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The Pacer
by Grant Kraemer

Mrs. Weland’s fifth 
grade class walked in a single 
file line, boy girl, from their 
classroom to the gym. Andrew 
was third in line so he was one 
of the first to realize what was 
going on that day. As the class 
walked into the gym, they saw 
no kick balls. The basketball 
hoops weren’t lowered. There 
was no stack of finger crushing 
sit scooters for the kids to ride. 
There were only two long lines 
of blue tape running across the 
wood gym floor. One line lay on 
the end of the gym closest to the 
doors the students entered from 
and the other lay way down 
at the other side of the gym 
about five feet from the grey 
cinderblock wall. In between 
lay a long gap of barren gym 
floor. Maybe it was his feel-
ing of foreboding or maybe it 
was an attempt at mercy by the 
gym teacher, but Andrew felt 
especially cold walking into the 
gym that day. Most of the kids 
didn’t realize what was in store, 
but some, like Andrew, noticed 
the tape and others noticed the 
sound system just peeking out 

from the ball closet watching 
the students enter the gym. 
Either way the news quickly 
spread throughout the fifth 
grade line that today the class 
would be running the pacer.  
 

Every year for a week 
all the students at St. Mary’s 
are subjected to the presiden-
tial fitness test, a fitness test 
consisting of pull ups, a mile 
run, toe touch, and the dreaded 
pacer. The pacer was a test that 
brought dread into the hearts of 
every grade school and middle 
school child ever subjected to it. 
As Mrs. Weland’s class real-
ized that they would be running 
the pacer in gym class today 
some complained, others were 
angry, but most accepted that 
that day’s gym class would be 
nothing but utter torcher. The 
kids sat on the wood gym floor 
in five rows of five forming a 
perfect dotted cube. Their gym 
teacher Ms. Force stood in front 
of the rows of blue bleachers 
looking at the lines of kids in 
front of her. 
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“Alright class today we 
will be running the pacer.”  Ms. 
Force cried out in her overly 
enthusiastic screech. 
 

“Do we have to do it?” 
Jimmy said from the back of his 
line.
 

“My foot really hurts!” 
Jessica cried out from the front.
 

“Why do we have to do 
this every year?” Tony mumbles 
as he rolled back to lie on the 
gym floor.
 

“Alright class, calm 
down. You’ll all be fine. The 
presidential fitness test is a great 
time to see how well you’ve 
been taking care of yourself 
physically. We will split into 
two groups.” 
 

The fifth graders mum-
bled curses on Mrs. Force as 
they split into two groups and 
went to the line or the bleach-
ers respectively. Andrew took 
the line to run in the first group. 
He stood next to his best friend 
Mike. Mike was thicker then 
Andrew who was rather lanky 
for a fifth grader. Half the class 
towed the line about a foot of 
space in between each student. 

Each student looked at one an-
other. All wearing the same blue 
shorts and maroon shirt. All 
with their all white tennis shoes. 
They fidgeted back and forth on 
the line looking over to the half 
of the class still on the bleachers 
who stared back at them. An-
drew turned to Mike who was 
on his knee tying his shoes.
 

“Why do we do this 
man? It’s not even for a grade.” 
Andrew said taking a knee next 
to Mike and running his hand 
through his short hair.
 

“It’s a form of torcher 
they use to keep us in line” 
Mike grumbled back.  
 

“How long you think 
your gonna go for?” 
 

“I don’t even care about 
lasting a long time. I just cannot 
be out before the first girl out.”
 

“You think you can 
outlast Sarah?” Andrew asked 
looking down the line of fifth 
graders to the girl at the end 
with a long blond ponytail who 
was actually on the ground 
stretching.
 

“Are you kidding me 
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Sarah does this sorta thing for 
fun. She’s a volleyball player, 
soccer player, basketball player, 
and a cheer leader. She’ll be the 
last one of all of us standing. 
Also she’s the pretties girl in 
our grade and”.
 

Mike was cut off by Ms. 
Force pushing one of those carts 
that have two tables and wheals 
squeak like a dyeing animal. On 
the top was a large grey karaoke 
machine connected to a set of 
speakers on the bottom. The 
students watched as she pushed 
the cart to the side of the gym 
and inserted a CD into the ma-
chine. The shrill overly cheery 
voice of a woman echoed 
through the gym.
 

“Today you will all be 
participating in the pacer fitness 
test. The pacer will test your 
endurance and running speed. 
In this test you will be given 
the signal to begin running and 
you must make it to the other 
side before the next signal. As 
the test progresses the signals 
will come at shorter and shorter 
intervals. The test will continue 
until no one is able to make it to 
the other side before the signal. 
Prepare for the first level of the 
pacer test.”

 
The fifth graders towed 

the line and looked from Mrs. 
Force and her sound system, 
to the bleachers with half the 
class, to the line on the ground 
at the far side of the gym. The 
half of the class watching from 
the bleachers gave a halfhearted 
cheer knowing the torcher the 
kids were about to be endure 
and knowing they would have 
to go through it right after. The 
other half of the class stood 
at the line awkwardly posing 
to run. The shrill voice of the 
women cut back into the gym.
 

“We will now begin 
stage one of the pacer test,” the 
women on the tape screeched 
out right before a loud “BING” 
sounded throughout the gym 
resounding off the walls and 
filling the ears of the students. 
 

They all began at dif-
ferent paces. Some started at 
a light run, others jogged off 
the line, but others just walked 
quickly from one side to the 
other. The first few rounds no 
one really knew exactly how 
long it would be before the next 
““bing”” so they all tested how 
slow they could go while still 
making it to the other side. They 
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ran from one side to the other, 
weighted for a few seconds 
then turned and ran back. Once 
the class had made it down and 
back twice a very overweight 
boy with a buzz cut and tight 
white high socks named Louis 
crossed the line with his hands 
raised in mock celebration 
walking directly off the line to 
the other half of the class where 
he sat down on the bleachers 
and grinned across the room 
at the scowling Mrs. Force. 
The students on the bleachers 
welcomed him with cheers and 
the students running laughed 
for a second before the next 
“bing” sounded and they were 
off again running to the other 
side. Andrew was feeling good 
and Mike was just behind him 
both still finding their pace. As 
he ran he noticed a boy named 
Steven running out in front of 
the pack. 
 

“Hey Mike, what is Ste-
ven doing? He’s running way 
faster than he needs to be.”  
 

“Maybe… Maybe he’s 
just trying to show off,” Mick 
said in between breaths.
 

“He doesn’t seem like 
he would do that. Plus you can’t 

show off in the pacer.”
 

“No, no I just remem-
ber… remembered Steven came 
from a school in Arizona this 
year… maybe he doesn’t get 
how bad this is going to get.”
 

“Crud man, you’re right. 
This is probably his first pacer. 
The poor guy will never last.”
 

The class continued to 
run. Steven slowly was overtak-
en by the main group of runners 
then he started lagging behind 
more and more each time they 
ran. Most students still man-
aged about a second in between 
the final “bing” and the “bing” 
signaling them to run again but 
Steven was barely tagging the 
line before having to turn and 
run back. After a few more runs 
the “bing”s were even closer 
now and Steven wasn’t the only 
one struggling to make it to the 
other side. The first to not to 
make it was a girl names Sally. 
Sally had pigtails and glasses 
and when she didn’t make it 
her last run she hung her head 
and took in long deep rattling 
breaths. With her head down 
she walked to the bleachers and 
joined the students there. After 
her getting out, a number of 
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students began to drop. In the 
next five turns four more kids 
dropped. Most didn’t make it to 
the line in time but others just 
walked to the bleachers having 
already pushed themselves as 
far as they could go. The chil-
dren of this group were not the 
athletes of the class. They were 
the other kids, the ones that 
never enjoyed gym class and sat 
and talked at recess. Everyone 
knew they went going to last 
long.  
 

“Hey Mike, this isn’t 
that bad” Andrew said in as he 
turned on the line and watched 
Mike running behind him.
 

“You… You must not 
remember well. This… This is 
still the easy part.”
 

The kids continued 
to run. The intervals of time 
continued to shorten. Andrew 
started to feel the fatigue. Now 
as the kids ran they struggled to 
make it to between each beep. 
The few seconds of rest turned 
into a short time where all you 
could do was turn, then run 
again. Mike was now the last 
of the runners to hit the line 
each turn. Each time they ran 
he barely reached it before the 

“bing” to run.
 

“Andrew, Andrew this 
is… last one… I’m out” Mike 
was barely able to form words 
through his heavy breathing.
 

