Face
by Grant Jones
While we were studying abroad in the Netherlands, my friend Jimmy Steele suggested we sign up for a boxing class offered by the university. Jimmy was on the fencing team at our college back home and was looking for a way to stay in shape. I was intrigued by the idea of boxing because both my father and my grandfather had been prize-fighters in their youth, and because I felt I could probably use a good wallop to the head. But by the time we signed up, we had missed the first few classes, already putting us at a disadvantage.
On our first day, Jimmy and I were greeted by the class instructor, Dries Visser, a tough-as-nails fifty year old who reminded me of a blonde, hair-lipped Sylvester Stallone. Coach, as we called him, was five and a half feet tall on his tip-toes, and he was always on his tip-toes. Dutch men are among the tallest in the world, and there is no doubt in my mind that Coach’s diminutive stature had an impact on the formation of his personality. In time Jimmy and I would learn that Coach Visser knew only a handful of English phrases and most all of them had to do with the bedroom. Yet, despite the language barrier, Jimmy and I could mimic Coach’s fighting moves. We even practiced grunting from the back of the throat so we could at least sound Dutch.

Glancing around the room on that first day, I began to feel confident about holding my own in the ring. There were no giant bruisers as I had feared. Most of the men were tall but of a slight build; I was the thickest in the class. We even had two female classmates who were not in the least bit unattractive. There was one large man in the corner of the gymnasium. He had a face like a rottweiler, but he seemed to be working out on his own and paid no attention to the class.

I pointed the man out to Jimmy. “You can fight that guy,” I kidded.
“I’ll take my chances with one of those girls,” he laughed.

After running laps, Coach sat us down in front of one of the rings and asked for two volunteers to fight. I nudged Jimmy.

“Let’s do it, man,” I said.
“No. No way, I’m not ready yet,” Jimmy said, shaking his head. “Go ahead if you want.” I was the first to raise my hand, and it would be dishonest to say that it had nothing to do with the two pretty ladies sitting nearby.

Coach thanked me for volunteering then said something to the rest of the class that made them laugh heartily. I climbed under the ropes into the ring and turned to look at Jimmy. He gave me the thumbs up. I caught the eye of one of the girls, the blonde one, and with a sly smile and raised eyebrows, I let her know I was going to put on a show. She giggled and smiled back at me. I stretched my legs by pushing against the corner poll as coach spoke to the class in Dutch. He was having trouble finding volunteers to fight me. His voice sounded disappointed, and he shook his finger at the class.
“Come on, Jimmy,” I said. “I won’t kill you.” Jimmy was busy trying to talk to the blonde beside him and paid no attention to me.
I looked around the room at all of the men. “Wimps,” I said. “Pansies.”

Coach motioned to the large man working out in the corner of the gymnasium. “Ruud,” he shouted. The man looked up and coached waived him over. My eyes grew wide. The man slowly strolled over, and everyone in the class started whispering to each other.
“What’s going on here?” I asked.

“That’s Ruud van der Dijk,” said one of the Dutch boys. “He’s a friend of Visser’s and a bit of a legend here in Holland.”
“He won a bronze medal in the Olympics many years ago,” said another of the boys. My right leg began to quiver.

Coach greeted the man with a hearty handshake and spoke a few words to him. Ruud nodded and started to climb into the ring.

“What the #$@&,” I said under my breath.

Coach came up to me. “You fight him, okay?”

I looked over at Ruud. He was taking off his shirt, revealing his sculpted bronze body. Ruud was larger, stronger, and even had more back hair than me.

“I’m not sure about this, Coach,” I protested, waiving my arms and shaking my head.
“Be a man,” said Coach. “He not break you.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I muttered.

The Giant Dutchman entered the ring, smiling. He said a few things in Dutch then laughed and turned to the class.

“This is my first match, sir,” I said. “Just so you know.” He didn’t even look up as he adjusted his gloves.
I glanced over at Jimmy. His face was pinched as though he was about to witness a dog being run over and there was nothing he could do about it. The blonde woman beside him was gazing longingly at the Giant Dutchman.

I gathered myself in my corner of the ring and prepared for the inevitable. Deep inside I was hoping this would be like David and Goliath, but I had a feeling it would be more like the story of Job. Coach walked over to the bell, and I became nauseous.
The bell rang and flight or fight took over. I ran at Ruud with my arms flailing, throwing punches like the blade of a lawn mower. He blocked most, but I landed a few blows to his ribs. I backed off and retreated to the far corner of the ring. This must have upset Rudd, for the look on his face was like a wolverine that had stubbed its toe.

Ruud moved forward a foot, and I jumped back, tripping over the ropes and landing on my ass. The class erupted in laughter. Ruud backed off and gave me time to stand up. Upon standing I was overtaken with mad fury and lunged at Ruud, beating the top of his head like a drum. Ruud closed his eyes out of irritation and slowly, it seemed, cocked his fist back. I started to back up to avoid the oncoming doom, but my legs were frozen in fear. His glove covered my face, turning my field of vision into a canvas of red. When he pulled his glove back, I still saw red, and I could feel it oozing over my face. I fell to the floor and tasted the thick blood pouring out of my nose into my mouth. I could hear Ruud’s muffled laughs above me. 
The blood became too much to hold in my mouth without swallowing. I clinched onto the ropes and pulled myself back onto my feet. I looked out toward the class and saw Jimmy; in fact, I saw of five of him. His mouth was pulled back so far all his lower teeth were exposed. The blonde beside him had covered her eyes. Coach came into the ring and helped me up. “Go clean up,” he said. I slowly stumbled out of the room and down the hall to the bathroom. I could see in the mirror my face was destroyed. My nose was swollen, and my front two teeth felt loose. After some time I was able to stop the bleeding.

When I returned to class, Coach had assembled everyone in a circle and was instructing them on cool-down exercises. He had told everyone to pick a partner. Naturally, Coach chose one of the girls, the red-head, as his partner. Jimmy was quick to pick the blonde as his. Because I had just walked in and I did not have a partner, Coach paired me with Ruud. I declined, but coach insisted. Coach told the read-head to lay on her stomach. He began massaging the muscles of her bottom. “Tense,” he said to Jimmy with a wink, “needs relaxing.” Jimmy followed Coach’s lead with the young blonde.

When I looked back, Rudd was lying on his stomach waiting for his massage. “Oh that’s just great,” I say to Jimmy. “First he kicks my ass, now I have to massage his.” Needless to say, I didn’t come within ten inches of his undoubtedly hairy buttock. As I pretended to work on his back, I held my nose at every possible angle, snorting like a dog. But no matter how hard I tried, no blood would fall on his shirt.

Humiliated but determined, I did not withdraw from the class. I was, unfortunately, unable to settle the score with Giant Dutchman Ruud, as he never returned during our class. I did, however, go on to boast an excellent record in the ring, which I owe completely to Coach’s great advice. That first day Coach pulled me aside after class, and spoke the only complete English sentence I ever heard him say: “Everyone has limits. We must know them. For you, it is best to fight much smaller men, and maybe women.”
