Glory Days
I have never intentionally sought the adoration of my peers, and throughout my life I have definitely never been the competitive type, but I have to admit victory and the brief recognition it brings can be sweet.  I know this because on at least one day in my life I was actually a winner!
The only extra curricular sports I ever attempted during my school years were track and water polo.  My water polo experience lasted for about a month, until the day of our first real practice game.
The month of training went fine in spite of the mandatory but embarrassing Speedos they required us to wear.  Those things are great for the well-endowed male, but for those of us whose genitalia refuse to remain permanently engorged, they can be downright humiliating.  A consistently large bulge in the crotch is definitely a status symbol all men would love to have.  Since all of the organs on my body default to a natural self-defense/survival-instinct position, I always hated those damned Speedos.
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Before that fateful practice game I was actually enjoying the intense water polo training sessions.  We swam laps, treaded water, and practiced various moves and techniques including the basic ones of dribbling and passing the ball.  I was even starting to see a few new muscles developing on my underdeveloped body and my confidence was high. Then came the first day of competition, when I was literally “exposed” to the sad reality of genuine water polo. 

For those blissfully ignorant spectators who only see what goes on above the waterline, I feel compelled to expose the truth of this mostly underwater game.  Real water polo is a constant underwater battle between a player and his assigned opponent.  For my first and only practice game I was assigned a position next to an obsessively competitive opponent.  Some might say the guy was a real asshole, but this was my first game and I really didn’t have anyone to compare the guy to.  As far as I knew, this was the way water polo games were always played….everyone out for blood.
Within the fist ten minutes of the game, I was intentionally dunked a half dozen times by this guy, mostly when I didn’t even have the ball.  With the attention of the referees focusing on the players near the ball, a whole lot of shit happens between the competitors at other areas of the pool.  Not only was this guy pulling me down with his hands when my back was turned, he was also using his feet in ways they didn’t teach us at the practice sessions.
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I knew I had enough of water polo when my assigned opponent, and other members of the opposing team, began using their toes to grab my Speedos and yank them down below my crotch.  At first I thought this was an accident, but then it started happening over and over.  With all of the splashing going on above the water, there was no way the referees could witness the perverted happenings under the water.
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I was absolutely amazed and appalled.  Nobody had ever mentioned to me this sort of thing was standard procedure in water polo.  Was I involved in a watery game with a bunch of latent homosexuals?  After surviving that evening’s “friendly” competition, I convinced myself the head coach and all of his players were really a bunch of gay blades who used Olympic sized swimming pools as their preferred gathering place. I hung up my Speedos for the last time that night, and have never worn one again, ever!
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Fortunately those bittersweet memories of 9th grade water polo, supervised by the celebrated but rather quirky and bloodthirsty coach Bill Barnet, are offset by fond memories of 8th grade boys PE at Horace Ensign Middle School.  At Ensign we were led by our beloved coaches Kessler and Jacobsen.
Kessler and Jacobsen were simply great guys with nothing to prove and with no self-imposed stress in their lives. I still carry mental images of those two mellow men sipping their morning coffee while letting us have fun with athletics.  I enjoyed middle school PE so much that when Coach Kessler asked me if I would be interested in joining the school track team, I surprised myself by saying, “Yes”.
The only reason I felt confident enough to join the track team was that I knew some of the other boys who were doing the same.  I had gained previous experience running away from several undesirable playground conflicts and I knew I could beat several of those boys in a flat-out foot race.
My Beamish family ancestors have the historical track record of avoiding conflict whenever necessary, and there is no evidence of one ever having fallen in battle.  We even have documented proof that during the American Civil War my great-great-great Grandfather paid the optional “stand-in” fee for having someone fight in his stead, a legal though rather cowardly act in those bygone days.
At this juncture in our family history, however, a Beamish was now in training for serious physical competition.  Coach Kessler determined where each of our particular strengths lay.  Some of the boys would become the sprinters, while others would take on the longer endurance runs, hurdles, long jump, shot-put, etc.  I could barely lift the shot-put, let alone throw it, so I was steered toward the “track” portion of “track and field”. 
We spent a good month running sprints back and forth on the grassy school fields. It was suggested I compete in the 300-yard dash, along with a few other qualifying teammates.  In those days we were still avoiding the use of the official Olympic metric measurements and 300 yards was the approximate distance of one time around the track. I wasn’t a great sprinter or distance runner, so the 300-yard dash was my happy medium.