“Try to… keep going… 
as far as you can.”
 

“I’m done.”
 

After Mike dropped out 
three more kids dropped one 
after another in the next three 
consecutive rounds. Andrew 
looked around at the people still 
running. The pack of fifteen had 
been whittled down to just five. 
Andrew was shocked he was 
still running with these kids. 
The kids still running were the 
best of the best. They were the 
athlete kids. The select soc-
cer players and the basketball 
stars. Andrew was clearly the 
one struggling the most, but 
he kept pushing himself. As 
he ran his legs started to burn. 
His lungs felt as if they were 
about to burst. Andrew looked 
up slightly and saw Sarah was 
running just in front to the right 
of him. He would learn later in 
his middle school years to covet 
the position of running behind a 
volleyball player in gym shorts 
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but during the pacer all he could 
think about is surviving.
 

Andrew felt himself go-
ing slower and slower, was just 
barely making it between beeps. 
Right when he felt his lungs 
were about to burst in his chest 
he heard the “bing”. He had 
missed the line by about half 
a foot. As the other four kids 
turned and ran back for the next 
lap Andrew stood and stared at 
the wall. He tuned slowly and 
walked to the other kids on the 
bleachers. 
 

“How you feeling An-
drew?” Mike said patting him 
on his back as he sat down on 
the front row of bleachers.
 

“Meh”
 

The class sat and 
watched as the final four kids 
run back and forth. These kids 
were the heroes. Though the 
pacer wasn’t for a grade and 
you couldn’t win these kids 
gained some other sort of glory 

for still running. Andrew was 
close to them but not quite 
there. He wasn’t mad though 
everyone understood only a 
select few can last that long in 
the pacer. They continued to run 
past one hundred laps up to one 
hundred and twenty. Eventuality 
Sarah was to slow and missed 
the “bing”. By the time she had 
made it over to the bleachers 
two more had dropped off. Then 
there was one last kid running. 
He lasted four laps alone then 
missed the “bing” by half a 
second. Mrs. Force ended the 
tape and fidgeted around with 
the controls on the karaoke 
machine. Then she turned and 
addressed the class.   
 

“Fantastic job to most of 
you guys. Now it’s time for the 
next group to run.”
 

Once again she started 
the tape and the woman’s voice 
started up again. The next group 
stood and walked to the line to 
once again run the pacer. 
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O ignorant world!
You know not what you do!
Your birds drown in smog

Your forests become desert before your eyes
And your people are starving

Lament, O my people, how your world is dying!
Can you not see what will happen?

Are you not aware that something must be done?
How many times must mistakes be made before you learn?

Sometimes I am ashamed to call you my children

O my sons and daughters!
Heed my words!

Dark times approach at an ever-faster pace
And the Evil One wields more power than ever before

Every instant he grows stronger still, preparing for his ultimate 
strike

You think you have outgrown me
That I am an outdated idea

You claim the good people of your world
The ones who still love me

Are the ones to blame for its condition

O how foolish you are!
O the atrocity!
O the violence!
O the injustice!

Woe to you, O my people!

A Father’s Lament
by John Higgins
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You claim I am a myth
That I have not intervened in the world for years

The truth of the matter is
I am far more entwined in your world than you can fathom 

As much as I’ve always been

What I do I do softly
So only those who know me may see

Ask one of them so you might also come to know me
Come out from the darkness, O my children!

Rediscover the truth, my wayward little sheep!

There is only so much I can do
To steer you from the path you’ve chosen
The one which leads to fire, ash, and death

The one which ensures your impending doom
And beckon my Son to retrieve those among you worth saving

Be wary, O my children!
Be on alert!

Your darkest hour approaches
Your ultimate test as my people awaits you

As soon as you pull the trigger
As I promised in ages past

I will be with you through it all
Always I am yours, and always you are mine

I am ready to greet you in Paradise, O my children
Should you accept my call
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Temptation
by Michael Tran

On the branches of Eden, there I see
A bright red fruit hanging from the tallest tree

Too far to reach, too high to grasp 
This is the fruit I cannot have…

In the darkness of night, there I see
The fruit shining bright for all to see

In the distance, so far, it hangs on the tree
Shining like stars. Taunting me

Whose red cheek shines bright for miles afar!
So far from me I cannot reach
So far from me I cannot grasp

For this is the fruit I cannot have…

So there I lay, alone in sleep

photo by Max Stroyeck
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Thirsting for the fruit, I begin to weep 
I hear it say; ‘come here’ and ‘come hither’

Things were better now than they were with her
But still I hope and still I pray,

That things may finally go my way. 
I dearly so wish, to want, to have

But God has told me, I cannot have…

In the rain that fall, there I see
The fruit hanging on so simply,

Oh how I so dearly wish for a simple sip,
To catch a drop of water as it drips.

To taste the sweet nectar that God has made!
For a taste, I so passionately pray. 

But I stand alone, so far, so unworthy of this!
I stand too far from the fruit’s bliss!

I beg and I beg; how I so dearly wish!
I want! I want! 
I am desperate!

But sadly so
So far to grab

This is the fruit,
The fruit I cannot have.
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The Beginning of 
Something New

by Kevin Sidney
The Lake

The Lake was calm and 
quite as the night went on. Nick 
lay down on the top of his truck 
watching the stars, trying to 
enjoy the peace and quiet that 
was around him. Junior year just 
ended for Nick. A year of frus-
tration, stress and nervousness 
carried Nick to where he is right 
now. Nothing but emotions and 
fears kept crossing Nick’s mind. 
It was Friday night and usually 
Nick found ways to hang out with 
friends or be at social gathering 
where at times, he was the happi-
est. A way of trying to avoid the 
stress and frustration, Nick tried to 
reminisce on the events he remem-
bered the most throughout the 
three years of high school. Nick 
touched his neck to remember the 
scar he received freshman year 
from a car accident with his best 
friend Mat Tigman. The heat and 
smell of the fuel to this day haunts 
Nick. Then he touched his arms, 
which were a dark brown and a 
three to five shades darker than the 
rest of his body. The rough skin 
reminded Nick of the long sum-
mers, the sun beating down on him 
and the memories he had being 

around friends and teammates. 
While removing around trying to 
be more comfortable and content, 
there was a sharp pain in his right 
hip and right shoulder. With a 
little laugh Nick remembered the 
diving catch he tried to make at a 
baseball game that injured his right 
hip and shoulder. The hip injury 
causes Nick to walk slow and with 
a limp like an old man without a 
cane, but however, is still able to 
keep a strong posture like you see 
in athletes.  After adjusting to feel 
more comfortable, Nick slicked 
back his black hair while staring at 
the clear night sky. Nick believed 
it was always necessary to wear a 
baseball cap in order to keep his 
hair looking decent. The lower part 
of his hair was a little long and 
curled up, just a few inches above 
his shoulders. The top of his hair 
was a little bit of a mess, which 
is why Nick always wore a hat. It 
curled and rolled up high above his 
head, like a water fountain. There 
was not much facial hair and the 
only great characteristic of Nick’s 
face was the small dimple on the 
side of his left cheek and the dark 
brown eyes that looked gentle 
and calm. The dimple appeared 
the most whenever Nick laughed. 
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When Nick smiled, you could see 
his bright white teeth and during 
his laugh, it was able to light up a 
whole room. His laugh was heavy 
and loud enough to tell that he 
was able to find happiness at the 
moment. As he starred at the night 
sky, Nick noticed the bright moon 
reflection of his white shirt and 
shoes, making it brighter than its 
usual color. The shirt read St. The-
resa baseball, which helped Nick 
reminisce of the baseball team the 
previous year.  The sides of the 
shoes were grey and bottom parts 
of the shoe were right, very neutral 
colors. The shoes were used for 
working out or doing outdoor ac-
tivities. Anyone who paid attention 
to Nick’s shoes could see the dirt 
and that he has been wearing them 
for a while. A few minutes went 
by and Nick pulled out his phone 
in his left pocket to see what the 
time was. Nick’s parents gave no 
curfew in particular, but the time 
showed 9:00. After a few min-
utes of deciding whether to leave 
or not, Nick agrees that the best 
thing to do is come home. Since 
the begging of the year, Nick and 
his parents have not gotten along. 
With college coming up next 
year, Nick’s parents were hard on 
him on what career he wanted to 
pursue, what college he wanted to 
go to and whether to play college 
baseball. The stress and pressure 
with school, baseball and parents 
brought Nick to the lake in the 
first place. In order to stop think-

ing about everything, Nick de-
cided to get off his truck and head 
home. The truck was fairly new, 
but you could tell that the car has 
been used. There were no scratch 
marks or any rust from the side of 
the truck. A small amount of dirt 
covered near the ends of the truck, 
showing that it traveled on a dirt 
path for a good amount of time. In-
side of the car were five Gatorade 
bottles, that Nick forgot to throw 
away when he got home.  All of 
the Gatorade bottles stood on cup 
holders except for one, which 
lay down on the passenger seat. 
The driver seat had a light brown 
stain from the dirty uniform Nick 
wore after baseball games. A few 
clothes were scattered throughout 
Nick’s car from the times changing 
clothes to hang out with friends. 
The drive home was short and only 
took a few minutes. Usually the 
windows were down and the radio 
would play. Instead, Nick wanted 
to enjoy the peace and quiet as he 
returned home.

