. Yet here he was, talking to a girl on the phone, lying through his teeth. 
“It’s not 100% true that I took the trophy for Outstanding Wrestler,” Biggie amended. “I should have in my opinion, that’s what I meant.”
“Is that what you meant?”
“I pinned three guys and won 10-0 in the final. But this kid Dale White from Wheaton Central, a defending State Champ, wrestled at 138, so they gave him Outstanding Wrestler because once you win State, you’re royalty. He had three pins, too, but didn’t get the shutout in the final. Gloria, if you look at the score without the royalty razzmatazz, I was more outstanding.”
“Are you a wrestler?” Glory asked.
He deserved that. “On the other hand, his competition was better than mine, you’re right. A couple of guys at 138 were downstate material. Nobody at 167, save moi. The same thing at Grant, too. I racked up the wins, but whom did I vanquish, really? I see your point.”
“Moi?”
“You better believe it,” Biggie said into the receiver.
“Dan?”      
“What?”      
“Are you above average in height?”
“About 5-10.”
 “That’s not what I asked, Dan. As a policy, would you rather get there sooner rather than later, or later rather than sooner?”
“Get where?”
“Answer my question, please.”
“Sooner.” 
“Would you rather see the movie before the book or after?”
“Excellent question.”
“I have to go,” Gloria Serpentino told Biggie. “I’m glad you vanquished everybody at Lake Michigan.”      
“Lake Forest,” Biggie shot back, but she’d already hung up.
Had he said something wrong? Biggie didn’t like it too much when people were abrupt, and to an extent went out of his way not to be abrupt with others, except for his parents, who really didn’t mind and had plenty of their own stuff to do without Biggie always shifting his weight from foot to foot, hemming and hawing, just so he wouldn’t come across as being abrupt. It didn’t surprise Biggie that people perceived him as odd. Given that he considered himself to be pretty shy, unless he knew people well, he didn’t have much to say even if he had plenty to say, so when he stalled out of sheer politeness around people he didn’t know pretty well just so they wouldn’t think he was the kind of abrupt guy he hated, Biggie had the impression people took him for an idiot. 
He spent a few minutes after she hung up trying to decode her questions, before deciding that any way he’d answered them would have been wrong; that’s assuming she wasn’t just playing a game where the rules were known only to Gloria Serpentino. For a moment he found himself wishing that Wing Terrill were around—Wing was in Michigan City with Gail Abernathy and her family for the week, which struck Biggie as a pretty mixed deal—to fly the bizarre conversation by Wing.
Odder than the questions, which he could only assume he failed with his half-answers, non-answers, and answer-answers that never quite comprehended the questions, was still the outright bubbamagumba he’d dished out. I should have won the trophy for Outstanding Wrestler. It was true, but not the sort of thing you wanted to run around saying. Somebody could say it for you—which is exactly the sentiment that his teammates, Wing Terrill and Luigi Cravi, heralded after the trophy presentation, as did Coach Wetzel, who was walking by as Wing and Luigi commiserated melodramatically, “Should have been yours, Biggie.” “Who counted the votes?” “It’s just because Dale White took State last year.”—and then you could reply, “Nah, that’s nuts, that’s crazy. Dale White deserved it,” and everybody would understand not only that you agreed, but also that you appreciated the sentiment. But, according to the laws of general principle, you couldn’t go ahead and say it yourself without making everybody ecstatic you didn’t win the trophy. 
The first time in his life Gloria Serpentino called him was a few days after she’d almost killed him. This was two weeks before the second time she’d called Bluestone. He’d just finished a thousand jumping jacks and a single page reaction paper to A Separate Peace, the best novel ever written—along with The All-American by John R. Tunis—when the wrestler, bundled in a rubber suit and wool cap, jogged toward the front door.
“Where are you going?” Giselle asked from the hallway, passing into the kitchen.
“To the moon.”
“Send me a postcard.”
“Biggie, it’s dark out,” Mom yelled from the kitchen, where she was finishing the dishes. 
“Mom, I need to speed up my metabolism.” In addition to the conditioning edge, Biggie had read that constant vigorous exercise sped up your metabolism.  
“It’s icy out there, Biggie. Cars are sliding all over.”
“Mom, I’ve gone outside before—I can handle going outside again. I’m seventeen years old!”