After another few weeks of training our first track meet was upon us.  Coach Jacobsen was forced to explain to me that I would be a “bench warmer”, part of the “B” team because all of my teammates had produced faster times during the recent tryouts.  That was fine with me.  I was getting butterflies just knowing I’d be sitting out there in front of the spectators.
As I recall, our first two competitions were “away” at other schools, and I wasn’t even invited to ride on the bus to watch the events.  I was rightfully beginning to feel that my skinny little legs weren’t really needed to help promote the status of our school through track and field.  I resigned myself to being the school’s permanent water boy.
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Then came our first “home” event.  I think the visiting team was from TeWinkle Middle School.  It would be the TeWinkle “Trojans” vs. the Ensign “Seabees”.  In spite of their wimpy school name, I always thought TeWinkle had a much more impressive mascot.  Ours was a nautical insect.
This was an exciting day for me indeed.  Even though I wouldn’t be competing, I was “part of the team” and would get to sit with the rest of our school’s “track stars”.  It was an afternoon event scheduled during the school hours, so the entire 8th grade would be let out of their last period class to come and cheer their track team on to victory.
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The best part about this “home game” was that the school cheerleaders would be there also.  In 1974, Ensign’s cheerleading team consisted of arguably the cutest and most popular girls in the 8th grade.  My favorites were Debbie Beatty, Leslie Feducia, and Karen Egan.  At middle school pep rallies my heart melted when they would spring onto the gym floor and bounce around in their cute little cheer outfits.  Oh, to be young again!
The Trojans had arrived en masse and I was about to head out to the track in my regular PE outfit to perform my first official bench warming duty for our team, when I was called in to the coach’s office.  Mr. Kessler informed me that one of our “A” team competitors was too sick to run. I was being offered his space in the 300-yard dash!
My normally low blood pressure shot off the charts.  I did not want to embarrass myself in front of the entire 8th grade by placing last in my first official foot race.  But it was impossible for me to say no to Coach Kessler.  He openly admitted right then and there that he did not expect me to win, or even place, but he wanted me to gain the experience anyway.  Those thoughtful words of encouragement did nothing to alleviate my growing sense of trepidation about this impending, and extremely public performance in front of my peers.  I never enjoyed being in the limelight, and sports is all about instant public glory or failure.  To say I was extremely nervous is putting it mildly.
Before heading out from the locker room I first had to get out of my regular PE outfit and into the school’s official track uniform.  This consisted of a pair of loose-fitting shorts and a numbered tank top. I had never worn one.  It took several minutes of rummaging through the uniform pile for us to find anything that would fit me.  I was a toothpick of a kid and everything we pulled out was very baggy on me.  We finally determined the smallest available outfit and I was soon scurrying off looking like a scarecrow in a gunny sack to do battle with the Trojans.
By the time I arrived on the field, many of the other track and field events were already underway.  The school bell had rung for the last period class and the 8th grade students were beginning to fill the bleachers.  There was definitely an enhanced level of excitement in the air.  Then the cheerleaders emerged from the girl’s gym donning their super-awesome uniforms.  To think I was about to embarrass myself in front of them as they cheered me on…. Ugh!
I had no idea when it would be my turn to race, so I sat there watching my teammates compete.  In spite of my nervousness and accelerated heart rate, it felt like the blood was slowly draining from my body.  I thought I was about to faint, so I began breathing deeply and steadily, like you would in a Lamaze childbirth training class.  At that moment I would have preferred being in a hospital giving birth rather than being on the Horace Ensign track team.
Suddenly I heard the refs announce the lineup for the 300-yard dash.  Coach Jacobsen came over to me to share one last moment of sympathy on my behalf.  “Just do your best, Billy”, he said as he was finishing counting the wager money he had collected from the various coaches and refs from bets on the next race, (just kidding).
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My teammates and I headed for the starting blocks.  There was to be three of us against three of them, using all six lanes of the track. All the runners except me had at least two previous track meets under their belts.  I remember my two teammates wishing me luck, then rolling their eyes at each other as they watched me stumble into my starting blocks.
Boy was I nervous.  I could hear my heart pounding in my ears.  I was in the outside lane, which meant my blocks were set further forward than those of the other competitors.  I didn’t like the idea of not being able to see the other runners and having to “set the pace”.  We were required to stay in our lanes until after coming around the first curve.  Because I had to run the outside arch, psychologically it seemed I had the greatest distance to run.