The House

The lights in the house were 
off except for the lights in the 
kitchen. Only one car was in the 
driveway, which indicated to Nick 
that only one parent was in the 
house. The house was three stories 
tall and was built late in the 1980s. 
1st floor was where the garage and 
basement were located. None of 
us really went down there except 
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to go to our cars, but the basement 
was filled with bookshelves of 
novels, dictionaries and academic 
awards that my mother and father 
received when she was in high 
school and college. The 2nd floor 
was where the kitchen, living room 
and dining room were and where 
the family spent most of their time 
together. The kitchen was wide and 
took up a large amount of room. 
A counter lay on the center of the 
kitchen which expanded to the 
wall, leaving a little room for peo-
ple to walk through the kitchen and 
house. The living room and dining 
room took up a good majority of 
the whole 2nd floor. A large TV 
was put on the side of the living 
room so the whole family could 
watch if they were to eat in the 
dining room. Three large couches 
lay near the entrance of the living 
room, capable of holding large 
events in the house. A brick wall 
covered the front part of the living 
room where as a child; Nick would 
throw a tennis ball at the brick 
wall and play catch by himself if 
no one else could. The 3rd floor 
was where the rooms for sleeping 
were. There were four bedrooms 
and to the far left was the parents’ 
bedroom where as a child, Nick 
would play catch with his father if 
it was raining or to cold outside. 
Next to Nick’s parents’ room was 
his little sister, Stacey. For a girl, 
her room was not very decorative 
and her walls were not covered of 
any posters. Stacey was the only 

one who had a TV between the two 
siblings.  Whoever had the best 
grades would receive the TV in 
there room. Next to Stacey’s room 
was Nick’s. Old toys from when 
Nick played with as a kid were 
in two large containers that were 
yet to be sold. Overall the room 
was big and contained plenty of 
room. Nick parked his car next to 
the garage and slowly got out of 
his truck. Exhaustion started to hit 
Nick and he was prepared to go to 
bed and call it a night. Today was 
the last day of school and Nick had 
not been home since the morning 
before school. Nick guessed that 
the first thing his mother would 
ask when Nick walked in the house 
would be where Nick was and how 
he did on the exams. Nick opened 
the garage door and noticed some-
thing peculiar. Piles of trash bags 
of clothes lay at the back of the 
garage door. 

“That is weird, I do not 
remember seeing those bags this 
morning when I left” said Nick. 

However, Nick paid no serious 
attention to it and only worried 
about what could possible happen 
in the next thirty seconds. Nick 
opened the door quickly tried 
heading towards his room to avoid 
his mother and her questions. 
However, the plan quickly failed as 
Nick’s mother was in the kitchen, 
which was right next to the garage. 

“Nick! We were worried sick, 
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where were you?” said his mother.

“Oh I was out with friends, 
sorry I never called or texted you,” 
said Nick. 

Nick never liked telling his 
parents where he really was. Ques-
tions were always asked, which 
would later bring confrontation 
about the things Nick does outside 
of the house.  After the question, 
Nick realized he was a little hungry 

and that he should probably get a 
small snack before he tried to go to 
sleep. Nick knew though that if he 
stayed in the kitchen for too long, 
more questions would be asked. 
Instead of getting something in the 
fridge, Nick decided to quickly 
grab a healthy snack bar before his 
mom could as any other questions. 
Opening the cabinet where all the 
snacks and non-fridge items were 

stored, Nick grabbed the snack bar 
and quickly headed to his room 
before his mom could ask another 
question. Before Nick could even 
get to the stairs, the planned failed.

“How were your exams to-
day?” said his mother.   

“They were okay, I will not 
know until the next few days” said 
Nick

Nick knew he did not do that 
well on his exams today. Nick 
knew that telling the truth would 
cause more problems that he did 
not want to deal with. 

“Where is he?” asked Nick.

The person Nick was referring 
to was his dad. Nick trouble Nick 
did not like calling him by the 
name dad.  Over the years, Nick 

photo by Max Stroyeck
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and his dad did not have a good 
father and son relationship, which 
caused a lot of problems for Nick. 
There were mornings which Nick 
and his father would see each other 
and only say hi. After the quick 
response to each other, they would 
not say a word to each other for the 
rest of the day.

“He is not home. I do not think 
he will be home for a while” said 
his mother in a low tone voice.

Nick paid no attention to the 
sad response his mom made and 
quickly walked upstairs. 

“Well I am going to bed, good-
night” Nick told his mother. 

Nick quickly changed clothes 
and prepared to go to sleep. Nick 
fell asleep within minutes, exhaust-
ed from what the day brought him. 
All of a sudden the door opened in 
Nick’s room. 

“Nick, are you still awake?” 
asked Nick’s mother.

With a weary voice Nick re-
plied, “I am now”. 

“There are a few things that we 
really need to talk about Nick” said 
his mother.

“This late? Can it wait until 
tomorrow?” said Nick.

Nick did not feel like having 
conversation, especially with his 

mother. With such a rough day, 
Nick felt like there was no need 
to talk about anything and that 
everything should be dealt with 
tomorrow. 

“Smith University called. They 
would still like for you to set up a 
visit for their baseball program” 
said Nick’s mother.

“I will think about it, I do not 
want to go to that school to be hon-
est mom” said Nick.

“Nick, please think about it.  
This is the only school that is hav-
ing interest. Plus we can get a lot 
of scholarship money” said Nick’s 
mother.

“Mom I do not even know if 
I can get accepted into the school. 
Smith University is one of the top 
academic schools in the Midwest. 
Let’s just see how this summer 
goes for baseball” said Nick. 

“Well Nick with all honesty, 
you did not do well high school 
season. Are you really going to 
take that big of a risk for your 
future? Will even have a lot of 
playing time?” said Nick’s mother.

Nick did not say a word and 
there was nothing but silence in the 
room.

“Fine Nick, we will finish that 
conversation later. There is one 
more thing we need to talk about 
Nick” said Nick’s mother as she 
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walked into the room and sat on 
the bed.

“Did you see the bags of 
clothes you saw in the garage?” 
said his mother.

She sounded scared and had 
trouble trying to say she wanted to 
say. 

“Those are your dad clothes. 
We are getting a divorce” said his 
mother. 

Nick still did not respond or 
show any expressions after what 
his mother said. Even though he 
did not like his father, Nick felt a 
little pain when he heard about the 
divorce. The hate between Nick 
and his father were high, but he 
was still his father overall. 

“He will be getting his own 
place. You and Stacey are staying 
here”.

Quietness stood over the room 
as his mother and Nick.

“Is there anything you want to 
say Nick?” asked his mother.

“There is nothing to say really 
mom. I am sorry that this all hap-
pened, but I do not know what you 
want me to say” said Nick. 

 “Nick I need to know how 
you feel or think after all this”

Nothing was said after that.  

Nick’s mom stood up and slowly 
walked to door and slowly began 
closing it.

“We will talk about all this 
tomorrow. Goodnight Kevin”.

The door closed and Nick 
could hear his mother walk down 
the stairs back to the kitchen. The 
night seemed like it was going to 
finish with being able to reflect and 
relax. Instead, the night finished 
with more problems and stress. 
After the confrontation with Nick’s 
mom, Nick started having trouble 
going to sleep. He tossed and 
turned, trying to find a way to go 
back to sleep. After a few minutes 
Nick gave up.

“I cannot do this anymore, I 
got to get out of this house,” said 
Nick. 