“Leave him alone,” Dad yelled from the study. “The big shot’s seventeen years old!”
“You don’t have to be so compulsive, Biggie.”
“Mom.”
“Don’t be so compulsive, Biggie,” Giselle said.
Mom walked into the hallway and looked at Biggie. She was wearing her apron and rubber gloves. “Be careful, please. Okay?”
“Sure.” Biggie said, deliriously happy that Mom wasn’t lapsing into one of her Cautionary Tales, often recounted before he left the house, of a boy she knew in high school who’d gotten killed when a car skidded off an icy road and ran him over on the sidewalk. She had a story about a guy getting killed for almost every occasion.
Still, as he turned onto Forest and eased into his run, the constant entreaties began to irritate the wrestler. Usually, her observations rolled off his back, whereas Giselle was always at her throat: nothing rolled off Giselle’s back. But compulsive? As if both his dedication and his desire to spare himself the misery later in the week, when a glass of water could prove disastrous, was an affliction like claustrophobia, or penis envy. 
A large Buick was at the stop sign at Forest and Lincoln. Before turning, Biggie looked straight through the windshield at the driver. He faintly saw her face in the streetlight, and for a moment thought she looked familiar. The girl nodded and Bluestone made his turn onto Lincoln.
At the same time, she turned the Buick and, seeing the runner, slammed on her brakes and skidded clockwise. Though Biggie pivoted and dove, the front fender brushed his leg, knocking him from the road into a snowbank as the skidding Buick spun a full turn on the ice.
Shit.
For a second Biggie lay in the snow, collecting his wits. Slowly he stood in the snowbank and checked out his legs. Gingerly, he shook his arms. No tingling or numbness in the extremities. The wrestler bent his knees then lunged from the snowbank to the car. He instantly thought of lifting the Buick and dumping it on its side, but instead jerked at the driver’s door handle. Inside, the girl sobbed into the steering wheel.
“Watch where you’re going!”
The girl didn’t respond except to sob harder and squeeze the steering wheel. The engine had stalled out. Her bobbing face banged against the steering wheel. Biggie sensed she was bracing herself as if he would momentarily reach across twelve inches of freezing air and strangle her, an idea with considerable appeal, and for a moment, standing on the corner of Forest and Lincoln shaking and hovering over the trembling girl, the wrestler felt pathetic. “Where’d you get your license, Monkey Wards?” That’s what his dad liked to shout whenever somebody cut him off in traffic.
The girl turned from the steering wheel and looked at Bluestone as if beholding an escaped convict. In the misty half-light he could see she had a broad face, wet from sobbing, and her brown hair was glistening wet. 
“You could have killed me! You could have broken my leg! You could have put me out of commission for the season. Jesus! Where would I be then? Shit! Fuck!” 
“Are you okay?” the girl asked so softly that Biggie wondered if she was trying to make him feel like an asshole for overreacting, a familiar strategy in which Giselle was the world’s ranking specialist.
“Can you promise me something? Will you drive carefully? Please.”
“I don’t know what happened.”      
“Stay off the roads if you’re not going to pay attention. It’s icy out here. A guy was killed when a car skidded off the road and hit him on the sidewalk.” 
The girl didn’t say anything.
Biggie figured he’d worn out the theme, but added, “Watch where you’re going, Miss,” before telling her to turn the engine.  
She nodded and the stalled Buick fired up.
Before the girl could knock him over again Biggie was running off down Lincoln Avenue South. His left arm and left shoulder and leg throbbed and ached, but within a hundred yards the aching dulled. He was afraid to stop running for fear of what he’d discover, afraid to flex his arm for fear he couldn’t or loll his leg in the air to test the range of motion, but he ran, and once he saw he could, he considered it cowardly not to continue. He’d been hit by a car—almost killed—though with each step the description struck Biggie as ever more melodramatic. But then he’d picked himself up, cold-blooded as the breeze, said a few choice words, shrugged like she was asking him for directions to the expressway, then continued his run. Which, when you thought about it, was precisely what Killer Kowalski would do if he were hit by a car. Nothing could stop Killer Kowalski. Hitting him with a car was approximately the same as not hitting him with a car. (“The stud was hit but came out sprinting,” they’d say. “That’s Bluestone. Indestructible. What’s his secret?”)