The refs yelled, “Get ready”.  We all adjusted our feet in the blocks and bent over with our hands supporting our upper bodies.  “Get set!”  We raised ourselves onto our toes with our butts in the air.  “Bang!” …went the starting gun, firing the loud 22 caliber blank cartridge.
I had a slightly delayed start because I was afraid of jumping the blocks early and causing the heat to be re-run.  I could see the stands to my right, full with classmates and friends clapping and cheering us on, but strangely silent, just like in the slow-motion effects used in the movies.  My mind was tuning them out as the blood was beginning to surge into the body parts needed for running.
My heart was beating a mile a minute, mostly due to the adrenalin caused by my nervousness.  My feet felt like they were barely touching the track as the cleats of my shoes tried to grab the dirt below and give me traction.  I felt like I was loosing ground because my legs kept pushing me upward and not forward.  I could hear the other runners beginning to breathe hard behind me and to my left.  I remember the distinct sound of their shoes kicking up dirt as we rounded the first curve.

It was at this point in the race that I remember my shorts and shirt beginning to slide off my body.  The tank-top neck of my running jersey was so wide on my spindly frame that the shirt began sliding off my shoulders.  My running shorts were so loose that they began working their way down past my non-existent hips.  Besides trying to keep my legs propelling me forward, I also had to keep tugging on my shorts and shoulder straps to keep my baggy uniform from falling off!
We were approaching the second and last curve in the track.  I couldn’t believe I was still out in front of the pack.  My sole desire was not be the last to cross the finish line.  The straight-away on the far side of the track was where all the runners were allowed to leave their lanes and merge towards the inside curb.  Here I was, barely ahead of the rest, trying to keep my clothes on, and running as fast as I could while trying to edge my way towards the inner lane.
The combined noise of my competitors’ pounding feet sounded like a pack of wolves chasing me through the woods.  I knew that I was just seconds away from being overtaken and eaten.  I gave up on my tank-top after coming around the last curve.  The shirt hung off my right shoulder like you see sultry models wear in fashion magazines.  My shorts were being held up only because of the wind resistance created from running forward. I needed both of my hands for running, not for keeping my clothes on!
We had now made a loop, and were racing past the bleachers in front of the cheering students.  Because of the pounding in my head, I still couldn’t hear them, but I could see them clapping and yelling.  We passed the cheerleaders and I can remember seeing my dream girls as they alternately bounced and raised their “fighting fists” into the air.

I took my first and only quick look behind me, something the coaches told us never to do because you can lose momentum and get disoriented.  The rest of the pack was right there.  If I made the slightest stumble they would all fly past me.  The finish line seemed so far away.  The last 20 feet seemed to stretch on, but my legs kept moving and my uniform was still on!
Suddenly the finish line was there below me.  I saw my teammate, Kane Cassidy, sail past, along with two TeWinkle Trojans immediately behind him.  I quickly slowed to a stop and bent over from exhaustion.  But did I win?
I looked up into the stands and saw many of the students cheering.  The coaches were coming over with their hands extended.  They congratulated me and Kane, the fist and second place finishers.  I had just competed in and won my very first official intramural school district race! 
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                    (A current aerial photo of Horace Ensign Middle School and the track)
I remember the excitement going to my head and catching myself boasting and waving to my friends in the crowd.  They were as astonished as I was that shy, skinny little Bill Beamish could actually win a real track race!  I never worked up the courage to talk to any of those cute cheerleaders, but I was definitely proud and appreciative to have them cheer me on that day.
The track and field season had just begun, but it was all downhill for me after that.  The coaches had high hopes that my times would improve and they kept entering me in all the 300 yard dashes with the other district schools.  I placed 2nd, then 3rd, and then right down the line until the races did become a bit of an embarrassment for me.

Winning that one race was so much of a unique accomplishment for me that I didn’t really care about the other races.  My natural non-competitive nature took hold again and I was truly happy to just coast through the following races and see my teammates take the victories.  I know that Kessler and Jacobsen were disappointed, but I had never made them any promises.  
If I were a natural athlete with innumerable victories like many of my former teammates, that day would probably not have stuck so well in my memory.  It was a freak, adrenalin-rush victory, but one I will fondly remember for the rest of my life!