Nick quickly put on the previous 
clothes he had on when at the lake. 
He sat down on his bed trying to 
think of a place to go. The lake 

was no longer an option and there 
were not many places to go in Bel-
levue. Not sure what he was going 
to do, he got back to his truck and 
decided the best place to go was 

downtown Bellevue.    

Downtown

The time was 10:30 P.M. and 
the town was quiet and not a car 
passed through the Main Street of 
downtown Bellevue. The bright 
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lights of downtown made the view 
quiet and beautiful. What made 
Bellevue different compared to 
the other towns was the iconic 
downtown light that hung from 
the building, zig-zagging from 
one side of the street to the other.  
Even though they weren’t holiday 
lights, they gave an air of festiv-
ity to what were usually ordinary 
evenings. Bellevue was a medium 
sized town that was just 45 min-
utes east of St. Louis. Nothing 
special occurred in the town and 
the town thrived on its uneventful 
days. During the day, people would 
go window shopping downtown 
and see glance through the win-
dow of small family business to 
see what they had to offer. Bread 
co. was the only restaurant where 
you were able to bring your food 
home after you ordered. The other 
restaurants were dine-in and places 
to bring anything family or friend 
related.  A couple bars were still 
open, but the rest of the restaurant 
and stores on Main Street were 
starting to close for the night. The 
only dine-in restaurant opened at 
the time was Old Town Bellevue. 
A man played the guitar and sung 
an acoustic version of “Thinking 
Out Loud” while people waited for 
their order of food. As Nick tried 
walking through the tables and 
chairs that covered the sidewalk, a 
familiar face appeared across the 
street. 

“Zach?” Nick yelled from 

across the street.

Zach turned around and looked 
side to side, not sure who called 
him.

Nick had not seen Zach in al-
most a year and barely recognized 
him. Visually, Nick could see how 
much taller Zach looked and how 
well-built Zach looked. The last 
time Nick saw Zach, he was slim 
and not very built. Overall, he was 
still athletic and strong enough to 
endure sports such as baseball and 
football. Now Zach shoulders were 
very broad and well-built for a 
baseball player.  His hair grew out 
and curled up at the end, similar 
to Nick. Even though he was the 
same age as Nick, Zach grew a lot 
of facial hair that was very well 
trimmed.  

Zach Stewart was an old 
baseball teammate of Nick from a 
couple years ago. As teammates, 
they both played the same posi-
tion and were good friends as the 
summer went on. Zach was the 
same age as Nick and left the team 
after that summer and Nick never 
heard from him again. After a few 
seconds of Zach looking around 
to see who called him, he sees 
someone from across the street that 
looks familiar. With an awkward 
wave, it was easy to tell that Zach 
was still trying to figure out who 
was the person that called him. All 
of a sudden, Zach stops and finally 
realizes who the mysterious person 
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that called him was. 

“Nick!” yelled Zach.

Zach quickly jogged across the 
street to meet up with Nick. With a 
big smile, Zach and Nick quickly 
hugged.

“Nick I have not seen you a 
while, how have you been man?” 
asked Zach. 

“I have been doing great so far, 
I was just walking around trying 
to find something to do and maybe 
quickly grab something to eat. 
How about you?” asked Nick.

“I just got done eating at Bread 
Co. and I was on my way to my 
car” said Zach. He pointed at a 
black car that was across the street, 
a few yards from where Zach and 
Nick were now. 

“I got nothing else to do 
though” said Zach. “Want to walk 
around? We have a lot of catching 
up to do!”

“Yeah sure that is fine with me. 
Even though it is a little late, but I 
was looking for something to do” 
said Nick.

Zach and Nick began their 
walk through downtown heading 
east where many of the small busi-
ness stores were. 

How’s baseball going with 
you? I heard you were looking 

somewhere to play for college”, 
said Nick.

With a little smirk, Zach 
looked away and said, “I have been 
looking for a while, but after the 
summer I think I will go to Scott-
sdale University. I am not one-
hundred percent sure yet, but after 
my visit I fell in love with their 
school and baseball program. I do 
not know yet if they will offer me 
though” said Zach.

With a surprise on his face, 
Nick looked at Zach in shock. 
Scottsdale University was known 
for their academics and baseball 
program all over the country. From 
remembering how Zach played 
last time he saw him, Nick never 
thought that it could be possible 
for him to go. 

“Seriously Zach!” said Nick.

With a little smile, Zach 
laughed and looked away from 
Nick. “I know it is hard to believe 
but, all of it is true. I was at Ft. 
Scott for a baseball tournament 
when they saw me. I went to a 
couple of their showcases at their 
school and they really liked me” 
said Zach. 

“I am glad to hear man! Looks 
like you got a lot bigger and taller 
too since I last saw you” said Nick. 

“Yeah I have gained a lot 
of weight the past couple years 
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finally. Not the little scrawny kid 
that you remember a couple years 
ago” Zach said with a little laugh. 

“Hey you are looking great 
though. I am really glad everything 
is going great for you” said Nick.

“How is baseball going for 
you? Are you looking anywhere 
for college?” asked Zach.

“I am not really sure yet to be 
honest. If I do well enough, hope-
fully there will be a college that 
likes me. Smith University is the 
only school that showed interest. 
I might go up to the school for a 
visit, but we will see” said Nick.

 “Wow, Smith University is a 
hard school to get into academi-
cally” said Zach.

“I know and my chances are 
going there are low but it is worth 
a shot. My grades and ACT are low 
for their requirements, but maybe 
there coach will be willing to work 
with me for that” said Nick.

“Well what are your grades 
and ACT score now?” asked Zach.

This brought Nick a little 
down when people asked him that 
question. Nick knew he was not 
the smartest or brightest when it 
came to school. Teachers always 
complemented him for seeing them 
before and after school, but overall 
the grades never showed improve-
ment. 

“I have a 2.9, almost a 3.0. 
For the ACT I got a 17 on it and I 
am taking it again in the next few 
days” said Nick.

Nick could tell from the ex-
pression from Zach’s face on how 
bad both the grades and ACT score 
was. Zach quickly changed his 
expression and asked, “Well how 
many time have you taken it”?

“Three times. I got a 17 all 
three times” said Nick.

“Yikes, I am sorry to hear that 
Nick. Have you taken classes?” 
asked Zach.

“I took classes for the first one 
and I took classes for the third one, 
but overall it feels like they have 
not helped” said Nick. 

“You will be alright, I got 
lucky and took only once” said 
Zach.

“What did you get on you 
ACT?” said Nick. 

Nick knew Zach grades were 
really meaning that his ACT score 
would probably be really high. 
Even though Nick had a low score, 
he felt down hearing the scores of 
others. The only reason why he 
asked Zach was to just keep the 
conversation going.

“I got a 34, I guess you can say 
I got a little lucky” Zach said with 
a little laugh. 
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You could tell Zach tried not 
showing off how well he did. He 
did not say it with optimism or in 
a way to make Nick feel bad about 
his score.   

“A little?” said Nick with a 
little laugh. 

“Yeah things are going great 
for me now. Things will be fine for 
you though Nick. You’re a good 
ballplayer. There will be some 
school that will want you” said 
Zach.

Just then, Nick and Zach could 
hear a cell phone ringing between 
the two of them. Not sure whose 
phone is ringing, they both quickly 
check there pockets to see if it is 
there phone. Turns out Zach phone 
was ringing. Nick saw the caller 
ID on Zach’s phone and could see 
that his mom was calling. Quickly, 
Zach answered the phone before 
the call went to voicemail. 

“Hey mom” said Zach. We 
stopped walking and stood next to 
Bread Co. that was on the street.

“I am with Nick. I was on his 
club team a couple years ago. He 
played left-field, remember him?” 
said Zach. 

A few seconds went by and 
with a smile said, “My mom said 
hi and that she remembers you”. 

A couple more minutes went 
by and Zach quickly said by to his 

mother. 

Zach looked at me as if he had 
bad news and said, “Sorry Nick, 
I got to go, my family is leaving 
early tomorrow morning to New 
Orleans and I have not packed up 
yet”.  

“No biggie, I probably need to 
get home too. I did not realize the 
time. Text or call me if you want to 
go hitting at the cages sometimes.” 
said Nick. 

 With a smile, Nick quickly 
gave Zach a hug. They both 
wished each other the best of luck 
for their senior year and the wished 
each other the best for baseball. 
Both walked away from each other 
heading towards their car, not sure 
what the future would bring to 
them. 