The wrestler slowed down when he reached the driveway and walked the steps onto the porch the way he always did, as if he hadn’t just been hit by a car, almost killed, and then kept running like Killer Kowalski would. He promised himself he wasn’t going to tell his parents that a car skidded on the ice and hit him. The consequence would be unbearable, according to the laws of general principle. His mother would worry every time he left the house, convinced that every Cautionary Tale in her head applied, every story she’d ever read about some guy getting killed, a portent. 
Soon she’d be telling him how to breathe.  
The moment he walked through the door, Bluestone peeled off the wool cap, hesitated, then walked down the hall to his parents’ bedroom. He knocked before entering. Dad was sleeping, but Mom was reading and watching the news playing softly on the TV and glanced appraisingly at her son. 
“A car skidded on the ice and ran into me.”
She looked at the wrestler uncomprehendingly.
“I mean it, Mom.”
“Are you okay?”     
“Of course. I just wanted you to know. It was nothing. I finished my run afterward. A close shave, that’s all it was. Anything interesting on the news?”
“You finished your run?” 
“I’d barely started. It was bad enough the car ran into me.”
Dad awakened and saw Biggie standing in the doorway in his rubber suit. “Goodnight, son,” he smiled and fell back to sleep.
“Doesn’t the TV keep Dad awake?”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”     
“Of course.”
His mother smiled at Biggie and said goodnight as she turned back to the news.
That was his mother. She’d worry endlessly over his getting hit by a car, but after he was actually hit—seeing he was still ambulatory—she didn’t give it a thought, instead worrying about his getting hit the next time, or shaking her head that her son was nuts to finish the run, then back to the weather report.
That made Biggie feel even more idiotic for telling her in the first place. He was constantly doing things like that, but took some solace in knowing that for things like that, there was nothing you could do about it. When you were hit by a car, almost killed—at least in the Bluestone family—the mother knew whether you told her or not. The knowledge was in the genetic coding.
A few minutes later Biggie stood in his basement bedroom and steeled himself, trying not to look away as he undressed. Cuts and scratches riddled his arm and leg; he hadn’t felt them, and wondered if he’d bounced on the road before landing in the snow—and a bruise the size of a baseball smeared his shoulder. His leg was bruised from thigh to knee. He knew that if he’d fallen the other way after being hit, the Buick would have run him over. He could picture the screaming girl kneeling by his head running her hand through his hair. Then an ambulance would come and haul him away. (“Where do we take the stiff?” they’d ask the girl. “Dump him straight in the cemetery?” “Sure,” she’d respond. “That sounds efficient.”)
Biggie dropped to the floor. His shoulder throbbed, but after fifty pushups he didn’t notice. At 200, home free though his form was shot to hell, he stopped counting. The wrestler thrust himself into the air and slapped his chest for the last dozen, then collapsed to the floor, listening to his racing heart for several minutes.
He went into the bathroom, grabbed a towel, then walked upstairs and turned on the kitchen light. He tossed some ice cubes into the towel and wrapped it around his shoulder so his shoulder wouldn’t explode overnight. Then he noticed again the face he’d taped to the freezer door the week before, after the Quadrangular. Perhaps it was his throbbing shoulder, or almost getting killed, but suddenly he knew that everything he wanted was impossible. 
Now Biggie clutched the towel to his shoulder and stared at his putative rival—realistically, Berkenmeier wouldn’t know him from a hole in the wall—and permitted himself several items of feckless indulgence:
1. The wrestler bet Berkenmeier didn’t have a mother who assumed he was pathological. He bet Mrs. Berkenmeier—he pictured a toothless woman wearing a crew cut—didn’t have a story lined up about a guy getting killed for every occasion. Also, Biggie bet she didn’t go nuts just because Berkenmeier had to lose twenty pounds a week. As he saw it, Berkenmeier’s mother ridiculed Berky when he ate or didn’t take a run on the icy roads after two hours of practice. 