High School

The alarm went off on Nick’s 
phone and the time showed 6:30 
A.M. Nick quickly grabbed the 
phone to turn off the alarm. A cou-
ple minutes later, Nick’s mother 
opened the door of his room and 
yelled, “Nick hurry up and get out 
of bed! You are going to be late for 
school”. Nick’s mom knew Nick 
liked the door closed when he goes 
to sleep. She left the door open in 
order to make Nick get out of bed 
and get ready for school. Nick cov-
ered his head with his pillow trying 
to avoid the noise coming from the 
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kitchen. Today was a day Nick was 
trying to avoid all summer. Senior 
year was known to be the hardest 
year at St. Theresa High School. 
With summer being over, Nick 
looked back at what all happened 
during the summer. 

 Summer ball for Nick did 
not go well. Nick hoped he would 
have a breakout year, but instead 
he had one of the worst summers 
playing baseball. No schools 
showed interest in him and Smith 
University no longer had interest 
in Nick anymore for baseball. Zach 
Stewart, Nick’s old teammate, 
ended up committing to Scottsdale 
University before the end of the 
summer and a possible draft pick 
by the end of senior year. Nick 
became the only player on his team 
to not receive an offer for base-

ball. As the summer came to end, 
Nick said goodbye to many of his 
friends who were about to leave 
for college. Summer overall did 
not go as Nick wanted. 

 As he continued to think 
of all that happened this summer, a 
loud voice came from the kitchen.

“Nick! You have to get out 
of bed now! You will be late for 
school and there is big car acci-
dent on the highway on the way to 
school” said Nick’s mother.

Slowly looking at his phone, 
Nick saw that he only had a few 
minutes to get ready. That did not 
seem to bother him though as he 
got out of bed and quickly got 
dressed for school. Since it was 
August, the students were allowed 
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to wear khakis shorts, but no cargo. 
The shorts Nick decided to choose 
were dark red shorts and a white 
polo shirt.  As he came downstairs, 
Nick saw his mother made break-
fast for the family.

“Hurry up Nick; you do not 
have much time. Eat what you can 
and get going to school. Make sure 
to talk to your teachers about visit-
ing them befo-”

“Mom I know” said Nick.

The past four years now, 
Nick’s mother said the same thing 
every morning on the first day of 
school. He had heard enough of 
it and no longer wanted to hear it. 
Quickly Nick ate a small amount 
of cereal, eggs and a banana. 
After eating, Nick jogged upstairs, 
missing every other step in order 
to get to his room faster. In order 
to leave the house quicker, Nick 
brought his backpack with him to 
the bathroom and quickly brushed 
his teeth. Instead of going to his 
room to see if he missed anything, 
Nick opened the front door and 
walked to his truck.  The drive to 
St. Theresa only took less than 
fifteen minutes. The traffic Nick’s 
mom talked about was no longer 
a problem as Nick drove to school 
without any problem. Zac Brown 
Band- Homegrown started playing 
on the radio, making Nick feel less 
stress while heading to school. A 
couple minutes later, Nick drives 
up to St. Theresa High School 

parking lot. As he got out of his car 
he saw the old school and thought 
about what he has done the three 
years there. 

“One more year” Nick told 
himself.

“What’s the worst that can 
happen?”

The Clutch Moment

A heavy atmosphere lay on 
top of the stadium, as if a storm 
cloud stopped moving and stood 
above something. The sun gleamed 
out into the field. The spring 
weather made the atmosphere 
warm, but still enjoyable to watch 
the game. The crowd sat in their 
seats, anxious to see what the next 
few minutes brought them. Nick 
walked out from the dugout with 
his helmet on and carrying his bat 
in his left arm as he began putting 
on his batting gloves. Nick looked 
to his right to see the scoreboard. 
The scoreboard showed that St. 
Teresa was down by one run and 
need two runs to win the game 
with two outs at the bottom of the 
ninth. St. Teresa was facing there 
arch rival school St. Benedictine 
for a state title and bragging rights. 
Nick stood on the on the deck 
circle, anticipating for his at-bat. 
Nick closed his eyes and took a 
deep breath. As he opened his eyes 
again, he looked at the seats behind 
the catcher and saw, “Welcome to 
Tiger County” in front of the ter-
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race. As Nick looked at the label-
ing, a sudden voice came behind 
him.

“Hey Nick, come here for 
a quick second kid” said Coach 
O’Brien as he gestured with his 
finger to tell Nick to walk his 
direction. Nick quickly jogged to 
Coach O’Brien with nerves and an-
ticipation on the back of his mind. 
As he approached Coach O’Brien, 
he gently put his arm around 
Nick’s shoulder. 

“How are you feeling right 
now Nick?” asked Coach O’Brien 
in a calm voice. 

With everything going on and 
the situation that the team was in, 
Coach O’Brien seemed to be calm 
and not aware of how important 
the game is. 

“I am feeling good coach.” 
Said Nick in a tired kind of voice. 
Like someone who just finished 
running a mile or race. The mo-
ment started to get to Nick as he 
good feel the pressure and impor-
tance of the game. 

“If Henry gets on base, you are 
the winning run. I do not need you 
to do anything spectacular. Just try 
to find a way on base and we will 
have a chance to win this game 
kid. Got it?” asked Coach O’Brien.

Nick nodded his head, showing 
that he understood. Just then, there 

was a loud thump as if someone 
or something got it. Nick and the 
coach looked up to see what hap-
pened. Henry, the player who was 
batting, got hit on the back and 
slowly jogged to first base while 
grabbing the left side of his back. 
Nick slowly walked to the left side 
of the batter’s box, anticipating to 
what the next few minutes would 
bring. Again Nick closed his eyes 
and brought his bat close to his 
face. He stepped into the batter’s 
box and prepared for what this 
at-bat had in store. A conscious 
inside Nick’s head started talking 
and trying to figure out what would 
possible options the pitcher would 
do in this at-bat.

“He has been throwing a lot of 
breaking balls to me and everyone 
in our lineup” Nick told himself. 
“Try to be patient and look for the 
fastball”. 

The pitcher threw from the 
stretch and threw fastball middle 
in. Nick’s eyes lighted up and he 
started his swing, hoping that he 
would be able to make contact and 
pull the ball to right field. Nick felt 
that he made contact to the ball, 
but very quickly, realized that he 
foul tipped it behind the back stop. 

Nick stepped out of the bat-
ter box to clear his mind and try 
again to find a way on base. He 
stepped in again and prepared for 
what would happen next. Nick 
conscious again started to speak, 
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trying to think of what will happen 
next. 

“Well he threw a first pitch 
fastball. That is the first time he 
started a batter off with that in a 
while in this game. Now I know 
he will go back to his breaking 
ball” said Nick as he was talking to 
himself. 

The pitcher threw from the 
stretch again and released the 
ball. From the moment the pitcher 
released the baseball, there was 
a weird spin. From that moment 
Nick could see the spin, he knew 
that the pitch would be a breaking 
ball. As the ball came to the plate, 
the ball suddenly curved to Nick 
and crossed the plate for a strike. 

“Strike two!” screamed the 
umpire as Nick stepped out of the 
batter’s box. 

“Okay” Nick told himself, “Be 
ready for anything. Now you have 
to put the ball in play”. 

Nick stepped back into the 
batter’s box, knowing that one 
more strike can end the game. The 
crowd and players stood up from 
their seats and dugout, making last 
minute prayers and wishes in order 
for the game to continue longer. 
The pitcher threw from the stretch 
again and threw a fastball inside. 
Nick’s eyes lighted up like radar 
gun. Nick quickly began his swing 
and tried making contact with the 

ball before it would pass him or 
jam him. Nick made full contact 
with the baseball, but could barely 
feel the ball coming off his bat. 
At that point, Nick knew he made 
good contact and that he hit a hard 
hit ball. As the ball started carrying 
into right field, Nick began starting 
his run to first base. At first, Nick 
thought he flied out to right field 
and that the game would be over. 
As Nick looked down to round 
first base, he noticed that the right 
fielder was still running back to 
the fence. Quickly Nick realized 
that he hit the ball farther than 
he thought. The right fielder kept 
running back, like a sprinter trying 
to finish the hundred meter dash. 
Suddenly, the right fielder slowly 
stopped running. Nick looked back 
up to see where the ball was and 
to see whether to attempt going to 
third base or not. The ball kept car-
rying and the right fielder stopped 
looking at the fence. As the ball 
started landing, it disappeared over 
the fence. Suddenly, screams and 
cheers could be heard all around 
the stadium. Looking around, Nick 
began to smile as he realized he 
hit a walk off homerun to end the 
game and make the Tigers become 
state champions in baseball. As 
Nick trotted around second base, 
he could see his teammates run-
ning to home plate and jumping 
out of there dugout. A big smile 
came upon Nick’s face. Like some-
one who just won the lottery ticket. 
As Nick started to round third, he 
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looked at the crowd in the stands 
cheering and parents’ giving each 
other hugs. The teammates started 
jumping around home plate, wait-
ing to celebrate with Nick.