2. Berkenmeier’s brother, Lane Berkenmeier, won State three years ago, and now wrestled first string for the Wisconsin Badgers, as the Sun-Times article had noted. An even older brother twice made it to Sectionals. Bluestone pictured Berkenmeier being thrown around like a rag doll by his brothers from the second he was tossed into the crib by Ma and Pa Berkenmeier; not terribly wholesome, perhaps, not the by-the-numbers rearing that Biggie enjoyed, but in the process absorbing all kinds of holds and strategies that Biggie—whose sister hadn’t been willing to wrestle him for years, and whose dad walked a couple of miles a day to stay in shape but wasn’t about to get down in referee’s position and roll around on the rec room floor so Biggie could hone his gut wrench—was just now beginning to catch onto. The truth was that Biggie grew up wishing he had a brother, even now. “Mom, if I had a brother I can guarantee he’d take State as a soph,” he’d be tempted to hint, if it weren’t so pointless. 
3. Up at Mundelein, Berkenmeier’s coach, Zach Reese, who’d won NCAAs at Wisconsin four years ago, was even now in training for the Olympic Trials. “If Berkenmeier can take me down in practice, he can take down anybody,” Coach Reese was quoted in the Sun-Times article.  
Great for Berkenmeier.  
Down at Highland Park, Coach Wetzel’s back went out whenever he looked at Biggie. Wetzel—huge, baldheaded, “Running to seed,” according to Wing—had wrestled in college, too, for Rutgers, but that was shortly after the time of the last Ice Age, and Biggie had the impression Wetzel had wrestled mostly to stay in shape for football, where he starred at pulling guard. So while Biggie was concentrating during practice on going easy on Wing Terrill, not doing too much so he wouldn’t throw out Coach Wetzel’s back, keeping Pete Hoffman healthy for Yale—considerations it was difficult to imagine from Killer Kowalski—Berkenmeier was practicing hip tosses full-throttle against a guy who could pin him in a minute. Biggie liked the romance of being mostly self-taught, but the reality had its limits. For example, Coach Wetzel always had suggestions, but they amounted to encouragement rather than expert advice. “C’mon, Biggie, ride him tough,” Wetzel would yell from the corner. “Turn him over, Biggie. You can do it!” Bluestone wouldn’t mind pointers on how to ride him tough or turn him over. But those nuances he’d leave to you. Instead Biggie—not complaining—relied on stuff he read in books. Often, too, he wouldn’t know if he got the moves right that he was applying from the photos of Advanced Wrestling for the High School Athlete he’d squint at before falling off to sleep the night before. The captions tended to be as ambiguous as the instructions for assembling a hi-fi system. What’s more, against Terrill and Hoffman and Cravi and Wetzel, the moves worked just as well if he executed them wrong.
4. Not mentioned in the Sun-Times, but which the self-taught wrestler found implicit: Berkenmeier wasn’t Jewish. At Highland Park, half the school was Jewish. Biggie was Jewish—proud of it—but when you scanned lists of recent NCAA champs, or recent State champs, or even—lowering the bar yet farther—examined the State Tournament brackets from recent years, you didn’t find a lot of guys who struck you as Jews. Rich Becker made it downstate last year—pinned in the first round—and he was the only Jew; Biggie would have known, too, because if there’d been any other Jews they’d probably be from Highland Park. 
When he was a kid his dad bought him a book featuring profiles of star Jewish athletes. The book, an illustrated encyclopedia, was surprisingly hefty; mostly boxers from the twenties and thirties like Barney Ross and Bennie Leonard and Slapsie Maxie Rosenbloom (whom it was hard to imagine being all that good, Biggie remembered thinking), plus the heavyweight champ Max Baer, whose mother wasn’t Jewish and called himself a Jew for promotional purposes, plus a bunch of fencers and yachtsmen, a couple of weightlifters and archers, a few basketball players, and about fifty pages each dedicated to Hank Greenberg and Sandy Koufax. 
The only wrestler in there was a guy named Henry Wittenberg, who won the Olympics in 1948. Realistically, the wrestler wondered if he should use Henry Wittenberg as his persona, rather than Killer Kowalski. Two Jewish boys, a generation apart, kindred spirits. But Henry Wittenberg didn’t quite carry the same force for the wrestler. (“Uh oh. Who’s that across the mat?” “Henry Wittenberg.”  “Terrifying.”)
That was the litany. He wished he’d written the list down, so he could tear it to shreds. Sheesh. 
He replenished the ice in the towel and went downstairs. (“Bluestone,” they’d say. “Indestructible. What’s his secret?”)
A few nights after the calamity with the girl in the Buick, she phoned him for the first time in his life. 