 As Nick stepped on third base, 
his third base coach greeted him 
with a huge smile, shook his hand 
and said, “way to go kid” and pat-
ted him on the back as Nick began 
his trot to home plate. 

The Tiger teammates began 
celebrating and jumping around 
Nick, celebrating their state title 
win. High fives and hugs were 
given as the team received the state 
trophy. At the end of the game, 
Nick began getting congratulations 
from other fans and family. After 
the celebrating and small talks with 
friends and family, Nick began his 
walk to his truck in the parking a 
lot. As Nick began to unlock his 
car, someone called out his name 
from behind him.

“Excuse me Nick!” screamed 
the man. 

Nick turned around to see who 
it was that called him. A tall skinny 
man, about as tall as entrance door 
in a room, walked towards Nick. 
The man wore dark shades and 
a black baseball cap with a team 
logo on it. The man wore a dark 
grey shirt and black shorts, both 
with the same logo. You could tell 
that he has not shaven over the past 
few days, but still looked clean and 

had a good hygiene. Nick began to 
pay close attention to the logo on 
the man’s shirt, hat and shorts. The 
logo showed a four leaf clover and 
a little leprechaun’s face that had 
a big smile. Nick automatically 
knew the college for the logo. Pat-
rick University was known for be-
ing one of the top athletic schools 
in the country and academically. 

“Hi Nick, my name is Zak 
Miller, assistant Coach for Patrick 
University” said Zak. 

With a big smile, Nick intro-
duced himself and shook Zak’s 
hand. 

“You looked really good out 
there. You had a really good game 
and good week in fact. We have 
seen you a lot lately and we really 
like you” said Zak as he continued 
his talk with Nick. 

Quickly Nick and Zak began 
talking and exchanging informa-
tion about school and sports. 

“How are your grades?” asked 
Zak

With a small frown, Nick ex-
plained the situation he was in aca-
demically and asked what he might 
be able to do about it. At first, Zak 
did not begin talking. You can tell 
that he was thinking and trying to 
figure something out before saying 
something to Nick. 

“We have talked to your teach-
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ers, coaches, and counselors the 
past week about you and asked 
what kind of student you are,” said 
Zak. 

Nick’s heart began to sink. 
Nick knew he worked really hard 
in the classroom, but he did not 
know if that would be recognized 
or even be considered since his 
grades did not show. 

“I think we will be able to 
work with you Nick. We have 
heard all good things about you 
and I think there might be a shot 
for you to go to Patrick University 

and be able to play there “said Zak. 

With a quick smile, Zak pulled 
a card out of his pocket and gave it 
to Nick. 

“We will keep in touch, you 
did a great job this week Nick” 
said Zak. 

As Zak left, Nick got into his 
card and started his car. As the 
drive to home began, Nick could 
not help but have a smile on his 
face. 

“Things might just be alright 
after all” said Nick.  
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First Fight
by Grant Kraemer

Nick walked into the gym 
hearing the sounds of rock 
music and the yells from a 
women’s self-defense class, as 
he crossed through the metal 
double doors he felt the cold 
air conditioning rush over him. 
Greeting the front desk lady as 
he signed in on the computer, 
he looked to the right and saw 
the trophy wall covered in 
pictures of champions who had 
won fighting titles and other 
accomplishments throughout 
the years. To the left he saw 
about fifteen to twenty women 
of all different ages; half hold-
ing pads, the other half hitting 
them. The gym was bright lit 
with long rows of florescent 
lights strung high on the ceil-
ing between large hanging fans. 
Walking forward past the rooms 
of people training, hitting, and 
stretching nick smelled the mix-
ture of sweat and citrus scented 
mat cleaner. Slung over his right 
shoulder Nick carried a black 
gym bag. It held his bright red 
hand wraps, a water bottle, lime 
green mouth guard, a sweat rag, 
Gnar Pump pre workout which 
he could feel kicking in, making 

his heart pump faster and faster, 
as he neared the locker room. 
Over his opposite shoulder a 
larger but lighter bag carried 
his heavy bag gloves, another 
sweat rag this one stained with 
the washed out color of blood, 
grappling gloves, and a cup 
because no one was that confi-
dent. The gym was a warehouse 
comprised of rooms that were 
just sectioned off areas of mats 
with waste high divider walls. 
The mats pattern consisted of 
grey squares outlined by blue 
forming little areas to spare in. 
Outside of the rooms the floors 
were cold grey concrete smooth 
and easy to clean. The largest 
room had a floor made of large 
mats and a wall of mirrors to 
one side. This room was for 
the most popular classes, the 
classes that the owners of the 
gym wanted everyone to see as 
soon as they walked in. There 
was almost always something 
interesting to watch in this 
room, whether it be a class 
teaching everyday people how 
to prevent a carjacking, a group 
of police officers training their 
rookies, or the group of women 
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learning to defend themselves 
that were there now. Connected 
to the largest room was the 
heavy bag room, and on special 
occasion could be used with the 
largest room to make it even 
bigger, but a large curtain hung 
from the metal roofing beams 
sectioning off the two rooms. 
This room held a number of 
large black one hundred pound 
heavy bags that hung on long 
chains that clattered when hit 
right. The other two rooms were 
similar in size pushed to the 
back mostly used for smaller 
classes with less actual sparring 
that needed less space to move. 
Nick navigated his was through 
a children’s Martial Arts class 
that was just letting out, from 
the heavy bag room, high fiving 
some kids he recognized as they 
passed by. As he approached 
the locker room door he was 
greeted by a large poster depict-
ing him and the opponent of his 
impending fight. In the poster 
Nick stood to the right wear-
ing white shorts, toned arms 
crossed in front of him a slight 
smile across his face, his blond 
hair brushed back on his head. 
His opponent stood to the right. 
Nick studied his large arms pre-
dominant chest. His black hair 
hung low on his forehead and 

his face was fierce. Nick pushed 
the door open and went into the 
locker room.  

After a few minutes Nick 
was out of the locker room 
standing next to a heavy bag 
wrapping his hands. He crossed 
the red wrap back and forth 
around his knuckles and over 
the back of his strong hand. 
Finishing the wrap three times 
around his wrist then lock-
ing it into place with a strap. 
Before putting on his gloves 
he warmed up by stepping and 
shuffling around the bag. He 
bounced lightly on his legs 
shifting his weight from the 
front to the back of his feet feel-
ing the padded floor give ever 
so slightly under his weight. His 
red and white Muay Thai shorts 
brushed back and forth, the bow 
tie string in the front bouncing 
up and down as Nick did. He 
began throwing punches. Just 
warm up punches to begin with, 
reaching his hands out fully 
twisting his hips and coming 
within an inch of hitting the bag 
before snapping his arm back as 
quick as it extended. His toned 
arms started to shine as sweat 
began to bead and drip quickly 
being absorbed by his white 
cotton shirt. His chest rose and 
fell slowly and he regulated 
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his breathing after completing 
his first warm up set. He slid 
his 16 once gloves over his 
wrapped hands while watching 
the women’s self-defense class 
being taught next to the heavy 
bag aria. Nick uses to help teach 
that class until he was moved 
up to an official assistant teach-
ing position at the gym. He was 
the youngest assistant coach at 
only 17 but the teachers were 
nice even if they joked about 
him being the baby a lot.  Tim 
was teaching today and Nick 
watched as he taught the women 
to defend against a front choke. 
He studied their form and spied 
a few he himself wouldn’t want 
to tangle with. Tim glanced over 

and shot Nick a smile and Nick 
raised his gloved hand to him. 
Turning back to the heavy bag 
Nick began throwing punches.  
His left jabs popped off the bag 
followed up almost instantly 
with his right hand bashing into 
the bag pushing it back with a 
creek of the chain. Slow shots 
got quicker and harder as sweat 
began to drip from nicks short 
blond hair down his strong set 
chin. Nick was the type of fight-
er that relied on speed instead 
of power because though he 
was strong he lacked the mass 
needed to throw many power 
punches. Then with a sound like 
a gunshot Nick began throw-
ing kicks into the heavy bag. 

photo by Max Stroyeck
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A low kick followed by a front 
kick and the bag swung in a 
circle flying left and right like it 
weighed nothing. Just as he was 
nearing the limit of his endur-
ance he felt a large warm hand 
clamp on his shoulder and spin 
him around. The hand belonged 
to Mark the semi pro UFC 
fighter of the gym who stood 
grinning ear to ear down at nick 
with his hair tied up in a bun on 
the back of his head.   