Mom had called down to say it was for him; this didn’t happen often unless it was Wing calling for a ride to practice because his Fiat was in the shop. 
“Hi, Biggie. It’s Glory.”
“Wha?”
“Glory. Gloria Serpentino. I met you the other night. I’m the beautiful girl in the Buick. Remember? You were running in your wrestling outfit. About 10:00 Tuesday. In the p.m.? Did you knock your head when you fell?”
“I don’t remember any beautiful girl in the Buick,” he managed.
“I deserve that.”
“That wasn’t a wrestling outfit. It was a rubber suit and a jacket with a wool cap and a shawl.”      
“A shawl?”
“A scarf, I mean.”
“Are you okay?”      
Biggie had almost told her sure, automatically, until he wondered if she had a recording device, so that if he later sued for damages the devious girl would play the device in court and clear her name. Still, it was nice of her to ask. Often, when people asked Biggie how he was, he genuinely appreciated the question, pleased that they were interested, even when they were obviously just being sociable. It ran in the family. He’d heard people ask Giselle that same question; half an hour later he’d walk by and Giselle was still filling them in.
“Biggie. Biggie Bluestone. That’s an unusual name, Biggie. Is it on your birth certificate? No, I don’t think so. How’d you get it?”
“First, everybody thinks it’s an unusual name, and second, what business is it of yours?”      
That had cut Gloria Serpentino to the quick, but as he felt the surge of satisfaction, he thought he’d gone too far. Though she’d almost killed him the other night—apparently she’d been under the impression they’d been “meeting”—she was pretty nice about it now. He wondered if she’d mentioned to her mom that she’d almost killed a guy in a wrestling outfit, and her mom insisted, “You better call and see if he’s okay if you want to use the car again,” with her dad chiming in, “Make sure you get his answer on the tape recorder. Sweet-talk the boy if necessary.” Bluestone thought of playing up the injury angle, maybe depicting his bruises as “serious contusions with ligament involvement,” tossing in—against the delayed reaction possibility—“likely whiplash and skull fractures.” If there were a way to say that without sounding vain and self-indulgent, he’d have let her have it double, and almost did nonetheless.
“Touché,” the girl said.
“My real name’s Dan. In elementary school I was bigger than most kids, so they called me Biggie. Who wouldn’t like that? Then, come middle school, I hated the name, but everyone still called me Biggie anyway so I caved in to the inevitable. My grandmother calls me Biggie now. Even Coach Wetzel calls me Biggie, though in the newspapers he’s always saying, ‘Danny really got after it today. Danny’s really having a great season,’” Biggie said, reminding himself of a whiny mosquito. “Otherwise I’m Biggie.”
“You’re in the newspapers?”
“Just the Highland Park Life weekly sports page. Nobody outside the HP boundaries reads it. Or inside either, evidently.”
“I’ll call you Dan.”
“Biggie’s okay.”
“I’m sorry I hit you the other night, Dan. I didn’t see you. I guess I wasn’t paying attention.”
“Sure. Apology accepted.” He’d found himself saying, “It was a snowy night with poor visibility. You should see my dad drive.” Before he could apologize to her for getting in the way as she’d innocently peeled away from the stop sign, the girl said, “Good night, Dan.”
“Wait. You sound like you know me.”
“You’re the strong boy.”
When the strange girl hung up, Biggie had the vague impression that she was crying.
 Biggie went down to his room in the basement and turned on the hi-fi and played Tea for the Tillerman, the greatest album ever recorded.
Did Killer Kowalski leave ’em crying?
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That afternoon Mom and Giselle were off shopping. Dad was at work—Mom would pick Dad up at the train station at 5:07, she’d informed Biggie, which meant the garbage had better be out by 5:06—so he answered the phone when Gloria Serpentino called again. The third time in his life.
She still didn’t say hello. “I’m giving you one more chance, Dan.”
“That’s fair.”
“Should people be responsible to others, or responsible to themselves?”
“Others,” Biggie guessed.
“Then they should neglect their own interests, Dan?”
“I guess responsibility to others should be their interest,” Biggie said.
Glory paused, then softly sighed into the receiver. “Do you mean that?”
Did he mean that? He wasn’t even sure what he said. “Yes!”
“I see. Are you an emotional person, Dan Bluestone, or are you a logical person?”