“Nick how ya felling? First 
fight coming up! You excited?” 
Mark boomed out at Nick

“I’m doing alright. I’m 
crazy nervous. I don’t know 
how it’s gonna end up.”

“Don’t think that way win 
or lose you’ll do fine.” 

“I’m not worrying about 
losing I just don’t want to look 
bad in front of everyone.’

“Don’t worry about it 
bud, you’ll do great. The fight 
doesn’t actually count for any-
thing in the end.  I gotta go get 
my next class set up u get back 
to training. Don’t focus so much 
on lower body. You can’t kick 
someone when you’re pined to 
the ground.” Mark said before 
walking towards the smaller 

class rooms near the back of the 
gym.

Nick turned back to the bag 
and threw a few halfhearted 
punches then just stood there 
staring down the bag. He 
imagined his fight coming up in 
just three days. Every time he 
thought about it all he could fo-
cus on was the people watching. 
He imagined his friends, fam-
ily, coaches, everyone watching 
him up in the ring fighting. He 
shook his head set his teeth and 
started hitting the bag again. He 
had fought for years. He was 
experienced. He had spared 
hundreds of times. Sure it was 
sparring in self-defense sce-
narios but the experience would 
cross over to a Mixed Martial 
Arts fight. He knew he would 
be fine and he could win he just 
needed to focus on the fight 
and his training and everything 
would work out.  

After training, Nick was 
scheduled to assist with teach-
ing the beginner level self-
defense class with coach Pattie. 
Pattie was the last person you 
would expect to be able to kill 
you with both hands behind 
her back. She was only about 
five four with big blond 1980s 
hair. She was the cookie cutter 
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overprotective mom type at first 
glance but under that she held 
three karate titles she had won 
in Japan in her teens. She had 
taught Nicks first ever class at 
this gym and he remembered 
her kicking a three hundred 
pound man back a good five 
feet before he toppled to the 
ground. Nick modeled his kicks 
off her self-defense style of 
dealing the most damage and 
keeping your attacker away. 
As he walked into the room, 
where the class was to be held, 
he saw a few people stretching 
in the mirror and Pattie standing 
up front in her black shirt and 
black sweat pants, hair as big as 
ever. 

 “Hey Nick, I hope your 
ready we’re teaching bear hug 
attacks from behind today.” 
Pattie said as she smiled at him

“Great! I woke up this 
morning and thought, man I 
really hope I get repeatedly 
thrown to the ground today.” 
Nick replied with a smirk      

“Well fantastic. I’ll make 
sure we don’t beat you up to 
bad before your fight.”

“Yea I’d definitely appreci-
ate that Pattie”

Pattie started the class and 
Nick lead the group through a 
number of stretches. This being 
the beginner self-defense class 
there was a very wide variety 
of people to teach. Three or 
four people were there just for 
the fitness trying to lose a few 
pounds. Two were high school 
aged boys that Nick knew were 
trying to get into competitive 
fighting just like Nick was in 
the process of doing. There 
were about five women with 
varying ranges of skill who took 
the class as a self-defense class 
as it was intended. The other 
four were guys and girls who 
used this class as a warm up 
for their long night of advanced 
self-defense classes or more 
advanced competitive training.

After a quick round of 
stretching Pattie took back 
control of the class and Nick 
faded into the background. He 
watched her go over the cor-
rect fighting stance. Squared 
off with both shoulders facing 
directly towards your opponent; 
hands raised in front of your 
face in a full guard; weight 
shifting back and forth on the 
balls of your feet. This was the 
stance Nick had known from his 
very first class. It was uncon-
ventional to the majority of 
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competitive fighters but it was 
the most affective to teach when 
you’re talking about combat 
fighting. Pattie soon called up 
Nick to hold a pad as she went 
through straight punches, ham-
mer fists, the seven elbows, and 
palm strikes.  After drilling the 
hits with the students Nick was 
back to holding for Pattie. He 
braced himself for the onslaught 
from Pattie and watched as she 
based her leg into the black pad 
over and over. He felt the force 
of the kick go through the pad 
and into his body. Watching the 
students through their kicks he 
remembered his first classes. It 
may have been the upcoming 
fight but for some reason Nick 
was feeling oddly nostalgic to-
day. He thought about how easy 
his kicks came to him in the 
beginning and how he quickly 
became one of the strongest 
kickers in the gym. Eventually 
he began to mix styles ex-
panding his skill and focusing 
techniques on self-defense. He 
spent the past three years train-
ing to fight and teach fighting 
and now he was going to test 
himself in a scored fight. The 
class finished off just how Pattie 
had said teaching the students 
how to fend off an attacker that 
comes up and grabs their victim 

in a bear hug. Pattie’s particular 
defense involved dropping her 
center, turning quickly, revers-
ing the hold, and flipping the 
attacker onto their head. So 
Nick spent the last ten minutes 
of class being flipped over and 
over as Pattie demonstrated 
proper form. 

After the class Nick drove 
home, showered, and stretched. 
As he got into bed and imag-
ined his opponent. All he relay 
new was he held a two win one 
loss record. Though compared 
to Nick’s o and o record he 
seemed like a grizzled vet. Nick 
wondered about his style. He 
assumed he would be a conven-
tional MMA fighter with knowl-
edge of many fighting styles 
and for Nick to stand a chance 
he must find his weakest one 
and exploit it. He hoped to God 
that his opponent wouldn’t be 
good at defending against kicks 
and if he was Nick would have 
to find a way to kick through 
him. He didn’t like thinking of 
the fight to much because that 
just made him more nervous so 
he popped in his ear buds and 
slowly drifted off to sleep. 

The next days passed with 
little excitement. Nick trained 
and rested as his nervousness 
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grew until the day of the fight. 
That morning he could blearily 
eat. He sat looking around the 
small kitchen moving his break-
fast back and forth on his plate.

“Nick, you need to eat 
todays your big day” his mother 
said sitting down across from 
him at the table. 

“I know. I’m just not hun-
gry.” 

“It’s just nervous you’ll be 
fine.”

“I know thanks mom.”

“Now you be careful ok. I 
don’t want you getting hurt” she 
said with a pleading look on her 
face

“Mom, I’ve done this sorta 
stuff for three years why are 
you worried now?”

“Well because before it was 
training and self-defense. Now 
I’m not sure how I fell that the 
other person’s goal is to actually 
hurt you.”

“I’ll be fine. You’re just 
making me more nervous” nick 
said as a stood up from the table 
and walked out of the kitchen.

Later that night Nick sat in 

his car outside of the gym.  He 
felt more nervous looking at 
those doors then he had the first 
day he had ever gone to train 
there. As he walked in he was 
greeted by the smiling faces 
of his friends and teachers. 
They gave him words of en-
couragement that he halfheart-
edly listened to while making 
his way through the groups to 
the locker room. He sat down 
on a bench next to his locker. 
The room was filled with six 
or seven fighters prepping for 
their own fights in silence. Nick 
wrapped his hands and fitted on 
his light sparring gloves. He sat 
stretching on the bench when 
Tim walked into the room. He 
smiled at Nick and sat down 
across from him down on the 
other side of the bench. 

“The guy you’re fighting is 
named Vince. He’s good but if 
you’re smart you can win.” Tim 
said in a flat voice gaining a 
stern look on his face. 

“Alright” 

“You going to try to keep 
him standing or go to the 
ground?”

“You know my only chance 
is to beat him standing”
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“Don’t sell yourself short 
if you have to go to the ground 
you can still work from there. 
Your kicking is good but even 
without that you’re a good all-
around fighter.”

“Alright I’ll do what I can.”

“You’ll be fine you’ve got 
about ten minutes. Good luck 
out their” Tim said breaking 
his stern look and giving Nick 
a smile as he stood and walked 
out of the locker room.

 A few minutes later 
Nick walked out of the locker 
room towards the octagon that 
had been erected there earlier 
that day. He saw his friends and 
the coaches standing around the 
chairs surrounding the cage. As 
Nick walked up the three steps 
through the cadge door into the 
octagon he looked across to the 
far end. Vince, the other fighter, 
was already there. Nick stepped 
inside, heard the cadge door 
shut behind him, and walked 
to his corner. The bright lights 
reflected up from the white 
canvas floor. Everything outside 
the cage was dark. A ref entered 
and stood talking to the judges 
at the door for a few seconds. 
He turned and called the two 
fighters to the middle. 

 “Alright boys you know 
the rules this is gonna be a 
standard fight. Three rounds all 
five minutes with one round in 
between. If I see anything dirty 
I’m stopping the round. Are we 
clear?”

The fighters nodded and 
touched gloves. They returned 
to their corners and waited for 
the buzzer to sound. The two 
sized each other up locking 
their eyes on one another. The 
buzzer sounded and the crowd 
burst into a yell. 

Nick took two steps for-
ward reaching his arms out in 
front of his face. His hands 
were splayed slightly, his 
finger curled into hooks. Vince 
moved forward in bursts closing 
the distance between the two 
fighters. They started circling 
counter clock wise slowly 
staring at one another waiting 
for the right moment to move. 
The yells from the spectators 
were muffled in Nick’s ears. 
Nick threw a front kick, to test 
his opponents timing, that was 
easily blocked. Nick shuffled 
back and Vince was on him. He 
threw his hands forward catch-
ing the flurry of punches aimed 
at his head. Strong blows landed 
on his forearms where little 
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muscle lays over the bone and 
a few punches snuck through 
his guard connecting with 
Nicks face nocking his head 
left and right. Nick attempted 
to throw counter strikes but 
was only able to connect with 
a few ineffective hits.  Lunging 
forward Nick bet everything 
he had on getting his opponent 
in a standing hold. He got his 
left hand in a good position on 
Vince’s elbow and locked the 
other hand at the point where 
the shoulder muscle connects to 
the neck. Pushing everything he 
had into his knee he drove into 
his opponent three soled blows. 
Then Vince’s arm wrapped 
his neck and the two fighters 
grappled standing for a short 
bout. Nick threw an elbow con-
necting solidly with Vince’s jaw 
feeling the give as Vince’s head 
snapped back. The moment of 
elation was short as Vince fell 
he was able to wrap an arm 
around Nicks outstretched arm 
and both fighters went down. 
Nick felt the force of his body 
slam into the ground then re-
verse back up jarring every joint 
in his body. He knew he had to 
stand up quickly but Nick was 
quickly locked into a position 
where his back was pinned to 
the ground. Nick defended his 

face and took fists and elbows 
raining down on him. He could 
hear the crowd yelling for him 
to counter or reverse out of the 
ground n pound but his confi-
dence was shot. He was weakest 
on the ground and both fighters 
new that. The buzz signaled 
round one and Nick had one 
minuet to recoup. He wasn’t on 
the ground to long so he knew 
he could still come back if he 
dominated the time standing. In 
the next round Nick came out 
exploding with kicks. Turning 
all his force through his hips he 
connected solidly slipping his 
foot under Vince’s elbow. He 
felt the force of his kick trans-
fer into Vince’s side then quick 
as he threw it he snapped his 
leg back into position. Vince 
seemed shocked by the force of 
the kick but quickly recovered 
his defenses. Nick tried again 
for the kick this one harder than 
the last and it seemed to be 
on track to connect but in the 
last second nick dropped his 
elbow on the flying leg driving 
down the two forces traveled 
up through Nick’s leg causing 
excruciating pain. Putting his 
foot down he felt pain shoot up 
his leg and went down hard on 
his knee. 

The rest of the night was a 
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blur. Nick remembered trying 
to stand and falling, the buzzer 
ending the match and the ref 
rushing over and taking him by 
the shoulder telling him to stay 
off his foot. He was exhausted 
from the fight and dazed by 
the injury and their seemed to 
be bits of time where he just 
couldn’t remember how he got 
out of the octagon or who drove 
him to the urgent care to get his 
leg x-rayed. He remembered 
clearly the doctor telling him 
what he had was a minor stress 
fracture in the lower portion of 
his shin. 

“It’s nothing too serious 
if you take care of it. It hurts 
like hell but in about a week 
you’ll be able to put weight on 
it. I’d be sure to give yourself 
about five weeks before doing 
anything to physical and six or 
seven before you start kicking.” 

He remembered the numb-
ness he felt towards everything 
that night. He wasn’t angry 
he had lost. He wasn’t embar-
rassed. He wasn’t even upset 
about his leg. He just felt numb 
to everything.

 Waking up the next 
morning he nearly swung him-
self out of bed and stood but the 

brace on his foot caused him to 
pause. The dream of last night 
came rushing back to him as 
he realized all that had hap-
pened. It was then that he felt 
the weight of everything come 
back to him as he lay back on 
his bed and stared at the ceiling. 
He tried to be mad at Vince but 
he had done nothing wrong. The 
block was well within the rules 
it was just bad luck the way it 
had connected. Nick new he 
had lost that fight long before 
he had injured his leg. It wasn’t 
really Nick’s leg that had been 
injured. More than that the fight 
had broken his confidence, his 
pride, his will to fight had been 
broken.

 He spent the next week 
hobbling around the house as 
his leg healed. He received 
calls and texts from people at 
the gym checking up on him 
and wishing him get well soon 
but the majority of them he 
just ignored. His foot healed 
and apart from the occasional 
twinge of pain Nick regained 
his ability to walk normally 
with little difficulty. In the back 
of his mind Nick new he would 
have to go back to the gym and 
face the place and the people. 
He worked there and his friends 
were their but he pretended that 
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is he went along like that piece 
of his life had never happened 
he would never have to confront 
it. Then one day while his mom 
was out shopping the doorbell 
rang. Nick swung the door open 
and their on his front porch 
stood Mark grinning ear to ear.

“Long time no see. We’ve 
all been worrying about you.”

“Yea I’ve been pretty busy” 
Nick replied sheepishly while 
staring at the ground.

“Yea, yea, busy healing and 
all. When you think you’ll be 
coming back?”

“I don’t know Mark I mean 
my foot is still healing and I’m 
not really feeling it.”

“Nick, you know why you 
lost that fight?”

“I broke my leg Mike. I 
can’t fight with a broken leg.” 

“No it wasn’t your leg that 
lost you that fight. It wasn’t 
because you were the worse 
fighter either. Nick, you lost 
that fight because he got a good 
takedown early and you gave 
up.”

“So what why are you tell-
ing me this? That fight is over I 

don’t need to have you tell me 
about it I lived it.” Nick replied 
getting angry and raising his 
voice.

“I’m telling you this be-
cause I’m your coach and I 
can see your about to make 
the same mistake. Yea you got 
knocked down but are you re-
ally going to quit after one loss? 
I can’t make you come back 
but just think about the people 
you’d be walking away from. 
Now I’ve got some things to do 
so I’ll be seeing you Nick.”

Mark turned and walked 
away as Nick closed the door. 
He froze for a moment star-
ing at the back of the door. He 
knew what Mark had said was 
the truth and he couldn’t be 
angry at him for it. As he paced 
through his house he thought 
abought going back to the gym. 
How could he face the people 
there now after dropping off the 
face of the earth? 

 Nick walked down his 
stares to the basement where 
he had a small heavy bag and a 
set of weights. He looked at the 
bag for a long while. He threw 
a punch, then another. Then 
he was just swinging, not even 
throwing punches, over and 
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over more erratic every hit. He 
hit and hit until he could feel 
the blood pulsing in his hands. 
Then he stopped. Nick looked 
around his basement and real-
ized it just didn’t feel right to 
him. Standing tall and looking 
up, he wiped the sweat from his 

face. After gathering his two 
gym bags he jumped into his car 
and made the drive he had made 
hundreds of times before. As he 
walked through the metal dou-
ble doors he heard the sounds of 
music mixing with shouts from 
a self-defense class.         
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When it’s dark it’s hard to see light
When we lose its hard to see light
When we fall it’s hard to see light 
When we fail it’s hard to see light 
When we cry it’s hard to see light 

When he died it was hard to see light
When she left it was hard to see light 

When we had no money it was hard to see light
When he was sentenced it was hard to see light

But
When we pray we see light

When we believe we see light
When we seek help we see light
When we preserve we see light 

When I won I saw light
When I got in I saw light 

When I laughed I saw light
On Kairos I saw light

At Culture Fest I saw light
At DeSmet I see light

Because
I am

We are 
You are the light 

Prayer for Light
by Ray Stewart