Biggie was going to give her query the glib retort it deserved, but instead found himself ruminating. The truth was, people took him for being unemotional, a cool cucumber, unflappable. When you said Biggie Bluestone, that’s what people said back. But at heart he knew he wasn’t; he was just different. For example, most people—even guys like Wing Terrill—would take a slap in the face then immediately yelp and slap back twice or three times before deciding the next day they’d overreacted, that there were other points of view they’d failed to consider, that really—now that they’d thought about it in the calm light of recollection—they’d gotten what they deserved. Contrite, they—these guys who were like Wing and everybody else—walked the streets looking for somebody to apologize to, that’s what he told Glory. But the great Biggie? “I shrug like I’m all composed, Glory, a cool cucumber, unflappable, contrite—” 
“Contrite?” Gloria said.
“I take the insult to heart. I immediately see my degree of culpability—” 
 “Culpability?” Gloria said. 
“They slap me and I’m looking to apologize, that’s me. Then I wake up a few days later wanting to slap the guy back three or four and worse! Maybe it’s a delayed reaction.”
Gloria didn’t say anything.
“So I’m both, I guess—emotional and logical—but logical first.” 
“Do people insult you often?”
“Outside the family, you mean?”
“That’s what I mean, Dan.” 
“I bench 380,” Biggie said, inflating his best lift by 20 pounds by way of making the point. 
“Hmm.” Biggie had the impression she was screening the next question on her list. “Is it fun to be you?”
“Gloria.” The wrestler sensed he was finding his rhythm, the way when he set up the deep double there was no way the guy would ever block the move. “It’s all the fun I’ve ever had.”
“What are you doing?”
That should have been obvious, though he wondered if she suspected he was beating off or drooling to the sound of her voice. “I’m talking on the phone.”
“Tonight. What are you doing tonight, Dan?”      
“I’m going to Midlands.” 
Midlands was a huge wrestling tournament staged every year at McGaw Hall; hundreds of the best wrestlers in the country would be at Midlands, mostly from college teams, but a lot of guys who were big college stars now training for the Olympics also wrestled. “Most schools consider it the toughest meet of the year next to NCAAs,” Biggie informed her, like it or not. Tonight was the quarterfinals. He didn’t tell Gloria—but almost did, deciding at the last second that it came under the heading of “unnecessary information,” that he’d been looking forward to Midlands all week, almost as much as he’d looked forward to the college girls strutting the hallways in their underwear as he stretched in the dorm lounge next year. Biggie had gone the last couple of years—first with his dad, who was nice enough to drive him; last year with Rich Becker. This year he’d drive himself, and, here’s what he balked at telling Gloria Serpentino, he looked forward to going next year, too, only next year he’d be there as a wrestler, and for years after. He imagined even when he stopped wrestling, when he was an ancient guy of forty-five with dentures and grandkids, he’d still go back as a pilgrimage to his long-lost youth.
After deciding not to tell her, Biggie, though pleased with his restraint, broke down and told her.
“Dan?” Glory said when he finished.
“What?”
“Have a good time at Midway.”
“Mid—”
After she hung up, Biggie wondered if he was supposed to ask her along. He wondered again if he’d told her more than she wanted to hear; after getting an earful of the true Biggie Bluestone, was Gloria Serpentino bored to tears?
What got to him was, he’d only seen her through the misty half-light when she had tears streaming down her face, and didn’t know what she looked like. Who knew how accurate his observations might be, given he’d just come within an inch of being run over? 
One afternoon last week Biggie had stood outside The Sergeant, where he’d learned that Gloria Serpentino worked. The place was on a side street between Central and Vine, with a large display window of pipes and hippie clothes, and a narrow door beneath an awning that stretched across the sidewalk. He’d stood there for half an hour, knowing there was no way he’d go inside to scout her out. Biggie, freezing to death, figured she’d come out, or he could spot her in the window and, as happened with movie victims scanning mug shots, her image would instantly correlate with the girl he couldn’t quite picture. But nobody he saw through the window resembled the terrified girl in the car. Biggie was half freezing to death, bundled beneath several layers, looking for a girl whose looks he couldn’t remember, whom he wasn’t all that certain he hoped to confront in the first place. Confront? If Glory did come out of The Sergeant there was a good chance she’d be bundled beneath several layers of clothing herself. Curling his hands into tight little balls buried in his pockets, he’d known that
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